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The Birthday Cake

The air was cold and the daylight was draining from the sky.  The street smelled of rotten fruit left in the carts and although this was a sour smell it was not altogether unpleasant.  Lucia was accustomed to this odor, and because it reminded her of the feast days when she was a girl she enjoyed it, the way she imagined people on farms enjoyed the smell of manure. 


It was past six and the shops on Newbury Street were closed, but she knew that Lorenzo would stay open for her.  She did not hurry: she was an old woman, and age had spoiled her legs.  They were thick now, and water heavy, and when she walked her hips grew sore from the effort of moving them.


She stopped by a bench, wanting to sit but knowing that to stoop and then to rise would be more difficult than simply to lean against the backrest.  She waited for her breathing to slow, then walked the last block to the bakery.  Lorenzo would be there.  He would wait.  Hadn’t she come to the bakery every Saturday since the war? And hadn’t she bought the same white cake with chocolate frosting, Nico’s favorite? 


“Buona sera, Signora Ronsavelli,” he said as the chime clanged and the heavy glass door closed behind her. “You had me concerned.” Lorenzo Napoli was too young to be so worried all the time.  She wondered about him.  She did not trust him the way she had trusted his father.


Standing before the pastry case was Maria Mendez, the little Puerto Rican girl who worked at the laundry.  “Este es la señora, “ Lorenzo said to her. They were everywhere now, these Puerto Ricans, allover the neighborhood with their loud cars and shouting children and men drinking beer on the sidewalk.  Now the rents were increasing and the real estate people wanted the Italians to move to nursing homes.  Even Father D’Agostino was helping them. “Lucia,” the priest had told her, “you’d have company there.”


This Maria from the laundry had a child but no husband.

“Miss Mendez needs to ask you a favor,” the baker said.


Lucia removed her leather gloves and put them into her purse. “A favor?”


“My little girl,” Maria said. “Today is her birthday.  She’s seven years old today.’


“You must know little Teresa,” Lorenzo said.


“Yes,” Lucia said.  She had indeed seen the child, out with her friends tearing up the vegetable gardens in the backyards.


“And I was so busy today at the laundry, so busy, all day long there was a line, and I couldn’t get out to buy her a birthday cake.”


“Yes.” Lucia remembered that is had taken her two days to fix the stakes on the tomato plants.


“Let me explain,” Lorenzo said. “Miss Mendez needs a cake, and I have none left, except yours.  I told her that you were my best customer, and of course we’d have to wait and ask you.”


“All the other bakeries are closed,” Maria said. It’s my little girl’s birthday.”


Lucia’s hands began to shake. She remembered what the doctor had said about getting angry; but this was too much. 


“Every week I buy my cake. For how many years? And now this muli comes in and you just give it away?”


“Lucy.” Lorenzo held out his hands like a little boy.  “Don’t get angry. Please, Lucy.”


“No, Not Lucy.” She tapped her chest with her finger. “Lucia.”


“Lucy, please,” he said.


“No ‘Please, Lucy.’ No parlare Inglese. Italiano.”


“I could give you some sugar cookies,” he said. “Or some cannolis. I just made them.  They’re beautiful.”


“Once a week I come here and I buy Nico’s cake.”


Lorenzo tipped his head to the side. He seemed to be about to say something, but then he stopped.  He waited another moment.


“Lucia, think of the poor little girl,” he said. “It’s her birthday.”


“Then bake her a cake.  You do the favor, if you like her so much.”


“Lucia, there’s no time. “The party was going to begin in a few minutes, he said. Besides, he had already cleaned his equipment and put away his flour and eggs and sugar.


“Lucia,” he said, “it’s the right thing. Ask yourself, what would Nico do? Or my father?”


“I know what they wouldn’t do.  They wouldn’t forget who their people were.  They wouldn’t start speaking Spanish for the mulis.”


She stared at him until he looked away.  Outside, the wind had lifted a newspaper from the sidewalk and was pressing the leaves against the front window of the bakery.  From somewhere on Common Street came the sound of a car’s engine racing.  She thought of Nico, how when he lay sick in bed during his last days she had gone outside and asked the children not to make noise and they’d laughed and told her to go on back inside crazy old lady.


Without looking up, he spoke in a voice that was almost a whisper. “Lucia,” he said, “it’s just this once.”


“No,” she said.  “No. I want my cake.”


Maria began to cry. “Dio mio,” she said.  “My little girl.”


Lorenzo leaned on his hands.  “I’m sorry, Miss Mendez.”


Maria turned to her. She was sobbing. “It’s my daughter’s birthday,” she said.  “How will she forgive me?  Don’t you have children?”


“I have three children,” Lucia said “and I never forgot their birthdays. I never had to rush out at the last minute.”


“I was working,” Maria said. “I’m all by myself with Teresa. I have to raise her alone.”


“And whose fault is that?” Lucia waved at Lorenzo. “Pronto,” she said. “Box up my cake.”


Lorenzo eased the cake out of the display case and placed it into a white cardboard pastry box.  His hands were soft and white.  He drew a length of twice from the dispenser, tied off the box, then snapped his wrists and broke the string from the leader.


Lucia put on her gloves. As she turned for the door Maria took her arm. “I beg you,” she said.  Please, I’ll buy the cake from you.  I’ll pay you ten dollars.”


Lucia pulled her arm free.  “I don’t want your money.”


“Twenty dollars, then.” She pulled a folded bill from the pocket of her dress and placed it in Lucia’s hand.  “Please Mrs. Ronsavelli, take it.”


Lucia tried to push the bill back into her hands, but Maria curled her fingers into fists and began to cry. “You can’t do this,” she said.


Lucia threw the crumpled bill to the floor and opened the door. Maria fell to her knees and picked up the bill.  “You witch!” she screamed. “Puta! Whore!”


Lucia did not look back.  She moved slowly down Newbury Street, being careful to avoid the spots of ice.  What did that laundry girl, or even Lorenzo, understand about her? What did they know about devotion?


From the alley behind her building she heard the screaming, a terrible choked wail that rang from the street and into the alley and echoed off the walls and trash cans.  She imagined Maria the laundress stumbling home to her daughter, and she imagined the red, contorted face of the little girl when her friends arrived and there was no cake. 


Still, what would they know about suffering, even then? They would know nothing.  The light was poor in the staircase, and she held the railing with her free hand.  After each step she paused; she let the flicker of pain ease from her hips then lifted again.


Inside the kitchen she raised the glass cover and took out last week’s cake. The air that had been under the glass smelled sweet and ripe.  The cake had not been touched; it might have been a clay model of the new one.  As she carried it to the trash, tips of chocolate frosting broke off and scattered on the floor like shards of pottery.


She swept up the pieces, washed the smudges of frosting from the cake stand with a sponge, then opened the bakery box, removed the new cake and put it under the glass cover.  It was dark outside, and in the hills around the city the lights in the windows of hundreds of houses glowed like the tiny white bulbs in the branches of a Christmas tree.  She thought of her children; they were up in those hills, eating dinner with their own children—those little light-skinned boys and girls who shrank from their nana’s hugs, kept their jackets on, and whispered to each other until it was time to leave. It was cold near the window; she shivered and stepped away.


She sat at the kitchen table, beneath the photos of Nico and the children.  She looked at the door, wishing, as she did each time, that there might be a knock, or that it might just sing open, and one of them, just one of them, might be there.

