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“Tarquini charms her audience with heady wit and laugh-out-loud humor . . . This is a fast-reading, enjoyable journey through past and present that many readers will enjoy.”


—Booklist


“Hindsight is an evocative and inventive reincarnation tale. Drawing on snippets of wisdom from long-gone literary giants, including Chaucer, Dante, Goethe, and Kipling, Tarquini illustrates the eternal universality of human behavior . . . the narrative emphasizes the importance of acting in the here and now: saying what should be said, forgiving what needs to be forgiven, embracing opportunities to deepen connections with others, and seizing moments of happiness when they’re presented. Consequently, Hindsight is a sustaining and deeply personal reading experience.”


—Foreword Reviews, FIVE STARS, Book of the Day Selection


“Tarquini’s innovative concept is paired with realistic characters and sparkling wit, making this enjoyable novel a keeper.”


—Publishers Weekly, Starred Review


“This contemporary jewel is a literary parade that reminds us to live life fully in the now.”


—Working Mother, “21 New Books to Fall for This Autumn”


“Witty and thought-provoking, Mindy Tarquini’s debut is a must-read for lovers of Chaucer, magical realism and literary ingenuity.”


—Buzzfeed


“Funny and irreverent, this modern fable is a good reminder to love the life you have.”


—Real Simple


“This charming contemporary fable marks a fabulous debut for author Mindy Tarquini.”


—SheKnows, “The best books written by women you need to read this fall”
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For Rosie,
who is always very brave.





The Scourge



A long time ago, and a very long time after, historians told us the disease started as a tiny outbreak in a remote farming community. A farming community in a far-off place called Kansas. A place where tornadoes swept in without warning, strong enough to carry a house over the rainbow, and land it in a magical world.


The community’s doctor treated the stricken with the strongest medications he had—antitoxins, against diphtheria, maybe tetanus— confounded by a disease which looked like influenza, but killed faster than plague. A disease which targeted the young, the healthy, the hope for the future.


The disease might have stayed in that far-flung farming community chained by isolation and weather, but for a more powerful pestilence. Flagrant and fulminant and indiscriminately destructive.


War.


Virulent enough to infect with patriotic fervor, overwhelm patriotic dissent, redraw our boundaries, redefine our limits, and sweep other news to the sidebars.


We saw the shadow descending. We scurried for cover. We cowered, constrained by a wall of ignorance.


The shadow, when it landed, crushed us all.





Exposure
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One



September 25, 1918
Philadelphia


I was deposited at the old man’s door, wet, cold, and hungry, my possessions clutched in a blanket-wrapped bundle and my dignity in tatters. Brought there by the tailor’s wife, who worried about contagion.


“I can’t take her.” She put a hand on my shoulder and pushed me into the room. “I have to protect my children. What if she gets sick?”


Eyes downcast, all I saw were the old man’s shoes, every crevice clean and the leather over the toes reflecting the floor’s speckled linoleum. The laces were new.


The old man tapped his heel. Three times. “It’d be better for her to go with a woman. The Widow Frezza, perhaps. She is lame. This young lady could be useful.” His voice, deep and gravelly, trailed off.


Useful. Like an ugly scarf. Unwanted, but serviceable.


“Impossible. This is Rosina Vicente’s daughter.” The tailor’s wife said my mother’s name in a rush, as if she feared letting it land too solidly on her tongue. “There is nobody else. No place for her to go. Her parents are dead. The landlord turned her out. Was I supposed to leave her on the street? What if she got angry?” She gave me another nudge. “You’ve lived your life. If you die . . . What I mean is, no one depends on you.”


Fear makes the wise foolish, and the tailor’s wife was not wise. Even so, all these many years later, I remember her words and my breath still catches, my cheeks still burn. Like I was the one who said it.


The old man made a clicking noise, tongue against the roof of his mouth, faster, then slower, the way I do sometimes when I’m trying to think. “There are no relatives?”


The tailor’s wife crossed her arms. “I heard maybe a cousin.”


He touched my elbow. “Is there a cousin?”


There was, a fat man who used to sit at my parents’ table and eat all they had, wine trailing a spittle-filled path down his chin. “He stayed with us when he first arrived. But he went west. To Pittsburgh. To work in the steel mills.”


The old man put out a finger. He lifted my chin, raising my gaze past shins covered in brown felt spats, shoe coverings which buttoned to the knee. The spats ended at the bottom of well-creased tweed knickerbockers, the short pants of the time, into which was tucked a tailored linen shirt, its every seam and pocket reinforced by a double row of expert stitching. “Then what are we to do with you?”


I looked him in the eyes, tried to take his measure in their smoky depths, so close in color to Poppa’s. All that returned was a cold neutrality, blue-gray and grim and incisive as shears.


I looked past him. A kettle heated on an enameled gas stove; a loaf lay on a cutting board beside. The scene was a warm spot in a world gone cold, and my mind filled with images of hot tea and toast and frozen toes thawing while I waited.


My stomach grumbled. “You don’t have to do anything about me. Nothing about me needs doing. I’ve already written to my brothers. They are fighting in the war. Soon they will return.”


“Tomorrow we will write to your brothers again. Let them know that you are here.” The old man pointed to a hook by the entrance. “In the meantime, hang your coat there.”


I did so. The tailor’s wife took me by the arm. “I am two floors down. If you need anything. Do you understand? Not the first door. That one goes to the shop. The one next to it, closest to the stairs.”


“With the big iron ring.” I pointed to a similar knocker hanging from the old man’s door.


She touched fingers to forehead and heart, then flicked them to either side in a miniature sign of the cross, put the tips to her lips, and kissed them, nose scrunched like she’d stepped in something impolite to mention.


Perhaps she hadn’t expected me to be so observant.


She set her gaze on the old man. “I’ll check in tomorrow, maybe the day after. With all the preparations for the parade, we are working day and night. Banners. And streamers for the Sons of Italy.” She jutted her chin. “All she has is in her hands. She says the landlord kept the rest. I don’t know if she has any money. I didn’t ask. With so many sick, I’d suggest she look for a job, but considering what’s happened, who would hire her?”


Heat rushed across my forehead, fire across my chest. My hands jerked. My fingers twitched. I was sick, also, sick of it all—the sideways glances, the whispered prayers, averted eyes, and subtle gestures.


Superstitions. Silly, backward, soul-stymieing superstitions. Stitched into the fabric of our society. Shaken out in times of crisis. Shrouding our struggling-to-be-modern world.


I dropped my bundle to the floor, bent, turned up the hem of the tailor’s wife’s skirt, and waggled it at her. “You know who’ll hire me? Somebody who doesn’t like stitches long enough to strangle a cat.”


The tailor’s wife backed up a step, shaking her skirt to dislodge my grip. I held on, wishing I had a pin to puncture her insufferable presumption.


The old man wrapped a firm hand over mine and pried the fabric from between my fingers. “I don’t need the young lady’s money.”


“I didn’t mean it that way, Don Sebastiano. I meant—”


“It is fine, Signora Lattanzi. I know what you meant.” He moved with her onto the landing, closing the door behind him.


Don. A title of deference, of distinction, reserved for those held in highest esteem. Men of great knowledge. And breeding. I glanced at a collection of buttonhooks hanging beneath a drugstore calendar advertising the benefits of castor oil.


Not a title for shoemakers.


Maybe he owned the building.


I pressed my ear to the door, fingertips splayed across the wood, but all I got was muffles, his stalwart and steady, hers strident, then meek. Her descending steps followed, and I had the impression that whatever their argument, the old man had won.


The handle turned. I stumbled back, all innocence. He entered the room. “So tell me, Rosina Vicente’s daughter, do you have a name?”


I drew myself to my full height, near standing on tippy-toes. “Fiora. I am seventeen years old.”


The old man eyed me.


I settled back onto my heels. “Almost seventeen. Another six months.” My stance slumped. “Or more.”


He waved my comments to the side. “Sixteen. Seventeen. What’s it matter? Have no worries. We will be fine.”


We. For five days it’d been only me after sixteen years with a mamma and a poppa and two brothers who used to tug on my braid before they went to fight the Kaiser, or maybe it was the Turks, in a place called the Isonzo.


I dug deep into a pocket and pulled out an envelope. I gave it to the old man. “Six dollars and fifty-two cents. What Mamma had hidden in the sugar bowl. That should be enough for a week, maybe two. Maybe more if you let me do some chores to make up the difference.” The old man didn’t need to know about the other money, twisted into a handkerchief I’d pinned between my breasts. “What I mean is, when my brothers return, they will pay you for anything I can’t cover.”


The old man opened the envelope and counted the contents. “I will find a safe place for this. You’re such a little thing, I doubt you eat enough to make a difference. When the time is right, we will put this money to good use for you.”


Little. Maybe. But I could eat as much as any boy. Two boys. And smart as three. Poppa always said so.


The old man took my bundle and placed it near the stove. I thought he meant that I should sleep there, then he opened a door onto a narrow staircase tucked on the other side of the wall behind it. “This leads to an attic. It has no heat register, but there’s a bed, and privacy.”


The kettle whistled. The old man beckoned me to a central table surrounded by benches and covered in tools. The headline of an Italian-language newspaper lying against a shoe form assured, L’INFLUENZA DI PHILADELPHIA É CONTROLLATO. The influenza outbreak was under control.


At that time, the building was new, one of many constructed to house a population exploding with workers who flocked to high-paying factories because of the war in Europe. Despite the beveled trim crowning the room, the intricate birds carved on a wooden chest beside a cot on the far wall, and the trim on the window curtains, the space felt run-down. Lifeless. A place to eat and sleep and work. Nothing more.


The old man picked up a porcelain teapot, perched on the table’s corner. Painted with yellow flowers, the teapot was a delicate incongruity amid the awls and leather punches. He indicated the bench, palm up, fourth finger and pinky crooking like the priest’s when he raised his hand to give a benediction. “Sit, Fiora Vicente. You must be hungry. Tonight you are my guest.”


The last of my bravado collapsed. I had a place to sleep. Food to eat. My knees went shaky with relief. I dropped onto the bench, ducked below the level of the table and made a show of checking the alignment of my stockings, hoping I didn’t faint and tumble headlong under it.


I wouldn’t have fit. The space was scattered with baskets and leather scraps, a box of iron rings and a cylindrical clay pot, brown and plain as dirt, filled with twine-wrapped bunches of dried verbena.


I plucked one from the container, breathed a nose full of lemon and nostalgia, then popped my head up, and waved the verbena at the old man. “My mother used to hang this at our windows and doors. Why do you have so much?”


He took the verbena from me and placed it in the exact center of the table. “You never know when it might be needed.”


He fed me toast and apple slices layered with cheese and put plenty of sugar in my tea. He didn’t talk beyond the necessities of eating, but he smelled of the same shaving soap as my poppa and didn’t reach for his food until I’d reached for mine. When we finished, he took a pipe and tin from a shelf, filled the bowl with tobacco, tamped it with a thumb, struck a match from the box behind the stove, and drew deep, the glow casting shadows under the hollows in his cheeks.


He lifted the lid on the carved chest, pulled a sheet and blanket from it, along with a towel, and handed them to me. “We share a bathroom and toilet with the lady on the second floor. Her husband is away at the war, so it is not busy.”


I took the linens from the old man, and he added, “She’s a little older than you.”


A friend. Maybe. Hope ignited.


The old man doused it. “But she’s expecting. So . . .”


I would need to be careful. I hefted my bundle up the stairs, braid swinging across my shoulder and disappointment close on my heels.


The attic was a narrow space suffused in moonlight. The bed, plenty big for two, was pushed up against the short wall, its mattress sausage-rolled at the end of its metal springs. Boxes and baskets crammed into the corners. Fabric piled along shelves. The room’s single chair, draped in dustcovers, cozied up to a dressmaker’s form. The form wore a hat, feathered and flowered and old-fashioned as petticoats, its brim large enough to take on passengers.


Discouragement faded. I balanced the hat atop my head and peered into the wavy glass of the room’s single window. My reflection, pointy and pensive, peered back. I pinched my cheeks to bring up the color, then remembered Mamma wasn’t there to dose me with cod liver oil to cure the paleness. I pulled the hat from my head, flung it onto the bedpost, threw open the sash, and shooed the memory into the damp September chill.


A panorama of the curb market on Ninth Street spread out four floors below, one storefront after the other, marching parallel to trolley tracks embedded in the drizzle-covered cobbles.


PRODUCE. FLOWERS. MAGAZINES. BREAD.
GROCERY. SEAMSTRESS. CHEESE. PIES. PANINI.


I measured the window with my arms, pleased it faced east and, therefore, the rising sun, then turned around, looped thumb and forefinger before my eyes and squinted at the ceiling slope shortening the attic’s opposite wall and imagined the effect in daylight. I pulled Mamma’s Big Ben alarm clock, always my constant in a crisis, from the blanket-wrapped bundle, wound it, set it on the night table, and stood very still, as Mamma had taught me, while its tick-tick-tick settled into the room’s unique rhythm.


The church tolled the midnight hour.


I shivered.


The tailor’s wife didn’t think the old man’s death mattered. Because he had no purpose. She was a silly, shortsighted woman who didn’t understand the importance of what she had done.


Until she dumped me at the old man’s door, he had no reason to live.





Two



The kettle whistled again at dawn, followed by the aroma of espresso wafting up the stairs. I opened an eye, waiting for Mamma’s call. “Fiora. Come down. Help me set the table.”


The call didn’t come. Mamma was gone, lying with Poppa under the dirt at Potter’s Field, or so the men who came to collect them claimed. I shook off the sadness along with the covers, quick to get into my clothes: cotton stockings, ankle-length skirt, and a plain long-sleeved blouse with a square collar—what we used to call a waist, for shirtwaist. I rolled my sleeves up over my elbows. In those days, I had a bad habit of dragging my cuffs through my food.


The room looked smaller in daylight. Not so long, nor so wide, the ceiling lower, its slope steeper than I remembered from the night before.


Not the window. It loomed three times larger than recollection. I thought of the black velvet drape still hanging in my parents’ bedroom, flopped onto the bed, and bounced a frustrated fist to the bedcover, the landlord’s parting words ringing unfair and final. “Curtains and cutlery stay with the apartment.”


A sharp knock rat-tat-tatted on the old man’s door. I hurried down the attic stairwell, paused at the bottom step, and peeked around the jamb to see who was there.


The tailor’s wife. I drew back.


“How are you getting on, Fiora?”


I kept my eyes on my feet, pegging them into place, but all the good manners Mamma had foisted on me carried me into the room. “Fine,” I mumbled.


She jangled her key ring. Like a jailer. “Good. Keep yourself busy. Make yourself useful. In time, everything will work out.”


Useful.


The tailor’s wife was a robust woman, with cheeks chunkier than a chipmunk’s. Her skirt was dark enough for a funeral, twice the necessary width, and so out-of-style my fingers ached to transform it into the modern slim-fitted fashion. I told her so, adding, “I’ll sew the extra material into a very useful sack. Suitable to stuff things, starting with your bluster.”


The tailor’s wife took on the look of somebody who needed to eat more roughage. She stepped toward me, and I thought I might get to make good on my offer, but the old man stepped between us. He led the signora onto the landing, his voice conspiratorial and constricted.


I tried, I really did, even stooping to put my ear to the keyhole, but I couldn’t hear a thing.


The church tolled the seventh hour. I reached for the old man’s Big Ben, the move reflexive, and wound it.


The old man stepped back inside, cloth piled under his arm. The left side of his mouth took a downturn. He took the clock from me and set it on the table. “What were you doing?”


Every answer seemed obvious, so I kept them to myself.


He handed me the pile of cloth. “Mending. With the parade only two days away, the Lattanzis cannot keep up. The signora will pay you what her customers pay her if you will help them keep their good reputation.”


I flashed on Poppa’s upholstery scissors, as long as my forearm and worth the earth, lying on Mamma’s kitchen table beside his box of threads and cording, forfeited in the landlord’s haste to evict me. A flash of the dress form in the old man’s attic, the piles of fabric, followed. The old man seemed to apprehend my train of thought because he pointed to a basket on the bench. “You can’t do proper work without proper tools. My wife was a seamstress. You may use hers until we get back your own.”


“But . . .”


“What the landlord did was illegal. What’s yours is yours. Maybe this afternoon, we will take a walk and speak with him.”


“He said it was to pay for the extra days.”


“Why didn’t you pay him from the money you had?”


“Poppa told me rents are climbing everywhere. If the landlord had known about the money, he’d have charged me for every little thing until it was gone and put me out anyway.”


That made the old man smile. It crinkled across his face like crepe fabric across a doorway, the corners stretching all the way to his eyes. He set a bottle of milk on the table, the cream layered at the top. “It’s chilly today. I’ll warm this for you.”


I now know he meant to be kind, but at the time he made me feel like a baby needing a bottle. I half-expected him to hand me a bib.


We ate sliced bread and espresso, mine swimming in the warmed milk. Then we worked.


Hem. Button. Button. Button. Another hem. Patch. Torn pocket. Pulled lining. Frayed collar. Cuff. Every stitch even, as regular as the old man’s Big Ben. Every stitch money in the pocket, a pebble on the path toward freedom. I tied off a knot.


The tailor’s wife had found me on the street corner, teeth chattering, my coat soaked through. She was the only one of the dozens who passed me who stopped to ask if I were okay. Because none of them saw a girl in need, all they saw was somebody who could be a threat to their family.


Not Signora Lattanzi. She saw me as somebody who could be a threat if she didn’t help me. Maybe her thinking went against her. I was doing her work, earning her money, because the old man told her. Because she didn’t dare refuse. Because she called him don. I tied off another knot.


I bet she was sorry she didn’t take a different route home that night.


The Big Ben’s seconds ticked into minutes, the minutes into hours. The sun climbed. I envisioned it streaming into my attic as the moon had on the previous night, unfettered, without direction, the light splashing across the slope on the opposite wall.


Button. Button. I bet the signora would collect an extra nickel on each repair. An extra nickel wasn’t much. The old man would never know.


Seam. Hem. Button.


I stood. “If we do go back, I need my mother’s curtain.”


I put down my needle and went downstairs to use the toilet.


The landlord proved reluctant, rubbing at a poorly washed ear. “She took what she could carry. I am not a warehouse. It seemed fair. Her parents should have been in the hospital. It cost me plenty to disinfect the place after she left.” His gaze slid over the top of my head, then down my side to my shoes. He put out his hands. “Had I known she’d go to you, Don Sebastiano . . .”


“You could have taken her to the Holy Sisters, or spoken to the priest.”


“I am a busy man. She’s old enough to take herself and I told her so. But she insisted her brothers were coming.”


Exasperation opened my mouth. “My brothers are coming. The moment the war is over they will return.”


“Return? How? They are fighting with the Italians.”


“What do you mean how? On a ship, same as everybody.” The sound of squabbling, high-pitched and tinny, wafted from his open door. I tilted my head, eyes narrowed, shoulders tensed. “You have children?”


Silly question, my family had lived there since before my brothers went to fight in the war. Of course I knew he had children. And of course he knew I knew.


He jerked back, like I was delivering bad news. He partway closed the door until only his bulbous nose and beady eyes, perched atop the middle rectangle of his body, were visible. “I only meant . . . your brothers are in the Isonzo, no?”


The old man laid a hand on my hair. “Fiora, wait outside. I will settle things here.”


“But my mother’s curtain.”


The landlord sucked in a breath, his neck going bulgy around the top button of his collar. “Impossible. The apartment is already rented.”


“Fiora.” The old man’s voice grew stern. “Please.”


He disappeared into the landlord’s apartment. I climbed the stairs, as I used to, two at a time with a little kick-step on the third bounce.


Go to the Holy Sisters. I can imagine the reception I’d have receive there. They’d have gone through my things, Mamma’s things, with much muttering of prayers and pleas to the Virgin. The items they didn’t understand they’d have tossed on the fire.


The moment the war was over, my brothers would return. They’d march up the steps to the old man’s attic, medals bright across their chests, and want to see our mother’s curtain.


I stood outside the door, the door that led to my home until the landlord closed it on me and shoved me down the stairs.


My brothers were brave. So brave. Something quavered above my breastbone.


I wanted to be brave, too. I knocked on the door.


A signora answered in a haze of tomato gravy. She was young and tired-looking with a baby on one arm, a wooden spoon in the opposite hand, and two little ones clutching at her skirt. She looked past me when she answered. Up the stairs, and down. Like maybe she’d expected somebody else.


No. Not expected. Worried. “Can I help you?”


“I used to live here,” I told her. “I left a curtain in the bedroom.”


“The beautiful velvet one? With the embroidery?” Dismay filled her voice, whiny and weak. A flush crept past her collar. “But the landlord told me . . .”


“It doesn’t matter what the landlord told you.”


“Of course it matters. That curtain goes with the lease. It will cost a week’s rent to replace it. Food from my children’s mouths.”


A week’s rent. A month’s rent. A year would not replace what that curtain meant to me. I peeked past her to a kitchen in the midst of meal preparations, then grabbed hold of her arm. “It will cost you a lot more to keep it. Your husband is fighting in the war, correct?”


The signora stepped back, like the landlord, her expression shifty and suspicious. “How could you know that?”


Because dinner was on the table and there was no plate at the table’s head. “Because the signora who lived here before you was Rosina Vicente.”


The signora’s hand flew to her mouth.


I didn’t care. That signora slept in Mamma’s room, cooked on Mamma’s stove, ate at Mamma’s table. Mamma’s curtain hung surrounded by objects it did not recognize, handled by people it did not know. Dormant. And dangerous.


Besides, Mamma always said I liked to be dramatic.


“Nobody is blaming you,” I lied, letting my voice get resonant and round, “but I must have that curtain. My name is Fiora. Rosina Vicente was my mother. The curtain was her burden, now it is mine. Because I’m the fortune-teller’s daughter.”


Almost as ancient as the land that birthed it, Mamma’s curtain was black, of the heaviest velvet, and embroidered over in signs and symbols that shifted with the circumstances. Mystical shapes, mysterious markings. Restitched and patched the moment a thread frayed, or color faded.


The curtain told stories, of yesterday and today, tomorrow and beyond. Stories not of when, but if, not why, but how. Stories of the heart, the soul, that moved to a unique rhythm, sang a unique song, and swelled into an imagining reserved for the angels.


Or so Mamma always said.


The old man and I left the landlord with the curtain folded under my arm and the landlord’s promise he’d send the rest of my belongings. I walked beside the old man, my manner solemn, bearer of the burden, all but bursting to be back in the attic, get the curtain hung, and see if I could make it work.


I couldn’t.


The curtain refused to cooperate, making the rod droop under its weight.


So I nailed it to the window frame, first to one side, then the other. The first nail fell. So did the second. I tried again, using two nails to a side. And again, using three.


The old man took back the shoemaker’s hammer. “Next time, ask permission before you use my tools.” He studied the setup. “This rod is iron, plenty strong to hold the material. The supports need reinforcement.”


He went to work, turning screws deep into the studs. I fumed, nostrils flared, embarrassed I hadn’t thought of the simple solution myself.


Ten minutes later, the old man stepped back to admire his handiwork. The knotty place inside my stomach unwound, giving my relief somewhere to settle. “The curtain fits.”


It didn’t always.


Iron grommets spiraled at set intervals from the curtain’s center, each fitted with a flap, which, when buttoned, prevented even the tiniest bit of light from exiting its aperture.


The old man traced one of the grommets.


I reached past him and undid most of the flaps, repeating the explanation I’d heard Mamma give the few times a visitor strayed into her bedroom and caught a glimpse. “To let in the light, but maintain privacy.” I raised the window sash an inch. The breeze set the curtain fluttering. Sun-filled pinpoints danced across the room. “See? Like fairy lights.”


The old man didn’t find what I said adorable, didn’t say, “How charming,” the way the biddies who came to Mamma for advice always did. Instead, he closed the flaps, spiraling down, outer to inner, heading toward the centermost grommet.


The fairy lights dimmed, one by one.


I fixated on his fingers in the artificial dusk, how his pinky and ring finger crabbed, and waited on the coming night, but the old man did not close off the centermost grommet. He stepped away.


The room stopped its descent into twilight. The light entering the final grommet strengthened, concentrated by the single aperture.


My heart did a thumpety-thump louder than any Big Ben. I’d had no idea, would never have thought it possible. How could more come from less? Light from darkness? I swiped by my ear, confused by a low-pitched buzzing sound. We were almost to October. It was too late for mosquitoes. Drawn by an incomprehensible pull, I turned away from the curtain. And caught my breath.


A projection of the Ninth Street Market splashed across the opposite wall. Every cobble exact, every roofline distinct, every red-and-orange-turning treetop bright in autumn sunshine.


Except upside-down and reversed, the signs all backward, like the old man and I stood on our heads, scarves dragging across the trolley tracks and feet in the clouds.


I traced the outline of the grocer’s awning, sweeping upward like a giant coal bin beneath piles of tomato and zuchetta squash fixed to crates suspended from tables which appeared tacked to the ceiling. I placed my palm over the single grommet; the scene disappeared into the dark. I opened a second grommet; the scene bleached to nothingness. I returned to the single aperture, watched the scene again develop, and remembered something. “This isn’t magic. It’s science. I learned about it at school. That single grommet is like the lens on a camera.” I patted the ceiling slope. “And this wall is like the film.”


“I know the principles.” The old man crossed to the curtain’s far end and peered into the topmost corner. An upside-down cat curled beside an upside-down barrel. He traced along the cat’s back. The cat arched, like it could feel the old man’s touch.


I went to stand behind the old man. The mosquito buzzing swelled to a swarm. I traced along the cat’s back, too. Nothing happened. “How did you do that?”


The old man studied me for what felt like a forever minute. “You have no idea how to use this, do you?”


The buzzing stopped, along with my wonderment. Thorny prickles of indignation clawed their way up my throat. “Do you?”





Three



The next morning I spent ten lazy minutes watching the upside-down market wake with me—vendors setting out stalls, carts making deliveries, street cleaners and cops making their rounds. Ten minutes stretched into twenty, and would have stretched into thirty, except my stomach grumbled. Loud.


I hopped out of bed and got in close to the projection. The cat from yesterday had returned, sleeping beside a barrel. I ran a finger along its projected back, as the old man had done, but the cat didn’t react. I tapped the wall beside its projected paw. The cat didn’t stir. I poked my nose right next to its projected whiskers. “Boo.”


The cat slumbered on.


I opened the curtain and let sunshine displace my discontent.


What the old man knew about the curtain, he’d kept to himself. I dressed and headed downstairs, determined to wheedle the information out of him.


He sat at his workbench, face drawn, shoulders drooping, like he’d lined his sleeves with iron. He shook a pill from a paper packet and slid it under his tongue.


Something cold and crampy clamped my midsection. “Are you sick?”


He swept his opened palm over his forehead, down his cheek, and across his mouth, an actor donning his mask for the performance. He slipped the packet into his shirt pocket. “Sometimes, I get a little tired.”


He turned over the newspaper at his elbow, hiding a headline which started with the word DISASTRO, then slid a plate of polenta— left over from the previous night’s dinner and provided by the tailor’s wife—across the table. I shoveled piece after piece into my mouth, my mood again set to a rolling and optimistic boil.


The old man watched me, fork suspended over his plate. I looked to my blouse, ran a hand down my braid, searching an undone button, a ribbon trailing in the cream, some reason for his scrutiny. “What is it?”


“I went through your father’s papers last night. I cannot find his Petition of Intent. That’s the document he would file to say he intended to become a citizen.”


It felt odd to hear the old man speak English. “How do you say it?”


“Pe-ti-shun a In-ten.” He found a pencil among the flotsam on the table and wrote the words on the top of a box of tacks. He showed them to me. “I can write the immigration and ask if your father ever filed one, but if I do, they will know about you.”


I stopped dribbling honey into my bowl. “Know what?”


“That you are orphaned. With the Petition of Intent, that is not a problem. You could take the test for yourself and make your own oath of citizenship. Without it, you cannot make a claim until you are twenty-one. But I do not know what would happen in the meantime, and I do not want to ask anybody. You have no guardian, and they may move you.”


He meant to an orphanage. I’d read about them in stories. There’d be many girls, our hair tied with bows starched stiffer than our pinafores. We’d sleep, one cot after the other, like a tray of canneloni. Eat at tables arranged in rows. Stand in orderly files, littlest to biggest, when prospective parents came to look us over.


The prospective parents decided me. “You could be my guardian.”


“I am an old man and I am not a relative.”


“Then my brothers. Everybody says the war will be over soon. If we write to them, they can say you can take care of me until then.”


“I already wrote to them. Yesterday, before you were up. Young Carlo took the letter to the war office for me.”


Young Carlo. Probably a neighbor kid. “I won’t be a bother. You’ll see. I’ll cook and clean.”


“You can cook?”


“Not a lot.” Not at all. What for? Mamma had done all the cooking. “But I could learn. All kinds of things. I could even iron your clothes.”


The old man shoved aside dishes still sitting on the table from the night before. I snatched them, circumscribed a wide arc around the signora’s pile of mending, and set the dishes in a sink already piled to overflowing. I turned on the tap.


He arranged a set of spats, their buttonholes stretched and useless. He placed them inside out, lay snippets of leather over the holes, I presumed for reinforcement, then threaded a needle, one that curved more than his pinky. “Signor Lattanzi irons my clothes. He has a press downstairs in his shop.”


The heat crept up my neck, reminding me of what I might do with an old scarf. I looked to the door, picturing the tailor’s wife on the other side, listening, as I had.


Pompous old pincushion. Let her iron clothes. I was meant for bigger things. “Poppa wanted me to take a secretarial course. So many girls are learning the typewriter now. They dress up every day and go to offices. I see them sometimes. They take the trolley.”


The old man scratched under his right cheek, at a mole near lost amid the fine-grained cracks of his skin. “Very modern. But those girls don’t get married.”


“Who says I have to get married?”


“Don’t you want children?”


What did he care if I wanted children? What did anybody? The world had plenty of children. It’d do fine without mine. “You sound like Mamma.”


“But not like your poppa.” He tied off a length of thread. “Do you speak English?”


In those days, not everybody did. “Oh yes. I went to school. Poppa placed great importance on education.” I placed my hand over my heart, as the nuns had taught us, and swallowed to get my mouth ready to form all of English’s harsh angles. “I pledge allegiance to my flag . . .”


I had been born in Italy, but I pledged to America, because to me, the bel paese, the beautiful country, was a distant tangle of torturous closed-in streets filled with dogs and donkeys and people. So many people. Living wall to wall, exploding out of every corner, filling every chair, crowding every fire, and scraping every last bean from the pot.


I pledged to America, with an accent that still had plenty of trailing “uhs” and “ohs,” because my parents had scrimped and saved to make the long voyage. I pledged to America, because America was where my loyalties lay, where my hopes were forged, and where my dreams would realize. I pledged to America, because America was my future, and that pledge made me American, no matter what the immigration said.


The old man listened to my recitation with a grave respect. “You may need to know that for the examination. For citizenship.”


He glanced at the clock, then at the signora’s pile of mending. “So, Fiora Vicente, will you go to school today?”


I headed out and into a hustle and bustle bountiful with possibility. School? Ha. I was a woman on my own, free of encumbrances, and I had ambitions.


The trolley approached, trundling past storefronts and stalls. Each bore a poster reminding of the next day’s parade, the parade for which the tailor and his wife so busily prepared. I stepped aboard, handed my fare to the conductor, and found a place among the tight pack of people, my plan to head to parts of the city I’d never been. I’d stayed up late to peruse the classifieds in the old man’s newspaper and found a school that would teach me skills. Skills that would let me travel that trolley into the future, my braid looped into a twist at the back of my head, like the other typewriter girls.


It was a beautiful day. Sunswept. Overflowing with life.


And while I didn’t know it then, soon—swift, swift, swift—it would all steamroll to a stop.





Four



Saturday, September 28, Parade Day, dawned clear and cool. Planned for weeks, the parade was to launch the fourth issue of Liberty Loans. Without the money those loans generated, we were told, we couldn’t finance the war against the Kaiser. So everybody bought a subscription—Poppa had one, tucked somewhere in those papers the old man had checked—and everybody was going to the parade.


Except, it seemed, the old man.


I pointed to a lineup of shoes, half-disassembled. “Aren’t you going?”


“No.”


“But . . .” There would be bands and Boy Scouts and even a sham airplane battle fighting in the skies above Mifflin Street. Veterans and war workers marching shoulder to shoulder. Four Minute Men making short and stirring patriotic appeals to the spectators. To support our doughboys, beat back the Hun, and buy those Liberty Loans. A closed-in crowd, lining the banks of Broad Street. Singing the same songs. Shouting the same slogans.


Breathing the same air.


The old man removed a stitch. “The DiGirolamos ordered a new pair of shoes for their oldest and would like the rest resoled before Monday. They are bringing the children by so I can measure them before the parade begins.” He gave me an address. “Do you know where that is?”


“Of course.” Mamma had been there a few days before she got sick.


“Give the druggist my name. He will know what is needed. It’s already paid for. I meant to send Young Carlo, but perhaps Parade Day has him busy. Maybe you could go for me now.”


The DiGirolamos were shuffling the shoes, passing them down, and putting away the smallest pair for the next baby. And the old man did not want me, Rosina Vicente’s daughter, making them nervous. I clutched at a brochure stuffed deep in my pocket and squeezed until my knuckles hurt. A brochure picked up during my disappointing journey downtown, a brochure detailing the high cost of typewriter school and how little time I had to earn enough money before the next session began.


The old man handed me a few coins. “In case you get hungry.”


I put the coins in my pocketbook, then shrugged into my coat and wrapped my scarf under my chin. “Be sure to deduct this money from what I gave you when I arrived.”


He rapped the table, the angles along his cheekbones going sharp. “When I need your money, I’ll ask for it.”


Somebody knocked at the door. The old man handed me another coin. “Pick out a couple of peppermints. If you like them.”


I headed out, sparing the briefest of nods to the crowd that waited for entrance: a mamma, a poppa, and five children, two girls and three boys, the littlest no more than three.


The parents shielded their children’s eyes from me.


I caught the signora’s and signore’s gazes and held them.


The old man had handed me money. For candy. So I could be gotten out of the way. And then I went and did the thing he most wanted me not to do.


I raced down the stairs, chagrin charging after. And ran headlong into the pregnant girl. She stepped aside, hand held protectively over a bulge rising beneath her apron like dough on a summer day. She smelled of fresh bread and roses, and I wondered when the baby was due. Soon, I supposed.


I couldn’t ask. She’d think I was putting a curse on her.


I dropped my gaze, ashamed to have given her a fright, ashamed of my behavior with the DiGirolamos, like maybe she’d seen and worried I’d hurt her.


She retreated to her apartment, rapping on the jamb to get my attention. She gave me a shy smile, then closed the door with a solid click. I continued down, my pace more sedate. Something whizzed past my nose and crashed into the wall beside me.


A wooden biplane, the kind powered by a rubber band.


I picked it up. “You can come out now,” I said good and loud— much like the tone Mamma would use—to let the little troublemakers know I had no intention of moving until they did.


Something rustled in the open space beneath the stairs, a place I’d noticed the tailor’s family had commandeered for storage. I peeked around the railing.


Two well-dressed urchins plastered themselves against the wall beside a collection of galoshes. The tailor’s children, I presumed. I held up the airplane. “Is this yours?”


The younger one pointed to his brother, coal-colored gaze directed into mine. “He did it.”


“It was an accident.” The older grabbed a hunk of his brother’s dark-brown mop and tilted his head down. “Don’t. Mamma said.”


Don’t look the girl on the third floor in the eyes. Don’t let her look into yours. If you do she will steal your soul.


The little one swept his brother’s hand off his hair. “Stop. Maybe she’s the good witch.”


I didn’t know much about children. Few people let the fortune-teller or her daughter near theirs. We’re fine for telling them if they would find a husband, or if their future would be bright, but there was the uncooked side of the crespelle, the assumption anybody who can see so clearly may see more than they should, and may use that knowledge against them. The part of me I kept tight-wound and secret, the part too wrapped up in myself to understand the boys were parroting the behavior they’d been taught, wanted to grab both by the chins, force them to look me in the eye. “Good witch?”


“Like in the book.” The bigger one brought it from behind his back.


I knew that book, knew the green cover. We’d read it in school. The Wonderful Wizard of Oz.


The smaller boy took the book and paged through. He pointed to an illustration of the Emerald City, rising beyond a field of scarlet poppies. “Someday, we will fly an airplane there.”


The older one put a hand over the illustration. “Don’t be ridiculous. We can’t fly there. Poppa says this kind of book isn’t real.”


Poppa sounded very practical. “You read English?”


The older boy shook his head. “The lady on the second floor does. She gave us that book.”


I handed him the airplane. “Next time, watch where you launch this. Somebody might get hurt.” I slipped out the side exit. I wasn’t the good witch. I was Dorothy, tossed out of my familiar surrounds by an act of nature. Still, the little one’s generous estimation had me turning right at our stoop, to avoid upsetting Signora Lattanzi by casting my shadow on the window of the tailor’s shop. I headed to the heart of the market, careful not to catch my heel on the trolley tracks.


The market seemed twice as busy as it had the day before, bustling by at double speed: a hailing whistle, answering shout, the rappa-tat-tat as one merchant after another dragged out metal poles to raise their awnings.


Banners draped across storefronts, celebrating the parade, celebrating the Sons of Italy, celebrating our part in this great American achievement. Naval workers, shipbuilders, welders, riveters, craftsmen, laborers from every corner of my homeland, the end of the war in their sights, and working day and night to bring that day forward, finish our tasks so our boys could finish theirs. And come home.


Already, trash blew down the alleys. Pyramids of honey jars and canned tomatoes, peach preserves and sweet potatoes beckoned, the air redolent with spicy sausage and Parmesan. Merchants in billed caps and ladies in aprons, skirts swishing, were eager to conclude their business before the procession started on Broad Street. They leaned over their boxes and crates, calling to passersby dressed in Sunday clothes, starched and ironed to hold their shape, how their quality was high, their prices the best.


This was a simpler time, when even the window stiles were made one by one in a factory peopled with men, not machines. The parade was a major event. Anticipation swelled like overcooked lentils, squeezing me past barbers. Lacemakers. Confectioners. Flower sellers.


I applied at them all, or so it seemed, moving from shop to stall to stand. At each, the excuse was the same: Business is slow. Maybe next week. Talk to me in a month.


“But you have a sign saying you’re looking for help.” I pointed, again and again, to where the sign was posted: in a window, tacked to a table, by the register.


Smack of palm to head. “How silly of me to leave it there. I filled that position last week, last night, this morning.”


And always the averted eyes, the whispers behind hands, the veiled politeness, despite the need for help because of the worker shortage caused by the war and the influenza.


Finally, finally, the fishmonger seemed tempted. “Don Sebastiano is a friend, but . . .” He rubbed at his neck, “I need somebody more permanent.”


“I will be here a long time. Even if the war ends tomorrow, it will be months before my brothers return.”


“Women always say that, but look at my daughter. I thought she’d stay close, be here to help in the shop, then she married and she and her husband moved to Camden.”


He went back to his work.


I pushed on, but the spring went out of my step, the stuffing out of my spunk. Shoppers swept past me, an outgoing tide heading for Broad Street. Band music wafted down the cross streets.


A group of boys wrestled a cart along the road, the wheels picking up speed as momentum bumped them over the cobbles. A little girl separated from the crowd and darted past me. I didn’t think, not like in a real thought, “Oh, I’ll go do that now,” after I weighed all the options, pro and con. A deeper part of my brain determined my next action, a part which calculated the little girl would enter the street exactly when the cart moved past. A calculation which responded with reflex. A reflex that grabbed the girl by the skirt, and dragged her back from the curb. A reflex that would have left her on the curb while I moved on except the girl looked up at me with big dark eyes very much like the tailor’s sons, and I thought as I had with them, Kids don’t think much past their noses. “Careful,” I told her. “You’ll get run over.”


A woman pulled the girl from my hands so hard, the little girl’s doll dropped to the sidewalk. The woman buried the girl’s face in her skirts. “Did you say she’d get run over?”
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