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“The golden moments in the stream of life rush past us and we see nothing but sand; the angels come to visit us, and we only know them when they are gone.”
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Spring, 1946

The Sleep of the Dead

LISTEN:

The first time they took Frankie to the orphanage, she couldn’t speak English. Only Italian. “Voglio mio padre! Voglio mio padre!” That’s what she said, over and over and over.

At least, that’s what the nuns told her she said. She couldn’t remember any of it.

The second time they took her to the orphanage, the last time, she didn’t say anything at all. Not one word. For months.

She didn’t remember that either.

What she did remember: her father’s shoe shop on Irving Park Road. The scent of calfskin and polish. The cramped apartment behind the shop. The metal tub sitting in the middle of the kitchen. Cold bathwater wrinkling her little toes. The rough scrape of Aunt Marion’s brush on her back.

And then the shot from her parents’ bedroom—so sharp, so loud, so wrong. The thud of Aunt Marion’s footsteps as she ran from the kitchen. The screams. So much screaming.

Frankie remembered climbing from the tub, falling to the floor, hitting her elbow so hard the bones sang all the way up to her skull. Crawling, hot tears on her face. Pushing at the bedroom door to see the body slumped on the bed, smoke and copper in the air. Crossing the threshold from one world to another.

Most of all, she remembered the door itself. The rusted hinges. The gouges and nicks. The pencil smell of the wood, and then all the other smells that had seeped into it—leather, garlic, salt, blood. How Aunt Marion turned, scooped her up, and slammed that door behind them.

Frankie wouldn’t always let herself remember these things. Most of the time, she didn’t think about them at all. Yet she had her quiet days, her pensive ones, those days when she dug through her memories, trying to find the truth at the bottom of them. As if the truth were a jewel you could unearth and hold in your hand, as if the truth wasn’t more like something you’d find under a rock, gray and faceless and squirming away from the light.

But Frankie hadn’t done any kind of digging on this particular night in the spring of 1946, unless you counted picking through a garbage pail to find a dime tip she’d accidentally tossed away with a customer’s half-eaten sandwich. After working a double shift, she’d gotten home at midnight and collapsed fully clothed onto her bed, not even bothering to take off a mustard-stained apron that stank of onions. And though the air wafting through the cracked window held the sweet promise of spring, though all her wars were over, though she should have felt safe, finally safe, after all this time, Frankie woke up hours later in a prickling sweat, tangled and feverish, certain her mother had been whispering in her ear.

She sat up, clutching at her throat. “Mama?” she said. But her room was still and silent, the moon cutting a wide silver swath out of the dark. Her mother wasn’t there. Would never be there. It was impossible. Frankie remembered that now, just when she didn’t want to.

Then she called again. Not to her mother, but to someone else. Someone she’d only glimpsed once, another person she wouldn’t allow herself to think about.

“Hello? Is that . . . you?”

No answer.

Frankie smiled a grim little smile at her own foolishness, rubbed her eyes to get the sting out. With the moonlight slicing through the room, she could see everything inside it, though there wasn’t much to see. A chair with a pile of dresses draped over the back, a bureau with a hot plate and a dusty trumpet, two twin beds and a nightstand between, a seashell the size and shape of a child’s ear resting in an ashtray on top. Frankie’s younger sister, Toni, was a motionless lump in the other bed; Toni hadn’t heard Frankie come in or cry out, which wasn’t surprising. The nuns used to say that she and Toni both slept like the dead. Once, Frankie had believed that only people whose hearts were true could sleep so soundly, but that was a long time ago.

The wind stiffened outside, whistling through the leaky window, blasting Frankie out of bed. She stood just long enough to strip off her apron and uniform. She was being silly and sappy and she couldn’t afford it. Didn’t she have more than sixteen dollars to add to the wad tucked under her mattress? Hadn’t she made the rent for seven months straight, all on her own? She was just nineteen, but she’d weathered worse nights, far more pained and feverish than this. The silver swath of moonlight was beautiful, beautiful, she told herself, as she yanked a nightgown over her head. The whole damned room was beautiful because it was her room, hers and her sister’s. That was something she could hold on to, even when so much else had been lost.

The moonlight caught in the cup of abalone on the nightstand, winking pink and blue, drawing her attention. Frankie traced the pearlescent edge of the shell with her finger. This delicate shell had come so far, had come through so much, and still wasn’t broken.

Neither was she.

Frankie punched the pillow as if her restlessness were all its fault and fell back onto the bed, fell asleep. The shadows lengthened, shifted, creeping over the floors, the furniture. Mice scratched in the walls. A fox cried in the distance, or maybe it was a wolf. In and out, the sisters breathed in unison, agreeing for once. And yet the papery whispers wafted through Frankie’s dreams. Sono qui. Io sono qui per te, Francesca. I am here. I am here for you.

Of course, it wasn’t her mother’s voice she heard. It was mine. Because the dead never sleep, you see.

We have so many other things to do.





1941

The Guardians





Our Lady of Perpetual Sorrow

A WASH OF SLEET FELL on the buildings of the Guardian Angels Orphanage, blurring their outlines, making the place look hazy and gaslit, like the cover of some cheap gothic novel: A Dram of Poison. Secrets Can’t Be Kept. I passed by the larger building that housed the older children and went right for the baby house, the way I always did. In the baby house, the cribs were lined up in tidy rows, like gravestones. Maybe that’s why I was so drawn to them, little cradles of life. The babies—chubby baby faces peeking out from the blankets, new baby eyes screwed up tight—slept like kittens, all shivers and fits. They cycled their legs and gnawed on their fists as if their hands had been smeared in honey. I visited each crib in turn. Hello, you baby, I said. Good morning, cupcake! Like everyone else, sometimes they heard me, sometimes they didn’t. When they heard me, their tiny bud lips opened and closed and opened again, as if to tell me how hungry they were. And though I didn’t get hungry in the way they did, I knew hunger. I knew how it hurt. Soon, I told them. Soon the nuns will come, and they will feed you, and you won’t be hungry anymore.

Perhaps it was mean to lie. But they were only babies. They would discover the churning furnace of this world soon enough.

After I made the rounds of the baby house, I moved on to the other cottages, which was what the sisters called the dormitories where the children slept. They kept the boys and girls separate, so I visited the girls. The six-year-olds, sweaty hair pasted to sticky foreheads, the ten-year-olds, knotted up in their sheets like third-rate Houdinis, then the girls in their teens, heads studded with rag curlers, faces slack with dreams. I talked to them too, I told them that their hair was going to look lovely once they’d brushed it out, that one day, sooner than they could ever believe possible, someone would run their fingers through that hair and they’d wish it would never stop, never stop, don’t stop. As with the babies, sometimes they heard me, but mostly they didn’t. Every once in a while, a girl would wake up and stare right at me and I would think just for a second that she saw me, that I was there, solid and real as anyone. Then the girl’s eyes would flutter, she would frown in confusion. Maybe she’d rub her temples or laugh at herself. Later, she would tell the other girls that she heard somebody muttering during the night in a voice that hissed and clicked like a radiator.

I was thrilled when they heard me. I would talk to that same girl the next night, and the next. I would pluck at her sheets, run a chill finger down her arm, poke at her feet. The nuns would want to know why she kept kicking off her covers, it was cold, did she want to get sick? And the girl would swear she wasn’t kicking anything anywhere, that somebody wouldn’t stop mumbling and poking, that the place was haunted. The nuns would cluck their tongues and proclaim that there were no ghosts but the Holy Ghost, only stories made up to scare harebrained children.

If anyone in the orphanage had woken up right then and seen what was huddled in the corner of the cottage, they’d have offered up a whole different sort of prayer, a back-of-the-hand-pressed-to-the-lips sort—Sweet Mary, Mother of . . .

It was a girl, like me, one I hadn’t seen before, slumped against the wall, rocking and moaning, hair ropy with blood. Who knew where she came from? Maybe she’d wandered in from the streets outside. Maybe she’d wandered up from the catacombs beneath the orphanage, a place even I was scared to go. I would have asked her, but most of us were stuck in our last horrible moments, unable to communicate anything but our pain or our fear, and even the ones who could speak gave vague, cryptic answers that satisfied no one, themselves least of all. This one keened at nobody in particular, left cheek and eye socket shattered, jaw unhinged and hanging at a disconcerting angle, making it seem as if she were about to swallow something very large and awkward. Like a car.

I’d seen worse.

I turned my attention back to the living, who were starting to climb from their beds one by one. None of them heard the moaning from the corner, none of them noticed the rocking or unhinging. Certainly not Frankie, who was still fast asleep—not the sleep of the dead as much as the sleep of the half starved, half loved. As the sky outside brightened, as the other girls yawned and stretched, I stood at the end of Frankie’s bed, the sixth one in the row by the door, and waited.

The door creaked open, and Sister George stalked in. Sister wouldn’t wait a minute past five, Sister never did. She kicked over the mattress, taking Frankie right with it.

Frankie sat there in a puddle of blankets, sleepy gaze sharpening to a glare.

That was new. That glare.

Sister took two steps toward Frankie, her black habit making her look like a vampire out of a horror picture. One of the other sisters would have made a joke: “Oh, Frankie! Did I wake you?” Or “So nice of you to join us this beautiful morning!” Or “Jesus says rise and shine!” But not Sister George. Sister George never joked, Sister George never smiled.

The order of nuns that ran the orphanage was called the Sisters of Our Lady of Perpetual Sorrow, but some sisters served Our Lady of Perpetual Sorrow, and others simply caused perpetual sorrow for everyone else.

Sister growled, “Did you have something you wanted to say, Francesca?”

Frankie’s eyes spoke for her—the glare hot, so hot. But Frankie shook her head.

“I thought not.” Sister George marched away, looking for the next sleeping girl to dump from her bed. Sister would never admit it, not even in confession, but kicking over mattresses before Sunday mass was the most fun she’d ever had.

Frankie shoved the mattress back onto its frame, the fire in her gaze cooling a bit. At least Sister was in one of her good moods. Her bad ones were rather spectacular. Frankie tugged at her hair, a knuckle’s worth of fuzz around her head.

“Pulling at it ain’t gonna make it grow back any faster,” Stella Zaffaro said from the next bed over.

Frankie didn’t even glance at Stella. “Shut it, chooch.”

“Shut it, chooch,” Stella mimicked. Stella flipped her own hair, shiny and blond as any movie star’s. Stella never let the other girls forget that hair, never let them forget that her name meant “star” in Italian. Frankie liked her own dark hair just fine—at least, when she’d had some—and didn’t care what Stella’s name meant in Italian. Stella wouldn’t know a meatball from a baseball.

As soon as Frankie thought the word “meatball,” her mouth started to water. Meatballs were what Sundays were for. Visiting Sundays, anyway. You might think that the orphans at Guardian Angels had no parents, no family at all, but that wasn’t always true. More than a decade after the stock market crash of 1929, too many people were still reeling—out of work, homeless. Rather than watching their children go hungry, they gave the kids over to the care of the nuns. A few beatings and a whole lot of church seemed a small price to pay for food and shelter—at least, that was what the parents told themselves. Some of these parents would visit their “half orphans” every other Sunday. Frankie’s father never missed one. And the things he brought made Frankie feel rich, feel like a daughter, at least for a few hours. Meatball sandwiches, with thick red tomato sauce soaking the bread. Spaghetti slippery with butter, just as good cold as it was hot. Shiny, crunchy apples. Sometimes he brought presents, like a pair of shoes he’d just made, the leather so clean and new that it didn’t seem right to wrap your feet in it—too special to touch the ground. And sometimes her father filled his pockets with rock candy or even a few wrapped chocolates. He would hide them behind his back so that Frankie, her sister, Toni, and her older brother, Vito, would fight over them, but only Toni was young enough for that. Frankie could almost taste the chocolate melting on her tongue.

I could almost taste it.

“What are you grinning about?” Stella said to Frankie.

“Are you still here? I thought you would have run off to Hollywood by now.” Frankie elbowed past her and followed the other girls to the washroom.

The washroom was a whole lot of room to wash, with six flush toilets, eight sinks, showers, a tub no one used, and cubbies for their “private belongings.” Funny, because none of them had many belongings and nothing was private. But they should have been grateful to have the bathrooms because there were still people with outdoor privies. Frankie liked the indoor plumbing, but she didn’t like having to clean it. Her knees were always sore where the little bits of dirt cut into the skin when they scrubbed the floor, and her hands were raw and cracked because of the strong brown soap they used.

Once Frankie had begged her father to bring some hand cream on visiting day and he had, the fancy sort that smelled like roses and came in a heavy jar. The whole cottage teased her, said she was putting on airs, acting as if she was one of the swells. “Aw, look at Frankie,” they said. “Where are your silk stockings, Frankie? Where’s your gown?” Stella had the most to say. So Frankie sneaked the hand cream to supper and put a fat white ball of it on top of some cake. Told Stella that her father had brought it to her. Stella was so hungry that she ate two huge bites before she realized what Frankie had done.

I’d been coming to the orphanage for as long as I could remember, but when I saw Frankie scoop that hand cream on top of that cake and offer it to Stella, I started watching Frankie, really watching her. I liked to think that what she did, that trick—not humiliating enough to be truly cruel, but just cruel enough to be funny—was something that I would have done when I was still real enough to fight, a little harmless rebellion.

But, as my mother had often reminded me, I only looked harmless. That’s the problem with girls, she said. They trick you every time.

At that moment, Frankie was harmless. She wasn’t concerned about Stella’s name or her blond hair. She wasn’t thinking about her own hair, either, or the fact that her tan skin made some of the nuns mutter about her mother’s blood, or why nobody warned her to stay out of the sun the way they did Stella. She wasn’t even thinking about the orphanage, about how so many people thought it was so sad and so terrible to live here, while Frankie understood that though things could be better, they could also be worse.

Instead, Frankie jostled with the other girls at the sink, trying to get a little room to splash water on her face. She toweled off, wondering what her father was going to say this afternoon. He had something important to tell Frankie and her brother and sister, the nuns had informed her. Something that could change their lives. Frankie doubted it. Along with his flair for meatballs, Frankie’s father had a flair for drama. He’d once announced a move to a new apartment as if he were taking up residence in a French castle.

(What he had not needed to announce: that the new apartment had had no room for his children. That they shouldn’t ask if it did.)

Frankie didn’t expect much from her father; in her experience, fathers weren’t particularly reliable. All Frankie could hope was that her father wouldn’t bring what’s-her-name with him again. Visiting Sundays weren’t the same when she came along. When she showed up, her father never had shoes, he never had chocolate. She made him cheap. She turned him into a whole different man.

Frankie brushed her teeth hard enough to hurt. Who wanted to think about her? Nobody. Not even her own kids probably, who were here at the orphanage too, somewhere in the other cottages. Frankie didn’t know their names, she didn’t know what they looked like, and she hoped she never would.

“Snickers,” hissed the girls in the hall. And then, all through the cottage, the girls passed it down the line: “Snickers, snickers, snickers.” Nuns coming back, shut it, move it.

Frankie pulled on her Sunday dress and her coat just in time for Sister George to wave them out the door. The cottage wasn’t really a cottage, just a big room that opened out onto a bigger corridor. The girls from other cottages marched in line down the hall, their footsteps echoing so loudly that it was almost like there were more girls marching on the ceiling above. There were boys at the orphanage too, but their cottages were in another building. They’d see one another across the aisle in church. Shorn as a sheep, Frankie would have been happier not to see any boys, unless it was her older brother, Vito. She barely saw him as it was. Even brothers and sisters were separate at the orphanage.

Up at the front of the line, Sister George opened the door to the outside. The girls kept their heads down and their traps shut as they stepped outside and trudged toward the church. It was sleeting hard, and the girls tried to cover their hair. For a minute, Frankie was happy she didn’t have any. And then she saw the boys walking toward the church too, a few of them laughing and pointing at her, and was sorry again. Frankie was fourteen in October of 1941, which might sound young to some, but wasn’t, not for a nation on the cusp of another war, not for an orphan, not for Frankie. She was just three years younger than I was. Am. Was. A—

Anyway, it was no fun having boys laugh at you for something you couldn’t help, laugh at you for something that had been done to you. Especially if none of the boys were your brother and some of the boys were filled out just enough to be called handsome.

They reached the church and filed inside, sitting in their regular pews. The whole orphanage wasn’t there yet, only the cottages with Sunday confession day. One at a time, they marched into the confessional. Most of the orphans were out almost as fast as they went in, mumbling Hail Marys and Our Fathers to repent for whatever sins of deed or thought. A few kids took longer.

Poor Father, Frankie thought. She hoped he’d had his coffee this morning.

Frankie and the other girls hadn’t had anything. They wouldn’t have breakfast till after morning mass, and that meant another hour and a half at least. Frankie clamped a hand over her rumbling stomach as she walked to the confessional. She sat in the booth and pulled the curtain closed behind her.

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been a week since my last confession.”

She couldn’t see him very well through the mesh, but she could hear the rustling of the pages in his Bible. Father Paul said, “How blessed is anyone who rejects the advice of the wicked and does not take a stand in the path that sinners tread, nor a seat in company with cynics.” Frankie didn’t know what a cynic was, but it didn’t sound so bad in Father’s Irish accent.

He said, “Do you have something to confess?”

Frankie’s tongue was salty with hunger. She wanted to turn the question around—“Do you have anything to confess, Father?” But she was too obedient for that, and also too jaded. She thought about telling him about taking the Lord’s name in vain or thinking vicious things about her younger sister. Things he expected to hear. Instead she said, “Sister George has a face like the Mummy. Only not as cute.”

From my perch on the ceiling, I smiled. Frankie winced. First because she thought it was a childish thing, a sinful thing to say out loud. Second because she’d probably get about a thousand Hail Marys.

But Father Paul didn’t say anything about any Hail Marys. He started laughing, a barking laugh that sounded a lot like a cough.

Frankie leaned closer to the screen. “Are you okay, Father?”

“Just a tickle in my throat. You were saying?”

“She dumped me out of my bed this morning. She’s always dumping me out of my bed.” Frankie tugged at her hair and then stopped when she realized she was doing it.

“Was it time to get up?” asked Father.

“Well,” Frankie said.

“There you go. Do you think you’re showing Christlike respect for Sister George by calling her, uh, what was it?”

“The Mummy. Only not as—”

“Cute,” he said. “I think I’ve got it now.” More coughing. “And are you truly sorry?”

Frankie didn’t know if she was. Maybe she was. Maybe if she didn’t say bad things about Sister, Sister wouldn’t do bad things to her. It wasn’t true, but who could blame her for thinking this way? She had no idea that Sister George disliked Father simply because he was from Ireland. Frankie had no idea that too many people believed you could be from a right place or a wrong one.

The orphanage was German Catholic, and Sister George was more German than German. In Frankie’s language class, they’d learned that the German word for “squirrel” could be literally translated as “oak croissant.”

That was what Sister’s face looked like. A croissant.

“Yes,” Frankie was saying, “I’m truly sorry.”

“Well, then. Anything else?”

“I’ve been thinking mean thoughts about her, too.”

“Her?” said Father Paul. “Who’s her?”

Frankie blushed and was glad for the screen. “My father’s . . . his . . . friend.”

Frankie didn’t have to explain. There might be nine hundred orphans at Guardian Angels, but Father Paul seemed to know the lives of every single one of them. “What kinds of thoughts?”

“I want her to move to the North Pole. Or the South Pole. Whichever’s colder. And where there are bears. Starving ones. With big teeth.”

Father cleared his throat. “She might be your stepmother one day. Some young ladies would be grateful to have a stepmother who cares about them.”

“She hates me worse than Sister George.”

“I’m sure that’s not true,” he said. “From what I hear, she and your dad visit all the time.”

Frankie said nothing.

“And bring you all sorts of nice things. Things the other girls never get. You must learn to appreciate the gifts that God has given you. A father who loves you. A new mother.”

Sharp now, like the sting of a strap: “My mother is dead.”

“Your mother is with God. In a better place.”

I hoped Frankie’s mother was with God. I really did. I hoped she and God were sharing a coffee cake. Once I’d confessed to my own mother that I thought God was a woman, because who but a woman would care so much about the oceans and the plants and the animals, who but a woman could build a whole world in seven days? My mother slapped me so hard my ears rang like church bells for hours after.

More things Frankie wasn’t thinking about: coffee cake, because she’d never had it, which should have been some kind of sin but wasn’t. Church bells, or the time it took to conjure all those mountains and trees, sharks and whales, bears and wolves. No, Frankie was too busy imagining how lonely her mother must have been when she stepped off that boat from Sicily, about what made her mother get on that boat in the first place, the kind of courage it took to sail across the ocean all by yourself. What had her mother hated so much about her home, and what had she missed once she’d left?

Frankie put her hand to her middle again. I remembered doing that, remembered when the feelings were so strong they turned your insides to a frothing stew. Frankie’s mother had been just sixteen when she came to America to build her own new world, and had died for it.

But Frankie only smoothed the fabric of her dress. “Do you think there are meatball sandwiches in heaven, Father?”

Coffee cake, I said, still floating against the ceiling. With lots of brown sugar.

Father said, “I always imagined there’d be corned beef. But I suppose there could be meatballs too. Ten Hail Marys. Give thanks to the Lord, for He is good.”

“For His mercy endures forever,” Frankie said.

When Frankie finally threw herself back on the pew next to Stella, Stella said, “What took you so long?”

Frankie said, “I was telling him about all your impure ways.”

“What?”

Sister George gave them one of her don’t-make-me-come-over-there looks. Frankie slapped her hands together and prayed, but she was praying that Sister wouldn’t drag them out of church by their necks. It had happened before.

Sister must have been too tired from kicking over mattresses to drag people out of church, because confession ended without anyone losing any more hair. The rest of the boys and girls filled the church pews all around them, going silent as dolls when the nuns gave them what Frankie called the stink eye. Frankie tried to focus on Father Paul. Father was always different during mass than he was in confession, facing away from the congregation, droning on and on in Latin about hell and fire and brimstone, infernos and abysses and sinners. His lilting, musical accent made the Latin words sound less frightening, but it wasn’t supposed to. Everyone in the whole place was certain they were going to burn for something. There was no need to keep bringing it up.

Frankie believed there was nothing that any father could say that would surprise her.

She was wrong.

In my best Irish accent, I bellowed, Hill! Fyre! Breemston! right in Frankie’s ear. She didn’t even turn her head.

I got bored with the sermon, so I drifted back out of the church and into the courtyard, standing in the curtain of sleet that couldn’t touch me, couldn’t chill or soak me. Across the courtyard, on the upper floors of the dormitories, a shadow darted from window to window. That shadow traveled from left to right until the ghost girl with the broken face burst through a pane without shattering the glass. She plummeted to the ground, screaming, No, please, wait! the whole way down.

See?

Hell is never what you think it’s going to be.





Angels of Blood and Stone

I LEFT EVERYONE TO THEIR various hells and went to visit the angel in the middle of the courtyard. Carved from white marble, with her huge wings reaching into the air, she stood on top of three tiers of stone like the decoration on a wedding cake. The angel held the hand of a little girl, while a boy sat beside her, reading a book. The nuns told the orphans that she was there to watch over them, keep them safe. In good weather, the children gathered around her, perching on the edge of the stone like so many birds flocking. But with the orphans in church and the sleet falling in a silvery curtain, I had her all to myself.

I sat on the stone at her feet, and I told her what I had seen that morning, from the hungry babies to Frankie kicked out of bed to the girl with the shattered face. The angel was my confessor; even if I could have, I wouldn’t have told Father Paul anything. I had seen Father Paul in his striped pajamas, curled up in his bed like a child. Once you’ve seen someone in their striped pajamas curled up like a child, eyes shifting under thin lids, it’s hard to think of him as a person you should trust with your deepest secrets, your greatest sins, a person who could offer you absolution. But perhaps it was a sin to judge a priest’s pajamas, so I confessed these things as well. And then I told the angel what I always did, that I loved her wings, that I wanted to know how to get my own.

How do you become an angel? I asked her. How do you leave this place? Why am I here? Haven’t I paid enough? I would wait for her to answer, as foolish and impossible as that was. But then the whole world seemed foolish and impossible to me; how much more impossible would it be for the angel to offer a little advice? I didn’t think it was too much to ask. That’s your problem, you never think anything is too much to ask, a voice said. Not the angel’s. That voice was in my head; my mother’s voice, yammering on as if both of us were still alive. You never think of anyone but yourself, you never think. I ignored the voice and told the angel about meatball sandwiches and corned beef and coffee cake in heaven. More impossible things. The angel didn’t judge.

After the angel had tired of me and I of her, when her beatific smile started to look more like a smirk, I left the courtyard. When I was a little girl, I’d heard about ghosts, or rather, the places they haunted—old houses, cemeteries, dark roads at night. The girls in Frankie’s cottage still whispered about Resurrection Mary, a beautiful girl in white who was killed by a hit-and-run driver while walking home from the Willowbrook Ballroom in the suburbs of Chicago. Apparently she walks northeast on Archer Avenue until some unsuspecting young man picks her up in his car. She’s quiet during the ride, and when the driver nears Resurrection Cemetery, she disappears.

And yet, unlike so many others, I didn’t skulk around graveyards. All right, I didn’t only skulk around graveyards. I’d boated down the Chicago River, I’d ridden the train all around the Loop downtown, I’d motored through every inch of the city and beyond, I’d gone wherever and whenever I wanted to go. But I had my favorite haunts, so to speak. So while I did walk through the St. Henry Cemetery—Hello, ladies, hello, gentlemen, I said to the gravestones—I kept going, moving through the wrought-iron fence and out onto the street. I passed the orphanage greenhouse and the Angel Flower Shop, where the orphan boys grew the blooms, cut and arranged and delivered them. And then there was the butcher shop, the hardware store on the corner. Because it was Sunday, the streets were filled with people wearing their coats over their best church clothes, clutching their collars and hats and wincing at the sleet. They ignored two men, faces creased with wrinkles and grime, sharing a bottle on a stoop, laughing through broken teeth. A big-domed car rumbled by, splashing a well-dressed man as he hustled down the sidewalk. The man shook his fist, but the car didn’t slow, not for the man shaking his fist, nor for the woman lying battered in the middle of the street, limbs shattered into a dozen extra joints. I wondered how many times she’d died. Two? Two hundred? After a few moments, the woman peeled herself off the pavement and crabbed past me, fast, a giant pink spider scuttling across the sidewalk.

I left the spider woman to her spinning and continued on my way, sometimes walking, sometimes floating, the streets a blur of shops and apartment buildings and bars locked up tight. I skirted along sidewalks and swam down streets till I reached the shores of Lake Michigan, one of my very favorite places. The lake was so beautiful, especially when shrouded in a glistening veil of sleet—the water, even the air, full of mysteries. I sat in the sand and watched for the slap of mermaid tails in the gentle surf. My mother’s voice intruded again: There is no such thing as mermaids! Stop with this fairy-story nonsense. But I put my fingers in my ears and sang to myself the way I imagined mermaids would sing, a wordless hum that vibrated in the chest, powerful enough to stir the currents. And though I could not feel the sand under me, nor the vibrations, I imagined my mermaid song luring unsuspecting boys into the water, desperate boys chasing their happily-ever-afters, their delicious dooms.

That’s it, I’m putting these obscene books in the fire. You will marry Charles Kent and you will be grateful, do you hear me? Are you listening? Listen—

You listen, I said to the sleet, to the sand, to the water.

Listen.

Listen.

Listen.

By the time I returned to the orphanage, mass was over and Frankie and the rest of the girls were at the slop house, though the nuns called it the dining room. The girls each got a cup of Postum and a slice of bread with lard. As hungry as she was, Frankie still had a hard time eating that bread, that lard. The bread was chewy, the lard thick and sticky. And the other girls wouldn’t stop talking about the new girl who had thrown herself—or was chased? But who would have chased her?—from one of the second-story windows and come to a bad end in the courtyard the week before. (None of the girls knew that that same poor soul was now standing right next to the table, tearing at her bloody hair.) Frankie gave her bread to another girl, a strange one named Loretta who’d eat anything. Loretta wrapped it in a napkin and slipped it into her pocket. Later, in the yard, she would pull it out and nibble at it when the nuns weren’t looking.

And that was what Loretta was doing, gnawing on that sticky, lardy piece of bread, when the other girls tried to get Frankie to play ball outside. Frankie could throw straight and far and she was faster than a cat on fire, but she wasn’t in the mood to play, even though it had finally stopped sleeting. Instead, she climbed to the top of the slide to get a look over the fence. The yard was split in two, boys on one side, girls on the other. Besides visiting days and maybe church, the only time Frankie saw her brother was when she sat at the top of that slide. And even though she’d see him later this afternoon, she wanted to get a look at him now. He was growing so fast and changing so much that sometimes, when he first walked into the visiting room, she didn’t recognize him. It scared her in a way she couldn’t even explain to herself.

But there he was, huddled in a pack of boys, all of them scratching like dogs at their woollies, the itchy pants they wore. If Vito saw Frankie, he knew better than to wave. One of the other boys didn’t. As soon as he lifted his hand, a nun was on him, giving him such a smack Frankie was surprised his eyeballs didn’t pop out onto the blacktop. She didn’t want other boys waving at her, not until her hair grew back, and she didn’t want to get anyone else in trouble. She turned to climb down, but someone was standing on the ladder. Toni.

Though Toni was not even a year younger than Frankie, they didn’t see each other much because Toni was in a different cottage. That suited Frankie just fine. Her sister was almost as full of herself as Stella Zaffaro. And Toni didn’t care about getting anyone in trouble. She waved at the boys as if she were signaling for planes.

Frankie elbowed her in the kneecap. “Stop it!

Toni’s hand dropped. “Take my leg off, why don’t you?”

“I’d like to take your head off.”

Toni knelt down behind Frankie, her bony knees digging into Frankie’s back. “You’re just mad ’cause I have a fella.”

“That boy?” Frankie said. “He’s just a kid. You both are.”

“Say, you are jealous.”

“Say, you are dumb. I’m not mad ’cause you think you have a fella, I’m mad because every time you’re in Dutch with the nuns, I am too.”

Toni was decent enough to turn red. “That’s not my fault.”

“Sure it is,” Frankie said. Nobody knew how Toni had managed it, but one afternoon she’d snuck off with one of the boys; Father found the two of them at the candy shop across the street, drinking one soda with two straws. Even though Father and the nuns never found out what, exactly, Toni and that boy had done, Toni was strapped something fierce. Then Sister George made Frankie clean out all the sinks in the washroom even though she hadn’t done anything with any boy. Yet.

And not long after, Sister had caught Frankie making a face behind her back, shaking her finger like Sister George did when she was angry about something. It was nighttime, and Frankie had her hair all rolled up in rag curlers. Sister George cut off every single one of those curlers. She dropped them in the wash bucket one at a time, where they floated like the mice they sometimes found drowned in the toilets.

“Did the nuns tell Daddy about your so-called fella?” Frankie said.

Toni stopped smirking. “Do you think they will?”

“Yeah. But if they don’t, I will.”

“If you want me to keep my mouth shut when you get a fella, you’ll zip your lips,” said Toni.

Frankie figured that, when she had a fella, she would never be stupid enough to sit in the candy shop window where everyone could see her. “Come on,” Frankie said. “It’s almost visiting time.”

“I wonder what Daddy wants to tell us,” Toni said. “Do you think he got a bigger place?”

“No,” said Frankie, and shoved at her sister’s knees to get her moving. They climbed back down the ladder. Some of the orphans would go to the visiting room to meet with their fathers or mothers or aunts or whatever distant cousin took pity. The rest would play cards or listen to the radio. They never looked too happy, those kids who had no one to visit them, or no one who wanted to. Frankie decided not to be so mad at Toni.

At least not today.

While they waited for their father in the visiting room, Toni could barely sit still. Frankie had to press her hand on Toni’s knee to keep her from bouncing them both off the bench. But as much as she tried not to, Frankie’s knee also had a hopeful twitch. In her pocket was a new a sketch that she thought was better than almost anything she’d done before. And even though she didn’t allow herself to hope for much, she wanted to show her father. She wanted him to see how good it was. She wanted him to say it.

A few minutes later, Vito came through the door, his cap rolled up in his hand, his fingers still plucking at the itchy woollies. “Hey, girls,” he said, sitting next to Frankie. And then he went quiet. He never used to be so quiet. Lately he acted as if he was a million miles away, far too grown up for his sisters. And then Frankie was angry all over again.

“Why didn’t you wave to me before?”

Vito grunted. “You want me to get beat too? Or maybe you just want me to get a haircut like yours?”

He didn’t say this in a cruel way. “It would look better on you,” Frankie muttered, tugging at it. Again.

Vito smiled then. “Well, you don’t look half as bad as you should.”

“No. She looks twice as bad,” Toni said. And then she clapped her hands like a little one in the baby house. She yelled, “Daddy!”

There he was, striding across the enormous room. He wore a black suit and a long wool overcoat that sailed out behind him like some kind of cape. With his hat tilted at an angle and his tan skin and dark eyes, he looked like one of the movie stars Stella Zaffaro was always going on about, Tyrone Power maybe. He had to pass through the crowd of kids waiting to see their own relatives, and Frankie noticed some of the older girls watching him, tugging on their skirts like they could get him to notice them if only their hems were straight. She wanted to remember their faces so that she could short-sheet their beds later. But she couldn’t be bothered, not really, not with the smell of meatballs and fresh bread in her nose. Not with her father heading straight for them, his huge bag full of food putting everyone in the room to shame.

“Hello! Hello!” their father called. Dangling from his free hand were the most beautiful green shoes, perfect shoes, women’s shoes, with a good heel. They were for Frankie, she was sure they were. Maybe you should listen to what Father Paul says, she told herself. Maybe you should be more grateful for the things you’ve been given.

That was when Frankie noticed what was behind her father. Who was behind her father. Hanging on to him like she owned him. And Frankie couldn’t see what she’d been given anymore. All she could see were the things that could be taken away.





On the Coast of the Moon

WHAT I KNEW ABOUT MY mother: Her skin was creamy white. She had perfect posture. Her hair went silver by the time she was twenty-five. When she was angry, her lips pulled tight like a row of sutures. Her most prized possession: the set of pearl-and-diamond wedding rings she wore on her left hand. I often begged her to let me try them on. She said that the day my father slipped those rings on her finger was the happiest of her life, and she would never take them off.

“Not even when you’re dead?” I’d asked.

Her face was a thundercloud. “There’s something wrong with you.”

What Frankie knew about her mother: Her name was Caterina Costa. She came to America on a boat from Sicily in 1918. She didn’t know a word of English, she didn’t know a soul except a second cousin who would be taking her in till she got a job. But she met Frankie’s father the shoemaker instead, and she married him. They lived in an apartment behind the shoe shop. She had three children, Vittorio, Francesca, and Antonina. They made her so happy. That was why everyone was shocked when Frankie’s mother took the gun from the drawer in the shoe shop, the gun their father kept in case someone tried to rob them. Shocked that she shot up the room where she and Frankie’s father slept, accidentally wounding Frankie’s father. But she only wanted to see what it felt like to pull the trigger, that was what she told Frankie’s father, what Frankie’s father told Aunt Marion, what Aunt Marion told Vito, and what Vito told Frankie. Frankie’s mother would never try to hurt anyone, she would never commit such a sin. Frankie’s father threw out the gun and placed the children in Guardian Angels so their mother could rest. After a while, she was okay again. Everyone came out of the orphanage. She and Frankie’s father tried to have another baby, but Frankie’s mother died, and so did the baby.

When Frankie was little, she asked Vito about this so many times he got sick of it. “She’s gone,” he said. “Dad has to work, and Aunt Marion does too. We live in the orphanage now. I don’t want to talk about Mom anymore.” But Frankie still wanted to talk about it. So she told Toni the story, adding details to make it better. She told Toni that she’d seen pictures of their mother. She was beautiful, with long, dark curling hair. Big chocolate eyes. Sun-kissed skin. A laugh that sounded like the chimes in Christmas carols they played on the radio. Delicate hands that fluttered like butterflies when she talked. Frankie said that their mother loved them more than anything. And even when she held the gun just to see what it felt like, she wanted her children to be happy. That was
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