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			One day Elsie de Wolfe said to Ludwig Bemelmans,

			‘Italians are fortunate.
They can always cry it away or sing it away or love it away.’
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			CRY IT AWAY

		
	
		
			1

			Thera-Me

			Exercise 1

			I shove the pencil behind my ear. I hold the sketch pad next to my face and lean into the mirror. I take inventory of my features in the self-portrait. Let’s see. I have rendered the oval shape of my face, neatly arched black eyebrows alla Puglia, and a satisfactory Tuscan nose, prominent yet not too large. The lips are full in the center with commas in the corners. And finally. The eyes. Two round, dark planets of pain.

			I prop up the pad on the table and stand to observe the drawing from a different perspective. I’ve been looking at this mug for thirty-three years, so you’d think there’d be no surprises. I lean over my work and squint. The hair is not right. I hold the tip of the soft HB graphite pencil flat, whisking it above the forehead in quick, successive strokes, smudging the hairline with my thumb, softening the fine strands at the temples. I’ve used every technique to lighten the overall effect and lift the mood of this faccia, but no matter how I tinker, I’m looking at the portrait of an unhappy woman.

			I snap a photo of the sketch.

			Dear Dr Sharon,

			The self-portrait you requested is attached. I make my living drawing marble installations to scale. I’m a draftsman who also provides designs for customers. Forgive the lack of nuance in the sketch, but it is a truthful rendering of how I see myself.

			They say the journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step, but it would appear my sojourn began with a litany of missteps that led to a face-plant. This is why I am here. I need your help to get up and move forward. Emotionally.

			I read your Keys to Contentment online. Make your own happiness. I will be happy to when I am able to define it. Follow your heart. Easy for others to say, sure, follow your heart but only if you have a good sense of direction. Listen to your inner voice. Trying. When I follow the daily Instagram posts that feature a cup of coffee, a cookie, and the advice of general philosophers, it seems my life gets worse. I’m trying to change, but reinvention is impossibly hard work for someone who isn’t sure where to begin. Or how.

			You see, I’m the people pleaser in my family, the unsung cook, maid, babysitter, and driver. Looking down the road, I will become the nurse, responsible for our soon-to-be-elderly parents, because my brother and sister have families of their own. I am newly single and childless, which means I’m available to serve – more. My role has been carved as if it were etched in marble. And I know marble.

			I created a dream board, with pictures and images of all I long for: it’s in the shape of the country of Italy, which should tell you something about my heart’s desire. There are the rolling hills of Tuscany, the marble quarries of Carrara, and the speedboats of Lake Como. I want to celebrate life, not dread it.

			I moved into my parents’ basement apartment when I decided to leave my husband. My family prays that I reconsider and return to my ex. They are not alone. The general population of my hometown concurs. In fact, at our church, the Sodality, the women’s service organization equal to the Knights of Columbus for the men, even offered a (humiliating) mass for reconciliation. They were fervently praying one way, while I prayed the other. I said the rosary so many times during my divorce proceedings, I rubbed the face of Jesus off the crucifix.

			I’ve held a passport since I was eighteen years old but have yet to use it. It is just one empty page after another of pristine navy jacquard without a single stamp to anywhere or the slightest scuff on the leather cover. When I went to renew it last year, the man at the passport office said, ‘Why bother?’

			I want to bother! I want to know what it’s like to see the places that have lived in my imagination since I first read about them in books. Is there something out there for me, Dr Sharon? Is there such a thing as bliss? If so, can you help me find it? With or without the cookie.

			G.C.B., Lake Como, New Jersey
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			The Family Business

			The red taillights on Uncle Louie’s chartreuse Impala blink as he backs the car out of his garage on his way to pick me up for work. He and Aunt Lil live in the last house on the corner lot before the intersection of Surf Avenue, which leads to the beach. Their Cape Cod house, the most landscaped home in all of New Jersey, stands out among the mix of white split-level and soft blue saltbox houses that hug the curve of the shore of Lake Como like a rope of shimmering opals.

			Through the years, Aunt Lil and Uncle Louie have installed every manner of ornamentation and architectural interest on their half-acre lot. There’s a koi pond, a three-tier marble fountain, and a walkway of gold-streaked pavers that swirls up to the front door like a yellow brick road. The backyard has a replica of the Parthenon built out of Carrara marble where they host the Knights of Columbus Weenie Roast every July Fourth. ‘My home is an advertisement for my business,’ Uncle Louie says. ‘Italian craftsmanship and American elegance?’ he asks, before he answers, ‘I’m your man.’

			If he’s your man, then I’m your wingman. Uncle Louie is my boss at Capodimonte Marble and Stone, our family business since 1924.

			My uncle pulls up to the curb. I inhale the chill of the morning air. It tickles my nose and fills my lungs, which causes me to sneeze with my whole body. I fish through my purse for a tissue.

			‘Jess. Are you serious?’ Uncle Louie says through his open window as I wipe my nose.

			I climb inside and snap the seat belt. He rolls his fist. ‘Leave your window down so any germs blow out.’

			‘I’m not sick. It’s the temperature.’

			‘Now you’re a scientist? If you don’t catch a cold, it won’t catch you. Words of wisdom from my mother.’

			‘Your hypochondria flares up whenever the seasons change.’

			‘You noticed, huh?’ Uncle Louie’s mouth curves into a smile.

			I see everything, but there’s no point in bragging about it. A worldview doesn’t do you much good when you live in a small town, unless your passport is current. When it comes to Lake Como, New Jersey, the Capodimonte and Baratta families own North Boulevard. My Cap grandparents lived two houses down while the Baratta grandparents lived three houses down in the other direction. They’re all gone now; the Baratta homestead went to our cousin Carmine in 2019, while the Cap house has not been touched since Grandma died in 2022. We call it the Lake Como Museum because it remains intact; not a single teaspoon has left the premises since her death. Around the loop of the lake, the rest of the houses are filled with relatives.

			Whenever we had a block party, we closed down the street and became a version of the Villa Capri in Paterson on their All You Can Eat Family Night. We were an Italian American a-go-go minus the floor show, free hors d’oeuvres, and two-drink minimum. Beyond our social lives, our family shares the street, a canoe, and our devotion to the Blessed Mother. A statue of Mary can be found in every yard on the lake. It may appear the patriarchy is thriving, but Italian Americans know it’s the mother who has the power. Philomena Capodimonte Baratta, my own mamma mia Madonne, is proof of that.

			‘What’s with the jacket?’ Uncle Louie gives my outfit a once-over.

			‘Connie gave it to me.’

			‘You’re still in your sister’s hand-me-downs?’

			‘Does it look bad?’ I smooth the navy linen with my hands.

			I am not up to Uncle Louie’s sartorial code. Never have been. Louie Cap is the last of a group of Italian American men who came up on the Beatles but never forgot Louis Prima. He’s a sharp dresser, Rat Pack debonair. He wears size 8 suede loafers like Frank Sinatra and three-piece suits like Jerry Vale, altered for a streamlined fit on his trim frame. He is never without a fitted vest under his suit jacket because he likes the feeling of being cinched in.

			‘Clothes make the woman,’ Uncle Louie reminds me. ‘What the hell happened over here? You’re Depression Central.’

			‘I’m working on it. I signed up for Thera-Me. It’s an online therapy program. I got so many Instagram ads for it I must be in their target market.’

			‘Whatever that means,’ Louie groans. ‘My goal is to make it into the arms of my Savior without having to install another app.’

			‘I was assigned to Dr Sharon over Zoom.’

			‘Is she a real doctor?’ Uncle Louie asks.

			‘Board-certified. She had me draw a self-portrait. And she asked me to journal. Wants me to write down my memories, the happy ones and the painful times. She said past experience is the foundation of future mental health.’ I show Uncle Louie my self-portrait.

			Uncle Louie glances over as he drives. ‘That don’t look like you.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I’d take another run at it.’ Uncle Louie makes a face.

			‘Too late. I already turned it in.’

			‘Is this therapy operation expensive?’

			‘Around the cost of a gym membership.’

			‘Hmm. What a racket. Why do you need a therapist when you have me? I’m like a priest. At my age, there isn’t anything you could tell me that would even slightly shock me.’

			‘There are things I can’t talk to even you about.’

			‘Even though I have a very sensitive female side?’

			‘Not funny, Uncle Louie.’

			Uncle Louie’s phone rings. He taps speaker. ‘Yo, Googs.’

			‘I got a couple sleeves of black granite. You got a need?’ Googs sounds far away, like he’s calling from the moon.

			‘Putting a floor in over in Basking Ridge. How much you got?’

			‘Ten by six. Looks like I have six sheets total. Foyer? Small?’

			Uncle Louie looks at me. I confirm that we could use the stock.

			‘For a price,’ Uncle Louie says into the phone. ‘Don’t soak me, Googs. I’m not in the mood.’

			‘Text the address and I’ll deliver.’ Rolando ‘Googs’ Gugliotti hangs up. He is one of Uncle Louie’s oldest work colleagues. He would be the Joey Bishop in Uncle Louie’s Rat Pack. He shows up, does his business, and disappears like a vapor until you need him again, or he needs you.

			I look down at my phone. ‘How does he know exactly when to call? It’s creepy.’

			‘Not in the least. He’s an intuitive salesman. Make a note.’

			I scroll to the notes app on my phone and await instructions.

			‘Aldo and Rena Lovisone’s reno. Granite drop. Arrange with client.’ Uncle Louie dictates as he takes a right turn off Sixteenth Avenue and onto Main Street into the business district.

			He slows down, surveying the buildings from one side of the street to the other.

			‘The Italian American Riviera is on the comeback.’ Louie gives a low whistle of approval as he observes the new apartment building next to the renovated mixed-use warehouse, set among the restaurants, liquor store, radio station, and condos on the main drag. He stops the car in front of the vacant firehouse and leans out the window and squints. ‘They’re putting in a barbecue joint, Five Alarm, they’re calling it. It suits. Names matter.’

			Yes, they do. I was thirteen years old in 2004 when South Belmar, New Jersey, had become a sorry suburban pit stop between Belmar and Spring Lake. Our pretty, working-class town had turned into a zoo for party animals. Property values had plummeted. It was decided that the best way to save our town was to start over. We needed a new name.

			The residents agreed the sooner South Belmar was in the rearview, the better. Our town was settled on the lake close to the ocean one hundred years ago by Irish, Dutch/German, and Italian immigrants, and here, three generations on, they remain. The local Italians ran a campaign to change the name from South Belmar to Lake Como. The Irish and Dutch/Germans initially balked at naming the town for the lake, but the Italians argued that Como was easy to spell. Good point. It was also true that nobody was elated about the alternatives: Fuerstenfeldbruck or Lake Nobber.

			Uncle Louie led the charge, and under his leadership, Lake Como won in a landslide, by 167 votes! We were South Belmar, New Jersey, no more. The new name proved to be lucky. A lyrical name creates a space to fill with beauty, like a contralto as she steps into a circle of golden light on the stage of an opera house.

			No one knows that names matter more than me, as I have been tortured over mine. When I was born, my parents, determined to swaddle me in family history and my mom’s version of Tuscan style, named me Giuseppina Capodimonte Baratta. When my brother couldn’t pronounce it, he called me Jess for short. It stuck. Everyone calls me Jess except my mother, the purist.

			Uncle Louie and I coast to a stop, joining the line of stalled traffic on East Street.

			‘Poor timing,’ Uncle Louie grunts.

			‘Drop-off.’ I watch a gaggle of girls in navy jumpers walk up the front steps. How is it possible that the girls of Saint Rose School are wearing the same uniform I wore twenty-five years ago? While we wait in the traffic, I open the notes app on my phone. I follow the prompt from Dr Sharon. I connect the feeling to the words as I remember waiting for my mother. I write.

			—

			It was one of those warm October afternoons that felt as hot as the soupiest, most humid days in August. I dripped sweat as I wove through the line of cars throwing heat. The moms waited in air-conditioned comfort with their engines idling, ripping a permanent hole in the ozone layer over New Jersey. There was a reason we said a schoolwide rosary on Earth Day. We wanted to live.

			I climbed into my mom’s Plymouth minivan with plastic seat covers that stuck to my legs when I sat down. It was the year 2000; I was nine years old. I wore a hand-me-down school jumper and Lands’ End loafers. My sister, Connie, was eleven years old. She wore an identical uniform one size up. She was strapped into the back seat behind Mom. I sat in the back seat my entire life until Connie learned that whoever sits in the front passenger seat is most likely to die first in a car wreck; ever since then, it’s had my name on it.

			My classmates looked like a flock of bluebirds in their jumpers with their regulation cardigans tied around their waists like aprons. It was so hot, the girls rolled their white knee socks down into small inner tubes around their ankles. This was the kind of fashion trend that caught on at Saint Rose, and everyone had to follow the fad or die a slow social death. I refused to roll my knee socks until I was allowed to shave my legs.

			‘Mom, when can I shave my legs?’

			‘You have to wait,’ Connie piped up. ‘I just got permission.’

			‘I didn’t ask you. I asked Mom.’ If the hair on my legs grew for three more years, I’d need to shave twice a day like Cousin Bear Baratta, who grew a full beard between breakfast and dinner.

			‘Let me think about it, Giuseppina.’

			‘Hey, Jess!’ Lisa Natalizio called out from the sidewalk. Lisa’s blond braids were as thick as hay and had expanded in the humidity. Her smile was as wide as her round head. She held her Butterfinger candy bar in the air like Sister Jean’s pointer in music class and shouted, ‘Don’t forget the milk carton!’

			‘Ma, I need a milk carton for school tomorrow. Lisa and I are going to make a mailbox. We’re going to send get-well cards to the pope.’

			‘Those nuns. Always with the projects. All right. I can air one out tonight. Good thing your brother is going through a growth spurt. He’s a milk lush. Put on your seat belt.’ Mom wore a pink spandex jumpsuit with a ruffle around the waist that made her look like a piece of saltwater taffy. She’d just come from Zumba class. Her chest was freckled, a gold cross on a delicate chain nestled in her cleavage. She gave me a quick kiss on the cheek and flipped open the lunch box on my lap. ‘You ate your lunch! Good girl.’

			‘Bobby Bilancia stole it.’

			Mom frowned. ‘Did you tell Sister Theresa?’

			‘Nobody likes a snitch,’ I reminded her. ‘Bobby steals from Lisa’s lunch too, and she gave up. Now her mom includes an extra pack of Tastykakes, just in case he comes prowling.’

			‘I refuse to feed the entire fourth-grade class at Saint Rose.’ My mother lit a Virginia Slims cigarette on the third try and held it as far out the window as she could so we wouldn’t get secondhand cancer. ‘I am calling the school when we get home.’ She sighed. ‘Giuseppina, you have to stand up to him.’

			‘I can’t, Ma.’

			‘Why not?’

			Connie answered for me. ‘Because every girl in her class and every nun in our school is in love with Bobby Bilancia. And Jess likes him too, don’t you, Jess?’

			‘Can we stop for ice cream?’ Why did the name Bobby Bilancia make me hungry?

			‘I made lasagna for dinner.’

			‘I can’t wait until then. I might faint.’ I leaned against the door and put my face in my hand.

			My brother, Joe, fourteen years old, climbed into the minivan and closed the door. He wore a pressed baseball uniform; his black hair was neatly parted on the side. He placed his backpack on the seat. It didn’t have a scuff on it; it looked as new as the day Mom bought it at Target.

			‘How was your day, Joe?’ Mom said pleasantly.

			‘Okay. Ma, can you drop me at the practice field?’

			‘I live to serve.’ She smiled. ‘How was your day, Connie?’

			‘Annoying. They were making fun of Jess’s name.’

			My mother’s dark eyes darted between Connie’s in the rearview mirror and mine in the front seat. ‘What do you mean “making fun”?’

			‘Some of the girls tease her,’ Connie said.

			‘They call me Giuseppina-colada.’

			‘After the cocktail?’ Mom frowns.

			‘Sometimes worse, Ma,’ Connie said. ‘They call her Jooz-uh-penis.’

			‘Idiots,’ Joe muttered. Joe was already above the antics of grade school even though he was still technically in it. He was more like a father to me than a brother.

			‘Who teased you?’ Mom wanted to know. She glared at my sister in the rearview mirror. ‘Connie, what did you do to defend your sister?’

			‘I can’t be creeping around the halls of Saint Rose taking on the mean girls who pick on Jess.’

			‘And why not?’ my mother yelled. ‘You only have one sister!’ She turned to me. ‘Giuseppina, you have to get tough!’

			I felt my throat constrict. I put my hands on my neck and tried to inhale air, but I couldn’t get enough in. The panic attacks were usually triggered by a series of challenges I couldn’t meet. That day had been particularly brutal; I couldn’t do anything right, and then there was the teasing. It was too much.

			‘Connie! The paper bag!’ my mother shrieked. Connie handed a bag to Mom calmly from the back seat. My sister knew the routine. Mom snapped the bag open and gave it to me. ‘Breathe into the bag, Giuseppina! Into the bag!’

			My panic attacks began in kindergarten. Our pediatrician taught me the paper bag trick. Whenever I couldn’t breathe, I would place a paper bag over my mouth, force air into it, then suck the same air back into my lungs. As the bag shrank, I refilled it with my breath. I learned to like the crinkle sound the bag made when I filled it with air. Soon, the thoughts in my head matched the rhythm of my breathing. I repeated Bobby Bilancia Breathe, Bobby Bilancia Breathe in my mind, until my heart stopped racing and my lungs opened up.

			‘When am I gonna grow out of this?’ I looked at my mother and wiped away a tear on my sleeve.

			‘The doctor said it could happen anytime. You have to be patient.’

			Mom pulled off the road to drop Joe at the field. He reached forward and squeezed my hand before jumping out of the car. He slammed the door and ran to join the team. Soon, he was engulfed in a sea of red-and-white-striped uniforms as though he had dived into Grandma Cap’s candy dish filled with peppermint wheels.

			Mom pulled out into traffic and looked for the Mr Twisty ice cream truck. I felt better after I took the first bite of the cone, through the hard shell of the chocolate dip to the cool vanilla custard underneath.

			Stuck in a traffic jam, Uncle Louie observes the school bus as it empties into the courtyard. The students split into two lines, forming a river of blue that flows past the statue of Saint Rose of Lima and into the school foyer. ‘Can you believe you were ever that small?’

			‘I was the shortest girl with the longest name.’ I close out of the notes app.

			‘I told my sister to name you something normal. She had to name you after that maiden aunt of ours because no one else would saddle their kids with that honker. Zia Giuseppina was a bruiser.’ Uncle Louie holds up his index finger to prove his point. ‘At five foot eleven she was the tallest person in the Capodimonte family, man or woman.’

			I never met my great-aunt – she died before I was born – but by all accounts, Zia Giuseppina was a force on North Boulevard.

			‘She was built like an ice truck,’ Uncle Louie explains. ‘She had a voice so loud it echoed across the lake when it wasn’t peeling paint. She did not so much move as reverberate.’

			I have neither the stature nor the gravitas to carry a big name; from the start, it was too much. It was like asking an eight-year-old girl to wear her father’s shoes to school or operate a cement mixer. ‘Why was she the maiden aunt?’

			‘She took a shot at romance, but they sandbagged her.’

			‘Who?’

			‘My grandfather and his brothers, the Caps from Italy. The story goes that on a snowy night in 1949, Nonno Cap and the boys staged an intervention, which, in hindsight, these days would be called a kidnapping.’

			‘Where was she?’

			‘At the Motel 6 off the Garden State Parkway. Let’s just say that ever since, I refer to room 7 in any motel as the Boom-Boom Room.’

			‘Zia was there for fun?’

			‘For all practical purposes. Yes. But Nonno and the boys arrived in the nick. He pulled his daughter out of the arms of her lover, Petey Palma, a real bargain out of Manasquan. Let’s just say whatever went down or didn’t, Petey went back to Manasquan alone.’

			‘I never heard this.’ I’m not surprised. Any stories involving sex are buried deep in the backyard like the statue of Saint Joseph whenever we go to sell a house.

			‘Zia gave up on romance entirely, such was the impact of the situation. That was the night she became the maiden aunt, and she chewed on that shame like bitter dandelion until the day she died. But she was also a devout Catholic, so she turned her sin into service. Zia dedicated her life to the poor, and when she wasn’t busy with them, she took care of her elderly parents and babysat us. She made Sunday dinner every week.’

			‘What a life.’

			‘Did I say she was happy?’

			‘No wonder she was angry.’ I sit back in the seat. ‘Her life was not her own.’

			‘Nobody says you have to be like her,’ Louie assures me. ‘You’re not the maiden aunt.’

			Not yet, anyhow, I’m thinking as Uncle Louie drives past the sports fields and out of town. I didn’t know Zia Giuseppina, and yet, I carry the name of someone I never knew into a life I don’t want to lead. Another issue to bring up in therapy.

			As we approach Spring Lake, the street narrows into a corridor of green-and-white-dappled willow hedges. We leave the casual ranch homes and plastic jungle gyms of Lake Como behind and enter Spring Lake, where rows of stately mansions have manicured lawns studded with bronze statues. I lean out the window to inhale the fresh scents of the tall cedar and fir trees as Uncle Louie speeds toward our appointment.

			We pull into the church parking lot. If you could fly a duomo, a beaux arts cathedral, and a meditation garden worthy of the Medici family from Florence to New Jersey, Saint Catharine Church would be it. The sleek white granite, carved spires, and bell tower, positioned at a stately angle on the banks of the lake, are a sample of the architecture of the Italian Renaissance at its most divine. The Caps and Barattas are baptized, married, and buried from this church, and have been for a decades.

			Uncle Louie pulls into the parking lot. I get out and stretch. Uncle Louie joins me in a shoulder roll.

			‘Ouch.’

			‘If it hurts, stop doing it,’ I tell him.

			‘What doesn’t hurt yet is about to. I’m seventy-three years old.’

			‘You remind me every morning.’

			‘Because I can’t believe it. Look at me. Just yesterday I was young and vibrant. I didn’t have to wear a shirt anywhere. I could’ve walked around in nothing but a diaper and strangers would’ve applauded my physique.’

			‘Lucky man.’

			‘I’m serious here. I was built like the statue of David except not as tall. Look at me now. I’m wizening.’

			‘You are not old.’

			‘Face it. What’s in front of me you could clock on an egg timer, and I’d still be late to the party. I have limited potential. And with that comes one of two things: either crippling despair or a propulsion to get things done. So, I was thinking. What becomes of this family business that’s a hundred years old? What happens to Cap Marble and Stone?’

			My heart sinks. Here we go. The only thing in my life I look forward to is my job. If this goes, I don’t know what I’ll do. ‘Are you selling the business?’

			‘The business has to go to someone who has a passion for it. I’m not looking to sell it; I’m hoping to ensure its future. To that end, it’s time that you take the reins when I can no longer hold them.’

			‘Me?’

			Uncle Louie looks around. ‘Is there anybody else standing here? Yeah, you. Of course, you. But first, you need an overview. You need to see the quarries in Italy. I don’t think anyone can run this company who does not understand the mining in Carrara. So, let’s go. You up for it?’ Uncle Louie invites me to Italy casually, as if we’re making a plan to pick up a sink in Passaic.

			I can’t speak. I didn’t see this conversation coming when Uncle Louie picked me up this morning. If I had, I would have dressed better.

			Suddenly, illuminata! The autumn sun soaks the church steps in coral light. Am I a witness at the site of an actual miracle? I must be! I have tried to get to Italy all my life, but something always derailed my plans. I couldn’t afford the study-abroad program in college, even though I was an Italian culture major and had the grades to qualify. I wanted to go to the Amalfi Coast on our honeymoon, but Bobby said Las Vegas would be more fun. I thought about going to Italy with a group, but I wasn’t interested in the tourist stops. I wanted to see the villages of my ancestors. Truthfully, I was afraid to go alone. Look what happened to Katharine Hepburn in Summertime or Daniel Craig in Casino Royale. Uncle Louie reads the fear on my face.

			‘Think about it, Jess. You don’t have to give me an answer now.’

			The only concern I have about Italy is that something will ruin this opportunity. ‘It’s a big yes, Uncle Louie! Yes! Yes! Yes!’

			‘All right already. Good. So, we plan a trip, you get your feet wet, work with the guys over there, and then decide how you want to proceed with the company. Perhaps we pray on the matter?’ Uncle Louie is only half joking as he holds open the bronze entry door to the church.
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			Prosciutto, Figs, and Digs

			We enter Saint Catharine’s not as parishioners but on official business. Our company maintains one of the only churches in America constructed completely of Carrara marble. This church may be more Italian than I am.

			I walk through the shaft of light that extends down the aisle to the altar. On my wedding day, December 28, 2019, there was no aisle runner of heavenly light; it poured rain, then iced over, followed by a blizzard that had us detained at Newark for the first eleven hours of our honeymoon. I didn’t perceive the delay as bad luck. At the time, I chalked it up to inclement weather due to climate change.

			The artistry of this church is celebrated in the frescoes painted by Gonippo Raggi of Rome and Thomas O’Shaughnessy of Chicago. Whoever says the Irish and Italians are simpatico is correct. The church is a feast of classicism, inlaid panels of gilt and plaster, a circumference of saints floating inside the duomo tower, splendid arches that fan out from the vaulted ceiling, and windows so high there are times when all you can see through them are stripes of gold through the clouds.

			Uncle Louie and I kneel in the front row of the empty church and make the sign of the cross. In my family, we pray because we’re terrified. We have an unshakable faith rooted in the paralyzing fear of burning in hell for all eternity. We pray as much as we argue, or laugh for that matter, which is a lot.

			‘Are you crying?’ Uncle Louie asks. ‘Not again.’ He frowns.

			I quickly wipe away my tears. ‘I can’t believe we’re going to Italy.’

			Uncle Louie hands me his handkerchief. ‘I thought you said you were getting over your blues.’

			‘I am,’ I promise him. ‘I’m happy at the news, that’s all.’

			‘Italy is the great healer.’ Louie checks his watch. ‘Father Belaynesh said he’d meet us here. Priests and doctors, never on time.’

			‘Dad is meeting us too.’ I turn around and crane my neck to the back of the church, when I hear the confessional door on the side aisle creak open. My six-foot-two dad emerges, white hair first, ducking as he exits the confessional as though he’s crawling out of a dollhouse. My father is built like a linebacker but never played football because Grammy B was afraid he’d get hit in the head and turn stunod.

			Dad genuflects and joins us in the pew. ‘Got here early,’ Dad whispers as he sits with us. ‘Went to confession.’

			‘Interesting.’ Uncle Louie keeps his eyes on the gold tabernacle behind the altar. ‘How’d you do in there?’

			‘It felt good.’ My father folds his hands.

			‘Do you think I should go in?’ Louie keeps his eyes on the tabernacle.

			‘Wouldn’t hurt.’

			‘The poor bastard wouldn’t know what to make of my sins. I haven’t been to confession since Father Fuzigamo took off with the second collection and the church secretary in 1986. Left a sour taste in my mouth. I had confessed the worst to that guy and felt like he stole my sins along with the plate. So much for simpatico. Fuze was the last priest of Italian American descent we had,’ Louie says wistfully. ‘And they ain’t makin’ new models.’

			‘Father Belaynesh is as close to Italian as you can get,’ my father says cheerfully. ‘He understands the nature of our people. You can tell him anything in there and he won’t hold it against you. In my opinion, he’s a gift from Bali.’

			Father Belaynesh emerges from the confessional and genuflects to the altar. He turns to us. He is slim, young, and fresh scrubbed, like a Catholic Olympian on the cover of the Maryknoll missionaries pamphlets left at the ends of the pews during Vocations Week. American priests have dwindled in number, so the church opts to bring in mail-order priests from other parts of the world, a bit like mail-order brides during the gold rush, without the marriage element of course.

			Uncle Louie stands. ‘What’s the issue, Padre?’

			Father’s bright white smile turns into a slim black line. ‘The baptismal font leaks.’

			I pull my sketchbook out of my purse. We follow the priest to the side altar. Uncle Louie gets down on his knees to examine the base as I sketch the shape of the font. I measure the dimensions as Uncle Louie pulls a small flashlight out of his pocket and turns it on. ‘There’s a hairline fracture. Did you get this, Jess? We can apply a sealant for now and order a new base out of Italy.’

			‘Just like this one?’ The priest is concerned. The last thing he wants to be is the priest who changed a single detail in Saint Catharine’s.

			‘Can do, Padre. What do you think, Joe?’

			Uncle Louie looks at my dad.

			My dad is an insurance adjuster; he handles all of Cap Marble and Stone’s claims on the company side. My dad gets down on his knees and takes a look at the break with the flashlight. ‘Looks like trauma. I’ll put in for it, Father.’

			‘And whatever insurance doesn’t cover, I will,’ Uncle Louie promises the priest.

			Father Belaynesh beams in gratitude. ‘The bishop will be happy.’

			‘That’s what we want, an ecstatic bishop,’ Uncle Louie says.

			The doors in the back of the church burst open; the afternoon sun in mid-sky blazes up the main aisle like a fireball, illuminating the altar and the tabernacle wall behind it. I squint and look into the light. Four men. They move through the light in lockstep like a boy band. When my vision adjusts, I realize it’s my ex-husband, Bobby, followed by three of his workers wearing Bilancia Meat aprons. Instead of guitars and microphones, they haul cases of wine, glasses, and plates, I’m guessing for a catered affair, because the last guy, Peachy, a jokester who has worked for their family for years, brings up the rear carrying a large tray.

			‘Excuse me,’ Father says. ‘We have a Knights of Columbus meeting tonight.’

			‘Cheeses of Nazareth,’ Uncle Louie jokes. ‘Gonna drink the wine like water.’

			The priest offers Uncle Louie a weak smile. My dad makes eye contact with Bobby, who looks at Uncle Louie, and then all eyes turn to me. Oh, this is suddenly one of those awkward small-town situations, where they gauge my reaction before being nice to my ex-husband.

			Bobby Bilancia has a sculpted physique with a shoulder span that comes from lifting sides of beef off hooks and cutting them into lucrative puzzle pieces to sell at a tidy profit. Muscular and tall, like the robust statue of Saint Michael in the alcove of the side altar, Bobby hasn’t let himself go since we divorced; quite the opposite. His rippled biceps strain through the short sleeves of his T-shirt as though he’s inflated them with a bike pump. His face is as superb as his physique. Bobby has bright blue eyes and black hair, a straight Irish nose, and sultry Italian lips.

			‘Hey, Jess.’ Bobby does this thing where he stretches tall and expands his chest when he is anxious, like the top half of a balloon poodle when twisted at the waist.

			‘Hi, Bobby. That’s some tray.’

			‘Two of them. Charcuterie. Still at your parents’?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘I got a house.’ His voice drops as if he’s in the confessional. ‘The apartment had too many memories.’

			I find it fascinating that my ex-husband moved out of our large one-bedroom apartment and into a house alone. When we married, he wanted to rent. He said, Let’s squirrel away some dough and save for a house. Whatever he squirreled away then was enough for a down payment now.

			‘Prosciutto rosettes with figs and capicola.’ Peachy shoots me a smile. ‘Your favorites.’ He turns to the priest. ‘Where do you want the meat platters, Padre?’

			‘Follow me,’ Father says.

			I give Bobby a weak wave goodbye as he trails the priest, and the rest of the men fall in behind him in single file through the sacristy to the church hall.

			Uncle Louie spins on his heels to face me. ‘That was not planned.’

			‘I was bound to run into him sometime.’

			‘But at the scene of the crime?’ Uncle Louie checks his phone. ‘I have a wake in Cape May. Sorry, kid. Take the rest of the day to catch up on whatever’s on your plate. Joe, can you give Jess a lift?’

			‘Sure. But don’t you have to go home and change?’ Dad asks.

			‘Nah, I keep the K of C tux and sword in the trunk. At my age, we’re circling the drain like day-old suds. Soon enough, only one Knight of Columbus in shining armor shall remain. Fingers crossed, it’s me.’ Louie chuckles and goes.

			‘You okay, Jess?’ Dad starts the car as I climb in.

			‘Yep.’ Running into Bobby Bilancia was unexpected, but growing up in a small town has prepared me. ‘Thanks for the lift, Dad.’

			‘We’re going to the same place.’ Dad shrugs.

			My father is a practical man, but what he loves, he adores. He is the parent we go to in a crisis. When I decided to leave Bobby, I went to my father first, to seek his counsel about how to handle my mother.

			‘You ever going to fix your car?’ Dad asks.

			‘I like riding with Uncle Louie. We get all our work done going to and from the jobs. And then there’s lunch.’

			‘Louie lives to eat.’ Dad smiles. ‘He once drove me all the way to Pennsylvania for a pair of hot dogs at Potts’ in Nazareth. I had no idea it was a two-hour drive one way. Could’ve gone to Chicago in less time. Your mother is still giving me grief about it.’

			Throughout my lifetime, Dad and I have had our deepest conversations in the car. Now that I’m in therapy, it’s time to ask my dad some tough questions. ‘Are you and Mom happy?’

			‘I have a philosophy when it comes to your mother, which is why we’ve lasted. My job is not to make things worse.’

			‘You go along with her program.’

			‘Yes. And sometimes you’re holding on so tight to the rope, you get a callus. Or you bleed. Every marriage can’t be perfect like Chuck and June Piola; those two are like a couple of saints. They haven’t had an argument in thirty-six years. I used to think it was odd and now I’d give my right leg to live in that kind of peace.’

			My phone buzzes. I check the texts.

			BOBBY: Sorry Jess. That was weird.

			JESS: No problem. The trays looked amazing.

			

			Then nothing. I stuff the phone into my pocket.

			‘You’re a lot like my mother, Jess. You’re a thinker. That’s why she chose you to be with her when she died. You two had an understanding.’

			I sit back in the seat and remember when Bobby Bilancia proposed to me. I may have ignored certain signs at that time. I went to Grandma Cap’s first to show her the ring because the Caps are flashier than the Barattas and carat size mattered to her. Once she approved, I walked down the block to show Grammy B the ring.

			‘Grammy B, I got news!’ I practically sang when I entered her kitchen. The orange and avocado-green cabinets glistened. Her floor had just been scrubbed; the scent of lemon oil on the wood filled the air. Grammy B was asleep in her chair. She had brought Grandpa B’s rocking chair into the kitchen after he died. She got a smaller kitchen table and turned the place into a baking haven. She kept busy while she grieved. When she wasn’t making pies or cakes or cookies, she was rolling gnocchi or kneading the dough to make homemades. She used to make pasta in the basement, but when her knees started giving her trouble, she made everything in the upstairs kitchen. I couldn’t wait to share my news. I sat down across the table from her and waited, until I realized she was not asleep. I panicked; that’s when my memory lost focus. I remembered I couldn’t breathe.

			Dad’s voice interrupts my thoughts. ‘You came and got me in the garage,’ Dad says. ‘You didn’t have to say a word. I knew.’

			‘She was so wise.’

			‘She didn’t like the Bilancias.’

			‘Now you tell me?’

			‘What good would it have done? You were set on him.’

			‘Did you like him?’

			‘Nice guy.’

			‘He is. But did you like him for me?’

			‘You’re a girl of simple tastes. You don’t aspire to things; you like books and museums. What can I tell you? Here’s the problem with the Bilancias. They wouldn’t know art if you broke the Mona Lisa over their heads. They value the purse. They have the first buck they made in the butcher shop.’

			‘The goal of a business is profit,’ I remind my father.

			‘And there’s plenty of that at Bilancia Meats, believe me. My problem with them is their attitude. It was implied to me several times that perhaps we couldn’t handle the expense of your big wedding and they wanted to help. I didn’t take any money from them. I wanted them to know they were getting a priceless jewel in you and that we couldn’t be bought.’

			‘I guess it wasn’t to be, Dad.’

			‘That was your choice.’ Dad pulls into our driveway.

			Through the window, I see Mom standing at the stove. We enter the kitchen, which is filled with the scents of butter, lemon, and garlic. Mom dredges a chicken cutlet in breadcrumbs and places the cutlet in the pan. It sizzles in the olive oil. ‘Bobby Bilancia got a house,’ Mom says without looking up.

			‘We heard,’ Dad says. ‘We ran into him at church.’ My father kisses Mom on the cheek.

			‘Should’ve invited him to dinner. I’m making his favorite.’ She waves the spatula in the air like it’s a magic wand. ‘Those were the days. Bobby loved my cutlets so much he shook our daughter down for her lunch. Remember?’

			‘Philly,’ Dad warns her.

			‘Too soon for humor? We need to laugh around here to keep from roiling in regret. How do you feel about Bobby’s house, Giuseppina?’

			‘I’m happy for him.’ Am I? I think I am.

			‘Why did he wait to buy a house until after the divorce? I don’t understand. His own mother is mystified.’ Mom shakes her head. ‘A split-level on Ocean Avenue in Bilancia Land isn’t cheap. Go figure.’

			‘The boulevard side is nicer.’ Dad winks at me. ‘We have the lake.’

			‘Yeah, but we have bugs in the summer,’ Mom says. ‘Bilancia Land is mostly concrete.’

			Daddy looks at me; he puts his finger to his lips, reminding me not to bite. He hates arguing as much as I do.

			Oblivious, Mom says, ‘Bobby told Babe he wanted to buy Giuseppina a house all along.’ She says this as though I’m not in the room. ‘Now he’ll be in a house all alone with the complete set of Haddon Hall china we gave you for your wedding. What’s Bobby gonna do with service for twelve?’

			‘Philly, knock it off.’ My father mixes himself a bourbon and iced tea cocktail. ‘They’re just dishes.’

			‘In the history of the institution of marriage, no woman ever walked out with just a suitcase and her cell phone.’ She turns away from the fry pan and looks at me. ‘Your wedding gifts were abandoned like war orphans. Michael Aram picture frames. A Shark vacuum cleaner. I don’t even have the deluxe model! The KitchenAid mixer. Top of the line!’

			‘Let it go, Phil,’ my father says quietly. ‘We’ve been through all of this.’

			I choose to leave the kitchen before this situation snowballs into an avalanche and buries me. In my mother’s version, I am not buried in Alpine snow; death comes after I’m dredged in seasoned breadcrumbs and fried like a chicken cutlet.

			I slip down the cellar stairs to my apartment underneath the kitchen. The temperature plunges with every step I take on the narrow stairwell. It’s so cold down here, someday they’ll find me curled up in my sleep like a ring bologna. This apartment was built for Grandma Cap, who died two weeks before she was scheduled to move in. She told me privately that she would rather die than live in our cellar, and so she did.

			I skitter around the damp basement, throwing switches to produce heat. I turn on every lamp to brighten the place, including the overhead fixture, which was repurposed from the garage. Never mind it’s meant for exterior use and is so bright I could perform my own appendectomy beneath its beam. It throws cold blue LED light, the kind you find in the parking silo at the mall. When I catch my reflection in the mirror, my skin tone glows an odd blue-green similar to the hue of a varicose vein.

			Our basements have two purposes. When we’re not housing someone old or newly divorced, we use them as bonus kitchens and storage units. It is impossible to find an Italian American who ever pays rent at a storage facility. We consider it a waste because we can always store underground. Our family saves everything and discards nothing, because someday, the item you kept will save the day, be it wax paper from cereal boxes (the perfect size to cool manicotti crepes) or plastic bags (there’s a sack of plastic bags under the sink that rivals the size of the globe of the 1964 World’s Fair) or squares of tinfoil (we haven’t purchased a new roll since 2009). Italian Americans don’t believe in recycling because we never throw anything away. This is why my mother cannot give up hope that I will go back with Bobby. Evidently, we don’t throw people away either.

			I sit down on the bed and prop my laptop on a pillow. I open it and log into my Thera-Me account. I can’t wait to tell Dr Sharon all about my day. Before I type in my password, I stop to think. I’m about to share, with a total stranger at an undetermined location, that I’m going to Italy, and I didn’t tell my parents. Why?

			That’s a question for the doctor even though I already know the answer. I fear my parents would convince me not to go. They would be afraid for me in a foreign country. The truth is, they’d be afraid for me in the next county. My parents would have me dead before I got to the airport. Yet I’m dying inside a day at a time in their cellar. I have to tell someone in order to make Italy real because I haven’t been this happy in a very long time. So I type in my password. A stranger with a medical degree is a better confidante than none at all.

			I hit enter.

			A return message, typed inside a cartoon of the human brain, says: Dr Sharon is unavailable. Click here to schedule an appointment with Dr Raymond. Please fill out Exercise 2.

			I snap the laptop shut. Dr Sharon didn’t mention I would be fobbed off to Dr Raymond! Feeling betrayed, I reach for my phone to make myself feel worse. I look Bobby up on Instagram. I muted his account when our divorce became final. Our wedding photos remain on his profile. I go into Messages and send him a text.

			It was good to see you, Bobby.

			I examine the text as though it is a diamond and I’m trying to predict carat weight. I text,

			Miss you.

		
	
		
			4

			Sunday Dinner

			The perfume of Sunday dinner alla Puglia fills the Baratta family kitchen. After hours on the stove, the gravy creates a symphony of scent, sweet butter, tender basil, and fresh garlic, with a base of our own robust marinara crushed from tomatoes gathered from our gardens. The canning of the tomatoes is a family affair. Our cousins show up every August, their yields in tow, along with their Mason jars, to can the tomatoes on the stove in the cellar. Every family on the lake has their own recipe, with their own particular spin. You know your people by their gravy.

			The hearty pot simmers, filled with delicate hand-rolled meatballs, braised pork ribs, crispy chicken thighs, and spicy Italian sausage that poach and thicken the sauce. The rib meat is so tender it falls off the bone as I stir. Perfetto! Grammy B used to eat the bones, leaving the meat for others; this afternoon, in her honor, I may too. Behind the gravy, a high-hat pot roils with salted water awaiting the ravioli. In a covered skillet, broccoli rabe softens in olive oil on a low heat. A tray of stuffed artichokes, steamed this morning, bakes in the oven, blanketed in a mixture of buttery breadcrumbs, fresh herbs, and Parmigiano-Reggiano, carved off the wheel from Parma that takes up half a shelf in the refrigerator. I snap a photo of the operation and post it: #marinara to share-a. Maybe Zia Giuseppina wouldn’t have been so angry if her Sunday dinner could’ve been posted on Insta.

			‘How many we got for dinner, Ma?’ I call out to my mother, who irons her mother’s lace tablecloth from Italy on the dining room table in the next room. It was a revelation to watch the servants on Downton Abbey press the cloth directly on the tabletop with a hot iron. Ever since, we do the same, skipping the ironing board.

			‘What’s the ravioli count?’ my mother hollers back.

			‘You first.’

			‘I’m setting the table for fourteen.’ Mom places the hot iron on the sideboard to cool. She picks up a stack of her good china (pink-and-gold-rimmed Lady Carlyle) and places the dishes around the table. Mom cranks up Jim Croce’s greatest hits, shaking her hips as she tinkers with the cloth napkins and silverware, placing them just so. I wonder if she senses this is my last Sunday dinner. While the broccoli rabe sautés, I sit down at the counter, pick up my phone, and journal about the moment I decided to change my life for good.

			—

			The trees along the walkway on the Hudson River in Hoboken were tall and lush with green foliage. Their leaves fluttered like feathers against the backdrop of the silver skyscrapers of Manhattan across the water. The slate-blue sky overhead swirled with tufts of white clouds that matched the foam on the waves of the river as it rolled out to sea.

			‘Never gets old.’ Uncle Louie leaned against the railing and gazed at the skyline of Manhattan like it was a long-lost lover that hadn’t aged and still desired him. ‘She gets prettier and prettier over time. Every city is a woman. If New York City were a woman, in fall, she’d be Sophia Loren. In summer, Claudia Cardinale. Spring? Giulietta Masina. Winter, she’s Kaye Ballard in a babushka.’

			‘I’ll meet you after lunch.’

			‘Where you going?’

			‘I thought I’d walk around. Get some air,’ I lied. It was the first lie I ever told Uncle Louie.

			‘I’m gonna grab a calzone at Rocco’s. You want one?’

			‘Yeah, that’ll be nice.’

			‘Good work on the installation. I’ll pick you up in an hour.’

			Uncle Louie and I had done a final walk-through for our marble wall fountain installation in the courtyard of the Riverview apartment complex. I was sad when the work was complete because I couldn’t help but feel a personal connection to the neighborhood.

			Hoboken was the first stop the immigrant Capodimonte men made in 1920 before moving down the shore to start our marble company. The women, my great-grandmother and grandmother (who was a little girl at the time), followed them to the United States in 1936, after my great-grandfather sent them the passage. They moved quickly to emigrate with the war brewing, leaving everything behind in Carrara. Maybe the idea of Hoboken as a refuge is in my bones. Hoboken carried our dreams while Manhattan was the glittering backdrop for them.

			The doorman spun the revolving door like a lucky wheel of fortune.

			‘Miss Baratta?’ The building Realtor, Margarita Cartegna, wore a black pantsuit and reading glasses around her neck on a gold chain. ‘I’ve got two studio units to show you. Do you prefer courtyard or riverside?’

			‘The Hudson River side, please.’

			Mrs Cartegna was surprised. ‘I thought you might like to overlook the fountain you installed.’

			Once I have drawn the project; chosen the appropriate materials; worked with the stonemason, plumber, and electrician; and overseen the construction of a marble installation, I move on. The fountain in the courtyard is spectacular, but there was no need to look at it every day.

			We got off the elevator on the seventeenth floor. Mrs Cartegna opened the door of 17C and allowed me to enter the empty apartment first. There was nothing but windows and light in the L-shaped space. We were so high in the sky, I could reach out and touch the clouds as they floated by.

			‘I don’t have any one-bedrooms right now, but I personally believe that the studios feel more spacious. And truthfully, the wall closet is bigger in the studios than in the one-bedrooms …’ She kept talking, but her voice faded away as I walked through the empty apartment, my heels clicking against the hardwood floor. Mrs Cartegna did a hard sell on the new kitchenette and the bathroom, but I was not listening. I pushed the doors to the balcony open and stepped outside. Air! Light! Sky! The cold autumn air sent a chill through me. I was transfixed as a white cargo ship slowly sailed down the green river and out to sea.

			Mrs Cartegna joined me on the small balcony. ‘Wait until the leaves change. From here, they look like they’re made of gold velvet.’ She leaned on the railing and looked down at the Hudson River and sighed. ‘Get the apartment of your dreams now, because when you have kids, a balcony is the first thing to go. Only singletons rent the balcony apartments.’

			At least Mrs Cartegna could see that I was a singleton. I liked that I didn’t have to explain myself to her. Maybe it was obvious because I had a gray pallor, a sign of cellar dwelling. I had been living in the dark for so long, she could actually see me blossom in the light. I wondered how I thought I could make a reasonable decision about anything when it was so easy to hide myself in the basement like a broken machine that had lost its purpose. I reminded myself that I moved home out of necessity because Mom and Dad needed me. During my separation, when I was falling apart, my parents were too. Mom had a knee replaced, and Dad had his shoulder done. I had to hold them together. They even believed moving home and tending to their needs would take my mind off my ‘troubles.’ If only that had been true.

			I leaned against the railing next to the Realtor and looked out. ‘I made a dream board,’ I told her. ‘I saw all of this. I made a collage of pictures from World of Interiors, Traditional Home, and Elle Decor. I saw myself high in the air, above the treetops. Like this. Only thing, there was an elegant bathtub on my board. And there’s no tub in this bathroom.’

			‘Ah-ha-ha.’ She smiled and shook her finger. ‘There’s a hot tub and a pool on the roof.’ She pointed. ‘I’ll show you. Full amenities. Parking. Do you have a car?’

			‘It’s a wreck.’

			‘You don’t need it. PATH is down the block. The train can take you anywhere.’

			‘Anywhere is exactly where I want to go.’

			We went back inside the apartment. It was quiet inside, not a sound from the world below. I imagined sleeping without the whoosh of the sump pump, the constant whirl of the dehumidifier, and the clunky sound of my parents’ footfalls over my head. I could fill this apartment with books, a sofa upholstered in a paisley of coral, peacock green, and midnight blue. The walls? Eggshell, with a few drops of cobalt blue stirred into the paint for that hint of Italian sky.

			‘The super can paint the place any color you like,’ she said, reading my mind.

			That would be a first. My sister, Connie, chose gumdrop lavender for our bedroom walls when we were girls. Dad painted the cellar apartment egg-yolk yellow, consulting no one. I think he had paint left over from a summer in the eighties when he painted the curb to prevent beach bums from parking in front of our house. I even relinquished my color rights when I was married. I acquiesced to Bobby’s favorite neutrals, silvers, and black. I pretended to like his masculine palette, but it was like living inside a box of razor blades.

			‘Any color?’ I asked Mrs Cartegna. ‘Do you mean it?’

			—

			‘We should have enough ravs,’ Mom says from the kitchen doorway.

			I jump.

			‘Sorry,’ Mom says. ‘You were someplace else.’

			‘Nope.’ I put down my phone and go back to the stove. ‘Right here, manning the gravy,’ I lie. I was in Hoboken, New Jersey, in my imagination, in a new high-rise, slowly stirring a martini for one. All I have to do is drop off the deposit to Mrs Cartegna, and I’m out of here.

			‘Turn the gas down. You know what they say – if you burn the gravy, there’s no saving it. You have to throw it out and start over.’ Mom smiles.

			That may be the most profound wisdom my mom has ever shared with me. It’s true. When you burn it down, whether it’s marinara or your life, you must rebuild from scratch.

			‘If you don’t think we have enough ravs, I have an emergency stash. From Petrini’s,’ she says.

			I toss delicate garlic buds into a small skillet; they turn glassy in the butter.

			‘Watch it,’ my mother says over my shoulder as she takes a crystal vase of sunflowers off the kitchen table and carries it into the dining room. ‘Nothing worse than burned garlic.’

			‘I can think of a few things,’ I say under my breath. I turn off the burner and set the pan of garlic aside before making my way out to the garage. A white cloud of cold air blasts my face as I open the top of the industrial freezer. When the haze dissipates, the first thing I see is my married name, Bilancia, on the packages of frozen beef. I find it fascinating (weird?) that my family remains loyal customers of my ex-husband’s butcher shop since the divorce. It’s not like I expected my family to become vegetarians in my defense, but shouldn’t they get their meat at Costco?

			I find the boxes of ravioli easily in the emergency freezer, where my mother keeps a medical gel strap from the Hospital for Special Surgery on top of a sleeve of twenty-four industrial count chicken breasts, so we might have enough protein to survive a Canadian invasion. Hopefully when it happens, they’ll pour in from Toronto and bring their own marinara. After all, Dad has cousins from Puglia up north.

			‘Need you to bartend,’ Mom whispers as I pass through the dining room with the extra box of ravioli. ‘Daddy’s in the shower. Your aunt and uncle are early.’ She makes a face.

			‘Roll with it,’ I whisper back.

			One of the jobs in my family is to pull my mother back from the brink before she spirals out of control when things don’t go exactly according to her plan. Her anxiety percolates to panic level whenever she has to feed a large group of people, and yet, she invites them. This is one of the many mysteries that is my mother. Her dreams of what might be exceed her ability, which frustrates her. Instead of knowing her limitations, she pretends she has none. Our family has learned to work around her impossible expectations. You want to nip the crazy before she pulls her own pin and explodes like a grenade and we are forced to serve my mother’s rage on crackers during the appetizer course.

			‘Ma. Don’t get worked up. Go put on your lipstick. I will take care of it.’

			‘I don’t know what I’d do without my Giuseppina.’ She slips up the stairs.

			‘Long time no see,’ Uncle Louie jokes from the booth at the kitchen table.

			‘How’s the boss?’ I ask.

			Louie turns to his wife. ‘How are you, Lil? Please advise.’

			Aunt Lil is tucked into the booth next to Louie. I kiss her on the cheek. She doesn’t have a line on her seventy-six-year-old face. (‘Sign of a woman without children,’ my mother says, ‘or a woman a few years older than her husband who doesn’t want to look it.’) I see my aunt differently. Aunt Lil is strong. She knows her own limitations and doesn’t drive herself nuts trying to please people. She’s an in-law with functioning self-esteem.

			‘You always smell good, Auntie.’

			‘It’s a cologne called Expensive,’ Uncle Louie jokes.

			‘White Diamonds by Elizabeth Taylor,’ Aunt Lil corrects him. Auntie’s short haircut has fresh blond highlights, even though she wears a casual navy velour jogging suit and platform sneakers (which raise her height to five feet). Like Beyoncé, her hands, neck, and ears are encrusted in diamonds. Real ones. And Auntie didn’t have to jump into a mosh pit while wearing a crystal-studded unitard and a cowboy hat to earn them; she didn’t even have to leave her house.

			‘How about a Baratta highball, kids?’ I offer.

			I mix gin, ginger ale, and a splash of Dubonnet in two tall glasses with lots of ice. I anchor each glass with a lemon peel.

			‘So glad you’re early,’ my mother fibs as she greets her brother and sister-in-law. ‘I was hoping we could sit in the living room for cocktails. You know, civilized.’

			‘Another time, sis. The kitchen is where the action is.’ Uncle Louie toasts her and sips.

			Mom shrugs and serves the appetizers: hunks of Parmesan cheese, thin slices of salami, and crispy tarelles. She peels off a cocktail napkin from the stack, one for each of the guests, embossed with the message One sip away from being a chooch.

			‘Sit down, Phil. Make yourself at home. Who made these?’ Uncle Louie holds up a tarelle.

			‘I did.’ Mom hand-irons the red-checkered tablecloth. ‘How are they?’

			Uncle Louie doesn’t answer; instead he greets my dad. ‘There he is!’

			Dad enters the kitchen in a sweet cloud of Aqua Velva cologne, his hair combed back wet off his face like it’s the first day of school. ‘How are you, Lil?’

			‘I’m all right, Joe.’

			‘You want a highball, Dad?’

			‘Why not?’ Dad sits in his chair at the head of the table. It’s the only chair with arms and a cushion on the seat because Dad doesn’t fit in the booth and the pitch of the straight-backed chairs gives him sciatica. ‘What’s new?’

			Uncle Louie looks at me. Before I can stop him, he announces, ‘I’m taking Jess to Italy. On business. Lil doesn’t want to go. She can’t do without her stories, and I don’t know if the satellite picks them up in Italy.’

			‘I could tape them,’ Lil offers. ‘I just don’t feel like traipsing. Autumn is for hunkering.’ Lil folds her arms as though she’s cold; by contrast, I’m sweating like I’m fighting typhoid fever in the hot kitchen.

			Mom claps her hands together. ‘Your dad and I will join you on the trip
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