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            To my parents

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            The voice of modern Italy, vibrant with the heroic deeds of Fascism, speaks more resoundingly, more intelligently and more
               forcefully to the World’s Fair visitor than that of any foreign nation participating in A Century of Progress.
            

            —from the official guide of the Chicago World’s Fair, 1933

            Vò e la rivò, now comes your father, bringing seeds of rosemary and basil, bringing seeds of rosemary and basil. Oh my daughter, the saint
               came and asked me of the fair, and I said the fair was asleep. So sleep, daughter of my soul. And I said, the fair is asleep,
               so sleep, daughter of my soul. Vò e la rivò, now comes your father, bringing seeds of rosemary and basil, bringing seeds of rosemary and basil. Vò, vò, vò, sleep, my daughter, sleep.
            

            —traditional Sicilian lullaby, “La Siminzina”
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            Welcome to the Fair

         
         Overnight, her tent appeared on the fairway. It was a tent for ancient generals at war, flat-roofed, the size of a small house.
            Purple velvet draped the entrance and the long wall facing the public, the fabric so rich and luscious and alluring, the housewife
            from Muncie or the welder from Skokie—good church folk—stopped to fill themselves up on the color or run their fingers down
            the folds.
         

         
         An oil painting in a gilded frame sat on an easel outside the entrance to the tent. Natural for people walking by to stop
            and puzzle over it, and soon they pressed in to get a look. The painting was a sign full of mysterious symbols and lost alphabets.
            In the center, in gold:
         

         
         
            Madame Mystique

         

         Nothing about what she did, not even the price she demanded for her services, whatever they were. The crowd guessed what she did all right. They knew it like a frisson in their nerves, a thrill they all came to the Fair to experience even if they wouldn’t admit it. They speculated about her, the world of possibilities in that tent. The hopes and dreams. The sins too. What’s a World’s Fair without those? 

         
         The first couple days of the Fair, nobody saw her. Just the tent and the sign. On the third day, a boy from Evanston thought
            he’d do a little mischief; he grabbed the tent flap to sneak a look. A jolt of electricity shot through him that made him
            yelp and skip back to his parents. He wouldn’t tell them what he’d been doing, but the people who witnessed it got the message.
            No peeking.
         

         
         A short time later, a man no bigger than four feet tall planted a stool next to the easel and climbed up. He was dressed in
            an exact miniature copy of a World’s Fair police uniform right down to the pith helmet. When the crowds pressed in to ask
            who he was and if he was really a cop, he said, “Madame Mystique knows.”
         

         
         Where is she? they cried. Is she there?

         
         “Maybe. Maybe not.” He exhaled, and the smoke from his cigarette curled around his head. “She’s made of water and can move
            through walls without nobody seein’ nothin’.”
         

         
         Everybody laughed. They weren’t that gullible.
         

         
         For days, the small cop guarded the tent, and people waited outside in the hope that it would open up and reveal its secrets.
            Madame Mystique was nowhere to be seen, not a hint of her until the sun went down behind the skyscrapers on Michigan Avenue.
            When night fell and the lights of the Fair glowed red, yellow, and blue, bells chimed on Soldier Field, incense lingered on
            the Sky-Ride gondola, a tarot card, Justice, was found on a bench. Those were the clues Madame Mystique was among them.
         

         
         Her first daytime appearance was a sensation. For weeks afterward, people would argue about how she did it, how it was even
            possible. She couldn’t hold her breath for hours, could she? She couldn’t stroll a body of water like it was a boulevard on
            the Gold Coast.
         

         
         Fact was, at the hottest point of the afternoon, when the sun baked the city, a large crowd flocked to the coolness of the Lost River, waiting in line to take a boat ride to adventure. But suddenly, according to witnesses, the waters of the river began to ripple and then swirl in a widening circle. In the middle of the disturbance, she rose—the crown of her head glistening wet, transparent fabric on her dark hair. A golden headband encircled her veil. Beads of water trickled down her face, her high and noble cheekbones. As she rose, the crowd pressed in, amazed, gasping, pointing. 

         
         And then a second collective gasp at the golden shimmer on her skin. Real gold? Paint? Could paint do that without dripping?
            The shimmer was on her neck, her shoulders, and beneath the wet gauze over her golden chest. Her bare stomach—gold. More gauze
            clinging to her golden thighs, she rose up from the river, just like that. She stood before the astonished crowd, her feet
            bare, bells ringing on her golden ankles. She opened her eyes and stared at the crowd as amazed as they were. People who’d
            been there would later say she looked like a goddess from another world who had just woken up in ours.
         

         
         And then music spread over that mysterious part of the Fair, harp, flute, and drum. The golden woman—those in the know already
            whispered “Madame Mystique”—began to dance. Her arms curved as if she was taking down the sky. Her leg rose, swept the water
            at her feet, and the crowd cried out and jumped at the wave that sprayed over them. She spun slowly, a pirouette. Impossible,
            but there she was, dancing on the water. And hardly a scrap of cloth on her.
         

         
         The parents in the crowd broke the spell first. They covered the eyes of their boys and turned their girls away from this lurid sight. The children squirmed and darted away for a better look at this wonder: a living golden statue with a human face, a golden-brown face framed by the wet veil. 

         
         Her gaze passed over the crowd warmly, a second sun. Then she strolled—on the water—to the sidewalk. At the edge of the crowd, she smiled the most joyful smile as if she’d just come home from a long,
            long journey. And then she walked away in slow strides. The crowd wasn’t about to be left behind. The people stampeded after
            her, close but not enough to touch her. Everyone agreed she seemed to float over the fairway. The searing heat of the pavement
            didn’t seem to bother her bare feet at all. Her head turned toward the amusement park at the Belgian Village, the freakish
            promise of the Odditorium, the miracle of the Television Theater, and many more wonders of the Fair. When people stopped to
            watch her, she floated past them leaving a scent of incense burning in salty grottoes.
         

         
         At the Oriental Village, the crowd from the Lost River joined the crowd lined up at her tent. If the river crowd were the
            first witnesses, the people at the tent considered themselves the most loyal of Madame Mystique’s fans. Some had been lining
            up for days to see her. They called to her but parted to allow her through. Nobody dared to touch her.
         

         
         The little cop hoisted himself down from his stool and bowed deeply. “Welcome home, Madame.”

         
         Witnesses would swear they saw tears in her eyes as she parted the curtain of the tent. The crowd pressed in, saw nothing
            inside but a void, the universe before creation. Madame Mystique paused in the darkness, her hand on the velvet, the last
            thing they saw before she vanished.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         When people came to the Fair, something magical happened to them. I noticed it on opening day, and at other times when I returned
            to the Twenty-Third Street entrance to renew my faith in magic. At the Fair, I intended to do big, impossible things. Magic,
            both good and bad. It would cost me, and I knew it.
         

         
         The Fair was good magic. I could see it coming when people flowed down from the Illinois Central Station or got out of their
            cars or climbed off the buses, green and white and hired special for the Fair. People glowed, their gazes on the white towers
            and the banners in the sky. The Fair was the richest place they’d seen in a long time, maybe ever. And it was new, so gleaming
            new that it was easy to believe the Depression was something unreal, an evil from back where they’d come from. I understood
            that, wanting to find a rifugio, a haven. Sanctuary from the bad things in the world.
         

         
         I especially liked to watch the families. Early this morning, before preparing for my show, I’d lounged at the gate incognito, a part of the crowd. I watched as a father paid, and since he knew his manners, he stepped aside for his wife and kids and handed out their tickets. The mother came inside first, in a summer hat that was in fashion before the Crash and a dress she’d sewn herself from the same bolt of cloth as her daughter’s. She held the girl’s hand but not the boy’s; he was in short pants and a little jacket he hated, and a tie. They were all dressed as if this was the most special place they’d go to all year. It probably was. 

         
         Once the father joined his family inside the Fair, their excitement turned into awe. The exhibition halls wavered in a heat
            haze in the distance. Music played, jugglers juggled, the orangutan Sadie held a billboard on a stick advertising her home
            at the Gorilla Villa. Balloons and wooden swords competed for sale. Popcorn and cotton candy and pretzels tempted at every
            turn. A man in a jeweled turban handed the parents a brochure and said they were welcome at the Enchanted Island, where the
            children could play in safety while the adults visited the grown-up exhibits. The boy wandered in circles saying “Gee whiz”
            over and over. The girl said “Mommy, look” when Sadie offered her a brochure for the Gorilla Villa. The father bought a map
            of the Fair and studied it closely, the mother asked how much to mind the children at the Enchanted Island. She had looked
            harassed coming in but now she was slowly understanding where she was, all the possibilities the Fair could give her.
         

         
         Whatever it was that family had left behind, a debt they couldn’t pay, a place in a breadline, a dried-up farm, all that was
            swept away as soon as they crossed out of their world and into mine. La magia. Magic.
         

         
         They were lucky, luckier than me. I didn’t want to ruin the Fair for people like them. I didn’t want them to leave with a
            memory of this place that was tainted by what I had to do in the coming weeks. But I wasn’t like them. I couldn’t leave my
            troubles outside the Fair.
         

         
         Later that day, after my performance at the Lost River, I fastened the tent closed from the inside and then stretched out onto the divan, my heart beating loud and fast in my ears. It was deliciously shady in my tent. The brass lantern flickered like a candle on the floor next to the curling smoke of an incense burner. My maid, Fiammetta, waited with a tray, the pitcher and cup rattling slightly. Her hands were shaking, but she was smiling as wide as I was. She splashed only a little water as she poured, and I drank it down in one swallow. 

         
         “A success, signorina?” she whispered. When she called me that, I knew how nervous she was. After many years, we were friends
            now, and she didn’t have to be formal with me anymore.
         

         
         “Se,” I answered in our Sicilian dialect, “a great success.”
         

         
         Madame Mystique had finally made her World’s Fair debut. The bigger, the more magical, the more scandalous the show, the better
            in a country like this. I had learned that fast enough in the two years I’d traveled in America’s largest circus, living in
            train cars, crisscrossing the nation, getting to know it again after the many years I spent growing up in Sicily and wandering
            Europe in a circus that had come to feel too small for me. Times were hard for all of us in the Depression, and when booking
            agents looking for fresh talent found me outside of Marseille and offered me a job with the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey
            circus, I took it. I came back to America, where I was born and lived until I was nine years old. My memories of it were faint
            and painful.
         

         
         In my new circus, I danced and sang and performed the aerial ballet and other acts all over the country. After about a year, the news of the next World’s Fair reached me in California. Chicago was building the fair of all fairs: bigger, bolder, and more modern than any World’s Fair to date. Still deep in the Depression, many countries couldn’t participate, but Italy was different. Italy was sending exhibits, building a pavilion, and—most important of all—preparing a spectacular air show, an expedition of Italian pilots flying to the Fair. 

         
         When I learned who would be part of the air fleet, I knew what I had to do. I had to get here first.

         
         I set the cup back on the tray, the bells and bangles chiming on my wrist. Outside my tent, the crowd was whistling, calling
            for me, chanting Madame’s name, cursing me too. “Angel!” they were calling. “Hey, sweetheart!” And then, “Go home, sinner.”
            I was apparently beautiful and filthy and “the best broad in the world.” I was a tease and a whore and the woman some of the
            men would marry if I’d only give them the chance. None of this bothered me. I wouldn’t get far in life if I cared about what
            people—or should I say, just anyone—thought of me.
         

         
         Refreshed, I slid off the divan and went to the far end of the tent. It backed into the door of a building that opened into
            a perfectly normal hallway, part of the dormitory where many people of the Oriental Village lived. My tent was a prop; I didn’t
            live there.
         

         
         In my bedroom, the whistles and catcalls faded, and I began the work of changing from Madame Mystique back to the real me.
            I removed the veil and bangles and bells, which I’d accumulated from the various shows I’d performed over the years. I peeled
            off my costume, the gold on my skin from a near-transparent fabric with shimmering flecks, an invention of the weavers and
            dyers at the Fair. Madame Mystique was new, but I had been creating her little by little for years. I’d just needed the right
            stage, and a savvy manager named Bob Warcek, to become all of who I was. Tomorrow Bob was going to burst into my room with
            the morning papers, the articles about Madame Mystique, the new face of the Fair. He was going to be so proud, almost as proud
            of me as Fiammetta was. I wished my parents could see me now.
         

         
         After I washed, Fiammetta took down my hair and brushed it while I changed my makeup at the dressing table. The short time out in the sun had left its mark on me, the flush on my skin a warm tone that some people called olive and others brown, depending on the light or what I was wearing or how I wore my hair, or whether they’d heard my accent. These details were important in America, not like in Sicily, where I never gave them much thought. People there were more interested in the fact that I had been born an American. 

         
         Fiammetta twisted my hair and pinned it at the back of my neck, an old-fashioned style, but I would never cut it short to
            be stylish. My mother had loved my long waves and curls far too much. I changed into a blouse and pleated skirt, and then
            pinned on a wide-brimmed hat, khaki with a feather. When I first saw it at a department store, I’d recognized the military
            design and bought it on the spot. The model was called the Royal Squadron, and it was designed from the hat worn by the officers
            of the Italian Air Armada. They were in the newspapers every day now, including today’s afternoon edition, page six:
         

         
         
            World’s Fair Awaits Brave Airmen

            ROME: The engines are running in Orbetello, Italy, where the pilots of General Italo Balbo’s Air Armada look anxiously at the skies for their chance to lift off on a journey that will take them to the Chicago World’s Fair. All preparations are made for the 25 seaplanes to cross the North Atlantic in formation, the first ever expedition of its kind. 

            Benito Mussolini, the prime minister of Italy, called the expedition into being and commissioned the flight school in Orbetello
               that has trained 100 brave pilots for the task. The danger of the journey lies in the terrain, said one of Balbo’s most experienced
               pilots, Colonel Paolo Amanta. “The extreme weather conditions in the North Atlantic include fog, high winds and sudden shifts
               in temperature. We’ve prepared for every contingency.”
            

            Thick fog over northern Europe has delayed what is promised to be the greatest feat in aviation history. When the heroic pilots
               touch down for the first time on American soil, they’ll get an all-American welcome from the city of Chicago and the World’s
               Fair.
            

         

         I closed the newspaper, and then tore it into strips as if it was Paolo’s skin. Heroic pilots. Paolo was no hero, and I carried that truth around like a secret no one wanted to know.
         

         
         Sunglasses on, I left through the front of the dormitory, turned the corner, and strolled past the crowd still gathered at
            Madame Mystique’s tent. For the fun of it, I pretended to be interested in the fuss. Officer Clyde Drexler was on his high
            stool guarding the entrance, bellowing at the crowd. “Stand back! Leave Madame in peace!” Clyde was an old friend from the
            Ringling Bros. circus. Back then he was a tumbler in a troupe that built human pyramids and such. I used to borrow the barbells
            he trained with. He was fearless and strong and no one in line at my tent was going to get past him.
         

         
         I withdrew, walking quickly to the gate of the Oriental Village and out onto the midway. I joined the masses of people at
            the crossroads near the South Lagoon, where the carnival attractions intersected with the Halls of Science and Industry. The
            people crushed through the bottleneck, flowing around me like massive schools of fish. I browsed the shops and souvenir stands,
            burning off the energy from my show, and what the show had meant.
         

         
         On the Twenty-Third Street Bridge, I looked out over Lake Michigan sparkling under the blue sky. This was where I’d see Paolo again. This water, this sky. I spent so much of my childhood at the sea that the lake still impressed and confused me. It didn’t smell like the sea, but its horizon was so vast, I couldn’t see an end to it. I imagined a formation of white planes high in the sky. They would make a show of it, thrust out from the lake and over the Fair, then the city of Chicago itself, banking back to where they’d land in white sprays on the water. Twenty-five seaplanes. I wouldn’t know which was Paolo’s even if I was here on this bridge when he came. I had to find a way to get closer to him, and he shouldn’t know I was there until it was too late. I’d waited years for this chance, and it had to go perfectly. 

         
         I grasped the railing of the bridge, mesmerized by the little waves, how they sparkled and moved as if the lake was my sea,
            the Mediterranean. I was fifteen again, in Sicily. Home from school, wearing my mother’s blouse, the one with the embroidery
            at the cuffs, and the rich brown coat my father had bought me in Florence. I was still growing, in many ways. I had never
            been kissed. And I still hoped to become a prima ballerina. I rehearsed every day.
         

         
         Except that day. That day, I was in the chapel on the hill, a sanctuary open to all but maintained by us, the Mancuso family,
            as a gift to the town of Roccamare and to God. I was on my knees begging the Holy Mother to perform a miracle, to save me.
            I heard the soldiers down on the road, their shoes crunching on the stone and the old pine needles. And then Paolo’s voice
            cut through the others, calling my name.
         

         
         Rosa!

         
         He was hunting me himself. He was leading his men up the hill, into the woods, and he would search the chapel. He knew me, he would know to look for me here. I doubled over on the floor in front of the Virgin. I would be sick again like I’d been at my house when I saw what he’d done, the blood on his hands and his uniform. I swallowed back the bile in my throat and raised my head. I had to move. Paolo Amanta was thorough and determined, and he would find me if I stayed here. 

         
         The chapel was tiny, hardly room for me to move, flowers and votive candles all around the statue of Maria at the far wall.
            I crawled on the marble tiles, looking for a place to hide. I knocked over a candle and felt a flare of pain on my wrist,
            a burn I knew would scar me. The Holy Mother’s hand was outstretched. I followed the gesture to the low side window, covered
            by a shutter. This was a sign, it had to be. I thanked her in my head and climbed out the window, landing in a clump of frost.
            The ground was overgrown there, the woods quick to reclaim what the townspeople had cleared away from the chapel walls. I
            smelled smoke, not the candles this time. Our house?
         

         
         Rosa!

         
         Paolo was closer, his voice more impatient, exasperated as if I was a naughty girl. He thought I’d come out when he called
            me. He thought I’d obey him like I used to, but I wouldn’t. His men had left the road and were stomping in the grasses under
            the pines. One cursed when his foot slipped in the frost. The beam of a flashlight had me sprinting up the hill into the trees,
            running madly and blindly in the dark until I crashed into a wall. I fell back, stunned. My head ached, but I groped along
            the wall, grasping the mortar with my fingernails. The wall seemed to go on forever.
         

         
         Rosetta, I’m not going to hurt you.

         
         I panted against the wall. How dare he. How dare Paolo say that when the blood of my mother was on his uniform? When my brother lay in a heap on the terrace? When my sister bled away in her room? 

         
         The wall ended, opened into a great stone archway. This was the town cemetery. I dashed up the steps and the Holy Mother was
            with me, the iron gate was unlocked. I pushed it open only enough to slip through, and then the dead were all around me. In
            the quiet of the spirits, I felt safer. This was their place. But this was also a fortress of tall walls, walls of the dead
            where they rested in shelf after shelf, behind marble slabs that contained their names, and sometimes a small round portrait
            of who they had been in life.
         

         
         Rosa, there’s no point in running. Don Fabrizio is dead.

         
         At one wall of graves, I slid to the ground, my head in my hands. Paolo was lying. He had to be. He was trying to get me to
            give myself up. But I knew in my heart that it was true. The Mancuso family was the most prominent in Roccamare, and my father
            was an important man there and in Palermo, with influence even in Rome. He was the capofamiglia, he could never allow the invasion of his house and the injury to his family without retaliating in fury. Before I’d fled
            up the hill, my father and my brother Marco and their men had tried to scale the garden walls of our house to save me and
            the rest of the family. Paolo’s soldiers, up on our highest terrace, had opened fire. I smelled the powder in the air, the
            fires still burning. My father had been outnumbered and he must have known it. He could do nothing against the soldiers, but
            there was his honor to uphold, the honor of the family.
         

         
         I would remember that, always. Honor—even when the odds were against me.

         
         The cemetery gate whined, the soldiers on the step whispered as Paolo told them where to search. I was on the second terrace of the cemetery and was blind in the dark, but I knew this place from when we buried our dead. When we laid Donna Agnese to rest in the Mancuso family mausoleum, the grandest in the cemetery, the whole town had crowded around to watch. 

         
         I crept through an archway and along another wall, aware of the light beams swinging between the graves, a hand in front of
            me, feeling for a bucket, a shovel, a mound of dirt in my way. I knew the marble wall of our family mausoleum by its smoothness.
            It was never locked. No one in town would dare to violate it. The door was well oiled and made no sound when I eased it open,
            then closed it behind me. Only when I was inside, in the thick and still darkness, did it occur to me that this was the worst
            place I could have chosen to hide. Paolo would know how I think, would look for the mausoleum with my family name chiseled
            into the stone high over the doors.
         

         
         I thought to leave again, but heard the men moving around not far away. The mausoleum was a small room with a shrine and one
            high window where the moon shone through. The walls were covered in grave niches with stone slabs, and I knew them too. The
            newest belonged to Donna Agnese, above her, Suor Letizia, who had been an Ursuline nun. The slab above her belonged to Giacomo,
            my father’s father. And the one above his was an older Fabrizio, who had been in the business of lemon groves. I patted the
            walls, careful of the vases of flowers on the floor, and the old crucifix hanging from the chair my father would sit in when
            he came here to talk to his ancestors.
         

         
         I had made a circuit of the room and was on the last grave when my foot brushed a slab leaning against the wall. I stooped, and there, low to the floor, was an empty grave. This, I was sure of it from my memory, was the grave my father had prepared for himself when his first wife died. He had thought a lot about his own mortality then, and wanted to be ready. We children had whispered that he would come to the mausoleum and climb into his grave and rest in the quiet darkness so that he would never fear death. I knew he was gone now. If he was still alive, Paolo wouldn’t waste his time coming after me. 

         
         I paused and held my breath. There was no noise from the soldiers in the graveyard, nothing nearby. Feetfirst, I slid myself
            into the empty grave.
         

         
         I could smell him, my father, or thought I could. I smelled the lemon he would slice and hold in his mouth, loving the sour
            and fighting it too. The stone was clean and dry and horribly cold. There was barely space to turn onto my stomach. I reached
            out and pulled at the slab—slowly, slowly—aware of every scraping sound, until it blocked the entrance to the grave.
         

         
         Darkness. The world was gone, and the dead were protecting me. I felt them, Donna Agnese and Suor Letizia, Giacomo and the
            old Fabrizio. I imagined them guarding the doors of the mausoleum. They accepted me as one of their own. The dead had been
            waiting for Don Fabrizio, and my mother, and me and the others. This was where we should rest when our time came. I lay on
            my stomach and cried silently and waited for Paolo and his men. If this was my time, I was already where I was supposed to
            be, and my family was with me.
         

         
         It was thirst, and my desperate need for fresh air, that drove me to open the grave. I crawled out into the morning light.
            There was no sound from the cemetery. On cold, weak legs, I hobbled to the main steps. No soldiers, no Paolo. I ventured to
            the hill path. Behind the trees, far below, the sea was angry, thrashing great white crests of foam against the rock beach.
            It was the winter sea, and its fury was in my blood.
         

         
         I had survived the night, the last of my family. The sea roiled below me, and the ghosts of my family watched me from the cemetery on the hill. I was still alive for a reason. I was left to restore our honor when Father could not, to right the wrongs that had been done to us. Paolo Amanta would pay for the blood he had spilled in my house, in my family. 

         
         I heard an angry noise then, a rumbling that echoed everywhere. I realized what it was at the same time that I looked up at
            the clouds and saw the white wings. An airplane. Paolo was flying his plane, searching for me from the air. I stayed still
            until the noise grew fainter. And then I struck out among the trees and over rocks, toward the sea.
         

         
         I blinked, saw water, little waves but it wasn’t the sea. It was Lake Michigan. It was seven years later. I was at the World’s
            Fair, and Paolo was coming. I would make him pay his debt. Finally, the souls of the people I loved would rest in peace.
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         Danny Geiger stayed out of the bedroom as long as he could stand it. Behind the door, Mina had been moaning for hours off
            and on, hours when he smoked so much his throat felt ripped raw, and his hands itched at the urge to call somebody. A doctor,
            maybe she needed a doctor instead of the midwife. Or her father. Or her uncle. Somebody else to take the responsibility off
            Danny’s hands for what was happening behind that door. None of it was supposed to happen this way. It was too soon.
         

         
         Then the house grew quiet. Danny stubbed out his cigarette, moving slowly, afraid to miss any clues about what was happening
            now. Maybe this was another pause in her contractions, the calm before another storm. Maybe Mina had fallen asleep. Maybe
            worse.
         

         
         He eased open the door. The air in the bedroom was thick, stale, stifling, and he suppressed a cough. The window was closed, the curtains drawn just enough to block out the view of the backyard while letting in the evening light. By the bed, the broad back of the midwife, Mrs. Andronaco. She was holding . . . a child. Narrow belly, bony limbs, the skin a terrible wrinkled shade of bloody pinkish gray. Moving, the baby was moving, but something that skeletal couldn’t live, could it? 

         
         From the bed, Mina gasped and fell back against the pillow. “Is it . . . ?”

         
         “A girl.” Mrs. Andronaco stood before a deep porcelain bowl, glaring white, on the low dresser. She plunged the baby into
            water, and out, then in again and out. Danny felt every shift in altitude, the cold air, the water tearing at the baby’s skin.
            A small cry—the tiniest sound—shrill, offended, alive.
         

         
         She was alive. Danny smiled despite his horror at all of this, at Mina pale and panting on the sheets, a girl herself at just
            eighteen, and then the baby, a baby like this. Skin and bones. He didn’t understand how she could live. He stayed by the wall,
            petrified she was going to die, die in his house. He definitely should’ve called somebody. A doctor, a priest. But, he reminded
            himself, the fewer witnesses, the better.
         

         
         “Her name is Hope,” Mina said. She was talking to Mrs. Andronaco, who was rubbing the baby dry with a towel. “Hope,” she said
            again. “Tell Mr. Geiger—”
         

         
         “I’m here.”

         
         It wasn’t his place to be here—the child wasn’t his—but Mina was in his care, or his custody, depending on how you looked
            at it. Last night Mrs. Andronaco had made it clear to him the girl was in labor a month or so too early. He had dressed in
            his best double-breasted suit, pomaded his hair, and almost felt better about the whole situation, more in control though
            he knew he wasn’t. This was hands-of-God stuff.
         

         
         He watched as Mrs. Andronaco placed the baby on a scale like a grocer would weigh a sack of apples. She slid the bar until
            the scale was balanced, and then shook her head.
         

         
         “What?” Danny asked.

         
         “Four and a half pounds.” She shook her head again, then hooked a stethoscope into her ears and leaned over the baby’s chest to listen. 

         
         Mina struggled to sit up in bed. Danny didn’t say a word and neither did she as the midwife worked, then straightened. “Heart
            and lungs are sound but she is underweight and she needs a doctor”—she cast a glance at Danny—“if she’s going to live.”
         

         
         The baby had gone silent like she was listening. Danny didn’t like that, the feeling the baby knew this was wrong, the house,
            the room, and him too. She had come into the world early to accuse him with her silence.
         

         
         “Mr. Geiger,” Mina said in a small voice. “You have to help her.”

         
         He went to Mina’s bedside and saw her exhausted face, and the begging in her eyes. Despite everything, she believed too much
            in his reputation. Most people trusted him on sight, even the worst people. Men with rotten souls trusted him, men with blood
            in the pores of their skin, not because he groomed himself like a cat and smelled like whiskey and expensive cigars. He was
            admired and hated for that, he knew. It was his eyes. The calm understanding that flowed from his eyes. Sometimes it dismayed
            him that other people believed it so easily. Mina should know his hands were tied. The baby let out a cry, and he tried to
            unhear it, to wipe away the unhappiness he heard in her voice. To him this was only a job.
         

         
         Mina grasped his hand and kissed the thick ruby on his little finger. “Save her, Mr. Geiger. Please.” He tried to tug his
            hand back, but she held it tight. His skin was wet where she pressed it against her eyes. “Please. Help us.”
         

         
         Mina was one of the angels in the Gallo family, good through and through, and in the months she’d been in his custody, it had gotten to him. And now there was her baby to deal with. Somehow he knew Hope would be one of the good ones too. But life had shot her into the world five weeks too early and a pound or more too light. She didn’t stand a chance, not when she started out this small. It was better that way, better if nature took its course, and Mina went back to her family as if none of this had happened. 

         
         “She needs an incubator or she might not live,” said Mina.

         
         “A what?” he asked.

         
         “A machine that helps keep her alive. She needs warmth and oxygen right now.” Mina sounded like more than the junior nurse
            she was, like she’d worked in hospitals for years. “She needs medical attention as quickly as possible. Every moment counts.
            Please, wrap her warmly,” she said louder to Mrs. Andronaco. Back to Danny, “Get her to the Fair.”
         

         
         “The Fair?” Maybe she’d gone a little crazy with fatigue, the loss of blood. There’d be no reason to send a baby to the World’s
            Fair. “Why not a hospital?”
         

         
         She gestured weakly toward the nightstand where she kept her reading: a book, magazines, a medical journal, and one newspaper
            carefully folded on top. “It’s in all the news, everything about the Fair. There’s an article about a building with a dozen
            incubators or more. The hospitals are sending their premature babies there. It’s run by Dr. Couney, the best man in America
            with babies like this. No one knows more than him. Take Hope there and she’ll live.”
         

         
         Danny still didn’t understand. He looked down at the folded newspaper expecting the article about babies, like she said. But
            faceup was a photograph, a woman smoldering at him over her bare shoulder, a veil draped down her back, see-through, and nothing
            underneath but skin. The caption said: Madame Mystique, the hot new act at the Chicago World’s Fair.

         
         Puzzled, he turned to Mina, and she gasped and swiped the newspaper off the table. “Please, Mr. Geiger. Stop wasting time.
            Hurry!”
         

         
         He forced himself to speak, though he hated what he had to say. “Look at the baby. She’s too thin. She won’t live, Mina. It’s the way it is.” He added, “I’m sorry.” And he was. 

         
         “It’s not true, Mr. Geiger. She has a chance.” She rubbed her tears into his hand. “Please, give her a chance.” The baby squawked,
            and then she was crying, her fists waving around while Mrs. Andronaco swaddled her in a towel. He liked that Hope was protesting,
            he liked fighters. Maybe she wasn’t as weak as he thought.
         

         
         He lifted her, still crying and wriggling, out of Mrs. Andronaco’s hands and cradled her to his chest. Everything rushed through
            him: wonder at this tiny life, a sense of responsibility, and a sudden, crushing panic.
         

         
         If he did nothing, she might die. The prospect opened up a gulf beneath him, and he started toward the door. He couldn’t let
            her die in his house. He couldn’t do it and live with himself.
         

         
         Mina cried out, “Wait!” but he didn’t stop moving down the hallway. Mrs. Andronaco said, “You’re not finished yet, girl. Back
            to bed.”
         

         
         “I have to hold her. Just once. I have to say goodbye. In case . . . Wait, I haven’t said goodbye—”

         
         Danny found his keys and threw open the front door to the warm air of Cicero at twilight. He got the car door open, settled
            the baby into a whiskey crate, dashed behind the wheel, and fired up. When he moved into the street, he saw Mina in the rearview
            mirror sagging on the doorstep.
         

         
         He headed toward the city, wondering what he was doing, why he was going so fast. If the baby died, he could argue it was
            bad luck, God’s will, just the way things were. Maybe helping her was prolonging the inevitable. Sometimes doing nothing was
            a mercy. Doing nothing would make his job easier.
         

         
         He shifted, accelerated, grateful for the gear in his hand. The sky was darker, but there was still enough light to see inside the car, to glance at the footwell on the passenger side, the box he’d prepared that morning. From the beginning, he’d known he’d need to transport the baby even after a normal birth. The original plan had been to take her to an out-of-state orphanage where they wouldn’t ask questions. The moment it was clear Mina was in labor early, he’d put the whiskey crate in the car, left the wood shavings in, and added lime-green hand towels, a nest for the baby. He couldn’t take her to the orphanage if she needed a doctor. He wasn’t going to leave her in some alley either. 

         
         Hope’s eyes were closed, but her nostrils were flaring as she breathed. Something cracked inside of him, and he took a breath,
            tried to plaster it over. Mina’s kid. After the last couple of months, he should’ve been used to the idea. Mina Gallo had
            been in his house, he’d fed her, watched over her, and only now, when it was all over—or just starting—he saw what it all
            meant. That it all came down to this. Mina’s kid. A simple problem he was supposed to fix. Not so simple now.
         

         
         “Just a little further, Rocket. Keep breathing.” He thought Rocket suited her because of how she’d shot into this world so
            fast. He shouldn’t be giving her any nicknames, though. Nothing personal. Bad enough that he liked Mina, a nice, smart kid
            who’d gotten herself into a world of trouble. Now it was trouble for him.
         

         
         He slowed to take a turn, splitting his attention between the movement and the baby, keeping her from rocking too much. At the clear street ahead of him, he hit the gas hard. He had no illusions about what he was, he didn’t mistake himself for a good person who always did the right thing. But whenever it could be avoided, he didn’t get innocent people involved. He was used to dealing with mobsters, crooked cops, politicians, judges, the people Danny kept tabs on, shook hands with, sent illegal booze to, passed envelopes to, reminded—when the time came—that they owed Mr. Capone (now in prison) or Mr. Nitti or Mr. Gallo a favor. Sometimes they didn’t see it that way and Danny had to put some pressure on them, though it was a long time since he’d had to get hands-on with anybody. He did the discreet jobs for the mob, impartial, a free agent who at the same time belonged to whoever was paying him at the moment. How the job was done was his business. What he didn’t do was go after their wives or their children or their dogs or anything like that. Danny didn’t hurt innocents. 

         
         He glanced down at the baby in the twilight of the footwell. She barely sank into the wood shavings. There was no way something
            that small was going to live. No miracles like Mina seemed to think there were at the Fair. But he had to give the baby a
            chance. He eased through an intersection, turned toward Michigan, and kept going.
         

         
         The Gallo brothers were his clients this time, and they weren’t going to like this development one bit. They weren’t a mob
            family, just the typical mix of hardworking people with some shadier relatives. Mina’s father, Salvatore, was square, a generally
            honest man in the construction business, not the mob. His brother, Tino—Tino was another story. He’d worked for Big Al, had
            known Danny’s forte for fixing problems quietly. He’d hired him for a generous fee to shelter his troubled niece at the house
            in Cicero while she “rested” during a difficult pregnancy. It was that, or she would be packed off to the Sisters of something-or-other’s
            House for Very Bad Girls. When you looked at it, Danny had been doing her a favor.
         

         
         Poor kid. He looked at the baby again, and the panic inched back into his chest.

         
         Up ahead, the Fair rose up like a galaxy of stars glittering on the lakefront. The parking lot at the Eighteenth Street entrance was full so Danny parked illegally on the curb. People were still paying admission and passing into the Fair, people in suits and gowns looking for a little evening’s entertainment. As he opened the passenger side door and bent for the baby, he realized he didn’t know where the incubators were. The Fair was huge. It had been going on for a couple of weeks already but he’d never been. He heard it covered miles along the lakeshore. 

         
         Hope tucked against his chest, he made his way to the entrance and bought a ticket. When he asked the ticket seller where
            the babies were, the man looked at him oddly and said, “Midway, thataway,” and pointed. Inside the gates, Danny tried to get
            his bearings. All around him were stands selling hot dogs, ice cream, souvenirs, drinks cooled in tubs of ice. An orchestra
            was playing dance music nearby, the audience spinning around, clinking glasses, talking, laughing, and scaring the baby. She
            was whimpering in his arms. He had to get moving. He fought his way through the crowd to the first tall sign, full of names
            of attractions. Giving up, he trotted over to a green-and-white bus loading people on the sidewalk.
         

         
         He called to the bus driver. “Hey, Mac, I need to get to the baby incubators. Know where they are?”

         
         “Sure do. On the midway. Say, that a baby you got there?”

         
         Danny nodded and dangled a ten in front of the driver, who lifted his red cap and cried, All aboard!

         
         Danny perched in the first-row bench, protecting the baby as best he could, worried she couldn’t breathe. The people around him oohed and aahed and asked him questions he ignored. He’d be answering a lot more questions soon enough, and not ones he wanted to answer. The bus didn’t stop at the designated stops, and the other passengers started to get antsy until the front ones shouted to the back ones, We got a newborn baby here. Needs a doctor. We’re saving her life! That was all right by everybody, as far as Danny could tell, not that he cared what they thought.
         

         
         He spotted the building up ahead. It was white with blue trim, living infants in big red letters painted on the wall. Across from it was a diner and next door was the Streets of Paris quarter with its
            nightclubs, restaurants, and peep shows. He could hear the gasps and roars: titillation, music, hard laughter.
         

         
         The passengers in the tram cheered when he climbed down. They wished him luck and God bless. For the first time in a long
            time, he prayed God was on his side too, or at least on Hope’s.
         

         
         Danny pushed through the doors of the incubator building into an empty hall. There was a rope across the entrance to the public
            space but he glimpsed a large glass window shaped like a star and behind it, the low glow of night-lights, figures in white
            moving around machines that must be the incubators. He felt the low hum of something, electricity, or the hush of air rushing
            through tubes. It bubbled under his skin and tapped at his heart.
         

         
         He opened the door marked for personnel only and barged into the nursery. A nurse in white uniform and cap was attaching the nipple on a glass bottle. She was one of
            those battering rams who could lift a man. As far as he was concerned, those were the best nurses out there. “Sir, you’re
            not allowed back here.”
         

         
         Gently, he patted the bundle that was Hope. “She was born half an hour ago, I think. I don’t know what time it is. She’s about
            five weeks too early.”
         

         
         The nurse rushed off and returned quickly, announcing Dr. Couney. An older man pulling on a white coat bustled in behind her.
            He only had eyes for the baby and began to give orders. Examination, weight, color, temperature. Dr. Couney gently reached
            for Hope, and Danny found he couldn’t let her go. His arms had gone stiff.
         

         
         “It’s all right,” Dr. Couney said in a slight German accent Danny recognized from his own father, may he rot. “You did the right thing, sir. We can save her.” 

         
         “Her name is Hope. Hope Geiger.” He handed her off, and Dr. Couney carried her into the examination room. Hope Geiger. Danny
            hadn’t made that decision consciously. He hated it when his rational mind was overturned by the mysteries in the rest of him,
            his heart and body. His arms ached from holding a baby that weighed nothing. His chest ached to see her carefully unwrapped
            on a metal table, squawking weakly as she was set on a scale. He couldn’t afford to feel any of it.
         

         
         The battering ram nurse approached him with a clipboard. “This your first, Mr. Geiger?” He turned a puzzled look on her and
            she said, “First child.”
         

         
         He nodded.

         
         “Mother’s name?”

         
         The whole story rushed through his mind all at once, exactly how it had to be. “Jane. Jane Sullivan.”

         
         “You’re not married?” the nurse asked with disapproval.

         
         “She’s very sick. I’m not sure if she’s going to make it. I have to get back to her.” He left his address in Oak Park, the
            phone number for his answering service, false information for the fake Jane Sullivan. He’d have to put in a call to one of
            his doctor acquaintances to produce a death certificate dated today. Mothers died in childbirth all the time; nobody would
            ask too many questions about another one. There’d be no record Mina was Hope’s mother. He couldn’t decide if this was one
            of the worst things he’d ever done in a long line of bad things stretching back to his boyhood in Detroit.
         

         
         Before Danny could leave, Dr. Couney came to shake his hand solemnly. “Go home to the mother, Mr. Geiger. We will do everything we can for Hope. She’s well under five pounds so she needs all the help and prayers we can give her. And the best medical attention in this country. Take courage. Medical progress is astounding.” 

         
         “Thank you. Thank you, sir.”

         
         “Come by every day whenever you want. If the mother is ill, then Hope will need you more than ever.”

         
         “Can I say goodbye to her?” For Mina. Because there’d been no time for her to do it.

         
         “Of course. How old are you?”

         
         “Thirty-one.”

         
         Dr. Couney put a hand on his shoulder. “Better late than never. Congratulations, sir. You’re a father. If you haven’t grown
            up yet, it’s happening right now.” The doctor gave him a warm, twinkling smile and escorted him into the large room behind
            the plate glass window.
         

         
         Hope was being carried into incubator seven. As Dr. Couney explained, the machine created the same humid conditions and temperature
            of the mother. Filtered air was humming through the tubes, but to the babies, there was just a gentle rush of sound inside
            the box. Danny was amazed and appalled. The machine looked unnatural, like it was swallowing the baby up. When the nurse closed
            the door, he put his hands in his pockets to keep himself from opening it again.
         

         
         “Keep breathing, Rocket.”

         
         Outside the incubator building, he lit up a cigarette and joined the crowd, letting it carry him wherever it was going. He’d never been this exhausted in his life. He didn’t know why tonight had taken so much out of him. He’d have to come back to the Fair to make sure the doctors did their job and then, when Hope was well enough, take her to the orphanage as planned. Salvatore and Tino Gallo would get their Mina back a few weeks earlier than they thought. Really, all this was a good thing. A little more complicated, but nothing he couldn’t handle. 

         
         At that moment, spotlights shot into the sky: blue, green, yellow, red, and white. They lit up the buildings all around him.
            Head up, he began to walk, following the roar of people from all sides. He didn’t understand what he was seeing. Not fireworks.
            These were beams of pure light. On his way to the parking lot, he walked into the crowds at the fountain, its water jetting
            in rainbow colors. The great hall behind it was broken into beams of rainbow light. He asked the man beside him what was happening.
         

         
         “A miracle, sir. Our scientists have harnessed light from the faraway star Arcturus and beamed it down here to light up the
            whole Fair. Took forty years for that light to get here from outer space. It’s a modern marvel!”
         

         
         Back at his car, Danny climbed into the driver’s seat, the whiskey crate still on the bench beside him, the smallest dent
            in the towels where Hope had been. “Modern marvel,” he said, and rested his head on the steering wheel.
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         Mina Gallo lay in bed with the covers up to her chin, listening to the men talk on the other side of the wall. Her father,
            Salvatore. The quieter murmur of Danny Geiger, reporting about her, as he’d been doing since she was about five months pregnant.
            Once she was showing and couldn’t hide her condition, her father had lured her out of his home, where she’d lived her whole
            life, and brought her here, to Danny’s house. When they talked, she heard only the important words: “baby,” “orphanage.” They
            were going to steal her baby.
         

         
         Earlier Danny had come into the room to make sure she wasn’t breaking mirrors and slitting her wrists, she supposed. She’d
            cried hot tears when once again, he refused to say anything about Hope, whether she had survived another night. It was easy
            to cry when Danny was in the room. She assumed he thought it was grief, and it was, or even anger, which it was, but times
            a thousand. The anger was all-consuming. It made her want to tear off her own skin. Mina had screamed at him in a fury so
            volcanic, she’d ended up writhing on the floor. “Baby snatcher!” she’d called him, and it was true.
         

         
         But it hadn’t been smart. She knew that now, on the fourth day of Hope’s life. A light fever and loss of blood had kept Mina weak and in bed for days. Now, though, her head was clearing, her strength inching back. To put Danny off his guard, she had to pretend to still be sick, meek, weak. She would get her child back, she knew that. She had a plan. 

         
         Still listening for the men on the other side of the wall, she slid an article clipped from the newspaper out of her nightstand.
            She hadn’t intended for Danny to see the article, but he had after the baby was born. She hoped he didn’t remember. It was
            such a small thing, just a picture and a few words in the newspaper to him, nothing special like it was for her.
         

         
         She unfolded it slowly, and when she saw the photograph again, her heart beat faster. The woman in the picture wore a veil
            with a golden band around her head. Mina had found it weeks ago when she was reading about the Fair, the biggest event in
            Chicago in years, and a place that she couldn’t go as long as she was a prisoner in this house. The woman’s face had stopped
            her. Mina recognized it, she could’ve sworn it, but from where? The eyes were familiar, and the shape of her smile. They called
            her Madame Mystique, no other name. Mina had kept the article, and now and then, she’d looked at the picture, trying to remember
            who this woman was. Mina had never been to the kind of theater a woman like this would dance in, but she did remember a similar
            woman from another picture she’d seen.
         

         
         A couple years ago, she’d been down in Belleville visiting one of her stepmother’s relatives. On the walls of some of the
            buildings were posters for the circus that had performed not far away in St. Louis. One of the posters was an illustration
            of a dancer in sparkling costume balancing a large golden hoop on one fingertip. It said: see the ravishing rosa mancuso! The name had struck Mina, but this woman couldn’t be the Rosa she’d known. That Rosa Mancuso was in Italy, and wouldn’t have had a reason to join the circus as far as Mina knew. More than one woman could share the same name. So Mina forgot about Rosa Mancuso, circus performer, until a few days before Hope was born. Salvatore visited Danny’s house, and something—maybe a heightened awareness before the birth, or the quality of the light on her father’s face—gave Mina the final clue. There was a family resemblance between her father and Madame Mystique. 

         
         And so, maybe Madame Mystique and Rosa Mancuso, circus performer, were the same woman. The Rosa Mancuso that Mina had known
            was Salvatore’s niece. Mina’s cousin. Years ago, they used to play together in the cluttered alley behind their grandparents’
            house. When Rosa stayed overnight, they would sleep in the same bed with Mina’s older sisters, Patty and Frannie. Rosa had
            been kind and funny, and then one day her mother had moved with her to Sicily. Over the years, Salvatore had gotten letters
            from Rosa’s mother with pictures of Rosa at the sea or in a house that seemed like a castle to Mina. Rosa’s life had fascinated
            her, and she hadn’t understood why her father refused to let her write to her.
         

         
         Now Rosa was back in America. Mina had wanted to go visit her at the Fair the minute she was free from Danny Geiger, but now
            she needed to see her. Danny had told her he’d taken the baby to the Fair, which was also the place where Mina had an ally. She hoped.
            A family member, anyway, someone who hadn’t been under the influence of her father and Uncle Tino in many years. If the dancer
            was Rosa, she would help Mina and her baby. She was sure of it. Almost.
         

         
         Mina heard the men’s footsteps in the hallway, and she hurriedly put the newspaper clipping away. Since Danny had taken her baby, Mina gnawed the inside of her lip. She tasted the blood as she heard the men stop outside her door and knock tentatively. Her father came in alone, which she was grateful for. He approached her bed anxiously, and then he lowered himself into the chair nearby. His eyes were shining. 

         
         “Mina, my girl. How are you doing today?” Salvatore could sound so gentle when he wanted to.

         
         She turned her head to him and let one hot tear roll out of her eye. She said nothing. That was her policy now that the baby
            was born, to let her silence crash down on him. He grasped his big fists in his lap and breathed for a while. She almost thought
            he was going to say something remorseful. He was good at looking sorry when he wasn’t.
         

         
         “You will come home now,” he said. “Angie will take care of you. Patty and Frannie have been asking about you. You need your
            family.”
         

         
         She just stared at him. She had no intention of putting herself in Angelina’s power, her stepmother being one of the most vocal advocates of Mina’s imprisonment in this house. Angelina had explained it in a phone call months ago, how all of this was more than Mina deserved, seeing how much of a whore Mina had been. Needless to say, Mina had refused all of her stepmother’s calls since then, and eventually Angelina had stopped calling. As for her big sisters, Mina could imagine what Patty and Frannie were saying about her. Frannie lived down in Belleville now, and Mina had never been close to her. To economize during the Depression, Patty had been living at their father’s house with her husband and kids. Mina helped her out with the family as much as she could. When she got pregnant, she’d hoped Patty would understand her situation
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