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Dedication

For Ace and Dot, Michael, Karen, and Mark.
Mi famiglia. Mi vita.



Epigraph

famiglia (fa-meel-ya)
Italian: “family”

Used for loving, sometimes dramatic emphasis when English doesn’t
cut it
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Disclaimer

Disclaimer: The words in this book are an unofficial,
completely amateur collection I grew up hearing and,
sometimes, using. It includes research, family peculiarities,
and gut instinct. If you read this thinking it’s some scholarly
thing, it’s not. I love words, how they came to be, how they
evolved over time. And I love my family. Many of the older
uncles and aunts, the few grandparents and great-grandparents
left still talk like Jersey Italians. Most of my generation
doesn’t, but we know the words. We know how to use them.
We just don’t always know why.

Note, this 1s my Jersey Italian. It’s not American Italian. As
with all things, Italians can’t agree on much. Look at Italy and
its bajillion dialects if you need proof. I started writing these
words down when I was a little kid. Now that I’'m older, I'm
taking it a step further. I want to record what I can before that
oldest generation is lost, and the distinct ways of these words
go with them.

Some of what follows is going to seem stereotypical; I’'m
here to tell you that, yeah, it probably is, but they’re
stereotypes for a reason. Don’t take that to mean all Jersey
[talians fit into these parameters, only that my Jersey Italians
did, do, and most likely forever will. I’'m proudly claiming my
culture. If you find it offensive, that’s on you.



cornoot

Italian: cornuto, “horned”; also corno, cornicello, or
cornetto; “horn”

A cornoot is the horn made out of silver or gold,
sometimes red (carnelian), seen hanging from Italian
necks and rearview mirrors everywhere. A cornoot is
used to ward off the evil eye (maloik). Don’t quote me
on this, but I believe this all comes from the “devil
horns” sign (index finger and pinky raised) we use as a
warding gesture (ma cornoot, or, mana cornuto, in
[talian). Many think that horn we wear is a bull’s horn,
but no. It’s the devil’s horn. How that wards off evil, I’1l
never understand. [ imagine it came from a time more
distant than the rise of Christianity, from an earlier,
pagan past. Etruscan, maybe. Or Greek. We are a
complicated people.

The Victrola was haunted.

Not a garden-variety haunting, like playing records at will,
though it did do that, too; the antique was Robert the Doll—
haunted, taken to moving itself from the parlor corner it did
not like to the sunny, wavy-glass window it preferred. Things
tended to fall off shelves or fly across the room when anyone
moved it back to the corner, which Varina had just done in
preparation for the penultimate holiday gathering of the year.
Dishware on the waiting-to-be-set table clinked.



“Don’t you dare, Vicky. I swear to Christ!”

It would have been easier and less hazardous to let the thing
have its way; Varina would be damned if she’d coddle a
possessed piece of furniture, on Christmas Eve, when she had
sixteen people, not counting her and her mother, coming over
to eat.

Condensation clouded every window in the kitchen,
summer-hot even with the back door propped open. Everyone
would be there in less than an hour, and Varina hadn’t put the
water on yet. She filled the enormous holiday-used lobster pot
to boil the macaroni, gave the gravy a turn, adding the butter
and basil before turning off the heat. Not even all the garlic
she used penetrated the heavy scent of fried fish, salted fish,
baked fish. Seven fishes in all, and her brother’s grandkids
wouldn’t eat a bite of it. Thus, the macaroni and meatballs.

Heading into the massive pantry—the pride of her kitchen
—Varina pretended she didn’t see the cans of beets mixed in
with the jars of tomatoes she’d put up late last summer, the
baking supplies that never made it into their pest-proof
containers. She’d get to it. After the holidays. Focus.
Macaroni. She found several half bags, but not a single pound
of anything the same. Would have been nice to know before
she closed up her shop, Palladino’s, at two o’clock.

Pulling her cell phone from her apron pocket, Varina
scrolled past her three biological children, tapped the name she
knew, without question, she could count on.

“Hey, Paulie!” she sang into the phone. “Can you believe I
don’t have macaroni in the house?”

“You’ve got a lot going on. I don’t know how you still do
these huge family things.”

“Who’s going to do it? My ninety-two-year-old mother?”
She laughed. “I enjoy it. Honest.”

“If you say so. I’ll pop in at the store and get a few pounds.
What kind?”

“Penne.”

“You got it.”



“You still have your key?”

“How else am I going to raid your cases after hours?”” He
laughed. “T’ll be back in fifteen. Good?”

“Perfect. Thank you, sweetheart. Three pounds’ll be
perfect.”

It would be too much, but better that than not enough.
Christmas Eve was work, but worth it to have the whole
family around her table. Eating her food. She wasn’t sure how
much longer she’d be able to pull it off, but it had been a good
year. Fiscally. Health-wise. It wouldn’t always be, but this
year, it was. As long as that held, she’d be able to take some
well-earned time off from the store, for the first time since she
and Dino had rented a house down the shore, back in the early
aughts.

Varina’s belly rumbled. All that cooking and she hadn’t
eaten a bite. She took a fried smelt from the too-high-piled
plate. Never her favorite, but it would do. In an hour, the house
would be in merry chaos. At the moment, the only sounds
were the tick-glonk-tick of the grandfather clock in the foyer,
and the fick-tick-tick of her oven.

And Enrico Caruso’s “O Sole Mio.” Playing sullenly. From
the corner.

Wiping her hands on her apron, Varina felt the crinkle of the
handful of twenties she’d skimmed from the till—it wasn’t
stealing when it was your own till being skimmed from—and
stuck them in her pocket. The pocket also containing—
concealing—the page she had ripped from the brochure she
got in the mail a few weeks ago. The one of a ship cutting a
silvery ribbon of a river, somewhere in Europe.

She’d taken a few minutes to thumb through it. Tossed it in
the trash. Took it out again. Looked again. Tore off the cover
and shoved it into her apron pocket, then tossed the rest. The
images stuck with her, came back to her when she tried to
settle into sleep. The ports of call, the pictures of food and
smiling faces and distant horizons. When the same brochure
arrived just a few days ago, Varina hid it away in her dresser
drawer.



“Varina, sweetheart, what can I do?”

“Christ, Mom.” One hand to her heart, the other shoving
money and page back into her pocket. ““You scared me.”

“Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain.”

Varina pushed off the counter. “Sorry. Anyway, it’s all done.
I’m just waiting on Paulie to get here with the penne. I forgot
it at the store.”

Sylvia Spini patted Varina’s cheek, her hand papery but soft.
“You do too much.”

“I wonder where I get it from?”

“I could have helped. I was only watching the news in my
room.”

And her stories before that. Varina hugged her mother.
Gently. She’d always been small—five-feet-nothing in heels—
but robust. Even leaning into plump. And energetic. Varina
remembered her skating with the kids when those in-line
skates were the craze, back in the eighties. Mom had been in
her fifties, Dad had just died, and nothing had prepared Varina
for the shift in Sylvia’s personality.

“You earned the right to sit back and enjoy your family.”

“Eh, maybe. Maybe.” Sylvia lifted the pot lid, sniffed. She
dipped in the wooden spoon, tasted the gravy. How many
times had she done exactly that, in this kitchen? When it was
hers? Now that it was her daughter’s? Ninety-two. Her tiny-
but-robust mother was ninety-two. Varina inconspicuously
crossed herself, kissed the cornoot always there around her
neck, along with the crucifix, and Virgin Mary medal; please,
just one more year. One at a time. As if, somehow, it would
keep her from leaving. “Everyone will be here any minute. I
have to set the table.”

“I’1l set the table,” Sylvia said. “You fix the gravy. It needs
more salt. And would it kill you to use a splash more
vermouth?”’

“Okay, Mom. Thanks.”



Sylvia tapped a little dance from kitchen to parlor, hands up
and swaying like a conductor for the Caruso recording Vicky
was still playing. Varina lifted the pot lid, dipped the wooden
spoon. Her mother was right. A little more salt, a splash more
vermouth. Not wine. That had been Sylvia’s secret, passed
down to Varina. No carrots, sugar, or honey for tomatoes,
more acidic than sweet. No wine that changed the gravy’s
color from red to slightly purple. Vermouth was more
expensive, but skimping was a sacrilege, whether for the
family or for the store.

While in the pantry to grab the vermouth, Varina took a
moment to stash the cash and the brochure page. She felt for
the old Savarin coffee can, pushed to the back of the top shelf.
It had to be thirty years old, this hiding place for loose change,
then dollars. Five bucks. Ten. Not even Dino had known about
it until she’d saved enough for the rental in Barnegat.

Varina peeled off the lid, cracked edges cracking a little
more. She added the skimmed twenties. Closer. A few hundred
more, and she’d have the money to pay for the cruise up front,
the only way she could justify doing something so big, so
expensive. “Be smart, Varina. Never pay for luxury with
credit. If you can’t afford to pay in cash, you can’t afford it.
Period.” Her dad taught her that, rest his soul. The only credit
card she had was for the store. Without it, Palladino’s couldn’t
make the internet orders her business depended upon. But they
were paid in full, like clockwork, every month. And that was
that.

Varina grabbed the vermouth, splashed in a bit more.
Stirred. Tasted. Perfect. Aside from boiling the macaroni and
setting the table, everything was ready. Pandora was bringing
her signature pignoli cookies; Dante, the wine. Her brother
Thomas, his kids and grandkids were all bringing something.
What? Varina wouldn’t know until they showed up. Probably
dessert. There was always way too much dessert. And bread,
which she already had in abundance, straight from the Bronx.
Hopefully, her sister-in-law wouldn’t show up with the doughy
stuff from the supermarket—again—and expect her to put it
out. There was bread, and there was BREAD. Forty-some-odd



years married to this family, and Catherine still didn’t know
the difference. Last time, Varina had fed it to the crows.

“Varina?”

“Hang on, Paulie. I’'m coming.” Varina pulled her ponytail
tighter. Not exactly Christmas Eve—stylish, but she was out of
time. At least she had a festive T-shirt on. No way she was
wearing the sweater Donatella had dropped off. Her daughter’s
taste was not only truly awful, but took no account of itchy
heaviness. She’d rather lose the ugly sweater contest than
sweat through the next several hours. How was it she worked
like a mule, sweated like a pig, but never managed to lose
those pounds she’d been trying—not all that hard—to lose
since she was in her fifties? Maybe it was the abundance of
Christmas cookies, the Thanksgiving pies, and the Halloween
candy she always managed to buy way too much of, and how
could she let it go to waste?

“Hey, Paulie.” She kissed his cheek. “Thanks for this.”
“No problem. Anything else I can do?”

“Not a thing. Oh! Maybe you can open those bottles of
wine? Dante’s bringing more, but you know he’ll be late.”

“He was still at the site trailer when I left.” Paulie got the
corkscrew from the drawer, slit the foil. “He works too hard.”

“My son works too much,” Varina corrected. “Hard is okay.
Too much isn’t. You’d think he’d have learned that lesson
from his father.”

Paulie crossed himself, kissed his fingers. “You’d think. He
needs a partner. Someone to help carry the load. Mr. P had
you, and he still keeled . . . sorry.”

“It’s all right. He did keel over.” No one worried about her
keeling over; Varina ran the store much differently from when
she and Dino worked seven days a week, ten hours a day,
when they were young, then when they thought they were. She
sighed. “I wish Tom hadn’t retired.”



“Your brother and Dante had very different ideas about
where the company is going. They’d have eventually
murdered one another.” Paulie laughed, lifting another cork
free of its bottle. “He’ll be okay. Dante, I mean. Try not to
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WOITY.

“Easy for you to say.” Varina took the bottles, carried them
into the parlor. Fourteen or forty-eight, Dante was her baby
boy. He hadn’t been right since the divorce, even if he’d been
the one to ask for it. Varina still didn’t get it. He and Pandora
were very close. Good friends. Why divorce if they didn’t hate
one another?

“You need to have a talk with your son, one of these days,”
Pandora had said, a sad, loving smile on her lips. And no
more.

“Pour us a glass,” Varina said. “I have about twenty minutes
off my feet before the onslaught begins.”

Paulie obliged, followed her into the parlor, where Vicky no
longer played Caruso. Silent, perhaps, but Varina could still
feel her sulking. Patting the lid, she closed it gently and sat
opposite the young man as much a son as those she’d borne.

“So, what have you been up to, sweetheart?” She sipped.
“Any nice new someones in your life?”

“Subtle. Very subtle.” Paulie laughed. “You really didn’t
like Arthur, did you.”

“He’s a lawyer. What’s there to like? Besides, you didn’t,
and that was the important thing. Besides, that was last
summer. What about now?”’

“Now, I have no time to meet anyone new and nice.”
“I thought construction slowed down in the cold months.”

“It’s this gentrification movement.” Paulie sipped. “A lot of
people with a lot of money they don’t want tied up too long.
Everything’s being revitalized. All the beautiful, old
architecture is being saved. I’'m glad to be a part of it. Tom, on
the other hand, 1s more of a ‘raze it and build new’ kind of
guy. Trust me, it’s a good thing he retired. And Dante loves it.
Seriously loves it. You don’t see him at the sites, how excited



he gets about a corbel or a wavy-glass window like this one.
It’s actually kind of adorable.”

“I’m sure he’d love that assessment.” Varina took a long
swallow. Sweet, then bitter. It could be a bit more mellow,
though it probably would have been, had she allowed it to
breathe. “Have you spoken to Donatella today?”

“Not today. Why?”
“I thought you two did nothing but text all day long.”

“She texted.” He set his wineglass down. “Nothing earth-
shattering. She sent me a couple of funny memes I LOLed at.
Something wrong? You worried?”

Always, when it came to Donatella. “No, no. Not worried.
She dropped off my ugly sweater here at the house rather than
the store. I get the feeling she’s avoiding me. I’'m not even sure
she’ll be here tonight.”

Paulie set his wineglass on a coaster. He took both Varina’s
kitchen-calloused hands in his construction-calloused ones.
“Those terrible teens are way in the past. She’s doing okay.”

“But the terrible twenties weren’t so long ago,” Varina told
him. “I never know where she is. And she’s never had a job or
a boyfriend that lasted more than a few months. That’s not
normal for a grown woman.”

“It 1s for Donatella. And, you know, you don’t have a
boyfriend, either. You’re a bit older than thirty-five.”

“Don’t be fresh.”

Paulie kissed her hands and let them fall. “She’s doing okay.
Honest. I’ve been tattling on her since we were kids. Do you
think I’d lie for her now?”

“Yes.”

His head-back-hearty laughter made Varina’s heart twitch.
How could his parents not love him enough? How could they
turn their backs on him, pretend he didn’t even exist?
Grabbing his chin, she kissed both his cheeks, slapped him,
and stood up. “My time off my feet is over. I’'m going to see if
the water’s boiling yet.”



“It hasn’t been twenty minutes!” Paulie called, following
behind her into the kitchen. He rinsed the wineglasses in the
sink, dried them with a paper towel. “Oh, before I forget.” He
reached into his pocket, pulled out a wad of cash. “Rent. I
know it’s a little early, but with the holidays and all, I
figured . ..”

“Stop it.” Varina pushed his hand away. “I’ve been giving
you January’s rent for Christmas since you moved in upstairs.
Don’t be silly.”

“And I attempt to pay you anyway, every year,” he said.
“Seriously, I was a depressed, homeless kid back when you
took me in. I’m all growed up now. It’s not like the rent is
even fair to begin with.”

“I own this house, free and clear.” Varina pushed his hand
away again. “You living upstairs costs me almost nothing. It
makes me happy to know you’re there. I’ve always felt bad
about taking anything at all.”

“Now who’s being silly.” Paulie bent to kiss her cheek.
“Thank you. Again. Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas to you, sweetheart.”

“I’m going upstairs to put my ugly sweater on. Be right
back.”

She heard him tromp up the stairs, moving around in his
apartment. Paul Rudolph Vittone. Her Paulie. He’d grown up
just down the block. His parents had been friends of hers and
Dino’s, back in the day. Drinks on the patio. The occasional
dinner out. They’d often joked, maybe dreamed, the best-
friends status between Donatella and Paulie would turn
matrimonial. Varina had known when they were teens that
wasn’t happening. How his parents never guessed, she, to this
day, couldn’t fathom. But they hadn’t, and he’d told, and
they’d shortly thereafter moved to Florida, telling their only
child he wasn’t welcome to join them. Varina and Dino had
taken him in the same day.

“I don’t get it,” Dino had said, rubbing the top of his head, a
habit Varina always suspected contributed to the bald spot



there. “Do you know how many times I caught him and Dona
suckin’ face? How can he be fanook?”

“Young hormones are young hormones, I guess,” Varina had
told him. “I don’t know.”

And she hadn’t. Not then and not now. Donatella tried to
explain it to her, that he identified primarily as homosexual,
though occasionally was attracted to a woman. It sounded
confusing; she could only imagine it was to him, too. One way
or another, 1t didn’t matter. Paulie was Paulie, and she loved
him. Period.

“Varina!” her mother called from down the hall. “I’'m
coming to the kitchen now! I don’t want to scare you!”

“Wiseass,” Varina mumbled, but she smiled. A car pulled
into the driveway, the headlights illuminating the old garage
out back.

“That’s probably Tommy.” Sylvia clapped the tips of her
fingers together. “Always on time.”

“Ten minutes early,” Varina corrected. Tom would come
around back. They’d both grown up here, where the front door
was for guests, and the back door for family. She stood at the
open door, basking in the cold air, watching her brother,
Catherine, and two of their teenage grandkids get out of the
car.

“Oh, look. One of the twins brought his girlfriend.” Sylvia
stood in the doorway beside her, barely taking up any space.
“Do we have enough chairs?”

“I’ll get another from the cellar.”
“How will you squeeze it in? It’s already too crowded.”
“The more the merrier, Mom.” Varina tried not to sigh.

“We should have done this at Davide’s house. What does a

single man need with all that space if he can’t host his family
for the holidays?”

Broken record. Davide and his Bergen County McMansion.
No wife, no kids to populate it. Praise for the posh chain of
hair salons, the success, the glamorous clientele, came only at



church or bingo, repeated back to Varina by one of her
mother’s few remaining friends.

“Because this is where we’ve always had Christmas Eve,”
Varina said. “How come you complain about my kids all the
time, but never Tommy’s? You’d think they all walk on
water.”

“Because you’re my daughter,” Sylvia said, opening her
arms to her son, coming up the back steps. “Tommy!
Catherine! Merry Christmas!”



fanook
[talian: finocchio; literally, “fennel”

Fanook/finocchio is a derogatory term for
“homosexual.” There doesn’t seem to be any definitive
reason why homosexual men are “fennel.” Italians have
a lot of food words that are also insults. The best
explanation I’ve seen for this one goes way back to the
Middle Ages’ slang use of finocchio to refer to a silly,
mean, treacherous, worthless, despicable man. It’s not a
far stretch to figure out how that transition went.

Interestingly, fennel, as in the bulb eaten for digestive
purposes after a big meal, 1s pronounced in my family,
fanoik (fan-oyk), while the derogatory slang for
homosexual is fanook. 1 never put the two together, and
I guess that explains the need for different
pronunciations. “Hey, Uncle Gaggutz! Pass the fanook!”
could totally ruin Thanksgiving.

The Palladinos were not his family. Not biologically. They
were famiglia, because they didn’t get stuck with him; they
chose him. Mr. P had become a little uncomfortable around
him, once he came out—Paulie hated that concept, as if
declaring one’s sexual preferences was anyone’s damn
business—but never once turned him away. That, he was
certain, had more to do with Varina than any sort of
enlightened tolerance. Mr. P was old-school, from a time when



fanooks stayed in their closets where they belonged. Paulie
suspected there were a few gay skeletons in the Palladino and
Spini closets. There always were.

“Hey, Paulie,” Davide called from down the long table.
“Don’t hog all the bread, will ya? Pass it down.”

Damn, that man was beautiful. Old-time, silver screen
beautiful. Rudolph Valentino, only updated into a perfectly
tumbled metrosexual women loved and men were intimidated
by in ways they didn’t want to acknowledge. Despite his
flamboyance and chain of hair salons, Davide Palladino was
not one of those gay skeletons, proving stereotypes often
missed key details.

He passed the basket, though he wanted to wing a chunk
down the table, make them all laugh. But Varina wouldn’t
laugh. And neither would Mrs. Spini, that scary old bird.
Paulie had never truly won her approval; then again, he didn’t
think anyone ever had. Only Mr. Spini. Her Tommy. Her son.
He was, as far as she was concerned, as close to the second
coming of Jesus Christ as the world was ever going to get.

“I guess Donatella’s not going to make it.” Pandora leaned
closer to whisper. “Any idea why?”

“She’s Donatella.” At least she was in Wyldale, as far as he
knew. She’d taken up residence in the old apartment over the
store around Thanksgiving. Very typical. Donatella always
made it home from wherever she was for the holidays,
vanishing for a day or two now and then in the interim.
Pushing his glasses up higher on his nose—he really needed a
new pair—Paulie motioned to the beautiful young woman
beside Pandora. “Who’s this? I don’t think we’ve met. Can’t
be Gabriella. She’s only five or six.”

“Funny.” She nudged him. “I can’t believe my baby girl 1s
in college.”

“Can’t be.” Paulie shook his head. “I won’t listen to your
lies.”

“I’m nineteen, Paulie.” Gabriella rolled her eyes, but she
smiled, too. “And I’m only half an hour from home, so . . .



yeah, not exactly flown the coop.”
“Nest,” Pandora corrected. “Smart mouth.”

“Hey, Gabs.” Paulie pointed. “Would you pass me the
smelts.”

She crinkled her nose, leaning away from the plate she
passed him. “Oily fish, fried in oil. How do you eat these
things?”’

“With my mouth.” Paulie tipped a couple of the small,
perfectly breaded and fried fish onto his plate. “On a fork, if
I’'m feeling civilized.”

Pandora fist-bumped him. “Kids today, huh?”

He’d always liked her best of all the in-laws. Maybe
because she was Greek, not Italian, though Varina insisted they
were mostly the same. “One just civilized the world earlier
than the other” was her favorite joke, back in Pandora and
Dante’s courting days.

“Dante’s looking a bit wrecked, isn’t he?” she said.

Paulie chanced a glance; looking directly at the sun was
never a good idea. “He’s been working long hours.”

“So, what else 1s new? He didn’t even wear the ugly sweater
I got for him.”

“Dante? Wear an ugly Christmas sweater? Do you even
know your ex-husband?”

“I did. I do. Anyway, being divorced doesn’t mean I don’t
worry. That I don’t care.”

“Everyone worries about Dante. He’s too much like his dad.
Driven.”

“And stubborn,” Pandora said. “What most people don’t
know about Dante Palladino could fill a book, Paulie. Believe
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me.

He did. Paulie knew a few things, too. Like how Dante
looked with only his desk lamp illuminating the contours and
hollows of his face. How he pushed fingers through his hair
while he worked on blueprints and left it all standing up. How



he glowered at his workers instead of screaming at them, the
way Tommy did. How, when Dante smiled, the whole world
got a little brighter.

Gathering dishes, Paulie scraped the leavings from one into
the other until he had a stack too big for anyone not
construction-muscled to carry. He hefted them into the
kitchen, where Catherine rinsed before Varina loaded stuff into
the dishwasher. In the dining room spilling into the parlor by
way of banquet tables set end to end, the men cracked nuts,
crunched on fanoik, and argued. Davide and Dante, Tom and
his son, Michael. Michael’s twin sons, still in their teens.
Paulie helped the women instead, because it was the polite
thing to do. Because it was archaic for men to sit around while
the women cleaned up. Because he was, after all, not a
Palladino or Spini man, not by blood or marriage.

“Paulie, would you take the garbage out back?” Varina
called over the din of women from teen to crone scraping,
packaging, chatting, and laughing.

He set the dishes down on the counter, picked up the
garbage bag.

“Thanks, sweetheart. Then go sit with the men.”

“Will do.”

The blast of cold air after the sweltering kitchen felt
incredible. Paulie just stood on the top step, letting it hit him.
Tiny ice crystals not quite snow pinged his face. Another
Christmas Eve. Another New Year right around the corner.
Another year.

His cell phone chirped—crickets, to remind him of summer
and the shore. Pulling it from his pocket, he saw Donatella’s
icon flashing. He tapped it. “An actual phone call? No text?”

“Shut up, Paulie. Listen. Okay?”

Oh, shit. Not again. He pushed his glasses up onto the top of
his head, rubbed his eyes. “Sure. Hey, what’s wrong?”’

“You got to come get me. They say I can’t go, but you talk
to them. Can you do that for me?”



“Who, Don? Where? Have you called your mom?”
“Vaffangul! Don’t tell my mother!”

“Okay! Okay! Where are you?”

Silence. A hiccup. “I’m at the lockup.”

Sweet Jesus. “What happened?”

“It’s a long story. I got to go. Just come get me. And don’t
say anything!”

“Fine. I won’t.” And he wouldn’t. Not this time. There was
no way he was ruining Christmas Eve for Varina. “I’ll be there
as soon as [ can.”

“Now, Paulie! Shit, I can’t stay here. It’s disgusting. I swear,
I’1l get AIDS or something.”

“Very PC, Dona. Cool. I’ll be there soon.”

Paulie tapped out of the call. Frustration coiled in his gut.
He’d been rescuing her since they were five and she climbed
down into the storm sewer to get a quarter she’d dropped.
Paulie got a piece of rebar he found in the alley beside the
liquor store and pulled her back up. It was one thing after
another ever since. If her family hadn’t basically adopted his
sorry, discarded teen ass, he’d have stopped rescuing her long
ago.

That was a lie. Paulie would never stop, because he’d
always love her. She’d always love him. That’s the way it was
with them. With him and the Palladinos.

Heading inside, he put his glasses back on, tucked his phone
back into his pocket. How to bail on the festivities without
causing suspicion? He could think of only one surefire way of
getting one over on Varina. He didn’t like lying to her, but this
was for her own good. He’d confess after Christmas. Maybe
New Year’s.

“Hey.” He ducked to kiss her cheek. “I got to jet. Do you
mind?”

“What 1s it?”” She grabbed his arm, hauled him into the
slightly quieter pantry. “What’s wrong? Did Donatella call



you? Where is she?”

Thank goodness it was dark in there. “It’s not like that.
It’s ... I have a date.”

Her whole body relaxed. “Paulie!” And then she smacked
his arm. “You said you haven’t met anyone new.”

“I didn’t want to get your hopes up.”
“You could have invited him.”

“I only just got the call.” Partial truth felt a little better. “It’s
probably not going to come to anything. We only just met. He
said he’d call, but you know how that goes. It’s just a drink.”

“On Christmas Eve?” She jiggled him. “Go, sweetheart.
Have your drink. No one will even notice you stepped out.”

They would. Every one of them. And they’d probably figure
1t was Donatella he’d ducked out for, but not one of them
would say so. Not even Mrs. Spini, whom Varina would have
ignored, in any case.

“They said it’s a new bail law, or some crap,” Donatella,
handcuffed to a waiting bench, told him. “No more bail. I have
to go before a judge and, once whoever deems I’m no threat to
society, I get kicked on my own recognizance until my trial.”

“And if you’re deemed a menace to society?”
“I said threat.”
“Whatever. What happens then?”

“Then I stay in county until my trial. But it’s not going to
come to that. Get me out of here, Paulie. Please.”

He’d already talked to the arresting officer, the clerk,
anyone who would listen. It s Christmas Eve. Come on! Have
a heart. To no avail. “Don, listen.” He wanted to take her
hand, but the guard standing close enough to knock him off his
chair didn’t look like he’d allow it. “It’s after ten on Christmas
Eve. You’re stuck here until tomorrow.”

“A judge will come in on Christmas Day?”



“Apparently. Public intoxication, assault, resisting arrest,
and vandalism are one thing. Violating a restraining order is
another. You might not get out.”

“I didn’t violate it on purpose. I didn’t know Fucking
Chucky was even in that bar.”

“Fair enough, but you did know it was his girlfriend’s cell
phone you threw at him, and you did follow them out to their
car and smash his windshield.”

“Says who?”

“Says everyone in the bar. You’re screwed, Don. Time to
lawyer-up. You have one?”

“Just the schmuck I used last time. Do you know anyone?”’

“I might.” Paulie heaved a slightly dramatic sigh. At least
Arthur would be good for something, if not for him. “You
know, you could have just come to your mom’s feast of seven
fishes with everyone else.”

“I’d rather be in jail than eat with all them condescending a
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“Hey. That’s my famiglia you’re talking about.” Paulie
chanced a nudge. The guard narrowed his eyes, and he backed
off. “They can’t tell me what time your hearing is tomorrow,
but you call me as soon as it’s over. I’ll make some excuse and
come pick you up. Okay?”

“Fine.” She sniffed, wobbled a little. “Thanks.”
“You’d do the same for me.”

“I have done the same for you.” She laughed, and it
wobbled, too. And then Donatella’s face crumbled. “Why am I
such a fuckup, Paulie? I fucking ruined your Christmas. I’ve
ruined everyone’s holiday.”

“No, you didn’t.” He glanced at the guard, eyebrows raised.
The large man nodded, and Paulie took Donatella into his

arms. “No one’s even going to know until Christmas is over.
Shh. It’s okay.”



“It’s not. I know it’s not. You shouldn’t make excuses for
me. You’re part of the reason I’m still a mess.” But she
laughed, kissing his cheek, pulling away. “I’m still a little
drunk, too.”

“Obviously.”

Donatella wiped her nose on the back of her hand. The
guard handed her a box of tissues. “Thanks,” she told him,
smiling through her tears. The guard melted, just a little.
Donatella had that effect on people, especially men of the
protective persuasion. Though not as small as her
grandmother, she wasn’t much bigger. Huge eyes, almost like
those big-eyed children on the posters she’d had in her room
as a kid, would have been out of place on anyone else.
Donatella’s round cheeks and deep dimples pulled them off.
Too well. It was hard to say she was pretty, not traditionally.
Alluring was more like it. She attracted men like Davide
attracted women. Neither of them was very adept at choosing
the good ones. But while Davide navigated bad relationships
with charm and finesse, Donatella typically ended up a hot
mess. Case in point, Fucking Chucky.

“I don’t want to go back in that cell.”
“I know. But you have to.”
She looked up at the guard. He frowned, but he nodded.

“I guess this is it, then.” Donatella leaned forward, kissed
Paulie’s cheek. “Thanks for coming. For trying.”

He stood up. “You call me tomorrow.”

“Yeah, yeah. Go. Maybe there will be a few cannoli left.”
“If there are, I’ll put one aside for you.”

“Make it two!” she called after him.

Paulie didn’t turn and wave, but waved over his shoulder.
He couldn’t look at her, couldn’t see her handcuffed to the
waiting bench, small and slouched, half drunk and crying.
There wasn’t a thing he could do that he hadn’t already.

For the eleventy-bajillionth time since they were five.



Madonn’

Italian: Madonna mia; literally translates as “my
Madonna” (the Virgin Mary)

Typically used as an expletive of frustration, whether
from anger or worry, petitioning the Madonna for relief,
rather than a curse. Madonn’ is an acceptable expression
of displeasure when around older relatives who’ll throw
a shoe at you for other, less savory curse words. (Italian
mothers and grandmothers are especially notorious for
their shoe-throwing skills, much like ninjas with their
shuriken.)

The wheels her J oseph put on the bottom of the Victrola—
back when they still danced every evening after supper—made
it easy to move. Sylvia pushed it from the corner to the
window, chose a thick 78 from the cabinet base, and slid it
from its fragile, blue-paper sleeve. La Sonnambula: “Come
per me sereno” sung by Amelita Galli-Curci.

Bellini had always been a favorite, both his and hers. All the
great Italian composers for listening—while sipping
something sweet, amaretto or sambuca—after the children
were in bed. Dancing always sounded of the forties,
sometimes the fifties. It was a more romantic time, for Sylvia,
1f not the world. She was no fool, and never blind to the
reality. All those people dead, only to have that damned
McCarthy use their sacrifice to justify his witch hunt. Oh, how



she’d wanted to protest, to speak out, but it wasn’t done, and
so she hadn’t.

Still, they’d been the happy years, the late forties through
the fifties. They’d married so young, her Joseph a skinny but
dashing almost-twenty-year-old. Sylvia had only been twenty
when Tommy was born nine months and three weeks after the
wedding; twenty-two when she had Varina in 1950. They were
the happy years, if hard. Uncomplicated and peaceful. Try as
she might to pinpoint where it started veering into difficult and
contentious, Sylvia never could. Rather, she didn’t like where
the pin pointed.

“Oh, it’s you.” Varina entered the room, a dishcloth in her
hands. “I thought Vicky was at it again.”

“It’s only me.” Sylvia held out her hand. “The dishes can
wait. Come listen with me.”

“I’m just about finished.”

“Varina.” She wiggled her fingers. “Come listen with me.”
A long sigh, but she did as asked. “I always loved this one.”
“Me too.”

They stood together in the middle of the parlor lit only by
the lights on the tree, swaying. All the furniture still pushed up
against the far wall, the banquet tables folded along with the
card chairs, left a wide space to dance, if dance they would.

“Aren’t you tired, Mom? It’s after midnight. Don’t you want
to get some sleep before it all starts again tomorrow?”’

“I’1l sleep when I’'m dead.”
Varina crossed herself. “Don’t say that.”

“Why not?” Sylvia shrugged. “I’m ninety-two. This might
be my last Christmas.”

“Mom, please.”

“Please what? It’s true. Not talking about it doesn’t make
me any less close to death.”



“What is there to talk about? You’re healthy as an ox, and
you have all your marbles. Do we have to discuss your
eventual demise at midnight on Christmas Eve?”

No, they did not. Varina didn’t understand what it was to be
so old. Sylvia hoped she would, someday, both so her daughter
would have a long life, and so she could say 7 fold you so!
from the grave.

“It’s actually Christmas now,” she said. “But, okay. No
death talk. What do you still have left to do?”

Varina tossed the dishcloth over one shoulder, glanced
kitchenward. “Nothing that can’t wait,” she said. “I’m going to
bed.”

Alone.

Sylvia kept the word in her mouth—this time—Iletting it
ratchet around inside her skull instead. It was Christmas, after
all, and even she had a limit to her meddling. Varina would
insist she didn’t want a man, anyway; she’d had a good one
and wasn’t taking any chances on another. Oh, her stubborn,
opinionated, delusional daughter would laugh, but Sylvia
knew the truth. Stuck in her ways was what she was. And
frightened. Varina had been alone too long. A dozen or so
years since Dino—whom Sylvia always liked—keeled over at
the store. Time enough to be alone. Time enough left to escape
a cold and lonely decrepitude. Like hers.

“Mom? Earth to Mom.”

Sylvia backed away from fingers snapping in her face—
blinking, blinking, blinking, at the elderly woman doing the
snapping—into focus, out of memory. She looked like Sylvia’s
sister, Rose, but no. Rose had never gotten as old as the
disheveled, gray-haired woman waiting for her to speak. Oh,
yes . .. “Madonn’, Varina. Who taught you to be so rude? It
wasn’t me, that much I know.”

“You spaced out.”
“I was listening to the music.”

“Okay. No reason to get so—"



“And when in God’s name are you going to do something
about that hair?”

“My hair?” Varina smoothed stray, still-curly tendrils. “I
didn’t have time to do anything with it, Mom. If you didn’t
notice, I just had a million people over for Christmas Eve
dinner.”

“Would it hurt you to put a little color in it? Salt-and-pepper
ages you. You don’t have the complexion for it. It makes you
look old.”

“It makes me look seventy. I have no issue looking my age,
Mom.”

“You could look like a slightly younger seventy.”

“And I suppose you look a slightly younger ninety-two with
your jet-black football helmet of hair,” Varina snapped.

Now it was Sylvia smoothing her hair, which was not
smooth at all. It practically crackled with hair spray. “My hair
has always been this color.”

“Are people supposed to believe it’s still natural?” Varina
sighed. Sylvia knew that sigh. She was about to be humored.
“Look, Mom. It’s late. I don’t want to fight, especially about
something as stupid as hair. I’ll think about it, okay?”

“You do what you want.” Sylvia sniffed. “You always have.
You’re still so pretty. You have a nice figure. But if you don’t
want to attract a man, far be it from me to offer any advice.”

“And here we go again! Good night, Mom. See you in the
morning.”

Sylvia stood alone in the parlor, illuminated by the
Christmas tree lights and serenaded by Vicky. Lifting the
needle, she let the silence settle around her. Tears welled.
She’d gone and upset her daughter, after she’d worked so hard
to do not only the traditional feast of seven fishes, but
macaroni and meatballs for the ingrates who wouldn’t eat fish
on Jesus’ birthday. Sylvia had told herself not to, and had been
so good all night, even when Paulie left to haul Donatella out
of whatever mess she’d gotten herself into now. It was all that
finger-snapping. It had startled her, put her off.



“Is 1t so terrible that I don’t want her to be alone when I’'m
gone, Vicky? Is it?” No answer. Vicky never spoke when
spoken to, only when she was moved to do so. Sylvia had been
trying for years to engage the haunted old thing. A lark, at
first. More earnestly, the older she got. If she could only find
out who was haunting it, and how they’d gotten there, Sylvia
was pretty sure she could die happy.

“Merry Christmas.” She closed the lid, shuffled to her room
just down the hall. It had been Tommy’s, once upon a time.
After Joseph died, Sylvia had moved out of the master
bedroom. Not that it was any different from the other two
bedrooms in the house. No master suite, like in the houses and
apartments Dante built. Just a room she’d shared with her
husband for forty years. Good years. Bad years. Better years.
Now it was Varina’s room, her tiny childhood bedroom turned
into a guest room that never saw any guests.

Smearing cold cream on her face, Sylvia stared down the
ancient crone in the mirror. “You behave yourself tomorrow,
you hear? Be good. Leave Varina alone. I mean it this time.”

She wiped away the day’s makeup, revealing an even more
decrepit crone underneath it. Studying the lines and age spots
in the magnifying mirror, Sylvia tried to find evidence of her
younger self. The one who’d made dresses for Donatella. The
one who’d Rollerbladed with the boys, after her Joseph died,
because falling flat on her ass made her feel alive. The one
who’d loved her husband, and hated him, then loved him
again. All she could find was a sour old woman with
unnaturally black hair, and more opinion than she had sense to
keep in her mouth.

Wagging a finger at her reflection, she snapped off the light.
Bed awaited. Empty, cold, but comfortable. Varina had bought
her one of those memory foam mattresses, the kind with the
downy topper. She was a good girl, her Varina. A dutiful
daughter. She’d make a good wife for someone who didn’t
mind the gray in her hair.



Mannaggia dial!

Italian: Male ne abbia il diavolo!, literally, “Curse the
devil!”

It means pretty much the same thing, used by Jersey
[talians, but it seems more like “May the devil curse
you!” We can be a direct people. My grandmother
pronounces it mannagia di owl. It was confusing, as a
kid, because I couldn’t figure out what my bad behavior
had to do with owls.

Christmas morning had become anticlimactic once the kids
grew past the age of waking early to see what Santa left.
Christmas Eve was the big thing. Christmas morning, just
Varina and her mother barely speaking over coffee and
leftover pastries, would have been pretty depressing were it
not the only calm she’d have the rest of the day. Mass at ten
o’clock, then home to pick up all last night’s leftover desserts.
From there, over to the Spini and Son warehouse, where
Dante, Pan, and Gabriella would have the conference room
decorated, and Davide’s caterers would have tables set and
food in warmers.

Thank the baby Jesus in his manger, because there was no
way she could do both Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, like
she used to.

Varina sipped her coffee, thumbing through the heavy-paper
brochure that felt as expensive as the advertised trips



themselves. She’d almost decided upon which river cruise she
was going to take. It was either Lyons to Avignon, or the
Castles of the Rhine. They were the shortest. A week was all
she could afford, financially and mentally. Pandora would take
care of the store, Paulie would take care of her mother, but
there was only so much control Varina could hand over. At
least, the first time.

“What is that? A cruise?”

Varina flipped the brochure closed. “I got it in the mail,” she
said. “Looks nice.”

“You taking a trip?”
Yes. “Nah. No time. It’s nice to look, though.”
“Let me see.”

Varina handed it over. Reluctantly. Her mother thumbed
through. “This is one of them old-people cruise lines.”

“I am an old people.” Varina laughed.

“Don’t say that.”

“What? That I’'m old? It’s not a swear word, Mom.”
“If you’re old, what does that make me?”

“Ancient.” Varina got up, kissed the top of her mother’s
head, and swiped the brochure back. “Come on. We’ll be late
for church if we don’t get moving.”

Varina took the time to fix her hair. It really was pretty, she
had to admit. Thick and curly, her hair had always been her
best feature. Dino said it was her eyes, big and brown and
heavily lashed. Those lashes had thinned; her hair had not. So,
it was salt-and-pepper. Big whoop. Varina wasn’t going down
her mother’s path. Sylvia had always been a little vain. Then
again, she’d been quite beautiful in her prime. She still was. If
only she’d stop dyeing her hair and caking on the makeup as if
ninety-two-year-old beauty didn’t exist.

“Ready, Mom?”

Sylvia came out of her room, purse clutched in both hands,
wearing the green Christmas dress she’d been wearing for as



long as Varina could remember. The orthopedic hose and
shoes were a recent addition, but the pearl and ruby Christmas
bells were pinned to the collar, as always.

“You look pretty, Mom.”

“So do you, sweetheart. Your hair is lovely.”
“Thanks. Ready?”

“No lipstick?”

Don t sigh. Just smile. “I’ll warm up the car.”

It wasn’t a long walk; Varina would have actually preferred
it. The sky was the kind of crystal blue written about in happy
holiday stories. No snow, though, unless she counted the now-
gray stuff piled and melting around the edges of Wyldale’s
streets and buildings. Moot point. Mom couldn’t make the
four-block walk; she’d swoon at the mere suggestion. Getting
the car out now and then was necessary, anyway. Varina
walked pretty much everywhere. Such were the perks of living
in a sort-of-urban town with its heels dug firmly into the
1960s. Local shops, for local people, thrived, especially now
with all the socially conscious youngsters moving in. Shop
Local was practically the town motto, even though The
Garden State Plaza, Paramus Park, and Riverside Square—
now changed to The Shops at Riverside, an appellation Varina
would never succumb to—were all near enough, as well as an
abundance of ShopRites, Foodtowns, and Pathmarks.
Wyldale’s downtown still housed the butcher, the baker, and
the candlestick maker—it was a Yankee Candle, but still—
alongside the boutiques and vegan bakeries and expensive
coffee shops. And it housed Palladino’s, her little Italian
specialties grocery. A neighborhood staple. Some even called
it the sun around which all of Wyldale revolved. Maybe that
was her kids who called it that. Varina didn’t remember.

The church was packed. Of course. Varina couldn’t
complain. She was an Easter/Christmas Catholic, herself. She
spotted Dante first; his height made that easy. Pan and
Gabriella, beside him. In the pew behind, Davide, Paulie, Tom
and his extended family. Her brother waved them over,
indicating he’d saved a spot for their mother on the end, just



like she preferred. Varina passed her off, then wended her way
to Davide and Paulie, who parted to let her sit between them.
She kissed their cheeks.

“Merry Christmas, boys.”

“Merry Christmas, Mom,” they said in unison, smiled, and
shoved one another behind her back.

“Behave.” They’d always been friends, Paulie and Davide,
despite the ten years between them. Paulie had even worked,
in those early days—when Dino wasn’t yet square with the
whole idea of his youngest son being a hairdresser, not that he
ever truly was—in Davide’s salon. Donatella had, too, which
was the reason Paulie quit, but that was water under the
bridge. More water. Varina didn’t even want to think about
how much more Paulie would let wash before finally cutting
her out of his life.

She took his hand, and Davide’s. Kissed the backs of them.
These boys. These beautiful, magnificent boys.

“Hey, make room.” Donatella squeezed her way past her
brother, kissing him quickly as she did, then her mother,
settling between Varina and Paulie just as the procession music
boomed. “I almost didn’t make it.”

“Where were you?”

“Long story.” Donatella hugged Varina’s arm. “Merry
Christmas, Mommy.”

The Donatella-shaped knot, so familiar she barely noticed it
anymore, unwound. Safe. Probably in trouble, but right there,
clinging to her arm just like she’d been doing since
toddlerhood. Varina kissed her youngest child’s curly head,
closing her eyes and whispering, “Merry Christmas, baby.”

She met Paulie’s gaze over Donatella’s head; his smile did
not reach his eyes.

There were no little ones in the family to run around the
Christmas-decked conference room, causing a ruckus. Not like
the old days. The great-grands were mostly teenagers and



young adults too young for baby-making, although Sylvia had
been younger than many of them when she had her first. These
were different times. Now, young people got jobs or went to
college or both, not even marrying until their thirties. If ever.
They lived together, had babies out of wedlock, raised them
together until they were no longer compatible, then parted
ways with the help of a mediator and child support orders.

If that weren’t confusing enough, there was Dante and
Pandora, hosting Christmas Day dinner as they’d done for the
twenty years of their happy—everyone thought—marriage.
His hand on her waist, Pan smiling up at him, and laughing at
the things he said when she didn’t even have to, their divorce
was beyond comprehension, so Sylvia had stopped trying to
comprehend it. Instead, she pretended they were still married,
that nothing had changed. At her age, she got a pass.

“You okay, Mom?” Thomas, her Tommy, touched her
elbow. “You want some wine?”’

“No thank you, sweetheart.” She lifted her paper cup, trying
not to grimace. Wine. In paper. Barbarians. 1 still have—"

“Mikey!” He bolted out of his chair. “I swear to Christ if
you don’t get those mamalukes in line I’ll crack their heads
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“They’re just having fun, Pop. Leave oft.”

“We don’t waste food in this family, no matter how many
cars you buy.” Tom pushed his chair in. “Sorry, Ma.”

“It’s okay, Tommy.” But he was already confronting his son
and grandsons, the twins no longer tossing rolls at their
cousins but barely containing their laughter. Her son and his
son were shouting at one another, hands screaming just as
loudly. Sylvia tried not to smile, hiding it in a sip of wine from
the paper cup when she couldn’t. She didn’t like to see Tommy
so red in the face. Just like his father, that one. Quick to fly off
the handle over the silliest things, quick to laugh. She worried
for his blood pressure that he wouldn’t get checked, or if he
had, it was bad enough for him not to admit it.

“Hey, Nonina.” Donatella slipped into her uncle’s vacated
seat. “Can this family get any louder or what?”



Sylvia patted her hand. “Did you have fun last night,
sweetheart?”

“Last night?”

“You didn’t make it to the feast of seven fishes. I imagine
you were off having one of your adventures.”

Donatella pulled apart her uncle’s dinner roll, ate it tiny
piece by tiny piece. “Something like that,” she said. “Was
Mom really mad?”

“Angry, sweetheart. Dogs go mad. People get angry.”
“Nonina, jeez.”
They laughed together.

“She was worried, not angry,” Sylvia told her. “You should
call when you’re not going to show up.”

“I’'m thirty-five. I have a life. When do I stop being the
baby?”

Never. “A mother worries. You’ll understand, one day.”

“I doubt that.” Donatella picked up her uncle’s fork, twirled
the spaghetti into a bite-sized ball. “If Dante didn’t show up,
she’d figure he was stuck on a job. If Davide doesn’t show up,
he’s with a woman. But me? I’m in a ditch somewhere. Mom
needs someone else to focus on.”

“Well, sweetheart, maybe if you didn’t give her plenty to
worry about . . .”

“Hardy-har-har. As if Davide is any less likely to die in
some horrific way. Skydiving! Or stabbed by a stingray like
Steve Irwin, which I’m still not over, by the—"

Sylvia smacked the back of Donatella’s head.
“OW!”
“Mannaggia dial! Don’t say things like that.”

“What? Will that make it come true?”” Donatella rubbed the
spot, pouting. Precious.

Sylvia hid another smile in a sip of wine. “Who is Steve
[rwin? An old boyfriend?”



“The crocodile guy? You remember.”
Vaguely. She shrugged.
“That’s what Mom needs, you know.”

“A crocodile?”

“Very funny, Nonina. No. Not a crocodile. Mom needs a
boyfriend.”

As if this were news. “She was very happy with your
father.”

“He’s been dead thirteen years.”

“Fourteen.”

“Exactly. I loved my dad. I know she did, too. We all loved
him. But Mom needs more in her life than that store. And me.’
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And me. Not that she didn’t enjoy her daughter’s attention,
only that Sylvia being one of the three things Varina’s life
revolved around, and ninety-two, did not bode well for Varina.

“She’d never agree,” Sylvia said. “I’ve tried to interest her
in men from the church.”

“There are all kinds of dating sites for the young at heart,”
Donatella said. “But I guess there’s no chance she’d sign up
for one.”

“Never in a million years. We’d have to do it for her.” A
finger in the air. “Now that’s an idea.”

“Nope,” Donatella said. “Those dating sites don’t allow that
sort of thing, for obvious reasons.”

Not to Sylvia. Sometimes people just didn’t know what they
wanted, or needed. There were ways, though. Old-fashioned
ways. The wheels in her noggin creaked into motion. Yes,
Varina would blow her stack if she ever found out, but maybe,
if they played it right, she’d be happy, too. Sylvia pulled her
granddaughter in closer. “We would have to be sneakier.”

Donatella chuckled. “I like the way you think, Nonina.”
“Because we are two of a kind, sweetheart.”

“Me and you?”



“You’d be surprised.” Sylvia pinched her arm. “What about
a flyer? You know, like they do for guitar lessons and lost
dogs.”

“A flyer? How is that sneaky?”

“I don’t mean put her picture up all over town with her
phone number. We could put something like, ‘Single, sexy,
seventy-something looking for romance.’ Instead of her phone
number, put yours, then you could screen the men who answer.
We don’t want her ending up with an ax murderer.”

“You know ...” Donatella bit her thumbnail. “That’s not a
terrible idea. But not my phone number. Considering she pays
for my cell, I imagine she’d recognize it. Maybe I can create
an email address. But how do we get her to go out with them?”

“Oh, you’ll figure it out. You’re a smart girl.”
“Me? This was your idea.”
“You started it.”

Donatella went back to savaging her thumbnail. The twins
were tossing rolls again, but Tommy and Mikey were now at
the far end of the long table, playing pinochle with Dante,
Davide, and Gabriella.

“It’s in her best interests, right?”” Donatella said. “I mean,
it’s not just about getting her off my back. I really do want her
to be happy, and I don’t think she is. Mom needs a life that
isn’t her family or that store. She needs romance and
excitement and something that’s just hers.”

“Absolutely. I agree.” Someone to talk to, to sleep beside, to
love. What woman doesn’t want that? “Think about it. I will,
too. Next week, after New Year’s is over, we’ll have coffee at
that fancy-schmancy coffee shop you used to work at and see
what we’ve come up with. What do you say? Matchmakers?”

Donatella put up her pinky. “Matchmakers.”

Sylvia hooked her crooked pinky around her
granddaughter’s. “Don’t breathe a word. If she finds out . . .”

“I won’t. I pinky swear.”



“Good girl.”
“Nonina?”
“Yes?”

“Pick a different coffee place. I kind of can’t step foot in
The Bean’s Knees. By court order.” Donatella looked beyond
Sylvia, to Paulie, as it turned out, motioning for her. “Looks
like I got to go.”

“All right, sweetheart. I’ll see you soon.”

And, like Tommy moments earlier, Donatella was gone.
With an apology but not a backward glance. Sylvia helped
herself to more wine, pouring it into the barbaric paper cup. In
her day, there’d been no such thing as disposable plates and
cups and utensils; not for the Spini family. There’d been no
dishwasher, either. None but her. She’d cleaned for hours after
everyone else had gone home to watch television or play with
new games. Joseph would be snoring in his favorite chair, a
hand tucked into his waistband. Varina helped, once the
children were old enough to fend for themselves; and then
Donatella came along ten years after Davide, and that was
that, until her daughter had taken over the family gatherings,
sometime after Joseph died but before Dino did. Sylvia
couldn’t remember anymore. The years were running together.

Sitting back in her chair—a cushioned one Dante had
brought out for her, from his own office—Sylvia sipped and
observed. All these people, men and women, children, all there
because of her. She was their matriarch. Without her, none of
them would be there. Not even in-laws like Catherine and
Pandora; certainly not Paulie, who’d probably have ended up
being one of those street-gays with AIDS had it not been for
Varina, who would not be at all, if not for Sylvia Cioffi and
Joseph Spini falling in love, getting married, having children
who nearly destroyed them both.

She raised her cup. “Merry Christmas, Joe. Merry
Christmas.” And took a long sip. And longer. And poured
another paper-cupful. What did it matter if she got drunk? She
was ninety-two. They’d think she was losing her marbles. Or
cute. Either way, they’d be right.



baciagaloop (ba-cha-ga-loop)

[talian: Baciagalupo; best I can find is it’s an Italian
surname that translates loosely as “to kiss a wolf.”

In Jersey Italian, it means “dufus,” or “fool.” That
may or may not stem from the Abbott and Costello
(Jersey boys, from Asbury Park and Paterson,
respectively) character, Mr. Bacciagalupe. He was a
barber, a baker, a grocer, a record store owner, a peanut
vendor, a chef, to name a few, depending upon the
episode, played by Ignazio Curcuruto (stage name: Joe
Kirk) a Sicilian-American actor. Whatever his role, he
was generally slapstickish and buffoonish. As if J.1.s
needed yet another way of calling someone a fool.

**Y ou could ask one of your brothers. They both have the
money.”

Donatella heaved a long, weary sigh. The party had moved;
the Spini family going their way, and the Palladinos
congregating at the familial home, above which Paulie lived,
and where he now sat, drawing circles in the curls at her
temple.

“Couldn’t we put it on your credit card?” she asked. “I’d
pay it off. I swear.”

No, she would not. Paulie had learned long ago to at least
pretend to be as broke as she was all the time. It was the only



way to keep the friendship alive, and money in his bank
account. “My card limit is only something like twelve hundred
bucks. Sorry.”

“Oh, yeah. I forgot.” Another long, heavy sigh. “I don’t
want to ask her.”

“I don’t see that you have a choice. It’s your brothers or
your mom.”

“I can’t ask my mother for money she doesn’t have. Not
even I’m that much of an asshole. Besides, if I don’t ask Mom,
she doesn’t have to know about this.”

“Then your brothers it is. Which one?”

She groaned, snaking her arm across his abdomen, nestling
deeper into his side. If he didn’t love her so much, he’d be
more pissed, but he did, and he was closer to sad just then.
Chaos found her, even when she wasn’t the one causing it. At
least half of the trouble she got into was misplaced loyalty,
altruism, or empathy. The other half? All Donatella. Bad
decisions compounded by the impulse control of an otter. He
kissed the top of her head.

“If you’re going to catch them, you’d better get downstairs
before they leave.”

“I don’t wanna.”
“Don.”

“Can’t you ask for me?”
“No way.”

“Fine. Chicken.” Donatella uncurled from his side. “Bok-
bok!”

“Look who’s talking.”
She blew him a kiss. “Wish me luck.”

Paulie stayed on the couch, feet up on the coffee table, until
the sound of her footsteps on the stairs drifted away. Sitting
forward, rubbing his face, he attempted to squelch the guilty
conscience telling him he was the worst friend ever, sending
his oldest and dearest to her scary brothers when he had the



money to help her. In their thirty years of friendship, he’d only
drawn two lines when it came to Donatella Palladino. He
would never work with her again, and he’d never lend her
money he wasn’t willing to lose. That brief but disastrous stint
working with her in Davide’s salon drew the first line after
she’d swiped expensive spa products and sold them to pay for
a weekend in Atlantic City: “Don’t worry so much. He’ll
never notice the difference. How can he know what was used
in-house and what wasn’t?”

But Davide wasn’t just gorgeous, he was smart. He’d never
accused Paulie, but he knew that /e knew, and that made it
almost as bad. Donatella was young and wild and contrite.
She’d paid him back some of the money, and because she was
his baby sister, Davide forgave her. He would not, however,
employ her again. Ever. Paulie hadn’t been fired, but he did
quit. The embarrassment was too much. And then Dante came
to his rescue, offering him an errand-boy job with Spini and
Son Construction. The rest, as they said, was history. All in all,
it turned out to be the best thing that ever happened to him,
employment-wise, anyway. Personally? He wasn’t so sure.
Being in Dante’s orbit day in and day out was as compelling as
it was maddening.

The second line was one of common sense, of which he’d
gained enough of to keep it firm. That amount of money
would kick-start the beginning of the end of their lifelong
friendship. When it all went south, he’d lose not only
Donatella, but her family. His family. Because even if he was
like family, he wasn’t blood.

Watching the tree lights blinking blue and red, yellow and
green, Paulie considered taking it down, right then and there.
Christmas was over. The whole Little Christmas thing—
religiously observed on January sixth, there in the
ungentrified, still-Italian Catholic section of Wyldale, New
Jersey—annoyed him. Maybe because he liked the holidays,
but not the religion that deemed him an abomination. At least,
that’s what his parents claimed before turning their backs on
him. No Christmas present sent in the mail. Not even a card.
Only a phone call once in a while. Always his mother, never



his dad. Paulie hadn’t spoken a word to him in seventeen
years.

Shaking it off, he poured himself a glass from the opened
bottle of wine Mrs. Palladino had pressed on him before he
went upstairs: “There’s so much here. It’ll go to vinegar before
I can use it.” For her, he’d leave the tree up until January sixth.
He didn’t want her worried he was depressed or something
when he was actually pretty happy, all in all.

Knuckles rapped on his door, the familiar, cartoony staccato
that made him smile. Paulie opened the door, whipping off his
glasses. “Hey, Dante. Everything okay downstairs?”

“Huh? Oh.” He shook his head. Dark eyes, dark hair, Dante
had the signature and perpetual five o’clock shadow Davide
did, that Tommy had. The deep cleft in his chin made all the
deeper for the unshaveable black patch of it, however, was all
his own. Unlike his younger brother’s, Dante’s tumbled look
was genuine, not artfully created. Davide couldn’t hold a
candle to him. “Everything’s fine. Dona’s talking to Davide
about some shit.”

The wealthier brother. The wilder one. The one who’d hold
it over her head, but keep his mouth shut.

“Oh, good.” Silence. “Did you need something?”
“Nah. I, uh, I brought you something.”

Dante stepped back on the landing, picked up a cardboard
box from the top step. Something inside meowed.

“A cat?”

“A mama cat and two kittens,” Dante said. “Someone left
them at the site trailer. I found them this morning. Gabby
wanted to keep them but she can’t. School and all. She thought
you might want them.”

Paulie took the box from Dante’s hands, brought it to the
coffee table, and set it down. Lifting the flaps, he found a
black and white cat and two obviously newborn kittens. One
was mostly black with white patches and tufty-white ears,
while the other was mostly black but for a dot of white near



the nose and another on the top of its head. “Who leaves a
mama and her babies at a construction site on Christmas?”’

“Fucking baciagaloops, that’s who.” Dante scritched mama-
cat’s chin. She lifted her furry face, instantly purring. “Sweet.”
He let his hand fall. “So. You want them?”

A cat had never even been a thought on Paulie’s far horizon.
Three cats? He’d never had pets. Not even a caterpillar in a jar.
He could count on zero fingers the times Dante had been in his
apartment. And now here he was, bearing needy animals on
Christmas like a handsome, kindly saint.

Paulie’s heart beat a little too fast. Reaching a tentative hand
into the box, he scritched mama-cat the way Dante had. She
pressed herself into his touch, purring louder. “Yes.”

“Yes?”
“Yes, I want them.”
“Yeah?”

“One hundred percent, yeah. I’'m going to have to take them
to the vet tomorrow. Can I have the morning off?”

Dante laughed. “What’m I going to say? No? Sure. Take the
day. Consider it your Christmas bonus.”

“I already got my check. You’re not getting it back.”

Waving him off, Dante backed away. “There’s a bag of dry
and a couple cans of cat food in the box, under the blanket.
Gabby took care of her this morning. You should have enough
until you can get to the store.”

“Great. Thanks, Dante. And thank Gabriella for thinking of
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me.
“Will do. Right. See you day after tomorrow, kid.”
“See you.”

Paulie whumped into the couch, staring at the box
containing three cats he never in a million years would have
guessed he’d have that morning. Two pointed ears poked out
of the top, then a furry, black face with white markings around
one eye and under her chin.



“I’m sorry whoever did this to you is such an asshole,” he
whispered. “I guess it was nice they let you keep your
babies . . . and didn’t drown all of you.” Mama-cat hopped out
of the box and onto the couch beside Paulie. “You’re not going
to bite me, are you?”

She rubbed up against his outstretched hand. Paulie ran his
fingers over her head, along her spine. So soft. Obviously well
cared for. This was no stray, but someone’s no-longer-wanted
pet. His nose tingled. Paulie rubbed it until the sensation
ebbed. Now mama-cat was sitting in his lap, purring. Calm.
Sweet. Grateful. Braving the possibility of claws and teeth,
Paulie scooped her up and held her close, but lightly. She
didn’t seem to mind.

Another knock, this one not cartoonishly staccato. Carrying
the cat to the door, he opened it with one hand. “Oh, hey,
Gabs.”

“Dad forgot these.” She held up a bag of cat litter and a
mortar pan. “I couldn’t get a litter box at the grocery store this
morning. Dad had a bunch of these lying around.”

“I’m sure it’s fine.” He waved the cat’s paw. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
“You want to come 1n?”’

She peeked around him, this perfect girl as much her mother
as her father. “The kittens sleeping?”’

“I think so. Here, take mama back to them while I set up the
litter box.”

Mama-cat shifted from his arms to hers without skipping a
purr. Paulie picked up the litter box and bag, turned in circles.
Where to put it? The bathroom seemed appropriate. He set the
mortar pan in the corner, under the cabinet where he kept all
his toiletries. It was a little overlarge, but it fit well enough to
make do.

“Bring her here, will you?”

Gabriella did as asked, setting mama-cat into the litter box.
She sniffed, squatted, buried, and left them both staring after



her, heading back to her kittens, already at home.
“She have a name yet?” Paulie asked.

“I was calling her MarylJane, after Sister MaryJane. Because
she’s black and white. Get 1t?”

“Very witty.” Sister MaryJane had been a young nun when
he was a kid. Kind and devoted and surprisingly
unconventional, ideologically speaking. He scooped up the
cat, settled her into the box with her kittens. “Did you know
she’s who I came out to first?”

“I did not.” Gabriella smiled. “That’s awesome. She’s
awesome. Well, she was. I still can’t believe she died. She
wasn’t that old.”

“Cancer’s a bitch.”
“Yeah.”

Paulie fidgeted. “She was with me when I told my parents.
Her and Donatella.”

Resting a hand on his shoulder, Gabriella gave it a squeeze.
“I’d say I named her well, then.”

“Perfectly.”
“What about the babies?”’

“I guess I'll let the vet tell me if they’re male or female,
then figure it out.”

“No, I meant, are you keeping them?”
“Huh?”

Gabriella sat on the couch, reaching in to pet MaryJane,
now nursing her kittens. “They’re too young to go now, but
I’m sure you can find homes for them once they’re big
enough. This apartment is a little small for three cats. You’d
have to make room for three litter boxes. Four, if you’re going
by recommendations. And cat toys. Towers and scratching
posts and fluffy balls with catnip in them. I researched it.”

Paulie sat beside her, slipping his until-then-forgotten
glasses back in place. Separate MaryJane from her babies?



The babies from one another? “I don’t know if I’ll be able to
part with them.”

“It’s up to you.”

Voices rose angrily through the floor. Gabriella cocked her
head. “Uh-oh. Looks like Christmas is over.”

Maybe Davide hadn’t kept his mouth shut after all. Damn.

“I’d better get downstairs and drag Dad out before his blood
pressure goes up.”

“I’1l stay here with my cats, if it’s all the same to you.”

“Good call. Merry Christmas, Paulie. Happy New Year.”
She kissed his cheek. “I love you, you know.”

His heart stitched. “I love you, too. Merry Christmas.”

She rolled her eyes in the direction of the argument
escalating downstairs, and left with a soft click of his door.
Paulie hunkered lower in the couch, closed his eyes, and
listened to the muffled shouting. The Palladinos labored under
the belief that the louder one shouted, the righter it made them,
which actually worked to some extent, as the righter each and
every one of them thought they were, the louder they
screamed.

He’d been planning on going back downstairs, or at least
over to Donatella’s apartment above the store to see how she
made out. No way he was going now. Whether or not she got
the money she needed, he’d find out in due time. After
everything had died down. The lines he drew and held
between himself and the Palladinos were precarious, but
necessary.

MaryJane climbed out of her box and onto his lap; his hand
automatically smoothed her soft fur. Downstairs, voices
lowered, doors slammed. Cars backed out of the driveway.
They were all gone, probably even Donatella. He held his
breath, listening for her slow trudge up his stairs. Nothing.
Paulie sighed, a strange but pleasant harmony to MaryJane’s
purring. He rubbed under her chin, lifting it for more. Peace
was a cat, half asleep and purring on your chest. Trying to
somehow magically pull some of MaryJane’s contentment into



himself, Paulie only managed another harmonious sigh, pulled
his cell phone from his pocket, and texted Donatella.



goomad’
Italian: comare;, literally, “godmother”

Mistress, paramour, a little slide on the side. It was
once a given that a married man would have a goomad’.

svogliadell’ (svoo-ya-del)

Italian: sfogliatella; a layered dough pastry in the shape
of a shell, with a custard filling

The f'sound often becomes a v, for some reason. Like
fox and vixen in English.

A cell phone pinged. Varina picked her head up out of her
hands. Donatella’s cell phone lit up, there on the table where
she’d forgotten it when she slammed out of the house, all
righteous indignation and tears. Pulling it closer, she read
Paulie’s text: You ok?

Varina sniffed, wiped the tears from her cheeks, texted: She’s
not here. Forgot her cell phone. She’ll be okay. Thanks. Then she
switched the phone off. Not even Paulie could make her feel
better just then. In truth, she didn’t want to feel better.
Donatella was in trouble—expensive trouble she was no way
allowing either of her sons to pay for—Varina wanted just a
few minutes to wallow in self-pity.

“You okay, sweetheart?”



Varina jumped in her chair, banging her knee on the
underside of the dining room table and choking on her own
saliva. “Why”—cough, cough—*“are you always”—cough
—*“sneaking up on me?”

“Oh, stop.” Sylvia pulled out a chair and sat beside her.
“Not a great end to a nice holiday, huh?”

“Not at all.” Varina ripped the paper napkin she’d balled in
her hands. “What do I do with that child, Mom?”

“She’s not a child.”

She snifted. “I know.”

“Do you?”

“She’s my child. She lost her father so young—"

“It’s no excuse!” Sylvia took a deep breath. “Look,
sweetheart, I love her. We all love our Donatella. But if she
never has to pay the price for her actions she’s never going to
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“You want her in jail?” Varina burst. “Is that what you’re
saying? I should let them lock her up?”

“You going to shout at me, now?”

Varina clamped her mouth shut, breathed heavily through
her nose.

“Maybe,” Sylvia said, “thirty days in the clink will
straighten her out.”

“This isn’t some old TV show where the wardens and the
inmates are all friends. This is prison, and prison is
dangerous.”

Silence, but for the ticking of the grandfather clock. If it
weren’t for the fact that she violated an order of protection—
filed and won by a man twice her size and a complete asshole,
to boot—community service might have been in the offing.
But Donatella had not only violated it, she violated it big.
Varina pushed up and out of her chair. There was no use in
rehashing it. Dante and Davide had railed against Donatella. It
had been like watching a pair of pit bulls snarling at one of



those fluffy white dogs that always had a bow in its hair.
Varina knew they were right, that her mother was right—
Donatella was never going to stop getting into these messes if
someone else always cleaned up for her. But this was different.
This was life-altering, and Varina couldn’t let it happen.

“Go on to bed, Mom.” Varina kissed one cheek, then the
other. “I’m just going to put things away in the kitchen.”

“Can I help you?”
“No, thanks. There isn’t much. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Varina puttered about the kitchen, opening and closing
drawers and cabinets, until she heard the door of her mother’s
room close. She counted to fifteen, breathed a heavy sigh, and
ducked into the pantry. From the highest shelf, she pulled the
slightly rusty coffee can. She peeled open the cracked lid.
From the $8,800, she took the $2,500 Donatella needed to
avoid thirty days locked up.

Tucking the wad into her apron pocket, Varina tried not to
cry. No Europe in the spring for her. Fall, maybe. Hopefully.
That would be nice. Nicer, even. It was okay. It was fine.
She’d waited this long, what was another few months? But she
cried anyway, cursing Dino for leaving her alone with all this.
The store. Mom. Donatella. The weight of adult children she
would never not worry about. The house, sturdy and standing
among all the other neighborhood houses there since the turn
of the prior century, was nevertheless becoming a weight on
her shoulders. Always something that needed doing, repairing,
replacing. Even with a contractor son, there was only so much
she could ask of him. Would ask of him. It was all she could
do to keep up, financially, emotionally, physically. And now a
full six months of savings, savings she’d skimmed and scraped
from the till, was going out the door because her daughter had
gone to a bar instead of the family feast of seven fishes.

“Maybe she’s right. Maybe thirty days away would
straighten her out.”

Even as she said it aloud, Varina knew she could never see it
through. Six months from now, it would be something else.
And something else. And something else skimming from her



stash in the coffee can. She was never getting to Europe, never
sailing down brown rivers, eating local delicacies, and dancing
to local music. Not if she didn’t put herself first, for once in
her life.

Sliding the coffee can back onto the top shelf, Varina sniffed
back her tears. No use crying over it. Dino was dead and gone,
and this was hers. All of it. She wasn’t letting Donatella go to
prison, not even for thirty days, but she was, by hook or by
crook, going to Europe in the fall. There was only one way to
ensure it that she could think of, and Varina would do it. Even
if it went against her every grain.

Sylvia opened her door a crack, peeked out. Quiet. Dark.
Varina had finally gone to bed. Going quietly from her room to
the kitchen, she cringed when the floorboards creaked, but her
daughter didn’t stick her head out of her room, asking what
she was doing up. In fact, Sylvia could hear her snoring all the
way from the pantry.

She took out the step stool and, very carefully, stepped up
one, two steps. Reaching for the coffee can, always a stretch
for her, Sylvia managed to catch the edge and swooped it into
her waiting arms.

“Pretty spry, if I do say so myself.” She’d always been on
the athletic side, even if everyone from her parents to her
siblings to her own husband and kids thought she was as
fragile as she was small. There were times Sylvia forgot her
age and tried to hop over a puddle or climb the stairs at a trot,
but she’d never broken a hip, and she’d never keeled over, so
she still was not as fragile as everyone thought.

Without opening it, she could tell the load was lighter. Tears
welled. Poor Varina. All her years of saving, for what, Sylvia
had never known until that morning. A cruise, of all things.
Varina had thought herself sly, unreadable, but Sylvia knew.
She’d seen it in her daughter’s eyes, in the way she tried to
make light of the brochure.



Taking the folded twenty-dollar bill from the pocket of her
housecoat, she crossed herself with it before tucking it into the
coffee can. Varina had never noticed the odd ten or twenty
Sylvia occasionally added to her stash. It wasn’t much, but it
was something. What did she have to spend even what little
extra money she had on? Her daughter took care of her, made
sure she got to the doctor and the beauty parlor and bingo once
a month. She was a good girl. She deserved to be able to take
her cruise. Maybe she’d meet someone, and wouldn’t that be
nice.

The back door creaked open. Sylvia froze. Floorboards
under the ancient linoleum squeaked. Shoving the coffee can
onto a shelf, she grabbed the broom and flew out of the pantry
like an albatross with a busted wing.

“Stay back!” She brandished the broom handle. “I’ll use it!”
“Nonina, it’s me. It’s Donatella.”

“Madonn’, child. I could have killed you.” Sylvia’s racing
heart zinged a little more than she could ignore. Donatella
might have snorted. Sylvia chose to ignore that. Hand pressed
to her chest, she took her time putting the broom back. And
the coffee can. She could hear her granddaughter in the dining
room, quietly but still too noisily looking for something. By
the time Sylvia emerged from the pantry, Donatella was
already headed back out the door.

“Go to bed, Nonina.” She kissed her cheek. “It’s late.”
“What are you doing here at this hour, anyway?”

“I left my cell phone. I was waiting for the lights to go out
before sneaking back in to get it. I didn’t want to face anyone.”

“Not even me?”’

Donatella hugged her, one-armed. “Never you. You’re
always on my side.”

“I’m not this time. You shouldn’t take money from your
mother. She doesn’t have it.”

“I didn’t hear her offer.”

“She’ll give it to you. You know she will.”



“I thought you said she doesn’t have it.”

“She’ll find it.” It wasn’t a complete lie, and she did want
Donatella to at least feel some remorse. “You mark my
words.”

Donatella’s arm fell away. She groaned softly. “What am |
supposed to do?”

“Stop.” Sylvia told her. “Just stop all this. Get a job. Don’t
drink so much. Pick better men. Think, Donatella. Think
before you do these things. You can’t feel your way through
this world. It just doesn’t work, believe you me.”

The words echoed through the years. Shouted by her own
mother. Her father. Well-intentioned sisters. By Joseph. They
hurt, coming out of her own mouth. She’d nearly broken
herself on them, and would have before succumbing, until
she’d come too close to breaking her children instead.

“I try, Nonina.” Donatella sniffed. “I swear I do.”

“Try harder.” Sylvia took her nearly-as-tiny granddaughter
into her arms. Strong arms, even now. At least, that’s the way
she saw them. “Now go home. Get some sleep.”

Donatella wiped her cheeks and nose with her fingertips.
“In better news, I came up with a pitch for Mom’s flyer.”

“Did you?”

Like a light switch, she flipped. “We don’t want to be
obvious, right? Like, it’s not as if ’'m going to put these flyers
up where Mom will see them, even if she probably won’t
suspect.”

“Yes, that’s true.”

“So, I thought I’d put them up in places she’d never go.
Like the VFW or the hipster eateries and bars.”

“Get on with it, sweetheart. It’s late.”

“Right. Sorry. Okay, so considering all that, what do you
think about ‘Is your grandfather single and looking for love?’
Catchy, right? And it’ll get a wider pool, you know? Like,



other people my age looking to pair their dads or grandfathers
up with a nice woman.”

“Well, sweetheart.” Tact, Sylvia. Tact! “It sounds a bit . . .
pornographic.”

“It does not!” She laughed. Softly. “It’s love, not loving! We
don’t want men looking for a goomad’. Or simply for
friendship. I think it’s perfect.”

It did have a ring to it. And even if Varina did happen to see
it, she’d never suspect.

“It’1l be great,” Donatella said. “You’ll see. I have it all
mocked up, even created an email address for it. I’ll print one
out and bring it when we go for coffee. Jumbaloon’s?
Tomorrow?”

Ah, svogliadell’. The flaky, crunchy layers. The custard
center. The dusting of powdered sugar. Impossible to eat
without getting half of it all over your blouse, but she’d skip
breakfast to have one. Without Varina noticing, of course.
“Yes, tomorrow. I’ll meet you at eleven. If I drink coffee after
noon, it keeps me up at night.”

“There’s always decaf.”
“Bite your tongue.”

Donatella laughed, kissed her cheek again. “I love you,
Nonina.”

“I love you, too, sweetheart.”

“I’1l do better. I swear. I’'ll make it up to Mom. We’re going
to find her a man. A good man, and then she’ll be so happy,
she won’t even think about what a fu . . . screwup her daughter
1s.”

Sylvia closed the door softly. Twisting the dead bolt took a
little more than her wrist freely gave, but she managed. And
she was tired. So tired. The day had been lovely. The evening
had not been. All the shouting and stress had taken more out of
her than she’d realized, because no matter how young she still
felt inside her head, she was an old woman who had enjoyed
and endured more life than she ever planned to.



The scratch-scratch-scratch started as she passed through
the parlor on her way to her bedroom. Then the bells, and 7z §
three o’clock in the morning/We 've danced the whole night
through/And daylight soon will be dawning/Just one more
waltz with you . . .

Sylvia stumbled on a memory, of dancing with Tommy, his
little feet on hers, but only stumbled.

“Good night, Vicky. Merry Christmas.”

She closed the door and could no longer hear the music. It
wasn’t like Vicky to be so considerate. Maybe she’d had
enough, too. Or maybe she wasn’t just a haunted old Victrola,
but a haunted old Victrola with a heart.



jumbaloon
[talian: ciambellone; a doughnut-shaped, frosted cake

In Jersey Italian, a jumbaloon is an obese person. The
similarity to the words jumbo and balloon in English is
probably just a coincidence. Here’s another case of
using food words to insult someone. To be fair, many of
these words are also used affectionately, like this one. I
don’t want to give anyone the impression Italians/Jersey
[talians are complete assholes all the time.

oolee
Italian: voglia; “wish, desire, longing”

An oolee, in my experience, specifically applies to
food. One could have an oolee for cake, or spaghetti, but
not for a Cadillac or a new pair of shoes.

There were only two other people in the office when Varina
entered. A young travel agent, speaking with a woman around
Varina’s own age, unnaturally red haired—though she might
have been once, given her fair complexion—and dressed to the
nines in a white, tailored dress with big, black buttons. Very
chic, though perhaps several decades out of date. Retro,
Donatella would call it. Expensive, she thought, and that
maybe she was making a big mistake.

“I’1l be with you in a moment.” The travel agent poked her
head over the top of her cubicle.



“No rush.” Varina took a seat, taking in the travel posters of
palm trees and ships, mountains and beaches, cities and cities
and cities all lit up or spread beneath cerulean skies. The well-
dressed woman—who wore way too much makeup . . . said
the woman who wore none—came out from behind the
cubicle. Varina rose to her feet, as if she were a gentleman.

“Taking a trip?”” The woman slid her arms into a wool coat
that matched her dress.

“I am,” Varina said. “One of those river cruises.”

“Oh, they’re lovely.” Gloves now. Leather. “I’ve been on
several. Any one in particular?”

Varina pulled the brochure from her messenger bag. “Either
the one from Lyon to Avignon, or the Castles of the Rhine.
Have you done either?”

“Both.” She laughed, a free and merry sound that seemed
out of place in this woman’s throat. “You can’t go wrong with
either, but I love the Lyon to Avignon cruise so much, I go
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every other year. I just booked this year’s.
“Really?”

The woman leaned in a little closer, tugging her glove into
place. “Don’t go in the summer,” she said. “Spring or fall.
Winter is less expensive, but for a reason. Me, myself? I prefer
the autumn. The sun’s just a different kind of warm then.”

“Thanks for the tip.”

“Ms. Cooperman?” The travel agent came around her
cubicle. “Oh, good. You’re still here. I need some information
from you, if you don’t mind.”

“All my information is in your computer.”

“Yes, yes. But I’'m new, and I don’t have all the access
codes I need to get to it. If you don’t mind waiting to book
until after the New Year, I can—"

“Oh, for goodness’ sake, fine.”

“I’m sorry,” the agent said to Varina. “It’s going to be
another fifteen minutes or so. Do you mind waiting?”



“Don’t be silly.” Ms. Cooperman yanked off her gloves. “I
can do it myself. Do I look incapable to you?”

“Of course not.”

“I use a travel agent because I’ve always done so, and I’'m
loyal to this particular office, not because I can’t book my own
travel arrangements online.”

“I’'m sorry, Ms. Cooperman. I didn’t mean any offense.”

“Well.” She took off her coat. “Apology accepted. Now
show me to the right computer and I’1l key the information in
while you help this nice lady book her cruise down the
Rhéne.”

“If you’ll have a seat in there.” The younger woman pointed
to her cubicle. “I’ll set Ms. Cooperman up at a computer. And
your name 1s?”

“Varina Palladino. Varina is fine.”

The agent’s smile was a little strained. Varina felt sorry for
her. She was working the day after Christmas, in an otherwise
empty office. She had to need the money, something Ms.
Cooperman was probably overlooking.

“Thank you for waiting. I’m Patrice.”
“That’s a lovely name.”

“Thanks. I’ve always liked it. I’ll be back in a moment, and
you can tell me what can I do for you.”

Nine thousand.
Two hundred.
Dollars.

Cruise, airfare, and three extra days in Cannes, because,
after all, if she was going to spend that much on a trip to
France, she was getting her money’s worth. The store would
be fine. Credit card in hand Varina thought she might vomit.

“Is that the card you’ll be using?”



Sweat beaded her upper lip. “Does it all have to go on at
once? Can I do installments?”

“I’m afraid not with this line,” Patrice said. “There are other
lines that do the same trip. They’re older ships, but still very
nice.”

Tears stung. Varina dared them to fall. “No. This is the one I
want.” She handed over the card.

Patrice took it with a sad smile. “You sure? Once this is
booked, you’d have to have a medical reason for canceling.”

“I’m sure.” Varina’s heart thumped with every keyboard
strike. Aside from the $2,500 she paid the court, she’d put
every penny from her coffee can into the bank. The minute she
got home, she’d make a lump payment, before the boiler could
go, or the roof could leak, or Donatella could get into trouble
again. The interest wouldn’t be too bad. She’d pay it off in a
few months. Somehow.

“You’re all set!” Patrice handed back her card. “I’1l get all
your tickets and vouchers closer to the trip. Make sure your
passport is up-to-date, and good for at least six months after
the trip. Are you excited?”

Varina’s heart fluttered. She laughed. “I am!”
“That’s wonderful. I’'m so happy for you!”
“I am, too. Thank you, Patrice.”

“You’re very welcome. If you have any questions, or there
is anything I can do for you, just call.” She slid a folder across
her desk. “My card is in there, as well as all kinds of tips and
tidbits about your trip. It’s all available online, if you prefer.
Many of our clients like to have the hard copy, but I do
encourage you to go online and mosey around the site. You
can see what the excursions are, and see which ones you’re
interested in. There are informational walking tours every day,
as part of your package, but you will need to book the time
you want. Oh! And menus! The food on this line is amazing.
The closer you get to departure, the more fun, interactive
things you’ll be able to see online.”



The fluttering in Varina’s chest warmed her cheeks. It was
done. The worst was over! And she was more excited than
she’d allowed herself to be. “Thank you again.” She rose,
extending her hand. “I’m sure I’ll be calling you.”

Ms. Cooperman was rising to her feet as Patrice and Varina
came out of the cubicle.

“I’m so sorry,” Patrice gushed. “I didn’t realize you were
waiting.”

“I was, but not for you, dear.” She smiled Varina’s way,
wagging a finger. “I remember you.”

“Me?”

“You catered at least six or seven parties for me in the last
decade.”

Cooperman. Cooperman. Varina scrambled to place the
name with the customer.

The redhead laughed. “You look like you just swallowed a
bug! It would have been under my late husband’s name.
Visser.”

“Jacob Visser!” Nice man. Flirty. She’d always dealt with
him, never his wife. At least, not that she remembered.

“That’s him.”

“You said /ate.” Varina moved closer. “I’m so sorry. |
wasn’t aware he’d died.”

“It’s been two years. I’'m Ruth, by the way.”
“Oh, sorry. Varina.”

“Palladino.” She winked. “I know. Your meatballs are to die
for.”

“You shop in my store?”

“My housekeeper does. I send her to get me something
delicious at least once a week. You’ve been feeding me for
years.”

“That’s so funny!”



“What’s funnier is that you just booked the same cruise I
did.”

“Well, you spoke so highly—"
“No, I meant the same, exact cruise. Same week.”
“For real?”

Ruth nodded. “You want to grab a cup of coffee? There’s a
great bakery just around the corner.”

“Jumbaloon’s?”’

“That’s the one.” Ruth checked her watch. “If we get there
before noon, there should be a jelly doughnut or two left.”
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“Not jelly doughnuts. Bom’blon’!” Varina pulled the door
open, gesturing Ruth through. “Call it a jelly doughnut to
Iggy’s face and she’ll go Soup Nazi on you.”

Is your grandfather single and looking for love?

Sylvia thought the man in the dark suit was a little too old
and the rose he held a little too corny for her daughter, but she
didn’t want to squelch Donatella’s sincere attempt at creating
the flyer for their secret campaign. “What is this email
address?” She squinted. “I can’t make it out.”

“Stillgotallmymarbles-backslash-seniorbachelorette. It’s a
Gmail account.”

Sylvia nearly choked on her coffee. “Very witty,
sweetheart.”

“You think?” Donatella took back the flyer. “I wanted to get
across the applicant needs to have a sense of humor. Should |
make the contact info a little bigger?”

“That would be good,” Sylvia told her. “And, while you’re
at it, what about a slightly younger man in a button-down shirt
instead of the suit? More casual. Like your mother.”

“You have to trust me on this, Nonina. He’s perfect.
Nothing about him says macho. The suit and rose imply



romance. That’s what we want for Mom. A romantic
gentleman with a sense of humor.”

“You don’t think he’s too old?”

“It’s just a public domain pic I got from a website, not
someone for Mom to date.”

“I suppose.” Sylvia ate the last bite of her svogliadell’.
She’d pay later for indulging, but it was absolutely worth it.
“And you’ll screen the men who respond?”

“Of course. I’'m not going to have my mother dating losers.
If they pass my inspection, I’1l tell them to go to Palladino’s
and strike up a conversation with the lovely lady behind the
counter. If there’s a click, he’ll ask her out and it’1l be up to
her to accept or refuse. What do you think?”

Sylvia swallowed the pastry with her last sip of coffee.
Another no-no, but it was still before noon. It should be okay.
“I think Varina will kill us both if she ever finds out.”

“She won’t find out. And if she does, hopefully it will be
because the gentleman in question was honest enough to tell
her and it’ll be a funny ‘how we met’ story for them to tell at
parties.”

“Your mother doesn’t go to parties.”

“Well, maybe she will once she’s happily in love!”
Donatella threw up her hands. “Do you not want to do this
anymore?”

Sylvia was indeed having second thoughts, and not entirely
because she was afraid of her daughter’s reaction. Her fears
were selfish ones; she kept them to herself. “Of course, I do.
This will be good for her.”

“All right.” Donatella checked the time on her cell phone.
“It’s almost noon. I’'m going to fix the font and print out a
bunch of these. I scoped out a few places where the older guys
hang out, but where Mom would never in a million years step
foot. I can have them up before supper.”

“Are you coming over tonight?”

Donatella hung her head. “I don’t want to, but yes.”



“Don’t be ungrateful, sweetheart.”

“I’'m very grateful.” She picked up her head, eyes full of
tears. “I can’t begin to say how grateful I am. But . . .”

“But?”

“But it breaks my heart, Nonina. It breaks my heart that I
broke /er heart again, and that she found some way to scrape
together the money for fines I incurred to keep me out of
prison. I don’t know if I can face her.”

“Don’t be a coward. You be there tonight, on time, and tell
your mother how grateful you are. And you tell her you’re
going to get a job, a real job, and pay her back.”

“I plan to do just that.”

“Don’t plan it, Donatella.” Sylvia squeezed her
granddaughter’s hand. “Do it, even if you have to help out at
the store to work it off.”

“She won’t let me work there. Not after I forgot to lock up
that time.”

And the ensuing robbery. As well as the food she gave away
to friends, casual acquaintances, and nice faces. The inability
to make change correctly. The coming in late and leaving early
and breaks that lasted several hours. Sylvia took a deep,
mental breath. “Well, the insurance company wouldn’t
reimburse her, sweetheart. You can hardly blame her.”

“I’1l be there, Nonina,” she said. “Cross my heart and hope
to die.”

“Don’t say that.”
“I’m going to go. Is Uncle Tommy coming for you?”
“Any minute.”

“Then if you don’t mind, I’'m going to jet. I have to face my
mother, but I don’t have to face Uncle Tommy. You know
Dante told him everything.”

“Of course, he did. We keep no secrets in this family.” In
theory. “Go ahead, sweetheart. I’ll see you later.”



Donatella kissed both her cheeks. “I love you!”
“Love you, t00.”

It was one of the rare times Sylvia wished she had a cell
phone. She told Tommy to pick her up at 11:45 sharp. If she
had a cell phone, she could call and tell him to come ten
minutes earlier, thus saving her from sitting around like a
chooch. A second cup of coffee would be the end of any sleep
she might get that night. Another svogliadell’ would lie on her
stomach at least three days. But she could get her son a little
treat, bring something home for Varina.

Purse in hand, she headed for the counter just as the chime
rang, as the door blew open, as Varina entered the bakery with
an elderly yet statuesque redhead. Sylvia turned, then turned
again, like a chicken with no head and no sense of direction.

“Mom?”

Varina’s hand kept her from spinning a third time. She
looked up, felt her jaw go slack. Her mouth wouldn’t work.
Her brain spun the way her feet had. Try as she might, her bits
and pieces would not align.

“It’s okay, Mom. I’m here.”

“We can do this another time,” the redhead was saying,
though her mouth seemed to move slower than the words
hitting Sylvia’s ears.

Deep breath. Just one, deep breath. “It’s fine. I’'m fine,
sweetheart. You surprised me. That’s all. What are you doing
here?”

“The better question is, what are you doing here?”

“I had an oolee for svogliadell’. Tommy is picking me up.”
“Did he bring you here?”

“Of course. You know I can’t drive.”

“Why didn’t he stay with you?”

Sylvia bit the inside of her cheek. Just say she’d met
Donatella? No, that was too suspicious. There was only one
way out. She drew back her shoulders, lifted her chin. “I am



not so old and senile that I can’t manage a cup of coffee on my
own, Varina. Now are you going to continue being rude? Or
are you going to introduce me to your friend?”

Her daughter’s cheeks pinked. “I’m sorry. Ruth, this is my
mother, Sylvia Spini. Mom, Ruth Cooperman.”

“How do you do, Mrs. Spini?”” Ruth pulled off her very
expensive-looking glove, held out her hand.

“I’'m well, thank you, Mrs. Cooperman.”
“Ms. Cooperman. But you can just call me Ruth.”

“All right, Ruth.” A tap on the window. Tommy waved from
outside. “I’ll leave you ladies to your kaffeeklatsch. Donatella
will be over for supper, Varina. Bring home something nice
from the store.”

“I’m doing leftovers, Mom.”
Sylvia sniffed. “Fine. I’ll see you later, then.”

Varina kissed her cheek. Sylvia darted—carefully—for the
door before her daughter could walk her to it like some feeble
thing incapable of making it that far. Outside, Tommy had his
hands jammed into the pockets of a windbreaker suitable for
spring, not December. “You’ll catch your death!” she scolded,
though even she knew no one got sick that way. It was what
her mother said to her, and hers before that. Tradition was
tradition.

“Was that Varina in there?”
“Yes.”
“Why can’t she take you home?”

“She’s with a friend. What? Is it too much for a mother to
ask her son for a ride? It’s only a few blocks. I’ll walk.”

“C’mon, Ma. Don’t be like that. I got people back at the
house. Catherine was pissed at me for leaving.”

“What people?”

He squinted skyward, as if checking the rather obvious
weather. “Just people, looking over some plans.”



“That Catherine has something to say about? Since when?”
“Since never. That’s why I got to get back.”

“Well, you’re already out. Now take me home like a good
boy. And buy yourself a winter coat! You have the money.”

Tommy held the car door open for her, like the good son he
was, closing it carefully once she was settled inside. Warm. So
warm. Leather seats. Electronic blips and bips she had no
names for. Her boy had done well for himself. For his family.
So had Varina. Sylvia Spini was proud of them both.

“Seatbelt, Ma. It’s the law.”

“It’s only a few blocks. Cars didn’t even have seatbelts in
my day.”

“Today is your day, too. Seatbelt.”
“Fine.” She tugged at the buckle. “It’s stuck.”
“It’s not stuck. Here, I’ll do it.”

Tommy reached around her, pulled the belt down, and
buckled her in. As if she were a child.

His cell phone blinged or tinged or whatever sound that
wasn’t a ring it made. Despite laws saying it was illegal to use
it while driving—Iike it was illegal to ride without a seatbelt—
Tommy didn’t let it go through the car, like she knew it could.
Sylvia looked out the window the whole ride home. She
waited for him to come around to her side of the car and open
the door, not even attempting to unclick the seatbelt on her
own. Staring straight ahead, she let her son do it for her.

“You got your key?”

Sylvia fished her house keys out of her purse, handed them
to him. Tommy walked her to the door, unlocked it, and
handed back the keys.

“Thank you, Tommy. I’m sorry it was an imposition.”

“Nah, it’s okay. Anything for my best girl. I got to get back,
though, before Catherine blows a gasket.”

“Tell her hello for me.”



“Will do!” he called, heading back down the steps, to his
car, and away.

Sylvia shut the door, shut out the cold still shivering through
her. Keeping her coat on, she moved through the house more
slowly than she would have were she warmer. A cup of tea
would hit the spot, but no. No more caffeine today. Soup. Soup
would be nice. Maybe it would help with the svogliadell’ lying
like lead in her stomach.



Now this is very cool. Take these three words:
gabaruss’
Italian: capo rosso,; “redhead”

Strangely enough, this one doesn’t seem to have any
insult intended. Shock me.

gabadost’
Italian: capo tosto; “hardhead”

This one is typically accompanied by a smack upside
the head, just to make sure the point’s been made.

So gaba/capo = head. Obviously. But there’s the third
word:

gabagool
Italian: capicola

An Italian salted pork cured with red or black
peppercorns for a sweeter heat, or paprika if you like it
really spicy. It can also be used to call someone an idiot.
(Again, shock me, and not ironically this time. There
might be a theme here.)

You might think the gaba/capi here doesn’t go with
the others, or it’s just a coincidence, but no. It’s not.
Gabagool/capicola is made from the head (capo) and
neck (collo) of the pig. See? Words are so cool.



“You sure you don’t want a glass of wine, instead?” Paulie
dunked the tea bag in hot water. Six o’clock was cocktail time,
in his book. Usually, in Donatella’s, too.

“Just tea, thanks. I’ve sworn off drinking.”
“Again?”
“Shut up, Paulie.”

He handed her the cup, sitting beside her on the couch, glass
of wine 1n his hand. “So, what do you think of my babies?”

She glanced into the box where MaryJane and her kittens—
both boys, according to the vet—slept. “Very . . . fuzzy.”

“You don’t like cats?”’

“No, I do.” Donatella sipped her tea. “I’m just in a pissy
mood. Sorry.”

“What do you have to be pissy about?”
“I got arrested. Duh.”

Paulie did his best not to roll his eyes. “You also got out of
it with a little embarrassment and familial angst.”

“You don’t think that’s enough to put someone in a bad
mood?”

“I’d think you’d be more grateful that your mother found
the money to keep you out of the lockup.”

Donatella sank lower in the couch. “I am grateful. And
that’s part of it.” Big sigh. “I hate being a constant
disappointment. I don’t want to be this way, you know.”

“Then why are you?”

She slumped lower, and sideways, onto his shoulder. Paulie
took the cup from her and set it onto the coffee table,
alongside his wine, and resettled her against him. Snuggling
into him, Donatella pressed her nose into his neck. “I wish |
knew,” she said. “I just don’t. I try so hard, Paulie. No one
believes it, but 1 do.”

She was right. No one, including him, believed it. He didn’t
understand how someone could make the same mistakes over



and over, and somehow expect a different result. “You’ll have
to make it up to her.”

“I’'m 1n the process of doing that.”

“Oh?” He picked up his head, tried to look her in the eye,
but Donatella only nestled in deeper.

“Don’t ask questions. Just trust me.”
“You going to pay her back?”

She snorted. “I put in an application at Jumbaloon’s today.
They’re looking for a counter girl who can also help out in
back when necessary, and I have bakery experience.”

Bakery experience that ended with her being banned from
The Bean’s Knees for life. Still, it was a start. “When will you
hear something?”

“Probably before New Year’s. They’re really shorthanded,

and I’ve known Iggy forever. That could be good for me, or
bad. But I think good. She’ll hire me.”

“Well, good. Glad to hear that. That mean you’re sticking
around for a while?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

Paulie twirled a curl around his finger. “Don’t sound so
enthusiastic or anything.”

“No, [ am. It’s just . . .”
“Just?”
“It’s a counter gir/ job. You know?”

“It wasn’t that long ago I took an errand boy job with your
brother.”

“That’s because you have a crush on Dante. And, shut up.
You’ve already earned your way to . . . what is your job title,
anyway?”

“Nothing official. I’m still a jack-of-all-trades. And I don’t
have a crush on your brother.”

“Oh, please.” Donatella tickled his ribs.



“Stop!ﬁ,
“Paulie and Dante sitting in a tree!”
“Donatella, stop!”

And she did, settling into his side again and snuggling in
close.

It wasn’t a tree. It was in a coat closet, one drunk New
Year’s Eve. Paulie kissed the top of her head, lingered there in
the soft sweetness of her. The truth, the lie, the fantasy. He
held her closer. “You know I am enamored of anything
Palladino.”

“Ew, my mom?”

“Don’t be disgusting, Don. She’s like my mother.”
“What about me?”

“You know I adore you.”

Her hand on his abdomen caressed the muscle there. “A girl
still likes to hear it every now and then.”

Paulie’s body responded as it did with few women, but
always with Donatella. Ever since their teens. Ever since they
were each other’s first. He leaned in, nipped her lip. “I thought
you weren’t a girl.”

Donatella pulled his glasses from his face, pushed him
backward into the couch, her hand breaching the waistband of
his jeans. He’d thought, once upon a time, he could renounce
his sexuality and make a life with her, somehow fixing both of
them in the process. But he couldn’t. It wouldn’t have been
fair to her, or to him, because being gay wasn’t just about sex.

“This is a bad idea,” he murmured against her kisses. “Don,
seriously.”

G‘Why?’7

Let me count the ways . . . “It’s an unhealthy fallback we
both decided was—"

“It’s just sex.” She unzipped his pants. “What’s the point of
this relationship if there are no perks involved?”



“Love? Devotion? Friendship?”

“I could get a dog for all that. This?”” She squeezed him.
Paulie groaned. “Yeah, this is a perk. Sex without strings
attached for us both. Come on. It’s Christmas.”

“Christmas was—" Yesterday. Paulie knew better. Donatella
never took no for an answer. He didn’t really mean it anyway.
He pulled her shirt over her head. His own. Their bodies fit
against one another. Inside. This was how it was with them.
How it had always been. Not, he hoped, how it always would
be. He loved her. He adored her. He would forever. But Paulie
wanted happily ever after. Husband, house, kids, and—
apparently—cats. Someday. Not today. Today, it was
Donatella. Sex without strings attached. A little time outside of
her latest mess, and the lies he told himself.

“Mom?” Varina knocked on her mother’s bedroom door. She
could hear the news playing softly, and her mother’s even
softer snore. “Mom? Dinner.”

“I wasn’t sleeping!”

Rolling her eyes—since Sylvia couldn’t see her—Varina
went back to the kitchen. Heaven forfend Sylvia Spini
admitted to sleeping at any hour not between 9:00 pM. and 6:00
AM. She had always been that way, for as far back as Varina
could remember. Sleep equaled lazy, and lazy equaled
unworthy of the home she made, the children she cared for, the
husband who worked hard all day. Varina had realized her own
descent into that madness too late to save herself those groggy
days when the boys were little. By the time Donatella came
along, she napped when the baby napped and made no excuses
for it.

Seven o’clock. Varina did her best not to sigh in that
disappointed way her mother sighed. She put away Donatella’s
plate and silverware. Her daughter kept as many dinner dates
as she broke. This was nothing new. Everything just felt
different, like the swell before the surge. Something big was



coming, Varina felt it from the tips of her toes to the ends of
her salt-and-pepper hair.

France.

Not Italy. Italy would have been too cliché. A bubble of
excitement rose up from her belly. She smiled, the sort that
lifted the shoulders an inch or two higher.

“What are you so chipper about?”

Varina nearly dropped the glass she’d been returning to the
cabinet. “For the love of Christ, Mom!”

“You’re jumpy lately.”
“You’re extra skulky lately.”
Sylvia sat down at the table. “Where’s Donatella?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. Eat. If I reheat this stuff
again, it’ll be like cardboard.”

Sylvia grimaced, but she dug in like a college student into a
home-cooked meal. Varina ate more slowly, trying not to be
overly concerned about her mother choking. She poured her
water without being asked, just to be safe.

Leftover turkey and all the fixings was one of Varina’s
favorite meals, even when i1t was catered, not homemade. It
was good, she had to admit, though the gravy wasn’t as thick
and oniony as the one she made at Thanksgiving. Light.
Elevated, as the TV chefs said. Varina preferred rich, hearty,
peasant food; she’d make an exception when she was in
France.

“What are you up to?”
Varina nearly dropped her fork. “Me? Nothing. Why?”
“You’re sighing like a leaky radiator.”

She was not sharing her secret. Truth be told, she feared
sharing it. To spend that amount of money on herself was bad
enough, but traveling alone? Heresy! Sylvia Spini would blow
hotter than Vesuvius. Women did not travel alone. Ever. That’s
just the way it was, even when one was a seventy-year-old
widow who’d been running her own business and seeing to the



needs of an entire family for more years than she cared to
count. Her trip was the one thing Varina was keeping for
herself, to herself, until it was time to leave for the airport.

“Too much holiday, I guess.”

“Liar.”

“Mom, really. Can we just eat in peace?”

“Can’t a mother be concerned about her daughter?”
“There’s nothing you need be concerned—"

“Who was that gabaruss’ in Jumbaloon’s today? You going
funny on me now?”

“Funny?”

Sylvia rocked her hand, nearly transparent eyebrows raised.
“Ferchrissake, Mom.”

“She’s not your type.”

“I have no interest in women. Not romantically. What is
with you tonight?”

“Nothing.”

“Now who’s the liar?” Varina took a deep, deep breath. Be
as patient with her as you want your kids to be with you one
day. “Are you upset Donatella didn’t show?”

“Afanabola with that girl.”
“You don’t mean that.”

Sylvia set her fork down, pushed her—empty—plate away.
“It doesn’t matter. I’'m going to watch Murder, She Wrote, and
go to bed.”

She had every episode. Home-recorded on VHS. There was
no telling her about streaming, or DVDs, which took up much
less space. Videotape was enough of a leap into the future for
Sylvia Spini.

“Leave that,” Varina told her when her mother picked up her
plate. “I’ll clean up when I’'m done.”



“Oh, sweetheart. I’'m sorry. I don’t want to leave you eating
alone.”

“Honestly, Mom, it’s fine. The shop opens bright and early
tomorrow. I’m going to finish up, clean up, and hit the hay
myself.”

Sylvia didn’t argue, only nodded sadly and left Varina
alone. She supposed she might have pressed a little harder,
tried to find out why her mother was so upset about a fairly
common occurrence. What did it matter, though? Her mother
had been looking forward to seeing her favorite grandchild,
and that grandchild hadn’t come.

It didn’t bother Varina that her mother had a favorite; she
was only smugly satisfied it was one of her offspring to get the
designation. She’d always found Tommy’s kids—Ilike Tommy
—a bit obnoxious. It would have pissed her off to have her
good boys passed over for one of them.

Sylvia’s bedroom door closed; Varina grabbed her purse
from the hook on the wall and took from it the paperwork
from the travel agency. Setting aside the frightening tally for
trip and airfare, taxes and fees and transfers, she pulled out the
daily destination sheets full of menus and excursion options.

Embarking in Lyon, France, September twenty-ninth. After
six full days sailing through Provence, via the Rhone river, she
would disembark in Avignon on October sixth. From there,
three days in a hotel overlooking the Mediterranean in Cannes,
France. Home again on October tenth, a new woman. A
woman who used a credit card, one who’d traveled, one who
would continue to travel. Italy. Spain. Croatia. Japan.
Anywhere her hard-earned money could get her. No more
banking for the next catastrophe; Varina Palladino would be a
woman freed late, but better than never.



pastafazool
Italian: pasta e fagioli; literally, “pasta and beans”

Pastafazool i1s comfort food at its best, often made of
leftovers, back in the day, beans added for protein.
Basically: small macaroni (pasta, to the infidels),
tomato sauce, onions, garlic (goes without saying, but
I’1l say it for the infidels that call macaroni pasta), olive
oil, beans. My cousin says you have to go to the deli
counter and ask for the end of a proscuit’ to use, but
pretty much any salted pork will work. (I hope she never
reads this.)

chooch
[talian: ciuccio, “pacifier”

In Jersey Italian, a chooch is a big baby. Typically
affectionate, as in, “Get over here and give me a hug, ya
big chooch.” It can also be a Jersey Italian version of the
southern phrase “Bless your heart, but . . .” as in, “Hey,
chooch! Never use canola oil instead of olive for
making cutlets.”

It seemed like everyone had a secret these days. Varina with
her wistful sighs and her gabaruss’ girlfriend. Donatella going
AWOL for two days, only to show up with a kiss and a
promise to get the flyers distributed. (She’d only laughed
when Sylvia suggested they switch grandfather for



grandmother, because Varina had turned into one of them
lesbians.) And now Tommy, calling out of the blue to take her
to lunch in the middle of the week. Something was up, and
Sylvia didn’t like it one bit.

She stood at the window, watching for Tommy’s Cadillac to
pull up the driveway. He’d be up the steps and opening the
door before she could even reach it, like the good son he was.
No honking horns for his mother. She’d raised a gentleman.

Tires crunched in the gray, exhausted snow. Sylvia made her
way to the door. Christmas was truly over. Even Little
Christmas. The tree and its ornaments, packed into the boxes
they came in fifty years ago, were in the cellar. So was the
wooden manger, along with the requisite, tissue-wrapped
figures. The Magi and their camels. The Angel Gabriel. The
Holy Family. Sheep and goats, though the donkey that carried
the laboring Mary was long since lost to time.

How many Christmases had those figurines seen? More
than she had, certainly; her mother had given the Nativity set
to her just before she died at the daring age of ninety-seven.
She’d carted the manger and figurines across the ocean,
wrapped in newspaper and straw, because they’d belonged to
her own ancient and stubborn grandmother, left behind.

The figures were chipped, mostly the camels, goats, and
sheep, because the children had always played with them even
though Sylvia scolded. The Angel Gabriel’s wings and trumpet
had broken off numerous times and been glued back in place.
Melchior’s nose was missing, a chunk of Balthasar’s robe.
Gaspar’s hands, once clasped together in adoration, had
broken off, never to be found. The Holy Family, though, were
faded but intact. Sylvia had always seen that as a sign, though
what it said, she would never say out loud and tempt the fates.

Her son was loudly scraping his shoes clean on the stoop.
Dabbing the corners of her eyes, she couldn’t let Tommy see
her cry. He’d think there was something wrong, and there
certainly was not, even if, in all probability, her last Christmas
was already behind her.

“Hey, Ma. You ready?”



“Do I look ready, sweetheart?”
“Where’s your coat?”

Sylvia lifted her chin. “What do I need a coat for? I’'m only
going to the car.”

“You still need a coat.” He lifted one off its hook. “This one
yours?”

As if she would ever wear a purple coat, even at Christmas.
What did her son think she was? A kook? “That’s Varina’s.
The black one 1s mine.”

Tommy held it up for her. Sylvia slipped her arms into the
lined sleeves. Such a nice coat. Old, but they didn’t make
things like it anymore. Joseph had bought it for her such a long
time ago, though she couldn’t remember if it had been a
Christmas gift, or for her birthday, or an out of the blue gift
because she’d admired it. He did that, in those first years, and
in the last. Not so much so in those between.

Tommy helped her down the steps, opened the passenger
side door. “Where’s Catherine?”

“Catherine?”
“Your wife, sweetheart. Isn’t she coming?”

“Nah, Ma. It’s just me and you. Me and my best girl. I
thought I told you.”

“No, you did not. Is Catherine upset with me? Is it because
she didn’t like the salt-and-pepper shakers I got her for
Christmas?”

Tommy closed the door, came around to the driver’s seat. “I
just wanted some time alone with my mama. Something
wrong with that?”

“I notice you didn’t say anything about the salt-and-pepper
shakers.”

“She loved them! You know she has a thing for ducks.”

The very reason she’d bought the hideous little things.
Sylvia wagged a finger. “Are you two fighting?”



He groaned. “No, we’re not fighting. Look, can’t we just
have a nice lunch together? I used to take you out all the time,
just me and you. Remember? I thought it would make you

happy.”

Those lunches Sylvia had cherished, once upon a time. “Of
course, it does.” She reached up to put a hand to his always-
stubbled cheek. “You’re a good son.”

She remembered the lunches slightly less clearly than when
those lunches stopped for no other reason than her son’s
success, which made her very happy, indeed. Wasn’t that what
a mother wanted for her son? Busy, busy, busy. With the
construction company he’d inherited from his father. With his
kids. His wife. His life. Though what his excuse was now that
he wasn’t quite so busy eluded her.

“You just passed it, sweetheart.”

“What did I pass?”

“Portofino’s.”

“We’re not going there, Ma. I’m taking you to Scordato’s.”

Scordato’s? Her face warmed. She pressed a palm to her
cheek. “But it’s so expensive.”

He squeezed her hand, grinning like a chooch.

What a generous man. Such a good son she’d raised.
Sylvia’s cheeks were still pride-warm when he pulled into the
lot, and handed the keys to the valet.

“No joyriding, got me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good.” Tommy slipped him a few bills. “Park it close.”
“Yes, sir.”

Tommy ordered steak Scordato. Sylvia opted for a bowl of
pastafazool, and a side salad that took her longer to eat than
her son his steak. They talked mostly about his grandchildren,
her great-grandchildren. Who was doing well in school and
who was not; who’d gotten a job, in trouble, a new boyfriend.
It wasn’t that Sylvia couldn’t keep track of them, just that she



barely knew most of the great-grandchildren. Tommy’s
Angelina and her family lived in Tennessee, where Catherine’s
people were from. Mark was in Florida with his wife and kids.
Only Michael had stayed close, with his wife and their twin
sons. But Michael was now divorced, like Dante, poor boys.
She’d always loved Pandora, but Mikey’s Vanessa—Sylvia
didn’t use the word often, and only when she really meant it—
was a bitch. Wherever they were, the grands and great-grands
were in stages of their lives that made their ninety-two-year-
old nonina out of sight, out of mind. She understood. She
really did. That didn’t mean she had to be happy about it.

“What do you think? You have room for dessert?”

Sylvia had barely finished her pastafazool. “I could go for a
scoop of raspberry sherbert.”

“Sherbert?”
“Just a little something sweet.”

Tommy waved the waiter over. “My mother will have a
scoop of raspberry sherbert. I’ll take a couple gannol. They
fresh?”

“The cannoli are always made to order, sir. But I’'m afraid
we only have sorbet, not sherbet.”

“You got raspberry?”

“We do.”

“Ma?”

“That’ll be fine, sweetheart.”

“And a double espresso,” Tommy called after him. “With a
twist a’ lemon.”

Sylvia folded over her soiled napkin and replaced it on her
lap. The waiter should have taken it with their lunch dishes
and left her with a fresh one. The service in Scordato’s was
starting to slip.

“This was very nice, son,” she said. “Thank you. The
perfect pick-me-up.”

“What? You depressed?”



She tried to make light. “No, no. Just the after-holiday
blues. You know.”

“The holidays are fun and all, but it’s good to get back to
regular.” Tommy picked at something dried on the tablecloth,
focused in that obvious, avoidant way he had.

“Okay, Thomas. Out with it.”

“Out with what?”

“Whatever it is you buttered me up to tell me.”
“It’s nothing.”

“Thomas Alfred Spini, now!” She didn’t have to slam her
hand on the table. It was implied.

He stopped picking. The waiter appeared just then, setting
down their desserts and her son’s espresso. Tommy made a
show of giving the lemon rind an extra squeeze. He took a bite
of his cannoli.

Sylvia put her hand—did that gnarled thing used to diaper
him? Comfort him? Feed him farina?—atop his. “Tell me what
1t 1s, son.”

Tommy turned his hand around, brought hers to his lips and
kissed it. “Catherine and me, we’re . . .”

“You’re getting divorced! I knew it. That’s why she’s not
here. I thought she was acting funny over the holidays.”

“No, we’re fine. We’re good. In fact . . .” He took a sip of
his espresso. “We’re buying . . . we bought a place in Florida.”

Had he taken the glass of water in front of him and thrown it
in her face, Sylvia could not have gasped louder, or with more
horror.

“Don’t look at me like that, Ma.”

“Why would you do such a thing?” If she could fly out of
the restaurant like a jilted lover in one of her television stories,
she’d have flown like the wind.

“Our son is there, and our grandkids. I’m tired of the cold,
and as long as I’'m around, Dante’s going to keep pulling me



back into the business. But listen, Ma. Ma!”

She tried. Oh, how she tried! But her head buzzed and
buzzed with everything she never wanted to consider.

“We want you to come with us.”
The buzzing silenced, instantly and without echo.
“What?”

“We want you to come to Florida with us.” He smiled, big
and hopeful. “The place we bought? It has a whole suite that
would be just for you. Brand-new construction in one of them
neighborhood things. A ... a...community.”

“For seniors?”’

“Kind of. Fifty-five and over. But that’s what makes it
great!”

“Florida is where people go to die, Thomas.”

He laughed. “It’s where people go to retire. Snowbirds. Ever
hear that expression?”
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“Well, that’s what we’d be.” He kissed both her hands,
again and again. “The business is going to kill me. And I’'m
retired! Catherine, she . . .” He looked away. “She made me
promise to make changes before it was too late. This is a big
change, but a good one. And our place is near all them
amusement parks. Angelina and the kids are already planning
a big trip to stay with us.”

“What about Mikey?”

Tommy sat back in his chair. “I asked him to come, too. He
says no. Custody stuff. He’s got to stay close. But he’ll bring
the boys down lots. You’ll see him more there than you do
here.”

She might not see Michael outside of the holidays, but she
could. There was a difference between seeing someone, and
being able to see someone.

“Is Varina in on this?”



“Varina?” He blew through his lips. “No way. I didn’t want
to open that can a’ worms unless you for sure wanted to come
with us. No sense having that fight unless I have to.”

He was right, of course. Varina would fight this tooth and
nail. Her daughter was nothing if not devoted.

“I’m too old for such a change, Tommy.”
“Who says?”

Who, indeed? Her parents. Joseph. The children. All gone.
All grown. Now? “My time for such adventures has passed,
sweetheart. My home is here. I can’t die in a strange place
after living my whole life here.”

“Don’t say that. You’re not going to die.”
“I will someday.”
“Come on, Ma.”

Sylvia reached across, patted her son’s hand. “I do
appreciate you asking, though.”

“We mean it. For real.”

“I know you do, sweetheart.” She patted his hand again. The
cup of raspberry sorbet was mostly melted. Sylvia dug out a
fairly solid bit and ate it. Tommy devoured his cannoli in four
bites, swallowing them down with the dregs of his espresso.
He looked so like his father, though he got his stature from her
father-in-law. Tall, tall man. Five-eight or -nine. And solid.
Svelte would never be a word used to describe anyone in their
family, apart from Davide, who worked out with a trainer six
days a week.

Her son, her little boy, with steely hair like Varina’s, deep
lines in his face, and age-spotted hands, was an old man, by
her family’s standards. Men who got to be sixty were rare
enough; few reached seventy. Tommy was seventy-two, and
his health was not good. Florida would probably be wonderful
for him, though she was close to certain it would kill her to
lose her son at this stage in her life. Then again, how much life
did she even have left anyway?

“You mad?”



“Angry, sweetheart. And no. Of course not. I want only
your happiness.”

Falling back in his chair, Tommy dramatically clutched his
chest. “For real? Catch me, I might pass out.”

“Oh, stop.” She smacked his beefy shoulder. “You’re
terrible.”

He straightened. “Am [?”

Sylvia opened her mouth, the sarcasm that passed for
affection dying before it could escape. “Never once in your
entire life, Thomas Alfred Spini. You’re a good boy. A good
son.” It wasn’t his fault she lived longer than anyone expected,
stalling everything until they could do and be what they
wanted without inconveniencing her. “I will come visit, and
I’ll stay a long time. Maybe the whole winter. I promise.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes, son. | promise.” But she’d never travel alone, and
Varina wouldn’t leave the store long enough to fly down to the
inferno that was Florida. Donatella would go. Tommy could
afford to spring for the airline tickets. There was all manner of
trouble that granddaughter of hers could get into down there.
She’d seen news footage of half-naked people doing God-
knows-what in Miami. That would absolutely appeal to her
wild Donatella. It certainly might have appealed to Sylvia,
once upon a time.

Tommy paid the check, assisted her from her seat. He kept
hold of her elbow through the restaurant, held her coat up for
her to slip into. It was cold outside, but Tommy must have had
the valet start the car when the waiter brought their check,
because it was toasty inside.

Back home, her son walked her to the door. She tapped him
to her level so she could kiss both his cheeks. “Thank you,
sweetheart.”

“Any time.” He opened the door.
“Tommy?”
“Yeah?”



“When?”

He took her elbow and propelled her into the house.
“February or March,” he said. “Whenever the place is done.”

Sylvia nodded, smiled a smile that had to look as strained as
it was, and stepped inside. “Say hello to Catherine for me.”

“Will do. Love you, Ma.” He closed the door. From the
window, Sylvia watched him hurry to his car, get in, and drive
off. It had to be a relief, to have that over and done with. She
could be glad, at least, for that stress to be off his heart.

“I love you, too, Tommy.”

Hanging up her coat, Sylvia let the tears fall. Varina wasn’t
there to see, to worry, to ask what was wrong. By the time she
got home from the store, Sylvia would have built up enough
ire over the situation to hide in. Now, alone in this house
steeped in her family, she’d weep without shame.

The scratching, then the skip. Sylvia closed her eyes,
waiting.

Sul mare luccica [’astro d’argento/Placida é
[’onda/Prospero il vento . . .

Enrico Caruso’s voice filled her stuttering—just a little—
heart.

Venite all’argine/Barchetta mia/Santa Lucia/Santa
Lucia . . .

The possessed Victrola sat in the front window, playing its
demon heart out. Vicky loved the Caruso records best. In truth,
so did Sylvia. Songs in a language she’d heard all her life, but
never spoken. The voices of long ago. The sounds of her
people from a tiny town outside of Naples no one could ever
agree upon the name of. Piccola. Piccino. It was a family
argument for years; now the only one left to argue it was
Sylvia.

O dolce Napoli/O suol beato/Ove sorridere volle il
creato . . .

Sylvia swayed, one hand in the air, like a dancer. She sang
along with Vicky and Enrico.



“Tu sei 'impero dell’armonia/Santa Lucia/Santaaaaaaa
Luciaaaaa!”
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Fanabola!/Afanabola!
Italian: Vai fa Napoli!; literally, “Go to Naples!”

In Jersey Italian, it can mean “Go to hell!”
Considering my people are Nap’letan’, I should find this
more insulting than I do. Apparently, it’s not Naples
itself considered hell enough to make into a curse, but
the extreme poverty in Naples at the turn of the
twentieth century that had many southern Italians and
Sigilian’ (sij-lee-an, aka: Sicilians) seeking better
horizons in the United States. Many, if not most, Italian
Americans have roots in southern Italy and Sicily.

“Wel...n...dourﬁr...ish!”

Cell phones. Sylvia had no use for them.

“Donatella? Is that you? I didn’t understand a thing you just
said.”

“S’me. Ha . . . on.” More crackling, then, “Can you hear me
now?”

“Yes, sweetheart. I can hear you.”
“Is Mom there?”
“It’s two 1n the afternoon. Why would she be here?”

“Just checking, because we landed our first fish! I'm
sending him over to Palladino’s to woo Mom right now.”



Sylvia’s heart stuttered. It did that more and more often
lately. “You’ve met him? Is he nice?”

“Of course, and of course!” Donatella laughed. “I wouldn’t
have approved him otherwise. He’s very handsome in the way
Mom likes men, which is to say, very Italian looking in a—"
her voice lowered and thickened “—*I used to be a beefcake’
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way.
“Your father was not a beefcake.”

“If you ever noticed he was, I’d be worried.” Her voice
muffled again. “He’s going to ask her for cipollini, which I
brilliantly confiscated from the shelves and storeroom. It’11
make her interact with him longer. I also swore him to secrecy
about our little matchmaking scheme.”

“On a stack of Bibles? Because if he blabs, we’re finished.”

“He won’t, because then he will be, too. Besides, I had him
sign a nondisclosure agreement. I thought of everything.”

No. She had not. Neither had Sylvia. It had all seemed like
such a nice, simple idea. “And if he blabs anyway, you suing
him?”

“Like I have money for a lawyer. But he doesn’t know that.
Relax! This 1s going to be great. You’ll see.”

Classic Donatella. “Sweetheart, [—"
“Listen, Nonina, I got to go. ’'m at work.”

“All right. Come by later. We’ll talk more. And I’d love to
hear how the job is going.”

“If I can. Love you!”
“Who was that?”

“Oh!” Sylvia clutched the phone to her chest. “Varina! You
could have killed me!”

“You’re so dramatic.” Varina took the phone from her
mother, put it on its cradle. “Who was it?”

“Donatella. What are you doing here? Why are you not at
the store?”



“What did my daughter want?”

“She was just . . . just. .. apologizing for not coming to
dinner again.”

“That does sound like Donatella.”
“So why are you home?”

Varina unwound her scarf. “I left Gabriella in charge for a
little while. It’s good practice for her.”

“Practice?”

“For .. .” Varina tossed her scarf over the back of a chair.
“For next summer. I’m hoping she’ll be able to work in the
store, give me a bit of a break so I can do something other than
work.”

“Like go out for coffee with your gabaruss’ girlfriend?”
“Stop calling her that.”

“It’s not an insult. She does have red hair.” From a bottle.
“Her name i1s Ruth, and she’s my friend.”

“Fine. Ruth. You’ve been spending an awful lot of time with
this Ruth person.”

“I like her. We have a lot in common.”
“Isn’t she a Jew?”’

Varina laughed. “Why does that sound like a racial slur
when you say it?”

“Don’t be fresh.”

“Yes, Mom, she’s Jewish. So?”
“You’re a Catholic.”

“And?”

Sylvia threw up her hands. It didn’t matter; what did matter
was that a suitor was on his way to Palladino’s to woo her
maybe-lesbian daughter, and here she was at home. She had to
call Donatella. But how to do that without blowing
everything?



“I need a sweater.” She rubbed briskly at her arms. “I think |
feel a chill.”

“I’1l get it for you. How about a cup of tea?”
“I’1l put the kettle on while you get the sweater.”

Varina kissed her cheek. The moment she was out of the
kitchen, Sylvia picked up the phone, dialed Donatella’s
number.

“Mom?”

“It’s Nonina. Listen, your mother is here. Call Gabriella and
tell her to call Varina and say she has to go.”

3 ‘But—, b

“Just do it!” Sylvia set the headset in its cradle just as
Varina returned with her sweater.

“You didn’t hang it up right. It was doing that boop-boop-
boop busy signal.”

“O ... kay.” Strangely cheerful Varina went into the pantry,
came back with tea bags. “Didn’t you put the kettle on?”

“Oh. I forgot.” She really had. “I’m sorry. I guess I'm
slipping a little.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re sharp as a tack.” Varina took
the kettle from the stovetop, filled it at the tap. Before she
could get it onto the burner, the phone rang. “Sit, I’ll get it.”

Sylvia refrained from crossing herself, though she did so
mentally.

“Oh, hey, Gabby. How are ... oh. No, no, it’s okay. I was
just going to have tea with Nonina. No, I’ll head over right
now. Your paper is more important.”

Varina hung up the phone. Her sigh, on this occasion, was
not wistfully happy, but wistful nonetheless. “I’m sorry, Mom.
I have to go back to the store. Gabby forgot she has a paper
due tomorrow.”

“That’s so unlike her,” Sylvia said. “Maybe I’m not the only
one slipping.”



“Funny.” Varina fixed her mother’s tea, put the other cup
back into the cupboard. “I’ll be home around six. I’ll bring
manigott’ from the store. Sound good?”

“Yes, very.” So heavy, all that cheese. Couldn’t they ever
just have baked chicken? She’d have to go easy. “We’ll have
tea another time. Or maybe, you’ll take me with you when you
go for coffee with the gabba . . . with Ruth.”

“I’d like that, Mom.” She kissed Sylvia’s cheek, grabbing
her scarf from the back of the chair. “Love you. See you later.”

“Love you, too, sweetheart.”

Wrapping both hands around the hot mug of tea felt good on
her fingers. She blew across the top, took a tentative sip.
Sweet, just the way she liked it. Varina was so good to her.
Better than she deserved, considering what she’d done all
those years ago. Sylvia closed her eyes against the thought, the
memories always fresh no matter how many years passed. The
station wagon that still smelled like the fruit punch Tommy
spilled in the back seat, her overnight bag on the passenger
seat, and a road so open it had made her weep.

Sylvia got up, careful not to spill her tea. It was long ago,
and everything turned right in the end. She’d been a good
mother, a good wife, and she’d been happy, for the most part.
She wanted happiness for her son, and for her daughter. Before
she breathed her last, Sylvia would make sure they were.

Heading for her room to watch her stories, Sylvia Spini
patted Vicky—again in the front window, but silent—on her
way past. Her world was a bed, a chair, and a dresser. A
television and a VCR that played recorded episodes of Murder,
She Wrote, complete with commercials. It wasn’t a suite in a
fifty-five-and-over community in Florida, but it was home.

It never failed. Heaven forbid she take one afternoon off. Just
one. How was she going to manage a whole week and a half
away from the store? She’d have to close it, and that couldn’t
happen. Varina couldn’t afford the lost revenue. Could she?
Too bad none of her kids had gone into accounting.



Tapping Ruth’s number on her Recents list, Varina picked
up her pace. Gabriella had sounded close to frantic about a
paper she should have had done long before tomorrow’s due
date. Her mother was right. That was very unlike her
conscientious granddaughter.

“Hello?”

“You’ll never guess what happened when I tried to take an
afternoon off work.”

Ruth gasped dramatically. “Catastrophe?”
“Close.”

“Want me to come over? I’ll sit in a quiet corner and drink
coffee, there for you to vent to in quiet moments.”

“You’re lovely. But no. The shop’s only open another few
hours. I’ll manage.”

“You sure?”
“Positive. We still on for this weekend?”’

“I already got the tickets,” Ruth said. “I adore Into the
Woods, even if it’s just a local performance.”

“You’re such a snob.”

“When you’ve seen everything there is to see on Broadway,
dah-ling, there’s nothing that will ever compare.” Ruth
chuckled. “T’ll pick you up at five thirty. We’ll have an early
dinner.”

“What did I ever do without you?”
“That’s the question for the ages. Toodle-pip!”

“Toodle-what?” But Ruth had already hung up, and Varina
was out of breath from half running the blocks between home
and store. Tucking the phone into her pants pocket, she pushed
open the door. The bell—the same one she and Dino put up
before opening the doors of the shop—chimed.

“Nonnie! I’'m so sorry.” Gabriella already had her coat half
on. “I’m such a ditz. I can’t believe I forgot all about my
paper. This very nice man is looking for cipollini, and I think



you’re out.” She kissed Varina on her way out the door. “Love
you!”

“I’1l be with you 1n a sec.” Varina nodded to the man
waiting at the counter. “Sorry about that. Grandkids, right?”

He laughed softly. “I have a few myself.”

Tossing her coat over the chair in the back-room office,
Varina grabbed an apron from the hook. She was still tying it
on as she came out. “Now, what were you looking for?
Cipollini?”

“Yes, the ones in olive oil.”

“I just got some in.” She came around the counter, went to
the shelf where they should be. “That’s strange. I couldn’t
have sold a whole case already. Let me check in back.” She
did, unsuccessfully. “I’m sorry. Not a single jar in the store.

I’1l have to order more. If you give me your name and number,
I’1l call when they come in.”

He gave his name. “Louis Barbizzi,” she said. “I know that
name. s your wife Anntonette?”

Louis looked away. “Was. She died a couple years back.
The big C.”

“Oh, I’'m so sorry.” She remembered clearly now.
Anntonette and Louis Barbizzi. She’d been a loudmouth but
pleasant enough. He’d been the strong, silent type. “We used
to sit at baseball games together, when our boys were on the
same team. Your son is ... Larry, right?”

“Right, right.” He smiled. “Yours is Dante.”
“That’s one of them. The other is Davide.”
“I think I remember. Yeah.”

“I have a daughter, too, though she came along way after
our baseball days.”

“Ah.” He grinned. “An oops baby.”
“That’d be Donatella.” In every sense of the word.



Silence fell, suddenly and uncomfortably. “Well,” Varina
said, just as Louis told her, “I only just moved back here, from
south Jersey.”

C‘Oh?)?

“Yeah.” He shrugged. “Toni and I, we got a place down the
shore when I retired. But she got sick and . . . well, I just
wanted to come home, you know?”

“I understand.”

More sudden and uncomfortable silence. Then, “You look
almost the same,” Louis said. “Older, of course, but just as
pretty.”

“I...uh...thanks?”

“Sorry, sorry.” He actually blushed. “It’s been a long time
since I asked a woman to go out with me.”

Varina’s heart sank to her belly before jumping up into her
throat. Holy Mary, Mother of God. “Is that . . . are you asking
me out?”

“I...am? I mean, yes. I am. Is that too forward of me?”

It absolutely was, but Varina found herself warming in that
pleasant way of a surprise gone right. She knew him, after all.
It wasn’t as if they were strangers. Was she as uninterested in
men as she claimed? Or was it all about spiting her mother’s
constant harping? Worse, was it because she feared they were
uninterested in her? Only one way to find out. “I guess it’s not
if I say yes.”

“Really?”
She laughed. “Sure, why not. What do you have in mind?”
“Dinner, Saturday night? Is that too boring?”

“I can’t Saturday night,” she said. “Previous engagement.
But I can do tomorrow.”

“I can’t do Friday,” Louis told her. “Taking my grandson
and grand-nephew to a basketball game.”



“Oh, that’s sweet.” Varina bit her lip. Did she actually want
to go out with this man enough to be bold about it? It would
make her mother’s day, that was certain. It would at least get
her off her back a little. And, maybe, actually be fun. “Well,
how about tonight?”

“Tonight? I ... uh...” Louis straightened, and he smiled in
a gentle way that set Varina’s pounding pulse at ease. “That’d
be great. Is it too old-fashioned to say I'll pick you up at
seven? Or do you want to meet someplace?”

“It’s not old-fashioned, but I’ll meet you.” Just in case.
“Have you been to Frankie’s lately?”

“Not since coming back north.”

“There’s a new owner, but the food is still great. I’ll meet
you there at seven fifteen.”

“Seven fifteen. You got it.” He headed for the door, paused
with his hand on the knob. “I’m looking forward to it.”

“I am, too,” Varina said, and found she actually meant it.

The bell over the door jingled. Varina let go a long, deep
breath. Louis Barbizzi, of all people. Countless evenings,
swatting away gnats and mosquitoes while their boys played
ball, she’d thought him nice but a bit henpecked. Kind of
beefcake, blunt about the features, he’d never in a million
years have been her type. But here they were, decades later,
going out on a date.

A date. Varina leaned heavily against the counter, pulling
her cell phone from her pocket.

“You again? What do I have to do to get rid of you?”
“Ruth, I . ..” Varina gulped.
“What is it? Varina, what’s wrong?”

Another gulp. “Nothing’s wrong. I . . . [ have a date.”
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buttann’
[talian: puttana, “whore” or “prostitute”

Fun fact: Puttanesca, the popular pasta sauce, literally
translates to “of, relating to, or characteristic of a
prostitute.”

A food of, relating to, or characteristic of . . . yeah.
Cool («—sarcasm).

Puttanesca itself is fairly new, having made its way
into Italian cuisine in or around World War II. One story
is, it got its name from the rather pungent scent of
anchovies, olives, and capers being reminiscent of the
particular scent of a mid-century Italian prostitute. There
are some who prefer the story about a famous
restaurateur throwing the first puttanesca together for a
late-night group of hungry customers who asked him to
make una puttanata qualsiasi, or, to throw together
whatever ingredients he had on hand. That story seems
to go with the linguistic evidence that says the name
derives from the way Italians use the word puttana as an
all-purpose profanity, sort of like Americans use the
word shit. Thus, puttanesca might have originated with
someone saying, “I just threw whatever shit [ had into a

2

pan.

“So, you got this?”” Dante leaned over Paulie’s shoulder, his
finger on the plans for the kitchen renovation. “You sure? I



wouldn’t ask, but Georgianna left me hanging.”

Paulie breathed deeply through his nose, as much for
courage as to smell Dante’s scent. Tom Ford’s Neroli
Portofino. Unisex. Expensive. Too expensive for Paulie to buy
for himself, but not too expensive to buy his boss for
Christmas, because a Dante who smelled of bergamot,
mandarin orange, lemon, rosemary, neroli, and amber was
even sexier than one who smelled of sawdust and the outdoors,
but only marginally.

“She had a baby, Dante,” he said. “It’s not her fault the little
guy came a month early.”

“Yeah, well, she was behind. She’s always behind. I been
looking to replace her anyway. She always relied on you for a
reason. You got a good eye.”

“Thanks.” Paulie’s heartbeat thumped like a dog wagging its
tail. “I’ll do my best.”

“I know you will.” Dante straightened, smiling crookedly.
Adorable. 1 have faith in you, kid.”

“When are you going to stop calling me kid?”

“When you’re not one.” He laughed, ruftling Paulie’s hair.
“I’m sending the inspector in a week from Thursday, so . ..”

“Yeah, yeah. I got it. I’ll get this started first thing in the
morning. Are the appliances ordered?”

“In the warehouse. Let Birdie know when you need them,
he’ll bring them over.”

Dante headed for the door of the site trailer. They’d been
months working on this building, a new warehouse for a stone
and block company, and the last contract from Tommy’s reign.
Dante had no interest in the schools, supermarkets, and
apartment buildings his grandfather, and then his uncle, had
been locally famous for; he’d already started moving Spini and
Son Construction into home and downtown renovations before
his uncle retired—their biggest bone of contention. This last
job was a bitch-and-a-half, mostly because it was a favor
called in, and Tom was bowing out before it was finished.



“What are you doing here?”

“Huh?”” Paulie turned. Donatella and Dante hugged in the
doorway.

“Can’t I come visit my favorite brother?”
“Davide is your favorite.”

“He is not. I love you assholes both the same. Paulie’s my
actual favorite. He here?” She stepped into the office. “Oh,
there you are!” She kissed Dante’s cheek. “I won’t keep him.
Promise.”

“He’s all yours.” Dante bowed out, saluting Paulie.

Donatella bounced into the office, sat on the edge of his
desk. “Where are your glasses?”

“I’m wearing contacts.”
“Since when?”

“Since recently,” he said. “Glasses are annoying when
you’re sweaty all the time.” And when you were constantly
taking them off the moment certain people entered the room.
“You’re wrinkling the schematics.”

She pulled the papers out from under her, smoothed them on
her thigh. “Sorry. You done for the day?”

“Just about. I need to look over these and make sure I have
what I need to get started on this kitchen tomorrow.”

“For the condemned Victorian Dante bought over on
Greensway?”

“That’s the one. And it’s no longer condemned. Well, it
won’t be after we pass all inspections.”

Donatella groaned. “I love that house. It’s so . . . vintage.”

“Built in 1902,” he said. “The plan is to keep that vintage
feel but modernize it. Want to help me pick a color scheme?”

“Really?” She hopped down. “Yeah, sure!”

Paulie showed her the sample charts for tile, flooring, and
cabinets, and how to mix and match the contemporary with the
vintage to make it new and fresh rather than a strict



interpretation of the past. Donatella had a good eye, which
he’d always known. Yet another thing she could be good at if
she would only focus.

Settling on white marble counters, a green milk-glass tile
for the backsplash, navy blue lower cabinets, and white
uppers, they stood back to admire their artistic vision.

“You really love this shit, don’t you,” Donatella said.

“Not the construction part as much as the design part. I’'m
good at it, if [ do say so myself. Dante has a vision for
restoring all the old buildings and homes in Wyldale. He’s
good at tearing things down and putting them back together
again, but if the interiors were up to him, it would be all-white
everything, all the time.”

“Davide is the creative one.”
“Definitely. Dante has vision, though. He amazes me.”
Donatella purred, “He does, does he?”

“Stop.” Paulie shuffled his schematics into a pile.
“Seriously.”

“Come on! When are you going to admit it?”
“When there’s something to admit.”

“Fine, fine. Don’t get your panties in a twist.”
“I wear boxer briefs.”

“I know.” She waggled her eyebrows, fingers digging into
the hollow of her hip. “Damn.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I have this stitch in my side. Right here.” She pressed a
little lower in her groin. “It’s been bugging the crap out of me
for days. Damn, I’'m getting old. Maybe I need a new hip.”

“Probably, O ancient one.” He rolled up his papers, slipped
them into a cardboard sleeve. “Want to grab some dinner?”

“I just ate about a million doughnuts at work. And a
cupcake.”



“Sounds healthy. Want to keep me company while I eat? I’ll
buy you a soda.”

“Make it a glass of wine and you have a deal.”
“I thought you swore off drinking.”

“It’s one glass!”

“Fine. Done. I’m thinking tacos.”

Paulie locked up the trailer and together, they headed for the
parking lot. Donatella didn’t have a car—probably no license,
either, though she’d been cagey about whether it was revoked
or simply suspended—but the construction site was only a few
blocks from downtown. Wyldale wasn’t a bad area; he still
didn’t like knowing she’d walked by herself through the least
savory parts of it. This, Paulie kept to himself to avoid the
verbal castration she’d otherwise unleash.

“Ah, the old Pinto.” She tapped the electric-blue hood. “I
can’t believe you still have it.”

“It’s a beast.” He shrugged. “It gets me where I need to go.”

“We got into some trouble with this thing, once upon a time,
huh?”

With it. In it. Her dad caught them making out in it more
than once. Paulie and Donatella both lost their virginity in it,
when they were fifteen. He thought, back then, she was his
forever, which turned out to be true; just not in the way either
of them suspected.

“After you, my lady.” He opened the door for her, just as
another car pulled into the lot.

Gabriella slammed to a halt next to his car. “What the hell,
Don?”

“What’s the matter?”” Paulie asked.

“Donatella knows.” Gabriella got out of her car, arms
crossed over her chest. “I don’t like disappointing Nonnie. She
was looking forward to an afternoon off. What was so
important you had me lie to her?”



“It’s a secret.” Donatella hunched deeper into the white
bench seat of the Pinto. “Don’t make me tell. You’ll find out
soon. I promise.”

“Nothing doing. No way! Spill it, or I’'m going back there to
tell her you made me lie to her.”

“Oh, this is juicy, whatever it is,” Paulie said. “Gabby, get in
the back. Donatella’s going to tell us all about it.”

*The puttanesca was beautiful. The company?” Varina took a
sip of her coffee. Decaf, of course; it was after nine. The hour
and a half spent being reminded of why she and Dino hadn’t
socialized with the Barbizzis outside of baseball games had
been enough to call it an early night. With Louis, at least. Ruth
was another story. “Let’s just say he’s not ready to be dating
and leave it at that.”

“He talked about his late wife, huh?”

“From the moment we ordered.” Varina sighed. She did that
a lot lately. “It’s not that I had high hopes, only that it would
have been nice to have a positive first stab at dating.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t be stabbing it, then.”
“Oh, hush.”

“It really 1s too bad.” Ruth dunked her cookie. “At least you
were brave enough to try. I don’t know if I’d have been.”

“Get out of here! You’d have done it, and without all the
jitters I had.”

“You have a much different vision of me than I have of
myself.”

“Then let me keep my delusions.” Varina swiped a cookie
from the plate between them. “I need a brave friend to keep
me sane. These are excellent, by the way. I wonder if this
place would be interested in providing them for the store.”

“Stick to the story, woman.”



Varina wagged her half-eaten cookie. “Well, it was a first.
Maybe I’ll try it again sometime.”

“You going to tell your mother?”

“She knows I went out on a date.” She shrugged. “She had
such high hopes. She’s been after me to find a man for years.”

“Why do mothers always want to marry off their
daughters?”” Ruth asked. “Mine did the same to me, rest her
soul. Jacob wasn’t a year in the grave before she started trying
to fix me up.”

“They just want us to be happy, I suppose.”

“I was never happy married. The last two years have been
wonderful.”

“Should you be saying that?”

“Why not?” Ruth took another cookie. “It was my business
that made us wealthy, we had no children, and he was
unfaithful from day one. I stayed married because that is what
one did. I sure as hell am not going to play the grieving
widow. What about you and your husband?”

Varina pressed her fingertip into the crumbs on the table,
wiggled them onto the plate. “His name was Anthony,” she
said, “but everyone called him Dino. We were happy. We
made a great team.”

“How romantic.”

“It was, in its own way.” Varina brought her cup to her lips,
rested them against it. Memories stung, tickled her nose. “We
were high school sweethearts, with all the drama and mush
that goes along with that. Don’t get me wrong, it was sweet,
but what came after we were married and started having kids?
It was a real partnership. We made a family and a business all
at the same time. There was no ‘man is the head of the
household’ bullshit, like my parents. It wasn’t me that was the
‘heart of the home.’ It was us, together. We might not have
been like turtledoves, but what me and Dino had? It was much
better.”

“I’m sorry you lost him so young.”



Varina sipped. “I am, too.”

“You could have been taking this trip with him instead of
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me.

“Nah, probably not.” Travel. She’d thought about it, in quiet
moments, but there had been precious few of those. First the
blur of babies, then boys with baseball practice and soccer
games; and just when they were getting self-sufficient,
Donatella had come along and the process started all over
again. With her, it had been softball and soccer, dance class
and play rehearsals and never enough money, because all that
stuff cost a fortune.

Varina had been happy. Dino, too. Their kids were
everything. The store. One another. They had so much more
than most. Still, the truest fact remained—she and Dino
weren’t turtledoves, and they weren’t adventurous romantics
who’d have traveled through Europe, let alone taken a cruise
through France. A week down the shore had always been their
speed. Now she was on her own, and her speed had changed.
Apparently. She checked her watch.

“I should probably go. If I get home too late, my mother
will call me a buttann’ and not speak to me for a week.” She
grinned. “Then again . . .”

Ruth laughed, but it faded. She put a hand on Varina’s. “I
didn’t upset you, did 1?”

“No. You didn’t.” She closed her hand around her friend’s.
“I miss Dino. Every day. But he’s gone, and you and I are
going to France. I can’t wait.”

“Me either. I didn’t think these cruises could actually excite
me anymore. It’s different, when you have someone to show
the things you love.”

Funny, how that happened. Varina let go of Ruth’s hand.
“I’1l see you Saturday. Five thirty.”
“Five thirty.”

Ruth offered to drive her home, but Varina walked, like she
walked just about everywhere. Louis had offered her a ride,
too. Prolonging their date, or, worse, having that awkward



good-night in the car was the last thing she wanted to endure.
She’d shaken his hand outside the restaurant, told him she’d
had a lovely evening and to take care of himself, and that
would absolutely be that.

Steeling her resolve on the back stoop, Varina shoved the
key 1in the lock and opened the door.

“How did it go? Did you have a nice time? Did he try
anything fresh?”

“I’m not even in the door, Mom.”

“Then come, come.” Sylvia hauled Varina in by the arm.
“Tell me all about it.”

“There’s nothing to tell.” She took off her coat, unwound
her scarf, and hung them on the hook. “He’s a nice man, but
he’s not ready to date. Even if he were, he’s not my type.”

“What type is that, sweetheart?”

“The type that can have a conversation that doesn’t revolve
around his deceased wife.”

“Oh.” Her mother slumped. “That’s too bad. But maybe
next time will be better.”

Varina laughed. “There won’t be a next time.”
“I meant with a different man.”

“This was the first guy to have any interest in me in years,
Mom. I doubt there will be another one anytime soon.”

“You never know.” Sylvia wagged a finger. “These things
tend to snowball. Once the eligible gentlemen out there know
you’re on the market—"

“Sweet Jesus, Mom. I’'m not a fresh ham. I’'m done with this
conversation.”

“Fine.”
“Don’t be like that.”
“I’m not being anything but tired. It’s bedtime.”

Varina looked at the clock; she’d been longer with Ruth
than she meant to be. “It was sweet of you to wait up.”



“It’s what mothers do.”
Indeed. “Night, Mom.”

“Good night, sweetheart.” Sylvia offered her a cheek.
Varina kissed it dutifully, lingering in the powdery scent of her
mother longer than she probably should have. Sylvia tended to
see such gestures as something more morbid than intended,
though she wasn’t wrong about the motive. Did her kids love
her as much as she loved her mother? Silly question. Of course
they did. Of course.

Shutting lights as she went from kitchen to parlor to
hallway, Varina halted in her tracks. The Victrola hunkered
like a guilty child in the front window. She was close to certain
it was her mother who moved it from place to place, though
Sylvia swore she never did.

“Fine, stay there,” Varina told it. “I’m too tired to argue.”
Scratch-scratch-scratch.

“Don’t you do it.”

The almost-strain of music skidded to a halt.

“Thank you. Now go to sleep.”

While she changed into her nightgown, Varina could have
sworn she heard a softer-than-soft waltz playing, but when she
stepped out into the hallway to go brush her teeth, there wasn’t
a sound to be heard but the floorboards creaking underfoot.
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benedeeg’
Italian: bene dire; “‘to bless”

I always thought benedeeg’ meant “Thank God!” 1
suppose it sort of does, because that’s the way it’s used.

The r in dire drops off and, in this case, becomes a g
in Jersey Italian. It’s kind of magical, really.

goombah
Italian: compare; “comrade”

Synonymous with the more recognizable paesan’
(paesano), and not to be mistaken for the Super Mario
Bros.” Goombas, though the reference cannot be
accidental.

None of them worked out. Four men sent to Palladino’s to

woo and win Varina, and not one of them had lived up to her

daughter’s lofty expectations.

“I have no idea why the store is suddenly pickup central, but

it has to stop.” Varina put a piece of baked chicken—chicken!
benedeeg’!—onto Sylvia’s plate, followed it with potatoes and

carrots, nice and soft. “I tried it. I did! But I absolutely,
positively know now, I don’t want to date. Ever.”

“You’re just not trying hard enough.”

“Mom, don’t.”



“But, sweetheart, if you would just—"

“Color my hair? Lose a few pounds? Wear some makeup?
You want me to change who I am to please a man I don’t even
want?”’

“Of course not.”

“Good. That was the right answer, even though you don’t
mean it. [ know you have something to do with this, so don’t
sit there looking all innocent.”

“Me?” Hand to her chest, Sylvia did a pretty good job of
feigning innocence, if she did say so herself. “You think I’'m
out there soliciting dates for you like a primp?”’

Varina’s brow furrowed, then she groaned. “It’s pimp, Mom.
And yes, I suspect you’re doing just that. Somehow. All these
men aren’t showing up out of the blue.”

“Four, Varina. Four men. I’d hardly call that a lot.”

Another groan, this one more wistful. “Please, let’s just eat