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  Prologue

  
  




Southwest Florida, Present Day

The cicadas’ symphony swelled as the first rays of sunlight breached the horizon, promising another day where the mercury would climb with relentless determination. Humidity made the air a second skin.

A simple house, its stucco facade bleached by years under the sun, stood firmly amidst a sea of identical structures, monuments to modest dreams and the promise of warmth. For $500 down and $50 a month, families could escape the cold northern winters and settle into a quiet, sunlit life. For a retired World War II veteran with a wife and four kids, it wasn’t just a house; it was a dream, something hard-earned after years of sacrifice. It was a chance to start fresh, in a place where the air smelled of salt and cabbage palms.

The aluminum-framed patio door slid back with only a mild protest. He stepped onto the terrazzo flooring, its surface a testament to decades of careful tending, mirroring the meticulous maintenance of his own life. Before stepping onto the lanai, he glanced back into the kitchen, his eyes lingering on an old mandolin hanging above the cabinets, an artifact from another time. His gaze swept over the terrazzo flooring where chips and flecks swirled around a small blue marlin etched, almost imperceptibly, into the floor’s center. The fish’s body was only a few shades deeper than the surrounding concrete, but in the right light the tail flared, the dorsal fin arched with the same precise violence he remembered from past years. The glimpse of the marlin always summoned the same set of sensations: salt in his nostrils, radio static buzzing at the edge of comprehension, and a heat that was both fever and fear.

Clad in his morning uniform of boxers and a T-shirt, he cradled the newspaper under his arm. With the precision of a drill sergeant, he stood erect on his lanai, his posture betraying little of the years that had marched across his life. His chest expanded with a deep inhalation of the salty air mingling with the earthy scent of cabbage palms. He was thankful for the clarity in his lungs, a hard-won battle against nicotine’s grip.

His eyes, once sharp and searching but now hooded with the fatigue of experience, roamed over the postage stamp-sized backyard of grass and shrubbery, looking for anything amiss. But this morning, the world seemed at peace; even the squirrel trap sat untouched, the bait left undisturbed. A slight frown tugged at his lips; those “damn pests” were always plotting their next invasion, yet last night they had granted him a reprieve.

The last of the morning chill nipped at his skin, an unwelcome reminder of dank, frostbitten alleys and icy rivers. Despite the Floridian sun climbing higher, it could not thaw the cold that had settled in his bones, a constant companion he had never quite shaken off. Resigning to the stubborn discomfort, he eased his lanky form into a lawn chair, the plastic webbing creaking under the sinew and bone of his weathered, resilient frame. Silently cursing the cold in his bones that seemed unaffected by Florida’s heat, he draped a blanket over his shoulders and unfolded the newspaper with a deliberate motion, each crinkle of the pages echoing the quiet unfolding of the day.

The crossword’s stark grid lay before him, enemy lines drawn in ink and paper. His roughened fingers hovered at the edge of the newsprint; the pen balanced in his knuckles as though ready to strike. He murmured “5 Down” under his breath, “Aegis of Athena,” and without hesitation let the letters flow. Each carefully placed stroke felt like reclaiming ground from the tide of memories that lingered at the corners of his mind.

His thoughts shifted to another prompt: “Ship… type.” The answer was obvious. “Clipper,” he whispered, sealing the boxes and savoring the small triumph. It was a far cry from the hush-hush victories of his former life; covert maneuvers measured in whispers and narrow escapes. But here, in the quiet dazzle of morning light, every correct fill-in fortified him against darker recollections.

Outside, kept at bay by the screen that enclosed the lanai, the cicadas carried on their ceaseless serenade, a soundtrack to the sweltering day unfolding around him. They were the messengers of summer, their drone rising and falling with the rhythm of life itself, indifferent to human care or wars long ended.

The sun rose higher, revealing little, betraying less. He paused, drawn by a glint dancing across the aluminum tubes of a wind chime. Somewhere down the street, an ambulance siren wailed and passed. It was not calling for him. Not yet.

His silhouette was a study in resilience. The gentle rustling of the newspaper, the careful arching of his brow, and the occasional tap of his pen against his lips were the subtle expressions of a soul carved by experiences untold yet profoundly felt.

Overhead, a palm frond whispered secrets. The leaves brushed together in a hushed conversation that only the wind could understand.

The lawn chair creaked under his weight, each groan a testament to the tension that never quite left his body; a coiled readiness instilled from days when vigilance was not just habit, but necessity. He shifted slightly, the blanket draped over his shoulders a woolen weight, a gentle pressure that grounded him to the present.

A dragonfly darted through the still air, its iridescent wings catching sunlight in fleeting bursts of vibrant color, a contrast to the monochrome musings of his thoughts. His eyes followed the tiny creature for a moment, acknowledging the simple beauty of its dance before returning to the task at hand.

As if sensing a shift in the day’s narrative, the wind chime tucked in the corner tinkled softly, an errant puff of heated air stirring its metallic tubes to emit soft, random echoes of the Gulf.
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1936 - East Harlem

The window shattered like thin ice under his boot.

The sharp crack cut through the still air, echoing down the narrow alley. Shards of glass rained onto the sidewalk, glittering like tiny stars, catching the glow of the streetlamp. People on the street turned, rubbernecked, assessed the damage, and turned away. An old woman corralled her toddler. Delivery boys hooted. A stray dog never stopped digging.

George Kovac stepped back, breathing hard, the cold biting his face. His heart pounded, loud in his ears.

The dry winter wind rushed through the broken storefront, carrying with it the sharp smells of glass dust and old wood. Rosario’s small corner grocery store had been closed for hours, the sign in the window flipped to Closed Until Morning, but that meant nothing to Sal and Joey.

“That’s more like it, Georgie.” Sal grinned, his cigarette bobbing between his lips. “You’ve still got the touch.”

George said nothing. His knuckles ached from where his fist had jammed against the frame after his kick landed off-center.

Joey moved quickly now, pulling a small pry bar from under his coat and slipping through the busted pane. He worked with quiet speed, knowing exactly where to go: back room, register, drawer beneath the bread shelf where Mr. Rosario sometimes hid the extra cash.

George stood outside the whole time, breath rising in short clouds. The world was suddenly louder: car horns, someone yelling in Yiddish from a second-story window, the clatter of a dropped milk crate.

Sal stayed beside him, humming softly. “Just like old times, huh?”

George’s stomach twisted. “It doesn’t have to be like this.”

Sal chuckled. “But it is.

Within minutes, Joey slipped back out through the broken window, stuffing bills into his coat. His breath came in sharp bursts, excited like always.

“Easy picking tonight,” Joey grinned. “Old man Rosario left more than usual.”

George felt sick. This wasn’t like the fights they used to get into as boys, scrapping with other kids over marbles or lost baseballs. This was theft. No excuses. Just dirt work.

“Let’s move,” Sal said.

They slipped into the shadows of the alley, their footsteps echoing softly against the brick walls as they headed back toward 116th Street.

“I gotta go.” George peeled away from them at the corner, not waiting for permission. Sal didn’t stop him. That wasn’t how these things worked. They knew where he lived.

He turned east, ducked into the crosshatch of side streets that formed the unofficial border between Polish and Italian turf. The adrenaline faded, leaving behind a slick nausea. He kept his head down, but his eyes recorded everything: which stoops held watchful old men, which windows framed bored women ready to note every trespass, which alleys provided clear routes to the river, and which stopped at fences or trash. He viewed the city not as a tourist, not even as a local, but as someone who constantly anticipated violence and escape routes.

A block up, he passed a tenement where a radio blasted “Bei Mir Bistu Shein” out of a warped window. The song’s Yiddish refrain competed with the bubbling of spaghetti sauce from another floor. The smells overlapped, anise and garlic, cigarette smoke, the undertone of something meatless and cheap. A kid bounced a rubber ball against a stoop, slapping a rhythm that matched the city’s constant beat.

George cut through an alley where boiling laundry and last night’s piss saturated the air. Two cats confronted each other, tails high, hissing their mutual contempt. He skirted a puddle, nearly lost his footing, and wiped his hands on his jacket. His fingers trembled, not from fear, but from the lack of it. That was the worst part: how easy it had been.

He heard sirens, distant and moving away. Probably headed to a bigger drama uptown. Nobody called the cops for a window. Not here.

He slowed as he neared his own building, a slab of anonymous brick covered with fire escapes and faded paint. Laundry lines drooped under the weight of wet shirts and diapers, and the windows all had the same curtains drawn, the same sullen yellow light behind them.

He stopped on the stoop, watched his breath mingle with the late sunlight. The sick feeling diminished, replaced by familiar emptiness, similar to seeing the collection plate after Mass.

He leaned against the rail and let his heartbeat steady itself. Tomorrow, Sal will have another job. Maybe more dangerous, maybe less. Either way, George would show up, because what else was there? He belonged to the city, connected to its structure by countless small humiliations and half-meant kindnesses.

A gust of wind caught the nearest laundry line, snapping a bed sheet outward. He closed his eyes, and for a second, the world was silent except for the pulse of his own blood and the sighing of the wind. The elevated train rumbled overhead, its iron wheels squealing in protest as it passed.

Why am I still here?

He asked himself that question a lot lately. He was tired of fists, blood, and broken windows.

What was the point?

But Sal and Joey kept pulling. And he let them.

Sighing, he trudged wearily up the steps.

* * *

Inside, George took the stairs two at a time, the soles of his shoes slapping the risers with a sound that echoed up the shaft. The hallway outside the Kovac apartment reeked of boiled beets, floor polish, and the faint whiff of ammonia that signaled the super’s daughter had done her Tuesday sweep. He passed a door with a mezuzah nailed above it, another with a paper Virgin, and a thumbprint of candle soot visible in the half-light. Second floor, third on the right: “Kovac” neatly painted in blue ink on a carved wooden nameplate.

Pushing open the door, he stepped into a world constrained by near poverty and boundless faith. His mother’s kitchen exhibited both. Paprikás, Hungarian stew, rust-red and shimmering, simmered on the back burner. She stood over it, ladle in one hand, the other pressing a rag to her forehead in practiced exasperation. Her apron was crisp, the edges trimmed in hand-sewn lace. She turned at his entrance, eyes quickly examining him for damage.

“Kezeidet, György,” Klara barked, and pointed to the sink. Your hands, George. She didn’t wait for compliance; already she was attending to the pot, stirring with a deliberate, maternal fury.

He obeyed, scrubbing until the water ran clear, the heat biting at his knuckles. Even so, he could see the pink crescent where the glass had nicked him, a tiny badge of this afternoon’s errand. He pressed the spot, winced, then ran the water hotter.

His father sat at the table, sitting stiffly like a man who’d seen too much of life. The veins on his hands bulged like map routes, and the nails were stained with grime that no amount of lye could purge. The newspaper was spread before him in quadrants: German headline on the left, English on the right, Hungarian at the bottom, like a truce hammered out between the warring parts of himself. He read slowly, lips moving with each word.

“Késő van,” said István, not looking up. It’s late.

“There was a thing,” George replied vaguely. “Had to wait.”

The silence stretched between them. His mother shot him a look over her shoulder, watch your words, but George pretended not to notice. He toweled off his hands, making a show of folding the cloth neatly over the rail.

Dinner was always at the small table, its lacquer worn away by years of elbows and hot plates. They ate in sequence. His mother served his father first, always. George next. She portioned herself last.

The first spoonful burned his tongue, but he didn’t complain. He chewed, swallowed, managed a “Nagyon jó, Mama,” and waited for her to beam. She did, of course; it was the only guaranteed smile in the apartment.

“Speak English at table,” she chided, but softly, as if embarrassed to correct her son. “Practice, so you don’t sound like me.”

“Your English is good, Mama,” he said.

She rolled her eyes. “It is not. I sound like I’m chewing marbles.” She switched to German, “Customers say I am stubborn, that I refuse to learn.” Then back to English: “But my boy? He is American.” She stabbed the air with her fork for emphasis.

His father grunted, not quite agreement, not quite disapproval. “I heard about trouble at Rosario’s,” he said. “Window smashed. Idiots.”

George swallowed. “Idiots,” he echoed, feeling the word settle in his chest like a stone. “Who does that?”

István shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe the man didn’t pay his debts.”

There was a sense of futility to the way his father said it, as though debts were a matter of weather, not will. George wondered if István had ever broken a window, or if violence was just another thing he’d abandoned. The thought made George’s stomach twist. He picked at his paprikás, letting the silence return.

His mother, undeterred by the pause, began her nightly inquisition: Did you finish your studies? Are you still working the morning shift at the store? Why do you wear your shoes down so quickly? Every question was asked with the desperate hope that this time, maybe, her son would admit to being exceptional at something. George gave answers that were true enough to pass, but empty enough to satisfy no one.

As she pressed for detail, his mind drifted to the glass in Rosario’s window, the way the sunlight had made the fragments look like ice, like sugar. He wondered if the grocer would blame the Irish, the Italians, or if he’d know right away whose work it was. The guilt didn’t come as a wave, but as a series of small, precise cuts, each a little deeper than the last.

After dinner, his father retrieved the family Bible, its spine cracked, the pages filled with more margin notes than scripture by now. István read in a slow, rhythmic Hungarian, and George mouthed the words along with him, careful to get the accents right. When they finished, his mother made the sign of the cross, and his father bowed his head as if to say, There. We’ve built a wall around ourselves. Maybe nothing will get in tonight.

Later, George lay on his narrow bed, arms folded behind his head, eyes tracking cracks in the plaster above him. Through the thin walls, he could hear the muffled sounds of the building: arguments in Polish, a baby’s squall, the familiar clump of the super’s boots as he did his nightly rounds. Farther off, sirens wailed throughout the city and faded to a quiet hush.

He tried to sleep, but the question gnawed at him: Why did he keep going back to Sal and Joey, to the alleys and the dumb jobs and the easy violence? Was it because he feared them? Because it was the only way to matter? Or was it because, after a while, you stopped noticing the difference between one world and the next, between the clean kitchen and the dirty street?

He pressed his hand to the tender spot where the glass had cut him, feeling the throb, the stubborn pulse. He could leave this room, this building, this city, and still, something would always drag him back, like an invisible pull of family or blood or guilt.

Tomorrow would bring more dirt work, more languages to navigate, and smaller, mean tasks to perform. But for now, he let himself float, held down only by the events of the day and the memory of his mother’s stew, red and bright as freshly drawn blood.

* * *

Next morning, George sat on the tenement steps, back wedged between gritty brick and rusting iron railing, a cigarette cupped in his left hand, right hand holding a pencil stub draped languidly over the knee of his propped leg. A copy of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle lay on the stoop in front of him, open to the crossword puzzle. Forgotten for the moment, the newspaper fluttered in the breeze created by passing traffic. In the comics, Gordon Fife, Soldier of Fortune, had just uncovered an Egyptian tomb filled with secrets and treasure. In another strip, a ruffian accused Davey of spying, forcing his heroic pal Bill to knock the bully for a loop. Advertisements offered a coupon for two free cans of Tally-Ho Beer, a local challenge to imported beers made by City Brewing Corporation of Brooklyn, NY. George tore out the ad and made a mental note to stop by the market on the corner and pick up a couple.

Sitting in a patch of sun, George let it soak into his skin as he scanned his surroundings. East Harlem. Six years after the stock market crash, the air thrummed with conversations, the rattle of streetcars, and the savory scents of vendor carts; a symphony of survival in a city still shivering from the Great Depression’s icy grip. Looming behind him, a five-story fireproof building stood sentinel. Home to 22 families and two steadfast stores, it was a testament to resilience amid the Works Progress Administration’s efforts to stitch the city back together. Over a billion dollars had been spent, with more than half dedicated solely to easing the ache of unemployment.

This was home, though the word never quite fit. The tenement-clogged streets of East Harlem, thick with the noise of thousands of lives pressing in on each other, had been his world for as long as he could remember. Immigrant faces, tired hands, voices folding into one another, Hungarian, Italian, Yiddish, Spanish, all chasing some distant, slippery version of the American dream. George knew these streets like he knew the lines of his own palm, not because they comforted him, but because there was no escape from them.

He lit another cigarette, the match’s flame catching with a slight hiss. The smoke curled up and vanished into the winter air, but the tightness in his chest stayed. His mind wandered to his parents, as it often did when things got quiet. István and Klara Kovac, two wide-eyed believers who had once thought this country was a ladder you could climb if you worked hard enough. After the first world war ravaged both Hungary and his father, they had crossed an ocean, leaving behind wheat fields and ruins for the dirty promise of Manhattan.

His father had started at the bottom, scraping grease off plates in the back of a restaurant, invisible to the men who barked orders from the kitchen door. Later, carpentry gave him something steadier: measuring, sawing, building the homes of people who’d never bother to learn his name. His mother took in laundry, hunched over a sewing machine for hours while the apartment filled with the hiss of steam and the sharp smell of starch. Her hands worked until they were raw, while George sat nearby, watching and learning what endurance looked like.

At home, their voices mixed languages: Hungarian with German and the clipped sounds of English they were still trying to master. They spoke their old words so he wouldn’t forget, taught him new ones so he might belong. He had learned both. Fluent enough for any street corner, any shop, any teacher who couldn’t pronounce their last name. But fluency wasn’t belonging. Not really. It hadn’t kept the city from gnawing at them. It hadn’t kept the bitterness from settling like a stone in his gut.
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The February wind off the river sliced like a knife down 116th Street, rattling the storefront awnings and stinging George’s face as he hunched deeper into his coat. The cold was sharp, but not sharp enough to make him hesitate. The streets were watching, as always.

George crossed himself quickly as he passed St. Stephen’s Hungarian Catholic Church- more habit than faith these days - then cut left down the narrow alley behind Moretti’s bakery. The air here smelled of coal smoke, wet brick, and the sweet, yeasty scent of rising dough. The noise of the street dulled behind him. Here, business was done quietly.

Vito Russo was waiting.

As always, Vito was exactly where he said he’d be, leaning against the sooty wall beneath the broken street light, his felt fedora low over his eyes. A cigarette burned between his fingers, glowing faintly like the cherry eye of a devil waiting to bargain.

“You’re late.” Vito’s voice was smooth, almost bored.

“Only by a minute.” George’s breath clouded in the cold as he handed over the manila envelope, its edges warm from where it had been tucked against his ribs all afternoon. “Had to shake a curious cop.” A small lie.

Vito took the envelope without hurry, flicking his cigarette ash as he flipped through the slips inside: names, addresses, numbers, cash. All neat, all accounted for.

“You’ve got a head for the books, Georgie.” Vito smiled thinly, almost like approval. “Not many kids in this neighborhood do.”

George said nothing. Praise from men like Vito was dangerous. Take too much, and you owe them. But deep inside, he felt the briefest flicker of something that felt like pride.

He wasn’t one of the dumb street kids who couldn’t read past a dollar bill. He was careful, quick, and trustworthy. He could handle the books and solve problems. He could do more.

“I’m not looking to be muscle,” George said finally, his voice steady despite the pulse in his ears.

“There’s plenty of time for both.” Vito’s eyes narrowed in the half-light.

The sound of footsteps against wet stone broke the quiet. George’s stomach tightened even before he saw them.

Sal, Frankie, and Joey appeared like shadows made flesh. Bigger, older, and hungry. They roamed the alleys and avenues of East Harlem, getting into fights, lifting wallets, and evading the beat cops who knew them by name. Sometimes George was part of the gang; today would be different.

“Well, well,” Sal called. His voice had that oily sweetness that made George’s skin crawl. “Vito’s little accountant.”

George stood his ground, fists curling inside his coat pockets.

“Not looking for trouble today, Sal.”

Frankie spat. “Shame for you, ‘cause we are.”

They fanned out, blocking the exit behind him. George didn’t need to glance at Vito. The older man stayed exactly where he was, still as stone. He was the Bookie. Others did his fighting. 

Sal stepped closer, face split by a grin. “This is our block. You wanna work here, you pay rent.”

“You know where you can shove your rent,” George said quietly, his jaw tight.

The first punch came fast, snapping George’s head to the side. His lip split open, the taste of copper blooming in his mouth. Before he could recover, Frankie shoved him against the wall, Joey’s fist driving into his ribs.

Pain flared white-hot, but George twisted free, landing a hard left into Frankie’s jaw. The brief rush of adrenaline felt almost sweet. For a moment, it was as if the world narrowed into something simple: hit or be hit.

But three-on-one never stayed even.

Joey grabbed him from behind. A knee drove into his stomach, stealing his breath. The world tilted as fists rained down.

Glass shattered somewhere. Boots scraped against wet stone. His ears rang.

“Enough!” Vito’s voice cut through the alley.

The punches stopped. George slumped, panting, one cheek pressed into the cold bricks. His eye was already swelling shut.

Sal spat near his head, close enough that George could feel the spray. “Next time, Vito won’t be here to save you.”

The gang melted back into an alley.

Vito crouched, offering a hand. “That temper’s gonna bury you, kid.”

George wiped his mouth, forcing himself upright. “I’m still standing, aren’t I?”

“For now.” Vito’s grin was faint. Not unkind. Not kind either.

George’s head spun, his vision blurred, but he met Vito’s gaze. For the first time, he realized there was no hatred or anger in those eyes; just the kind of patience that resembled a stone or the steadfastness of a mountain. Vito didn’t need to win; he just waited for everyone else to lose.

From his coat pocket, Vito pulled a silver flask and twisted the cap loose. “Try this kid. First taste is free. Calms the nerves down.”

George stared at it. His gut told him no. His ribs and pride said otherwise.

He took the flask and drank. The bootleg whiskey burned down his throat, sharp and warm, steadying the shaking in his hands.

Vito lit another cigarette, exhaling a long plume into the cold. “The first drink always helps. But watch yourself, Georgie. Whiskey’s a liar,” he said gently. “It tells you you’re stronger. Tells you nothing hurts. But sometimes it’s better than the truth.”

The wind picked up again, keening down the narrow alley as they stepped back onto the main street. George shoved his hands into his pockets and fell into step beside Vito.

“Tomorrow, you’re coming to the Palma Boys Social Club. Noon. I’ll be in the back. I’m gonna introduce you to the Uptown Crew. If you’re late, don’t bother showing up.”

He turned, the hem of his coat swirling as he walked away, leaving behind the scent of wet brick and burnt tobacco without so much as a glance back.

George remained alone, the city shifting around him. His hands ached with every heartbeat. Somewhere in the distance, a window slammed shut. He wiped his mouth on the back of his wrist, smearing blood into his already damp wool.

The Uptown Crew! The Little Italy gang from the Lower East Side was rumored to be expanding into East Harlem. The fact that the Sicilians wanted a Hungarian in the crew meant he should have felt some pride, maybe triumph, or even relief. But instead, there was emptiness, a vessel waiting to be filled with something worse than whiskey.

George walked, one foot numb, to the end of the block. The sky had grown nearly black; the streetlights flickered on one by one. Above the rooftops, the cross of St. Stephen’s glimmered, pale as bone against the night sky.

He understood: a line had been drawn. There was no turning back for him, or for anyone. Tomorrow, he would show up at the Social Club. He would find out who he was or what he was meant to be. But for now, he let the darkness embrace him. A slow baptism. The street’s glistening sheen reflected the man he had yet to know.
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Maggie Králová sat at the scarred kitchen table, her house dress sleeves rolled up to her elbows, a battered mandolin resting lightly against her ribs as her fingers coaxed the opening notes of Csárdás. The melody curled like smoke in the air, light and ancient, carrying across generations and oceans to this cramped corner of East Harlem.

Outside, the city’s chatter underscored her melody. Inside, the only sounds breaking the music were the steady hiss of stew simmering and her mother’s footsteps moving with determined purpose around the stove. Erzsébet’s hair, already streaked with gray, peeked out from under a head scarf. She wore her apron like a uniform; ties tightened at her back with a firm double knot. Chopping onions at the counter, her knife’s steady rhythm kept time with Maggie’s song.

“You’ll ruin your eyes, Magdolna,” her mother muttered without looking up. “Always hunched over that thing. No one will marry a girl with calloused fingertips.”

Maggie kept playing. The music steadied her in a way nothing else did. It made the apartment feel wider, as if the walls leaned back to listen.

“I like it,” she said softly. “It helps me think.”

Her mother clucked her tongue. “Thinking is dangerous for girls.”

Maggie’s fingers stumbled slightly on the strings but recovered. Her mother’s voice carried the weight of resignation, the lessons passed down from her grandmother, and her grandmother before that, in a village Maggie had never seen but lived inside her mother’s bones.

She shifted in her seat and stole a glance out the window. The boys were out again, roughhousing in the narrow alley behind the building. Shirtsleeves rolled up, laughter rising into the pale winter light.

Erzsébet leaned against her hip, her gaze locked onto Maggie. “Too much music will make a girl soft in the head.” Her accent thickened, her vowels thick with the sounds of the Tisza River.

“It’s not just music, Mother. It’s practice,” Maggie replied without looking up. She shifted to a softer tune, transitioning into a minor key.

“Practice for what?” Erzsébet scoffed. “To amuse the butcher’s boy, perhaps? Or the priests? No one else cares about how you play, Magdolna. Better to learn the pots, like a good girl.” She tapped the spoon against the pot for emphasis, sending a bit of bay leaf fluttering onto the crusty stove top.

Maggie knew this routine by heart, every line mapped out years ago in a language they hardly used anymore except at Mass or under pressure. Still, she took a moment to allow herself a small response. “Maybe not here,” she murmured, but Erzsébet caught her words.

“Ha! Then go to Vienna. Head to Budapest. Maybe there you’ll be playing for kings,” Erzsébet snapped, slamming the pot lid down with a clang. She leaned against the counter, gripping it tightly, her knuckles turning pale. “But here, Magdolna, you’ll eat what I cook, and you’ll do as you’re told!”

Maggie’s fingers froze. The silence felt overwhelming, almost sacred, interrupted only by street noise. Carefully, she put the mandolin aside, mindful of not letting it thump, and gazed out the window.

From the slightly warped glass pane, the street four floors below unfolded like a stage. The afternoon sun had now reached the other curb, lighting up two men in heavy work coats, their boots dusted with lime from a nearby construction site. One of them, George Kovac, walked with a slouch that suggested he wasn’t quite sure if he belonged there or elsewhere.

Maggie watched him, his jaw set, one leg dragging slightly as he paused to light a cigarette, almost daring anyone to look away. He was too far away for her to see his face, but she knew it well: the tension in his eyes, the hint of a smile that he was trying to hide.

Erzsébet followed her daughter’s gaze, her eyes narrowing. “That one,” she said, spitting the words like a curse. “Is trouble. Always in fights. Remember when he broke a guy’s nose at the butcher shop?”

Maggie didn’t respond. She kept watching as George rounded the corner, dust on his collar catching the light for just a second before he disappeared. She reached for the mandolin again, but her mother interrupted.

“You think I don’t notice, Magdolna? Always staring out the window. Always dreaming.” Erzsébet’s voice softened just a bit. “Too much thinking is bad for girls. My mother warned me, and now I’m telling you.”

Maggie hugged the mandolin to her chest, as if it could protect her from her mother’s unwavering certainty. “I’m not like you,” she insisted, though the words felt weak, even to her own ears.

“No,” Erzsébet replied, “You’re just like your father. Always off in the clouds, even when his hands were in the dirt.” She crossed the small kitchen, drying her hands on her apron before resting them on Maggie’s shoulders. “He wants more for you. I want more for you, too. But more isn’t about dreaming, Magdolna, it’s about working. About surviving.”

Maggie looked back at her mother, recognizing the fear behind those words, the harsh love shaped by disappointment. “Maybe,” she said, “but sometimes I feel like there has to be more.” She picked up the melody again, her fingers plucking softly, a counterpoint to her mother’s firm beliefs.

They stayed like that for a while, both of them orbiting their own convictions, the room filled with music, memories, and the rich aroma of stew. As the afternoon wore on, shadows grew longer across the table, but neither spoke again until the last notes of the mandolin faded into silence. The music hummed inside her chest, faint but insistent, as if some unseen thread tugged at her toward something distant, something forbidden, something hers.

Downstairs, somewhere out of sight, George wandered the streets with his hands in his pockets, his thoughts circling back to the window where Maggie sat, mandolin resting on her lap, her eyes fixed on the world outside.
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George’s key turned in the lock with a wet click. The door resisted, swollen by the building’s dampness. He shouldered it open, letting the corridor’s pale bulb spill a sliver of light over his boots. Stepping inside, the door creaked just loud enough to betray him. He winced. Midnight air clung to his jacket: smoke, sweat, the musk of asphalt.

The apartment was quiet. Just the soft tick of the wall clock, the faint hum of the neighbor’s radio bleeding through the thin plaster. George closed the door behind him, careful not to rattle the lock.

He didn’t see the silhouette at first.

“Where were you?”

István’s voice came from the far corner of the parlor, low and dry. The only light came from the cracked-open bathroom door, casting a pale rectangle onto the hardwood floor. His father sat in shadow with hands folded on his lap like a man at confession.

George froze. Sighing through his nose. “Out.”

“You smell like gin.”

“I wasn’t drinking.”

“You lie poorly when you’re drunk.”

George kicked off his shoes with too much force. “I wasn’t drinking,” he repeated, slower this time, as if it sounded truer.

István stood. Even in the dark, the motion seemed mechanical, like a man standing for Mass out of muscle memory. His shoulders stooped now. He’d aged in inches instead of years.

“I saw you leave the rectory steps yesterday.”

George turned sharply. “So?”

“You watched the children go in. You didn’t follow.”

George scoffed. “I’m not one of them anymore.”

István nodded once, just once. “No, you are not.”

Silence.

George crossed to the sink, filled a glass with water, and drank too quickly. It trickled down his chin. He wiped it with the back of his hand, avoiding the stillness behind him.

“You used to ask questions,” István said. “Used to sing the hymns. Loud.”

“I was eight.”

“You were open.”

“And now I’m not. So what?”

István stepped closer, his footsteps soft on the floor. “Now you come home late. You drink. You lie. You make your mother worry.”

“Don’t talk like you know me,” George said. His voice rose, bitter now. “You don’t even speak unless it’s about God or fixing the radiator!”

“I speak when it matters.”

George turned with eyes flashing. “Too late. You had years to matter.”

The words landed like a slap. István didn’t flinch.

“You think silence is strength,” George went on. “But all it ever did was make you disappear. You just watched. All those years when I needed you. When the other boys said things in the alley. When they called you a coward for coming home from the war and hiding behind your prayers, you didn’t say a word.”

“I was not hiding,” István said.

“No? Then what were you doing?”

István looked away. His voice, when it came
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