

[image: Images]




[image: Images]




Copyright © 2017 by Barbara Santarelli


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2017


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN: 978-1-63152-258-1
 E-ISBN: 978-1-63152-259-8
 Library of Congress Control Number: 2017942674


For information, address:
 She Writes Press
 1563 Solano Ave #546
 Berkeley, CA 94707


Cover design © Julie Metz, Ltd./metzdesign.com 
Cover photo © TK 
Interior formatting by Katherine Lloyd/theDESKonline.com


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


Names and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of certain individuals.





Contents














	Prologue:


	Grateful for Gray







	Chapter One:


	Immeasurable Details







	Chapter Two:


	Jesuit Justice







	Chapter Three:


	Alternative Universe







	Chapter Four:


	Vacuum-Packed Lunch







	Chapter Five:


	Mayonnaise and Men







	Chapter Six:


	A Few Good Men







	Chapter Seven:


	Viva Villa Avenue







	Chapter Eight:


	The Number-Four Train







	Chapter Nine:


	Homeostasis







	Chapter Ten:


	Hubris







	Chapter Eleven:


	Lucky







	Chapter Twelve:


	Swinging Door







	Chapter Thirteen:


	Keystone







	Chapter Fourteen:


	Safety in Prison







	Chapter Fifteen:


	Gluttony 101







	Chapter Sixteen:


	Emergency Brakes







	Chapter Seventeen:


	Beyond Balance







	Chapter Eighteen:


	Turning Point







	Chapter Nineteen:


	Leaving Loneness







	Chapter Twenty:


	Existential Decisions







	Chapter Twenty-One:


	Cruella Strikes







	Chapter Twenty-Two:


	Math Matters







	Chapter Twenty-Three:


	Leda







	Chapter Twenty-Four:


	Boston







	Chapter Twenty-Five:


	Homestretch







	Chapter Twenty-Six:


	Moving On







	Epilogue:


	Summer in Leda’s House










For my mother, Charlotte Payne,
 who gave as best she could and more
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“The greatest thing in the world
 is to know how to belong to oneself.”


— Michel de Montaigne





Prologue
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GRATEFUL FOR GRAY


The same biting cold that stole the leaves and colors from the trees is now stinging my eyes and numbing the tip of my nose. It’s January; colorless, cold January. The trees are in a winter coma, but resilient enough to weather the misery. I’m giving resilience my best effort. It’s just a matter of counting down and keeping distracted. At the moment, I’m actually counting time. In just six minutes our train will arrive. No winter coma for me. Unlike trees, human coma often precedes death. I’m not ready for that. I have other plans.


We are waiting for the southbound 10:15 Harlem line train to Grand Central. It’s off-peak for the one-hour express ride on this Sunday. My husband, Nick, and I are huddled closely in the January cold. “Whose idea was this anyway?” he asks.


“I think I remember it was you who said, “Let’s grab The Times and a train to the city this morning,” I remind him. I was content to spend the day in the house watching TV or reading and not bothering to change out of my weekend uniform of sweatpants with frayed edges and a few stains.


We take temporary shelter in the glass kiosk meant to protect commuters from rain, snow, stinging sleet, and brutally cold temperatures like today’s frigid sixteen degrees. Inside the glass rectangle, I feel like a human trapped in a fish tank. The little cubicle only serves to cut the day’s biting wind, which comes in gusts. “How many days till May?” I ask. I get a dirty look in response. Wearing a thick knit watch cap and wool scarf that covers his nose and mouth, all I can see are Nick’s eyes. Even with just that inch of his face exposed, I know it was his dirty look. The sarcasm is okay. We are both tired of spending cold Sunday mornings drinking too much coffee and waiting for spring. We feel a bit self-congratulatory this morning for breaking the pattern of Sunday stupor. We have forced our sluggish, bulky-clothed bodies out of the house and onto this platform. We think of the train as a magic bullet we will step into, knowing it will eject us into a beaux arts building throbbing with life in only an hour. This plan rarely fails or deviates. First, we will spend only ten or fifteen minutes in the grand space of the main concourse. Usually we are as still as the painted pale-blue heavenly sky above. Tourists and travelers will swirl around us in constant deliberate motion. We will plant ourselves instead and collect their energy. This vast space connects to platforms, passages, and tracks that move the others away as if pumping blood through vessels and feeding the city.


Next, we will go below to the market. Why is food so much more important in winter? Today, I will buy smoked paprika for turkey chili. The spice stall is crowded with stainless bowls brimming with colorful flavors from exotic places we will never visit. I think of the palette of colors as art. The sight is visually intoxicating. Next, the food court. We will look at the menu, but I know beforehand that we will share a panini of smoked turkey and brie. A glass of pinot will make it festive and special. Relaxed, we will then watch the purposeful people and play a game of guessing who they are, what they are named, and where they are going. The wine warms our brains and stretches our imaginations. We check the schedule because we are ready now to return. We have fought boredom, fat, and the status quo of marital inertia. Our arsenal includes sixty-five combined years of marriage. The last fifteen of those years have been together. Obstacles are our allies.


A woman and what appears to be a teenaged granddaughter walk toward our glass box. The elder woman casually opens the door, and they step in. The door closes softly behind them. Just good timing, I think, as just minutes before, the gusting wind challenged Nick’s ability to pry the same door open. We squeezed quickly through a narrow opening and were unceremoniously smacked on our backs when the wind claimed the door’s intention and shoved us forward. There are four of us in the fish tank now. Together, we wait behind glass.


She appears to be sixty something, like me. We are women of “a certain age.” We are contemporaries. Well, maybe not. She is absolutely elegant in her winter-white melton wool knee-length swing coat. It flares perfectly from the funnel neck to a gentle bell curve, dipping an inch or two longer in the back to ensure a graceful silhouette. The hem ends an inch above spidery-thin legs clad in black tights. The sleeves also end in gentle bell curves. Each cuff has a single, beautifully finished bound buttonhole. It is finely tailored. I imagine she would not expect me to know about these details. The buttonholes are there to embrace two domed, jet black, honeycomb-faceted buttons. Her slim wrists and small hands are covered in fine black kid gloves. They are unadorned. She wears the softest, rich, black suede boots over the black tights. They are so slim, encasing her spider legs. I am sure she is an AAA-width shoe. The narrow point of the boot extends several inches unnaturally beyond her toes, lengthening their appearance. Perhaps it is this shoe gear that helps her to hover and glide rather than seem to take real steps. Perhaps this is why she was able to sail through the same door that held us back. Her hair is a cool, soft blonde in a wind-swept, carefully casual, ear-length style. That little bob easily costs $400 to trim and maintain every five to six weeks, I’m sure. From head to toe, I know she is always perfectly stylish. I dislike her easy elegance. I’ve decided to dislike this perfect stranger.


I cannot see but imagine that under the coat is a nicely textured wool bouclé tweed pencil skirt. I imagine it might be cranberry and charcoal with just enough nap to offset the fine-gauge dove-gray cashmere turtleneck above it. The skirt has French seams and a hidden zipper. Absolutely not any extra fabric over pencil-thin hips. God forbid! Without the benefit of actually seeing her clothes, I know exactly how she is dressed. The look is a perfect choice for an afternoon in the city with Amanda or Skylar or Chloe or whatever the girl’s name is. It is a perfect choice for shopping, theater, or dining. Everything about her is perfect. I absolutely don’t like her.


She is self-confident, and probably smug. I imagine she is pampered. Our paths will never cross. We will never have a conversation. That opportunity will never present itself because I believe I am invisible to her. Invisibility is painful for me, never having overcome that last vestigial childhood scar. Perhaps understanding it should be enough. I allow myself the luxury of fondling and stroking my now-smoothed-over-but-still-present little keloid I’ve almost forgotten is there. Elegant, confident women remind me it is still there. Self-assured people remind me of the years spent wanting to belong, to fit in. There were too many years spent on the outside watching people who never questioned their own value but ignored mine. That self-assurance triggers a response as immediate and invisible as pollen that prompts a sneeze. It is reflexive. I am irritated in their presence. I am uncomfortable. It may even be an allergy. Yes, an allergy. I have shaky self-esteem and insufficient immunity to arrogance. It is less of a problem now that I understand it.


Our eyes meet. Being women (of almost any age), we assess each other. I am convinced that it is dominant genetic trait found in females. It is the human equivalent of dogs sniffing each other’s rears when they first meet. We look at and dismiss each other unceremoniously. She is a delicate, fog-gray, fine-boned greyhound in cashmere. I am an interesting, but mostly invisible mutt. Unclassifiable, unimportant, dismissed. My own choice of wardrobe begins with gray flannel clogs. These are my favorite. They are warm and wide (D width) and sturdy. They are a little pilled, but God are they comfortable. I love them. My jeans are Gap, and they’re too tight. The top button is opened, a very bad sign at 10:00 a.m. The crotch is tightly wedged, with no drape anywhere. Over these I wear a plain, ribbed, charcoal turtleneck, not cashmere or even a nice merino wool. Perhaps a sturdy acrylic blend. My jacket is a warm but ubiquitous black down from L.L.Bean. It is not a Moncler, but fits well and is super warm and goes with just about everything I own.


My gray alpaca gloves and headband coordinate well. All set for my own day in the city.


The train arrives and the four of us choose seats on the same empty car. We sit at opposite ends, but all facing forward. For sure, by now I am totally erased from her thoughts, perhaps never occupying space there to begin with. As the train pulls forward and away, I still consider her spidery legs and pointed boots. We pass Goldens Bridge and Bedford and Katonah, and before the Mount Kisco platform she is tucked away as one more reference point in my collection of elegant, smug, dismissive people I can’t help but dislike. I tuck only her details away someplace in my mind.


By the time we approach Chappaqua, Nick and I are huddled comfortably, sharing an actual hard copy of The Times and making plans for a lovely day. I’ve dismissed her almost completely from my thoughts. I’ve quelled the anger of feeling invisible and dismissed her slight as inconsequential. I’ve kept the details. I’ve enjoyed the details she has unknowingly shared with me.





Chapter One
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IMMEASURABLE DETAILS


I’ve spent most of my life carefully observing details. I love detail. Sometimes, I form an imaginary frame within my field of vision. Within a twelve-inch frame I can reduce the sky to a single wisp of gray cloud or the side of a building to a single window with a crooked shade. I wish people were as enjoyable to frame. Imagine setting the frame over a benevolent smile or a soft gaze and trusting the image as real? I will stick with clouds and rocks and spider webs. I am rarely observed in return, or even noticed. Most people are more preoccupied with imagining how they appear within other people’s frames. Overlapping, interlocking, tangled, and stacked frames that distort the truth and which I discard. So few are special at all. They are too often transient, fading illusions not worthy of a frame. Images are worthy of framing because they are special, unique in some way, if only momentarily, to another person. Those smug, self-satisfied, sneeze-provoking people are dismissed by me. Sorry, no frame from me unless I think you are worthy. I have complete control and pleasure in my private art gallery. I decide who gets framed and who gets left out.


Nick calls me a scorpion in an eagle’s nest. He means this as a compliment. I am not sure if I am flattered, but it feels right. I was born under the November horoscope sign of Scorpio, whose traits include being passionate, exotic, and strong. He knows that I am passionate. Strong and exotic may be a stretch. Like the eagle, I observe details others may dismiss as unimportant and savor the potential importance of trivia.


That is how I happen to know about French seams in a world where French crullers are more revered. Growing up in a family unlike most of the others in my neighborhood was sometimes isolating. Ours was a single-parented Jewish family of three in an Italian Catholic neighborhood with robust-sized families of five or six. We ate Swanson TV dinners and had quiet holidays. We didn’t go to church. I was aware of being different and was tentative when making friends, as I feared they would reject me. There was often time alone. Those larger families had gatherings and events and endless chores and church and homes that ate up time. I had time alone to observe and consider things that normally go unnoticed. I learned to enjoy details as if they were companions. I confirmed my own existence and value by becoming a critic of the value of everything around me. It was initially a survival mechanism. By qualifying and quantifying a world that placed me apart, I could navigate well.


By the time I was nine years old, I understood the difference between cumulus and nimbus clouds. I had memorized and visualized the poem “Trees,” by Joyce Kilmer. I knew that the large gray owl with brown stripes across its chest that lived in the dead oak close to my bedroom window was a barred owl. He had a low voice that called, Hoo … hooo … hooo. It sounded to me a lot like the sound of a hollow wood flute. I thought he may be lonely also.


I knew that the neighbors preferred not to socialize with us or include my mother in the casual banter and chatter other neighbors shared. I somehow understood they thought us different and unworthy of including. I guessed that maybe we were if they thought so.


No matter, from my vantage point of isolation and nascent anger, I became a critic extraordinaire. I entertained myself by qualifying and quantifying my surroundings. Each detail offered escape and understanding that brought comfort. I became self-schooled in appreciating things that others never noticed. I had discovered an alternative to friends and belonging. Instead, I ingested and absorbed minutiae and thrived in what otherwise may have been a void. I enrolled in the School of Immeasurable Details. It wasn’t the three-story redbrick public school building we went to. It was the empty space where I had the freedom of observation and thought that ultimately formed me. It was the breathing space I am now most grateful for.
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My “finishing school” started early in life in an ugly railroad apartment shared with my divorced mother and my older brother. The lime-green, shingled, three-story house was the ugliest on Amundson Avenue, a dead-end street in the East Bronx. We were the only renters on a street of old, small private homes inhabited by Italian and Irish working poor, aspiring to the middle class. In the early 1950s, the still-unpaved street was a combination of gravel and tar and had two empty lots to play in. Not much had changed since 1947, the year I was born. My favorite lot was the one with lots of broken glass. The glass pieces were green and blue, and occasionally amber. There I found small pieces in shapes that could look like precious stones, and I imagined the fine rings or necklaces they could be set in. I collected them in an old jelly jar and saved them to consider their possible futures. I also liked the tiny weeds that had sprigs of pink-lavender clusters. They grew no more than two inches high and sometimes sprouted up between spaces of cracked asphalt and gravel. This microenvironment was a place I liked to be when I was alone. This lot was where I first discovered the pleasure of details, and how they provided me the ability to escape within them. The tiny weeds were gathered into miniature bouquets tied with a blade of grass. Collectively, they were no longer weeds but floral arrangements for the weddings of black or red ants that lived in the gravel and soil.


In 1945, when my parents moved to Amundson Avenue, they felt fortunate to find housing in the postwar shortage. The young married couple recognized its ugliness, but this was to be a transitional and short stay. It was a stepping stone to something better in the near future. Charles, my father, an NYU graduate with a degree in civil engineering and a new job at a fledgling architectural firm, was moving up fast. He was well paid and sent on jobs in rural New York and Pennsylvania, where office buildings and hotels now cropped up to accommodate new communities and postwar optimism.


Charles and Charlotte, then twenty and twenty-two years old, settled in and looked to the future. Amundson Avenue, after all, had a decent history. The Edenwald neighborhood was developed by early Swedish immigrants. It was originally known as Swedenwald, and was, a generation before, a place where Jonas Bronck himself would have been comfortable. There were still families named Johansen and Petersen, but mostly now it was names like Cerbone and Colondona, first-generation Italian-Americans happy to have a first home. My parents bought one expensive chair as a symbol of their imagined future. The French provincial chair cost two weeks’ salary. They had two children within their first three years there. My brother, Stephen, was born first. I was born exactly two years later on November 1. My half-Jewish, well-educated father and his twenty-year-old, first-generation American wife were optimistic. My mother, fluent in the Yiddish she spoke to her Russian-Polish parents as well as in the language of ambition, was destined to be different even before the divorce. Perhaps their differences were insurmountable. My father, Charles Payne, III, proudly identified with the paternal ancestors believed to have arrived in this country on the Mayflower. His Polish-Jewish mother embraced that history as well. The marriage was conceived in cultural imbalance with the scales tilting heavily toward failure.


By 1951, Charles met an attractive married cocktail bar singer as he toiled on a project that took him to Poughkeepsie for days at a time. He left us shortly thereafter, and the three of us spent the next twelve years trapped in the ugly apartment in a shabby transitioning neighborhood. We were the only renters, the only family touched by divorce (rare in the fifties), the only Jews in a solidly Catholic neighborhood. We were also the poorest family, since my father rarely sent child support, and my mother did not work. He left a black 1948 Studebaker that saved us from a totally bleak lifestyle. It had a pointed “nose” and round glass in the back. I thought it resembled a rocket. We used it to escape.


“Stevie, Barbara, where do you want to go?” my mother would ask. When neither of us would answer, she decided for us. “Let’s just get lost, okay, and see where we end up.” We took turns yelling “right, no, left” and ended up in strange neighborhoods. Eventually, the black rocket could not go in reverse, and Mom was forced to find convoluted paths to navigate and park. No big deal, she managed.


Today, I own that French provincial fruitwood chair that held so much promise. It has a graceful undulating frame at the top. There is a delicate fruitwood gallery connecting the legs that reflects the undulations above. The chair and I are both in our sixties, the chair perhaps a year or two older. Like me, it is unique, a bit different in style and dimension than other chairs of its time. The chair and I have seen some strange fashion trends. Its original gray-green matelassé cover had faceted nail heads holding it to the frame. In the sixties it wore striated, orange velvet and had the nail heads removed. In the seventies, it donned a subdued beige fabric with a boring blue stripe. Today, it hosts an ill-chosen but well-intended green-and-brown paisley, the color of baby vomit. The frame was refinished at that time. The upholstery shop owner suggested that the collection of DNA embedded in the wood may not be healthy! I was swayed, wiping all forensic evidence of Charles and Charlotte from the chair that I had inherited when my mother died. I like to think of that chair as a half-sister, we share DNA and history. I believe that all my sloughed-off epithelial cells imbedded within the rich wood grain and delivered in liberal doses of lemon oil into the chairs own cellular structure qualifies as shared ancestry.


My earliest memory is linked to this chair. I can recall my father sitting cross-legged in it. The smell of the pipe he smoked is embedded in my gray matter. I am sitting at his feet and admiring his fancy shoes. The shoes are woven leather oxfords, a variation of a Huarache. The left foot swings slowly back and forth. He wears a sock of dark brown with a clocking stripe of gold. I believe this is my earliest memory, and possibly was his last day at home. Even then, at just three years old, my attention to detail was forming future memory. An intrinsic sensitivity to my surroundings would bring comfort and challenge in the years ahead. There would be no shortage of adjustments or details to consider.
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Change seemed to be everywhere in the next few years. Johnny Mathis, Elvis, and doo-wop music replaced Patti Page, Teresa Brewer, and even eclipsed Sinatra’s popularity. Amundson Avenue sported a new row of attached brick houses. My very first kiss happened in the still–under-construction row houses, in an unfinished living room smelling of wallboard and wet plaster, next to an unfinished baseboard heating unit (very modern) in what would be the model apartment. His name was Louie Greco and I hated the idea of someone’s spit on my mouth. Eventually, a first friend, Alexis Colondona and her lively family occupied that very space.


My mother, burdened with high ambition, great intellect, and few resources, set her ambitions for us quite high. While Alexis and her older sister played “In the Still of the Night” by The Platters, sounds of delicate flute and tinkling piano keys fought for our attention. Surely, she thought, “Peter and the Wolf” and the “1812 Overture” would have more appeal. Our home even sounded different than our neighbors. I couldn’t understand how she thought the instruments were the voices in a narrative about animals or history. Couldn’t we just listen to someone sing real words?


My mother’s chosen vocation was a quest for culture. She filled bookcases with children’s and adult classics. The Red Pony, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, and Grimms’ Fairy Tales shared space with her books. The seventy-eight records, in their colorful cardboard jackets containing classical music, were stacked on the bottom shelf. None of the moms in our neighborhood worked, so I never considered an alternative for my own mother. The fact that she only had a high school diploma may have been a limiting factor. Her own childlike belief that wishing for a dreamed-of future entitled her to having it was more a factor. Somehow her original trajectory had created the illusion that she was still upwardly mobile. Her imagined future did not include working. She waited for a future that would be elusive. She clung to the accoutrements of the imagined future as if they were life preservers. The finer things in life remained important. She was a snob by proxy.


Alexis had two sisters, two brothers, and a tall, angular bleached-blonde mother, referred to as “Beauty” by her husband. I envied her home. It was inherently superior to all other homes since it had been the model and was the end unit in the row of houses. That status included extra light from windows on the side of the structure. Her mother had furnished it lavishly from Roma Furniture, an importer of grotesquely ornate rococo reproductions. Brightly gilded baroque frames matched the heavily padded and tufted hunter-green chairs and sofa. Anything upholstered was sheathed in heavy plastic. A round glass coffee table held Capodimonte bowls filled with silk flowers and completed the set. I completely understood the need for a velvet rope held by brass poles guarding the opening of the room. It clearly stated that all routine traffic should flow directly down the long hallway paralleling this room.


My mother scoffed at this innovative tactic. “Oh my God, a movie-theatre rope to guard the plastic-covered funeral-parlor furniture.” She was obviously not as impressed as I was. Since most of our furniture had origins in the Salvation Army store, I had reservations. The Salvation Army did not import from Italy or allow you to match pieces. Most of our dishes and our record player came from there; I knew fine furniture was a rare find. My mother still pointed out the finer points of our own furniture. “Barbara Ann, that chest on chest is constructed of tiger maple. See the lovely burled wood, and let me show you how the drawers have dovetailed joints.” I learned about wood grains, furniture construction, and furniture periods.


I still thought the plastic-coated matched furniture was more special. I didn’t care that it may not be solid wood at all. My mother spit out the word “composite” when describing their furniture, as if she might choke on it. The steel trap of my young mind registered and stored every word my mother ever said. Children of single parents have an intrinsic need to listen, follow, and trust the one person they must depend on for everything. Somewhere in the dark reaches of my brain I stored my mother’s wisdom. I believed her. I trusted her opinions even as I was beginning to form my own. If nothing else, my love of details and of my mother made the information important. My mother was determined to impart her knowledge of finer things to me. If I liked their furniture or music or clothing, she said, I needed to learn and value what she knew was better.


I struggled with homework after dinner most nights. Sitting on the sagging faded plum-colored sofa next to my mother, I observed her ritual of plucking her perfectly arched eyebrows with more dedication than I had to my math. A large round magnifying mirror balanced on her folded knees as Rachmaninoff’s Second Piano or Tchaikovsky’s Ninth Symphonies competed with the numbers of a long-division problem for my attention. Occasionally, the high-pitched warble of Mario Lanza’s operatic voice was a reprieve from the monotony. “Mom, do you think that Elvis is today’s Mario Lanza? I think his voice is even better.” Her newly plucked and now pink right eyebrow raised in response. She carefully and deliberately laid down the mirror on her lap and sighed heavily. I knew that sigh. I knew what was coming, a lecture right after a snarky chuckle. “Humphhhhh. The only thing Elvis and Mario Lanza have in common is not their vocal chords.” I got the innuendo. I understood Elvis would not be sharing homework time. I was resigned to the reality of homework with classical music. I knew Elvis was not up to her standards. While she waited for better, her displaced dreams would become my own. I began to believe in the power of superior knowledge. If my mother was a snob by proxy, I was her sycophant. I decided to love Elvis even if Mario was, of course, the better singer.


Her interests were not limited to furniture. Literature, art, and architecture were peppered into the cultural stew. I learned about mansard roofs, coffered ceilings, cupolas, and corbels. I saw uninteresting black-and-white self-portraits of Ben Shahn. I heard about Norman Mailer’s themes and German opera. It was a haphazard tornado of facts that seemed to blow around her as if driven by a personal storm. Those winds blew the delicate seeds of her dreams away as if they were feathery dandelion seeds snapped from a fluffy globe. Her task, now mine as well, was to capture and collect them. By holding that knowledge of finer things, we could own them. If most of the seeds of her own dreams were lost, a few might safely land and germinate in a next generation.


I am sure Beauty had never heard of Tchaikovsky or Beethoven. We had bookshelves with French and American fairy tales that had detailed pastel illustrations. We learned about Currier and Ives, and every week at the supermarket we got the next letter in the World Book series. We took turns randomly picking a page and reading an obscure fact. The white leather-like volumes eventually became a complete set and had an annual supplement that took up two shelves in a tall, golden, oak bookcase that also held my mother’s hardcover novels, Reader’s Digest condensed books, and a gruesome and graphic large version of Dante’s Inferno. I would have preferred afternoons in the cultural vacuum of the Colondona home. In spite of a full diet of enriching details, hanging out with a friend was more important than what my mother could offer me. Everything my mother wanted me to learn was starting to become a burden. I felt conflicted because I enjoyed Alexis’s family and their things, and I started to question whether things had to have a hierarchy as my mother seemed to insist. Why did Mario Lanza have to be better than Elvis? It was fun to be in a house unburdened by learning. They seemed to have already achieved whatever status they wanted. I don’t think Alexis had a bookcase, but she had a white cabinet with dolls and stuffed animals that I would happily have traded for any book on those shelves. Alexis’s father was tall and dark and had a thick moustache. Beauty said he looked like Clark Gable. He owned a pizza place near White Plains Road and brought home delicacies every day. I was already, at eight and ten years of age, totally uncomfortable with my friends’ fathers or other men. I understood there were different rules and behaviors reserved for them. Those were skills I didn’t have. All the books and new knowledge could not provide this fundamental human experience.
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Mimi Cerbone was my other friend on Amundson Avenue. Like Alexis, she was also one of five children. The family owned a bakery and pastry shop. On a good Sunday, I would help stuff cannolis in the back of the shop. I loved the smell of almond paste, vanilla, and powdered sugar. Their old and shabby single-family home housed three generations as well as an aunt, uncle, and two cousins. There was constant conversation, fighting in both Italian and English, and unsupervised children running everywhere. An open box of pastries was always on the kitchen table. Cookies with powdered sugar and my favorite, lobster-claw pastry, sat on a countertop as casually and permanently as the salt and pepper shakers in my house. I rarely ignored the freedom of helping myself to a few cookies.


The chaos and activity of both homes included drama and events that were only statistically possible in families of large size. The more fascinating of Mimi’s two bothers was Marco. By the age of ten, he was well-known to the police and had what was then called a JD record. Marco threw rocks at passing cars, stole from small shops on Dyer Avenue, did little to no school work, and was basically shunned by other children and parents on the street. He had a special relationship with my mother. Marco was neither feared, nor shunned in our house. “Charlotte, is my face dirty?” was a question he would ask almost daily. “No, Marco, your face is clean. Want a banana?” He was fixated on having a clean face. Sometimes I thought he just asked because he wanted someone to just look at his face, to see him. Other than scolding parents and outraged motorists, no one really looked at Marco. My mother always looked, and smiled. She would go on to admire his curly hair and send him home. Marco would stop by every day for a banana and reassurance that his face was clean. There was never discussion among us about Marco. Perhaps he was, like us, an outsider.
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One day, Marco arrived with Mimi, both of them very excited. “Grandpa died last night…. Want to see him?” Mimi and Marco were rarely a team. Today, however, they sprinted together with flushed faces and breathless excitement. They seemed anxious to share some good fortune.


“What do you mean, want to see him?” I asked.


“He’s in the dining room! Come on!” Marco could barely speak. I joined them and sprinted to their front stoop. Normally by that point in the approach to the Cerbone house, there would be yelling, but the two youngest children, Pasqualina and Pepe, sat quietly at the top step. At five and seven, they would normally be busy breaking something or going missing long enough that an adult would be screaming their conjoined names in anger. Today, they were silent sentinels at the entrance to a house of death. I knew it was going to be a big deal. The last time all the kids acted like this was when Madeline, the oldest sister, announced her pregnancy at age fifteen. The younger kids were banished that day and understood the need to be quietly absent. Today, kids were included. We entered together. We walked in single file, Marco first, me last.


There in the center room off the kitchen lay Mario Giuseppe, Sr. He was in a dark suit, on what I think may have been the dining room table, placed in front of the sliding pocket doors, behind which Aunt Lena, Uncle Mauro, and their two children normally slept. Aside from an opened, sweet-smelling box filled with my favorite almond-pignoli cookies, I had never felt more drawn to a site. He stayed in that place for two days, and I made visits as often as possible to marvel at death, to observe the family’s quiet acceptance of a dead body in their dining room, and, of course, to eat as many pignoli cookies as I pleased. My mother did not visit the dining room to pay her respects. “We do things differently,” she said. “Jews get them buried the next day.” I preferred their custom of remaining at home a while and smelling cookies till the very last minute on earth.





Chapter Two
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JESUIT JUSTICE


Death touched Alexis’s family, too, in a more tragic and dramatic way. The last two of the five Colondona children were towheaded boys named Nicholas and Alexander. They were treasured as the youngest and only boys after three girls. My mother took the opportunity of their names to teach us a bit of Russian history. “Let me explain about Russian czars and get out the World Book so you can see where Russia is.”


An unusual decoration in their home was a gold shadow-box frame with a wrinkled colorless object folded and floating above the image of the Blessed Virgin. This “treasure,” according to Alexis, was the birth caul covering Nicholas’s face as he entered the world. It was, I was told, a rare sign of blessing and good fortune. It seems, most often the embryonic sac is lost or expelled at birth. The frame hung discreetly in the corridor opposite the living room entry and beyond the velvet rope. I asked my mother to explain this mysterious object. “Pagan and disgusting,” was her short response. Confused, I dismissed its importance and the greater mysteries of childbirth. Frankly, both the caul and childbirth were a bit creepy. I usually avoided looking at it as I followed the velvet rope to the kitchen.


I didn’t like that shadow box, but thought Nicolas was a handsome and lucky boy. The blessing of that caul came with a limited warranty in Nicholas’s case. His good fortune had run out in spite of any magic he was born with.


The sound of screaming and wailing carried across the still-vacant lot between the window of that end unit to the second-floor window of our kitchen, which faced Alexis’s house. I imagine it carried to every house on the street and beyond. A police car was parked in front. Nicholas and Alexander had wandered off to play. No one knew for sure if the accident happened close to the Dyer Avenue station of the elevated train we affectionately called “the dinky,” because it was just two train cars long, or somewhere else along the tracks. What did happen was that Nicholas had stumbled on to the third rail and was instantly, irrevocably gone. Life was forever altered in their home. A somber quiet replaced Elvis and doo-wop and laughter. I struggled to understand how a beautiful boy, born with a blessing from God, was unlucky enough to die before he was ten.


The subject of God became, from that point and forever after, a source of discomfort and skepticism to me. I noticed that the shadow box had disappeared from its prominent place on the wall of Alexis’s house. There was a tiny hole in the wall where the nail had been removed. I thought about the image of a smiling Blessed Mary that shared living space in that shadow box. Did she feel as betrayed by God as the rest of the family? Maybe she just got buried in her shadow box in the larger box that held him in his grave. That seemed fair. She should at least keep him company forever. I took an inventory of the other religious artifacts in their home. Since we had none, and they were not part of our cultural repertoire, I was fascinated by their importance to others. The large wood crucifix still hung over her parents’ bed. Jesus looked down on them, His suffering obvious. Maybe it helped them to accept their own misery. He obviously understood better than anyone the meaning of misery. Alexis still had her pearly-white plastic rosary beads hanging in the corner of her wall mirror as always. God still seemed to live in their home. They didn’t seem to be mad at God. Signs of Jesus’s importance were still in place. Their faith seemed to be intact. I wasn’t so sure I would have been as forgiving. They were as sure of Jesus as they were of themselves.


They still went to Church on Saturday for confession and again on Sunday for Mass. They didn’t question God, and they never spoke about Nicholas. There was something not right about this trade. God got to stay, but Nicolas didn’t.


Every Wednesday, Mimi and Alexis and lots of other kids in PS 68 left early to go to “cat-a-kiss-em.” Catechism was something else Jews didn’t do. I was left to complete the day until regular dismissal time and to think about the good Jesus-related arts-and-crafts projects I was missing. When I asked my mother what they did there, her response was, “They teach kids that Jews killed Jesus Christ.” That filled me with a combination of anger and fear. The few Jews I knew were family members: aunts, uncles and my grandparents. My uncle Walter couldn’t even stand up to his wife let alone kill Jesus.


Mimi and her Catholic cohorts made first Holy Communion without me. This was worse than catechism, because they were going to get to dress up in white dresses and wear bridal veils. I consoled myself by positioning our fine sheer simple curtains over my head and looking through the blur to a mirror to see how I would have looked. Our curtains were of the finest Batiste. They had six-inch-deep hems. I knew they were really good curtains, but they looked just ordinary to me and made an uninteresting veil. I was not happy with being Jewish. I wanted a veil and communion.
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Mimi, Alexis, and others in their families never spoke about religion. It was simply just part of their lives. For sure they had many artifacts in their homes (in addition to Nicholas’s birth veil), but those were also just accepted decorations. The only thing beside the communion veil that I loved was a rhinestone cross Alexis wore every day. It glittered and, on sunny days, gave off rainbow-colored reflections. A small glass droplet sat at the intersection of the glittering bars.


“Look inside,” Alexis invited. “See that little splinter? It is a real piece of wood that came from Jesus’s cross.”


“You mean the one in your parents’ room?” I asked. I lodged my head under her chin and craned my neck to the right. I looked inside the bubble with my right eye. Sure enough, a little brown wood splinter could be seen.


“So that is the real piece of wood from the real cross that he died on before he became God,” Alexis continued. I looked again for traces of blood that might prove that. I didn’t doubt the authenticity of the artifact or the story. This was hard evidence. I thought it special to own something so beautiful and sad. It marked her as a member in good standing and worthy of sharing how God was born. She was a legitimate member of a mysterious and elite religious group. I tried not to think about what my mother said about Jews killing Jesus.


Most Saturdays I would accompany Alexis to church for confession. Our Lady of the Blessed Nativity was, at that time, a small, wood-framed, Tudor-like structure. It reminded me of a Swiss chalet. I could go inside and wait. There were more mysteries. People kneeled, bowed, crossed themselves, and whispered. There was holy water and candles, an elaborately carved “telephone booth” with a heavy grate and burgundy velvet curtain. There were crying life-sized saints, and of course a larger-than-life suffering Jesus on a cross up front. The pious demeanor of my friends was reassuring. If they seemed calm and happy, it must be all good. I was really okay to sit this part out. They knelt and crossed themselves. I took a seat on a bench and rested my feet on a velvet kneeling platform. I was not taking part in any ritual. I was watching and waiting in respectful silence as they confessed. I felt guilty just breathing in the strange scented fumes of constantly dying votive flames. Was I receiving an infusion of Catholicism by just breathing? My mother had no idea where I was on Saturday mornings. I knew she wouldn’t be happy, even if I was just waiting inside the church.


My mother became more aware of the need for Jewish identity as I spent more time at friends’ homes. We did have God and prayers as informal requests for special things, like enough heat on extra cold days or for the car to start when it acted weird. The Ten Commandments were cited from time to time if ethical questions arose, but now we added prayers before bed. We recited the “Now I lay me down to sleep, if I should die before I wake” prayer. Surely any kid with half a brain of any religion hates that prayer. It is a first consideration of mortality and good reason to hate sleep. On Friday nights now, we lit candles and thanked God for everything we had and asked for his blessing in the coming week. I tried to think of new reasons for gratitude. I hoped that God really paid attention, but thought he would listen to Catholics first. Candle lighting each Friday was something we did that was special. I loved the flickering candlelight that lasted through dinner. I was 100 percent sure that God saw us on Friday evenings. I hoped he liked our candles. Even though our home was missing the symbols, my mother made a benevolent God a presence. She reinforced that God was good and watched over everyone. If this was true, I thought, he must watch me all the time. I hoped he wasn’t angry that I went to church sometimes. I thought maybe he was okay with any recognition.
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By the time I was ten and my brother twelve, my mother committed even more thought to religious identity. We had Passover Seder with Grandma and Grandpa, and my mother researched synagogues in Jewish neighborhoods in other parts of the Bronx. None were close. I had now spent almost two years on the sidelines of Catholicism. I was comfortable with any religious ritual. There were more Catholic than Jewish ones. If the Jesuit saying, “Give me the child for seven years, and I will give you the man,” holds any truth, my mother had already missed the opportunity to indoctrinate us as identified Jews. There were those first years of a near-religious void followed by a crash course saturated with Catholic icons, symbols, places, and a community of people that shared membership in their common beliefs. Then there was a belated effort to bring a Jewish God home. I didn’t long to be Catholic or not to be Jewish. I simply longed for real membership in either of those theisms. It was confusing. Some years we had a live, but small Christmas tree. This, of course, offered another educational opportunity. There were Norwegian pines, Norway spruces, and the most elite of all Christmas conifers, the Douglas fir. We did not have a Douglas fir. Perhaps another aspiration in life? Our tree was strung with bubble lights that glowed and featured sparkling bubbles that looked like carbonated cherry cola. We had a menorah every year. We dutifully took turns lighting a twisted waxy, anemic pastel-colored candle. The challenge was to find one that wasn’t listing to a side or already showing splintered cracks. We were happy to get small and mostly practical gifts for eight nights.


One memorable Christmas, we woke up to discover a set of Schwinn two-wheelers under the tree. The Salvation Army was again a treasure trove for mom. Steve’s was a hastily repainted cadet blue, but mine was a nearly new bright-red beauty. My mother had given us a special gift and me a poignant lifetime memory. There is another vivid memory linked to my mother. Her closet was small, but offered escape and dress-up choices. I especially loved a three-tiered iridescent purple half-slip. If I hiked it up under my arms, it became a strapless ball gown. A pair of very high kelly-green heels with ankle straps completed the outfit. I was a movie star or a princess. Where would my mother ever have worn such flamboyant things, I wondered? It was fun to pretend. Christmas trees and menorahs and kelly-green high heels were all just that: pretend things. I wasn’t a princess any more than I was Jewish or Catholic. Religion was another empty space in my identity which would need to be reconciled in the future. I thought that religion might be a form of imaginary playtime for grown-ups. For the time being, we were playing catch-up. The Jesuits were correct. Religion was now another piece of the puzzle where pieces just never fit in easily. Three years and five years beyond the Jesuit cut-off line, we were introduced to an Orthodox synagogue. This was the only one willing to offer complete scholarships and no membership fees to us. The altruistic act was well intended, but too late.


My brother, Stephen, was forced to take a crash course in Hebrew at the Orthodox synagogue to become a bar mitzvah. He was then, and remains, brilliant. He caught up the four years he had missed, and then excelled and performed to the delight of my religious grandfather and proud mother. He was fluent in reading and writing Hebrew. He memorized prayers and ultimately a long Torah portion he would read at his bar mitzvah. He was, unfortunately, an unwilling participant, who took no personal pleasure in his immersion. Joining late and performing beyond expectations had only made him an outsider to the other boys. He couldn’t wait to not return. Within a month of completing his official induction as a Jewish man, he resigned. It wasn’t a formal resignation, but a declaration that he simply wasn’t returning. That let me off the hook as well.


I had been signed up for a girls’ class in Hebrew school. In the 1950s, girls did not get bat mitzvahed. I was to learn prayers for candle lighting and Shabbat, and special songs and rituals. Also a latecomer to the social construct, I went once and refused to return. Unlike my brother, I was considered less intelligent and less in need of confirming my religious identity. We continued to live in religious limbo. I decided I believed in God but liked him best in my thoughts or outside in pretty places. God belonged in clouds or even a starlit sky. Take God into a building, and I became uncomfortable. I didn’t belong there. I remain, even now, uncomfortable and always eager to leave the confines of most religious “houses.” I can deal with God better without so much ritual and distraction. One to one just makes sense to me. I didn’t fit in with either religion and didn’t see God in any of those inside places. Having never really belonged in either of those houses, I have chosen to respect them all but to avoid non-essential exposure. Today, I practice little more than a pantheist belief that some supernatural and benign force governs all of nature and the universe.


That said, who can resist the beauty of a Christmas tree or the taste of a Hannukah latke? Religion is an arena that serves to separate and stratify. My earliest exposure was of religious isolation. I can claim credibility in reciting an “Our Father” as convincingly as the “Shema” (the centerpiece of all Jewish prayer). This literacy is proof of my good effort to belong. God forgive me my lack of conviction in believing that he loves some more than others and is more present in a big building. That void in faith sustains my belief in something better. I am brought to tears each and every time I hear John Lennon’s iconic song “Imagine.” It speaks to me and brings the peace I never found in a house of God. I believe God was present in the Salvation Army the day my mother must have hunted for those two bikes. I believe that deeply.





Chapter Three
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ALTERNATIVE UNIVERSE


The same year I was released from formal religious education, a new house was constructed on the last remaining building lot on our street. The newly constructed solid brick cube was different from any existing house. This freestanding home looked across at the attached row houses opposite and seemed, from the onset, to assume superiority. A flight of concrete steps led to a main entry that was grand. A fancy wrought-iron scroll-work bannister led to a front door flanked by false colonial columns and a formal pediment above the door with an urn at the center. A narrow concrete porch ran across the front and was set below a huge plate-glass window. There were louvered shutters framing the window. It made Mimi’s house to its right look like a poor relative. The old wood-framed house with gray shingles was suddenly shabby. The stark difference of the home matched that of the new inhabitants. The new family tilted the existing balance of the neighborhood.


The Coughlins were Catholic, but otherwise unique. Kathy, the only child, attended St. Ann’s school. The family also worshipped at that parish. Her father wore a suit and drove Kathy, in her Catholic school uniform, to school each morning. Kathy didn’t walk with us to PS 68, and she didn’t go to catechism but somehow, she managed to meet the three other girls that she played with on weekends. Her mom was tall and thin, and wore ballet flats and ladies’ pants with a crisp crease. Mrs. Coughlin was very quiet. My mother said she was reserved and seemed to be full of herself. She seemed content to sit on her front porch and read a book, if she was ever seen outside. Reading was a perfect guise for her real purpose, which was to evaluate her new neighbors. When she wasn’t on the porch reading, she could be seen looking out the large plate-glass window. In those places, she had been able to take inventory and was not comfortable with what she saw.


First of all, there were no other Irish families. The first time she heard the screams of “Pasqualina-Pepe,” she must have cringed. The men in the neighborhood wore polo shirts or button-up shirts with no ties, and none wore suits. They all seemed to grow tomatoes and basil somewhere on their lawns. The children seemed unsupervised at play and were loud. She was an efficient intake coordinator and also discovered that one of the little girls Kathy had befriended had no dad at all. That family also didn’t go to Our Lady of the Blessed Nativity. A little sleuthing revealed a worse problem. They were Jewish. That was a serious social shortcoming.


We played together nicely for several weeks, most often in front of Kathy’s house. She had a perfectly paved driveway and a front porch that seemed the equivalent of a luxury penthouse. Her mother could monitor our play and conversations easily from either the porch or window. Mrs. Coughlin was cautious in her new surroundings, perhaps anxious for Kathy to have friends. She watched and listened carefully. She frequently called down to the group with a reminder to be careful or even to offer a snack. She needed to let the girls know she was there.


Kathy obediently followed her mother’s prompts. If her mom made Toll House cookies, Kathy presented them proudly. Perhaps being an only child made her mom’s opinion as important as being the child of an only parent. She parroted her mom’s words often when we played.


“Your mother is a prostituter!” Kathy said one day, out of the blue.


“She is not,” I said, not quite sure what that was, but sure it wasn’t a good thing.


“She is not.”


Mimi and Alexis had no idea what that was either, but came to my defense. “That is not true. Take it back,” said Alexis, somehow knowing it was not a nice thing.


“Kathy is so mean,” I told my mother over that evening’s dinner. “And anyway, what’s a prostituter?”


I don’t remember getting an answer. All she said was, “Just don’t play with her again. It must be that great Catholic school she goes to.”


There were only four little girls on the block, and the others were not targets of name-calling by Kathy. One day, we were playing double Dutch on the street when Kathy’s mother set up a huge blow-up pool with clear blue sides.


A voice from the other side of the street called out to us. It was Kathy. I stopped, turning to see Kathy in her latest bathing suit. The bathing suit was a beige loopy terry cloth. At the chest, was a puffy faced puppy in dark brown. The puppy had soulful eyes and long floppy ears that hung freely and swayed playfully when she walked. Her mother walked out to stand next to her and then called out, “Alexis, Mimi, come on, the pool is full. Get your bathing suits on.” Without hesitation, the girls dropped the rope and ran across the street. I took a step forward, drawn to the sad-eyed puppy more than by the path my friends were taking. “Not you,” said Mrs. Coughlin. “The pool is too small, and you are too fat.”


“Yeah, you can’t come in my pool, because all the water will come out,” Kathy added, her hands planted on her hips. “And beside that, you’ll make it dirty.”


Mrs. Coughlin smiled approvingly at her daughter.


The red, wood handles of the jump rope I gripped became red-hot extensions of my hands. I held them tighter. The handles and my red-hot shame grew into heated anger. Mimi took a tentative step into the aqua-blue oasis in the driveway. Her heel caught the edge of the inflated vinyl wall and a trickle of water spilled out onto the hot concrete. I was without voice or thought to consequence. I saw Mrs. Coughlin watching the scene from her perch above. The red wooden handles felt like they were burning my hands. I dropped them to the ground and thought I might cool my hands only in the pool water. But my hands had their own plan. They grabbed Kathy’s limp and damp pony-tail as she leaned against the plump inside edge. They held the mousey-brown string of hair that belonged to her head. With both hands, I yanked her surprised and unresisting body over the bouncy edge of the pool.
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