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Prologue
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Many years ago, in Trespiano, Italy, Filomena Fontana, a plain, bitter girl whose younger sister was blessed with beauty, cursed all second-born Fontana daughters to a life without love. Filomena resented her sister, Maria, from the first time she cast eyes on her, sweetly cradled in their mother’s arms.

And her childhood jealousy only festered as the two blossomed into teens. Filomena’s sweetheart, Cosimo, a young man with a wandering eye, took a shine to the younger Maria. Though Maria tried to ward off Cosimo’s unwanted advances, Cosimo persisted. Filomena warned Maria, “If you steal my Cosimo, you will be forever cursed, along with all second-born daughters.”

Not long afterward, while Cosimo was picnicking with the Fontana family, Cosimo trapped Maria down by the river, where he thought they wouldn’t be seen. He grabbed Maria, forcing a kiss from her. Before Maria could shove Cosimo away, Filomena arrived. Seeing only the kiss, Filomena became incensed. She grabbed a river rock and threw it at her sister. It struck Maria in the eye. She lost her sight in that eye, which forever drooped. Maria was no longer a beauty, and she never married.

Some say it’s a coincidence. Others insist it’s a self-fulfilling prophecy. But no one can dispute the facts. Since the day Filomena issued the curse, more than two hundred years ago, not a single second-born Fontana daughter has found lasting love.




Chapter 1
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Emilia

Present Day 
Brooklyn

Seventy-two cannoli shells cool on a baking rack in front of me. I squeeze juice from diced maraschino cherries and carefully fold them into a mixture of cream and ricotta cheese and powdered sugar. Through a cloudy rectangular window in the back kitchen, I peer into the store. Lucchesi Bakery and Delicatessen is quiet this morning, typical for a Tuesday. My grandmother, Nonna Rosa Fontana Lucchesi, stands behind the deli counter, rearranging the olives, stirring stainless steel containers of roasted peppers and feta cheeses. My father pushes through the double doors, balancing a tray heaped with sliced prosciutto. With tongs, he transfers it into the refrigerated meat case, creating a stack between the pancetta and capicola.

At the front of the store, behind the cash register, my older sister, Daria, rests her backside against the candy counter, her thumbs tapping her phone. No doubt she’s texting one of her girlfriends, probably complaining about Donnie or the girls. Dean Martin’s “That’s Amore” streams through the speakers—a final reminder of my late grandfather, who insisted Italian music created an aura of authenticity in his bakery and delicatessen—never mind that this one’s an American song sung by an American singer. And I have nothing against my deceased grandfather’s musical taste except that our entire repertoire of Italian music spans thirty-three songs. Thirty-three songs I can—and sometimes do—sing, word for word, in my sleep.

I turn my attention to the cannoli, piping cream into the six dozen hollow shells. Soon, the music fades, the smell of pastry vanishes. I’m far away, in Somerset, England, lost in my story …


She waits on the Clevedon Pier, gazing out to sea, where the setting sun glitters upon the rippling waters. A voice calls. She spins around, hoping to find her lover. But there, lurking in the shadows, her ex—



I jump when the bell on the wall beside me chimes. I hitch up my glasses and peer through the window.

It’s Mrs. Fortino, bearing a bouquet of orange and yellow gerbera daisies. Her silver hair is pulled into a sleek chignon, and a pair of beige slacks shows off her slim figure. From behind the meat counter, my father straightens to his full five-foot, ten-inch frame and sucks in the belly protruding from his apron. Nonna watches, her face puckered, as if she’s just downed a shot of vinegar.

“Buongiorno, Rosa,” Mrs. Fortino chirps as she strides past the deli counter.

Nonna turns away, muttering, “Puttana,” the Italian word for floozy.

Mrs. Fortino makes her way to the mirror, as she always does, before approaching my father’s meat counter. The mirror doubles as a window, which means that unbeknownst to her, Mrs. Fortino is gazing into the same window I’m peering out of from the kitchen. I step back while she checks her lipstick—the same shade of pink as her blouse—and smooths her hair. Satisfied, she wheels around to where my dad stands behind the meat counter.

“For you, Leo.” She smiles and holds the daisies in front of her.

My grandmother gives a little huff, like a territorial goose, hissing at anyone who so much as glances at her baby gosling. Never mind that the “gosling” is her sixty-six-year-old son-in-law who’s been widowed for almost three decades.

My balding father takes the daisies, his cheeks flaming. He thanks Mrs. Fortino, as he does every week, and sneaks a peek at my nonna. Nonna stirs the marinated mushrooms, making believe she’s paying no attention whatsoever.

“Have a nice day, Leo,” Mrs. Fortino says and gives him a pretty little wave.

“Same to you, Virginia.” My father’s hand searches for a vase beneath the counter, but his eyes follow Mrs. Fortino down the aisle. My heart aches for them both.

The bell chimes again and a tall man saunters into the store. It’s the guy who came in last week and bought a dozen of my cannoli, the elegant stranger who looks like he belongs in Beverly Hills, not Brooklyn. He’s talking to my dad and Nonna. I huddle near the door, catching snippets of their conversation.

“Hands down, best cannoli in New York.”

A tiny chirp of laughter escapes me. I tip my head closer to the wall.

“I took a dozen to a meeting last week. My team devoured them. I’ve become the most popular account manager at Morgan Stanley.”

“This is what we like to hear,” my father says. “Lucchesi Bakery and Delicatessen has been around since 1959. Everything is homemade.”

“Really? Any chance I can thank the baker personally?”

I straighten. In the past decade, not one person has asked to meet me, let alone thank me.

“Rosa,” my father says to Nonna. “Could you get Emilia, please?”

“Oh, my god,” I whisper. I yank the net from my hair, releasing a thick brown ponytail that I instantly regret not washing this morning. My hands fumble as I untie my apron and straighten my glasses. Instinctively, I put a finger to my bottom lip.

The scar, no thicker than a strand of thread, is smooth after nearly two decades, and faded to a pale shade of blue. But it’s there, just below my lip. I know it’s there.

The stainless double doors push open and Nonna Rosa appears, her short, stout frame intimidating and officious. “One box of cannoli,” she says, her lips tight. “Presto.”

“Sì, Nonna. Good thinking.” I grab three freshly filled cannoli and slip them into a box. As I head for the double doors, she grabs the box from my hands.

“Get back to work. You have orders to fill.”

“But, Nonna, he—”

“He is a busy man,” she says. “No reason to waste his time.” She disappears from the kitchen.

I stare after her, my mouth agape, until the swinging doors slow to a stop. “I am sorry,” I hear her announce. “The baker has left early today.”

I rear back. “What the hell?” I didn’t expect romance. I know better than that. I simply wanted to hear someone gush about my pastries. How dare Nonna rob me of that!

Through the back-kitchen window, I watch the man chat with Daria as he pays for a bottle of Bravazzi Italian soda. He lifts the little white box that I—Nonna—gave him, and I get the feeling he’s praising my cannoli again.

That’s it. I don’t care what Nonna says, or how narcissistic it seems, I’m going out there.

Just as I remove my apron, my sister’s eyes dart to the window. She can’t see me, but I can tell she knows I’m watching. Our eyes meet. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, she shakes her head no.

I step back, the breath knocked from me. I lean against the wall and close my eyes. She’s only trying to protect me from Nonna’s wrath. I’m the second-born Fontana daughter. Why would Nonna waste this decent, cannoli-loving man’s time on me, a woman my entire family is certain will never find love?




Chapter 2
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Emilia

It’s a four-block walk from the store on Twentieth Avenue to my tiny third-floor apartment on Seventy-Second Street, which I call Emville. As usual, I’m clutching a bag of pastries today. The late August sun has softened, and the breeze carries the first hint of summer’s end.

Located on its southern edge, Bensonhurst is Brooklyn’s stepchild—a modest neighborhood wedged between the more gentrified communities of Coney Island and Bay Ridge. As a kid, I dreamed of leaving, setting out for somewhere more glamorous than this tired ethnic community. But Bensonhurst—the place where my grandparents, along with thousands of other Italians, settled in the twentieth century—is home. It was once called the Little Italy of Brooklyn. They actually filmed the movie Saturday Night Fever on our sidewalks. Today, things have changed. For every Italian shop or restaurant, you’ll find a Russian bakery, a Jewish deli, or a Chinese restaurant—additions my nonna calls invadente—intrusive.

I spy our old brick row house—the only house I’ve ever known. While my parents honeymooned in Niagara Falls back in the 1980s, Nonna Rosa and Nonno Alberto moved all of their belongings down to the first level, allowing my parents to make their home on the second floor. My dad has lived there ever since. I wonder sometimes what my father, who was over a decade older than my mother, thought of his in-laws’ arrangement. Did he have any choice? Was my mother just as strong willed as her mother, my nonna Rosa?

I have only faint memories of Josephina Fontana Lucchesi Antonelli, standing at the stove, smiling and telling me stories while she stirred bubbling pots that smelled of apples and cinnamon. But Daria says it’s my imagination, and she’s probably right. Daria was four and I was only two when our mother died from acute myelogenous leukemia—what I’ve since learned is the deadliest form of the disease. My memory surely was of her mother, my nonna Rosa, at the stove. But the smiling storyteller doesn’t jibe with the reality of my surly nonna, the woman who, for as long as I can remember, has seemed perpetually irritated with me. And why wouldn’t she be? Her daughter’s illness coincided perfectly with her pregnancy with me.

“Afternoon, Emmie.” Mr. Copetti, dressed in his blue and gray uniform, stops before turning up the sidewalk. “Want your mail now, or should I put it in your box?”

I trot over to him. “I’ll take the Publishers Clearing House winner’s notification. You keep the bills.”

He chuckles and sorts through his canvas bag, then hands me a taco-like bundle, a glossy flyer serving as its shell.

“Just what I was hoping for,” I say, giving it a cursory glance. “Credit card applications and Key Food coupons I’ll never remember to use.”

He smiles and lifts a hand. “Have a nice day, Emmie.”

“You, too, Mr. Copetti.”

I move next door to another brick building, this one beige, and step into the entryway. Patrizia Ciofi belts out an aria from La Traviata. I peer through the glass door. Despite the opera thundering from his 1990s CD player—the newest item in his shop—Uncle Dolphie is sound asleep in one of his barber chairs. Strangely, it’s the jingling of the bells when I open the door that always startles him. I pull the handle and, as expected, he jumps to life, swiping at the drool on his chin and straightening his glasses.

“Emilia!” he cries, with such gusto you’d swear he hadn’t seen me in weeks. My uncle is more cute than handsome, with a head full of downy white curls and cheeks so full you’d swear he’d just had his wisdom teeth extracted. He’s wearing his usual barber smock, solid black with three diagonal snaps on the right collar, and Dolphie embroidered on the pocket.

“Hi, Uncle Dolphie,” I shout over the music. The younger brother of Nonna Rosa, Dolphie is technically my great-uncle. But Fontanas don’t bother with these kinds of distinctions. I hold out the bag to him. “Pistachio biscotti and a slice of panforte today.”

“Grazie.” He teeters as he snags the bag, and I resist the urge to steady him. At age seventy-eight, my uncle is still a proud man. “Shall I get a knife?” he asks.

I give my usual reply. “It’s all yours, thanks.”

He makes his way over to his CD player, perched on the ledge of a mirror. With a hand peppered in age spots, he lowers the volume. The opera quiets. I set my mail beside the cash register and step over to an old metal cart, littered with magazines and advertising leaflets, and pour myself a cup of coffee with cream.

We sit side by side in the empty barber chairs. His rectangular wire-framed glasses, similar to mine but twice as large, slide down his nose as he eats his treat.

“Busy day?” I ask.

“Sì,” he says, though the tiny shop is empty, as always. “Extremely.”

When I was a little girl, my uncle would have three men waiting for cuts, another for a hot shave, and two more drinking grappa and playing Scopa in the back room. Dolphie’s barbershop was the neighborhood hub, the place to come for opera and boisterous debate and local gossip. But these days, the shop is as vacant as a telephone booth. I guess I can’t blame anyone for no longer trusting a shaky old man to hold a razor to his neck.

“Your cousin Luciana scheduled a haircut today. I promised to fit her in.” He glances at his watch. “She is late, as usual.”

“She’s probably tied up at work,” I say, instantly regretting my choice of words. My impetuous cousin Lucy—second cousin, if I were being precise—makes no pretense of her active “social life.” This, together with the fact that her boyfriend du jour is her coworker, makes it entirely possible that Lucy really is tied up at work. “How’s Aunt Ethel?” I say, changing the subject.

Uncle Dolphie raises his brows. “Last night she saw her sister. She’s always happy when she sees Adriana.” He chuckles and dabs his mouth with his napkin. “If only I could get that woman to appear more often.”

My aunt Ethel and uncle Dolphie live above the barbershop in a two-bedroom apartment my aunt has always believed is haunted. Sweet Ethel claims she sees the ghosts of her relatives from the old country, which, I suspect, is one of the reasons my uncle continues to keep regular hours at the empty barbershop. Everyone needs an escape, I suppose. I used to ask my aunt if she ever saw my mother. She always said no. A few years ago, I finally stopped asking.

Uncle Dolphie drops one last bite into his mouth and brushes the crumbs from his hands. “Delizioso,” he says and shuffles over to his barber station. He returns with the pages I gave him yesterday.

“I am liking this story, la mia nipote talentata.”

My talented niece? I bite my lip to hide my glee. “Grazie.”

“You are building momentum. I sense conflict coming.”

“You’re right,” I say, remembering the plotline I imagined today at work. I pull last night’s pages from my satchel and hand them to him. “I’ll bring the next installment on Thursday.”

He scowls. “Nothing tomorrow?”

I can’t help but smile. It’s our secret, my little writing hobby. “Never underestimate the blueprint for a dream,” he likes to say. Uncle Dolphie once told me he had a dream of writing an opera when he was young, though he refuses to share his notes with me, or even his ideas. “Silliness,” he always says, and he turns fifty shades of red. But I love that he once had the blueprint for a dream. I only wish he hadn’t underestimated it.

“Sorry,” I say. “No time to write tonight. Daria is hosting her book club. She invited me to come.” My tone is nonchalant, as if being invited to hang out with my sister and her friends were an everyday event for me. “She asked me to bring dolce pizza.” I peek at the clock—half past three—and make my way to the sink.

“According to Dar,” I say, rinsing my cup, “the book club’s main objective is eating, followed by drinking and talking. If they find time, they discuss the book.”

His dark eyes twinkle. “This is wonderful news, your sister inviting you into her club. I remember when the two of you were inseparable.”

Without warning, I choke up. Horrified, I open a cupboard and pretend to search for a towel. “Well, I’m not a permanent member yet,” I say, blinking furiously. “But I’m hoping that if her friends like me—or at least the pizza di crema—she’ll ask me to join.”

“Pizza di crema?” Uncle Dolphie gives a sidelong glance. “Do not let her take advantage of you.”

“It’s not that complicated. Besides, I love helping her.” He raises his brows skeptically, and I pretend not to notice.

He checks his watch and scowls. “Luciana said she would be in for a trim at two. And I hear nothing. Not a word. I fear that one is too big for her britches.”

I picture my cousin Lucy, with her curvy size 12 booty squeezed into size 8 jeans, and wonder if her grandpa is being literal or figurative.

“She’s just a kid,” I say. “She’ll be fine.”

He harrumphs. “A kid? Since when is twenty-one a kid?” He lowers his voice, as if the empty shop might hear. “Have you heard? Luciana has a new boyfriend—someone she met at that new job of hers. Ethel thinks this may be the one.” He wiggles his wiry brows.

“Huh,” I say. “Didn’t Aunt Ethel say the same thing about Derek … and that drummer named Nick … and that other guy—what was his name—the one with the cobra tattoo?” I shrug my shoulders. “Lucy’s young. She’s got her whole life in front of her. What’s the rush?”

He gives me a look, silently reminding me that Lucy is a secondborn daughter, like me.

“Boyfriend or not,” I say, wiping down the counter, “Luce seems to like her new job.”

“Waiting tables in that slinky getup?” He shakes his head. “Tell me, Emilia, why would a smart girl like Luciana choose to work at this place—Rudy’s?”

“Rulli’s,” I say. “It’s the hottest bar in town.”

“Something wrong with Homestretch? Irene and Matilde have worked there for years—wearing respectable blouses and sensible shoes, mind you.”

My great-uncle, who emigrated from Italy a year after my nonna and great-aunt Poppy, is a traditionalist. The Homestretch was already two decades old when Dolphie arrived in Bensonhurst at the age of twenty-one. Fifty-seven years later, he’s still loyal to the old pub.

“Uncle Dolphie,” I say, “sometimes new is good.”

He lifts his chin. “New cheese? No. New wine? No. New art? No.” He takes my face in his hands. “Dolce nipotina mia, new is not good. Old is good. And you, of all people, should understand.” He lifts my thick ponytail. “We have kept this same haircut for what? Twenty years now? And these glasses, they are the same spectacles you wore in your senior photograph, sì?”

“I wish,” I say. “My prescription has changed three times.” I whip off my small wire-rimmed glasses and bend them backward. “But luckily, these frames are pretty much indestructible, just like the optician claimed.”

“Good for you, cara mia,” my uncle says. “Why change the tires if they are still rolling, sì?”

“Exactly.” I plant my glasses on my face and kiss his cheek. “See you tomorrow with another pastry delivery.”

“Grazie,” he says. He shuffles over to the cash register. “Do not forget la posta.” As he lifts my mail, a purple envelope spills from the bundle, one I somehow missed earlier. He captures it beneath his suede Hush Puppy.

“A letter,” he says, staring down at it. “The real kind.”

I squat down to retrieve the mysterious envelope, but my uncle’s foot doesn’t budge. He bends down for a closer inspection. His eyes narrow. Then they widen. Finally, they cloud. He lifts his trembling fingers to his lips.

The hand-addressed envelope stares up at us, postmarked Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. My smile vanishes and I freeze. In flamboyant script, her name and address are splashed in the upper left corner. Poppy Fontana. Nonna and Uncle Dolphie’s estranged sister, Paolina. The enigmatic great-aunt who has always fascinated me from afar. The curious woman Nonna insists is un problema—trouble. The only living relative I’m forbidden to see.




Chapter 3
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Emilia

I clutch my satchel protectively, as if it holds a concealed weapon rather than a simple letter, and force myself to slow down when I reach the sidewalk. Nonna Rosa stands at her bay window, peering past the heavy damask curtains. Though her eyes are small, Nonna boasts of 20/20 vision, something that comes in handy for a woman who, I’m convinced, can see around corners. I wave, hoping to appear nonchalant. With her typical flush of annoyance, she turns away. It’s horrible for me to say, but I often wish she were the one who lived in the cozy space beneath the eaves. Or even in my dad’s apartment on the second floor. That way she wouldn’t hear my steps each time I cross the porch; she wouldn’t be able to peek from the bay window and keep tabs on me, a woman of twenty-nine. But I’m not giving her enough credit. My nonna would naturally find a different window from which to spy.

I step through the beveled glass door and cross the terrazzo-tiled foyer, peeking into my satchel to make sure it’s still there. A rebellious thrill shimmies up my spine.

I take the walnut stairs two at a time and throw open the unlocked door to my apartment. My tiny kitchen—basically a trio of cupboards and a small fridge covered in photos of my nieces—is dappled with afternoon sunlight. I dump the contents of my satchel onto the counter and snap up Aunt Poppy’s letter.

Savoring the anticipation, I study the purple envelope, trying to guess the occasion. It’s not my birthday. Christmas is four months away. My great-aunt Poppy—a woman I’ve met only once but who never misses a holiday—is getting older, after all, and must be confused.

Claws, my long-haired tuxedo cat, rounds the corner. I scoop him up and kiss his adorable grumpy face. “Shall we see what Aunt Poppy has to say? You must promise not to tell Nonna.”

I position him over my shoulder and slash a finger through the seal. My heart thrums as I remove a sheet of linen stationery the color of lime sorbet. I smile at Poppy’s purple ink, the whimsical sketches in the margin—a little girl wishing on a star … a bouquet of daisies … a map of Italy.


My dearest Emilia,

I’m writing this letter to ask a favor. No, not a favor, exactly. In fact, I will be doing you the favor. You see, what I’m proposing will change your life.



I drop into a kitchen chair and rub Claws’s ears while I continue reading.


I will return to my homeland of Italy this fall to celebrate my eightieth birthday. I want you to join me.



I gasp. Italy? Me? I barely know my great-aunt. Still, images of sprawling vineyards and fields of sunflowers fill my head.


What fun we will have! You do like to have fun, don’t you? I suspect your life may be lacking joy, working in that dreadful store with my sister and your father. No. I cannot imagine that is much fun at all.



I huff. My life is perfectly fine—fun. I get to work with my family and live here in Bensonhurst, the very town where I was raised. And though it’s less than an hour’s train ride from Manhattan, it has a small-town feel. We still hang laundry on clotheslines; we know our neighbors. I have Matt, a loyal, lifelong pal I see almost every day. How many people can say that? Paolina Fontana is way off base.


We’ll leave in mid-October—a mere six weeks from now. I presume you’ve maintained your Italian passport. We’ll arrive in Venice, cross the country via train to Florence, and end the trip on the Amalfi Coast, where I must be on the steps of the Ravello Cathedral on my eightieth birthday.



The Ravello Cathedral? What is she planning?


Please call so we can make final arrangements. Until then, wishing you bouquets of four-leaf clovers and double rainbows.

With love,

Aunt Poppy



My stomach flutters with excitement before I catch myself. I can’t afford a trip to Italy. Not on my meager salary. And even if I could, Nonna would forbid it. I lean my head against the back of the oak chair and groan. Aunt Poppy will have to find another travel companion, another family member, perhaps.

But no, Aunt Poppy has no relationship with anyone in our family.

So she’ll travel with friends. She must have friends.

Or does she?

An unexpected softness for the aunt I was never allowed to know comes over me. How lonely she seems to me now, the old woman who writes without fail each year on my birthday, who reaches out to me on every conceivable holiday, including Flag Day.

There was a time, when I was maybe nine or ten, that Poppy and I exchanged a handful of letters. It was thrilling to me, opening the mailbox and finding a letter from my great-aunt. She wanted to know which of my friends made me laugh hardest; whether I preferred laces or Velcro, dill pickles or sweet; which season of the year “made me bloom.” No grown-up had ever shown such interest in me. Until one Saturday afternoon when Nonna caught me pacing the foyer.

“What are you doing, wasting time when you should be cleaning your room?”

“I’m waiting for the mail,” I told her, anticipation bubbling anew. “I have a pen friend.” Aunt Poppy had used the phrase in one of her letters, and I loved the sound of it on my tongue.

Nonna frowned. “Pen friend? What is a pen friend?”

I grinned. “I’m writing to your sister, Great-Aunt Poppy!”

Without a word, she retreated to her apartment. Ten minutes later, just as our new mail carrier, Mr. Copetti, stepped into the foyer, Nonna emerged. She held out her hand for the day’s delivery.

“Here you go,” he said to Nonna. He winked at me. “Looks like a card today.”

I smiled and peered over Nonna’s shoulder. Mr. Copetti turned to leave, but Nonna lifted a hand. “Wait.” She quickly perused our mail until she landed on a tangerine-tinted envelope.

“That’s for me,” I said, reaching for it.

Nonna pulled a pen from behind her ear. She slashed a red line through the address and wrote, Return to Sender.

“Nonna!” I cried. “What are you doing?”

She thrust the letter at Mr. Copetti. “Go.”

His eyes bore the look of a milquetoast grasping for courage. Nonna took a step forward, aiming her finger at the door. “Out! Now!”

He practically charged from the house. I was grounded for a week, and all “frivolous” communication with Aunt Poppy was forbidden.

I waited a full ten days before secretly penning another letter to my great-aunt. I hid it inside my math book, planning to drop it in the mailbox on my way to school. My heart hammered as I sat down at Nonna’s breakfast table that morning. All the while I ate, I kept a protective hand on the book.

Nonna eyed me suspiciously. I nearly passed out when she came up beside me, peering down at the textbook. I continued sipping my cocoa, keeping my hand fixed on the cover, praying to the Blessed Mother that I wouldn’t be found out. But when I stood to leave, my sweater caught on the chair’s arm. The book jostled. As if in slow motion, the letter drifted from the pages like a paper airplane, descending gracefully onto the toe of Nonna’s Orthaheel slipper.

Needless to say, Nonna showed no mercy. Aside from the generic Christmas cards, the halfhearted thank-you notes, and the hit-or-miss birthday cards, I never reached out to my great-aunt again.

I turn to the window, an urban patchwork of rooftops and utility wires and ancient antennae, and absently rub the scar beneath my lip. What did Aunt Poppy think when my letters stopped coming? Was she hurt? Disappointed? Did she realize it was because of Nonna, not me? Or was it? Why hadn’t I pleaded my case, convinced my dad to let me continue my friendship? The answer comes easily. My dad would never defy his mother-in-law. He’s far too timid. And the shameful truth is, I’m not so different. When it comes to Nonna Rosa, the fierce little woman who signs our paychecks and holds the title to the apartments we rent, we’re both cowards.

My stomach clenches and I drop my head into my hands, trying to silence the question that’s calling to me. Do you have the courage now, almost two decades later, to redeem yourself?




Chapter 4
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I don an apron, determined to put all thoughts of Italy and poor Aunt Poppy out of my mind. With my favorite possession—my mom’s old cookbook—splayed on the Formica counter, I set to work.

In Italy, where Nonna and Uncle Dolphie and Aunt Poppy were raised, cake is called dolce pizza, or sweet pizza. I mix a teaspoon of soda into sugar and flour while Claws does circle eights around my ankles. My big sis, who has never learned to bake (and why would she, when she has a sister to do it for her?), has no idea that this sweet pizza, filled with a cinnamon–orange zest custard and Amarena Fabbri cherries, takes longer to make than the time we’ll spend at book club tonight.

Forty minutes later, my phone rings. I catch my sister’s name and punch the speaker button so I can stir while I talk. “Hey, Daria. I’m making the pizza di crema now.”

“Oh, good. Listen, Emmie, I just saw this Groupon—half off at Atlantic City’s Tropicana. It’d be a nice getaway for Donnie and me, right? If I get it, will you watch the girls for a weekend, maybe sometime this fall?”

I pour the batter into the cake pans, not bothering to scrape down the bowl. “Uh, yeah, sure.”

“Great. You’re the best, Emmie.”

I smile. “You’re better.”

Instead of our childhood ritual where she declares, “You’re the bestest,” she changes the subject. “So book club doesn’t start until seven, but I need you here ASAP.” She lets out a sigh. “Of course Donnie picks the first week of school to start an out-of-town job. You won’t believe all the homework Natalie has. And Mimi’s supposed to bring cupcakes tomorrow.” She raises her voice. “And someone forgot to tell me!”

Poor Mimi. She’s absentminded, like I was when I was seven. “I’m sliding the cake in the oven now. I’ll be there as soon as it’s done.”

“Awesome.”

She’s about to hang up when I blurt out my news. “I got a letter today. From Great-Aunt Poppy.”

“Oh, God. What did she want?”

I run my spatula down the bowl and stick it in my mouth, grateful we’re not on FaceTime. “She wants to take me on a holiday.” An unfamiliar sensation brews and a smile takes over my face. I go in for another scoop of batter. “To Italy.”

“Oh, well, you can’t go. Nonna will never allow it. She’ll have to take another niece. Carmella, maybe. Definitely not Lucy.” She laughs. “Nobody in her right mind would set that girl loose in a foreign country.”

I suck on the spatula. “That’s Poppy’s decision, not Nonna’s.”

“Nonna hates Poppy,” Daria says, ignoring my statement. “You know that.”

“But why, Dar? Poppy’s her sister.”

“She has her reasons. We need to respect that.”

“I’m going to talk to Nonna.”

“Don’t!”

“I have a chance to go to Italy, Dar. I’m not going to blow it just because Nonna has issues.”

“Issues?” My sister’s voice rises, and I brace myself, knowing what’s coming next. “Nonna may not be perfect, but she sacrificed her entire life for us, Emmie. She’s been like a mother to you.”

It’s her trump card, the one that always stops me cold. A heaviness takes hold of me and I hang up the phone. I plug the sink and turn on the faucet, rubbing my scar as I wait for the sink to fill. My sister has confirmed it. I can’t go to Italy. Doing so would be an unforgivable breach of loyalty to the woman who raised me. Poppy will need to find another travel companion, maybe someone on the other side of her family. But again, I’m reminded, my great-aunt has no other family. She never did. She never will. Like me, she’s single … and the second daughter.

I was seven when I first caught wind of the Fontana Second-Daughter Curse. We’d constructed family trees for social studies class, and I chose my mother’s side of the family—the Fontanas. After studying my lineage for all of three seconds, my teacher, Sister Regina, blurted out a fact I hadn’t seen—or perhaps hadn’t wanted to see. “Look at all the women on your family tree who never married.” She scowled and looked more closely. “That’s peculiar. They’re all second-born daughters.”

I pushed up my glasses and peered at the felt-penned branches, where I’d carefully written my ancestors’ names on the leaves. I’d always known Nonna’s aunt Blanca was single. She was the reason my great-grandparents couldn’t come to America. And I knew my nonna’s sister, my great-aunt Poppy, hadn’t married, either—an old maid, Nonna Rosa called her. But tracing the branches with my finger, I found that Nonna’s cousins Apollonia, Silvia, Evangelina, Martina, and Livia were also single … and also the second daughters.

My eyes drifted downward, like a falling leaf. And there it was, plain as the white posterboard it was drawn on: my branch of the Fontana family tree.

Beneath my mother, Josephina Fontana Lucchesi Antonelli, and my father, Leonardo Phillip Antonelli, I placed a finger on my sister Daria’s name. I slid it to the right and found my name, Emilia Josephina Fontana Lucchesi Antonelli. The second daughter.
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Clutching the box with both hands, I trot down the sidewalk toward Sixty-Seventh Street, my temporary fit of melancholy replaced with excitement now. I imagine Daria and me bustling around her kitchen, chatting as we set out the snacks and drinks for book club. I cross Bay Ridge Avenue, watching my step as I approach the curb, taking care that the box doesn’t shift. The pizza di crema is a masterpiece, if I may say so myself.

Please let Daria like it, I chant silently. Moments later, I realize my mental chant has become, Please let Daria like me.

A horn blares and I lunge onto the sidewalk, my heart racing. Then I spot the shiny black truck with Cusumano Electric splashed on the side door. The vehicle slows and the window lowers. Matteo Cusumano lifts his aviator sunglasses.

“Hey, gorgeous. Need a lift?”

I smile at my dearest friend—one I’ve never not known. Cradling the cake, I lean into his truck. “You sure know how to spoil a girl, showing up when she’s two blocks from her destination.”

“Hey, I’m that kind of guy.” Matt laughs. “Hop in. Let’s grab a beer.”

“Don’t you have electricity to restore? Wires to cross?”

He grins. “Just finished my last job for the day—the exhausting task of changing a lightbulb in Mrs. Fata’s kitchen.”

“Wow. That electrician’s license is really paying off.”

“Smart-ass.”

I climb into the cab of his truck, holding tight to the box as I fasten my seat belt. “You do realize Mrs. Fata is hoping you’ll change more than her lightbulbs, don’t you?”

“Women in their sixties love me,” he says. And it’s probably true. Matteo is lean and lanky, with a beautiful head of curly dark hair, front teeth that overlap slightly, and an infectious laugh that’s been known to tease a smile from Nonna Rosa herself. He elbows me. “It’s those twenty-nine-year-olds I can’t seem to charm.”

I stifle a groan and turn to the window, where a young mother pushes a stroller down the sidewalk. Though Matt is ten months older than I am, he’s always felt like my kid brother. He’s the scrawny boy who walked me to Saint Athanasius on the first day of kindergarten, the one who bloodied Joey Bonofiglio’s nose when he called me “fish lips” in the fifth grade, the brainiac who let me copy his chemistry homework our entire sophomore year, the sweetheart who took me to prom and later accompanied me to Daria’s wedding and every other event that required a date. Matteo Silvano Cusumano is my plus-one, times a hundred. Nobody could hope for a better friend. And that’s exactly how I want to keep it.

“Can you drop me at Daria’s, please?”

“No time for a beer?”

“It’s book club tonight, remember?”

“Right. All the more reason for alcohol.”

I shoot him a look. Matt isn’t a fan of Daria. “A raving bitch,” he once dubbed her, before I called him out on it. Nobody talks about my sister like that.

The truck slows to a stop in front of her house. “Thanks for the ride, MC.”

“What time does this shindig end? I’ll pick you up.”

“It’s okay.” I open the door. “I can walk home.”

“Seriously. It’ll be the highlight of my night.”

His eyes are as tender as a lover’s. I cringe, hating the awkward moments that seem to be creeping into our conversations more and more frequently. Our relationship shifted last May, when Matt broke up with Leah, his girlfriend of eight months. It’s always easier when Matt’s in a relationship. But our friendship reached an unspoken tipping point last month, when we attended his best friend’s wedding. Afterward, when we were walking through the parking lot, still howling over the father-of-the-groom’s attempt to moonwalk, Matt grabbed hold of my hand. Naturally, I let out a crack of laughter, slugged him in the arm, and stuffed my hand into my coat pocket. Matt and I hug. Sometimes I kiss his cheek. We high-five and fist-bump. We don’t hold hands. Ever. But I hurt his feelings and I feel awful, and there’s no way to apologize without bringing up the mortifying event—or worse, having to talk about “us.” So I pretend it didn’t happen.

I step out of the truck. “You’re pathetic, Cusumano. Thanks anyway. Really.”

I wave good-bye and turn up the sidewalk to the 1940s row house Donnie and Daria bought after Donnie’s dad passed. Their plan was that Donnie, who lays brick and claims to know a “shitload” about construction, would fix up the dated interior. Two years later, aside from a coat of paint in the bathroom and new carpet in the girls’ room, the place still looks like a set from I Love Lucy. It’s retrocool, I tell Daria. A classic.

Laughter rises from the backyard. I round the corner and step up to the chain-link fence, where my nieces are practicing gymnastics in a yard not much bigger than a collapsed refrigerator box. Already they’re so different, Natalie and Mimi, the firstborn daughter and the second. Just as my great-great-great-great-great-great-aunt Filomena predicted when she cast the Fontana Second-Daughter Curse—not that I believe the old myth.

I watch as nine-year-old Natalie does a perfect handspring. She lifts her arms triumphantly, then brushes back loose strands of shiny brown hair from her angelic face. Today, my sister has styled it into a French braid, entwined with a pretty red ribbon. Her turquoise leggings show off her lean, muscular frame, and she’s wearing a T-shirt that says Future President, which might actually be true.

“And that’s the way you do a handspring,” she tells Mimi. Yup, the girl is as self-assured and borderline bossy as a young Hillary Clinton.

Seven-year-old Mimi gazes at her big sister with awe. As usual, Mimi looks a bit rumpled today. She’s wearing a wrinkled, hand-me-down dress that hangs from her bony frame. Her long legs are grass stained and her toenails, unlike her sister’s purple ones, are bare. Her dark hair is clipped short, slashing twenty minutes of bickering from their morning ritual, according to my sister.

“Auntie Em!” Mimi cries when she sees me. She runs full force to me, her arms outstretched. I place the cake on the lawn and squat down, pulling her into my arms.

“Hey, sweet pea!” I close my eyes and breathe in her slightly sour smell. “How are my girls?” I rise and open my arms to Natalie. “Nice handspring, kiddo.”

She gives me a quick hug. “Thanks.”

“Swing me!” Mimi says.

I smile and tousle her hair. “Just once. I’m helping your mom get ready for book club.”

I take her hands and turn in fast, tight circles. Mimi, airborne, screams with laughter. I’m laughing, too. Somewhere behind us, the back door opens.

“Em? What are you doing?”

I slow to a dizzying stop. “Hey, Dar.” I drop Mimi’s hands, trying to orient myself as the yard spins. “I’ll be right in.”

“Where’s the cake?”

I laugh and stagger backward, accidentally poking my cheek as I go to straighten my glasses. “Don’t worry, I’ve got it.”

“Auntie Em!” Mimi cries. “Watch out!”

My heel hits against something hard. I try to avoid it, but the earth is still spiraling. I’m stumbling now.

“Emmie!” Daria yells as I tumble backward.

My hip hits the ground. Hard. I hear the door slam shut. Instantly, Daria’s at my side.

“I’m okay,” I assure her, rubbing my side.

“Damn it!” she says, wedging the crushed box from beneath my feet. “The cake is ruined!”

She rushes off to the house. I push myself onto my elbows, the earlier excitement draining from me. “I’m so sorry,” I call to her.

“You’re in trouble,” Natalie tells me.

“I know.” I scramble to my feet and quickly kiss both their cheeks. “I better go see if I can salvage the cake before Nonna goes ballistic.”

It isn’t until I see their puzzled faces that I realize I misspoke.

Twenty minutes later, I’ve managed to prop the cake back up with the help of toothpicks and a second layer of icing. “Ta-da!” I say, holding it up for Daria.

She stands on a stool with her back to me, pulling wineglasses from her metal kitchen cupboard. She’s wearing a cute floral sundress that shows off her long, tanned legs.

I slide the cake onto her kitchen table, already filled with cheeses and crackers and tiny sandwiches. “Nobody will be the wiser,” I say.

She finally turns around. She zeros in on the cake. I wait, holding my breath.

“Good work, Emmie.”

I let out a breath. “Great. And, Dar, I really am sorry.”

She hops off the stool and I catch a whiff of her floral perfume. Her brown hair, highlighted with shades of gold and perfectly ironed, falls softly at her shoulders.

I pull my concealer stick from my pocket. “By the way,” I say, dabbing flesh-colored putty on the scar beneath my lip, “you look gorgeous.”

“Thanks. Hey, where’s Natalie? I told you, she needs help with her homework.”

“Oh.” I peek at my watch. “Right. I’ll get her.” I stop halfway to the door. It’s almost seven. A sinking feeling comes over me. “And those cupcakes Mimi has to take to school?”

“Thanks for remembering.” She tips her head toward a Duncan Hines cake mix sitting on the counter. “I owe you one, Emmie.”
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I gaze out the rain-spattered kitchen window, my sister’s backyard shrouded in darkness now, and fill the sink. Daria’s voice drifts in from the living room, saying her good-byes to the last guest.

“Tell your sister her cake was amazing,” the woman says. “Invite her next month when I host. But warn her, I chose nonfiction. Probably too heavy for her.”

I scowl. What does that mean? I quickly dry my hands, ready to go defend myself, but Daria’s words pin me in place.

“Emmie’s got a degree in English lit. Trust me, she can handle it.” There’s no mistaking the edge in her voice.

I grin. Though it’s been years since she told me herself, my big sis is proud of me.

Ten minutes later, I place the last wineglass in the cupboard and fold the dish towel over the oven door handle. After surveying the spotless kitchen one last time, I grab my cake plate and turn out the kitchen light.

“I’m leaving,” I call down the hall.

Daria steps from her bedroom, already changed into her baby blue nightshirt. Memories rush in. My big sister in her pj’s, sitting cross-legged on the bed, polishing my nails. The two of us in matching nightgowns, singing into our hairbrushes to the Spice Girls’ “Wannabe.” Her hand rubbing circles on my back after I’d had a nightmare.

“Thanks, Emmie,” she says.

“And thank you. I heard what you said to your friend, the one who didn’t think I could handle nonfiction.”

She shrugs. “I’d say anything to shut Lauren down. That woman can be such a bitch.”

“Oh. Still, thanks.” An awkward silence settles. I hitch up my glasses. “Mimi’s cupcakes are on the counter.”

“Great.” She moves down the hallway, stopping an arm’s length from me.

“How was the book discussion?”

She looks away. “Fine. Boring. You didn’t miss a thing.”

“Really? Sounded like you guys were having fun.”

She sighs. “I’m sorry, Emmie. I didn’t realize Natalie’s homework would take so much time.”

What happened to us? I want to ask. My heart pummels against my rib cage. I muster all my courage and blurt out, “What did I do wrong, Dar?”

She crosses her arms and shifts uncomfortably before letting out a nervous chortle. “You should have let her use a calculator. I don’t care what the instructions say, it saves hours.”

She’s deflecting, as she always does, and we both know it. I drop it.

“I guess I’ll take off.”

“Okay. Be safe.”

I stare at the plate in my hand and wait, willing her to say something … anything. Finally I say, “You haven’t mentioned my cake, the one you asked me to make.” I hear the snark in my voice, but I can’t help myself. I’m too hurt. “How was it?”

She bats her forehead. “The pizza di crema! It was a huge hit. Nobody suspected that just an hour earlier, it was in pieces. Honest to God, Emmie, you should be a baker or something.” She tips her head back, and I’m enveloped in my sister’s rich, lilting laughter, a magical sound I once took for granted. “What would I do without you?” she says.

And just like that, all is forgiven.
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I’m one block from Daria’s house and my hair’s already drenched. The winds have picked up, and the temperature has dropped a good twenty degrees since this afternoon. I trot down the street, cursing myself for not wearing a raincoat. Ahead, a man strolls toward me, nearly hidden beneath a gigantic golf umbrella. Headlights from an oncoming car illuminate his smiling face. A well of gratitude rises in me.

“MC!”

“Hey,” Matt says, shepherding me beneath his umbrella and handing me his Nike hoodie. “I know you said you would walk, but since it’s raining …”

I wriggle into his jacket. “Thanks.”

He lifts the hood over my head. “That hoodie’s never looked better.”

I ignore the compliment, and together, we set off walking.

“How was book club?”

“Fun,” I say, concentrating on the rain reflecting the streetlights.

“Yeah?” The air fills with silence—the pause of a lifelong friend who knows when I’m lying.

“I meant to tell you earlier,” I say, shifting the conversation. “My great-aunt Poppy invited me to Italy.”

“What? That’s awesome. You’ll finally have that adventure you’ve always wanted.”

Matt’s one of the few people who know about the travel magazines I borrow from the library and the dream board I concocted back in high school, per Oprah’s instructions, foolishly thinking mental images of far-off cities might make my dreams come true. I settle my eyes on the wet sidewalk.

“Uh-huh.”

“Aunt Poppy … she’s the one nobody talks to, right?”

“Yes. I have no idea why she’s chosen me as her travel companion.”

“Smart woman. When do you leave?”

“Oh, I’m not going. Nonna would have a stroke. She despises Poppy.”

“What does that have to do with you and your aunt?”

“Befriending Poppy would be the ultimate act of betrayal. Daria was the first to point this out.”

Raindrops pelt the umbrella. We walk in silence another block before he speaks again.

“Why do you let your family do this to you?”

I look over at him. The little muscle in his jaw twitches and he shakes his head. I let out a sigh.

“Look, I know what you’re thinking. But this is different, Matt. This is about loyalty and—”

“Bullshit.” He holds up a hand, blocking my rebuttal. “God, Em, you have no problem speaking your mind. Just last week, when we were in line at Da Vinci’s, you reamed the guy behind the counter for ignoring that Middle Eastern couple. And Fourth of July, when it was ninety degrees and you saw that collie trapped in a car? You waited thirty minutes for its owner to return, just so you could let her have it.” He gives me a lopsided grin and softens his voice. “I love that about you. So why the hell do you let your nonna—and your sister—push you around?”

I shake my head. Matt has never understood my family. He and his three younger brothers are best buds. Nobody in the Cusumano family ends a phone call without saying “I love you.”

“My family shows love differently than yours,” I say, already weary of this tired conversation. “But that doesn’t mean they don’t care. You remember when my uncle Vinnie had that scare with his heart eight years ago?”

He rolls his eyes. “Your entire family rallied.”

“That’s right. They did, Matt, so don’t give me that look. Every night, Nonna delivered dinner to Aunt Carol. Carmella and Lucy stayed with my dad and me for an entire month. And they’ve been there for me, too—especially Nonna. She dedicated her entire adult life to helping raise Dar and me. She’s never asked for a thing in return.”

“Except your complete obedience,” he mumbles.

I skate right over his sarcasm. “And when I was in the accident back in college, Nonna closed the store for three days so they could be by my side. That,” I say, “is what family is all about. So please, don’t act like my family has no soul. They’re good people.”

“To everyone but you and your aunt Poppy.”

Mercifully, my house comes into view. “Thanks for the umbrella and the hoodie.”

He turns to me. “You know, it just hit me. I think I finally realize why you put up with their abuse.” He chews his lip and studies me. “You’re scared.”

I laugh. “Scared? Whatever, Cusumano.” I step into the rain. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

He grabs hold of my—his—coat sleeve. “C’mon, Ems. Think about it. You’ve seen firsthand what happens to people in your family who don’t conform.”

Rain speckles my glasses and drips from my nose. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about Poppy. And the fact that you’re both treated like shit, like you’re somehow less worthy, all because of that fucking lie.”

My heart trips. He’s talking about the curse.

“It’s not natural, the way your nonna cut off all ties with her sister. I’ve always thought it was weird. And you … you tiptoe around her and Daria, bowing to their every need—even forfeiting a trip to Italy that I know damn well you want to go on—just so they’ll love you. Because if you don’t, you’re afraid one day you could end up alone and abandoned, just like your aunt Poppy.”

I want to argue, but I don’t trust my voice. I cover my chin. Matt’s eyes go soft.

“Hey, I didn’t mean to upset you.” Without warning, he leans in and kisses my cheek. Instinctively, I flinch. Then, as if he needed further humiliation, I swipe the spot where his lips were. Even in the dim streetlight, I can see I’ve hurt his feelings.

“I’m sorry, MC. I didn’t mean—”

He lifts a hand to silence me. For a moment, he just stares at me, shaking his head. “Can’t you see, you’ve got a chance of a lifetime here? And you’re about to lose it. You’re about to throw it away, because you’re too damned scared to move forward.” His voice is picking up steam, the way it does when he’s frustrated. “You’re twenty-nine years old, Em. You’re not a kid anymore. Stop pretending you don’t see what’s right in front of your nose. You’ve got an opportunity. Grab it. Because one day, mark my words, you’re going to regret losing the best thing that’s ever happened to you.”

I swallow hard, my mouth suddenly dry. There’s not a doubt in my mind, this conversation has nothing to do with Italy.

He places a hand on my wet cheek. This time, I make sure I don’t recoil. “Do you understand where I’m coming from?”

“Yes,” I whisper, my heart pounding in my chest.

This is a pivotal moment. He’s waiting for me to elaborate, to say something that gives him hope. My lifelong friend, my easiest companion, the man I’d step in front of a train for, wants more than my friendship. I close my eyes, intoxicated with terror and rebellion and guilt.

“I know exactly where you’re coming from,” I say. “And you’re right.” I smile and slug his arm. “I do want to go to Italy.”

I wave good-bye and turn up the sidewalk. God help me, I’ve become just as good as my sister at deflecting.

I nudge the front door open ever so slowly, and I’m assaulted by a blast of heat, the one indulgence Nonna, who’s never gotten acclimated to New York winters—or even summers—allows. My mind whirls. Matt is flat-out wrong. My family would never cut ties with me, the way they did with my great-aunt. With the slightest whisper of a click, I lock the door behind me. In the darkness, I navigate the terrazzo foyer. I’m almost to the staircase when I stumble over a pair of shoes.

“Damn!” I cry, and immediately I slap a hand over my mouth. But it’s too late. The hallway light flickers on. In an instant, Nonna Rosa’s butterball frame appears at the door to her first-floor apartment, her faded green robe zipped knees to chin.

“Silenzio!” she hisses, knuckles planted on her wide hips. “You will wake your father.” She speaks with a heavy accent, using broken English sprinkled with her native Italian. After fifty-eight years of living in the United States, my grandmother, whose world is largely made up of Italian immigrants like herself, is only moderately fluent in English. She’s a woman who chooses seclusion over inclusion and then complains about not fitting in.

I bend down. A pair of black orthopedic shoes lay haphazardly in the foyer




























   
Dear Reader,

Several years ago, I received a six-page letter from a reader in Germany. Dieter “Dieto” Kretzschmar, an elderly man from Germany who grew up during World War II, had suffered unspeakable atrocities during the Nazi regime, and later behind the Iron Curtain under the German Democratic Republic. In 1965, Dieto and the love of his life, Johanna, made a harrowing escape from their home in Dresden. Dieto went on to become a worldfamous juggler. He wanted me to write his memoir.

I replied to Dieto, explaining that, although his story was fascinating, I write fiction. In no time, we were corresponding regularly. We’ve become great pen pals, and even met in person when Dieto visited the United States.

Though Dieto’s story was not mine to tell, I couldn’t stop thinking about the heartbreaking life he had endured, his spirit and resiliency. What happened to a relationship when a couple was split, one living in freedom, the other trapped behind the Iron Curtain? Soon, a story formed, this one contemporary fiction with a female protagonist. Though vastly different from my German friend’s story, with his permission (and delight) I was able to sprinkle the novel with bits of his journey—his father being part of a troupe of prisoners that entertained the Russian soldiers, his mother finding shelter for her children in a sawmill in the village of Clausnitz, the angst he felt when leaving his family behind, his escape route using the trains and his bicycle.

I hope you enjoy Poppy and Rico’s story—and Emilia’s and Lucy’s, too—as much as I enjoyed writing it. As Dieto signed off to me in his very first letter:

With kindest regards, yours sincerely,
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