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America





MICHELINO


I’M NOT SURE HOW MAMA PULLED it off. She arrived in America about six months before Papa and I, pregnant with my little brother, Jimmy. She found a job, an apartment, even an old storefront for what would be Papa’s shop. She had CUMMINGS BARBER painted in red block letters on the huge picture window, thinking Cummings was a prosperous name. The shop closed after a year or so—only a trickle of regular customers strolled in—but, and this is what amazes me, the name Cummings stuck. In every sense. We were Americans now. Every document I’ve ever seen lists Cummings—social security cards, report cards, everything except birth certificates for Mama, Papa, and I, which we can’t even find anymore, though I’m nearly certain I’ve seen them; Mama accuses Papa of leaving them behind in Italia. I imagine her haggling with the tired clerk at the Italian consulate, insisting that he write Cummings, not Comingo. “But the papers?” he probably sighed. “I must have the papers.” I picture her laughing. “Paper? You no believe? What I gotta do? Go home eh come back? I take day off today eh come by you. I mail paper. You mark Cummings.” She played out the same scene, I’m sure, at the Immigration and Naturalization office, the Social Security office, until she probably started believing herself that she was an American. So before Papa even stepped foot in this country, the Comingo line was dead.












Hungers





GIACOMO


FOOD WAS RELIGION IN OUR HOUSE. In her tortured English, Mama always said, “If you eat, you never die,” which to me simply meant that dead people no longer eat, but it seemed to make perfect sense to her. Why did I imagine that I could hide the weight I was cutting for the wrestling team?


The first seven or eight pounds were easy. The weight came off mostly from my stomach and the lower part of my chest where the ribs pushed through, and I was able to hide it with bulky sweaters and baggy sweatshirts. After ten or fifteen pounds, my face became more angular and bony, my eyes two hollow sockets, my lips dry and cracked. Then she knew.


I sat there at the dining room table on a Friday night, 106 pounds, 21 pounds under my normal weight. Mama clomped from the kitchen to the dining room carrying dishes full of food, her flat, heavy footsteps shaking the house. Every time she set something down, she eyed my plate with anger. Papa sat across from me sipping wine. My older brother, Michael, ripped off a piece of bread from the long loaf and stuffed it into his mouth, crumbs dropping onto his lap. He ate as much as he wanted but was bone-thin and pale. Like Papa. Mama and I were the stocky ones.


I had another pound to lose. Between dinner and ten p.m. I would lose about a half pound pacing my room, another pound while I slept. That left me at 104 and a half, which meant I could eat a half pound and still be at weight for my first match tomorrow.


Coach and I had planned out the new season. We compared my height, five foot seven, with my body fat, 11 percent, and decided I could safely get down to 98 by the end of the season, where I would do well. Last year at 119 I had lost too many matches by three and four points. Coach always said that I wasn’t hungry enough, that the losses would stick with me. And they did, in a way. All summer I tortured myself thinking about third periods where I would be down two or three points and lie there like a dog, content to let the clock run out, feeling almost pride for wrestling six minutes without getting pinned, Coach hollering at me as I lumbered off the mat. One time I thought he was going to bust a blood vessel in his neck. I stared at it, engorged and pulsating, while he screamed, “When are you going to stop letting those galooks push you around? How long you gonna be a mama’s boy?” It was one of his favorite expressions, and it soon became everyone else’s on the team.


Mama finally sat down, her table filled with mounds of linguini, steaming red sauce lumped with meatballs, sirloin steaks, homemade bread, marinated red peppers, and a giant bowl of leafy salad. My mouth, as dry and cottony as it was, watered. I could eat a piece of meat and drink a glass of water, I figured; that was all.


I reached for a small piece of steak, quietly, but leaning over the whole table, making sure Mama saw me. She reached over, plopped another piece onto my dish, and moved the bowl of linguini close to me. My family all chewed quietly and waited for my reaction. I didn’t say anything, not tonight. I looked across at Papa. I thought he vaguely understood why I couldn’t eat, but I knew he wouldn’t support me. He knew that siding with me would pit him against Mama. During arguments with her, Papa’s eyes would glaze over and focus a little beyond her. For years I had thought that this was noble, that my father was above the pettiness of the argument. But now I saw in his eyes only tiredness. He reminded me of myself during third periods. I worried about him, worried mostly that he thought I didn’t love him. Lately, Coach and I had been spending time together, not only after school but on weekends, and I sensed that Papa felt awkward and jealous, that he feared Coach was taking his place. I wanted to console him, tell him that no one could take his place, but I wasn’t sure I believed it. We didn’t seem to know how to talk to each other.


With Coach it was different—not that we talked to each other more—but he always knew what to say. He owned a liquor store and on weekends I’d help him unload the delivery trucks. One time we had to drive to the south side in a hurry to pick up a few cases of whiskey. We were barreling forty-five down a narrow one-way street, cars parked on either side, inches away. We scraped hard against one of them and I pictured a deep gash in Coach’s Cadillac door. I looked at him. He kept driving, as if nothing had happened. Finally, he turned to me and mumbled, “That asshole almost tore off my door.”


Once a week, it seemed, he took me into his office and lectured me on how good I could be. He’d point to one of his Olympic posters and ask, “What’s the difference between you and this guy?” I’d shrug politely, always a little intimidated by his gruffness. I knew no matter how excited I got in the office, a few days later my excitement would level off. I didn’t want to make any promises I couldn’t keep. I wasn’t hungry enough, I guess, and I didn’t know how to change that.


I looked at my plate, knowing Michael wouldn’t help either. He was twenty, three years older than me, and always made me feel three years younger. He wasn’t in college; he worked part-time selling shoes at the mall, but he had all the answers. Wrestling, to him, meant sweating and losing weight. Why would anyone go through all that? he asked when he learned I had joined the team. He didn’t really want to know. It was his way of talking me out of it.


I ate my steak slowly, peeking at Mama to gauge her dissatisfaction. She chewed slowly, looking down, but not at her food. Her wary eyes focused a little beyond her plate. I finished my first big piece but only picked at the second.


“Giacomo!” she snapped.


“I’m eating, Mama. Look.” I stuck a small piece in my mouth and chomped on it. I had already eaten my half-pound allowance.


“Leave him be,” Papa said softly, his head lowered.


She went on eating.


I moved my salad around, worked to pick the oregano off the lettuce with my fork, just to appear busy.



“Giacomo—”


I didn’t answer.


“Giacomo, I no tell again. Eat.”


I took a deep breath. “I don’t feel good.”


Her neck was crimson. “You no feel good because you no eat.”


“I ate a whole piece, Mama,” I cried.


“He did eat a whole piece,” said Michael.


I looked up at him in shock. He kept eating, vinegar and oil dripping down his chin. When he glanced up at me, he broke out in an awkward half grin, the same grin he’d worn when he showed up at my first match last year after weeks of nagging me to quit.


Surprised by Michael’s defense, she banged her fork down, grabbed my dish, and slapped a huge meatball on it. “If you no finish—you no leave house tomorrow.”


“But he’s got a match tomorrow,” said Michael.


“This no you busyness—”


Michael looked up and laughed. Papa’s laugh, but more confrontational. “What are you going to do? Tie him up? Chain him to the table?”


I didn’t laugh. She could do worse. She could come to school and find Coach in the gym, swear at him in her frenzied whirl, ignoring the crowd that would gather. Sometimes I imagined her showing up at a match and pulling Coach onto the mat, where they would scratch and scrape at each other like two howling street cats.


“No finish, he no go,” she announced.


“I have to,” I pleaded.


“You no eat, you no go,” she said firmly.



“But you don’t understand. This is…importante.”


“Ah, importante,” she said, nodding, and then in Italian: “What’s important is that you eat.”


“When you were…young…a girl—didn’t you ever want to do something different? Differente?”


“Girl?”


“You. When you were a girl. Didn’t you ever—did you have dreams—wishes?”


Michael, who spoke Italian only a little better, translated.


She shook her head in frustration, as if to say, What does that have to do with not eating?


“Eat. Talk after.”


I looked at my plate. If I ate—and the food smelled so good my stomach ached—I’d be overweight tomorrow. If I didn’t eat, I couldn’t go. I looked up at Papa. Our eyes met, and I saw pity there, but I wasn’t sure if it was for me or for himself. He looked down. “Giacomo, maybe you’re going too far. Why don’t you listen to your mother?”


The meat was tasteless as I stuffed it into my mouth, one forkful after another, my stomach growing fuller and fuller, as if the meat was patching holes. “So she made you eat?” Coach would ask. “She tied your hand to a fork and tied you to the chair? Tell me, did you enjoy it? All three pounds of it?” And I would listen and shrug, not even bother to try to explain. What would I say? I enjoyed it, but didn’t enjoy it?


I shoveled the food into my mouth faster, hoping it would cause me to enjoy it less, hoping it would make me sick so Mama would regret the force-feeding.


She looked at me, her set mouth melting into a frown, then turned to Michael. “When Giacomo baby,” she said to him, choking back sobs, “he most die ’cause he no eat. I give my milk three month, but I no have nough. So I give bottle. Giacomo no take. He cry eh cry.”


We’d all heard the story before. But it was only a story. It wouldn’t change anything. Once I finished, I marched to my room without a word. I emptied out an old coffee can filled with pennies and spat in it. I could spit out a half pound before going to sleep. It was a start. If I had to, I’d throw up in the morning.


I sat hunkered over the coffee can, resting my head in my hands. I could probably fall asleep in this position, I thought, drool dripping down my chin the whole time.


When Michael came into my room, there was a thin layer of wet film at the bottom of the coffee can, not even an ounce. He pulled something from his pocket, the blue laxative box from the top shelf in the medicine cabinet, and handed it to me.


“Thanks,” I said. “For everything.”


He sat next to me on the edge of the bed and stared into the can. Neither of us spoke for a while.


“Why do you do this?” he said.


“I have to be at 105 by tomorrow.”


“I mean why do you do it? The whole thing?”


No one had asked. It had been a long while since I had asked myself.



“It makes me feel good,” I said.


I realized, and so did Michael, I think, how ridiculous this sounded with the coffee can at my feet and the blue box on my bed.


“I mean it feels good to win.” I waited, grateful that he didn’t remind me of how many matches I had actually won. “When you walk out on the mat,” I said, sounding like Coach, “you can’t hide behind anyone. You win or lose on your own.” The words sounded flat, I knew.


“Is it fun?” he asked.


“What?”


He turned toward me. “Is it fun? The practices? The cutting weight? Everything?”


Is it fun? I thought. No. Of course it wasn’t fun. Michael had never joined any teams in high school. When he came to watch my matches, I could see that he envied me a little, that he felt he had missed out—not on joining wrestling, but on being a part of a team.


I looked at him. “It’s okay,” I said. I turned to the window. “It’s okay.”












No Balls





COACH


I TELL YOU, I’M GETTING TOO OLD for this coaching shit. Ten, fifteen years ago it was different. We’d drive fifty miles ’cause these pussy area schools weren’t giving us any competition, parade through the gym looking for the locker room. The wrestlers taping the mats, they’d look at us out of the corner of their eyes, like a bunch of mule deer in the crosshairs of my Remington. Even the coaches looked like they were shittin’ in their pants. Today I’m lucky to get twelve guys make weight to fill a lineup.


My five-pounder shows up today two pounds over—it’s the first match of the season. I’m thinking, What the fuck am I doing here? I been working with this kid for two years. I bring him to my liquor store for Chrissake, give him a job. I find out later, before the match, he’s sticking his goddamn finger down his throat to lose the weight. For that, I give him credit. Maybe all the stories I told him about my state champions finally sunk into that skull of his—those guys did whatever it took.


I keep thinking, one of these years I’ll get seven or eight of those hard-nosed kids, the kind I used to get at Dunbar. I’m dicking myself, I know. But I keep hoping. Sometimes I think, Maybe I shouldn’t have taken off those couple of seasons back at Dunbar. What was I gonna do? I had to get the store going. When I’m ready to start coaching again, the athletic director tells me I gotta be an assistant. I’m the one who built the program, I tell him. Remember that, asshole?


So I put in for a transfer to pussy Steinmetz. I had the director baffled. Steinmetz didn’t even have a goddamn wrestling mat. The first year I patched together some ratty mats from P.E., grabbed a few kids out of the hallways, and threw some crusty singlets at ’em. We didn’t win any trophies, but it was a start, I thought. Some start. Ten years later I’m screaming at a kid for being two pounds over.


Anyway, we lose the match today by six points, the six points my five-pounder forfeited. I take him into the locker room to chew his ass out, and before I can get two words out, he starts crying. What am I supposed to do? I chew his ass out anyway. I figure he’s gonna bawl harder. But he stops. It’s like the kid thrives on my screaming.


Finally I calm down. How do you scream at a kid who sits there and nods and agrees that he fucked up? Why? I ask. Why did you eat? He looks down at his bag and starts playing with the zipper. So I start to chew his ass out again.


He says his mother made him eat. The kid’s afraid of his old lady. I didn’t know what else to say. The kid’s got no balls. And I don’t know what to do about it. I’m baffled. I like him, I really do. But how do you teach a kid to have balls?













If You Eat, You Never Die





LUCIA


THE COACH, HE SIT IN MY kitch. He have big stomach, soft like dough. But he have face like flour. He no eat good. Maybe French fry every day. Americano, they eat like dirty animale.


My son Giacomo, he no sit. He stand by frigidate. Hands in pock. He wear T-shirt. Is too small. I see bones. He look at shoes by door. I always tell no leave shoes by door. Every day three, four pair.


The coach, he say, “Mrs. Cummings, I came over to talk about Jim’s weight.” He point by Giacomo. “You have to understand—”


I check cream puff in oven. If I keep long, they get hard.


“Mrs. Cummings, we had a wrestling match today—”


The tray make hot eh I drop. “Disgraziato!” I yell. “Stupido.” I put cold water. “Disgraziato.”


Coach, he stand. He say, “Are you all right?”


Giacomo, he no move. Hands in pock.


“Are you all right?” Coach say.


“Yeh, yeh,” I tell.



Coach, he sit.


Giacomo say, “She does that all the time.”


I run to washaroom eh put cream. When I come back, cream puff hard. Throw in garbage. Make again.


“Mrs. Cummings, could you sit please? For five minutes? Please.”


I sit.


He fold hand on table, like man when he come last year eh sell insurance. “We had a match today,” he say.


“Match?”


“A game,” Giacomo say. He look by shoes.


“We had a game today,” Coach say. “Another team came to our school…on a bus.” He put up hands. Like he drive automobile.


He think I stupid. I no stupid. Is crazy language.


He talk talk talk.


I understand most everything. I no stupid. When I come to this country, I say, “Lucia learn English. Nobody cheat Lucia.” So I go to market eh watch. I listen. I understand—no take long. But I no speak perfetto. Giacomo eh my other son, Michael, some a time they come to market. When I talk, they run away togeth eh laugh. They make ashame. So I talk loud.


They no understand. I come to this country to make better for my two son. Eh they laugh. I never tell—ten year before, I go to school for three, four week. But no time. I work every day by factory. Sixteen year I work.


Coach, he no stop. “The other team gets to our school. When we start to weigh in—you know, to see how heavy everyone is, Jim is one pound overweight. He’s too heavy. So he can’t compete—he can’t play. No game today for Jim. He busted his—He worked hard for three weeks, and all for nothing.


“I know,” I tell. “Giacomo work eh you no pay nothing.”


“What?” Coach say.


Giacomo, he laugh.


“Why you laugh?” I tell.


He look by Coach. “She thinks you mean my work at your liquor store.”


“No, no, no. I mean the work Jim does at practice every day.” He move chair close to table. He talk soft. Like secret. “But it’s the same thing,” he say. He bring face close. Is red. He make chin touch almost table. He say, “It’s the same thing. When Jim works at my store, he doesn’t get paid, but he’s learning. One day he’ll use what he learns. Maybe start his own business. Wouldn’t you like that?”


I no say nothing. I listen.


“When Jim works at practice, he’s got to have at least a chance later to use what he learns. He gets that chance during matches, during games. Can you see how it’s the same thing?”


“No same thing,” I tell. “When Giacomo finish school, he no play game. He work. Make money.”


“I understand that. But you see—” He shake head. Look by Giacomo. They smile, like Giacomo eh Michael smile by market.


“You have to give Jim a chance to succeed.”



“I give chance to eat.”


Giacomo, he say, “This is not about eating, Mama.”


Coach, he move in chair, look at table like he lose some a thing. He say, “Right now, Jim looks a little pale. His cheeks are sucked in, I know. Once he gets used to the weight though, he’ll feel stronger. It’s gonna take some patience.”


“I no have patience,” I tell.


Big fatso, he come by my kitch eh tell that Giacomo no eat. When Giacomo baby he most die ’cause he no eat. I give my milk three month, but I no have nough. My chest, they get hard. So I give bottle. Giacomo no take. He cry eh cry.


“Look,” he say. “I know you’re worried about Jim’s health. But he’s fine. Just ask him.” He point by Giacomo. “Ask him how he feels.”


I look. Pantaloon they no fit no more, they touch floor. I say, “He no look good.”


Coach laugh. He laugh like butcher by market when I tell “Too much money.”


He say, “Go ahead and ask him how he feels. Ask him why it’s important for him to lose weight.”


Giacomo, he no move.


“Ask him.”


“Giacomo, you want I make soup?”


Coach, he scream. “For Chrissake, ask him why he wants to lose weight.”


He come by my kitch eh scream. He crazy. I no sit. I go make cream puff. I clean tray. I shake eh shake, eh tray make noise like rain. My two hand shake. I tell, “Giacomo no eat ’cause you tell No Eat. He no want lose weight. You want. Before when he no play game, he eat all day. You no tell no more my son no eat.”


“There’s no need to get ex—”


“No tell no more. If Giacomo no eat, he no play game.”


Giacomo hit table. He scream, “You’re not even listening.”


Coach tell Giacomo be quiet. He look by me. “Mrs. Cummings…”


He talk eh talk. He say team need Giacomo. I no listen. I cook.


When he leave—grazie Dio—I find rosary. I pray he no come back by my kitch. Ask, he say. Ask. What I gotta ask? Is too late. I wish I no come to this country. I wish I stay by paese, by farm. Everybody work togeth. Everybody eat. I no understand America. Is crazy.


Five clock we eat. Little salad. Artichoke. Mostaciolli. Steak. Giacomo he look by food. I pray. He see steak. Six, seven big piece. He take fork—grazie Dio—eh push eh push eh find small piece, for bird maybe.


I jump. I put fork in. “Is my piece,” I tell. Maybe Giacomo he take big piece. I hope.


Giacomo, he look by Michael. He look by me. He stand eh bring face close. “Sit down, Ma,” he tell.


“What?”


“Sit. Down.” Giacomo eyes, they no move. He make mouth hard, small. Is no Giacomo. He pull meat with fork.


I pull back. “Giacomo!”



He pull eh pull meat, eh blood come out.


“Giacomo.”


He pull. He break eh make two piece. I have half. Giacomo have half. He no say nothing. He eat.


Michael, he smile.


I look by Giacomo. I look by my fork. Small piece. Half. For sparrow. For baby. When Giacomo baby, he most die—“Eat,” I whisp. Nobody hear. Eat.












Comic Books





GIACOMO


I GUESS THE MAIN REASON I HUNG around with Angelo Predo back when I was eleven was that he was almost two years older than me. It didn’t matter that everyone at school held their noses when he walked by, more out of meanness than anything, although he did smell sometimes, or that he dressed for school like some D.P. from Italy, with his oversized dress shoes and baggy dress pants, shiny and thin around the seat, held up by a ratty black belt. He’d had to make an extra hole in the belt and squeeze it around his waist as if drawing tight the stringed-top of an old laundry bag. Instead of holding their noses, sometimes they would roll up their pants and prance around with their feet out, chanting, “Wherever I go, dago.” Being the only other Italian on the block, I always felt like they were mocking me, too.


But the ridicule never seemed to bother Angelo. He’d flash a huge smile, his nose scrunched, his eyes two cunning slits, as if he knew something that they didn’t, as if to smugly suggest, “Laugh now…but I’ll show you.” Sometimes, along with the smile, he would gesture with his middle finger or wave a salute under his chin. Then he’d walk away.


I never followed. We seemed to have an understanding that, at school, we were on our own. That way, although neither of us had many other friends, he wouldn’t have to play with someone two grades below his, and I wouldn’t be included in any ridicule. But I would always catch up with him later—though that would soon end.


It was a Friday morning in late August. I got up early because Angelo and I had planned to collect bottles all day. My mother was in the backyard hanging sheets. I dreaded going out there, but I had to.


“Mama, I’m going by Angelo’s house.”


“What? I tell before. Angelo no good. Why you go?”


The white sheets flapped softly in the breeze.


“We’re going to collect bottles, Mama.”


“Collec?”


“Collect bottles—bring them to Buddy’s.”


“Where you find bottle? In alley? In garbage? You make dirty—like Angelo.”


I stared at the sheets, the sun reflecting brightly off them. They smelled fresh with bleach.


My mother seemed to enjoy ridiculing Angelo, too. His father was a bum who drank too much, she always claimed. And his mother was a puttana. I never knew exactly what puttana meant, but I knew it was unholy and sinful because she always flashed the sign of the cross on her chest whenever she said it. She claimed that when Angelo’s father came to Chicago from Italy fifteen years ago, he scrambled to find a wife to gain citizenship and married the first puttana on the street he could find.


“I won’t get dirty, Mama. And Buddy gives us two cents for each bottle.”


She grabbed a clothespin from her mouth and fastened it tightly onto the line. She seemed to be considering all the two cents I’d make.


“Okay, no go far. Eh no forget. Come home—eat.”


Before she had a chance to change her mind, I took off. When I got to Angelo’s house, he was sitting in his gangway, tugging at the emblem on his torn gym shoes. He stood up when he saw me. He wore an old, ash-colored T-shirt that at one time was white. His face was already smudged, his thin black hair stringy and uncombed.


“Let’s go, Jim,” he said.


Something was wrong. He always greeted me with “How’s it going, my man,” and then slapped me five.


He turned and walked toward the alley. I trailed behind. As he passed the back door, he said evenly, without turning or stopping, “I’m going.”


His father, a can of Pabst at his feet, sat outside the door, his legs crossed, his head back. He puffed on a cigarette, sucking in deep long breaths, his cheeks tightly drawn, and let out thick clouds over his head. He looked blankly into the distance toward the stacks of the factories and said nothing.


I followed Angelo into the alley, making sure to grab the wooden wagon inside the fence. He kept walking.


I lagged behind a few steps, too scared to ask what was wrong. The last time I had seen him this way was after his father had nearly broken his jaw. According to Angelo, his father had come home drunk at four that morning and started arguing with his mother. When Angelo stepped in to help, his father slapped him across the face with the back of his hand. All Angelo talked about that day was running away. First he was going to hop a train; then he decided to hitch a ride to California; he even talked about stealing a car. It was just talk, but he scared me. There was a hardness in his voice I’d never heard before. The following day though—and this puzzled me for a long time—he was back to normal, joking and cussing, as if nothing had happened.


At the end of the alley, I caught up with him and waited for him to say something.


“I hate him, man,” he said.


“Your dad?” I asked weakly.


“My dad…what a joke! He’s not my dad.”


I didn’t understand. “What do you mean he’s not your dad?”


“Ah, forget it.”


He picked up a bottle and flung it down the alley, back toward his house. I watched it fly, end over end, then splatter into a thousand pieces. I wondered if we were still going to collect bottles.


“C’mon, Angelo. What do you mean he’s not your dad?”



“Forget it, Jimmy.”


I hated when he called me Jimmy.


“You wouldn’t understand,” he said.


I kicked hard
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