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			The Cassaros

			‘We are Italian, food is our life.’

			(Joseph F. Cassaro)

			Before my story begins, there is another one.

			It starts on a ship. The year is 1919, and the Atlantic Ocean does not care that the war just ended. It does not care that the passenger manifests are full of people who have already survived more than enough. It does not care, especially, about a six-year-old Sicilian boy named Giuseppe, who is running the length of the deck because he is six and that is what six-year-olds do—and then turning around and going back below, into the dark and the smell and the close, crowded air of steerage, to check on his mother. His mother is ill. Seriously ill. On a ship that until recently was carrying soldiers. In a year when the Spanish flu is still collecting names.

			I have thought about this boy a great deal. About what it means to be six years old and responsible. About the particular mathematics of childhood that allows a child to run and play in the sunshine one moment and hold his mother’s hand in the dark the next, and not collapse under the weight of the contradiction. Children are built for this, I think—not because it’s fair, but because they have no choice and somehow they manage anyway.

			

			The boy’s name, once he landed at Ellis Island and America got hold of it, became Joseph. Joseph F. Cassaro. My grandfather.

			* * *

			The inspectors at Ellis Island were not gentle that year. The Spanish flu had made them cautious in a way that had teeth. A sick passenger—especially one travelling steerage—could be pulled from the line. Detained. Sent back.

			I don’t know exactly what happened when my grandfather and his sick mother came through those gates. Family stories lose the hard details over time, keep only what people can bear to remember. What I know is that they came through. They made it.

			And then they got on with it, the way immigrants always have.

			* * *

			Auburn, New York, by 1919, had been Italian for two decades. The Sicilians had settled in Ward 8, around Columbus Street—close enough to walk to the factories, close enough to hear each other’s voices from their doorsteps. The Neapolitans, who had come from a different part of Italy and spoke a different dialect and carried different saints in their hearts, were in Ward 4. Same city. Same struggle. Invisible boundary between them.

			Rose Guarino’s family had arrived from the Campania region—the Naples area—before 1915, because Rose herself was born in Auburn that year. Her father Joseph Guarino had made the crossing, found Ward 4, found work, and stayed. Her family needed every income it could get, which meant Rose could not finish high school. The education stopped where the necessity began.

			My grandfather’s family had come from Sicily. They ended up on Wallace Avenue, in Ward 8, with their people—though ‘their people’ had its own subdivisions and loyalties that only Sicilians could fully appreciate.

			The two communities had built their own church. St Francis of Assisi, on Clark Street, opened in 1908, because before that the Irish-run Catholic church had made the Italians worship in the basement. Not the nave. The basement. A woman from the community had not been allowed to marry in the main sanctuary. It is one of those details from history that you have to sit with for a moment before you can quite believe it.

			My grandparents’ people had fought for their church, their streets, their dignity. By the time Joseph and Rose found each other—a Sicilian from Ward 8 crossing the invisible line to meet a Neapolitan from Ward 4—that fight was still living memory.

			They married in the mid-1930s and stayed married for seventy-two years.

			I’ll give you a moment with that.

			Seventy-two years. My grandfather died in 2008. My grandmother followed in December 2013, at ninety-eight years old. Whatever it is that makes two people go the distance—patience, stubbornness, love, the particular grace that comes from having built something together from very little—they had it in surplus.

			

			* * *

			My grandfather went to work at the Columbian Rope Company on Genesee Street, and he stayed for forty-four years.

			He arrived there as the son of immigrants who had crossed the Atlantic in steerage. He left there as a man who had given nearly half a century to a single employer. The records are clear on one point: the majority of Columbian Rope’s workers were immigrants, and mostly Italian. He was among his people, at work as at home.

			The boy who sold newspapers for fifty cents a week—ten hours a day, in a language not yet fully his—had grown into a man who planted himself and did not move.

			Rose, meanwhile, went to work at the General Electric plant on Genesee Street, which opened in 1951 and made radar equipment and circuit boards and high-voltage semiconductors. She stood on a factory floor and helped manufacture the components that built the modern world—the woman who hadn’t been allowed to finish school. The GE plant was a quarter of a mile from Ward 4. She could have walked there through the neighbourhood she’d grown up in, past the church they’d built with their own hands after being told to use the basement.

			I find something quietly magnificent about both of them. Not heroic—they would have found that word embarrassing. Just: they showed up. Every day. For decades. They did what needed doing and they came home and they cooked.

			* * *

			

			And the cooking. We have to talk about the cooking.

			I’ll be upfront: yes, you have spotted the food theme. As my grandfather used to say, with the certainty of a man who had never once doubted it—We are Italian, food is our life.

			Every Sunday after church we went to my grandparents’ house for dinner. This was not a suggestion. This was the shape of the week.

			On regular Sundays—not the holidays, just the ordinary ones—my grandmother made her homemade sauce with meatballs, and sausage when the meat was available and they could afford it. That last clause is one of those things you say in childhood without fully hearing: when they could afford it. It goes in one ear and doesn’t land until you’re older and you understand that this was a real calculation, made every week, on a factory worker’s wages and a retiree’s pension.

			The sauce was a staple two or three times a week at least, and everything went into it. Leftover pork chops. Leftover chicken. Whatever meat survived the earlier days of the week found its way to that pot, deepening and enriching what was already there. The sauce was never quite finished. It was more like a relationship than a recipe—it kept going, kept receiving, kept becoming something better than it had been the day before.

			On other evenings we had pasta and meatballs, of course, or occasionally pizza from the Wallace Avenue neighbourhood pizza place—their street, their community, made by people who came from the same island. Or a hot sausage sandwich that my grandmother made with loads of fried onions and peppers, the smell of which I can still summon without trying.

			On Fridays we went over for fish from Johnny’s fish fry. The Church said no meat on Fridays, and the Church, in that house, was not negotiated with.

			We spent many evenings at my grandparents’ house while my father worked his extra jobs. His shift at the police department was midnight to eight in the morning. He would come home to sleep while we were in school, and wake at five to have dinner with us before heading back out to his evening or weekend work. Before we were in school, God only knows how the man managed any sleep. Good thing those were the days when you were outside playing much more than you were ever inside.

			My grandparents’ house was the third parent. The anchor. While Jack Matthews drove the midnight roads of Auburn in his police cruiser, and drove the dry cleaning van for his uncle, and drove the hearse on weekends, Rose and Joseph’s table was where we were. The sauce was on. There was always enough. Nobody said the word enough—it was just understood to be true, because that is what Italian grandmothers do: they make the available sufficient and the sufficient feel like abundance.

			* * *

			Even though we were at my grandparents’ house constantly—multiple evenings a week, every Sunday without exception—they were careful to make sure that each of us got time alone with them. A night, or a weekend, just one grandchild, no competition for attention. When my parents got one of their rare breaks, we would have a whole weekend with them, and those weekends had a particular quality of magic that I’ve never quite been able to explain to people who didn’t experience it.

			

			My grandfather pitched to us at the local baseball field and coached our batting stance with the serious focus of someone who believed that doing things properly mattered. In the autumn he taught us football—specifically how to hold the ball so that your passes went farther than anyone else’s. He taught us golf with wiffle balls in the backyard and in the park, and he taught us how to box, just enough to defend ourselves if the situation ever called for it. He was a man who wanted his grandchildren to be capable. To be ready.

			The one thing he would not teach us was Italian.

			We begged. For years we begged. And for years he refused, with a reason so clear and so complete that even as children we couldn’t argue with it.

			‘We are Americans. America took us in and we learned the language so we could give our best back to America.’

			He had crossed the Atlantic at six. He had sold newspapers in a language not yet his, for fifty cents a week. He had learned English the way people learn things when they have no alternative—completely, and with their whole self. And he had decided that the greatest gift he could give this country was to become fully part of it.

			They only spoke Italian at home to the older relatives who never learned English. For everything else—for the grandchildren, for the neighbours, for daily American life—it was English. Always English.

			But here is the thing nobody tells you about two Italians from different regions who spend seventy-two years together: they had their own private language. When my grandparents needed to talk about birthdays or Christmas or anything that fell into the category of grown-up business not meant for small ears, they would shift—into a mixture of Sicilian and Neapolitan that they had apparently invented together, since the two dialects were different enough that they needed a hybrid to understand each other fully. As a child you knew, the instant they switched, that something was being discussed that wasn’t for you. The code was impenetrable and it was theirs alone.

			When I was about nine, my grandfather relented slightly and agreed to teach us a few Italian phrases. A door cracked open, just enough to let the scent in.

			I think back now on how incredible it would have been to grow up bilingual, and I understand completely why he made the decision he did, and both of these things are true at the same time. That’s the complicated gift of hindsight.

			Many years later I found my own way to the language. An Italian coach named Stefania, who became a dear friend, taught me far more than a few phrases. When I travel to Italy now—and I do travel to Italy, because some inheritances find you whether or not they’re handed down—I can get by. I can have a conversation.

			My grandfather gave America everything he had. I found my own way back to what he left behind.

			Some things are just patient.

			* * *

			I named my craft business Cassaro Crafts.

			Not because it tested well. Because the name meant something. The boy on the ship, the newspaper seller, the forty-four-year man, the husband of seventy-two years, the coach at the baseball field, the man with the private language and the iron principle—he is in the name. Every piece I make, every enamel pendant I fire in the kiln, every craft fair stall I set up at dawn, carries his name on the sign.

			He came over with nothing, in steerage, in a year when the world was barely putting itself back together. He sold papers for fifty cents a week. He stayed forty-four years at one factory. He married a woman from the other side of an invisible line and loved her for seventy-two years. He sat at the head of a table every Sunday and said, with complete conviction: We are Italian, food is our life.

			He wasn’t wrong. He never was.

			That table is still feeding me.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			The Other Grandparents

			I need to tell you why this chapter took me so long to write.

			It wasn’t that I didn’t love them. I did. But the memories from my father’s side of the family don’t flow the way the Cassaro memories do. With Joseph and Rose, everything runs together—the kitchen, the smell of the sauce, the backyard, the stories—one long warm current that starts at the beginning and just carries you. The Matthews side comes in clusters. Snapshots. And most of those snapshots aren’t just of my grandparents—they’re of my aunt and uncle and their five kids, all of us rarely in the same room and then suddenly, wonderfully, all together.

			We all lived in Auburn. The distance wasn’t geography. Some of it was timing, the particular way that family lives can orbit the same town without quite coinciding. But when we did see each other, it was great. I want that to be clear before I go any further.

			* * *

			Of the five cousins, my favourite was Patty.

			She was the closest to me in age of the two girls among the five cousins. I was the middle child of three—the only girl—and there was something in that which made us find each other. Of all five cousins, she was mine.

			

			Patty smiled constantly. Not the polite smile, not the posed smile—the real one, the one that starts in the eyes and doesn’t stop. She was bubbly and light and fun in a way that made rooms feel slightly better for having her in them. Some people carry weather with them. Patty carried sunshine.

			Her birthday was October 30th.

			This was, in our family, a stroke of pure logistical genius. Patty’s birthday fell on the eve of Halloween, which meant we got a dual party every year—birthday cake and costumes and the particular madness of children who are already overexcited about trick-or-treating and have now also been given sugar and told it’s a celebration. I remember those evenings in the way you remember things that were completely alive: the costumes, the noise, the dark coming in early the way it does in upstate New York in late October, Patty at the centre of it all, beaming.

			She wanted to be a flight attendant. I don’t know how early this dream took root, but I know it was real—the specific kind of childhood ambition that a person carries for years, that shapes the way they hold themselves, that they still mention in their twenties as something that was once possible.

			It didn’t materialise. The way so many things don’t materialise.

			She became a beautician. She was good at it—of course she was; Patty at a person’s face, making them feel seen and looked after, sunshine in a small room. She married. She had a little boy.

			And then I moved away, and she married, and life did what life does—it reorganised itself around new centres. I was not in touch with her much. Not the way I should have been.

			I was not aware of the struggles she was facing.

			

			* * *

			My dad called me in tears.

			I knew from the sound of his voice before he said a word. The kind of crying that a parent does when something has happened that they have no framework for, no precedent, nothing to hold on to. The kind that sounds like the ground has given way.

			He told me that Patty had taken her own life.

			I sat there unable to speak. And then I started to cry, and I still do—every time I think of her, every time I think of her little boy, every time I ask myself why I had not stayed in touch with my beautiful cousin. Why I had not picked up the phone. Why I had assumed, as we do, that there would be more time.

			The why of what she was facing, and the why of my own distance—those are for a different time. I have not earned the right to tell that part yet, and I am not sure I ever fully will.

			What I can tell you is this: the Halloween parties were real. The sunshine was real. Patty, at the centre of that room, beaming—that was real.

			I carry her.

			* * *

			My grandfather was Grandpa Matthews—that was how we kept our grandparents straight, by surname.

			He was a quiet man in the way that certain men of his generation were quiet—not withdrawn, not cold, just unhurried. He didn’t fill a room with noise. He filled it with presence, which is the more lasting thing.

			

			Some of my clearest memories of him are very early in the morning. He would stop by the house on his way—to where, I don’t know, perhaps nowhere in particular, perhaps everywhere—and he would bring warm potato bread.

			I want you to understand what this meant in a household built on Italian bread. Italian bread was religion. It was the thing we ate with everything, the thing that ended the argument about what to have for dinner by simply arriving and making the question irrelevant. Potato bread was something else entirely—softer, different, a thing from another world. And yet every time Grandpa Matthews set it on our kitchen table, still warm, there was no contest. You ate it. You were glad of it. They were not in competition; they were just two different kinds of kindness.

			He was an Army veteran. An officer. He had done what officers do, and then he had come home and become a life insurance salesman, which is its own kind of service—the work of persuading people to prepare for futures they would rather not think about, for the sake of the people they love.

			The other memory I have of him is in his chair.

			His chair, in the living room of my grandparents’ house. On his lap, depending on the visit: either their cat—a creature of such magnificent temper that it would have made our Chloe look like the gentlest kitten ever to have sat in sunlight—or MeToo, his pedigree poodle, who would sit there with the settled authority of an animal that knows exactly where it stands in the household hierarchy.

			MeToo was, incidentally, the father of our family poodle. This makes him the only member of the family whose genealogical contribution I can confirm with complete certainty.

			We lost Grandpa Matthews far too early. He was sixty-one years old.

			* * *

			My grandmother was a very different person, and I want to take a moment before I describe her.

			For a long time I thought about her in a way that I am not proud of.

			Grandma always said she was sick. And yet every time we saw her—every single time—she had all her make-up on. She was dressed stylishly. She looked, frankly, like a woman who had made an effort, and the effort had paid off. I could not reconcile this with the constant reports of illness. I was a child, and children are logical in the most merciless way: if you are well enough to put your face on, you are well enough. End of story.

			What I could see, and what I quietly seethed about for years, was that my grandfather ran around after her. Whatever she needed. Whatever she asked. He was on his feet; she was in her chair with her magazines. And when we lost him at sixty-one, when his heart gave out that early, I knew—with the confident certainty of someone who had not yet had to be wrong about something important—exactly who was to blame.

			I was wrong.

			I didn’t know, in those years, about Crohn’s disease. I didn’t know about fibromyalgia. Both of these conditions are in our family—which means the odds were never as simple as I made them. Either or both could have been the real root of what Grandma was living with, every day, in that chair. The kind of pain that doesn’t show. The kind of exhaustion that has no obvious cause and no satisfying explanation and that a child looking in from the outside will simply decide is laziness or self-indulgence, because the alternative—that someone can be suffering and you can’t see it—is more frightening.

			And the making sure she always looked nice? That was not the action of a self-centred woman. That was a woman trying to look her best for her family even when she felt rotten. That was dignity. That was love, in the particular language of women of a certain generation who were not given many other vocabularies for it.

			I understand now what I could not understand then.

			I’m sorry it took me this long, Grandma.

			* * *

			Her husband was called John. His
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