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PART ONE

War!  No images of life without it existed in his memory. By the time he was five years old, he thought it was normal; the terror was normal, the hunger was normal, most of all, the awful stupidity was normal.

He couldn’t say he remembered it any more than he could say he could swim through cotton.  Still, there were shadows, there were remnants of things that could have been memories or maybe they were scenes he had conjured up post facto from descriptions oft repeated by Mamma over the years.

He thought he remembered the cries of a baby that went on an on filling his whole world and then there was only silence and a pair of eyes, listless…haunting.

Giordano was linked to that baby for they were more than brothers; they were joined by the magic of one name. He should have been named Giordano Bruno, a name with which Mamma had fallen in love—only for the sound of it—only for its uniqueness.  It wasn’t until the day of the Christening that she learned it had been the name of a notorious rebel, a Dominican heretic who would not bend to the teaching of the church, who thought that only the ignorant could take the bible literally. For this, for thinking the universe was infinite, for claiming that Truth was lost in the shadow of ideas and other ‘follies’, he had to be burned alive at the stake on the very spot, they say, Piazza dei Fiori in Rome, where his statue has been erected.  There he stands, facing west, his back toward the sun, in symbolic defiance of those who would regiment free thought.

Mamma, never one to defy or question authority, especially the church’s complied but with a touch of pragmatism, he became Giordano and the baby that was born thirteen months after him got the other part of the name: Bruno.

“Soldiers came from the sea, Croatians, Slaves, Italian, who knew?” Mamma told the story.  “They came and stripped the farms.  When the silos and the warehouses were empty; they raided the attics and the cellars of the people.  Suddenly, food that had been so plentiful became scarce and more valuable than gold.  My milk dried up.”

Later, when he learned about the link between a mother’s diet and milk production, these words acquired their proper meaning but until then, he felt guilt and shame as if he had robbed Bruno of his nourishment, like the parasitic twin who consumes his weaker twin in utero, he felt responsible for starving his other half to death.

TRIESTE
CHAPTER ONE
June, one month before my fourth birthday 

Later, it will be hot but as I wake, I am glad for the sheet that covers me.  A cool breeze and stripes of golden sunshine enters the room through semi-open shutters that reveal a cloudless sky outside.  I stretch, close my eyes and float into my special featureless room, a habit that is somehow related to the prayers that Nonna
 obliges me to recite every night except that this ritual is my own invention, it takes me to my place; a place I enter freely and secretly.  Without any expectation, without examining the implications, more like Nonna polishing the silver to keep the tarnish off, I enter that room and relive each moment, counting off each detail in my imaginary rosary to fix it in my memory—to keep it mine.  

There are two identical scenes, or maybe just spaces without walls or floors or even furniture except the branda
 on which he sits, in the first.  He is angry, arguing with someone I cannot see.  I sit next to him on the bed while he wraps olive green strips of fabric over his high brown boots.  He wares a soldier’s uniform; a gun hangs from his belt on one side, a bayonet on the other.  I rest my head on his lap and recognize the scent of moist wool.  I am aware of the fabric’s thickness, its scratchiness against my cheek, the weight of his hand as he caresses my head, and most of all, of a feeling of total contentment.  

The next scene could be part of the same scene or of another, the time could be the same or another . . . I do not know.  His uniform is the same and, although he is again or still angry, it has nothing to do with me.  I dance around him and he is so tall, I can dance between his legs without stooping.  Under the uniform, his legs are like tree trunks.  Ignoring the sounds of anger, I sing to myself and dance around Papa.

From the kitchen, the sound of Ima’s voice breaks into my thoughts.  My sister is almost two years older than I, and the only person in the world that I am sure—absolutely sure—knows everything. She goes on and on in her high-pitched enthusiastic voice.  I can’t make out her words but every once in a while, Nonna joins in with a low, monosyllabic response making it sound more like a harmonized song than a conversation. The air is filled with the smell of coffee and freshly baked bread.  Hungry, I jump out of bed and go skipping into the kitchen.  

“At last, dormenzona
,” Nonna pretends to be angry.  “It’s about time you got up.”

Ima, wearing a flowered-skirt with ruffled suspenders and a white blouse, is sitting at the table finishing her bread.  The empty shell of a soft-boiled egg lies discarded in front of her.  I climb on the chair facing her, kick her with my bare feet and she responds playfully without interrupting her song with Nonna.  Her hair is arranged into two long braids that loop and tie on each side of her face with pink bows that match the flowers of her skirt.  Red ringlets, that refuse the dominance of the braids, encircle her face and reflect the sun with a circle of fire.

“Do I have a halo too?” I ask.  When Ima does not answer, I reach across the table and poke her to get her attention.  “Do I have a halo too?”  I ask loudly.

Ima looks at me with the tolerance one might show an intrusive puppy.  “You ask the silliest questions!”

Nonna distracts me by placing a cup of milk flavored with coffee and sugar and a slice of fragrant, still warm-from-the-oven bread in front of me.  I eat swinging my legs happily while Nonna punctures the ends of an egg with a needle, drops it in a pan of water and puts it over the burner.  

The kitchen is big, painted pale blue and uncluttered by furniture.  A table and four chairs are in the center and by one wall there is a credenza, Zio
 Gianni, made long ago, that holds Nonna’s china and cooking utensils.  Everything else tucks up neatly into the walls behind discreet little doors.  Two windows, with wide-open shutters, face Via San Marco below.

After making a hole large enough for a spoon at the top, Nonna stands up my egg in a shot glass.  Suddenly, the morning silence is shattered by a terrible, screeching siren.  She rushes to the window, “Cosa xe ‘sta sirena
?” she calls out to someone below.

I cannot hear the answer, but I can see fear in Nonna’s face when she turns.  Without explanation, she grabs Ima and me by the hand and drags us out into the hallway and down the stairs.  It is impossible for me to keep up with her.  The best I can do is hang from her arm, move my feet to keep from falling, and do my best to keep the egg, that I just managed to grab off the table, from breaking.

The foyer is crowded with people.  They are all screaming, or crying, or calling on the saints, the Virgin . . . God.  Gina, from upstairs, is leaning out of the back window, bouncing with excitement, and pointing as she counts, “Cuatro, otto, dodici
. . .”  Her mother, Neva, pulls her off the sill and quickly closes and locks the heavy wooden shutters.  

Angelo, from the apartment on the first floor, is trying to calm his mother without success, while Sergio, the baker, fights to slide the iron bolt that locks the front door.  A few people I do not know are in our foyer; one, a woman wearing a dress with large bright flowers on a black background, fights to keep Sergio from locking the doors.  “Let me out.  My children are alone.  Let me go.  What will they do?  They are alone,” she screams.

Then it begins . . . high-pitched whizzing sounds followed by explosions.  I feel the explosions in my ears, on my skin, in the shaking of the ground beneath me.  A terror I cannot describe paralyzes me.   The air thickens with dust and all around, people are out of control; their faces are the faces of monsters.  I clutch at Nonna in panic.

Someone starts banging on the door.  As Sergio and a strange man open it to let an old man in, the woman in the black dress tries to rush out but the force of a new explosion slams her against the doorjamb and she stands there, immobile.   Her right-arm is gone; in its place, there is only the torn remnant of an empty sleeve.  Blood pours out of the hole like water pouring out of a faucet that has been turned on full force.  It is funny.  I am sure it is meant to be funny.  Like a scene from a marketplace puppet show, it means to make me laugh.  

An explosion that seems to come from over our heads shakes the walls.  Great chunks of handrail, stone blocks and cans of food come rolling down the stairs.  A crack opens in the wall, in front of us, and moves like lightning.  Plaster crumbles, stones split apart and topple over.  I am frightened by the noise; by the way people’s faces look–frozen in that moment–by the screams, by the panic in Nonna’s eyes.

Long after, when the screaming has changed to moaning and sobbing, the explosions stop.  While some people remove the rubble that blocks the door, others help us climb out of it.  Incredibly, outside it is still morning; the sky is still blue; the sun is still shining, but the familiar street is gone.  Along San Marco, buildings are broken. The street is scarred with craters and littered with rocks of all sizes.   Dust, like tick fog, hangs over everything.  People run in every direction, calling out to each other, asking questions the answers to which nobody seems to know, while men wearing helmets and arm bands, blow whistles and wave their arms around like crazy band leaders.  Angelo pulls his mother out of the house and drags her along as he runs.  I stare in horror at the thing, wedged between stones, which looks like the carcasses that hang in butcher shops, except for the black fabric with bright flowers that partially covers and identifies it.  Sergio picks me up and Nonna runs after him pulling Ima by the hand behind her.

We enter a dark and damp tunnel.  Once we are well inside and the day and sun are far behind, we find an empty spot and sit.  Nobody is screaming or praying anymore.  “Nonna,” I take her hand and shake it.  “Make it stop; make it go away.  I want to go home.  I didn’t finish my breakfast.”  Nonna looks through me while tears stream silently down her cheeks.

CHAPTER SEVEN
Trieste - 1947

Trieste, an ancient city, with roots that go back to 2000 B.C. lies at the top of the Adriatic Sea.  It is built on steep hills that reach down with slender green fingers into the Gulf of Trieste and Muggia.  Rome came to Tergeste
 in 52 B.C. and left her souvenirs, the Teatro Romano, the Arco Riccardo, patrician villas, and the original Temple with its symbols of the capitolian triad, Jove, Juno and Minerva on whose ruins San Giusto was built in the sixth century.  Later, the Hapsburgs added the San Giusto castle with its fortifications that overlooked the entire coast the same year as Columbus crossed the Atlantic in his search for a new route to India. 

From the hill of San Giusto, the city stretches downward to the shipyards in the Gulf of Muggia on one side, and the ports on the Gulf of Trieste on the other displaying the city framed within its walls and the immense sky.  To the north, the Friulian Alps thrust their naked stony peaks into the sky like fists that challenge the gods themselves.  

Her people are proud and independent, owing their allegiance to the city, cherishing their own red flag with a fleur-de-lis at its center above the nation’s tri-color or longing for there half millennium past when Trieste’s importance rested on being the only access to the sea for the Hapsburgs of Austria-Hungary.  Triestini speak a Venetian dialect mingled with Slovak, Croatian, and German words.  Their slogan, “viva la e p’o bon”
 reflects their attitude toward life; gay and exuberant, refusing to be affected by history and the greed of nations who have tried to lay claim on her territory over the centuries.

There’s one year ...  I have one year in this enchanted city, a year in which to gather the treasures that will sustain me a lifetime.  I rummage for the riches from the elements that surround me: the song of a marketplace peddler hawking his wares, the crowing of a rooster at dawn, a velvety Stella Alpina
 growing out of rocks high atop the mountains, an Aria coming from a neighborhood tenor’s open window, a ride on the handlebars of a bicycle …  I gather all the jewels and hoard them away in a treasure chest of memory.

A dormitory, renamed il Cameròn (the big room), in what used to be the boy’s orphanage on Via Del’Istria, right next to the girl’s orphanage in which we lived, is home now.  

Ima is back to her old, energetic, talkative self, but there is a new distance between us.  She is bored with my “sickness” and hates to sit still with me.  Her favorite game is still bandiera, a sort of tag game, but she also loves to test her bravery with the other children. One of their games terrifies me.  They run full speed toward the wall at the bottom of the property and just before reaching it jump and push off the slanted top to the ground again.  I never play that game because I know I will miscalculate and instead of landing on the wall, I will sail right over it and crash down into the tracks thirty feet below.  Ima’s friends tease me and call me a coward: “Alessandra, salamandra, la ga  paura, la ga paura
,” they chide.

 Now that Nonna took me out of the hospital, I seem incapable of adapting; rather, 

I appear to have an absolute knack of doing or saying the wrong thing.  Take my first communion, for example.  Ima received her first communion and confirmation together a couple of years ago when I was still in the orphanage or the hospital.  “She looked like a Saint,” Nonna reminded me constantly.  She had named my sister well; her Immacolata looked just like a Saint.  More than anything I wanted to hear Nonna say I looked like a saint on my day too.  In preparation, therefore, I studied the statues in church and imitated their expressions when I was alone.

Not until I saw the pictures Zio Piero took of me in church and during the long procession did I see how stupid I looked.  Everybody must have been laughing.

“Mamma is gone but if she comes back, I’ll kick her like this.” I say and kick the dust under my feet.  “I hate her and if she comes here, I’ll make her go away.”  I am pleased with myself because this time, I am not going to betray Nonna.  I’ll show Ima that I can be loyal too.  “She’s a puttana,” I continue, “and she ran away.”

“Is that true, Marina, Ima’s friend asks her in disbelief?

“Yes, it’s true,” I continue.  “And we don’t know anything about where she went.  She wrote a letter once, but Nonna sent it back without opening it.” Ima nudges me, and I continue encouraged.  Ima bursts into tears and starts to run.

I follow her into the apartment in time to see her run tearfully into Nonna’s arms.  “I’m so ashamed,” she sobs.  “Sandra was talking about Mamma.”  She says between hiccups.  “She went on and on even after I tried to make her stop.”

I stand in open-mouthed surprise.  Did I say the wrong thing again?

“I hate it,” she continues.  “Everybody will know.  Sandra told my friends that Mamma is a puttana and that she ran away.  I’m so ashamed.”

“There, there,” Nonna comforts smoothing her hair.  She dries Ima’s tears, and kisses her face.  

“Sandra,” Nonna scolds me when Ima has calmed down.  “You must never say anything about our private family affairs to outsiders.  Our family business is our business.  You don’t talk about family business to strangers.  You Never Tell Anyone About the Private Business of the Family.”  She emphasizes each word.  “You don’t, don’t share family secrets with anyone.  Understand?”

I nod in total confusion since I’ve heard Nonna tell stories about my mother to her friends, lots of times.

“Soon we will be going to America where nobody knows us,” she continues.  “There, we will say that your father was killed in the war and that your mother died in a bombardment.  That is what you will say and that is all you will say.  Do you understand?”

On Sunday, Nonna makes us go to the eight o’clock, children’s mass.  San Giacomo is bright with colorful flowers and glittering candles.  I love the smell of incense, but I hate standing with all the children in the side aisle while Nonna kneels watchfully in the nearby pew ready to shoot a withering glance warning of punishment to come if I fidget.  

Nonna doesn’t like Sofia, Zio Gianni’s girlfriend.  As far as I can remember, she has called her Naso (nose) and Naso, in Nonna’s view, is not good enough for her son! “She doesn’t come from healthy stock,” she complains.  “She is not smart, or very attractive.  No, Naso is definitely not good enough.”  

When we get home from church, Nonna starts to question us.  “Was Naso there?  Did Gianni meet her?”  Despite our best efforts, Nonna usually manages to trip us up.  Once the truth is out, Nonna begins her monologue.  “I remember Naso when she was a young girl,” she says somewhere in her soliloquy.  “I used to see her playing with boys at the beach by the cantieri (shipyards).  They would grab her by her culo (ass) and throw her in the water.”

Zio’s protestation that when that particular beach existed Sofia was only two or three years old, and therefore, could not have been the girl Nonna remembers, changes nothing. Nonna’s judgment will not be swayed by facts.

Nonna uses a tazz’anima routine.  Like a housewife chopping parsley on the block, her sharp knife cutting into the soft leaves coming down repeatedly until they turn into paste, so Nonna’s sharp tongue cuts repeatedly into her victim.

Eventually Zio can’t take any more.  The muscles around his jaw start jumping; the veins stand prominently in his temples; his teeth bite down angrily on his lower lip.  “Mamma,” he shouts, “I’m thirty-four years old.”  He almost tears the shirt as he pulls it on angrily, grabs a tie and his jacket and leaves, slamming the door behind him.  Even without Zio there to hear, Nonna continues:  “You’re thirty-four and I’m fifty-nine.”  She declares imperiously.  “Do you think that being thirty-four means you know anything?  My little finger,” she displays her little finger in the air, pointing to it with her thumb, “has more knowledge than you have, in your whole body, despite your thirty-four years.  You were sempio when you were a child, and now you’re a dumb thirty-four-year-old man.  That’s all you’re being thirty-four means to me.”

The focus of her conversation switches from the long‑gone Gianni to some invisible entity.  “He’s thirty-four and, I suppose, that gives him the right to do and say whatever he wants.  Other mothers,” she tells the entity, “are carried around like this,” she raises her hand mimicking a waiter balancing a tray on the palm of his hand. “While all I get is ingratitude.  I sacrificed my life to raise my children, to dream great dreams and harbor great hopes for them.  And, what do they do?  Piero marries that Sciavetta
, Giordano jumps into the gutter with that puttana and now, Gianni, my last hope, wants to throw himself away on that insignificant Naso.”  

She turns her attention to all the sons she has just introduced to the invisible entity.  “None of you have any strength, not a man among you.  Your women drag you around by the nose like trained bulls.  “Dear God,” as she winds down at some point, she starts crying to Him.  “Why are you punishing me?  You took six of my children, you took everything I had, and now you are punishing me with the only two children I have left.  Why am I being punished so cruelly?  What did I do to offend you so?  Other mothers, mothers who did a lot less for their children than I did, are treated with love and respect.  They are carried around like this.”  She illustrates  with the same hand motion as before.  “Why are my sons so ungrateful?  Now, in my old age when my job is finally finished, when I should be free of responsibilities, I’m saddled with this new job.  At my age I have to raise my grandchildren.

“Giordano,” she starts talking to her dead son.  “Why didn’t you listen?  If you had listened to me, you could be here today, married to a good professional woman, raising your children as you were supposed to.  But no, you had to do things your way.  You were ‘in love’ she mimics in a whiny voice.  “You ‘couldn’t live without her.’  You wouldn’t listen to your mother and now your mother has to pay the consequence.  You thought you knew everything.  Look, look at what your arrogance has done to me.”  And she goes on and on while Ima and I try not to listen. 


American soldiers are everywhere.  They are very popular, always smiling and friendly, speaking their mysterious English or trying to communicate with us in bad Italian while generously offering cunga (chewing-gum), which we don’t like, and Hershey bars and Social Tea cookies, which we do.  Nonna doesn’t allow us to accept their gifts.  She thinks that the way they move with children always surrounding them pleading for treats with extended hands makes beggars out of them.  

In autumn, I start first-grade.  I love the polished, dark green desks, the smell of ink, our pleated black taffeta, long-sleeved uniforms trimmed with white linen collars and cuffs that can be removed for washing, the rest is trouble.  I can’t read.  Letters don’t mean anything to me.   They look like squiggles with no pattern that makes any sense.  My knack for memorization helps since the teacher will say the words as she writes them on the blackboard.  Thus, it’s easy to pretend to be reading if she calls on me.  Writing or reading from a book, however, is another story.  We use stick pens and tips.  If I overload my pen with ink, I turn in papers full of blots that I hope will cover up the fact that I don’t know what I’m doing.  My teacher complains that I’m the most sloppy, careless student she has ever seen.  I rather have her think I’m sloppy than have her know I’m stupid.

Inevitably, the day comes when Nonna goes to school for her yearly meeting with our teachers.  She returns furious with me.  Ima has had nothing but praise from the teacher who has been teaching her for the three years she has been in school.  


“Your teacher, Nonna tells Ima, said you are brilliant, helpful, friendly, good‑natured…” 

“Yea, yea, yea.” I think angrily.  Sometimes I get sick of hearing Ima’s praises. 

 According to Nonna, my teacher was puzzled.  “’She pays attention to me when I talk,’” Nonna repeats the conversation.  “’But, when I ask her to read from her book, she never has her place.  Her writing is inexplicable; she doesn’t try at all.  She knows her math tables perfectly, but can’t do a test; she scribbles on the page, she draws pictures.  I think there is something wrong with her.  I’m beginning to think she may be retarded.’

“Well,” Nonna continues.  “I know better than that, so I say: ‘She’s not retarded, she’s devious.  Sandra is sneaky; she’s always up to something.’ I tell her, ‘you can’t trust her. When she looks at you like that, like she’s paying attention? She’s up to something.

“'Have you noticed anything ...wrong?  I don’t know… something unusual.'

“The minute I asked her, she knew.  ‘Come to think of it, Mrs. Vitcovich,’ she said.  ‘I did find some books in the back of the classroom with pages torn out of them.’

“'That’s it,' I told her.”  Nonna says triumphantly.  “That’s what you were doing while pretending to listen so carefully and that’s why you never know what’s going on in class.”  She stares at me with narrowed eyes.

“Did you tear those books?” she asks directly, not wanting to hear anything but a tearful confession.

From habit, I don’t bother defending myself against her accusation.  It wouldn’t do any good, anyhow.

“Did you?” she insists.

I shrug, continuing to stare at the floor, unwilling to confess to something I didn’t do.

“I don’t understand you,” Nonna starts her tazz’anima routine.  “You always do everything your own way.  The Sisters in the orphanage warned me.  They told me that you would give me ‘a lot of yarn to wind’.  You’re wicked; you’re jealous, you’re mean-spirited.  What did you do to Ima’s doll when she brought it to you in the hospital?  You twisted its arms loose!  That was the thanks you gave her.  

You live in a world of your own.  You’re always sneaking around in corners.  You are always alone; you have no friends because nobody likes you.

“Pucha mati
,” she spits.  “You’re just like your mother.  How could you be my Giordano’s daughter?  I wouldn’t be surprised if you were the misbegotten result of one of your mother’s affairs, some cafone’s
 bastard that she passed off to that mona
 son of mine, as his own.”

I don’t say anything; I’ve heard all this before.

“How else can I explain you?” she continues.  “Look at you! You have nothing in common with us.  I think we would all be better off if I put you back in the orphanage.”

Now I cry.  The threat of the orphanage always makes me cry.

“Crocodile tears.”  She says in disgust misunderstanding my tears.

I cry holding my head down.  I’m scared, but even more, I’m angry, and I know I have no right to be angry because I have done things much worse than that about which Nonna knows nothing; like the time I found a dead rat and used it to scare the children in the yard.  Then, not knowing what to do with it, I dropped it into the chimney-like contraption an old washwoman used to fill the laundry barrel below with water.  In that moment I thought it was a great joke.  Only later did I think of the repercussions.  I imagined the washwoman’s horror as I tried to fall asleep.  I saw myself in her place pulling the rat out of the soapy water and starting to scrub it as if it was a piece of laundry.  I imagined my hands trapped in its filthy fur, or the rat boiling with the linens while they become indelibly stained with rat muck.  

Then there was the time I peed on a human skull.

I loved the mystery about the first floor of our building and looked for any excuse to persuade other children to come with me and play hide and seek among the piles of paper and boxes.  The dust was so thick you could see it float in the rays of sunshine that penetrated the dirty windows, giving the air an out-of-focus, almost misty glow.  The place had the musty smell of ancient air, rotting paper, and things I couldn’t identify.  I never had the courage to venture inside alone, but with a group; I was full of bravado.

As we played one day, a shrill scream froze our actions and halted our game.  I ran with the others toward the place from which the scream had come.  There on the ground was a human skull minus its jawbone.  We all stared at it for a long time half hoping it would somehow fade away.  But it remains, solid and immobile.  It was ugly and frightening and, at the same time, fascinating.  I almost expected it to jump up and bite me with its jaw‑less mouth.

“Let’s go,” I say.  “I have to pee.”

“You’re scared, you’re scared,” my companions laughed, happy to have found a crack in my pretended boldness.  

That’s when I did it… to show them.

Nonna laughs at me as I imagine what she would do if she knew how bad I really was.

After Nonna goes to sleep, Ima helps me pack a shoebox full of little treasures.  A rag doll, buttons, scraps of bright cloth, needles and thread . . . in case Nonna was serious about the orphanage.

My worse secret is out; Zio Gianni decided to help me with my schoolwork.  At first, he presumed I was not paying attention, “Stop fidgeting.  Sit still and pay attention.”

I tried with all my might to make sense of the symbols he pointed out, but I couldn’t understand them.  They were meaningless.  


“Tamburo
,” he finally said in desperation.

Now everyone knows the truth.  To my long litany of faults, Nonna can add stupid.  Maybe Nonna is right.  How could her perfect Giordano be my father?  Giordano the language professor, the polyglot, the man who completed his education in half the time required, the man who wrote poetry, who painted.  How could such a man have a daughter like me?  A daughter that is stupid, and ugly, and yes, it’s true, bad.

I want to be good, but I don’t know how.  I wish I was more like Ima, but I’m not.  Ima always knows how to please Nonna, while everything I do makes her mad.  I wish my hair was light and my eyes blue, or at least hazel like Ima’s and that I had her white skin and rosy cheeks.  Most of all, I wish I was as smart as she is.  If I were smart, my faults wouldn’t matter; if I was as smart as she is, I could cover them up too.

After the war ended, Nonno, who had been living in America since Papa was a little boy, asked an American soldier to find out if we had survived.  


By the time Nonna took me out of the hospital, procedures for Ima and my emigration to America along with Nonna were well on their way, but it takes forever.  There are documents on documents to submit, and in between the submission of documents; you wait and wait and wait.  .  “My luck is so bad,” Nonna says, “that if the visa comes through, the ocean will dry up.”

Nonna worries I won’t pass the physical, and if anything shows up on the x-rays, I won’t be allowed to go.  This was probably the reason she took me out of the hospital.  Indeed, she was able to do in less than one year, what the hospital couldn’t, in more than one.  When I was finally examined in Genoa, I passed easily.


They sing a song in Trieste:  “America, America, America, In America voio andar.  Magari a caval d’un bacolo, Ma in America voio andar


Santa Claus comes on December 6.  He brings us candy and paper representations for our presepio.  At Zio Benedetto’s house, he left undershirts and chocolates for us.  Zio Benedetto says it’s easy for Santa to leave presents at his house because he lives in an attic apartment and Santa can just leave our gifts on the roof.  He shows us the skylight where he found our presents.

Zio Benedetto is a shoemaker; one of Mamma’s uncles on her father’s side, and therefore acceptable to Nonna for some reason.  His cluttered apartment doubles as a shop.  Since there is no bathroom, he and his wife use a chamber pot, which sits under the bed.  Thus, the smell of urine blends with the smell of leather and glue.  Nevertheless, I don’t find anything about Zio unpleasant.   I love to visit him.

He hobbles around on a crutch, his crippled left leg in a brace, but that handicap doesn’t keep him from picking me up and squeezing me really tight, while rubbing his prickly beard into my face.  “Struccolo de pomi,” he laughs while I squeal. “Mio bel struccolo de pomi
.”

Zio draws Ima’s and my feet on paper and measures them carefully to make new shoes with which to go to America.  He draws the pattern on heavy brown paper according to his measurements then uses it to cut the leather.  He shapes the leather on an anvil forcing it into the form of toes or heels.  He repeats each movement with loving care until the leather becomes an exact mold of the foot it will house.  He sews the tops onto thick leather sole with invisible stitches on his funny sewing machine.  

Every shoe he makes fits perfectly and, in reality, is a flawless work of art.


Zia Carolina is making us dresses and a new coat for the trip too.  She is a dressmaker who can make any outfit by copying it from a picture or drawing.  I love being with Zia Carolina because she never scolds me.  When she takes a fitting, she seems pleased with how I look and how I stand although she constantly scolds Ima for standing swayback.  “I can’t fit you if you don’t stand straight.  Hold your tummy in.”  She complains.

After Papa died, I lived with Zio Piero and Zia Carolina for a few months.  Nonna says that Papa knew that Ima had Nonna so he wanted the zii, who at the time had no children, to raise me if something happened to him.  However, Nonna took me away from them the spring after Papa died.  The story goes that I had tried to hide my pajamas behind Zio’s bicycle to cover up the fact that I had wet the bed during the night.  “You were a sneak even then,” Nonna says.  Like the story of the doll and the “yarn to wind” the accusation is repeated with each telling.  The subterfuge failed--I caught the corner of my eyelid on the pedal and tore it.  Then, if one is to believe it of a three-year-old, I crawled back to bed without making a sound.   “They never really wanted you,” Nonna says.  “If I had left you with them, you would have been a servant to their children.”

Christmas Eve, we go to Zio Gino’s house.  He has remarried since Zia Giannina, Nonna’s only daughter, died.  Our cousin, Nacelle, who is about 12 years old, complains constantly about her new stepmother.  “She made me wash the dishes, or she made me clean my closets,” she grumbles.  “After all, isn’t the maid supposed to do that?”

The Christmas tree in Nacelle’s house reaches up to the ceiling.  It has multicolored electric lights, which I have never seen before—our little tree at home has candles stuck into tiny lead cups, clipped on the branches.  We have to light them one by one and put them out before they burn down.  Besides the lights, Zio Gino’s tree is full of chocolate toys wrapped in bright multi-colored foil, which the children are allowed to pick off and eat.

Under the tree, there are boxes and boxes of new dolls, which San Nicolò brought and which will be added to Nacelle’s collection at the end of the holidays.  She has a walk-in closet in her room whose shelves are full, from floor to ceiling, with dolls, all kinds of dolls.  She has baby dolls that look almost real and grown-up ones with real human hair and wonderful dresses in silk, velvet and lace.  Ima and I got to hold one each while Zio Gino took pictures.  

“Why,” Ima asks Nonna when we leave, “does Santa bring Nacelle so many toys when she already has so many, while we who have none, get no toys at all?”

Nonna thinks it over.  “Well, even San Nicolò has only so much money,” she finally says.  “He knows you will be happy with anything he brings you, while Nacelle, who is used to so much, would never be happy with a little.  He has to give children like her a lot because Santa’s job is to make all children happy.”  In January we finally get our visas to America.  Nonna books third class passage aboard the “Vulcania” that will be leaving from Genoa on the end of January.  We have a farewell party in the Cameròn that lasts three days and nights, with people coming and going as they please or, if they get tired, falling on a bed and sleeping for a while before rejoining the party.  The house is full of food and wine, and most of all, music, singing, and dancing.  Nonna is a wonderful, tireless dancer despite her age.  She sings in a beautiful soprano voice and has a good ear for harmony.  Zio Gianni and Piero both play the guitar and mandolin.  “Me diol tut’i dei de tanto gratar la chitarra (My fingers hurt from scratching the guitar so much)” Zio Gianni complains.  Ima has the best soprano voice of all the children.  I’m not a good singer, but of all the things that people do at parties, I love singing best.

Zio Gianni takes us to Genoa on the train.  We pass beautiful country marred only by the scars of war that the snow is often able to soften if not cover.  In a few areas, the devastation is so complete that no amount of snow can disguise it.  In these areas, the ruins remain strewn all over, unlike Trieste where the stones have all been stacked neatly, awaiting rebuilding.

On the “Vulcania” Nonna invites two sisters, Margarita and Genoveffa, who otherwise would have had to sleep in a dormitory, to share our tiny four-cot cabin, so Ima and I double-up in an upper bunk. The cabin is very hot and noisy because it is situated close to the motors, the vents in the ceiling don’t help, blowing mostly hot, foul-smelling air.  

In Naples, we make a very short stop.  A telegram is waiting for us; Zio Giovanni and Sofia were married.  “Couldn’t wait,” Nonna grumbles!

The crossing takes fourteen days and we see New York on a February morning in 1948.  People crowd to see the Statue of Liberty, which is barely distinguishable through the thick gray fog.  The cheering is so loud; I don’t notice the sound of the lid slamming shut on my treasure chest.

I have a secret place on the far side of the field behind the tomato plants.  It’s a hollow cave-like place inside a patch of bushes.  To get in, I have to squeeze between the branches near the ground and wiggle around like a snake.  Inside I am completely protected from the screaming of children, the glare of the sun and especially, from Nonna’s watchful eyes. 


I dig into the sandy earth to find an abundance of shells shaped in intricate cones and circles of many sizes.  They can be as small as the head of a straight pin or as large as a thumbnail.  The colors vary from cream through pink and all the way to purple, with innumerable combinations of all the colors in between.  I make up stories, fantastic adventurous… stories in which I do wondrous brave deeds, and tell my stories to the shells.











Zio Gianni takes us with him to the High Mass at noon and lets us sit with him high above the congregation in the choir loft.  He is a tenor and I can just distinguish his rich voice from the others.   I watch him constantly; so handsome with his freshly washed blond hair slicked back with Brilliantine; his immaculate shirt; his freshly pressed suite.  I love his long thin face with its distinctive Vitcovich nose.  And I love how the veins on his neck stick out when he holds the high notes.  Occasionally he glances at me, and winks or smiles.  


When mass is over, he takes us to the bakery across the street and buys us Napoletani.  The rich cold custard layered within the warm sheet of flaky pastry squishing out of the sides when I bite into it and the powdered sugar sticks to my nose.  I never avoid getting it all over my face because Zio laughs and kisses me after he wipes it clean with his crisp white handkerchief that smells of soap and tobacco.  Later, Ima and I go for a ride on the carozzelle.  Once in motion, some of the kids—Ima but not me—grab each other’s swings, link and entwine them tightly before letting go and allowing them to unwind.  The chairs spin wildly while their riders scream in delight.














Everything is an adventure in the mountains.  There are covered bridges with wonderful echoes over wide rivers.  Small rivers and precipices have rope bridges that swing and threaten to dump those who cross them into the rushing river of the abyss below.  There are brooks with icy waters rushing toward an unknown somewhere, and brooks where the locals swim in natural or man-made pools.


I run, feeling the rush of wind cooling my body, only to be overwhelmed by heat when I have to stop.  I come to a valley full of red poppies--bright red flowers carpeting the valley as far as the eye can see; red flowers waving in the breeze, constantly varying and transforming the living canvass they create.  It takes my breath away.  I run through the poppies and dance among them; I raise my arms and twirl around until they become a red blur, fall in the midst of them and roll around in them so that my skin may absorb the beauty that my eyes can’t comprehend.


We sleep in bunk beds and when the counselor turns the lights out, we gather into groups and scare each other with ghost stories.  One girl claims she knows a chant that calls the dead up out of their graves.  We laugh and challenge her until she starts the chant and then we all rush to stop her--just in case.








Ima and I try to imagine America.  It will look like Trieste, but better, with great mansions and wide streets full of beautiful automobiles.


“Do you think Nonno will have maids like Zio Gino has?”  I ask Ima.


“Oh, yes.  I’m sure.  Nonno will have a maid and a cook too because everyone is rich in America.  We will ask our cook to make whatever we want to eat, just like people do in the movies.”


I pick up my skirt and hold it up like Shirley Temple does when she bows, “Oh mia cara,” I say sticking my nose up in the air while I walk on the tip of my toes elegantly, “no polenta for me, I want chicken cacciatore.”


Ima laughs and assumes the same haughty pose.  “That’s so common, Sandra.  For me it’s veal cutlets, mashed potatoes and sliced tomatoes with balsamic vinegar.”  


We make up sounds and pretend we are speaking English.














On winter nights, we crowd around our little stove for warmth while we pray the nightly rosary.  It’s a long rosary and at the end, Nonna tacks on a tail that is even longer than the rosary itself.  She recites an interminable list of saints and martyrs whose blessing must be sought.  It’s boring, but I don’t mind it because it’s so mechanical I can recite it without thinking.  Some nights when it’s really cold, Nonna will say: “Come here,” she’ll take her slippers off and pat the stool.  “Sit on my feet and warm them.”


I’m happy.  Lulled by the drone of prayers, I lean my head against her knees and sometimes, between the clicking of her knitting needles and as she pulls on the wool, she touches my head.








The bora, our yearly winter visitor, has been blowing for months.  I love the sound, the way it whistles and sighs and whispers as it winds through the streets and wraps itself around the buildings, the way it makes everything shake.  I lie in bed with covers all the way up over my chin and listen, imagining beautiful gray and blue wind creatures singing and dancing outside our windows.








Everybody in third class seems to be seasick.  Ima is so sick she never leaves our bed, but Nonna and I have no ill effects from the stormy sea.  I’m the only child in the dinning room and the waiters pamper me with all kinds of exotic things to eat.  My first taste of banana doesn’t impress me, but I love cake and ice cream in all kinds of colors and flavors.  I spend much time above board with Margarita.  She teaches me the alto parts of many songs, and low and behold, I can sing them--well, really well.  Singing alto, my voice is pretty, totally different from the terrible sounds I make when I strain to sing soprano.


The days are cold, the sea black and rough.  We often spot dolphins following the ship, large groups of them moving in formation.  Gracefully swimming in and out of the water in synchrony as if they were performing a carefully choreographed ballet.











� Grandmother


� A folding canvass bed


�     Sleepyhead


� Uncle


�     What is this siren?  (Triestin dialect)


	�     Four, eight, twelve


� Latin, Terg-market, este-town


� Live now and to hell with the rest


 � Edelweiss


 � Alessandra, salamander, is afraid.


� A derogatory term used to describe a person of Slavic ancestry





� Croatian for your mother’s daughter


� A scornful epithet for southern Italians.


 � Pussy; fool


� Drum; used colloquially to mean stupid


     � America, I want to go to America.  Even mounted on a beetle, I want to go to America.


     � My beautiful apple struccolo (desert, something between pie and strudel)





