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Chapter One

 


When the signs show up, I know it’s starting
again.

The signs are taking over the house and
bringing with them the presence of another deep dive into a bout of
madness that has somehow already exhausted me. I’m talking about
physical signs. Random garage sale signs, home for sale signs,
opening soon signs, and any other sign that crosses my dad’s path
on his morning outings. He’s usually up before the sun—if he even
slept the night before—traipsing through the surrounding
neighborhoods like a burglar who steals nothing of value but
shouldn’t be there prowling around.

The sign collecting is new, as of the last
couple of months anyway. He wheels my old red wagon behind him
through the streets, stacking signs on top of each other like he’s
lost the child that once bumped around carefree in the back. He
drags them home with the belief that he’s saving them from
something, but I’m not sure what that is. It’s a sign, not a
pet.

In the kitchen, I slip the last piece of
stale bread into the toaster as I analyze the sign my dad’s
currently wiping down with a wad of paper towels. Covered in
frosted donuts in an array of bright colors, it looks like it
belongs, or belonged, to a donut shop I’m not familiar with.

“You get that one around here?” I gesture to
the sign while I check my reflection in the toaster to see if my
bangs have stayed as high as I had them before I left the bathroom.
The half a can of Aqua Net I used better not be failing me already.
I give one last smudge to the dark brown makeup I strategically
blended on either side of my nose—hoping to create the illusion
that it’s smaller—and glance back at my dad.

A lit cigarette hangs from his mouth, and
the cherry draws dangerously close to his lips, threatening to add
to the scars already peppered across them. One of the paper towels
dangling from his hands has the word Oprah scribbled across
it. My mom, along with every woman on my block, has been obsessed
with Oprah Winfrey’s talk show since its debut about a year
ago.

Every night before bed, she writes herself a
note so she doesn’t forget to tape the show before she leaves for
work the next morning even though she’d never forget. Oprah is as
ingrained in her morning ritual as brushing her teeth. Stacked on
top of our dusty coffee table like giant dominoes waiting to topple
are VHS tapes designated for only the recording of Oprah. My mom
says Oprah’s going to pave the way for women in this country to
stop being made to feel less than men. If Oprah wants to take that
on, we’re all ready for it—well, us women. It’s pretty stupid that
it’s 1987 and someone still has to pave the way for women to fight
for equality, but it’s not surprising.

“I think this one came from McGee Street,”
he murmurs around the cigarette, answering my question without
looking at me.

On the one hand, it’s a relief he didn’t
stay up all night taking something apart, but on the other hand,
McGee’s almost three miles away. He’s going farther and farther
from our neighborhood, and it’s nagging at me like a hangnail that
won’t heal. The last time he went through one of his episodes he
took my Walkman apart.

Waking one morning before school, I found it
in pieces and my brand-new Run-DMC tape unwound all over the living
room floor. He claimed he needed a part from it so he could fix the
electric can opener my mom bought at a garage sale. The can opener
hadn’t needed fixing. If it had, he certainly wouldn’t have known
how to fix it. Also, who gives a crap about an electric can opener?
The manual one we have works fine.

There’s no way to rationalize with him when
he believes something to be true even when it isn’t. And being mad
at my dad means nothing when his brain decides to take a journey
away from reality. His mind comes at things prepared to battle
whatever it is he sees must be fixed or changed, and it’s
overwhelming to say the least.

“Dad, you can’t keep stealing people’s
signs. We have plenty now. Okay?”

I start buttering my toast, looking around
for my Converse. Man, I miss the days when we had actual food in
the house, and I could whip up an omelet. I can make the perfect
omelet thanks to my culinary classes at school, but all we have is
bread.

“Aren’t you late for school?”

His unwashed hair hangs down in his face. He
gives his head a small shake to clear his line of vision, but he
still doesn’t look at me.

“Please tell me that you filled out the
applications Mom left you?”

I pilfer through the signs piled on the
kitchen table, trying to remember where she put them. My dad gives
me a sideways glance. He’s afraid I’m messing up his signs.
Avoiding a lecture from him that’ll make zero sense and further my
anger at this mess, I give up on looking.

My mom spends her weekends scouring the
newspaper, trying to find a job for Dad that doesn’t involve him
dealing with people. There’s one open for a night janitor at a
plastics plant that would be perfect.

“I’m not cleaning someone’s floors. We’re
doing fine.”

He starts wiping down another sign.

You won’t clean floors for money, but you’ll
clean someone’s sign for free.

“Fine? We’re not close to fine. You’ve been
unemployed for over six months, and we’re running out of money.
Mom’s pay from the daycare isn’t enough. We can’t keep this
up.”

I spot my shoes and rush to slip them on.
He’s right. I’m late.

“I’m going to get a job. I’ve just been
busy.”

He takes another cigarette from the pack on
the kitchen counter while stuffing the one he was smoking in a can
of RC Cola. As the cigarette butt sizzles, meeting its doom in a
puddle of backwash at the bottom of the can, I take a deep
breath.

“Dad, hoarding signs isn’t an acceptable
reason to blow off finding a job. It’s time to get on with
things.”

Any reasonable person would know this, but
I’m not dealing with reasonable. It’s clear my well-intended
attempt to motivate him to get a job is failing again this
morning.

“Please just find the application and fill
it out, for Mom at least. Oh, and don’t forget I’m working after
school.”

“You work too much. How are you getting all
your homework done if you’re always at work?”

He still hasn’t made eye contact with me
this morning, and that bothers me. I want to look into his
coal-black eyes at least once a day so I can see if the dad I
know—aside from this man in front of me given to delusional
thinking and being held hostage by his mind—is still in there. I
need to see a healthy version of him that will make me feel better
about my life and not this version that scares me for him. It’s
like he’s no longer running the show and his brain made other plans
without his knowledge.

I ignore his question. He’ll forget about it
once I leave for school anyway. He likes that I work at Dom’s deli,
but he hates when I’m not home at night—as if he pays attention
when I’m here. Being Italian is important to him, and he thinks us
Litalis should only work for ourselves or for another Italian
family. He also uses this as an excuse not to get a job himself. As
if the newspaper employment ads will state if the owner is
Italian.

The reason I work at an Italian deli has
nothing to do with me being a Litali and everything to do with my
best friend Nessa’s family owning the shop, and the fact that I
want to run a restaurant myself someday, but he can think what he
wants. Nessa’s dad loves teaching me family recipes, especially
since Nessa has zero interest in cooking.

“I’ll see what Dom will let me bring home to
eat tonight, but don’t count on it.”

I don’t know why I bother telling him this.
When he gets this way he barely eats enough to keep an infant
alive. Quickly, I give his rough, stubble face a kiss and forgo
cramming all my books into my backpack. Gathering them off the
counter, I head out the door. This house is suffocating me, and I
need air.

****

The journey to school sucks without my
Walkman. I never realized how much I depended on LL Cool J to keep
me company until now.

“The higher the bangs, the more refined the
woman,” Nessa says, walking to meet me on the sidewalk outside the
school.

She’s wearing a black pleather skirt and a
thin white sweater that’s cinched at her waist with a thick black
belt. Her hoop earrings are so big she looks like she has bracelets
hanging from her ears. There isn’t a day that goes by that she
doesn’t look immaculate.

Not sure why she wants to be seen with me,
but I guess that’s true friendship.

“The higher the bangs, the smaller the
nose,” I say, giving a quick tap to the giant banana perched on my
face. I know I should embrace my looks, but I don’t.

“Let me just say for the millionth time, I
love your nose. You wouldn’t be Etta without that nose. How many
times must I remind you of this?”

She digs through her purse, pulling out an
assortment of lipsticks.

“Easy for you to say. You’ve somehow escaped
the nose,” I retort.

“I don’t understand your point. You’re
beautiful, so don’t be dumb,” she says in a snotty but uplifting,
respectful way.

She knows I have my grandpa’s nose, and I
seriously hate it. My dad tells me I’m blessed
with the Litali nose, and I need to be proud of it. That’s easy for
a man to say. No girl wants the nose of all her male descendants. I
already smell like meatballs and olive salad working at the deli. I
don’t need this nose to prove I come from an Italian. I have no
idea how my grandma Litali can spend hours peeling garlic for aglio
e olio and still smell like her rose perfume. I can’t seem to scrub
off the smell of Dom’s marinara.

“I’m stressing myself out. I heard from his
third hour yesterday that Mr. Frey’s history test is going to be a
nightmare, and of course I have it first hour,” I say.

“I took it yesterday, and you’ll ace it as
usual. You always have a meltdown for absolutely no reason at all.
You must calm yourself.”

Nessa’s balancing her books in one arm while
she applies purple lipstick to her already bright pink lips. I
swear that girl was born with lipstick on. It’s a part of who she
is.

“Seriously, though, I have to haul balls and
try to cram my study guide before the test.”

I don’t mention that I didn’t study because
I was busy trying to clean up the ever-growing mess of clutter that
my dad has spewed all over the house. Cleaning—while trying to hide
that you’re cleaning—is almost impossible. You can only stack signs
in so many places before you give up trying to look organized and
let the hoarding take over.

“Look out, here come the beautiful people in
all their idiotic glory,” Nessa says, putting one hand on her hip
and pretending to buff her plum-painted nails to show the clique of
rich kids moving toward us that she’s as regal as she portrays
herself to be.

Nessa was the first person I met when I
moved here freshman year after my mom could no longer explain my
dad’s illness to the neighbors. Dad losing one job after another
didn’t help us either, and Mom thought a change of atmosphere would
help—it didn’t. Nessa walked right up to my locker on the first day
of school with her bright lips, slid her sunglasses down her face,
and said, “Let me just say, it’s your lucky day. I happen to be the
only one with any smarts at this school.” We’ve been inseparable
ever since. I guess I felt chosen in a way by Nessa.

There are ten kids in this beautiful-people
group, and they go everywhere together. I’ve always wondered if
they’re all dating each other. They don’t hang out with anyone
else. It’s like they have their own little cult going. They move in
a pack like ducklings following their mama only to break apart for
class. I’m surprised they didn’t demand to be in the same classes,
if that’s a thing that can be demanded.

“Nice lipstick, Va-nes-sa,” one of the
blonde girls says as she pushes past us in an attempt to show
authority.

“Thank you, I know. It’s absolutely gorgeous
on me,” Nessa says in a voice sizzling with snark and
confidence.

These girls aren’t sure how to react to
Nessa. She takes every insult as a compliment, leaving them with
their eyes wide and mouths open like someone just slapped their
beautiful faces, and I can’t help but feel proud.

Clearly struggling to
balance the load I’m holding, I try to ignore them so I can stay
off their radar of insults while I pull out the study guide wedged
in between my algebra and history books. All my books end up
crashing to the ground and land with an embarrassingly loud
thwack. So much for
going unnoticed.

“Great, just freakin’ great,” I say under my
breath as I bend down to gather the array of papers and books
splayed out across the sidewalk.

Crouching on the ground, I wish I was
invisible. I can feel the crowd of kids looming above me like I’m a
bug and they’re deciding on whether or not they should smash me or
let me live unscathed another day. Someone kneels beside me, and
it’s not Nessa. The black-and-white pair of checkered Vans is the
first indication, because Nessa is never in tennis shoes, but my
stress is too overwhelming right now to see who it is. It’s a vibe
you get when you know you should be nervous but, for a second,
you’re not sure why.

“Here, let me help,” he says and gathers up
my books.

This has to be the voice of one of the guys
I just saw walking with the pack of beautiful people that Nessa is
busy standing here loathing.

“Really, Jordan? I’m sure she can manage,” a
girl whines from above.

“Why don’t you, I don’t know, piss off,”
Nessa says to the blonde girl with blue eye shadow she calls Spacey
Stacey, who’s always the mama duck. Nessa’s not afraid of
confrontation, and these kids bring it out in her full force.

“It’s cool. I got it,” I say, grabbing my
books from him and feeling like a total spaz as the dampness of
sweat collects under my bra. My body’s going into some sort of
embarrassment overdrive, and I’m desperately trying to act
cool.

For a moment, I look right at his mouth. I
don’t mean to stare, but fear keeps me from looking any further up
his face. He breaks into a grin, and I see that his bottom row of
teeth are all slightly crooked, giving his smile a bit of a slant
on one side. I ponder for a second why this rich kid never had
braces. He clearly needs them. I snap out of it.

“You sure?” he asks in such a kind way that
I get the courage to look up to his eyes, which are now level with
mine. They’re chestnut with olive-green streaks throughout, and
they crinkle downward at the corners when he smiles wider at me. We
stare at each other for a second longer than necessary, and
everyone notices.

“I’m sure, thanks.”

I stand up, trying to disregard the fact
that we’re being gawked at by the whole sidewalk.

“Frey’s test is brutal, by the way,” he
says, handing me the crumpled study guide I was looking for in the
first place.

“I heard the same,” I say softly so only he
can hear me.

“Frey’s test is easy for those of us with
half a brain,” Nessa says, lowering her eyes and shooting him the
same look of superiority she’s giving the girls.

“Wow, can we go now?” one of the girls says
as Spacey Stacey leads the group forward again.

Nessa blows a long, slow bubble with her gum
and salutes them all with a perfectly manicured middle finger as
they go.

The first bell rings, and I start toward the
building like a greyhound taking off at the beginning of a race.
Nessa begins her commentary on why Spacey Stacy is such a lowlife
and tries to keep up with me as we go in. I glance back to the
sidewalk, and Jordan’s still standing in the same spot he was when
I walked off. He raises his hand in a goodbye, and I bolt through
the school door without waving back.

“Can I ask what exactly that charade was all
about?” Nessa asks, just as curious as I am about it.

“What? You mean Jordan?” I try to play it
off before she makes a whole drama about it.

“Well, yes, Jordan. It was like you were
both in some sort of hypnotic trance. Were you not?”

Even Nessa saw what passed between us—it
wasn’t just me.

“Okay, can you please not make a big deal
over nothing? He was just … I guess, being nice and helping me
out.”

“Hmmm … helping you out? Let me tell you,
that group doesn’t help anyone out.”

“Obviously they do,” I say while once again
searching for my study guide in the stack of now-disheveled books
in my arms.

“Please don’t get me started about the royal
pain in my backside they’ve all been my entire life,” she says.

“I didn’t get you started. You did that
yourself.”

I don’t know why Nessa lets these kids get
to her. Everyone else in this school just acts as if they don’t
exist. It’s not like they’d let anyone into their clique anyway.
They seem untouchable in all ways.

“Well, aren’t you just a Sally smart mouth
this morning?”

She looks annoyed but has a smirk on her
face.

“I am indeed.”

I stick my hand out and blow her a kiss as I
turn to go into class.

****

The first half of my day proves to be much
better than it starts out. Mr. Frey is out sick, and his sub can’t
seem to find the test she’s supposed to give us. It’s obvious the
three football players laughing in the back of my class while she
goes through every desk drawer, flustered and muttering to herself,
had something to do with it. Normally this would irritate me, but
today it saves my ass.

She eventually gives up and digs a book out
of her purse, with her hair coming undone and her blouse untucked
like she’s finished wrestling a pen of hogs. She tells us to do
whatever we want as long as we don’t leave our seats, mumbling that
they don’t pay her enough to deal with this kind of crap. This act
of test betrayal from my classmates brings me time to study, and I
can’t be more grateful, even if the guys who did this are misfits
who couldn’t care less if they pass the class or not.

****

My mind wanders as I sit with Nessa at our
usual lunch table. Picking at my cold cheeseburger, I skim the
crowd. The beautiful people are in my lunch shift, and I’d be lying
to myself if I didn’t admit I was looking to see if Jordan’s
sitting in the back with his friends at their usual table.

“Who is it, may I ask, that you’re looking
for?” Nessa says, moving her face into my line of vision.

“Just looking,” I say, turning my attention
back to my lunch.

I flip my long, dark hair behind my back,
ignoring her persistent glower at me, and grab a French fry from my
plate. I’m normally starving by lunch due to the fact that my house
only has stale bread and some meat that Dom lets me bring home from
the deli. I swear my parents live off cigarettes and RC Cola most
of the time. Today, though I want to eat, I have too many
distractions.

Why can’t I get Jordan and this morning off
my mind? He has never been on my radar before. I don’t really have
a radar, to be honest. There are plenty of guys that should
probably catch my attention, but none of them have ever excited me
enough to care. I’m too frazzled worrying about the bills at home
and my dad to have the strength to deal with a boyfriend.

It’s not as if a guy like
him would be remotely interested in a girl like me. I don’t think
I’m selling myself short or anything. It’s just that he’s rich, and
I’m a broke girl that doesn’t fit the mold of his blonde, blue-eyed
crowd. I mean, I’m wearing black jeans and my Dom’s on
8th work shirt, not clothes from the Gap like his crew wears.
Maybe I’m being a total idiot for thinking about him. This morning
was just some weird fluke, and I’m being that girl. The girl that
makes something out of nothing because a guy was nice to her for
ten seconds. Gross.

“Let me just say, I know what you’re doing
and you’d be better off just letting it go.”

Nessa finally breaks her stare and takes one
of my fries, gracefully placing it in her mouth as if she’s eating
a million-dollar truffle.

You’d never guess that
Nessa lives above a deli on 8th Street. She acts like
she grew up in Beverly Hills. She reminds me of Goldie Hawn’s
character from the movie Overboard
when she lives at the dump house but still acts
uppity as all hell. Nessa says she’s going to be a fashion designer
and someday all these stuck-up kids will bow down to her. It’s
awesome she has goals, but I don’t see this happening—the bow-down
part, I mean.

“There’s nothing to let go of. I get it,
okay? I was curious about him, that’s all.”

“What’s there to be curious about? He’s a
well-to-do brat who hangs out with a collection of stuck-up, overly
confident richies who think they have more power than God.”

“Just because his parents are loaded doesn’t
mean he’s a brat.” I have no clue why I’m having this conversation
with her. Nessa will never change her mind about any of them. And
it doesn’t matter if she does. Jordan and I aren’t even close to
being a thing.

“I’ve known him since elementary school, and
he’s never given me the time of day,” Nessa says as if that fact
bothers her.

“So that makes him a horrible person?”

“Well, yes, who could resist the charms of a
girl like me?”

She starts laughing and bats her eyelashes
at me.

“You’re seriously too much sometimes.”

I laugh and throw one of my fries at
her.

“Of course I am.”

She catches the fry in her hand before it
has a chance to hit her shirt and leave a grease stain.

Standing up, I gather my stuff so I can be
early to fifth hour. I have a lab in physics today, and I’m ready
for this one, but I still want to get there early.

“Let me guess, you want to get to class
ahead of time to set up the lab test? Why must you be such an
overachiever? Do you really think you need to ace physics to
fulfill your dreams as a chef someday? I think not.”

Nessa’s looking in her compact mirror,
checking her makeup for the third time in ten minutes.

“Umm, you should talk, and yes I do, so
let’s go.”

I look at her and impatiently tap my foot,
waiting for her to stop un-smudging her heavy eyeliner which hasn’t
changed since this morning.

She snaps her compact shut. “Fine, let’s get
it over with. I suppose grades are going to be needed for my future
endeavors as well.”

The closest trash can is in the middle of
the cafeteria, and I go to dump the lunch I’ll regret not eating
later. I stiffen the second I see him. He’s looking right at me,
but this time he glances away first. Am I imagining all this?
Somehow, I know there’s something more going on with him, but I’m
not sure what or why.

It seems impossible. It scares me. I like
it.


Chapter Two

 


“Julietta, we need capicola,” Nessa’s dad,
Dom, bellows at me from the front of the store as if I’m a million
miles away.

“Are you telling me or asking me?” I ask
him, leaning my head around the corner where he’s talking with
Nessa and her mom, using his arms and hands more than his mouth to
get his point across.

“What kind of question is that? We need
capicola like I just said,” he hollers back.

Italian men can make a
statement sound like a question, and only they can understand the
difference, which is exactly how they want it. Wandering up front,
I see him balancing on a step ladder, erasing the dinner special
from the chalk board with the irritation of a schoolteacher erasing
a bad word. His round, hairy belly that reveals his love for pasta
pokes out from the bottom of his Dom’s on 8th shirt as he raises his
arm to write a new special. Considering what to write, he’s
grumbling to himself.

“We can’t have capicola on special when your
uncles come in to my shop and gobble it all up.” He says this to
Nessa, but he’s giving her mom the side eye.

“You can easily solve this by putting salami
panini on special,” Nessa says, ignoring her dad’s gripes while
continuing to stock to-go sacks under the counter.

He looks down at me from the ladder. “Go
run, see if we have more salami or pepperoni in back.”

Scurrying to the back, I see we’re fully
stocked on all meat except the capicola, obviously.

“We have plenty of both,” I holler, glad to
be in the back away from the family irritability that’s not mine to
deal with. I have enough of my own.

Nessa comes to the back and drops a white
paper bag on the counter in front of me with a groan of annoyance.
“My ma has given me orders to send this home with you.”

Lifting the sack, I peek inside. It’s
leftover cinnamon-and-sugar zeppole from this morning. Her mom
knows I love her donuts—the whole city does. I’ve almost perfected
her recipe, but I seem to be missing something that I can’t put my
finger on.

“She thinks you’re looking too thin,” Nessa
says when she sees my delight.

“Looking thin? Don’t think so.” I glance
down at my body. Maybe I’ve lost a few pounds. It’s not like we own
a scale at home to check.

“Let me tell you, unless you have to
unfasten the top button of your jeans, she thinks you need to eat
more. I’ve been battling this woman and her food pushing my whole
life. I can’t be a famous designer if I can’t fit into my own
tailor-made pants. She’ll never get it.”

I laugh at her because this is very true.
Grandma Litali is the same way. When I was little she would refill
my plate before I finished eating the first helping. Standing over
me with a sauce-splattered apron on, she’d gesture for me to eat up
like it was my last meal and she was responsible for making sure I
was good and stuffed before I met my maker.

“Don’t forget we’re going to the mall Friday
night,” she says, dishing pasta salad into little plastic
containers.

“For what? It’s not like I have any money to
spend,” I say.

“Must I remind you that we get paid Friday,
and I’m in need of some new boots? I’d appreciate it if you’d
partake in some new shoes as well and get rid of those ghastly
black Converse.”

She narrows her eyes at my shoes as if
they’ve personally offended her just by being on my feet.

“First of all, my Converse are awesome.
Second, my whole paycheck’s going to the water bill at home.” I
give her a quick glance, sucking in a breath. “I don’t want to talk
about it.”

“Well, that’s absolutely absurd.” She gives
me a sympathetic smile. “Has your father secured employment yet?
Had any successful interviews?”

Sometimes I want to scream
at Nessa for the way she speaks. Can’t she just ask if he found a
job without all the secured
employment babble? I
want to say, “Look at your surroundings. We’re not on Rodeo Drive
right now.” I understand she’s just trying to be somebody she’s
not, in the hopes that someday she’ll be a different, better
version of who she is today.

I can’t fault somebody for wanting to be
better as long as it doesn’t come with judgment of others—the
beautiful people have that judgmental arrogance nailed. Nessa isn’t
judging me. She’s worrying about me, and I know her well enough to
be certain of that.

“I don’t think he’s looking. He’s going
through one of his … you know … like his mood issues.”

I can never figure out how
to explain to anyone what my dad goes through. He can be fine for a
couple of months and then, wham, he enters crazy town. He’s always
sort of depressed, but when he gets into what I call
his episodes it’s just
too much for anyone to comprehend, including myself.

“Income issues aside, you need to join me at
the mall. I’ve been dying to see what the shops are considering for
their winter lines.”

“It’s the local mall, not Bloomingdale’s,
Ness. I wouldn’t get your hopes up.”

She slops the rest of the pasta salad into
the last container and says, “Either way you’re coming with
me.”

“Yeah, maybe. We’ll see.”

“Maybe? No, I think not. You’re going.” With
that declaration of bossiness, she gathers all the containers of
salad in her arms and takes them to the fridge, sashaying her hips
side to side like she’s on a runway.

During dinner rush we have a line going out
the door and trailing down the sidewalk for a solid hour. I want to
pop my head out and say to the line of customers waiting, “Hello,
everyone, this isn’t the line for concert tickets. It’s just salads
and sandwiches.” Dom’s in his element when we get this busy. He
yells orders to us and talks a mile a minute to all his customers
like a politician on election night, shaking hands as customers
move down the line.

Flat-out exhausted at closing time, I trudge
up front with the mop while Nessa and Dom close up the back room.
The bell to the front door rings, and I’m beyond irritated that
someone is coming in this late.

“Sorry, we closed at…”

I’m suddenly immobilized when I turn to see
who the customer is that’s now going to derail my efforts to get
out of here at a decent time. Standing in the empty shop, looking
as out of place as a pan of lasagna in a Chinese restaurant, is
Jordan. He smiles slowly like he’s unsure how to read my reaction
right now. God only knows what the look of surprise on my face is
telling him—I don’t have a clue what it would be telling me and
it’s my face. His eyes
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