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			For my family, past and present.


		




		

			“Who is it that can tell me who I am?”


			— William Shakespeare, King Lear
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			My grandfather pulled his blue Lincoln into one of the vacant spaces on the side of Whitey’s Diner. He took one last drag on his unfiltered Camel before tossing it out the window. He patted the pockets of his suit coat, finally pulling out a series of folded papers from the inside breast pocket. Satisfied after a cursory review, he stuffed them back into the pocket and looked at me in the passenger seat.


			“Hungry?” he asked, his black eyes twinkling like stones on the bottom of a shallow river.


			I nodded. I could always eat, a family trait he always appreciated. He smiled and reached out a large hand and tussled the hair on my head.


			“Best desserts in the city as far as I’m concerned,” he said as he straightened his tie in the rearview mirror. He removed a comb from his jacket pocket and smoothed back the black hair along his temples. He always used tonic that gave his hair a sleek sheen. “Hell, best of everything.”


			He got out of the car and smoothed out any wrinkles in his pants. My grandfather was dressed in a dark blue suit and black shoes that shined like a seal’s wet fur. Anytime he left the house, my grandfather made sure he looked like a million dollars even if he only had a few bucks in his pocket. At home was a different matter. In the living room recliner, he was more relaxed in a white tee-shirt and slacks, but when out in public, he was always dressed to the nines.


			Whitey’s Diner stood at the intersection of Boston and Fountain Avenues. It was one of many diners dotted throughout the town of Bridgewater, Connecticut. It featured large picture windows bordered by polished metal and trimmed with royal blue awnings. My grandfather spent a lot of time in diners. He’d often take me with him when my mother was working one of her jobs and my grandmother and great-grandmother were busy doing things around the house. In a house full of women, he understood the need to get away for some “guy” time.


			Usually, our diner trips were just us, with my grandfather sometimes making a few phone calls while I ate in the booth. We’d talk about what was going on in my life, how I was doing in school, things like that. But today was different. He had to meet someone for business, and so our normal routine would be disrupted. The way he said it made me feel like it was important, and because it was important to him, it was important to me.


			“This won’t take too long,” he said to me. “Mr. Lomanico’s a good friend of mine. An old friend.”


			I nodded again, not able to offer up much more than that. I never heard of the name before, but I loved being with my grandfather, and if that meant sharing him over a cup of coffee with a Mr. Lomanico, then that was just fine with me. My dad died when I was a baby, and he was the only male figure around. When I wasn’t at school, I was at my grandparents’ house. Mom usually worked during the day at a plant in Stratford, and at night she took care of the church’s books. She had a few jobs in those days; steady, good-paying work was hard to come by for women with only a high school education. My grandfather always made sure he took me with him as much as he could to give my grandmother and her mother a break from looking after me. Going with my grandfather usually consisted of driving around town, making stops at various places — sometimes a construction site, sometimes little grocery shops. He’d spend some time, and usually come out with an envelope or two. He never mentioned what he was doing, and I had never met the men he did business with. He just told me that he was doing “a little business,” which appeared akin to a travelling salesman, constantly on the move or in motion. So, being able to put a face to his business was new territory for me. Most of our discussions in the car consisted of talking about sports and who I thought would win what game and why. He liked boxing and the horses best, football and baseball, less so. We’d take breaks during our drives, going to a diner for some coffee and something to eat. One time, we ended up eating all three meals at three different diners!


			My grandfather knew everyone. It didn’t matter what diner we went to; the moment we walked through the door, he was welcomed with smiles and hugs from whomever was there to greet customers. It would be, “Mickey, good to see you!” “Mickey, what do you say?” Then the man or woman would escort us to my grandfather’s “usual” booth. Typically, these were close to the bathrooms and payphones and faced the front where he could see who was coming in every time the bell above the door sounded.


			“Mickey, it’s been almost two weeks? Where you been?”


			A fat, balding man with slicked-back hair raced over when he saw us enter. He was a few inches shorter than my grandfather and wore black pants and a crisp white shirt with the collar opened wide and the shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows. Around his neck was a series of thick gold chains that looked like ropes. Despite the gaudy ostentation, his gray and black chest hairs poked through the links.


			“How you doing, Val?” my grandfather asked, hugging the pudgy man and kissing him on both cheeks. “You remember my grandson, Mike?”


			Val turned to me and gave me an appraising look. He pressed the fingers of his hands together and shook them.


			“Madonna,” he said. “He grows like a weed. What are you feeding him?”


			“His grandmother’s cooking.”


			Val turned to me. He bent down, putting both hands on his knees. “Last time I saw you, you were this high.” He placed a level palm about where my chin was. “You going to be big like your grandpa. You eat well, get your sleep. You watch.”


			I just smiled, my failsafe when I didn’t know what else to do. My last checkup, my doctor told me I was just under fifty-seven inches, and three pounds heavier than the average, so I didn’t know if Val was referring to my height or weight or both.


			Val made a gesture I didn’t quite understand. Then his smile quickly dissipated into seriousness.


			“He’s waiting for you,” he said. “In the back.”


			My grandfather nodded. He then smiled at me.


			“Come on,” he said. “I want you to meet somebody.”


			My grandfather led me around the corner where a sign pointed to the bathrooms. The red vinyl booths were vacant except for the last one. A man around my grandfather’s age flipped through a newspaper. Even though he was sitting, I could tell he was taller than my grandfather. He had short, wavy black hair, a crooked nose, and a clean-shaven face. He wore an immaculate dark suit and tie and sipped coffee with his pinkie extended. When he looked up, his sharp dark eyes softened with recognition. He stood up and met my grandfather halfway.


			“Mickey,” he said in greeting. His voice was deep and one that commanded attention.


			“Frank,” my grandfather said. He opened his arms, and the two men gave each other a hug and kisses on both cheeks.


			The man looked past my grandfather at me. His gaze was imposing, and I could tell he was someone that didn’t back down from many staring contests. I looked away immediately.


			“Who’s the kid?” he asked.


			My grandfather turned to me. With his hand, he ushered me to the forefront.


			“This is my grandson, Mike. Mike, meet Mr. Lomanico.”


			“Frank,” the man said, then after a long pause he corrected himself. “Uncle Frank.”


			I reached out my hand. Mr. Lomanico took it. I squeezed firmly and shook, maintaining eye contact just like my grandfather taught me to do.


			“Good grip. Nice to meet you, kid.” He turned to the woman bussing one of the back tables. She was older and wore too much makeup and her blonde hair came straight out of a bottle.


			“Diane, come over here a sec, will you?”


			“What do you need, Frank?”


			“Get this kid something to eat. You hungry, kid? You want a hamburger or ice cream or something?”


			I looked at my grandfather who tapped out a cigarette from his soft pack. He lit it, giving me a curt nod. I turned to the waitress.


			“Ice cream, please. Chocolate if you have it.”


			Diane’s eyebrows raised. “Such a gentleman,” she said. “Chocolate ice cream coming up.”


			Mr. Lomanico guided me with his hand to the booth next to the one he was sitting at.


			“Why don’t you have a seat here while your grandfather and I discuss some things.”


			He flagged down another waitress. She was younger and smaller than the first woman and very eager for the chance of waiting on him.


			“Yes, Mr. Lomanico?”


			He removed a wad of bills and peeled what looked like a twenty from it.


			“Do me a favor, hon. Get the kid some change for the juke box and some paper to draw on or whatever.”


			“Yes, sir. Sure thing.”


			Mr. Lomanico nodded at me, and then turned to my grandfather who sat across from him with his back to me in the booth.


			“There are three pieces of property on Peace Street that you’d be interested in. Tear-down jobs from what my man at the TPZ is telling me. They’re looking to build luxury condos…”


			While they talked, Mr. Lomanico would look up from time to time to see who came in the front door, just like my grandfather did when he sat in that position. The waitress brought me over a few rolls of coins. I played some music and removed a small spiral notebook from my back pocket. This was my English teacher’s idea. After failing to turn in an essay on a family memory for homework, she recommended that I carry it around and record my thoughts and feelings whenever I was around my grandparents. It didn’t have to be full sentences, just words that evoked a thought, an emotion, a sense. So, while they talked, I watched how my grandfather interacted with Mr. Lomanico. I noticed how relaxed his body was in the book, how he used his hands to emphasize a point he was making, and captured the belly-laugh that sounded when he thought something was funny. I don’t know what they discussed, and the few phrases I heard didn’t make any sense. Diane delivered my ice cream — three scoops and a mountain of whipped cream — and I dug into it immediately.


			As I had expected, it wasn’t a quick meeting. Nothing was quick when it came to my grandfather. When you had that many friends, every encounter became a meeting. Every meeting became a meal. And every meal became an all-day affair. We spent close to five hours at the diner. During the whole time, the two waitresses hovered around my grandfather and Mr. Lomanico, refilling their coffee cups, or bringing them a Portuguese roll and butter, catering to their needs first before any other customer, even when they got slammed with their lunch time rush.


			Several cups of coffee, a hamburger, fries, a chocolate milkshake, and a monster chocolate sundae later, my grandfather was finally finishing up. I knew this because hearing my name snapped me from daydreaming about a girl I liked.


			“He’s sharp as a tack,” I heard my grandfather say. “Ain’t that right, Mike?”


			Mr. Lomanico looked at me. His mouth cracked a slight smile.


			“Is that so?” Mr. Lomanico said. “This old man right, kid? You as sharp as a tack?”


			My cheeks flushed from the attention. I shrugged my shoulders like I usually did when I didn’t know what to say when an adult asked me a direct question.


			“I’m going to see for myself,” he said. His coal-black eyes regarded me for what seemed like forever. “What’s twelve times twelve?”


			“One hundred and forty-four.”


			“If I drive sixty miles an hour and I go two and a half hours, how far did I go?”


			I paused to do the math in my head. “One hundred and fifty miles.”


			Mr. Lomanico chuckled. “I didn’t even know the answer to that before I asked it.”


			“He’s smart alright. He understands things,” my grandfather said, touching his finger to his temple.


			Mr. Lomanico took out a cigar and bit the end, spitting out a nub into a nearby ashtray. “He don’t say much.”


			“He’s a thinker. Keeps things close to the vest.”


			“That’s good. People that talk too much have the least to say. He must get that from you.”


			Mr. Lomanico dipped a hand into his pants’ pocket and produced a dirty quarter. He held it out in front of me so I could see it.


			“You like magic, kid?”


			I nodded.


			“Someone asks you a question, you answer him,” my grandfather said sternly.


			“Yes,” I said. “Yes, sir.”


			“Please. Uncle Frank.”


			“Yes, Uncle Frank. I do.”


			He put the quarter into his right palm and put his left over it. Then he made a big production of shaking it up and down and all around. He swiftly separated his two fists and placed them on the table.


			“Here’s the deal. You find the quarter, it’s yours.”


			He shuffled his hands quickly. It wasn’t a frenzied display, but quick, practiced, and methodical. Although I was studying the movements of his hands, I felt his eyes looking at me, trying to figure out what was going through my mind. He escalated his movements in a flurry then slapped both palms on the table.


			“What do you think, kid? Where’s the quarter?”


			The display garnered the attention of the two waitresses. I studied Mr. Lomanico’s hands. They were large, with thick fingers. Three knuckles on the right were disfigured and there was a thin scar along the back of his left. The sheer size of his hands smothered the quarter, preventing any hope of surrendering a clue as to which one concealed the silver coin.


			After a few moments, I looked up. My grandfather sat back smoking his Camel.


			“Which hand, Mike?” he asked.


			“I think I stumped him, Mick,” he said, chuckling to my grandfather. “Give up, kid?”


			“No, sir,” I said.


			“So, pick a hand. Wait, tell you what. You get it right, I’ll give you ten bucks. How does that sound? Ten bucks for using those brains of yours and telling me which hand the quarter is in.”


			I shook my head. “I can’t do that,” I said.


			“Why? Too hard for you?”


			“No. I can’t because it’s not under either.”


			“What are you talking about, Mike?” my grandfather interjected. “Play the game.”


			The sound that emerged from Mr. Lomanico sounded more like a spasmed growl than a laugh. But it was a laugh. The big man was laughing.


			“Well done, kid,” he said. He lifted both hands. There was no quarter.


			“How’d you know that, Mike?” my grandfather asked.


			I shrugged my shoulders. I remembered reading that magicians used hand tricks to divert the audience’s attention from what they wanted to hide. When Mr. Lomanico raised his fist and made a big show of shaking it around, I correctly guessed that his other hand slid the quarter from the table.


			Mr. Lomanico stood up.


			“I’ll get back to you on that other thing, Mickey,” he said to my grandfather. Then he walked over to me.


			“You’re pretty sharp, I’ll give you that.” As promised, Mr. Lomanico handed over a ten-dollar bill.


			“I can’t,” I said.


			“Sure, you can, kid. You work for it, you earn it, let no one tell you different. This is for being observant,” he said.


			“Thank you, Mr. Lo— I mean, Uncle Frank.”


			He nodded appreciatively with the title.


			“I got my eye on you, kid,” he said with a smile and a wink.


			And with that he walked away toward the entrance. I turned to my grandfather, who was finishing his coffee. He had a smile on his face, as if I was let in on a secret. The only thing was — I didn’t know what that secret was.


			“Who was that?” I asked.


			“I told you. A family friend,” he said. He set the cup on the saucer and stubbed out his cigarette. “Come on, let’s get out of here. You hungry?”


			“Are you kidding?”


			“Well, buck up. You don’t eat dinner tonight, your grandmother will have my hide.”


			He put his arm around my shoulders, and we headed out the door.


			I was a month shy of my eleventh birthday.


		




		

			Chapter 1


			Present Day
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			My eleven-year-old son’s teacher called me one night to inform me of his subpar effort in the classroom. An average student, Matthew’s usual Bs had slipped to Cs. He seemed more distracted than usual, she said. His thematic essay on family was woefully incomplete and fractured, more random scraps of information than a complete narrative. Like him, the essay lacked focus, lacked any meaningful connection between him and his past. She wanted me to talk to him, to reach him on a familial level. She could guide him in the classroom, she said. But what he really needed had to come from the inside. Before she hung up, she made the point of telling me that he was a daydreamer, not that there was anything wrong with that. Daydreaming could be powerful if it was harnessed correctly, she insisted. But she wanted to know if I could set the straps in the right place.


			Her words struck a familiar chord. Similar ones had been used to describe me going into the fall of my sixth-grade year. Adults forgot that the world started to change when you were eleven years old. For some reason, you looked at things differently. You stopped believing everything your parents said. You noticed the opposite sex in a way you hadn’t before. You got secretive. You thought more.


			You contemplated your place in the family and where that was in the greater order. You looked for a revelation that only you understood because only you could. Sometimes this was confusing for a kid. Sometimes, he needed space and time to work through his thoughts, to organize them, to help him make sense of them.


			And it was in thinking over his teacher’s words that found me upstairs in the attic in late September. No sooner had I lowered the trap door and climbed up those folding stairs than I was hit with the stale stench of old things. The weather outside had not changed and wouldn’t until early October. The attic preserved the warmth of the day’s sun, the humidity beading perspiration on my upper lip. A card table and metal folding chairs lay underneath one of the vents. On the other side of the attic, boxes lay strewn haphazardly about and stacked on one another. Some brimmed with holiday decorations, others swelled with discarded pieces of old luggage.


			There was a reason no one wanted to clean their attics. Most told you it was because of the junk, the mess that accumulated over a person’s lifetime. But the truth was that no one wanted to be confronted with the facts from the past. Memories were imperfect, but we liked to believe that the events we remembered were historically accurate. Stumbling into a box or trunk threatened to expose that authenticity with the shock of a forgotten photograph or a piece of paper once misplaced but now found. And what we thought were facts scattered into the air like frightened birds leaving us with the uncorrupted truth.


			The trunk I sought was back along the far wall. I hadn’t thought about it in years, and while it held so much importance to me as a child, it had increasingly lost its allure. Time had a way of doing that, recalibrating the significance of things the older you got, pushing them to the bottom until they fell off the list entirely, fluttering unseen into a box that was closed and then forgotten.


			I opened the trunk, allowing the undisturbed dust to awaken and billow in the air. My grandfather and grandmother lived to ages sixty-two and seventy-nine, respectively. And the extent of their footprint on earth rested in two places, both subject to the wear and tear of the business of living: my memory and this old footlocker my grandfather had when he served in the Air Force during World War II.


			I didn’t have to search long. Going through the items in a trunk was akin to opening a coffin after several years internment. The items were familiar but changed somehow, time having put its own imprint on them. Plastic sheets delicately preserved black-and-white photos from fading due to temperature changes. My grandfather’s military uniform had been pressed and folded so meticulously that the creases had remained intact. There were papers and ledgers and other knick-knacks of little value other than the commemoration attached to them. Here, I found a few of my old pocket notebooks trapped between mementos whose relevance dwindled by the year.


			The notebooks were pocket-sized. I had always carried one around with me for nearly a year back then, occasionally jotting my thoughts and observations down as a form of self-therapy. These notebooks helped me not only capture moments happening around me, but also to think about them as well, giving me an avenue to reflect upon what I was experiencing after capturing them down on paper and putting some distance between me and the words.


			I opened one to the first page, struck by the imprecise penmanship that exposed the timidity of a boy trying to find his footing. It was a quote, something my grandfather always said when he wanted to sound profound and worldly. Both advice and warning, it served as my compass for many years. But like anything worth remembering, it faded as newer, more interesting things became apparent and superseded it so many times that even it got relegated to the bottom of the list, falling away unnoticed into memory’s abyss, waiting to be rediscovered.


		




		

			Chapter 2
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			My grandfather always told me, “Don’t judge a person until you’ve walked a mile or two in their moccasins.” The phrase, or more accurately, the word choice, always struck me as odd because aside from watching John Wayne or Jimmy Stewart Westerns, my family’s first-generation Italian-American patriarch had never seen a moccasin, no less met a member of one of the tribes known to wear one. The correlation between someone’s moccasins and judgment of character did not make much sense to me. Footwear was a choice, a statement even, but a secret insight into who a person was, well, that was just a fantasy, or a subtle joke whose punchline escaped evolving intellect.


			It was much later that I came to understand my grandfather was sharing insight from a lifetime of working with men of questionable character, men who spent their lives in gray tones rather than exclusively in black or white. These men preferred to operate in a cloud of ambiguity, where motives varied depending on perspective. Doing something wholly good or wholly bad was a social anomaly; most of these people did things to benefit themselves, and if it also benefited someone else along the way, then so be it. That was just vindication of the nobility of their deeds, regardless of what corners were cut in the process. True intent, my grandfather kept pressing on me, was not revealed on the surface but what a person kept tucked away and shielded from public consumption. This was his true character, and not the face that he offered to the world. This and only this was on which a man’s life should be judged.


			But my grandfather’s moral fabric was not pristine — far from it. As I got older, I heard fragments of his incidents and escapades when my grandmother and her mother talked in a mix of English and southern Italian dialect as they cooked or cleaned. What I learned from their coded conversations was that the truth and my grandfather were rarely ever in the same room. Even now, I clearly remember several times when my grandmother cried at her kitchen table over something her husband had said or done. My grandfather was not the paragon I once had held him up to be, and that reality met me face-first like a bucket of cold water. The bright shine once bestowed on my grandfather assumed a green tarnish, and it was difficult to cast that scrutinization on the man who had become a surrogate father and hero.


			I desperately clutched onto truth because as a kid, adults constantly filtered the information passed to me. They altered stories, dulling their sharp edges to not offend my sensibilities. People didn’t die; they got sick and went away. My mother wasn’t on a date with a potential lover not my father; she was working late. I grew skeptical of anything said by any grown-up, preferring to find other sources to corroborate what was initially told to me. While their motives may have been respectable and originating from a good place, their ultimate intent was deception, and even if they were trying to preserve the innocence of childhood, it planted the seed of distrust that cultivated and thrived with every deceit and lie I discovered.


			Frank Lomanico proved to be the exception. Frank, who epitomized the very lies and deceptions perpetrated by those adults that I had despised, came through in the end. Frank projected the charm and charisma that drew people to him. But underneath the serpent’s smile was a serpent’s tongue and a serpent’s fangs and a serpent’s disposition to hurt those he deemed a personal threat. Although I never walked in his moccasins, I walked along side of them for a time that provided me the necessary insight on which to ruminate and understand.
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			December 1980


			From start to finish, 1980 started tough and ended tougher. In March, my mother lost her job at the helicopter production plant and had to scramble to find other means of employment to try to make up for the lost income. In late April, we sold our house at a loss and moved in with my grandparents. And in early December, my grandfather died of complications from lung cancer.


			My mother kept the loss of her primary employment from me for three weeks before informing me of our new living arrangements. When she sat me down, she did it with a slice of cake and a glass of milk. She had a way of speaking that meandered around and around the main point that she wanted to express, getting closer with each revolution until she finally ran out of words. First, she complained about our neighbors, and then the neighborhood, and then moved on to how nice fresh starts were in a new environment. She talked about the importance of family and how that was being lost in today’s America, and what a shame it would be not to understand your heritage and where you came from. She delivered a series of talking points rather than having a conversation with me. My input was not important. My acceptance of our new arrangement was. I didn’t find out about the job until much later, when we had been living on Park Avenue for nearly a year, and well after my grandfather’s death. By that time, she brought it up as an afterthought when I saw her new business card on the kitchen table and asked why she was working at a travel agency instead of on the line, manufacturing engines for military helicopters. She told me to go do my homework.


			A week after my twelfth birthday, in early November that year, my grandfather had been diagnosed with cancer. He must have known about it or suspected it months earlier. He never went to a doctor because they were in the “bad news” business. By that time, he had the onset of Stage IV cancer. A cop found him on the sidewalk weaving like a drunk man. That’s when they took him to the hospital. The cancer had metastasized to his brain, disrupting his speech and motor functions. Years of smoking had finally taken their toll. The doctors hospitalized him immediately. Three days before Thanksgiving, they moved him to the intensive care unit. In early December, he suffered a massive stroke that paralyzed half his body. I went to see him once and could only visit on the other side a glass partition. It took him about fifteen minutes to recognize me there, but when he did, he gave me a thumbs up gesture to tell me everything was fine. That was his final lie to me. When he passed away at the hospital on December 8, his wife of thirty-seven years was with him, holding his hand as he gasped his last breath.


			Our house was filled with the sounds of mourning, though the tragedy didn’t stop the routine of the living. People needed to eat, clothes needed to be washed, and while the house did not necessarily need to be spotless, it had to be straightened out so a semblance of order remained. At night, when the day’s business was over, my mother and grandmother comforted one another at the kitchen table. From my bedroom, I listened to their anguish and could picture their tear-stained cheeks glistening under the overhead lights. In the morning, they were composed, going through the motions like soldiers. But away from the sight of others, they agonized the only way they knew how — together.


			My grandfather’s wake lasted three days at Salvadino and Sons funeral home on Washington Avenue. Salvadino’s was a large, white, one-story brick building surrounded by plenty of parking on a generous-sized lot. Morning viewings transpired from nine to twelve and evening viewings from four to seven. Each day, the viewing room was crammed with mourners and well-wishers and family that filed in to pay their respects and mingle until servers brought in large bins of pasta, meatballs and sausage, and various pastry assortments to snack on. As a rule, Salvadino and Sons did not allow food in their establishment, but my grandfather was special. He did a favor or two for old man Salvadino, who berated his oldest son for initially refusing my grandmother’s request to bring in tins of sandwiches and pastries to nourish the bereaved. Mourning created healthy appetites, at least as far as Italians were concerned.


			My grandfather’s body lay in a steel-gray open coffin, dressed in his favorite dark blue suit and red wine-colored tie. His dark black hair was styled just so, and the pencil-thin moustache that had been unkempt during his hospital stay was meticulously trimmed and shaped. Immediate family occupied the first three rows of seats — my grandmother, great-grandmother, and mother all in a line. The families on my grandfather’s side, his living brothers and sisters, filled the second and third rows. The men kept to the back of the room or else occupied the designated smoking area, where they lit up cigarettes and cigars and told jokes. Death for them was not a somber affair but a natural progression. They understood that public tears did nothing to make things better. They kept their sorrow private, and when they grieved, they released their anguish in quiet, empty rooms far removed from the eyes of others. Their wives, sisters, and daughters remained in the viewing room, whispering like conspirators, and catching each other up on intra-family squabbles and other embarrassing family gossip. My grandmother’s side had less representation, largely for the fact that there weren’t many of them in the area. My great-grandmother’s clan still lived in the foothills of southern Italy. They knew nothing of these matters and wouldn’t have made the journey if they had.
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			Salvatore Salvadino, the middle son of the owner, found me outside the designated smoking area where I was listening to a dirty joke my grandfather’s brother Phil told to a captive audience. I called him Uncle Philly even though he was technically a great-uncle. But when it came to Italian-Americans, no one ever used “great” to refer to a family member. Blood that wasn’t an immediate family relation was either an uncle or a cousin, which made things a lot easier, though a lot more confusing if you tried to explain it to an outsider.


			Uncle Philly saw me perched outside the door and flashed me a wink. Uncle Philly was my grandfather’s brother and the youngest of a family of four brothers and two sisters. Only my grandfather, Philly, and Dominic lived in the area. The oldest brother, Cosmo, lived in the coal area of Pennsylvania. I never met him, although he sent us a lump of coal for Christmas one year. The two sisters — Marie and Giulia — lived with their children near their older sibling, Cosmo. They came up a few times a year, mostly to celebrate the minor holidays — Easter, the Fourth of July, etc. — with their brothers.


			“How are we doing?” Salvatore asked me. By my estimation and comparisons with other adults I figured to be around his age, Sal was in his forties. Dressed in a brown suit and muted tie, he was clean-shaven and wore eyeglasses with lenses that darkened when exposed to the sun. He also smelled pungently of a generous application of aftershave lotion.


			I shrugged at the question. “Fine,” I said. My first funeral, I did not know what to make of the ceremony. Even when my father passed, my great-grandmother was charged with taking care of the six-month-old me. She insisted that funerals were no place for babies, a superstition she had carried with her from the old country.


			For a solemn event, it was a strange mixture of respectful silence and boisterous conversation. The viewing room was what I imagined a wake to be — lots of black clothing, and handkerchiefs used to wipe snot-runny noses and muffle cries. But the back room was a different experience altogether. The men huddled in a closed fraternal group, distanced from the social formalities of death, and doing the bare minimum to show their solidarity and respect.


			Sal adjusted his tie in a mirror near the back door. He fussed with the knot until it looked a certain way, which was to say, no different from how it looked when he first started.


			“Your first time? Funerals, I mean. This your first one?”


			“Yeah.”


			“Salute. An unfortunate but necessary life progression. So, I got to ask. What do you think?”


			The question was strange because he asked it the way he might have asked what I thought about my first bar mitzvah. I shrugged again. There was so much to digest. I was twelve years old; how was I supposed to answer a question like that?


			He continued. “You’re doing better than most. Believe you me, I’ve seen it all. It’s not so bad, besides, you know, the obvious. People always ask me why my family got into the business, and I tell ’em what my Pop told me: there’s no difference between digging a ditch or digging a grave. Both have to get done, am I right?”


			Sal turned to me and gave me a once over. He reached over and fixed my tie, bringing the knot up so it was tight against my neck. I watched the front door open, and an elderly couple enter then make their way over to the book on a stand in front of my grandfather’s visiting room.


			“What’s that?” I asked.


			Sal looked and turned back to me. “The book. Everyone that comes signs the book to show that they were there.”


			That didn’t make sense to me. “They have to sign a book to prove that they were here?”


			“The family likes it. It’s a memento for them to look at and see who paid their respects. Anyone can go to a wedding; it’s the funerals that matter. Funerals will tell you who your true friends are.”


			He brushed off my shoulders and nodded in satisfaction at his handiwork.


			“Cannoli are out,” Sal said, and headed down the thin hallway to greet a new set of visitors.
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			The wake ended at seven, but people slowly straggled out of the room for an hour after. The entire time, except for bathroom breaks and a smoke here and there, my mother remained with my grandmother in the viewing room. They were talking to the wives of my grandfather’s brothers, who kept themselves outside the room and away from the coffin as much as possible, aside from periodic check-ins.


			Uncle Philly drove my great-grandmother and me back to the house. It was a quiet ride; Mimma spoke broken English at best, and my Uncle Philly spoke broken Italian, so a fused conversation was limited between the two adults. I sat in the backseat of his large Cadillac watching the ethnic neighborhoods go by — Bridgewater had always been a melting pot of ethnic immigrants whose influx mimicked the groups and nationalities that had arrived all those years ago in New York City, sixty miles away. The small shops and storefronts boasted signs in both English and the native tongue of the owners and inhabitants that lived in the neighborhood. Bodegas, butcher shops, tailors, hair and nail salons — every community had businesses like these. They were the foothold in their new home, and the steppingstone on which future generations would raise themselves.


			Uncle Philly walked Mimma up to the house. He made a courtesy sweep of the house, “to make sure everything was copasetic,” he said, before wishing us a good night and saying he’d see us the next day. My great-grandmother took her position in a stuffed rocker in front of the television with a tall glass of ice water. She put on a hockey game and sat back watching the bodies fly around. She was seventy-eight years old and had grown up in the hills of southern Italy before marrying an American G.I. and coming to the States after the First World War. She never knew ice in a glass, no less ice on which people skated. But she loved watching hockey regardless, never understanding the mechanics of the game, but appreciating the fights that invariably broke out among the participants.


			I stopped by my grandparents’ bedroom and peered inside. The room hadn’t been used in weeks. It was part mausoleum, part time capsule, carefully capturing a moment in time before everything went bad. It still smelled like my grandfather’s pungent cologne. The bed was pristinely made — my grandmother had spent her nights with her husband at the hospital, and then after, on the couch in the family room. I entered timidly, mindful of my steps, afraid to disturb the silence that had firmly entrenched itself due to lack of human activity. My grandfather’s side of the bureau remained largely unchanged since the last time he was in the room before the police found him wandering lost along Park Avenue. His money clip and change plate hadn’t been touched; his favorite onyx and silver cuff links lay where they had been placed once removed from his shirt cuffs. His suits and shirts hung in the wide closet he had shared with his wife for the past forty years. Once worn with vibrant pride, without my grandfather filling their contours, they seemed so desperately lost and out-of-place, as if they knew they were destined to be given away or donated.


			Lying in bed that night, my mind spun like a projector reel after the film had snapped. The events of December were a blur, and I tried to remember something from every day that had passed. But nothing came to mind save the night the ambulance came. There were no events of consequence, only the battery of tests and treatments that dictated the only news that mattered, and ultimately, my grandfather’s final breath. When I convinced myself that I was never going to get to sleep, the stress of the day steamrolled me into slumber.
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			The next morning, my great-grandmother rolled pasta dough in the kitchen. Mimma had already prepared thirty or so ravioli and judging from the mound of dough in the bucket on a sideboard near the kitchen table; she intended to make at least another 100 for people after tonight’s viewing. Seeing how three huge pots occupied the stovetop, I knew she’d be making meatballs, sausages, and braciola. An immense vat of gravy already simmered on one of the back burners.


			I poured myself some cereal and brought it to the far corner of the kitchen table. Mimma was short and stocky, but her size belied the strength inside her. Her fingers had been tempered from working the fields in her village, and when they weren’t thrust knuckle-deep in caked soil, my great-grandmother used them to make meals with her siblings. She was no stranger to a kitchen and less of one to her culture’s food; that required direct interaction in all aspects of its preparation. I ate quietly as she went about her business expertly and effortlessly rolling out the dough, scooping ricotta filling from a bowl and laying it on the wide swaths of semolina, and then laying its bookend on top. She pressed, cut, and scored the edges. Another ten finished.


			She looked up at me and gave a slight smile and a nod of her head — her typical “good mornings” to me.


			“Buon giorno,” I replied, chewing with my mouth open.


			She must have seen me look at the thirty ravioli she had made. “Non ti preocupare. Ho fattto quest’ per te,” she said. “Don’t worry, yours are here.”


			She had reserved about fifteen large ravioli to the side. They were my favorite, and she knew it, and always made sure she saved me the best ones. I beamed a smile in appreciation. Twenty minutes later, my grandmother emerged from her bedroom. Sallow and dark, her bloodshot eyes stared out of a face gone puffy from too many tears. She didn’t get much sleep.


			“When did you get up?” she asked me, padding over to the coffee pot on the one free burner. “You want buono pan eggs?” That was her way of asking if I wanted eggs sunny side up.


			“No, thanks, I just ate some cereal.”


			She just nodded and poured herself a cup of coffee, bringing it to the two-seat bar countertop that divided the stove and appliances from the kitchen table. She sat down on a stool and stared at the cup.


			“Where’s Mom?” I asked, after what I thought was an appropriate length of time before raising questions. My mother hadn’t slept in her bed, which didn’t surprise me too much. My mother rarely slept even during periods of non-family crises.


			“Out,” my grandmother said curtly. Since living with her, I had learned not to press her when she didn’t offer longer responses to my questions. When I tried to get more information from her, she’d just turn away and busy herself with another project, or else pick up the phone to make a call that subsequently ended any follow-on questions. Mimma continued with her ravioli-making, humming a song from her rural hometown in southern Italy. She had been widowed for longer than I had been alive. Now it was her daughter’s turn to shoulder the burden of sleeping in a bed without a husband and to tend a house without worrying about a man’s scrutiny or judgment.


			I went back to my room and made my bed. Then I took out a couple of comic books. I flipped through the pages. My mind couldn’t concentrate on the words. It didn’t matter; I had read them before hundreds of times. We had to go back to the funeral home again today. I wondered if the same people would show up or if there would be new faces to see. The guest book had been filled up yesterday and I was wondering if they put out a new one for a new day, or if families just got the one.


			An hour or so later, my mother walked through the door. She started talking to my grandmother, although I couldn’t make out what she said. I opened the bedroom door to listen in on their conversation, and to see if I could find out where she had been all this time. Over the past month or so, her presence at the dinner table had become scarcer. When I asked her about this, she told me she had taken on a part-time job to supplement the money she made at the travel agency. People just weren’t travelling like they used to, she said. I wasn’t sure where she was working; she first told me Toys “R” Us, but then last week she said she had to go collect the monthly accounts from St. Margaret’s Church, where she was balancing the books. When I asked her about this, she immediately assumed a defensive position, telling me it wasn’t my place to know where she was every second of every day. But she was hiding something, that much I was certain. She was keeping something private; what that was, I didn’t know, and it made me mad.


			She surprised me when she came around the corner from the kitchen. I froze in the bedroom doorway, and my face flushed with the embarrassment of being caught doing something I shouldn’t. My mother stutter-stepped, buying time to find a smile to replace her surprised expression.


			“Hey there, buttercup,” she said. “How are you doing this morning? Sleep well?”


			“Where have you been?” I asked her. “You didn’t sleep in your bed.” My mother and I shared the bedroom in which she had grown up. When we moved in with my grandmother, she brought my mattress from our old house so that now two twin beds occupied the bedroom. It must have been strange for her to sleep in the same room as her son, but it seemed she was rarely there. At least, I didn’t see her in it when I went to bed, and never saw her in it when I woke up.


			She feigned aggravation. “Don’t get me started,” she said quickly hustling me back into the bedroom and closing the door behind her. “There’s so much to do. So many relatives came in from Pennsylvania and upstate New York. Grandma’s got enough on her plate to deal with all of that, so I’m doing what I can to help out. You should too.”


			My mother had a habit of not answering direct questions. If you asked her what time it was, she’d be more apt to tell you how and where the watch was made. But when it came to me, forget about it. If I lied, she would make me pay the price. When we lived in our old house, I had found a pack of matches on the ground near the basketball hoop on our street. There were four matches left and being curious, I struck the red tip, watching a small ball of orange flame hiss into life. I tested the heat with my free hand, burning my palm. I squealed, dropping the matchbook as I blew on the scorched skin. It hurt, but I thought that striking the matches was cool. I burned the remaining three matches, watching the flame emerge and smelling the sulfur in the air.


			When I went back inside, my mother sat me at the kitchen table and asked me what I was doing. I evaded her question, telling her I was playing basketball. She asked me again in a sterner voice, imploring me not to lie. Instead of reading her tone, I stuck by my story, fearful of her reaction to my admitting to doing something I wasn’t supposed to do. My mother grabbed the hand I burned and wrenched it over. For a second time, I squealed in pain as she exposed my lie. Then she dragged me into the bathroom and ran the water. I broke down immediately and completely. Tears flowed and snot bubbled out of my nostrils. She gave me a bar of Lava soap and told me to take a bite. I wailed, shaking my head, promising never to lie to her again. But she remained firm. Take a bite or suffer something worse. So, I bit it, and felt the sharp, bitter taste dig into my tongue and cheeks. I begged to stop, but she made me take another bite and waited for me to chew and swallow it before she let me rinse my mouth out. From that moment on, I promised myself never to lie to my mother again.


			But it wasn’t a two-lane road. Not with her, anyway. She was a master at veiling language, knowing exactly how much to furl and unfurl at any given moment to provide a narrative she wanted to convey and obfuscating any other plausible alternative. A lie had to be burned out of my mouth; but for her the truth could be pliable like clay, to be molded in the shape and form that suited her at the time.


			“I need a shower,” she continued. “If you need the bathroom, speak up now.”


			I shook my head. She gave me a peck on the cheek and hurried to get to the one bathroom we all shared. I sat on the bed, listening to the sound of the shower next door. There was nowhere to go without being confronted with the reality of my grandfather’s death, so I decided to sit and wait until my name was called to get into the car.
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			The final day of my grandfather’s wake saw the funeral home standing-room-only. Many were return visitors; others, fresh faces. The smaller room in the funeral parlor across from my grandfather’s coffin hosted a Hungarian family, and like the Italians, when they paid respect to the dead, they came in force. I removed my pocket notebook and jotted down my observances of the curious spectacle. Mourners spilled out of both viewing rooms and into the hallway in between the two, an intermingling of cultures that bore many of the same similarities — broken English, black clothing, and bouts of uncontrolled sobbing. The men had to share the smoking room with their Hungarian counterparts and competing tobacco odors swirled in the modest room. One thing became immediately apparent: funerals were shared experiences that didn’t require a common language to recognize that hurt was universal.


			Uncle Philly held court on the far end of the hallway from the front door. He winked at me as he told his off-color jokes, the men bursting into laughter at the raucous punchlines. I lingered outside the smoke-filled room when they started to swap their favorite Mickey stories. I craved this information, to hear something about my grandfather I didn’t know, and was ready to capture the facts on paper. There was so much to learn, so many details of his life that remained unknown. He was largely a mystery, an unsolved puzzle that I desperately tried to put together to see the complete image of the man I wanted to be just like when I grew up.


			Uncle Philly told a story about a real estate deal down off State Street that earned his brother enough dough to take his wife to Las Vegas. At the Dunes, he had gambled away all his money in short order. In a pinch, Mickey finally cashed in their airplane tickets for one last go on the craps tables and ended up making enough money to extend their trip three days.


			Uncle Dom related how Mickey cut him in on a bait-and-switch that netted him a cool fifteen thou (his words). Uncle Dom avoided providing details when he saw me lingering on the periphery of the group.


			Some guy I never met with a large, crooked nose and yellow nicotine-stained teeth mentioned Mickey’s tip about a truckload of razorblades out of Salensky Airport.


			Another guy, in a dark suit and tie, mentioned something about Mickey cutting in someone he referred to only as “The Attorney” on some tool and die union shakedown. What a lawyer had to do with my grandfather or a tool and die union escaped me, and I pushed it off, resigned that I was just a kid, too young to understand the words used by adults.


			It didn’t matter. I happily filled the small pages in my notebook. Each story was another brick that built the image of my grandfather. Later, the truth would be more revelatory and less than exemplary, as I would learn that my grandfather spent most of his life walking a fine line between law-abiding and law-avoiding. But at the time, I felt proud to see how my grandfather took care of other people, how they appreciated him, how they always had a good thing to say about him.


			I maneuvered through the hallway. In a remote corner, Sal Salvadino talked quietly with my grandmother. One good thing about being a kid was that adults often overlooked or ignored my presence if I was quiet enough, which was extremely advantageous when you wanted to listen in on privileged conversations.


			“It’s all taken care of, Mary,” Sal said to my grandmother. “That’s all I can say.”


			My grandmother frowned. “No, Sal, that can’t be. I didn’t even get a bill yet.”


			“Trust me, okay? It’s done. Finito.”


			My grandmother shook her head. “Sal, look, money’s not that tight. I can afford a few dozen flowers…”


			Sal raised his hands to signal the end of the conversation. “I’m not getting into it anymore. You know who I’m talking about…”


			With that, my grandmother suddenly stopped protesting and nodded. Sal patted her shoulder and gave her a hug. He saw me and waved me over.


			“Mike, do me a favor and escort your grandmother back to her seat.”


			I did as I was told. My grandmother interlocked her arm with mine as we walked back into the viewing room. The chairs were almost all occupied, the talk varying in levels of intensity the farther away people sat from the front. She led me to my grandfather’s casket, smiling as she gazed upon my grandfather’s face.


			“He looks good, doesn’t he?” she said.


			Dead bodies were curious things. Even at the hands of the most skilled funeral home practitioners, the deceased looked little like their alive selves. They could be cleaned up and groomed, and even dressed in the same clothing they wore before they passed on. But there was no confusing the individual’s face as anything but seized by death. No one would mistake this person for sleeping or faking sleep. The absence of life, of vitality, was that pronounced and final.


			She reached out and touched his hair, her fingertips travelling down his face. She leaned over and kissed his cheek.


			“Touch him,” she said.


			I looked at her to see if I had heard her right. I was hoping that she didn’t say what I thought she had said, but she remained focused on her dead husband’s face.


			“Go on,” she said again. “He’s dead, Mike. You should meet death face on. There’s nothing to be afraid of. And you shouldn’t live in fear of it. Touch him. He loved you, you know. He loved you very, very much.”


			I stepped closer to the coffin. My grandfather’s face was cold, his once full cheeks, once soft and chubby, were now hard to the touch. I followed my grandmother’s lead and kissed him as she had, pressing my lips against his waxy skin.


			My grandmother gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze, then returned to her seat. I looked at the room’s occupants behind her; older women whispered rosary prayers; some just stared ahead in respective silence; others in the way back paid no mind to those in front, content to converse and put in a respectful amount of time before moving on.


			I sat next to Mimma, who dug a hand in her purse and pulled out a butterscotch hard candy, handing it to me. For a small purse, she had a seemingly never-ending supply of hard candy, tissues, change, and safety pins.


			The evening viewing pulled in the most people of the three-day vigil. Most of the family were there, but so were many friends and associates of my grandfather. That night, Sal Salvadino briefed us on the next day’s schedule; the limo pick-up time, the departure from the funeral home to the graveyard; the final internment of my grandfather. He explained it all slowly and succinctly and waited patiently to answer any questions. After, he handed three guest books to my grandmother, expressing his condolences for the umpteenth time, and for the third night, the family unit split up. Uncle Philly brought Mimma and me home, and for the third time, I went to bed before either my grandmother or mother got home.
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			True to Sal’s word, the washed and waxed black limousine showed up at the exact time he had promised, looking impressive on a street of blue-collar Italian families. We climbed inside, dressed in our best to say our final goodbyes to my grandfather. The trip to the funeral home was quiet. My grandmother cried soundless tears, and to avoid unnecessary and uncomfortable eye contact, the rest of us in back turned our attention to the closest window to give her some temporary privacy.


			I remained in the parking lot at the back of the building with the limo driver as the rest of my family had a final personal moment with the body. He lit up a cigarette, blowing out a series of practiced smoke rings. I wanted to ask him how many times he drove families like ours to cemeteries, and if he felt like he was like Charon, ferrying the dead to their final destinations.


			But my family came out before I mustered the courage to speak to this stranger. Their faces bore the unmistakable signs of recent grieving — red-rimmed eyes and tinted noses that were in a constant state of running and wiping.


			At the cemetery, mourners came in large numbers, massing around the newly dug grave. If not for the austerity of St Augustine’s and the rows of various sized headstones, a quick glance of the scene almost suggested a more festive occasion than a burial. A family friend, Father D’Amico, gave an inspiring benediction. Though my grandfather was not a devout church-goer, his wife was a generous contributor to the weekly tithe. Father D’Amico brought his A-game, and it showed in the nods and satisfied faces of the brethren gathered around him.


			The day was colder than expected, even for December, and the windchill drove the temperature down even further. It was rumored later that one of the priest’s attendants muttered “Jesus Christ, it’s cold” under his breath before the prayers commenced, soliciting some chuckles from those nearby who had overheard the slip-up.


			That night, the extended family gathered at my grandmother’s house. Uncles, aunts, and cousins milled about the already cramped house. The talk was noisy and swelling with a lot of laughter. Mimma broke out the ravioli and the rest of the Italian feast she had pre-prepped the day before. There was plenty of wine and bread, and there were so many plates there was barely enough space to see the tablecloth beneath them. Luigi’s Bakery provided enough trays of pastries and cookies to feed an army. Weddings and funerals were celebrations in Italian families. Only when everyone went home did proper mourning ensue. But that night commemorated a life; it did not lament a death.


			True to fashion, my grandfather’s brothers competed for the evening spotlight, seeing who could tell the most stories and get the most attention, a habit developed over a lifetime of competing for their mother’s affection. Uncle Philly, who bore the closest resemblance to his older brother Mickey straight down to his pencil-thin moustache, understood how to work a crowd, and let his older and louder brother spout at the mouth before adding well-placed commentary.


			His quips garnered the lion’s share of laughs, putting Uncle Dom in a sorry state. He took refuge in the TV room with his scotch and his Camel cigarettes, muttering a not-so-delicate slew of disparaging comments under his breath about his younger brother.


			Guests popped in throughout the night. Although not family in the purest sense, they had been friends with my grandmother or grandfather since forever. They came bearing food; the Italian culture always worried about suffering the one unforgivable sin of not having enough food for the people that unexpectedly showed up. A little after nine at night, the front doorbell rang. The unfamiliarity of that sound was evident in the looks on people’s faces who had been to my grandmother’s house before. Everyone knew to enter through the back porch. Gennaro, one of my grandmother’s friends, opened the door. A large, ostentatious flower arrangement covered the face of a delivery person.


			“Mamma mia, Mary,” Gennaro said. “You got a delivery.”


			Purse in hand, my grandmother found her way to Gennaro and directed the delivery man to set the arrangement down on the floor. She opened the purse to tip the man, but he waved her off.


			“Sorry, ma’am,” he said. “I can’t accept.”


			She looked for a card amidst the massive bouquet of white lilies and chrysanthemums. “Who are they from?” she asked.


			The delivery man shook his head. “I don’t know, I forgot.” The two shared a look and my grandmother nodded. “Sorry for your loss,” the man said, before heading down the steps.


			“Mary,” Gennaro said. “Who are they from?”


			But my grandmother did not answer him, turning her attention back to the rest of her closest friends and family.
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			The last guest left a little after midnight. I had been in bed since ten o’clock, but couldn’t sleep, partly because of the activity throughout the house and partly because my mind kept turning over the events of the last few days. I met extended family I had known only by name, and some that lived only two towns over from us but never saw short of a major life event. The whole ordeal was a whirlwind that had finally spun itself out and was finally coming to a conclusion. Tomorrow, most of these well-wishers would retreat to their lives, emerging seasonally like a cicada for the next big wedding or funeral.


			Our lives would go on too, only without my grandfather making scrambled eggs or slapping on enough cologne to fill the house with its alcohol-clean fragrance. My grandfather, who had been the one person I looked up to and loved with all my heart, even perhaps more than my own mother, was gone, and a void had taken his place.


			When my eyelids started to finally succumb to the day’s events, a terrifying realization swept through me, and I shuddered before I fell asleep.


			Although he had been dead a week, I hadn’t cried for my grandfather’s loss.
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