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The Final Vow

Delicate lace curtains danced with the soft breeze coming
through the window, while inside words were finally being spoken
for the last time.  Thick dark mahogany cornices and woodwork
bound the room together, a room from a prior century, a time when
there were few things to treasure.  A life sized frayed
picture of the Blessed Virgin was tacked onto the wall across the
room. Five blue vigil lights flickered from a table below her,
giving her already blue garment, an eerie reality.  On the
wall to the left, a large discolored portrait of an old couple
whose tortured immigrant faces peered down at the bed.  The
dark wrinkled man sat haughtily with ankles crossed.  Standing
behind him, a hobbled demented looking woman rested her hand on his
shoulder for support. The photographer's lens seemingly had
filtered out the love but left in the agony of hatred.

Above the sick man's bed, the rough hawed image of Christ looked
down from his cross.

Two obese women dressed totally in black sat on each side of the
bed, muling now, groaning then into black handkerchiefs. They
replayed their dutiful sorrow with monotonous regularity. Even
Norman Rockwell could not have softened the scene.

Fresh air coming from the window fought a losing battle with the
stale basil and oregano aroma filled kitchen air.

"Carmella, oh, Carmella, are you there?"

"Yes, Giuseppi. Always."

The mask of the grand cavalier no longer fit his drawn face. Now
his emaciated body lied about his abilities to woo and capture
women he wished.

"Ave Maria, gratia plena…" said Concetta, his sister.

"Why do you pray for me?" he asked her as she fumbled with her
beads.

"Because you are my brother."

"You pray because you love me."

The curtains slapped the breezes face with a sharp snap that
drew her attention away from him.

"You do love me?"

"If you say so, Giuseppi."

His coated lips were cracked. His beard no longer a memorable
sight had not been tended for weeks.

"Carmella," he whispered as passionately as he remembered
how.

"What?"

"Do you pray for me?"

"Yes."

"Because you love me?"

"I pray for the mail man to get here before noon. I pray for the
furnace to work, I pray that…."

She looked over at the window lost in the lacy rhythms. She
envied their freedom.

"Mama  Mia," moaned Aunt Philomena in a voice filled with
practiced agony.

"You too, Philomena. You too are saddened."

"Si, fratello." Philomena had been in America for only thirty
years, still spoke broken Italian, and no English.

"Uhhhhh!" he groaned as his hand battled to touch the spot from
whence the pain came.

"You are in pain, husband?"

"Oh, it's terrible, Carmella."

She didn't say anything. Her eyes darted back and forth from
Philomena and Concetta with a frenzied but, silent joy.

"Where are my children, my blood, at a time like this?" He said
half- sobbing and half choking the words out.

The two older aunts belched groans of sorrow, a loud and
measured scene worthy of Verdi.

Giuseppi looked at each, his eyes filled with genuine first time
tears.

"The least they could have done is come to see if I was still
alive."

"They called this morning," said Carmella.

"What did they say?"

"They wanted to know if you were still alive?"

"And what did you tell them?"

"What could I tell them? I told them you were still alive."

"What did they say to that, the little ungrateful…."

"They said…Oh."

"Oh?"

"It's a simple word Giuseppi, in English and in Italian."

"Oh, happy, Oh sad? When are the bastards coming?"

"After you go to your heavenly reward— they'll come."

Philomena emitted another fraudulent moan and brought her hands
up to her face ready to scratch it in old country style.

This time the pain kicked at his groin. He reached for the area
and moaned softly.

"Carmella?"

"Yes, Giuseppi?"

"Do you think…maybe one last time?"

She smiled the wrong wife finally gets even smile.

"Do you want me to call Francesca, or Clara, or maybe that
tinted whore Lucia?"

"Uggggggggh. Please, basta, Carmella. I am your husband."

"Sometimes."

Another pain struck him where it brought her solace. She looked
down at him grasping at what he had given away to sluts he
pretended not to know.

"The priest? Did you call the priest?"

"Yes, Giuseppi. I called the priest."

"What did he say?"

"He's not coming."

"He's not coming? He's not coming? I'm on my death bed and the
sonofabitch isn't coming?"

"He said you never went to see him why should he come to see
you?"

Concetta looked up at Carmella with a say it isn't so
expression. Carmella nodded. Father Piallo would come soon.

"Things are getting dark…I must be…."

"It's nine thirty at night, Giuseppi. You wanted me to buy new
lamps for the occasion?"

"I'm your husband, Carmella. Respect. Respect. I'm suppose to
get respect."

"Yes, you are, Giuseppi." Carmella's monotonic voice bothered
the dying man. She glanced at her watch.

"You are expecting someone?" he whispered from deep in his
throat.

"Godfather Part Three is on the Ten O'clock Movie."

Giuseppi's cough grew into a sob. He watched his sisters on
either side of the bed playing their parts as Italian women had
done for their men since the beginning of pasta.  Only
Carmella's distant look made him sob louder and louder until she
looked down at him.

"Carmella, do you love me?"

"I'm your wife. Do you love me?"

"Always."

"Always? Did you love only me—your wife?"

"Solo te," he said with gathered sing song energy. Would he
begin to sing the only lying song he knew she wondered?

Carmella held her hand out to him, her third finger crossed over
her index finger.

"Scrokia qua,"(uncross here) she said with a peppery
defiance.

When testing the honesty of Italians in some provinces, a liar
would never uncross those two fingers, fingers that represented the
twisted and nailed feet of Christ. If they did, they would be
condemned to Hell.

Giuseppi looked at Christ hovered over him and slowly reached
for her challenging fingers— but then— his hand sagged to the
bed.

"I— am— too worn,"

"I'm sure I know what is too worn on you, my faithful
husband.  It is not your long arms."

Both of his hands grasped his stomach as he began to yell, "Mama
Mia, Mama Mia come and get me, you loving son," to the picture.

His photo mother ignored his plea and kept a firm grasp on his
father's shoulder. Carmella looked over at the picture. She must
have been singing "Stand By Your Man" the way she held onto
Giuseppi's father. Maybe his father was a philanderer too, she
thought.

"Carmella," he said, his voice fading.

"Yes, Giuseppi."

"I want you to promise me something."

"What is it?"

"I want your vow never to marry again."

"But I am still a young woman, Giuseppi. I have thousands of
pizzas yet to make."

His eyes widened in disgust as he spoke with old vigor, "What
would my friends say "He's not dead three years and she
remarried…"

"Three years?"

"No, you must make the vow— that you will never remarry. The
name of Carmella Palucci shall remain pure and the reputation of
Giuseppi Palucci will remain and grow stronger. They will say, 'He
must have been a great man, Carmella never remarried.'"

"Giuseppi—a vow?"

"My last request. You can not deny this."

"All right, all right. If it will send you away happy."

"You must say it loud so the Lord can hear this vow you make."
He pointed a fragile finger upward.

"Giuseppi, it's soon to be ten o'clock."

"Say it!"

"Say what?"

"I, Carmella Palucci, promise never to remarry after the death
of my wonderful husband. Say it!"

" I, Carmella Palucci promise never to remarry. Is that good
enough?"

"I will never bring disgrace to the name of Palucci. Say
it."

"Yes, I will never bring disgrace to the name of Palucci."

Carmella looked at her sisters-in-law while they closed their
eyes hiding their reactions.

"Now I can die happy. Touch the cross."

"Why?"

"Under the pain of death for breaking a vow."

"Ah, funabula," she said and touched the cross.

She check her watch. It was five minutes of ten. She hadn't seen
The Godfather Part Three but six times. One of the rats in the
movie reminded her of her loving husband.  They both practiced
infidelity as much as they could.  If there was a college
course in infidelity, they would both have doctor's degrees from so
much practice.

The great lover, the great cavalier Giuseppi Palucci groaned
once, called Carmella twice, whimpered three times and closed his
eyes.  His head sagged over to one side, his tongue half out
of his mouth. There were no lamenting violins, squealing oboes or
soft tympani heart beats announcing the passing of a great man. It
was as if the opera was over but the curtain didn't come down.
Even, death, he couldn't do faithfully.

Carmella looked at the curtains now hanging perfectly still, now
that the big wind was gone she thought.

"The kids will want to know…they've been waiting a long time,"
said Carmella as she picked up the TV guide. "I'll call them in the
morning."

Philomena sat next to her laughing at a hamburger commercial, as
Concetta pulled the sheet over her brother's face and then rejoined
them.

"What time does city hall open tomorrow, Concetta?"

"City Hall? You have to go register his death at City Hall?"

"I made a vow to my loving husband. It is the first and final
vow I ever made. Even though he broke all of his vows…well…."

"But do you have to go to city hall?" asked Concetta.

"I'm going to change my name?"

"But why?"

"Concetta, a promise is a promise even if you promise the
devil.  How about Lucille Ball?  I always loved
Lucy."

Concetta signed herself and laughed. "Maybe, I'll change mine to
Ethel."

"Thank God he died on time. I don't want to miss this movie,"
said Carmella.  She glanced over at the curtains.  Maybe
I'll get pink ones she thought. Now they were flapping free in the
breeze.  For the first time it was the way Carmella
felt.
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