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CHAPTER ONE: THE SOUND OF NOISE
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Silvia Greco knew the silence wouldn’t last. Any second, her dad would emerge from the bathroom and resume his search for a lost frying pan, with the sound of clattering pots and slamming cabinet doors ringing through the air like a series of small explosions. In the very short meantime, she enjoyed the quiet as she sat waiting for her coffee to finish brewing as if it was all she had left in the world. 

She sat at a square wooden table that took over the entire room. It looked good from a distance, but upon closer inspection revealed several nicks and scratches that gave it a memory of its own—a bad one. The table was bare except for an economy sized bottle of TUMS displayed in the middle like a centerpiece. She sat on a chair that was almost too big for her little body. 

She was a big girl misplaced inside a little girl's body with a big voice, a big laugh, a big stride, a big Roman nose that sat proud beneath her big brown eyes. Her big head of hair was currently chopped in some crude style of uneven lengths and colored orange on the top and black at the bottom. Her hair style wasn’t intended to be any sort of radical statement. It was just due to her current state of apathy. So was her attire—a paint covered T-shirt and worn-out Levi jeans that fit her like a puddle. 

She usually dressed in bright bold sixties-style clothing that showed her off to the world as an animated, free spirit. Her hair was usually evenly colored and styled like she cared. But even with her grungy clothes and her chopped hair, she was pretty. And her big nose seemed to add to her prettiness in a strange way. Angie, her older sister, urged her to get her big nose made smaller with simple surgery, but Silvia refused to do such a thing, believing that doing so would be rejecting her Grandma Tucci, who had the same big nose and whom she loved fiercely. 

Her dad's nose was in perfect proportion to the rest of his face, which resembled that of an aged Marlon Brando. Despite a lifetime of working too hard, sleeping too little, drinking too much, and smoking for the better half of his life, Frank Greco still looked good. He had all his hair and could sweep it from side to side depending on his mood. His physique looked as if he worked out at a gym on a regular basis, but in fact, he’d never set foot in one. The slight limp he developed from being maimed in a motorcycle accident in his early twenties was barely perceptible through his gargantuan personality. This was also the case with his slovenly attire of mismatched outfits and shirts buttoned unevenly with one side hanging down further than the other. Fortunately, he worked as a judge in a local courthouse, so he could hide his lack of style behind a thick, black robe.

He came out of the bathroom and wasted no time getting on with his project with a renewed sense of urgency, gallivanting around the kitchen as if he was keeping beat to a polka song. He searched for the lost pan while drinking and cooking something that smelled like a mixture of garlic and garbage left out in the rain. Silvia got up to get her coffee, careful not to get in her dad’s way. As she poured some milk into her cup, the greasy container slid out of her hand. She imagined that Frank touched it with his olive-oiled hands. 

“I knew you were going to do that,” Frank, who was suddenly standing over her shoulder, said. She wanted to say something like “Well, maybe I wouldn’t have spilled it if you didn’t get your greasy hands all over it,” but she said nothing. She just cleaned up the spill and sat down. She could tell Frank was fishing for a fight this morning and would have fished deeper had he not been so preoccupied with finding the lost pan. So rather than fishing, he just continued on his quest, moving from one side of the kitchen to another as if he was accomplishing great things. Banging steel against steel, wood against wood. 

The noise sounded like crashing cars to Silvia, but it did serve the purpose of disrupting her thoughts of yesterday when she was fired from her job waiting tables in a Turkish cafe in downtown Philadelphia. She’d overheard her boss say to the cook, “I’m going to have to close the place down if she works here another day!” At hearing this, she marched into the kitchen and said, “I heard what you said, Usef.” She spoke to him as though he was wrong for being concerned for the survival of his business. Although he was, like most people, much bigger than her, he hunched over and shrunk like a frightened monkey at her confrontation. “I’m sorry Silvia.” His sincere apology made her feel bad. She also felt bad because she knew his concern was legitimate. She knew she was a coffee-spilling, plate-dropping wreck of a waitress who’d surprised herself the few times she’d got an order right. 

“Why were you still working there anyway after you moved in with Dad?” her older brother, Cosmo said to her when she called him up right after she’d been fired. As usual, he was right. It made some sense to continue her career as a bad waitress when she still lived in the city, and the cafe was one block away from her apartment. But after she moved into Frank’s house in New Jersey, it made no sense at all. She remained at the cafe, however, because jobs were hard to come by. When she told this to Cosmo, he said that she’d find another dead-end job before she knew it. His attempt at consolation, while sincere, made her feel worse. Much worse. 

She crumbled into a hunched over position and sipped her coffee that tasted markedly bitter. Just as she was slipping into a comfortable state of misery, Frank said, “Don't you have to be at work? It's eleven o'clock. What happened? Did you get canned again?” She was about to speak, when he swiftly picked up a broom and began chasing a centipede that was speeding across the floor. 

“Those God damn bugs run around here like they own the place!” he shouted as the bug disappeared under a cabinet. He threw the broom back in its corner as if he was angry at it. He picked up his half-full drink, looked down at it with an expression of deranged contemplation, and in a quick second, he finished it off. His insensitive remark seemed to have been wiped clean from his mind. She would have normally laughed his comment off, knowing well that it was only his way of attempting to instigate a fight. But several factors, including fatigue and the fact that she actually did get fired from her job yesterday, conspired together to cause her to react.

“Why don’t you have another drink?” she said, facetiously. 

He came alive like Frankenstein’s monster, eyes bulging, face reddening and screamed, “Why don’t you just get your stuff, and get the fuck out of my house?!”

Her sarcastic response, “Because I know how much you’d miss me,” heightened her dad’s anger, and his eyes bulged out so far that they looked as if they might pop out of his head. He looked as if he was about to start screaming in the scariest of all his angry voices—one of his great wall-vibrating screams. His voice was deep and heavy and carried long and far. So far, in fact, that she could still hear it no matter how far away she moved: Philadelphia, Brooklyn, Chicago, Tucson.  

Just then, his phone rang, and he forcibly decompressed all that he could and walked quickly towards it, all the while still staring at Silvia as if to say that their little spat wasn’t over yet. He answered the phone, and after a few words, he began telling the caller about the missing frying pan.

“I’m sure it’ll turn up, Frank,” the voice on the phone said in a volume that was almost as loud as Frank’s, so Silvia could hear every word very clearly, as if he was standing right there in the kitchen. 

Frank didn’t bother asking how his friend was doing. Rather, he just went right into his problems. He went through his usual list of complaints about his children: Vince spoke about two words a year to him; Cosmo was a failure; and Angie broke his heart by moving to North Jersey. Silvia could tell that he was about to start on her, but that he decided not to with her sitting in the same room as him. So instead, he spoke about how all his children’s shortcomings were the fault of Donna, his wife, for being from a family with bad genes.  

When the voice on the phone asked about Donna, Frank walked into the other room, so he could speak about his wife in private in his not-so-quiet, quiet voice. She’d left him a little over one month ago. Silvia knew her mom would have left sooner, but she wanted to wait until her youngest child, Vince, was either out of the house or at least almost out of the house. 

For Silvia, there was about one good memory of her parents in the past ten years, and it was when they’d all taken their summer vacation to Canada. Silvia remembered the two of them walking arm in arm, both brightly smiling as the horse-drawn carriages had galloped by on the cobblestone street. But this was well before the time he hit her. That was the thing that seemed to knock out the last bit of love in their marriage. 

It was a Saturday night, and Silvia and Vince were in the den watching TV when it had happened. There were angry mumblings coming from Frank, his voice rising and falling away like a rollercoaster. There was a big shout and a cry from Donna. Silvia and her brother startled and hopped up out of their seats in sync to run into their parent’s room, where they saw Donna crying, holding her cheek that glowed red behind her hand. 

“Mom!” Silvia shouted out as she ran towards Donna, but her mom ran in the bathroom and closed the door, all the while hiding her hand over her face. Silvia had stared hate at Frank and stormed out.      

Now, she could hear Frank lying to the voice on the phone like he lied to everyone. She could hear him telling the voice that he and Donna just needed a little separation from each other, like they’d made some sort of mutual decision about how to proceed in their marriage. He walked back into the kitchen to freshen his drink and complained about the property taxes that would be due very soon. He ended his monologue of complaints with an expression he used frequently, “I can't complain.” 

Silvia thought that if Frank spent less time complaining and searching for lost kitchen utensils, he might notice the dilapidated condition of his house. The kitchen sink always leaked. The bathroom door handle fell off nearly every time someone opened or closed it. The floor creaked. The doors squeaked and hung on loose hinges from being slammed one too many times. The cracked paint struggled to cover the walls. The broken chandelier in the dining room could fall at any second.

While the interior of the house was falling apart, it still looked good from the outside, and the yard, in which Frank took great pride, was perfect. Not a bush out of place. Not one uneven blade of grass. All the flowers and plants were lined up straight and distanced apart from each other as if someone used a ruler to get them that way. His attractive, red-brick house sat on a pleasant tree lined street with other attractive houses with well-kept yards, though none were as well-kept as his own.

The house was on a street not far from the center of town, and the town wasn’t too far from Philadelphia, but not quite close enough to be considered a suburb. Frank wouldn’t set foot in the city even if it was five minutes away. To him, cities were nothing more than an unnecessary expense with their parking lots that cost ten dollars an hour and their overpriced restaurants and shops full of useless merchandise. 

He preferred the smallness of his own town with its practical shops and ample free parking. It had everything a person needed, and it was a real town too, the way towns used to be, with the sweet feeling of being slightly stuck in time. It had a street that could have been named Main Street, with the same dress shop that had been there for over forty years, the same hardware shop for over fifty years, the same grocery store for over sixty years, and the same bank for almost one hundred years. 

Silvia used to love the town. It was where she learned to ride a bike, where she had her first kiss from a boy, and where she spent long summer days with her grandma eating snow cones and playing hide-and-seek. But now, she had no place in this town, and she resented it for making her into a misfit. She resented it like some hideous monster who’d stolen something precious from her—a sense of belonging somewhere in the world.  

She went in her room, sat on her bed, and stared into the blank space of hopelessness in front of her. Her bedroom offered no sanctuary from the noise in the kitchen that traveled fast and furiously down the hallway as if fueled by Frank’s anxiety. She thought if she had more feeling for her old room, it might offer some protection, but she felt nothing for it. It was just a room inside her dad’s house. At one time, she and Angie had shared the room. Now, all traces of Angie were gone, but evidence of Silvia remained, most of which were hidden away like a treasure that no one ever wanted to find. They were shoved in boxes in her closet—crayon pictures on construction paper, beaded jewelry she’d made as a child, her junior prom dress, which she’d sewn herself out of vintage floral curtains, a box of old concert tickets that sat above a collection of vinyl albums she’d inherited from her mom.

Belongings from her present-day life were all out in the open—art supplies and clothing in boxes and orange crates she got from a supermarket parking lot. She’d been at her dad’s house for over a month, and it was clear she was stuck there, because she was broke, but her stuff remained in boxes and crates, making her old room into more of a storage space than a room. 

The plastic crates, a bright orange that made her think of Florida for some reason, had been with her through all her moves and were a part of her now, a sort of pitiful comfort. What if she took her clothes out of the orange crates and put them in her old bureau? Doing so would mean surrendering to the fact that she might be living with Frank indefinitely. All too painful to imagine. How could she have allowed herself to move back to this place at all? She thought of what she should have done differently to avoid ending up here by doing her daily practice of recounting all her past mistakes in reverse chronological order.

She should have never been fired from her job. She knew she stunk at her job and should have been hunting for something else all along. Better yet, she should have never taken the job in the first place. It had nothing more to offer her than a scanty paycheck, free hummus, and proximity to where she used to live. She wouldn’t have taken the job or even applied for it had she not lived so nearby. She wouldn’t have lived so nearby if she hadn’t moved in with her ex-boyfriend, which was a huge mistake. She shouldn’t have had him as a boyfriend, but there was not much to choose from in Philadelphia. 

This lack of selection brought her to her next regret, which was moving to Philadelphia. It was the third time that she had moved to this city. She didn’t like it the first time she’d lived there, and she liked it less and less with each move back. The first time she lived there was for art school, which she did like at the time, but now she regretted not studying something more practical than painting. If she’d studied something practical, she would have been able to get a good job.

The feeling that her entire life, from the time that she could make her own choices, had been nothing more than one massive mistake, fell on her like a very tall, brick wall tumbling down. The pain of her life being one big fuck-up immobilized her and made her want to run at the same time. Yesterday, she read that according to the Mayan calendar, this year of 2012 would mark the end of the world. This thought brought her a strange kind of comfort. She was sinking once again when her brother, Vince, appeared at the entrance of her room and asked her if she wanted to get some pizza.

“Pizza, huh?” she said, looking at her clock. “It’s a little early, and I’m not really hungry, but I guess I can go for a walk.” It dawned on her that he should be at school, but she didn’t have the energy or concern to ask why he wasn’t there. 

They snuck out of the house like jewel thieves. If Frank noticed them leaving, he would ask them where they were going. They couldn’t tell him that they were going to get something to eat, because he didn’t tolerate anyone spending money on food outside of the house when there was perfectly good food at home. He overlooked the major problem with eating at home—so long as he was there, it was nearly impossible to even get a glass of water. He took over the kitchen, monopolizing every inch of it like a frustrated chef. The other reason they had to sneak out was that Frank hated being left in the house alone. It made him more anxious than he was already.

––––––––
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Outside, the trees drooped with heaviness, and the smell of hyacinths lingered in the lazy spring air. Silvia’s shabby clothes may have fit her mood perfectly, but they didn’t match the sun-shiny day, and neither did the way she moved through the world—like a Peanuts character dancing. Vince moved in a straight line with precision, his head coming forward every few steps, making his shoulder length hair come loose from behind his ears. He wasn’t tall and wasn’t short but was somewhere in between, and his eyes shone with purpose and determination. His left eyebrow curved upward like a Vulcan, making him look as if he was hiding something. But he hid nothing. He was an open book in large print.

They walked to Nina’s Pizzeria, which was only a few blocks from their house in a small strip mall. It didn’t look like much from the outside or from the yellow plastic inside, but it had the best pizza in town. Silvia was glad that her appetite, that had been smothered in sadness for days, peeked through once they entered the place, where pizza aroma hung thick in the air.

“I’ll have a mushroom slice,” Silvia said to the lady at the counter. The lady punched something into her cash register with the energy of a depressed robot. 

“Can I get a piece without cheese?” Vince said. Silvia hoped that the lady would say no, so that he wouldn’t have the chance to one-up her. They had a silent competition in the way of animal welfare going on for the past few years. Cheese was made from milk, which was cruelly extracted from cows. 

“Sorry, no,” the lady said. Silvia felt satisfied with this response, and Vince reluctantly ordered a slice of Sicilian. They were silent while they waited for their slices, and as soon as they got them, Silvia asked Vince why he wasn’t at school. 

“Because I haven’t missed one day of school all year, so I figured I was entitled to it. Besides, there’s not much going on these last few days.”

Silvia knew that he was telling the truth about there not being much going on, as he was a senior. She also knew he was honest about only missing one day all year. He was extremely conscientious, and he never got sick.

“A case of senioritis?” 

“Kind of,” he said as he took a bite of his slice. He ate fast and nervous, as if somebody might take his food away at any second. He looked over at Silvia blotting oil from her pizza and said, “I can’t believe you’re using a whole napkin for that. You could have used half of one.” He never used napkins or paper towels. She wasn’t sure about his toilet paper usage but imagined it to be about two squares tops. The tree thing.

“What was I going to do with the other half?”

“You could save it for the next time you get pizza.” He was completely serious. 

“So, you still have your sight set on Berkeley?” she said, ignoring his napkin comment.

“They have the best program for what I want to do—environmental science—in

the country, so yeah, I’m set on going there. But not so excited about going so far away.”

“I thought you’d want to get away from here,” Silvia said, with a complete lack of understanding for why Vince or anyone would not want to go far away from their home.

“Well, I’ve never been so far away, and Dad’s not crazy about the idea of me going to school on the other side of the country. He says anything I could study there I could just as easily study at Rutgers. He keeps saying that he’ll help, then he gets mad at me over nothing and says that he won’t help. I applied for all the loans I could, and I told him I’d get residency right away so the tuition would be cheaper after the first year.” 

“Lucky that he even offered to help you at all. He barely helped me. If I didn’t get a scholarship to college, I couldn’t have gone. Guess I can’t blame him though for not giving much help. He thought that an art degree would be completely useless. I’m starting to think he may have had something.” 

“You studied something you love,” Vince said through a stare so intense that it was almost painful to look at him. “There’s nothing worthless about that.” 

“Why do you want to study environmental science anyway?” Before he had a chance to answer the question, she added, “It’s one of those useless things to study, like painting. Not that I don’t realize the value in studying what you have passion for and all, but—” 

“I can’t just stand by while we destroy the planet. We’ll end up having a shorter reign than the dinosaurs if we don’t start making some changes. Some serious changes.” He spoke like a superhero on a mission. She saw him canvassing for Greenpeace on some city sidewalk.

“Ha, the world may be too late for saving. The Mayan calendar says it’s supposed to end this year. Did you hear about that?”
“No, but it sounds crazy.”
“Yeah, according to the Mayan calendar, the world’s going to end in 2012, so if you’re going to save it, you better act quick.”

“I’m sure there’s something you can do with your degree. What kind of job do you think you might like?” he said, dismissing her apocalyptic chatter. 

“I haven’t come up with anything good.” She then talked about all the possible paths that she had, at one time or another contemplated, in the form of a well-rehearsed speech. She began with graphic design, a field she’d quickly dismissed, as she would probably end up having to work in the advertisement industry, and such a thing was against her values and her integrity as an artist. She thought of being a college professor, but that was way too much of a long and arduous pursuit. She very briefly thought of becoming a museum curator or an archivist but thought that she would
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