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Part 1: Stories from the Town

	Regrets

	He’d been away a long time. Now he’d returned to the same town where he’d been born. But why? What was the good of it? Oh, there were gravestones to visit, those of his family—parents, siblings, grandparents, a few cousins. But he hadn’t visited them before, so why now? Something else compelled him. Something important but left undone, something that must be finished before he joined his family on the cemetery’s sunny hillside. Something about himself and the town that had to be put right in his mind, even though he couldn’t name it.

	He rented a small house, just four rooms and a bath with a carport. The owner allowed pets, his two cats, both calicos, which he had gotten from an animal shelter right after moving in. For the three of them the house was a proper size.

	When his wife was still alive, they’d lived in another state and enjoyed modest financial success. They’d owned a large Tudor house with a yard and trees. Their children had grown up there, before time sent them away, all three off in their turn, linked to him now only by an occasional phone call and a few useless Christmas presents arriving by UPS.

	Still, there had been successes—his education, his job as chief chemist in a large plant, the money he and his wife had saved. But even those years were riddled with regrets—his wife’s vague unhappiness and their children’s disaffection.

	Now he’d returned to the place where, it seemed to him, his regrets began, recalling the time before he even realized what regrets were. One by one, they seemed harmless enough as they occurred. Easy enough to overcome tomorrow or the next day. But he had allowed them to accumulate. All his life he allowed it until now. Like rubbish left in the hallway, his regrets stank of loneliness.

	Each day he drove about the town to learn what had gone wrong, like someone who goes to his high school reunion to discover why he hadn’t married this girl or that one, wondering how his life might have been different if he had. He drove past the house where he’d grown up. Past the schools he’d attended. Past the fields where he and his friends had played ball. Past the places where he’d worked. Past the homes of girls he’d liked but hadn’t dated, had never kissed, and now never would, though he still imagined how soft their touches must have been for other men.

	Occasionally, he’d ask here and there about his old friends of people he thought might have known them. But they would just scratch their heads and say, “Name sounds familiar,” and then say nothing more. A few would add that their grandparents might know and that they’d ask for him. But none ever did. Not surprising. The town had shrunk, nearly emptying itself of his generation.

	On days he didn’t ramble about town, he’d shop for groceries, buying less than he needed so he could return sooner, always at the same time and talking with the same cashiers. At the local discount store, he’d do the same. One day, on impulse, he bought a second litter box and two automatic cat feeders. He thought it would be nice for each cat to have its own.

	In good weather he’d walk to the coffee shop near his house, just a few blocks away. It was good for him, he thought. The proprietor now called him by name. “Good morning, Joe! Espresso today?” 

	“Yes, please,” he’d say and add his feeble joke, “I’m just a cup of joe at home but an espresso here.”

	Each time he returned home from his outings, the calicos would stalk about the laundry room and complain about being left alone. He’d hoped that two cats wouldn’t do that. But when he went to the pantry, where their food was stored, they’d cease complaining and sit at his feet, mewing sweetly until he fed them.

	After eating, they’d all resume their leisure in the living room, the cats on the small sofa he’d conceded to them—the curious one by the window in the sun, often rising to look out when it heard street noises, the other next to a large pillow at the sofa’s other end, sleeping soundly. Then, before he’d fall into his easy chair, he’d turn on the local news, trying while he watched the TV to understand what had happened to his town in the past fifty years.

	He had neighbors, of course. There was Mrs. Rideout, a widow younger than himself who lived next door. An attractive, outgoing woman, she spoke to everyone. She’d wait to fetch her mail until she saw Joseph going for his. Then she’d fly down her front walk while calling, “Hello, Mr. Drear. How are you today … and those calicos? They’re such pretty cats.”

	He wondered how she knew they were pretty cats. She seemed to know everything about the neighborhood. The coffee shop owner had told him that she routinely called the police to report crimes, especially drug use, which was becoming rampant in their town. And her reports were rarely wrong, the shop owner assured Joseph. 

	She was especially vigilant about the young couple who lived across the street. The husband, when he drank, which was often, would beat his pretty wife. Mrs. Rideout, who had once been a pretty girl herself, wouldn’t tolerate such a thing. “What has the world come to,” she’d ask anyone who would listen, “when a man beats a woman like that?” Even the husband, once released and sober, would thank her, all the while praising his bruised wife’s beauty and forbearance, swearing never to abuse her again. “See that you don’t!” Mrs. Rideout would caution.

	When she’d call out to Joseph on her way to the mailbox, he’d nod and mumble his own greeting while appearing to be focused on his mail. Then he’d hurry back to the tiny portico that sheltered his front door. From there he’d watch for a moment or more behind an arborvitae as Mrs. Rideout collected her mail. Still slender, he thought. She can’t be seventy yet! Sometimes, she’d look up from the envelopes in her hands, smile, and wave to him a second time. Embarrassed, he’d hurry inside, imagining her laughing at his impertinence. And when he’d look outside again, she was always gone. Next time I’ll speak with her properly, he’d promise himself. But he never did.

	One spring day when the wind was especially strong and cold, he went for the mail, leaning into the gusts while trying to hold his hat in place. Suddenly, without so much as a sweater for protection, Mrs. Rideout appeared in a bright green dress with yellow sunflowers bordering the hem. It fluttered and flapped about her legs as the wind blew back her long gray hair. Still, she smiled at him. He thought how nice it would be to drive her to the coffee shop. It would be good for them. But he didn’t ask. Again, he simply watched from his portico as she returned to her house, harried as she went by the wind. Afterwards, he cursed himself until he was sick at heart. The next day he gave up his daily drive, realizing now there was no need searching for answers he already possessed.

	And so, you returned. And what you see, it’s changed, like nothing you’ve known before. But the changes make you remember. And in the end, nothing else matters. Only that you were there before and shared with these people this place and that time. Even their foibles and their pettiness are gone. Time has desiccated their shortcomings, like a butterfly’s chrysalis broken open and blown about by the wind, having served its purpose. All that’s left is the love you had for them. Whatever hurt there was is gone so that when you return, you see more clearly than before the essence of them and this place. See it all for the first time, really, complete and true. And it’s true because, while you were gone, they’ve become their own essence … and nothing more. That’s all they can be … the people and the place and the time. Just an essence and nothing more. Just as you will one day soon, in your due time, become an essence for those who love you or remember you … if any do.

	Later that spring, Mrs. Rideout noticed one day that Joseph didn’t go for his mail. She wondered about that, for his car was still in the carport. The next day, the same. So, she went to his door and knocked. Nothing. She called the police.

	“Yes, Mrs. Rideout, wife-beating again? At this hour!” asked the dispatcher, a young woman who by now knew Mrs. Rideout well.

	“No, Cynthia, the elderly gentleman next door, Mr. Drear. He hasn’t gotten his mail for two days now. I knocked at his door, but he didn’t answer. I can see his cats sitting in the window, and his car is still here. I’m afraid he’s not well.”

	“Probably just the flu. We’ll send someone around to check on him.”

	Within an hour a police car arrived, then another. One officer went to the front door, the other to the side. When no one answered their knocking, they forced open the side door. They found him, stiff and cold in his easy chair, the TV still on, two cats meowing furiously at his feet.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Judith and Phillip

	Phillip loved Judith. Not liked but loved. Even in the third grade, when such feelings weren’t supposed to stir in boys. He loved her dark brown hair with its pageboy cut and bangs, the way it shimmered in the sunlight when she shook her head. He loved her brown eyes that sparkled under the fluorescent lights of their third grade classroom, the brown freckles strewn across her nose and cheeks, and most of all, her smile when she looked at him.

	And she loved him the same … for his sandy colored hair and blue eyes, the clever way he moved and carried himself. Like a ballplayer, she thought, like someone who could protect you. And the way he laughed, always happy; nothing too serious for him. But most of all, she liked his attentiveness to her, defying the “boys don’t like girls” rule in force for their age. All in all, when Phillip was near, she felt special and safe.

	Their classmates were curious about these feelings. The boys asked Phillip, Have you kissed her? Are her cheeks soft? Girls’ faces are supposed to be soft. Girls teased Judith, Do you love him? Will you marry him? How many children will you have?

	But Nora also loved Judith. Nora was Judith’s best friend, at least among girls. That’s what Nora always claimed. So, she was jealous and quick to guard her relationship with Judith, especially since Judith was pretty and popular, even in third grade. Nora owed her own status at school to Judith’s and instinctively knew this.

	Whenever Phillip approached Judith on the playground at recess or during the lunch period, Nora flew at him like a mother hen protecting her favorite chick. Armed with her white majorette boots, which she wore every day—she had no other shoes—Nora would stomp at Phillip’s feet. But Phillip was quicker and nimbler than Nora. He would dance away from her and laugh, all the while maneuvering closer to Judith. For him, it was a game they played. And Judith would laugh, too. But not Nora. She would frown and sometimes cry, feeling that she had failed to protect the natural order that should bind Judith to her. Boys are evil; she knew this. They grow into men, inevitably like the man who had failed her mother and left Nora, her sister, and mother abandoned in a shabby house.

	During the summers Judith and Phillip phoned one another daily. Both sets of parents thought at first that the relationship was cute, then quaint, then somewhat worrisome, being both so earnest and yet so premature. Judith’s parents in particular thought so. But neither set of parents ever shared Nora’s view of the romance, never thought it was unnatural. After all, Judith and Phillip were sensible children, and both got good grades, unlike Nora. They were popular with their classmates, also unlike Nora.

	By fifth grade, Phillip sometimes rode the City Lines bus to visit Judith, whose home was well beyond walking range. When he came, Judith’s mother would make a special lunch for them—peanut butter and jelly sandwiches with chicken noodle soup and milk to drink—for their health, she said. Afterwards the precocious little couple would sit on the front porch in a swing, talking and swinging. They talked about school and teachers, the feared ones and the favorite ones. Even during the summer they talked about school subjects—arithmetic and geography. Where is Thailand exactly, and what is it like there? And just what are exponents? They wondered about many things. They talked about boys and girls they knew, including Nora, whom they often pitied. What is more, they talked about their futures. Phillip wanted to be a policeman. Of course, he would serve in the army first or perhaps the navy. He liked boats. Judith wanted to become a nurse. She liked their white uniforms with their winged caps and the idea of caring for people who were hurt or ill.

	By sixth grade things were changing. Their bodies felt different but not their feelings for one another. Those remained constant but became more intense. By then Phillip noticed the dimples in Judith’s knees. They became objects of fascination for him.

	Now, however, the couple was no longer unique in liking the opposite sex. Other boys buzzed around Judith, for she was prettier than ever. But she was faithful to Phillip, who by now was on safety patrol. She was so proud of him for this. Each morning he was on duty, in all weather, sometimes wearing a bright yellow slicker. When Judith got off the school bus, there he’d be, holding a bamboo pole with a red flag tied to it. Bravely, he’d step into the traffic, raise his hand, and present his flag to stop the cars. If any car came too close to the crossing lane, he’d make it back up, using vigorous hand gestures and a ferocious glare. Only when the cars were properly stopped did he wave the waiting children across the street. When Judith crossed, she would smile at him and pat the silver safety patrol badge on his white bandolier. In the winter she’d remove her wool glove before she touched it, just as she removed her white dress gloves at mass before she daubed the aqua sancta and crossed herself. Other girls, even Nora, would touch Phillip’s badge, too, as a joke, but none before Judith had touched it. They always let her go first and never removed their gloves.

	When Judith sang and danced at the school’s talent night assembly, Phillip rose even before her parents to lead the applause. Afterwards, throughout the town, they became famous for each other.

	In seventh grade they went to a different school, a junior high. Phillip walked to the school; Judith still rode the same bus, just farther. Because they were no longer in the same homeroom, boys and girls being divided now, they’d meet in the school cafeteria at lunchtime and after eating would walk the school grounds … around the long horseshoe drive on the front campus or just around and around the building itself. More often than not, they held hands during their walks. To guide Judith through the traffic in the school’s crowded hallways when they changed classes, Phillip often put his arm around her waist. Judith took his gesture to be both protective and romantic. Just his touch made her feel impervious to harm.

	Occasionally, Nora would follow them on their walks, grousing as she went, forcing herself into their conversations when she could, asking about their other friends, for she no longer shared classes with either of them. She was separated from them now permanently by the social impact of grade point averages and achievement test scores.
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	One day in eighth grade, when Judith came to the lunch table she always shared with Phillip, she was crying.

	“What is it?” Phillip asked. “What’s wrong?”

	“Last night my parents told me…” She was choking on her words. “Told me we are moving. To another state, Phillip, far away.”

	“But why?” Phillip rose from his seat and bent over her shoulder as she sat down. Then he knelt beside her with his knee on the cafeteria’s hard tile floor and his arm around her shoulders. The other students nearby stopped eating to stare at them.

	“A better job, my father said. He’s afraid he’ll soon lose the job he has now. We’ll leave by the end of the month!” Tears streamed over her freckles. She clutched the handkerchief Phillip offered and pressed it to her eyes. He slumped into the chair beside her, his head in his hands, dumbfounded.

	“We’ll run away!” he declared suddenly. “This can’t happen to us. We won’t let it.”

	“But how would we live? We’re too young to have jobs of our own. No, Phillip. I thought about it all night. Tossed and turned about how I would tell you and still be brave, but I just couldn’t do it. I’m sorry, I just couldn’t.” She was sobbing now. “I know I have to leave you.”

	A teacher came by to ask what on earth was going on. Without listening to their answers, she told them to stop making a scene. So, they left the cafeteria without eating. They walked in the hallway, holding hands. Calmer now, Judith returned Phillip’s handkerchief.

	As they walked, vague promises flew between them, like frightened birds: I’ll write every day. I’ll call. I’ll visit. Some distance behind them Nora was walking, too, listening and smiling.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Hot Date

	1.

	In the innocent but powerful days when the twentieth century was but six decades old and America was robust from its triumphs in WWII, four friends would meet each Monday night to play five card draw. They lived on the blue-collar side of Parkeston, an Ohio Valley town, separated from the wealthier, more commercial side by a muddy river along whose banks lay a string of factories, the source of the town’s modest wealth and prominence.

	Despite his Christian name and skillful tutoring from his friend, Burl Bivens, Acer Pence was not a great poker player. Nevertheless, Monday nights he’d meet his three friends in Burl’s garage to play poker, for he valued his place at the table. It made him feel masculine and bonded in brotherhood with his comrades-in-cards, as though he were some lesser knight in service to a great cause. And there was also the matter of viewing Serafina.

	It was hot as hell in that garage on summer nights. Just a single side window, a small wooden slider, with no cross ventilation. And raising the garage door or opening the access door beside it to the cool night air meant inviting in swarms of mosquitoes and moths. The game unfolded on a wobbly card table with a brown and beige checkerboard printed on top, nearly erased now by wear. The table sat on the uneven dirt floor, with a box of matches Burl had placed beneath one leg for balance.

	On one especially sticky night Burl leaned his heavily muscled arms on the table, enthroned as he was next to a galvanized washtub filled with crushed ice and a dozen sweating Hudepohls … well, minus the four the players had already taken. An opened bag of potato chips and a bowl of popcorn sat on a folding table to Burl’s right, within easy reach. Also on the table by the snacks was a green zippered banker’s bag holding all the wealth the players had brought to the game in exchange for pasteboard chips, their tokens of brotherhood. For air conditioning, a pedestal fan blew across the tub of ice in the direction of the gamblers. From overhead, the game of chance was lit by a trouble light dangling from a rafter, surrounded by a cloud of frantic insects.

	All about the players lay the clutter of Burl’s life—a six cylinder Olds engine on a heavy duty mechanic’s cart, being rebuilt for the past three years and currently wanting parts; a discarded hot water tank resting on its side along the garage wall, used now and then for extra seating; a collection of expired WV license plates, 1951 to 1964, nailed to the wall opposite the window in tribute to times past; a workbench at the back of the garage, strewn with tools, its metal drawers jammed with unused car parts, bolts, screws, nuts, and washers—all awaiting their shot at utility stardom.

	Then there was Burl himself. An eminence in their neighborhood, with a cleft chin, ever alert blue eyes, and short cropped blond hair. But his best-known quality—the one that made him the desire of neighborhood women, young and old, married and single—was his physique. Burl was a thoraxian creature with solid, bulging biceps and forearms. His shoulders and arms were sculpted, not by mundane exercises in a gym or even by his considerable manual labor as a material handler in the local textile plant, unloading delivery trucks and stocking the supply crib. No, his body was gifted by God Himself from birth through genetic disposition. And just to be fair to Creation’s other males, God had at least made a good faith attempt, in an act of karmic grace, to withhold from Burl the normal allotment of brain cells. This attempt to even things out had largely failed, however, not due to divine incompetence, certainly, but due to Burl’s stubborn commitment to practical wisdom, which, after all, can be acquired simply through living by those who are alert enough and determined enough to grasp it. Thus, though Burl could never become an Immanuel Kant, he had nonetheless molded himself into a functional working-class Ben Franklin, full of practicality wrought from stubborn observation and experience. Thus, he was to Acer and the other players their mentor in life, for he loved nothing better than to pass on his wisdom, being at once his friends’ big brother and their Sicilian uncle.

	“So, who knows a girl in the neighborhood named Mary Jo?” Acer asked the other guys out of the blue.

	“Not me,” snapped Mickey Dietrich, still fretting over his losses in the last hand. Stefano Salvetti, Burl’s brother-in-law, didn’t quite understand the question, since his American girlfriend, Valery, had been slow to teach him anything other than the romantic phrases she favored.

	“Lives somewhere on Crestview, I think,” Acer added.

	“Some reason we should know her?” asked Burl while shuffling the cards, then presenting them to Stefano for cutting.

	“No special reason. Just saw her in the store on Friday night, with her parents. At least, I guess that’s who they were. I rang up their order. She looked kind of cute. Smiled at me—a real sweet smile, and said hello while she was emptying their grocery cart. Then she smiled again to say goodbye after I’d bagged their groceries. Thanked me, too. Most people don’t bother to say anything, you know. Seemed like an invitation, so I thought I’d follow up.”

	“Well, has she got a last name?’ asked Mickey, still peeving. “Help us out here. We’re not the Magi, you know.”

	“Don’t know her last name for sure,” Acer replied, “but heard her mom, or whoever it was, call her Mary Jo, and the name on the paycheck I cashed for them was Mott, Charles Mott. So, I’m guessing she’s Mary Jo Mott.”

	Zip, zip, zip, Burl sent the cards flying around the table. “I thought you were going to quit Mello-Mart before you start community college this fall?”

	“No, not yet. Need more money first, so I didn’t enroll this semester. Probably wait until January or maybe next fall at the latest.”

	“Be careful, Acer,” Burl cautioned. “I’ve heard a lot of guys say that, then next year never comes. First thing you know, you’ll be down at the mill with me unloading trucks and railcars.”

	“Or cutting up slabs of ribs for Mello-Mart, if you’re lucky,” added Mickey, who knew all too well that he was one of those about whom Burl had just spoken. One who had waited too long and now never would do more than chase car parts in the local auto supply store.

	Acer picked up his cards and fanned them at the corners, just enough to see the denominations, then put them face down on the table, careful not to look too long and to keep his face frozen, just as Burl had taught him. And never to rearrange the cards. Never. But Stefano, who hadn’t caught on to American poker yet, since Valery didn’t play that game, quickly organized his cards. He’s got one pair, Acer said to himself, and not good enough to make him even raise his bushy Italian eyebrows.

	Mellowed by his new hand, Mickey closed up his cards before tossing two red chips into the pool of four white antes and asked, “So, Acer, what caught your eye about this Mary Jo chick?”

	“Just about everything, really—looks, personality, and that smile. She has a special smile.”

	“Looks?” Burl raised his head from staring at Mickey’s red chips. “Well, come on, Acer boy, we need some details!” Then he tossed three red chips of his own onto the pile. “Pony up, guys. Another red.”

	Stefano folded, muttering, “Santa mia, che brutto inizio!”

	“I guess that means you’re out, huh?” Burl asked him with a laugh. “Get Valery to teach you how to say. ‘I’m out’ between smooches. Will ya do that for us?” Stefano brightened at the sound of his tutor’s name; the others laughed.

	Next Mickey called; then Acer called. Acer resumed his rhapsody on Mary Jo. “She’s short but curvy. And has the cutest face—pug nose, blue eyes, bangs with red hair curled around her neck.”

	Burl interrupted him with, “Mick, how many cards for you?”

	“One.”

	“Okay, Acer, we’re still waiting to hear what’s below her neck. You already told us about her red hair. How many cards do you want to drool on?”

	“Two, and there’s plenty below her neck.”

	“Plenty of what? That’s what we’re asking. Fat girls have plenty below their necks, too. I’m taking no cards and betting another pair of reds.” Burl tossed his chips on top of the others. He leaned back in his chair, where his sweaty T-shirt immediately stuck to the vinyl padding.

	“What!” said Mickey, looking sourly at the pot.

	“Damn!” said Acer, slapping his cards down. “I’m out. I know how to say it.”

	“Me, too, I guess,” Mickey added.

	“You two sure about that?” asked Burl with a Cheshire smile. Both nodded their surrender. “Well, that’s great, ’cause I got five of nothing. In fact, I don’t think these cards ever met one another till now.” Burl proudly displayed his five orphans, then pulled the winnings to his side of the table. “Hell, Stef is smarter than you two chumps, and he only understands half of what’s going on.”

	Acer felt his ears burning as he often did after one of Burl’s lessons. He knew he could never match Burl in anything. Not in looks, not in confidence, not in girls, and certainly not in poker. But worse was waiting.

	“Now, Acer, did you say this girl lives on Crestview?” Burl asked while gathering up the cards and passing them to Mickey.

	“Well, like I said, that was the address on the guy’s paycheck, so, yeah, I guess so.”

	“I do know of a girl over that way.” In truth, Burl knew girls from all parts of town. “And I think she has red hair but kind of a dumpy figure, if you ask me, not the type you’re crowing about. Bet she gets fat when she’s older. But maybe I saw her in clothes that didn’t show off her figure. Anyway, I didn’t give her that close a look, but I believe her name was Mary Jo, now that I think about it. Tell me, what does her mom look like?”

	“Oh, she’s real thin and kind of tall with red hair but not as bright as Mary Jo’s. Maybe turning gray a little. Real quiet, too. Hardly said a word in the checkout lane.”

	“Okay, how about her ole man? What’s he like?”

	“He’s short and dark, with black curly hair, real tight and kinky. A good-looking guy, I suppose you’d say. Certainly not fat but with a mean way about him.”

	“Well, at least your Mary Jo doesn’t fail the genes test, since her parents aren’t hefty. Still, I’d be careful if I were you.” Burl cut the cards and Mickey dealt them.

	Acer’s heart sank. He certainly didn’t need Burl’s approval to pursue Mary Jo but craved it, nevertheless.

	After several more hands, Burl’s wife, Serafina, entered the garage with their son, Earl, on her left hip and a bowl of replenishment popcorn in her right hand, for she knew with precision the rate at which her husband and his companions would devour the first bowlful. Both Acer and Mickey stared at her in fascination as she emptied the fresh popcorn onto the old without saying anything, her English being even worse than her brother’s. Stefano practiced shuffling the cards while Burl made baby talk with his son. Acer and Mickey sat silently, entranced by Serafina.

	Her child-like beauty was haunting. Although seventeen-year-old mothers were not an oddity in the neighborhood, Serafina seemed even younger than all the others, much too young and fresh and innocent to have a child, though Stefano insisted that when Serafina visited her sisters, she would offer up spicy details of her life with Burl, boasting in rapid-fire Italian about her husband’s prowess as a lover. Despite that, Acer imagined her as the model for all the Renaissance Madonnas he’d seen in the art history books at the Carnegie library in town; she was that pure and that serene. Moreover, her devotion to Burl seemed an even greater miracle than her motherhood.

	The story of Burl’s capture of Serafina was by now a local legend. The Salvetti family lived in a large two-story house only a few blocks from Burl’s. They had purchased their home, which they had originally rented, with the profits from thousands of loaves of Italian bread baked and sold over a period of five years, plus the hundreds of biscotti, cannoli, and sfogliatelle that their neighbors had learned to love and eagerly purchased and consumed each day.

	To earn their livelihood, the entire family marched off morning after morning from their home to the bakery, scarcely more than a hundred yards away. At 4:00 AM sharp the Salvetti parade could be seen, if one chose to rise that early. A small army it was, with the father in the vanguard, the older boys, including Stefano, immediately behind him, then the young children shielded from the traffic by their older sisters, including Serafina, before her marriage, that is, and, last of all, Signora Salvetti, locking the door of their home behind her and stuffing into her blouse the house key, hung around her neck with a set of long twined tricolore strings, before hurrying to catch up to her children. All of them off to work with flour and butter and milk and cream and sugar and yeast and almonds and pistachios and ricotta and flavorings of many fragrances. Each day except Sundays, when the entire family rode the City Lines bus downtown to mass, the exhausts from the ovens in their little red-brick bakery suffused the entire neighborhood with the most delicious aromas. Then, promptly at 7:00 AM, when the neighborhood could scarcely stand to wait any longer, Signor Salvetti flipped the sign hanging on the bakery window from “Closed” to “Open” and admitted the day’s first customers, who were already standing at the door. Soon afterwards the Salvetti children, their morning tasks completed and themselves often still dusted with flour and confectioner’s sugar, marched out of the bakery and down the street, the older ones to board the yellow school bus bound for the high school across town and the younger to enter the local elementary school, where they would slide into their desks, their dark eager
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