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  CHAPTER 1: Peter: Monday, November 6, 1916

 

 

            The bottle hit the brick wall beside Peter Donatello’s head. Instinctively, he ducked, dropping below the cart just as a second bottle smashed against the sidewalk barely a foot away. This one was evidently at least partially filled with beer, as it peppered his left side with damp shards of brown glass and droplets of warm brew.

            Someone shouted at him in English. Peter didn’t understand the words, but he recognized the epithet “guinea.” Despite the early hour—it was barely past eight in the morning—the man sounded drunk.

            A second man cried out, this time employing the more common “fucking dago.” This was followed by a peal of laughter as, somewhere nearby, a woman screamed.

            Peter waited half a minute. He hated cowering like this behind his bread cart, but he knew all too well what would come from facing the drunkards down. In this part of the city, men like himself fared poorly.

            Finally, when no more curses or bottles were hurled at him, he rose to his feet. Market Street was quiet again, except of course for the bustle of its citizenry. Back home, his workday would be two hours old by eight in the morning. Here, it had barely begun. In this part of Philadelphia at least, the laborers busied themselves not in wheat fields or olive groves as much as in tall buildings that rose like mountains on either side of the streets. But these were not the farmers, shopkeepers, or tradesmen of Caltanissetta. Nor were most of them like the two unemployed drunkards who’d just assailed him.

            Instead, the denizens of what Uncle Jack called “skyscrapers” were men of learning—physicians, lawyers, and their ilk—who often paused while going from home to office to buy a fresh biscotti or cornetti. To encourage them, Peter had learned to call out such things in his poor English as, “A taste of Italy awaits you!” or “Warm and fresh and ready to eat!” Sometimes, when he brought Angelu with him, he’d have the boy sit beside the cart and sing songs in their native Sicilianu. For all his size, Angelu’s voice had not yet changed, and his singing rang sweet and true. The customers seemed to like it. Often, he took in nearly as much in tips as Peter did in sales.

            But this morning, Angelu was attending the local, church-run school. John had also gone that way during their early days in America, at Peter’s insistence. But, over the subsequent six months, his truancy had gone so far that the sisters had expelled him. So, Peter had finally agreed to let him find a job, which he’d done quickly enough.

            With a sigh, Peter noted how nearly everyone had crossed to the other side of Market Street, giving his cart, himself, and the broken glass around him a wide berth. So, peering unhappily up at the pregnant gray early November sky, Peter picked up his cart handles and pushed his wares up the block to the corner of 12th Street. Once there, he waited as the horse carts and motor cars rattled to and fro before him. Then, when the traffic lulled, he turned left and drove his cart south to Market Street’s opposite side. He picked a spot under an awning, in case the sky made good on its threat, and took a quick stock of his wares.

            He saw no beer stains or glass shards on any of the pastries. Even so, he took the first few in each of his four bins and dropped them in the rubbish tip. It was rarely good to take chances. Then, satisfied that he’d done his due diligence, he faced the open street and called, “Breakfast goods for sale! A taste of Italy awaits you! Two for a penny!”

            He stayed there until well after ten, suffering a bitter wind that began blowing from the direction of the river, and having only a poor morning’s sales to show for his patience. Then, just as a misting rain began to fall, he draped a tarp over his wares and began the long walk back to the bakery. He would return here at three in the afternoon, this time with dinner bread and desserts to sell, hoping to catch the women coming home from their shopping and the men as they departed their offices around five or six.

            Such was Peter Donatello’s day, every day, since he’d accepted the job that Uncle Jack had secured for him. He was paid thirty-five cents for each shift, plus half of the value of the wares he sold. On a good day, it came to a dollar, though the most he’d ever earned in a six-day workweek was four dollars and seventy-eight cents. When he’d started, that amount had seemed a small fortune. Now, after more than a year of it, he knew better. The pastries he’d needed to discard would come out of his pay. It couldn’t be helped, of course, but it didn’t change the fact that his week was shaping up to be a poor one.

            “Mi scusa, giovanotto?” someone asked.

            Peter paused. The words had been spoken in formal Italian rather than Sicilianu, but he’d understood them well enough, and to have them spoken this far north of Washington Avenue was surprising. Then he turned toward the speaker and was met with his second surprise. He’d expected an immigrant like himself, perhaps working another cart or delivering goods. Instead, a small plump woman regarded him with a smile. In her sixties at least, she was clearly both American and well-to-do. She wore a silk day dress under a tailored gaberdine jacket. And atop her head, instead of the frilly, wide-brimmed, and often—in Peter’s opinion—ridiculous hats that many wealthy Philadelphian women wore, she sported a simple, sensible, wool caprettu. The gray hair beneath it had been set into a tight bun.

            “Hai bisogno di aiuto, signora?” Peter replied in the same language, asking her if she needed help. Over the past several months, Uncle Jack had been teaching all three Donatello boys Italian, explaining that it was much more common in the neighborhood south of Passyunk Avenue that had come to be known as Little Italy. Angelu, perhaps unsurprisingly, still struggled with the new tongue. But Peter and John had taken to it quickly.

            Even so, it embarrassed Peter that he couldn’t respond to this American lady in her native English.

            “Parli inglese?” the woman asked, a patient smile on her face and her small, gloved hands clasped in front of her.

            Peter replied sheepishly, “Un po.” A little.

            Nodding, the woman pointed to his cart, the wares of which remained covered.

            Glad for the sale, he motioned for her to join him at the edge of a tall brick building on 12th Street that would put them in the lee of the wind. It was still misting but there wasn’t much he could do about that. Then, once they were settled, he lifted one edge of the tarp so that she could inspect the goods. Smiling, she pointed to the cornetti and said, “Una dozzina per favore.”

            Delighted, Peter picked the best of his wares, placed twelve of them in a bag and presented it to her. In exchange, she put a dime in his palm, then waved away the four pennies he offered in change. In Italian, she told him, “It’s to help with the damage those ruffians caused when they attacked you.”

            So, she’d witnessed that.

            Peter felt a stab of shame accepting the charity. After all, his misfortune was not hers. But her generosity had just salvaged his day. Also, she’d been kind, and refusing kindness in America, he’d found, was often confused with disrespect.

            So, he lowered his eyes, nodded, and thanked her.

            Then the woman did another surprising thing. She offered Peter her hand. This was something never seen back in Sicily and only rarely, at least in Peter’s experience, in America. This woman was clearly more progressive than she appeared.

            Though doing so made him vaguely uncomfortable, Peter accepted the hand. There was no shake, only a brief clasp and, when he withdrew, he realized that she’d left a small card in his palm.

            Blinking, he looked at it.

            “Mi scusa, signora,” he said in Italian. “Non riesco a leggere l’italiano.” I can’t read Italian. Neither could Uncle Jack, who assured him that reading and writing the language was less necessary than speaking it.

            “Ah,” the woman said, nodding her understanding. “Il mio nome è Eleanor Payne. Sono un membro di una società femminile che insegna inglese agli immigrati come te.”

            Peter’s interest was piqued. Evidently, she—Mrs. Payne—belonged to a women’s group that taught English to people like himself. The idea had no small appeal; Uncle Jack’s English, even after ten years in America, was sadly poor. But then Peter shook himself. He had no money for lessons. “Vorrei solo potermi permettere una cosa del genere, signora.”

            The woman smiled and asked, “Qual è il tuo nome, giovanotto?”

            “Peter Donatello.”

            “Piacere di conoscerti, Peter Donatello,” she said. Her Italian was excellent, if a bit more formal than Peter was accustomed to. “Bene, non ci sono costi per questo servizio. Il nostro obiettivo è aiutarti a imparare ad assimilare nella cultura americana.”

            So, the women’s group was a charity. He’d heard of such things. Many were sponsored by the Catholic Church, but just as many had their roots in what Father Messina would have called heretical teachings. Though, since coming to America and witnessing the generosity of such agencies first-hand, Peter had determined that, heretical or no, their aims seemed more or less the same. They fed the hungry and gave out shelter and blankets to the homeless.

            Fortunately, thanks to Uncle Jack’s kindness, Peter and his brothers had never needed such assistance. And so it had become a matter of pride for him to pay his own way in this new world.

            The notion of accepting Mrs. Payne’s charity bothered him.

            Yet, how might his prospects improve if he could read and write English, let alone speak it?

            Signora Payne said, “Se sei interessato, vieni a casa mia questo mercoledì sera. Possiamo avere la tua prima lezione.”

            She was inviting Peter to visit her at her home at seven o’clock in the evening a week from this coming Wednesday. The card indicated an address in Chestnut Hill, a wealthier area of the city, northwest of here. It was a neighborhood into which Peter, as a poor Italian immigrant, would never dare venture.

            But now he had just been formally invited!

            “Grazie, Signora,” he said, his mouth oddly dry. Then he expressed how generous she had been, but that he would have to think on it.

            She nodded her understanding, and that was that.

            Peter continued his southbound walk, wrapped in a daze. So heavy were his thoughts that he barely noticed the cold rain even as it soaked him to the skin. By the time he reached Little Italy and, specifically, Sacco’s Saloon, which was his uncle’s business and home, he was actively shivering.

            “Get in here, boy!” Uncle Jack called from behind the bar. “It’s ungodly out! Sit by the fire. I have some soup on.”

            Leaving his cart just inside the door, Peter gratefully did as he was told. The saloon was only a quarter-full at this hour, with the patronage of laborers having already come in for their “morning pick-me-ups” before departing for work. They’d be back in an hour or so when the lunchtime beer rush began. Then, the saloon would be a loud, raucous place. But, for now, the dozen or so drinkers seemed solitary and mostly subdued.

            Angelu sat on one of the stools by the stove, eagerly consuming what Peter guessed was his second bowl of Uncle Jack’s hearty minestrone. Perhaps even his third.

            “Ciao, fratellino,” Peter said to his little brother, deliberately speaking in Italian. Angelu needed the practice.

            “Ciao,” Angelu replied off-handedly, his mouth filled with soup.

            Peter took a seat on the next stool and held his hands out to the warmth of the stove.

            “You’re all wet,” Angelu remarked in Sicilian.

            “Say it in Italian,” Peter admonished him.

            Angelu frowned and said, thinking furiously, “Sei tutto a… secco?”

            “That’s dry. You mean bagnato.”

            “Se. Right. Bagno.”

            “That means water closet. Bagnato.”

            “Bagnato.”

            “Bravo,” Peter said. “Why aren’t you in school?”

            “I’m sick.”

            “Angelu…”

            “I am!” Then, for emphasis, the boy coughed theatrically and rubbed his nose with his sleeve.

            Peter sighed. Angelu and school had never been a happy match, and since coming to America, things had only grown worse. The Italian-language school that the archdiocese had established didn’t sit well with the boy. Angelu wanted to work like Peter and John, preferably with Peter or John. And during last summer when school was out, he’d done so. But Peter insisted education was the key to prosperity in America and so, when such education was available, Angelu attended—reluctantly.

            Except this was the second time he’d been “sick” in a fortnight.

            “If you say so,” Peter said, deliberately showing his disappointment. Then, with an air of brooding only partially affected, he took Signura Payne’s card out of his pocket. It had become damp from the rain, so he held it closer to the stove to help dry it out.

            “What’s that?” Angelu asked, hoping for a change of topic.

            “Something an American lady gave me today. She wants to teach me English.”

            Uncle Jack, who’d been bussing some of the tables, stopped at Peter’s shoulder, a tray filled with soiled glassware balanced on one palm. “What’s this now?”

            “A society woman bought a dozen cornetti from me this morning. Then she told me she belongs to a woman’s group that teaches English to immigrants.”

            Uncle Jack spat at the floor—or pretended to. “Americans! Always trying to change us!”

            Around him, a half-dozen of the nearest patrons grumbled agreement.

            “She said she wants to help us assimilate,” Peter replied defensively.

            “Assimilate!” Signore Russo barked. He was one of the patrons seated at a nearby table, his nose already red from beer. “A big, important word. Do you know what it means?” Then, without waiting for an answer, he exclaimed, “It means stealing your pride, your tradition. It means making you into them.”

            A lot of heads nodded, including Uncle Jack’s. “If I were you, Peter, I’d hold that damnable card a little closer to the fire.”

            Peter didn’t argue the point any further out of respect for his uncle and the other men in the saloon. But neither did he burn Signura’s—Mrs. Payne’s—card. Instead, he simply shrugged and turned his back on all of them and, after a moment, Uncle Jack did the same and headed off.

            Angelu leaned close and asked in a whisper, “You’re going to keep it, aren’t you?”

            “Se,” Peter just as quietly replied.

            “And you’re going to do it. You’re going to let the American lady teach you English.”

            Peter regarded him. “How did you know?” he asked with a small smile.

            “What is it you always say? Frati know frati.” Then, with a sly little wink, Angelu added, “I’m not really sick, either.”

            “Impossibile!” Peter declared in Italian, sotto voce of course.

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER 2: Peter: Monday, November 6, 1916

 

 

            By the time Peter returned his cart to Signore Randazzo’s bakery, just four doors down from his uncle’s establishment, it was mid-afternoon, and the rain had worsened. Once there, he received the unsurprising news that this afternoon’s foray into Center City would be cancelled due to weather. Feeling dejected, Peter returned to Sacco’s Saloon to find his brother John bellied up to the bar with a beer in his hand. As Peter approached, John took note of him and raised his mug in a welcoming toast.

            The lunch rush had come and gone, and things were now quiet again. Uncle Jack busied himself wiping down the bar and restocking the kegs and bottles, getting ready for five o’clock, when the homeward-bound workmen would arrive in numbers. During their earliest days in America, Peter had often marveled at just how much Americans, and even the Italians and Sicilians who had emigrated to America, could drink.

            He’d since grown accustomed to it.

            “How was work?” Peter asked John, dropping onto the stool beside him.

            “The same,” John replied, downing another swallow of beer.

            “The same?”

            “Men come in,” said John dismissively. “They get their hair cut and their beards trimmed, and I sweep up. Every day’s the same.”

            “That’s work, frati.”

            John shrugged.

            “You’re making money.”

            “Se,” John admitted. “But I can’t help thinking there are better, smarter ways to do it.”

            Petru laughed. “Like what?”

            But, instead of answering, John returned to his beer.

            Left to his own thoughts, Peter pulled out Mrs. Payne’s card again, examining it in the saloon’s dim light.

            Seeing it, Uncle Jack commented, “I thought you’d burned that.”

            “Burned what?” asked John.

            “I’m not going to burn it,” Peter told them both. “In fact, I think I’m going to go see her.”

            “See who?” asked John.

            Their uncle came over, drying his big hands on a rag. “It’s shit. Some rich American women get it into their heads to ‘help the world’ when all they really want to do is fill their time. And you ask me why I never remarried after Butchy’s mother died!”

            Peter replied, “Not all women are rich and bored, Uncle Jack.”

            “Mamma wasn’t,” John said. Then, after a moment, he corrected himself. “Isn’t.”

            “Carmela’s a fine woman,” their uncle admitted. “But American women are different. They don’t work, so they have to do something else with their days. Believe me, Peter. If you waste your time on this, it’ll end up going bad for you. Either she’ll get bored with the whole business and cut you free without a word… or, if you’re especially unlucky, she’ll have you in her home only to accuse you of theft after she misplaces a brooch.”

            “When I saw her today, she wasn’t wearing a brooch,” Peter remarked.

            Uncle Jack rolled his eyes. “Don’t play thick with me. You’ve no knack for it. You know what I’m talking about.”

            And Peter did. He’d heard of similar things happening. There was a reason why most of the Italians who had arrived in Philadelphia had settled right here, in this small nest of streets. At best, the rest of the city frowned on them.

            At worst—

            True, the flood of immigration had slowed to more of a trickle over the last year. With the advent of war in Europe, travel across the Atlantic had become dangerous, and prohibitively costly as more and more ships were conscripted for use as troop transport. As a result of the greatly reduced traffic, the Washington Avenue pier had been closed and torn down barely a month after Petru and his brother had arrived. Now, those immigrants who did manage to make the trek from Italy or Sicily arrived in New York, where the majority stayed.

            But the fact that fewer “encroachers” were coming to their city didn’t keep the native Philadelphians from resenting—and resisting—the ones already there.

            Last spring, there had been a demonstration at the docks by the river, a protest organized by something called the Ku Klux Klan. Man wearing white robes and hoods had held up signs that Peter couldn’t read and had shouted angry epithets in English that Peter didn’t understand. But the gist of their grievance seemed clear enough. They were sick of all the “dagos” coming into “their” city, and they wanted it to stop.

            But at least that protest had been a peaceful one. Not all of them were. Since arriving in Philadelphia, Peter had witnessed more fist fights than he could easily count, most of them occurring in one of the many saloons, like Sacco’s, where Italian immigrants and American locals occasionally mingled. Whenever it happened, Uncle Jack would put the offending party out on the street, often with Peter and John’s help. Elsewhere in the city however, especially beyond the limits of Little Italy, such things frequently escalated. There had been deaths on both sides—knifings and beatings mostly, but an occasional shooting as well.

            “Capiscu, Uncle Jack. But isn’t that all the more reason to try to close the gap between us and them?”

            John scoffed. “It’s a big gap, frati.”

            Uncle Jack scowled. “You’ll do what you’ll do. Your father was the same way.”

            “And look where it got him,” John remarked off-handedly.

            “Juvanni!” Peter snapped. The only time he used his brother’s given name was out of annoyance. The two of them had long ago grown accustomed to going by “Peter” and “John.”

            “Scusa,” John said, lowering his eyes.

            “I’ve got letters for you boys,” Uncle Jack said. He looked sullen and Peter was sorry for that, though not sorry enough to put away Mrs. Payne’s card. Wordlessly, he accepted the envelope that his uncle took from under the bar. Another like it went to
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