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CHAPTER 1
Coming Home



I have been here many times. Rays of understanding piercing dark thoughts. The darkness is born from growing up as someone not quite me. Pure feeling always lost in shoulds and musts and must nots.

I drive up to the house where I was raised, still the same after all these decades save the short wrought-iron fence around the postage stamp front of the property. The two strips of pavement are meant to accommodate the wheels of a car. A long concrete flight of stairs is topped by a wide porch. Red brick saltbox structure, white-painted wood bunting hugging the roofline. The house is warm and welcoming. I park in front, my antennae tuned for judgment and unsolicited advice.

I meet my mother inside the screen door and melt into a huge bear hug, one of her specialties. She holds me at arm’s length, inspects my eyes, tests the sincerity of my smile. She once told a much younger daughter: I never know what you’re thinking—you never talk to me!

I smell braciola, the thin slices of beef rolled with garlic, simmering in spaghetti sauce. I make my way inside, run the water from the tap until it’s cold and fill a glass. I tip it toward my mother, in silent query. She shakes her head.

She reaches for my hand as we settle ourselves at the table. Morgan’s eight unexpected puppies frolic, challenging our footing. Reaching down, I lift the soft-furred Black Velvet to my face. His littermate Cinnamon Toast nuzzles my ankle.

“Your trip was good? You hungry I bet. It’ll be ready in about ten minutes. What kind of macaroni you want? Not too much. You got to be good for the wedding.” Strike one. I ignore it.

“Smells great, Ma. Penne?”

“Sure.” She has the pot of water on the stove and the penne out of the cupboard in seconds.

“You still like Boston?” she asks. “Any plans to move back?” I’ve been in Boston fifteen years. I’m not moving back.

“I’m good. Not looking to relocate.”

“Russell?”

“He’s pretty happy too.”

“He should be! You living together before you marry. Why you doing that?” Strike two.

She insists. “I didn’t raise you that way.” I want to ask: “What way?” but I have lots of experience down the maternal rabbit hole. I refrain also from reminding her that she started raising me—whatever way—some thirty-five years ago.

“Ah! The water’s boiling. Sure you want penne? I have rigatoni, spaghetti.”

“What do you want, Ma?”

“Me?” She smiles, pretends to be easygoing. “You know me: I’m good with anything.”

Stirring the pasta, she shows me the back of her neatly tied apron. “How long you staying? Russell coming down?”

“Three days, Ma. Russ is working.” She knows this.

Waves of disappointment move toward me. “Oh.”

She sets the plates out and wipes her hands on her apron. I’m standing at the small kitchenette table, weighing the price of escape. Criticism and displeasure are essential ingredients of Ana’s mothering. Right now, I long to shut them out.

My mother points her pasta spoon toward a kitchen chair. “Sit down,” she tells me. She has placed me where she can see me as she talks.

Only Ana can make braciola. I melt back to my childhood, surrounded by cousins and aunts, the men inside sharing some joke not for our ears.

“Tell me about school.” I’m a university professor.

“About the same all the time—different students, same courses, some good, some bad things happen.”

My mother teaches home economics at a local Catholic high school. “How’s school by you, Ma?”

“I think the kids don’t really want to run a home—planning, budgeting, money-saving, cooking, cleaning. All the stuff I learned the hard way. I do know that they like sewing and needlework a lot more.”

“Do you feel frustrated that they don’t like the ‘home’ part?”

“Not really—it’s just the generation and what they learn at home. We learned how to care for a home before we learned anything else.”

I like to hear my mother talk about her work. She enjoys talking about it, and it gives us both a break from her criticizing me and my life.

“They’re learning quilt-making—they love picking out the material. The actual sewing and quilting I’m not too sure about. That’s work.”

Unbelievably, we make small talk for over an hour. Even as a kid, I could never see the point of small talk. But it’s where I’m most comfortable with my mother.

I can’t remember when I started to be careful around my mother. Careful for her? For me? So far, safe ground. But it won’t last.

“I’ll do the dishes, then I’m going for a short run.”

Ana folds her arms in front of her. She never has been a fan of my running. She organizes the used dishes and cutlery. One eyebrow shoots up. “Suit yourself. Go. I’ll clean up. It’ll take less time.”

Already in running tights, I lace up my shoes and grab the hi-vis shell from my travel bag. I’m glad I kept my feedbag light. I call to her as I’m headed out the door.

“Don’t be long,” my mother yells back.

The city hasn’t been good to these streets. The sidewalk is cracked where it’s always been cracked. Only more deeply. The trees planted near the curb are tired; pockmarked roots push at the surrounding concrete, competing for space and air. My feet plant where I deliberately set them. Ana will be really put out if I fall.

A bad habit, I heel strike the square of concrete that brought an end to my Roll Capades career.







CHAPTER 2
Roll Capades



Debra and I sashayed down the block in front of my house on our roller skates, choreographing and singing as we went along as a unit. Roll Capades was a collaborative invention of ours. A game we played often. Debra strapped her hands around my waist. We reached one arm up and twisted to the right. It would have worked, too, if it hadn’t been for the fractured sidewalk. I tripped, grunted and went down with a sickening thud. My right wrist, on fire, was trapped under my legs. Debra bounced back up, found me splayed on the sidewalk and announced that I’d better show my mother. She carefully removed her skates, then mine, and asked if I wanted her to come with me.

“No. She’ll be mad. You better go.” Her relief was palpable.

Amazed, I watched my wrist grow to twice its normal size as I opened the front door to my house.

“What’s wrong?”

“I fell playing Roll Capades with Debra.”

“Playing what?” She glared past me. “Debra okay?” She was drying her hands as she propped the screen door open.

“Maddone!” She took my arm in her hand and poked at the wrist.

“Can you move it?” In a game of Simon Sez, she instructed me to move my own wrist side to side, up and down. My wrist complied. Painfully. But it completed the moves.

“We’ll watch it. Maybe the swelling will go down on its own.”

I turned to go upstairs. She grabbed my upper arm.

“What’s Roll Capades?”

I described our game of dancing and singing on roller skates, knowing, too late, how she would react. Realizing at the same time that at fifteen years old, we were too old for this kids’ game.

My mother’s eyes turned to steel. She spit “Stupida!” through clenched teeth and slapped my upper arm. Hard. A magnitude 6.0 earthquake radiated to my wrist.

She let me go. “Wash and dry your arm and get a large clean rag out of the linen closet. We’ll make a sling.” Shaking her head, she waved me away. “What if you had cracked your head? At least Debra’s not hurt. I’ll call her mother.”

The next morning, the swelling was down and I could move my wrist. I wouldn’t tell her that it still hurt. I was determined not to draw her attention.

My homework handwriting was choppy. At school, I did not want the sling or any questions. At my school desk, the pencil delivered a sawtooth script. Sister Edward and her rosary beads swished down the aisle. She asked what was wrong. She didn’t forget to tell me that my penmanship was awful.

A week later, my wrist had returned to the twice-as-large-as-normal size. Just as it had been after the accident. My fingers, inserted into fluffy mashed potatoes, had become fat Oscar Mayer hot dogs. My knuckles had melted away to baby-doll-sized dimples.

“Now we have to go,” my mother announced. She asked if it hurt.

I told her it did not hurt. Which wasn’t true, but I couldn’t risk her railing at me.

We visited our family doctor, my mother’s cousin—Dr. Salvi. Smiling, my mother passed him an oil-stained, brown-bagged care package of her homemade, and his favorite, broccoli rabe—Italian broccoli sautéed in olive oil and garlic.

“Tell him!” my mother commanded, and I reluctantly recounted the humiliation of my short Roll Capades career. He asked a few questions, and, when they were ready, he looked over the X-rays of my wrist. Frowning, Dr. Salvi removed his glasses and wrote a referral to an orthopedic surgeon. For us to follow up on. Immediately.

“Surgeon,” my mother said. Gritting her teeth in disapproval, she shot a menacing look my way. “She’s going to need surgery.” Ana asked these questions as if they were facts.

“I don’t know, Ana, but she’s got to see him. It’s already been over a week. Not good. And I don’t like the X-ray.”

It was three days before we could get an appointment. Dr. Metzger was a strangely shaped man. Unremarkable to his waist, a huge pumpkin propped on skinny legs protruded below. I kept wondering if his fly would pop open. If it was about to, I was pretty sure I didn’t want to be there.

Looking over his own set of my X-rays, Dr. Metzger told us I had a greenstick fracture in my wrist. He assured us that it’s not uncommon for these to produce swelling that comes, then goes, then, of course, comes again. I wanted to ask if the pain was like that, too, but glancing at my mother, I thought better of it.

I had checked out, wondering how much of what he had in mind was going to hurt. My mother had her antennae up, wondering how much this was going to cost. I steeled myself for more of her teeth grinding and eye action.

Dr. Metzger was definitely pushing for orthopedic surgery. My mother was resisting.

“What happens if she doesn’t have surgery?”

“I can reset her wrist, and we can hope for the best. But the longer you delay surgery, the worse it will be. She’ll probably never have full function in her wrist.”

I was only fifteen years old. That meant when I was old like my mother, I wouldn’t be able to use my wrist. And this was my right hand. The one I really needed. Gulping hard, I wondered if it was too late to be left-handed.

I looked at my mother. I could see her thinking: It’s only a wrist. We’ll get it reset and maybe it will be okay. There’s no money for this.

Shaking his head, Dr. Metzger led me to a stretcher. Once I was on my back, he grabbed my wrist and demonstrated the size breath I should inhale. And that I should look away.

His instructions were followed by a sickening crack and a wash of nausea that threatened to launch me from the stretcher. I didn’t cry out. But I wanted to.

“She’s very brave,” Dr. Metzger remarked.

My mother nodded her head. “She hardly ever feels pain,” she said.

Sporting a bright white plaster cast, I was ready to leave Dr. Metzger’s office. Underneath the cast, a white sock swaddled my swollen fingers and my arm peeked beneath the plaster. I understood for the first time what an opposable thumb is. I had lost one of mine.
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I’m at the turnaround point in my run. All my familiar haunts. The bakery featuring my favorite Italian bread, fresh rolls and jelly doughnuts on Sundays. The fancy restaurant with the red-draped ceiling-to-floor windows where we never ate—it was too expensive. You couldn’t see inside—the long drapes hid the tables and the diners. Across the street sat McDonald’s Golden Arches. When it opened, we ate Big Macs three nights in a row.

The grocery store, where my mother was the first customer every Saturday morning. Next door, John’s Deli. I can smell soppressata dried sausage, pecorino Romano cheese and the pickled eggplant as I run past. The photo place where my Communion portrait stood in the window for two years. So weird for a little Italian kid to have blond hair. John’s Bargain Store selling shiny pots and pans, potholders with patterns I loved, serving spoons, dinner dishes. I always liked these much more than ours. I run past Frank’s Five and Ten. We used to sneak through the narrow aisles to avoid Mr. Frank—till we got caught: “If yer not gonna buy nothin’, get out!” he would yell. For someone who hated kids, 90 percent of what he sold was for us.
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Seven weeks after the collapse of the Roll Capades, I found myself again in Dr. Metzger’s office, smelling of plaster and rubbing alcohol laced with pipe tobacco. The cast was no longer white, and the sock was a distressing shade of gray. I was aware of a sweet-rancid odor emanating from the cast. I was afraid of what lay beneath.

I turned my head away as Dr. Metzger fired up his saw. Chips of plaster and dust floated through the air, some landing in my hair. Snapping the plaster in two, he was down to the sock. The smell was nauseating. I steeled myself. After all, this was cast-off day, and I’d been promised ice cream.

From his stainless-steel tray, Dr. Metzger selected an odd-looking pair of scissors, the blades at an angle to the finger holes. A small, thin spatula was perched on the end of one of the blades. He clipped the sock carefully, releasing a fine spray of gray and white fibers. I was terrified. I knew, somehow, that my wrist would not look normal.

By my estimation, my arm, casted just below the elbow and decorated with flakes of dead white and gray skin, had shrunk to half its precast size. The sickly sweet stench was overpowering. I was grateful when the nurse walked me to the huge porcelain sink, soaped my arm, and rinsed and dried it. Gingerly, she supported my arm into a fresh, clean muslin sling, fixing it around my neck and shoulder.

In the next room, my mother and Dr. Metzger consulted in low tones. I saw my mother shake her head, her mouth set in disagreement. Dr. Metzger invited me to join them, explaining that he wanted to get another set of X-rays.

Examining the films, he said, “It’s improved with the resetting but there is still damage here and here.” His thick finger jabbed at the negative image as he spoke. “I understand you don’t want surgery.” He looked hopefully at my mother, who nodded her assent. Snapping the X-rays from the light box, he remarked, “We’ll see how it goes, then.”

We both thanked him. Dr. Metzger advised, “Call my office if there are any problems. Swelling, pain, if you can’t use your wrist, okay?”

We walked to the ice cream parlor down the block. My mother ordered butter pecan; I had my favorite, soft vanilla and chocolate swirl in a cone. We tasted each other’s ice cream and laughed, happy that it was over. My mother inspected my arm. “It’s thin,” she remarked. “You’ll have to use it to get it strong again.” To me, it was ugly and weird, and the wrist was bent sideways. I hated it.







CHAPTER 3
The Wedding Suit



Coming into the house after my run, I’m setting my shoes aside when I spy Ana at the top of the stairs, ready to go.

“He’s not open all night, you know,” she reminds me. “Get a move on.”

I don’t dare shower. Instead, I take a soapy washcloth to all my strategic body parts, grateful for my very short hair, and take the stairs down two at a time.

My mother is lurking at the front door. She has always designed and tailored all her clothes. She’s wearing a nicely fitted below-the-knee brown wool skirt and a floral top, lipstick, and a subtle bit of eye makeup. Her ear-length brown hair is smartly styled. What’s she dressed for?

“We are going to Matteo’s. For the material for your wedding dress. Did you forget?” she asks.

“No, Ma. I’m ready.” Naturally, I had no recollection of this date at Matteo’s. Matteo is the owner of the shop who has sold her virtually all the fabric she’s used for her entire wardrobe and mine.

At 2 P.M., we head to Westchester Square, site of Matteo’s shop, the local elevated train and the city bus hub close to home. I have always been electrified and terrified by the activity in this part of town. Food-stained sidewalks smelling of gasoline, stagnant water and urine creating rainbow-rippled pools along the weed-infested asphalt.

The streets and paths around Westchester Square are paved with discarded food wrappers, flattened dead cigarette butts and spent pizza crusts along with their boxes. Competing with this is the irresistible aroma of the pizza place on the corner. The park is inhabited by creatures I dare not make eye contact with. Baseball caps perched the wrong way on tight beaded braids or on long heads of hair. Gold chains over sweatshirts and blingy T-shirts. Rings on every finger. Earrings dangling from the ears of people of both sexes. Lots of black eye makeup and teased hair on girls sporting tight jeans and dangerously high heels.
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Traveling to my high school through Westchester Square, I was always certain I would board the wrong bus and wind up lost. While I couldn’t confess this to anyone, I dreamed about it, wondering how I would get home. Traveling with my friend Jane made it better—she always knew where we were going and how to get there, but I felt humiliated and defeated by my lack of directional resourcefulness.

Traveling from home, as the bus turned into the Square, we had to finish talking before we arrived. The steel-on-steel crunch of train wheels against rails and the belching of crowded buses as they approached their stops was all our hearing could take. We did this twice a day. I was always disoriented by the back-home direction.

But, on the way home, I relaxed when we switched to the Tremont Avenue bus that would deliver us close to my street, just down the hill from the bus stop. This was the last leg of the day’s travel, and as we approached my street I felt encouraged by the landmarks along the route. I began to anticipate sitting at my desk near the window in the upstairs hallway where I would tackle my homework every day.

I remember a day when Jane and I made fun of our schoolmate Annetta as we bounced along in the back of the Tremont Avenue bus.

Jane instigated the discussion. “Hey, did she give you a sweaty mint?! Did she say: Would you like a peppermint?!”

We stared at each other full on—“Eww!”—and twittered behind our hands.

Jane nodded as I offered my opinion. “She is sooo weird.”

Feeling a bit guilty, Jane observed, “I think she’s lonely too. I mean, nobody hangs out with her.” I was deservedly ashamed.

Halfway home, I spied something moving on the floor of the bus, near our shoes. “Oh!”

“What?” demanded my friend.

“I’m sure I just saw a cockroach run across the floor!”

“A what? That’s disgusting!”

“We have to get off the bus before it gets into our schoolbags!”

“Don’t they hang around in packs.” I’m not asking. Panicked at the thought of carrying even one live cockroach into my mother’s house, I shivered at the thought of a colony. I knew they had no self-respect—they would reproduce in my schoolbag for sure.

All buses for the next half hour would be full. We didn’t ask each other if we were prepared to wait or to walk the rest of the way. Exposure to vermin is a true emergency. We decided to exit the bus.

Queasy with the swaying of the vehicle, we staggered our way to the front door. “You have to let us out,” Jane demanded.

Heroically supporting my friend, I echoed a resounding, “Yes! We just saw a cockroach!”

Glancing in the rearview mirror and mouthing a toothpick across his lower lip as he ignored us, the driver continued along Tremont Avenue. A soft snigger emerged. “Y’don’t say.” He clearly failed to appreciate the seriousness of the situation. If I carried just one of these things home, my mother would evict me.

We grabbed the bar next to the driver’s seat and planted our feet. “If y’wanna get out, y’gotta wait till the next stop. I’m not stoppin’ in between.”

Tacitly, we agreed to wait, lifting our schoolbags high above the floor as we struggled to remain upright.

Brakes screeching, at the next stop, the driver adjusted his cap and stopped, half laughing, half sneering as we shrieked down the steps, recounting our brush with disaster. We stopped to inspect our schoolbags. Clear. But I was still anxious. Weren’t cockroaches good at hiding?

I told my mother about our adventure. “What? Cockroaches! Don’t you dare bring that schoolbag in here till you empty it out! We get one roach in here, in a week we’ll have a million.”

I didn’t bother to tell her that I had already checked the bag. I checked again. I wanted to be sure, and I didn’t want her to hover.

Jane and I had successfully avoided The Invasion of the Killer Cockroaches.
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I wish I’d had a shower. Grimy and still damp with sweat, I follow my mother obediently into Matteo’s fabric shop. The place is a shotgun closet, bolts of fabric piled high on ancient shelves reaching up on either side of a scarred central wooden table and crowding the floor. I find myself estimating the size of the fire hazard. The ancient cash register sits in a corner of the bench that measures fabric and elastic, lace and ribbon. The yardstick is imprinted right into the bench, the numbers worn, the font vintage 1940s and faded over time.

Sunlight punctuated with lint dust filters through the single battered door and trestle window. Despite the openings, stale air scented with cotton and polyester is permanently settled over the shop. Matteo ignites his broadest smile and rubs his hands together when he sees us. Truth be told, when he sees my mother.

“Ah! Ana! Ah’m-a so happy see you!” He holds both her hands and plants the alternating triple kiss on both cheeks.

Is she blushing?

“Yes, Matteo! This is my daughter Gaby—she’s getting married.”

“Oh, so nice-a see you all grow up, signorina! Congratulazioni!”

“Grazie, Matteo!” My mother is strapped tight into the driver’s seat. She produces an impressive set of wedding dress photos collected from magazines.

“So you need a material fer vestito de sposa—for a wedding dress—no?” Matteo sizes me up. He registers that at thirty-five years old, I’m no blushing bride.

“You marry before, signorina?”

“No!” my mother insists. I manage to control my sense of humor.

“Mi scusi! Ovviamente! Ovviamente!” Of course not, for sure not!

“So we want to look at white satin and white lace.”

“Okay. Raso e pizzo bianca. No problem!”

“Matteo,” I cut in. My mother shoots me a look. I soldier on.

“I’d like to see fabric in a pale coral or peach color to have a suit—a jacket and pants.”

“But, signorina! You no marry before! You got to have-a dress—bianca.”

I’m treated to my mother’s smug nod as Matteo looks back at her, smiling. A few beads of sweat have formed on his forehead.

“You see? You mama, she want this too.”

She sets her mouth and crosses her arms. “I won’t sew a suit,” she declares.

“That’s okay, Ma. I’ll buy one.” Her face hits the ground.

“I mean, I don’t want to, but I do want a suit. In pale coral or peach, not white.”

I pull a sketch out of my bag. My friend Margaret’s handiwork.

They put their heads together and take a long look.

Matteo inclines his head to one side in shy query. “It’s-a nice, no?”

“If you’re a man, sì.” My mother is clearly on a campaign to kill my wedding suit.

Matteo is eyeing his shelves. “Coral like pale pink, sì?”

“More like orange and pink mixed together Matteo,” I tell him. My mother grits her teeth at me.

“Ah! Sì.”

Matteo slides a battered wooden shelf-mounted ladder toward him and, climbing up, stops at a tower of silk and satin bolts of fabric in every conceivable color. Scaling the rungs, he selects three bolts of fabric without disrupting the others and climbs down single-handedly.

“Ana, signorina, what you think?”

Raw silk in pale peach catches my eye immediately. I can feel the comfort of the pants and the ease of the jacket across my shoulders. “Ma?”

“Well, white is out, and that’s what I want.” She doesn’t mean to be, but she’s pretty funny when she pouts. I control my impulse to smile.

“Signora Ana, is Gaby wedding, no?” Bald and stubble-cheeked, he’s not an appealing-looking little man, but suddenly I want to plant a huge kiss on his gray scratchy cheek.

For his trouble, he is treated to my mother’s raised eyebrow and a warning. “She’ll look ridiculous!”

He smiles. “Maybe no. Maybe she look bellissima!”

Determined to be tough but surprised by Matteo’s mild defiance, my mother stares at the textile merchant in disbelief. Matteo and I hold our collective breath.

After what feels like an hour, she speaks. “Yes, Matteo—remember who’s paying, but, yes, the raw silk looks good. Show me some patterns for dresses and ladies’ pantsuits.” Her truce tells me that this is part of my wedding present.

After appraising me—front, back, up and down—Matteo takes my measurements and collects several patterns from the ancient wood drawers standing behind his table. My mother reminds him/me that I’ll be losing weight before the wedding.

Mopping his forehead with a withered handkerchief and smiling, he nods and spreads the patterns before us. He presents high-waisted broad bell-shaped pants beneath a peplum jacket. Next, he showcases a double-breasted square-shouldered jacket over straight-legged pants. Another pattern of the same over wide pants. Several others sport bows in the front or ruffles around the jacket neckline. I ignore the dress patterns. All are poorly disguised first cousins to wedding dresses.

I pull out the single-breasted jacket over slim-fit ankle-length pants. Suddenly, I feel optimistic about balancing on high heels. I’ll carry flats with me for the reception.

My mother is focused on the ruffled jacket. She’s turning the pattern over, calculating the amount of fabric, lining and trim we need. I place myself between her and Matteo’s line of sight. Diplomatically, he is unrolling and stomping the bolt of peach raw silk across the table, preparing to cut.

“Matteo?” I pull the pattern from the pile and turn it toward him. “This is the one I like. Ma, have a look. I know you’ll like it.”

“Ugh. So plain. And these pants—you gonna lose that much weight? And what kind of shoes? Remember, you can’t walk in high heels. And you can’t wear running shoes.”

Matteo gently rescues the pattern with his free hand. “Ana, guarda! Va bene, no? Look, it will be good, no?” My mother dismisses his compliment of my choice with the wave of a hand as she flashes him the most disappointed look she can muster.

“Signorina Gaby, a nice white blouse?” He strokes his own wrinkled shirt sitting beneath an ancient threadbare jacket. “Satin, maybe? Ana, you like, no?”

My mother adjusts her line of sight. “Maybe, sì.”

I struggle to curb my enthusiasm. Can I actually be winning?

“But,” she continues—I hold my breath—“I get to pick the pattern and the material for the blouse.”

“Okay, signorina?”

“Yes, okay!”

Matteo turns back to his wooden drawers, extracting five blouse patterns. He sets them out, then swings the ladder back his way to pull bolts of fabric. White. Satin floral jacquard. Embossed jacquard. Feather fan. Plain ivory raw silk.

It’s a good assortment of patterns. Simple boat neck with long sleeves. Cowl neck. Ruffled sweetheart neckline. Plain sweetheart fitted with pearl buttons.

Another virtual year passes as my mother examines the patterns. She holds each one up to each fabric. I swear she sees me in every combination as she judges.

“Remember,” she reminds me, “I get to pick.”

Sweetheart with buttons. Plain ivory raw silk. I exhale.

“Looks great, Ma.”

“Yeah, I know.” She smiles and places the pattern on top of the ivory fabric.

Matteo is beaming. “Everything very nice, no?” He glances hopefully at my mother. She rewards him with her smile. “Bella sposa”—beautiful bride—he declares.

They gossip in Italian as Matteo measures, cuts and tallies. I don’t press my luck as buttons are selected for the jacket and blouse. Matteo adds using a pencil stub sharpened with a kitchen knife, licking the tip of the pencil as he completes his calculation. As usual, he includes extra fabric to my mother’s order without charge.

“Grazie, Matteo.” He nods a huge smile. I smile back; Matteo and I have been worthy allies.

I carry a large brown paper package tied with string as we exit Matteo’s shop.

“Ma—Matteo—how long you been coming to him for material?”

“Since you were little. He helped me get my job in the dress factory after your father died.”

“You like him, Ma?”

“Sure. What’s not to like? He’s polite, a good businessman.”

“Good looking, Ma?” There’s easily more than a half foot between them, in my mother’s favor.

She tries to glare at me, but the corners of her mouth turn up and her neck reddens.

“What? I don’t care about that.”

“You ever think about spending time with him? Like for a movie or dinner?”

“Ach. Never. Non mi piace. I wouldn’t like that. That stuffy shop. I’d wind up with emphysema or something.”

“But, Ma, there’d be more than the shop, right?”

She shrugs but doesn’t answer. We make our way back from Westchester Square.

Walking into the living room when we arrive home, Ana immediately spreads the fabrics on the sofa and nods her approval. “Bellissimo!”

I run upstairs, shouting back, “I’ll be back down—got to clean up.” Recalling my teenage years, my bedroom ceiling still features a yellowed, dog-eared and somewhat outdated periodic table. I take a running leap at my twin bed dressed in its light pink chenille bedspread, worrying that my mother has heard from downstairs. I exhale when she doesn’t call up to me.

Convinced that all is calm, I channel a well of immaturity, letting out a low laugh as I punch my fists at the ceiling. I’ve won the battle of the wedding suit. Worth celebrating because it is rare for me to win a standoff with my mother. I have to remind myself that I am thirty-five years old.

I shower for a long time, still chuckling to myself as I smooth the hot water over me and take my time drying and dressing. I seek out my mother in the kitchen.

Much of my soul belongs to my mother’s kitchen. Outdated, it is a repository of our family history and home to my childhood images. The immaculate distressed gas stovetop. The scrubbed, scratched countertops. You’re not finished doing the dishes, my mother would say, until you scrub the stove, the sink and the countertops.

When I was a kid, my mother painted a realistic brick wall backsplash that still looks real. The ancient nested cast-iron frying pans and pots that gleam with years of steel wool scrubbing sit in the cabinets below the stovetop. These keep company with the two-footed wobbly colander and the dented set of aluminum pots in sizes from single-serving soup pot to gigantic pasta-worthy cauldron. Outside the stove area, a small table accommodates breakfast and cups of espresso. With biscotti.

The window above the pitted porcelain sink admits, in this heart of the Bronx, a world of trees and Italian postage stamp backyards stuffed with tomatoes, carrots, lettuce, radishes, basil, oregano and mint. I can still see Mr. Paccino—I called him Pop—his slow walk up and down his rows of vegetables, inspecting, pruning, debugging, harvesting, wearing his scrappy straw hat ally against the sun. To my mother’s delight, he would ring our doorbell, hat in hand, to deliver zucchini, tomatoes and spinach. Ma’s magic would make them supper.

Hard to believe, but I am hungry for dinner.

“Ma, you have rice?”

“Of course, I have arborio. Why?”

“I’ll make risotto for supper.”

“You?”

“Ma.”

“Okay.” She extracts the rice from the cabinet above the stove and separates the medium cast-iron pan from the nest of three below the stove. I pull out onions and garlic and fresh basil, oregano and parsley. Of course, there’s pancetta—cured Italian-style bacon—in the fridge and a rectangular tin gallon of imported olive oil in the pantry.

I love making risotto. The gentle discipline of heating and stirring. Aromas maturing in the pan. I toss a salad of arugula and shaved Parmesan. I easily locate my mother’s huge jug of balsamic vinegar to finish off the dressing and decide on veal in my mother’s fridge for this risotto.

The dish is almost cooked through. Onions, garlic, olive oil and veal join forces. I shave some more Parmesan into the pan. Cream and a bit of milk. I grind pepper over the top of the greens.

My mother comes back downstairs. She says she’s been preparing the pattern for cutting.

“Smells good,” she affirms. “I’m hungry.”

I finish slicing the bread. Salad, olives, pickled eggplant are already on the table. I bring out the casserole dish containing the risotto and release the aroma in a cloud of steam.

We eat and talk with no criticism of my risotto. Then I remember: She taught me to cook—she would be critiquing herself.
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She had always encouraged me to cook. The training intensified when I got caught in a teenage lie. My supermarket job made me fast friends with Tanya. When I was sixteen, Tanya was the girl I wanted to be. She was eighteen, thin and shapely and tall and wore great clothes and shoes. She had gorgeous hazel eyes. An enthralling single beauty mark just below her left lower eyelid. A ready smile, infectious giggle, smart.

Unbelievably, she considered me a work friend. At sixteen, I was short for my age and clumsy. My once-blond hair had long darkened to an unruly thick, wavy brown mane. Attempts to style it failed repeatedly. But I didn’t want to cut it. That and my father’s bushy eyebrows gave me a serious, studious look. I had inherited my mother’s mouth—a thin upper lip complemented by a full lower lip. I wasn’t fat, but a paunchy stomach constantly tormented me. When not in my school uniform, I wore baggy shirts that reached below my thighs. As a rule, I didn’t laugh very much. But I did with Tanya.

On Friday nights, we would retreat to her beat-up Dodge to talk and share a bottle of cheap sparkling rosé wine and cherry turnovers that I bought in the supermarket checkout aisle. I understood I was not welcome to her inner circle the rest of the time.

Tanya helped me understand that my sixteen-year-old angst was normal. That I’d come through. That I was funny and smart. At two years younger, I had to believe her. But I knew my mother would never approve of my Friday night wine fests. So I did what many sixteen-year-olds do: I lied. I congratulated myself for my creative and credible lie—I worked late on Fridays to help prepare for Saturdays in the supermarket.

In my experience, every lie has its reckoning. One Friday, our neighbor Mr. Bowles was walking through the parking lot when he witnessed the wine bottle pass from Tanya to me. He did what any parent would do. He ratted me out.

My mother was ready when I came home. Too sweetly, she asked me how it went. Anticipating trouble, I barely answered.

“Oh, good,” she said. But she had my attention. Her body language screamed, I’ve got you.

She told me that Mr. Bowles had busted me, and then, hands on her hips, she laced in. “When did you get the idea that it’s okay to drink at your age, and in the back of a car?” She pointed a long, overworked index finger a half inch from my nose. I gasped for air. “When did I give you permission to behave like trash?” Then she went for the jugular. “I’m just glad your father isn’t here to see this. You know exactly how disappointed he would be.”

I couldn’t explain, only try to apologize. But I never got the chance. A dismissive gesture of her hand shut me down.

“I’m going inside. You go upstairs. I can’t see you right now.”

Later, I heard her on the phone with Zia Maria. “I have to be a terrible mother! Why would she do this? I know, I know, Claire has never done a bad thing in her life, right? I’m talking about Gaby right now.”

Hearing my mother say she was bad at anything clued me in to her vulnerability. I had never before associated the word vulnerable with my mother.

I imagined my mother rolling her eyes. I rolled my own, remembering how Claire hounded the confessional because she had stolen eye shadow from the drugstore. I winced, knowing my own time in confession was coming. It would be my luck to draw Father Adolf. His specialty was making me sweat. I’d be saying Hail Marys until I was twenty-five.

I was grounded for a month. And was ordered to the kitchen to cook all our dinners. That was the month I learned how to cook.







CHAPTER 4
Family and Movie Night



We’re washing the dinner dishes when Ma tells me that Nani—my grandmother Nunzia—will be visiting along with Zia—my aunt, Maria, my mother’s sister—the following day. I’ve always been close to Nani—she’s my most steadfast supporter, and, I’m sure, the source of my sense of humor. Zia Maria, my mother’s sister, is the most sympathetic soul I know. My mother takes good care of Zia, but, always, beneath her smile, I feel my aunt’s strong undercurrent of pathos and sorrow. I’m reminded that we were all young when the men, my father, Arturo, and my uncle Salvatore, passed within three years of each other. Claire and I were teenagers. Our mothers were still settling into the end of their thirties.

I return to my room to get some work done. I pull out a sheaf of articles to support my next lecture, and, as usual, I’m lost in minutes. Controversial information and conclusions—my specialty—a chance to rank the quality of the research. I see the lecture take shape and feel myself nodding. A challenging but instructional lecture for the students. A study in learning for me. Many more student dartboards with my photo in the middle to be hung and targeted.

I call Russ when I take a break. I rub a corner of the vintage childhood chenille bedspread between my thumb and forefinger while I wait for him to pick up.

When he hears my voice, Russ is cheerful and upbeat. I remind myself that I have a right to be cheerful too.

“Well, what’s happening out there that’s good?”

I tell him about my winning the pantsuit and peach raw silk battle, and he laughs. I brighten as I tell him about the visit tomorrow. I guess I’ve interrupted his work. He has become distracted. My reaction is self-blame. I’m not interesting.

I realize halfway through that I haven’t asked about him. So I do.

He inhales through his teeth. “This project’s a bear. Team’s at each other’s throats. And the deadline doesn’t change.”

“What about management?”

“The only thing they care about is getting it submitted on time to the FDA. Naturally, we don’t want to wait for the next review cycle.”

“Are you taking care of yourself? Basketball? Watching sports?” I ask.

“I am. I’ll be happy when you’re back.” Russ clues into my mood. “You sound spent. What are you doing for yourself?”

“Running some, not enough, actually enjoying my old neighborhood.”

“I’m glad you’re enjoying your time there. I like both our Bronx stomping grounds. You’re home in, what, two more days?”

“Leaving on the third morning.”

“Call me again—I miss you.”

“I miss you too. Good luck with the project.” The line disconnects.

I feel the familiar nagging that I don’t live up to Russ. I love him. I want to be married to him, but I fall short. Often, I place myself first, just like he places me. I resolve to be more aware. Can I do it? Disquieted by Russ’s work stress and my self-insights, I retreat to the go-to-work prescription. As always, my preferred remedy.

Eventually, my mother calls up the stairs with a welcome invitation. “I’m watching a great movie. Come down—I’ll make popcorn.”

I join her in the kitchen, where she’s pouring olive oil into an ancient kettle-shaped pot. The lid sits nearby as the battered pot wobbles on the cast-iron stove grate. Adding the popcorn, she turns to me. “How is Russell—you called him, no?”

I perceive a level of intrusion in her question, but I plaster a smile on my face. “He’s good, Ma.”

She counters with: “I need to know him better before the wedding.”

“You will, Ma, I promise.”

Shaking the kettle as it wobbles on the burner, she nods. The heat is doing its job, sending staccato bullets to the inside of the lid. Same pot, same protocol from when I was a kid. The comforting sound anticipates the welcome sharing of a movie with my mother.

“You want salt or butter?”

“Just salt for me, thanks.”

She divides the popcorn into two large bowls and sprinkles a generous helping of salt into each one. Then she places a small amount of butter into a miniature pan. When it melts, she pours it into her own bowl. I follow her back into the living room. Fold my legs under me, draw up a throw for both of us and dig into the popcorn.

My mother loves vintage films. Especially from the forties and fifties. Mildred Pierce is one of her favorites, and one of mine too. I watch her carefully as the opening credits roll. She’s as relaxed as I ever see her. I exhale and settle back.

Of course, everyone is supposed to, but I discover a renewed dislike for the Veda character. So entitled! So greedy and dismissive. And I always feel sorry for Mildred Pierce, trying desperately to satisfy her offspring’s insatiable selfishness.

“Oh! What a nasty daughter!” my mother exclaims, as she always does, when Veda unpacks the dress her mother has mail-ordered for her. Out of sight of Mildred Pierce, but within hidden earshot, Veda turns to her sister, condemning the styling and quality of the dress. And criticizes the mother for failing to provide better.

Ana and I converse lightly as we anticipate our favorite scenes.

My mother says, “Oh, I love when Mildred works so hard at the restaurant and then opens her own. You remember? She’ll be RICH in this scene!” We graduate to ice cream and brownies. I’ll really have to run tomorrow.

I comment on Mildred Pierce’s marital status. “Ma—in that time—the thirties—I didn’t think divorce really happened.”

She thinks for a moment before she responds. “It didn’t—even in my day. LOTS of women, for sure, were miserable. They didn’t know they’d be doing so much dirty work. Hard work. For no pay. Worse, no acknowledgment. Just criticism all the time. I knew lots of girls like this. They just put up and shut up—they had kids. No real choice.”

“What about you and Papa, Ma?”

Her face softens. “Ahh, your father; he was different. He always wanted to know what I was thinking and what I wanted. He was always taking care of me, and you—at first, I had to redo your diapers. He caught me once and made me give him a lesson. Yeah … your father was a good one.”

She places her ice cream bowl on the coffee table and reaches over to pat my knee. “You, you live in a better time. Look at your job. There weren’t many girl university professors. Now, girls can do whatever they want! It’s wonderful—but I still feel bad for the wives I knew back then.”

“I’m grateful, Ma, believe me! Hey, great brownies.”

“Of course—from scratch.”

We wash up. I kiss her on each cheek and wish her good night.

“You too—sleep tight. God keep you.”

This night, my head hits the pillow beneath my periodic table in the sky and I forget to dream.







CHAPTER 5
All of Us Immigrants



“Gaby! You plan to sleep all morning? Come on down—I want to get breakfast going.”

I wake disoriented, immediately feeling Russ’s absence. I remember where I am.

The clock reads 6:40 A.M. Lots of morning left, by my estimation.

I grab the ancient, immaculately clean bathrobe from the back of the bedroom door and swing it over my shoulders. I pull on worn but impeccably clean slippers, also left for me. I buy myself time by using the bathroom. I emerge with a clean face and clean teeth, but I REALLY need a shower. And a run. Not in that order.

I meet my mother in the kitchen. “Ma, I’ve really got to get in a short run before I eat. I don’t wear popcorn, ice cream and brownies real well.” Not to mention today’s feasts.

“Your grandmother and your aunt will be here soon.” They will arrive at 2 P.M.

She pulls her apron off and pours herself a cup of stovetop espresso into a delicate blue-and-white porcelain cup sent from Italy as a wedding gift for my parents.

“You want before you go?” She nods at the pot on the stove.

My answer trails behind me as I bound up the stairs to change.

“No, Ma—later. You have roasted red peppers?”

“Sure. And good fresh bread too.”

“Ooh,” I yell down. “Can I have an egg-in-the-bread when I come back?”

“Of course.” She chuckles. “Still your favorite, huh?”

I start out anticipating
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