



[image: Cover]





A Home for the Holidays

 

By Joe Cosentino

 

Bobby McGrath’s Christmas trip to the beautiful Italian island of Capri to meet his eccentric extended family offers stunning views—none more stunning than his third cousin, Paolo Mascobello, a real stocking stuffer. As the two young men embark on a relationship, Bobby, a driven law student, learns to relax and bask under the old Italian moon, and Paolo realizes there’s more to life than a frolic on the beach. For the two to find everlasting amore, Paolo must overcome his fear of commitment and learn to follow his dreams, and Bobby must get his wish for happily ever after.
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“BOBBY, EVERY Christmas your father and I buy you a nice gift and you return it. So this year before we go shopping, I’m asking you. What do you want for Christmas, exactly?”

I was tempted to answer, “How about the new Zeb Atlas DVD, Mom?” No longer reading my law textbook, I pressed the cell phone against my ear and responded, “My red sweater is getting frayed. I guess I could use a new one, Mom.”

“I don’t like red on you. I’ll get you a green sweater. It will go nicely with your eyes. You’ll be twenty-four in June. Nobody ever caught a husband wearing red clothes, except for Mrs. Klaus, and then look how overweight he was.”

I adjusted the heavy book on my knees and leaned back against the headboard of my narrow dorm room bed. Since fall semester of my third year of law school was over, my roommate had already gone back to Utah to be with his father and three mothers. Normally I would go home for the holidays.

As far back as I can remember, every December twenty-third through the twenty-fifth my mother works herself to exhaustion while forbidding anyone to help her. Since I am not married, I am seated at the kiddie table, where I dodge meatball and manicotti grenades courtesy of my little nieces and nephews. Then the gifts are bestowed with price tags on them so we all know “how many hours your father and I had to work to be able to buy our children such beautiful things.” This is followed by “oohs” and “ahhs” for every gift except the presents from me, which garner comments from my parents and two sisters like, “Oh well, I can wear that for dress-down day at work… if I keep on my coat.” After the extended family of aunts, uncles, and cousins arrive for dessert (cannoli grenades at the kiddy table), my mother’s side (the Mascobellos) eat the pastries, and my father’s side (the McGraths) drink the liqueurs, while I sit upstairs in my old bedroom reading law case decisions on the Internet.

This Christmas is going to be different. Throughout my childhood I heard stories about my mother’s now-deceased father who had a first cousin in Capri, Italy. Mom, “too exhausted from taking care of all of you to survive such a journey,” had recently spoken on the phone to her deceased father’s cousin’s daughter-in-law (got that?), and the two women had arranged for me to spend this Christmas with my Italian relatives. This led to my Christmas in Italy with my Italian cousin, Paolo Mascobello. More on that later!

“Don’t worry, Mom.”

“How can I not worry? This is the first time you won’t be with us for Christmas. You’ll be halfway around the world.”

“But you made the plans with your relatives.”

“That’s what I’m worried about. Please don’t embarrass me, Bobby,” Mom said, followed by a maternal sigh. “And do everything they ask you to do.”

“I will, Mom, except I’m not eating octopus.”

“Eat anything they put in front of you! And say ‘Thank you.’”

“Okay, Mom.”

“And bring extra underwear. For all I know they do their laundry on a rock in the Mediterranean. What? Oh, Dad says to put your money in your underpants in case somebody tries to rob you.”

“What if the robber reaches into my underpants?”

“Hey, don’t talk dirty to me. I’m your mother.”

I glanced at my watch. “Okay, Mom.”

“And don’t spend all the money I sent you in one place.”

“You didn’t need to send me money, Mom.”

“Take it. And don’t tell your sisters. I’m not a bank.”

I closed the book and rose from the bed. “Okay, Mom.”

“And call me the minute you get there.”

I reached for my luggage. “Okay, Mom.”

“And be careful crossing the streets, and don’t forget to bring your coat!”

After promising to be good more times than a criminal facing the parole board, I said “Arrivederci” to Mom and was off to meet my Italian relatives.

On the plane next to a three-hundred-pound snoring woman with apnea, I contorted my lean, strong body (thanks to being a lifeguard every summer) in my miniscule seat and read four law journals over the eight-hour flight. Since the Italians ran the airline, the food was good and plentiful, but the seats would have been a squeeze in a doll house. I am five feet ten inches tall with long arms and legs, frizzy ginger hair, and a long penis. As you can imagine, using the tiny bathroom on the plane was like one of those circus acts, where ten clowns come out of the small car. True to the stories I’d heard about Italian drivers, the plane took off late but arrived early.

At Naples International Airport I whizzed through customs, thanks to years of studying Italian in high school and college and the Italian customs officer, who liked redheads.

Next was a Speed Racer taxi ride from the airport to the boat terminal that would have made a racecar driver nauseated. Then came the three-hour boat ride to the island of Capri’s Marina Grande. Though I had seen pictures of it, the sight of the enormous cliffs sitting majestically on the water literally took my breath away. Tired of looking out of the cappuccino-stained windows, I walked onto the deck of the boat to get a better view. It was fifty degrees in Capri, typical for December, so I whispered a “Thanks” to my mother for reminding me to bring my brown leather jacket.

From the funiculare (cable car) I marveled at the stunning views of the island below and Mt. Vesuvius in the distance.

At the Piazzetta (main plaza) I boarded an island bus that zoomed around harrowing, tight corners like a car in a fun house.

After a long walk up a steep hill surrounded by boulders, I finally reached the intertwining gold leaves on the front gate of the Villa di Mascobello. It was a large white stone villa with a terra cotta orange roof and matching shutters. With suitcase in hand I approached the orange double doors, feeling like Kunta Kinte at the start of his familial journey.

I released the large brass knocker in the shape of an M and was greeted by a young woman in a flowery housedress. After I introduced myself, Lucia led me through orange and blue marble columns past an entranceway of white marble to a double-story sitting room with views from its many windows of the island and the Mediterranean Sea. Overstuffed sofas, love seats, and chairs flanked three tiled fireplaces stationed around the luxurious room. Lucia told me (in Italian) the mistress of the house would be down to greet me shortly. I thanked my Italian teacher in high school, who had drummed the language into my brain.

I expected Lucia’s boss to be an overweight, scowling woman wearing a long black dress with rosary beads dangling from her weather-beaten hands. I also assumed, like Lucia, she would speak to me in Italian. So I was quite surprised when an attractive middle-aged woman with auburn hair, wearing a stylish blue dress with matching shoes and a silver necklace, dismissed Lucia with my suitcase, kissed both of my cheeks, and said in perfect English, “Bobby, I am Caterina Mascobello. It is a pleasure to meet you. Thank you for visiting us. Did you have a nice trip?”

“Yes, thank you, Mrs. Mascobello.”

She smiled. “Please call me Mama. Everyone does.”

I liked her right away. “Thank you, Mama.”

“What did you do on the long plane ride?”

“I read four law journals.”

She laughed like a young girl. “I hope we can find more amusing things for you to do while you are here.”

“Thank you.” I tried to remember my family lineage. “According to my mother, you are my grandfather’s cousin’s daughter-in-law. Did I get that right?”

“All that matters is you are family.” She hugged me. “I so enjoyed speaking with your mother on the phone. Is she well?”

“Probably not, until I call to report I’m here alive and well.”

“Then you must do so immediately.”

As we started to leave the room, I admired the enormous, beautifully decorated (in gold) Christmas tree in the corner of the room. “What a beautiful tree.”

“Thank you, Bobby. Paolo says he is going to decorate it every year, but the task seems to fall to Lucia.”

“Is Paolo your husband?”

Caterina laughed again. “Paolo is my son. You will meet him and the rest of the family at lunch in the dining room at 1:00 p.m.”

Back in the hallway, Caterina pointed up the wide marble staircase. “You will find a phone in the hallway. Your bedroom is the third on your left. By now Lucia will have unpacked your things. Take a nap, and I will see you at lunch.”

Feeling like Little Orphan Annie at Daddy Warbucks’s mansion, I said, “Thank you… for everything, Mama.”

She pinched my cheek; then she was off.

At the top of the stairs, I picked up the ivory phone and called my mother. I wasn’t surprised when she answered after only one ring.
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