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eptember, the ninth month on the calendar, but for me, it
was the beginning of my life. And the end. The year I came
to life was 1927, and I was eight years old. I was happy,
content, and surrounded by a loving family. Fifteen years earlier,
in 1912, my parents, Anna and Bartelomeo had arrived in New
York from Sicily, Italy. They settled in Little Italy, New York City,
and by 1921 had two sons and three daughters. My sisters Jenny,
Mary, my brothers Gene and Paul, and I were blissfully ensconced
in a family of love and happiness.
So what had changed my life so dramatically in September of
1927? I was just a happy-go-lucky little girl living a life of joy
when the San Gennaro Feast brought about the event that would
change my life forever.
I have never regretted the change that September brought.
It wasn’t the weather; summer heat was still upon us and the
feast was as fun to everyone as usual. It was good to be born
in America and still have the ethnicity of Italy coursing
through our blood. I had learned so much about my heritage
through my parents and neighborhood friends. I felt that I
was truly blessed to be the daughter of two immigrants who
were so much in love with each other and their new way of
life.
Ah, September. I will remember for the rest of my life and into
eternity how this one particular month of the year affected my
very soul forever.
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September was just a month away and I was as nervous as a
fly caught between a window and the freedom of flight. Yes, there
I was eight years old and shaking in my boots. I was preparing to
be an angel. I wasn’t exactly angel material, but my mama and
papa had high hopes that I would be the perfect example of what
an angel should look like.
I don’t know why they hadn’t picked my little sister, Mary.
She was younger than I was and such a sweet child. All I ever
heard was, “Rosina, stop that. You will hurt yourself doing all
those silly things.” What was so silly about playing roughhouse
with my big brother Gene? Running around the apartment
jumping fire hydrants or hitching rides on the scooter Gene made
was pure fun.
My brother Gene was tall, dark, and handsome just like our
papa. Everybody loved Gene because he was the happiest and
kindest of all the people we knew. He shared his love with all of
us and never asked for anything but love in return. Unfortunately,
my antics usually got him in trouble with Mama, but Papa always
calmed everything down with a hug and kiss for Mama. They
adored each other and their children.
So, when Papa volunteered me to be an angel at the feast, how
could I refuse? Papa said, “It is the biggest feast of the year and
an honor for you and the church.” It was the celebration of Saint
Gennaro that took place every year in Little Italy.
I understood that it was an important time for my family and
all of the Italian families who gathered in the streets for two
weeks of rejoicing with their neighborhood émigrés. It was a
bittersweet time for them. There were all kinds of Italian foods,
singing, dancing, and never-forgotten memories of the land that
had once been their home. Although I and my brothers and sisters
were always told about our parents’ lives in Sicily, we were always
eager to hear more and more from the other families who shared
their stories of Italy.
There was no way I could ever disappoint my parents, so I
grudgingly accepted my small part in the feast as an angel. Mama
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was making the most beautiful gown for me that I had ever seen.
It started with my communion dress that she had made for me
the previous year. Now she was adding white lacey material so
that the lace floated over my arms and down my legs. I don’t
know where Papa got the white feathers, but he was busily
constructing a harness fitted with beautiful wings. A silver halo
with sparkling gold sequins was attached to the harness.
When I tried on the outfit, I was mesmerized. I looked and felt
like an angel. I didn’t want to take it off. Mama said, “My little
Rosina, you are an angel. Someday, a long, long time from now,
you will have real wings. But for now you are just playing make
believe, so off with the dress.” When Papa walked in, I could
swear I saw tears in his eyes. I promised myself that I would be
an extra good girl from that day forward.
My brothers Gene and Paul and my sisters Jenny and Mary
tried everything they could to get me in trouble with Mama and
Papa, but I had made a promise, and I stuck to it. For two weeks,
I hung outside of our window and smiled till I thought my face
would crack. It wasn’t too bad. I only had to hang there until the
statue of Saint Gennaro passed, and then I was free to change my
clothes and join in the festivities.
I had been so good for such a long time that I was really beginning
to feel angelic when a miracle happened. Saint Gennaro was just
about to pass in front of me when all of a sudden the noonday sun
shone brighter than ever and I had to close my eyes. As I started to
open my eyes, I saw the most handsome boy I had ever seen; he was
almost angelic himself. The sun was shining on his head, and I could
see golden sparks lifting out of his bright red curls.
He was staring at me through eyes that seemed to adore me. I
smiled, and he smiled back. As the parade passed and I was lifted
into the window, I suddenly realized where I had seen that boy
before. His name was Joe, and he and his brothers used to play in
the Christie Street Park after church on Sundays. My sisters and
brothers knew the boys, but I had never spoken to any of them. I
was too busy roughing it up with my brothers.
3
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Why had I never noticed him before? He was adorable. What
was I thinking? I had never been interested in boys before. So
why was this happening now? Something inside me told me that
this meeting, as brief as it was, had a special meaning for me.
Could this have been a miracle foretelling me of something I
knew nothing about? I didn’t like boys and never would, but
there was something in Joe’s eyes . . .

jj
I couldn’t wait to get my wings and gown off and ran
downstairs as fast as I could to see Joe. Mama and Papa looked at
me as if I’d suddenly gone crazy. Well maybe I had. I, myself, did
not understand what the urgency was for me to be with Joe, but I
just had to talk to him.
As I reached the door, I skidded to a stop. What on earth was I
doing? What kind of a fool would Joe think I was rushing up to him, and
what would I say to him? He sure didn’t know who I was, and he would
probably think I was just some dopey kid. Yes, that’s about the dumbest
thing I could do. Oh well, maybe someday.
What a day. What a night. I couldn’t even sleep without
thinking of him. It was just too much for me to handle. First,
being in such a hurry to meet a boy I didn’t really know and then
refusing to see him after all. I tossed and turned all night with
those few moments of an unknown yearning that had taken over
my heart running through my head. I prayed over and over again
that God would forgive me for being such a fool.
The next few days were better. I told myself over and over again
that I really must be kind of dopey. The only boys I’d ever known
were the pain in the neck ones in school and my two brothers who
were my best friends. What could I possibly be feeling for the boy
called Joe? I really didn’t know anything about him, but something
about him made me feel the need to know him better.
4
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September had turned into the hottest month of 1927. Our
family had an apartment on the fifth floor of a tenement in Little
Italy. It was big and roomy, but on this day the sun seemed to be
sitting on the roof right above us. Mama was making a cold lunch
for us when there was a knock at the door.
“Rosina, get the door,” Mama shouted. “There’s money on the
table if it’s the donut boy.” I scooped up the coins and opened the
door.
Oh my God, it was Joe. He looked as shocked as I felt. I thought
he’d never speak, so I brazenly said, “Hi, Joe.”
His eyes widened in shock as he muttered, “Want any donuts
today?”
I don’t know where my courage came from as I casually replied,
“Sure, we’ll take six please.” He practically shoved the donut tray
in my face as I selected the ones I knew Mama always chose. His
fingers touched the palm of my hand as he accepted the coins in
my hand, and a warm chill coursed through my very soul. He still
seemed speechless, so I started to back into the apartment.
Finally, he said, “How do you know my name?” A slight smile
lit up his face.
I answered, “My name is Rose, and me and my sisters have
seen you and your brothers at the Christie Street Park a few times.”
That was the end of my courage. I closed the door, and after putting
the donuts on the kitchen table, I ran into the parlor to tell my
sisters what had just happened. All I could say was, “I just met the
boy I will marry when I grow up.” How crazy was that?
I ran to the window to watch him walk down the street, but it
was too late, he was gone. Eight years old and I was so sure of
what lay ahead for Joe and me. In my prayers that night I said,
“Please God, make my dream come true.”

jj
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When Sunday came around, I talked my sisters into going to
the park after mass at the old St. Patrick’s Church we always
went to. “Why, why, why,” was all I heard. They knew I had
ulterior motives for making our usual trips to Christie Park so
imperative now. Try as hard as they could, I wouldn’t admit that
it was to see Joe, but my mother didn’t raise fools; nothing I did
got past them.
Joe and his brothers must have been in the back of the church,
because they were already playing handball when we showed
up. We were sitting on the swings when the ball rolled towards
us, and Joe ran over to get it. His face was all red and his curly
hair was sparkling wet. “Hi girls,” he said. “Want to play a game
of tag?”
I smiled at him and said sheepishly, “It’s cooler on the swings.”
Just then my brothers Gene and Paul arrived and coaxed my
sisters to get in on the game. Joe moaned, “It is pretty hot. I
think I’ll sit it out for a while.” And that started our Sunday
meetings.
Our siblings thought it was so cute to see us two kids always
chatting away on the swings while they played their games of
stickball or tag. Joe and I were not just chatting away; we were
discovering each other and ourselves. I don’t think either of us
knew what was happening to us except that our friendship
meant more to us than we had expected. We spoke of many
things important to us at that time: school, family, and most of
all, meaningful friendships. He became my dearest friend and I,
his.
There was more in our hearts than we dared speak of; we
were, after all, too young. Deep down, I knew that we were
meant to be together forever, and yet I could never say that to
Joe. Not then anyway. Maybe someday, when we were all grown
up.
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Oh baloney. There was no doubt in my mind or in my heart
that I was bound to Joe heart and soul. I didn’t know how I could
feel that way or what I could do about it. All I knew was that I
truly loved my dearest friend Joe.
Sometime in October, while we were sitting on the swings, I
accidently called him Peanuts. He looked me square in the eyes
and said, “Am I too short?”
I smiled and replied, “You’re taller than me. Why else would
I call you Peanuts?”
“I don’t know. Why?” he said.
“You know why. Every time you come to the park you have a
bag of peanuts for us.”
“Oh yeah, you’re right. Here they are in my hand, and I
couldn’t figure that out for myself. It must be because all I can feel
or see when I’m here is you. Okay Bubbles, if that’s what you
want to call me. But can we keep that between ourselves? I get
enough ribbing from my brothers as it is.”
“Sure, Joe. But why do your brothers tease you? And it just hit
me, what is this Bubbles all about?”
“Well, Bubbles, that’s my secret name for you besides Angel. I
have always thought of you as my Angel ever since I saw you at
the feast, and now that we have become such good friends, I also
think of you as Bubbles because of your wonderful and bubbly
personality. Do we also share a secret now?”
“Of course, Peanuts. But what about your brothers’ teasing?”
Joe smiled that beautiful smile of his and said, “They tease me
because they know how I feel about you.” We didn’t have to go
into that last comment because we both knew in our hearts what
the future held for us. And nobody or anything would ever
change that. Or so we thought.

jj
7

Peanuts - A Sequel to I’ll See You In My Dreams

It was coming close to the end of this wonderful year when
our lives, Joe’s and mine, were shattered. First, Joe hadn’t come
around to deliver our donuts, and on Sunday he and his brothers
never showed up at church or at the park. Something was wrong;
I could feel it in my heart. Joe had never missed our Sundays
together and I knew he needed his job.
I asked Gene to run over to the bar where Joe also worked to
see what was going on. Gene also thought it was odd that he
hadn’t seen any of the guys for at least a week, but hadn’t imagined
that anything could be wrong. Gene tried to calm me down. “I’m
sure nothing’s wrong. Maybe they just went on a family trip or
something. You really like that kid, don’t you?”
“Oh Gene, he’s my best friend ever. Please make sure there’s
nothing wrong.”
What a great brother. He rushed right over to Joe’s home.
Gene was gone for so long that my heart was pounding with fear.
When he finally came home, I silently prayed that he had good
news for me. But it wasn’t. Our whole family sat around the
kitchen table while Gene told us what he’d found out from Joe’s
neighbors. To this day, I can still feel the pain in my heart as if it
was just happening again. First Gene went to their apartment,
but soon realized that it was completely emptied. He was so
surprised that he knocked on the neighbor’s door and was greeted
with a tale of horror.
The Monday after we were all together at the park, Joe’s family
was uprooted from their home and no one knew where they
were. Apparently, Joe’s mother had been ill off and on for years
and was in and out of the hospital, but on that day something
was different.
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When the ambulance came this time, Joe’s mama was carried
into it screaming for her children. All seven boys were herded by
a group of women into a car. As the car and ambulance sped
away, Joe’s father was seen walking away from the scene. People
in the crowd tried to ask him what had happened, but he just
kept walking with his head down. Some of the neighbors heard
him muttering, “I failed them,” over and over again. The people
were offering to help him, but he just kept walking until he turned
a corner and hadn’t been seen since.
I could see the tears running down Mama’s cheeks, and I
started crying too. Everyone in my family looked horrified and so
very sad. We all sat around the table speechless. Gene was
wringing his hands and seemed to be struggling with the right
words to say. Finally, I asked him if he had any idea where they
might be. “Ah, little Rosie I know how fond you are of Joey and
his family, but nobody has any idea where they were taken. I
would do anything for them. I just don’t know where to begin.”
Mama said, “Papa will find them. When he gets home from
work, I will ask him to look for them.”
I rushed into the bedroom I shared with my sister Mary and
threw myself on the bed. My heart was broken and the tears
wouldn’t stop. I was filled with fear that I would never see Peanuts
again. What would I do without my best friend? He had to come
back, and if he didn’t, then I would never stop looking for him.
Didn’t he know that I am really his angel and that God never
takes an angel away from the one she loves and needs? I started
praying as hard as I could. I would never abandon Joe, my
Peanuts.
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I did not feel like a little girl anymore. On that night, I vowed
that Joe and I would be together again one day, no matter how
long it took.
After school the next day, I walked over to Joe’s street and
started asking everyone I met all the questions I could think of
about Joe and his family. It was a lost cause. Everyone I talked to
had no idea where they could be, and their father was still
missing.
Day after day, I went back to his neighborhood or to the
bakery where he worked. I even tried to catch anyone coming out
of the bar he also worked in, to no avail. It was as if his whole
family had just slipped off the face of the earth. I remembered
how much he loved going to the library to read any book he could
get his hands on. Every chance I got was spent walking through
the library, hoping he would be sitting down at a long table
reading a book.
I still went to St. Patrick’s Church every Sunday and then
straight to the Christie Street Park after mass. It was very lonely
sitting on the swings and watching all the kids playing. I just
couldn’t bring myself to join them. I had to keep an eye out for
my best friend, Peanuts. I was sure he’d come looking for me, too.
The days turned colder and colder, but I couldn’t give up until
one day when I came down with a fever. That did it.
Mama put down the law and kept me in bed for a week. I had
to promise not to go to the park anymore until spring. One night,
I overheard Mama and Papa talking about me. I had been so sick
for days that they feared my illness would cause me to be taken
from them. I felt really bad for putting them through so much
worry, especially since Mama was pregnant again.
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But God had other plans; I was all better after a week and
back in school. I kept my promise to Mama and Papa and stopped
searching for Joe.
Summertime was lovely. Papa worked longer hours now that
the weather had warmed up, so he made Sunday a special family
day. After church and a scrumptious breakfast, we all went to
Coney Island. Cotton candy was all we were allowed to eat
because Mama had a huge dinner waiting for us when we got
home. Most of the day was spent on the beach. We swam a little,
collected shells, made sand castles, and just lolled in the sun.
Although Papa was making more money now, we had to save for
the new baby’s arrival and were allowed only one favorite ride
each on the boardwalk. By the beginning of school, we all looked
toasted.
I was still missing Peanuts, but finally accepted that fate
would bring us together again someday. I knew he wasn’t lost to
me forever. I didn’t know that a greater loss was about to happen.
When one is young and surrounded by a loving and happy
family, one never thinks even in the most frightening nightmares
that there could be something so horrendous looming just around
the corner.
We were all helping Mama prepare dinner for her and Papa.
When Papa had to work late during the warm months, Mama
would feed all of her little chickens, as she called us, at the regular
time so that we could do our homework and get to bed early. We
all knew that it was really because this was their favorite time
together. Mama and Papa would sit together on the front stoop
for hours whispering and laughing. Their love for each other was
comforting to all of us and a joy to behold.
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We were all singing and laughing when there was a loud
knock at the door. Gene ran to the door, and when he opened it,
two policemen were standing there. One asked to see Mama and
Gene asked him why. The policeman asked Gene how old he
was, and when Gene told him, the policeman said he must talk to
our mother in private. They asked Mama to step into the hallway
with them. We saw a strange woman standing just outside the
door who greeted Mama in Italian and the door closed. We all
tried to hear what was being said, but they were talking very
softly. It sounded like Mama gasped and there was muffled
sobbing, but we couldn’t make out what was really going on.
Gene called out, “Mama are you all right?”
She replied in a shaky voice, “Watch your brother and sisters.
I’ll be right in.” It wasn’t until each of us reached adulthood that
Mama told us what had really happened on that life-changing
day. When she finally came back in, she looked horrible. Her hair
was all astray and her eyes were swollen. Her dress was torn near
her belly and there was a blood smudge on her upper lip. We all
ran to her and settled her in a chair. Every one of us was throwing
question after question at her until Gene told us to be quiet.
He asked, “Mama, where is Papa?”
She put her head down and said, “With God.”
Jenny screamed, and Gene put his arms around her as he
looked at us and said, “Mama will tell us everything in a little
while. She needs to lie down and rest for a little bit.” We all
walked Mama to her bed and settled her down. She turned into
her pillow and sobbed uncontrollably. We sat at her feet on the
floor.

jj

12

Doreen G. Kimmel

When Mama had finally fallen asleep, Jenny took us all into
the kitchen and made us eat some chicken and pasta soup. She
told us, “We will all have to be strong for Mama because she is
even sadder than we are.” Jenny made sure we were all tucked
into bed and said our prayers for Papa and Mama. I could hear all
of us crying in our beds until I drifted off to sleep.
I woke up during the night to the hushed sounds of talking in
the kitchen. It was Mama telling Jenny and Gene what had
happened to Papa. I knew I should have been more respectful,
but I had to know the truth. Mama told them that Papa never
knew what happened and was instantly sent to heaven. God took
him into his arms with no pain or suffering. She was told that
while Papa was at the bottom of the pit that was being excavated,
the dirt mound collapsed, and he was completely buried. It took
the other workers two hours to dig him out, but it was too late to
save him.
In a shocked whisper, Gene sobbed, “He was buried alive?”
“No, no,” Mama said. “He was killed instantly from the falling
dirt and debris they said. Please, we must never let the little ones
know what happened.”
Jenny held Mama’s hand and said, “Mama, what will happen
to you and all of us now?”
Mama replied, “We will honor your papa by living the life he
worked so hard to give us. He will be at our sides for all eternity,
watching over us and always loving us. We will make him happy
to see that his love for us has provided a good foundation for a
happy and fruitful life for the family he lived and died for.”
“But how will we live, Mama?” cried Jenny.
Mama said, “Don’t worry about that now. We have a busy
week ahead of us for Papa. Then we will talk about the future.”
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So much of what happened that week was buried so deeply in
my heart that I refused to remember it. I know it’s still there inside
me, but I still push those memories aside. I do remember the
sadness closing in all around our little family. Papa wasn’t there
to comfort us anymore, and Mama was forced to acknowledge
the condolences and respectful offers of assistance from friends
and neighbors. Small envelopes with money in them were handed
to Jenny and Gene for Mama. The usually beautiful scent of
flowers was stifling, and the unending visits of the people who
loved and respected Papa caused us more pain than comfort. But
we all endured, and soon it was all over.
On the day of Papa’s burial, we went home to a house full of
gifted food and the feeling of emptiness without our Papa there
to greet us as he usually did. Why did he have to leave us? What
was going to happen to us and most of all to Mama? She was
having a hard time walking because the baby inside her was
getting bigger every day. Mama had become a shadow of herself.
She couldn’t eat; she refused to take naps, and although she put
up a brave front during the day, we could hear her sobbing into
her pillow every night.
Everybody said all would be well soon. It just takes time. But
they didn’t know how much love had been lost to Mama and her
children. I couldn’t help but think of Joe just then. I had lost my
best friend and now my wonderful papa. Losing Papa was
different, though. He was gone forever, and we would have to
live the rest of our lives without him, but I knew in my heart that
Joe would come back to me someday. He just had to. I needed his
friendship now more than ever. Peanuts, where are you?
Day after day, our little family could not give up the sadness
that we all felt. Mama was amazing. She cooked and cleaned and
made sure we all went to school and did our homework every
day. One evening, Jenny took all of us kids aside and told us that
Mama was getting close to the day when our new brother or sister
would be coming to join us, and we all had to help her more than
ever. I didn’t know what all the fuss was about; Mama looked just
14
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fine and never complained. Jenny heard me and said, “Mama is
not just fine. She’s very tired and always had Papa to help her
when one of us was born. Now we have to be there for her. Papa
is watching us and will be very disappointed if we don’t help
her.”
I cried, “Papa is really watching us?”
Jenny sighed, “Of course, silly. Now that he’s in heaven, he
can see us all the time. That’s what happens when we die and go
to heaven. God gives us the job of watching over the people we
love, like a guardian angel.” That made me so happy. In my
prayers that night I thanked God for being so good to my papa,
and I promised that when it was my time to be in heaven I would
be very happy to watch over my loved ones too. I also asked him
to please send Peanuts back to me.
Time was just flying by, and before we knew it our little sister
Lena was born. When I saw her in my mama’s arms all I could
think of was how proud Papa must be up in heaven. Although
she wasn’t the boy he probably wanted, she looked just like him.
Lena had big blue eyes and the most black hair I have ever seen
on a baby. Her fingers were long and beautiful, and as Mama
always said when a baby had long fingers, “She will play the
piano some day.” All we needed was the money to buy one.
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When school was out for summer, Gene announced that he
was quitting school and getting a job. Jenny chimed in that she
had an announcement to make. Mama had an idea of what Jenny’s
announcement would be, but she swooped right in on Gene like
a hawk ready for the kill. She put her face right in front of Gene’s
and said, “I will get to you in a minute, Jenny. Now, Mr. Big Shot,
what makes you think you are ready to quit school and go to
work? Are you so smart that you think you have nothing left to
learn?”
Gene smiled that impish smile of his and said, “Mama, nobody
is smarter than you. Haven’t you noticed that things are getting
pretty tough lately with so many people out of work? We were
talking about it in school this year, and if people want to keep
their jobs or find some new ones, they better start doing something
about it right away. If I can get a job now, it might help us from
getting caught in this country’s coming crisis. I know what I’m
doing, and I will never fail to make you proud of me. I promise.”
Mama hugged him and said, “I am always proud of you and
all of my children. I just don’t want you to grow up so fast. Life is
hard enough without putting more demands on yourself. I am a
selfish mama. I do not want my children leaving their nest too
soon.”
“Mama, I will still be living here and helping with these little
runts. I’m not going away from my family; I’m just going to work
like Papa did.”
Mama looked deep into his eyes, as if she were seeing Papa in
them. “You are your father’s son; nothing will stop you now, and
I won’t stand in your way.” She gave Gene a great big hug, kissed
his grinning cheek and swatted his head. “Now as for you Jenny.
When will Rocco be asking me?”
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We had all been so intent on what Mama and Gene were
talking about that we had almost forgotten about Jenny’s
announcement. Jenny almost fell out of the chair she had been
sitting on and said “What? Ask you something? Who, Rocco?”
That was too good to resist. We all started laughing and couldn’t
stop as Jenny turned beet red.
Mama sighed, “Okay, Jenny. What was it you wanted to tell
us? As if I don’t know.”
Jenny screeched, “Mama how could you know? I just found
out today.”
Mama smiled and said, “You are a beautiful young woman
now, Jenny. I see the look of love in Rocco’s eyes every time he
looks at you. Did he finally ask you to marry him?”
Jenny ran into Mama’s arms and cried on her shoulder. “He
wants to come over Sunday and ask your permission to marry
me next year.”
Mama said, “Next year? Why so long? Is it possible that you
at least want to finish your last year of school?” Mama looked at
Gene when she said that, but he just smiled back at her.
Jenny said, “Is it okay, Mama? Should he come over Sunday?
You won’t say no to him, will you?”
Mama kissed Jenny’s cheek and said, “We’ll see.”
With that finished, we all ran over to Jenny and started asking
all kinds of questions. Gene went back to Mama and they just
stood there, wrapped in each other’s arms, and smiling at the
happy family in front of them.
It was a good day. A happy day. We were enjoying life. I
stepped back for a moment and thought Papa, we know you are
happy with us today, and Peanuts, I don’t know where you are, but I
hope you are having a happy day also. When we are together again, I
know we will be happy. I will never stop being your best friend. Never.
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Gene found a part-time job shoveling coal in the afternoons so
he was able to continue going to school. Between his job and
Mama’s sewing for the neighborhood stores, we always had
enough food and no money problems like some of our neighbors
did.
Rocco had received Mama’s blessing, so he and Jenny became
engaged. They planned to get married in June 1930, but the world
almost stopped turning on October 29, 1929. The news was all
over a shocked New York City. I didn’t fully understand what it
meant that the stock market had crashed, but everyone was
talking about it and crying. The people said it was Black Tuesday.
I heard Jenny and Gene telling Mama all about the horrors
that were happening. Men were jumping out of skyscraper
windows; people were having a run on the banks, and there was
no money for anybody. It didn’t make any sense to me; but
feelings of tension and despair were in the air. I heard Mama tell
them that we were safe and secure and would be all right. Her
money never went into a bank. It was comfortable under her
mattress. Papa had always planned ahead. He had been saving
pennies, nickels, and dimes for twenty years, and it was only
touched for emergencies.
Jenny said that she and Rocco wanted to get married before
Christmas because he knew of a beautiful apartment they could
get in Manhattan from a friend of the family who was leaving
New York. Rocco could afford the rent, and his job was safe.
Mama gave Jenny her blessing and said she would start making
her wedding gown right away. As far as school was concerned,
Jenny could finish up in a school in Manhattan. Gene said that his
job was secure because people always needed coal for heat and
for cooking.
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I started going back to the Christie Street Park again looking
for Joe. I thought that maybe with all that was going on in the
country he might come back to see how my family was making
out, but he was never there anymore. Two years without my best
friend hadn’t changed my feelings for him. I missed him more
than ever. I knew in my heart that he missed me, too.
Time doesn’t stand still for anyone. Jenny was married, and
Gene was working all the time now. He was lucky to have a job.
Most of the people we knew were just getting by on what few
jobs they could find. Too many of the young boys in our
neighborhood were taking jobs from the wrong people and
getting into trouble with the law. The parks and the alleys were
filled with the homeless, and soup and bread lines snaked in
front of the churches and charity offices. I felt that my papa was
surely watching over us because we still had our apartment and
food on the table. Mama was always at her sewing machine
making clothes for us, the stores she worked for, and the out-ofwork neighbors’ children. When Mama baked cookies, all of the
neighbors got some, too.
Mama must have been digging into her money under the
mattress because soon she was giving away less and less. Gene
begged her not to be so generous. Somebody else saw it and
decided to make Mama an offer she couldn’t refuse. The owner of
one of the stores she worked for was a widower with three grown
children. His two sons and daughter had finished school, but
were not married, so they were still living with him. He was a
good-looking Sicilian man who had taken a fancy to Mama, who
was still a beautiful woman.
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When spring came around, he went into action. He started
dropping by just before dinnertime with new sewing jobs for
Mama. Of course, Mama would have to ask him if he’d like to
stay for supper, and of course he couldn’t resist the smell of
whatever of his favorite foods she just happened to be cooking
were. Before leaving, he would give Paul, me, Mary, and Lena a
nickel for candy. Mama would protest, but he told her children
needed sweets once in a while. We all started looking forward to
his visits, and it was obvious that Mama did, too. That summer,
he finally asked Mama to marry him. It all seemed so natural and
happy—although our lives, particularly mine, were about to be
changed again.
As soon as they were married, Mama’s new husband bought
a house in Brooklyn. The house was grand compared to our old
apartment. There was a great big kitchen—big enough to feed an
army—a huge bathroom with a bathtub large enough for two, a
real living room with a small piano, and four bedrooms. Another
room, which was really a big entranceway, was converted into a
nursery/sewing room. One of our new papa’s sons, Peter, and our
brother Paul shared a bedroom, while his daughter, Theresa, and
I shared another bedroom. The third bedroom was for his eldest
son Moe and Gene. The nursery, of course, was for little Lena and
Mary. None of us were ever allowed in the master bedroom. That
was the old man’s idea, not Mama’s. When Papa was alive, we all
played with Mama and Papa in their bedroom every Sunday
morning and every evening before our bedtime. Oh well, he
wasn’t our papa anyway, so who cared.
Day by day, week after week this new man in our lives became
more and more of a bother that was slowly turning into an
incredible dislike. That’s putting it mildly. I personally loathed
him. For some unknown reason, he had taken a special interest in
me. Just hearing him say, “Rosina, come sit here with me,” made
me nauseous. I asked Mama why he seemed to favor me over his
own daughter. Mama said it was because I was so fair and the
most beautiful girl in the house. Well, I still didn’t care about his
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admiration. I saw his own children pull tricks on him and decided
to outdo them. Every night when he sat down for dinner, Mama
would set his big chair at the head of the table and serve him like
a king.
Maybe that was a part of my dislike for him. Mama treated
him as well as she had my papa. They would hug, kiss, and
whisper little secrets to each other. Could Mama love this intruder?
He was not our papa and could never be like the man Papa was.
His own children resented him. Were they having the same
feelings about him that I had? Anyway, after almost a year of
living in the same house with this man, I was ready to play my
trick on him. I had found a long stick with a nail pierced through
it and knew just what to do with it. Tonight would be my victory
over him.
As soon as he came through the door, I heard that voice,
“Rosina, come to me. I need a big hug from you.” For the first
time, I ran to him and gave him a great big hug. He was
flabbergasted. “Anna, my love, did you see that? She finally loves
me. Oh, sweet Rosina. How happy I am today.”
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