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For Ray and Nancy


What did the Zen Buddhist say to the hot-dog vendor?

“Make me one with everything.”


It was my intention that this memoir be a lighthearted kitchen romance, My Life in Food. I would describe how, the daughter of two professors, I was drawn to cooking as a small child, eventually became a professional chef, and after working for years in Italy, returned to the States to become known as the talky-impulsive host of the TV show “Pot Luck.” I meant to glide lightly over my marriage to Angelo Ferrante and life with our daughter, Olivia. If I was supremely comfortable with mishaps before an audience and occasionally courted disaster to liven up my show, I’m far less easy with the mistakes and misunderstandings of real life and had no desire to recount them to strangers.

I was first diverted by the question of names. My maiden name was Sindler. I’d changed it automatically when I married Angelo in 1974, and there’d never been any question of going back to Sindler when we divorced. If Ferrante suggested someone I was not, neither was I a Sindler anymore. A new name would solve the problem in theory even while denying my past. Nor did I like the awkward hyphenated labels many women were choosing. My maiden name, was, after all, not just mine but my father’s. Using it seemed to negate my life since leaving home. I finally decided to be Ferrante for publishing purposes because that was who could get a contract. In fact, my professional name would be a useful reminder of what the book was to be about. Settled.

Well, not so settled. For as soon as I began writing, I was swamped by memories that weren’t the ones I’d intended to evoke. Stories about Angelo. Good and bad times with Livvy—Olivia, as I’m instructed to call her. And finally I realized I’d made the same mistake I had when she was young, in assuming I had two lives, in and out of the kitchen, and that she would take this for granted as I did. I was an adoring mother from the time Livvy was born, but I was patient and attentive only when I wasn’t cooking meals for twenty to sixty people at a time. Now her memories of me are of a kitchen monster, a whirling dervish who never turned from the stove except to scream at her. Nothing I say can make her believe the pleasure I took in her, what wonderful times we had, while her memories of Angelo are of a father who adored her until he remarried and life changed, to an unimaginable degree, for the worse.

It’s so much easier to deal with food than with people. The difference between people and food is that if you take identical pieces of food and treat them identically, they will turn out the same way. Eggs whipped for a long time will be frothier, meat will grow tender if you pound on it, sour cream that’s separated by heat can be restored in the blender. Results are predictable, damage can be disguised or repaired.

It took me a long time, with Livvy, even to understand that some attempt at repair was in order. At first I thought she was simply a teenager gone haywire. I could pinpoint the moments when adolescent irritability erupted into volcanic rage; they never appeared to be about anything really terrible. One of the worst occurred after the first television show I did, in 1989, when I was called in as a last-minute replacement on the cooking segment of “Johnny Wishbone.”
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“Hi, everybody. I’m Caroline Ferrante and the camera is visiting my summer cooking class in Westport. We’ve just finished making a buridda, the Ligurian fish stew that you can see in these pots on the stove. I was thinking about a change of pace for ‘Johnny Wishbone,’ and fresh vegetables seemed like an obvious choice at this time of year. Don’t get scared. This isn’t going to be one of those, uh, Everything-You-Ever-Were-Scared-to-Ask-About-Sterilizing routines. But I’d like to encourage you to, say, prepare some fresh tomato sauce and freeze what you don’t use in a couple of washed-out yogurt containers. Everyone’s learned about pesto geneovese in the last few years, it’s all over the place. But it doesn’t seem to occur to people that plenty of other herbs can be frozen when they’re fresh and dry. Or pounded or ground up with oil into pestos, pastes, and frozen in those little pill bottles you never had any use for, then added to sauces, soups, all kinds of dishes that need to be livened up a little. Including vegetables. I mean, vegetables aren’t sexy the way meat is, but meat without any vegetables is . . . is sort of like sex without a mattress. The good stuff is there, but it isn’t quite as easy to enjoy. By the way, those little bottles are good for tiny amounts of leftover sauce and gravy, too.

“Anyway, today we’re going to do a salsa verde. A green sauce. It’s usually easy to get the main ingredient, good Italian parsley, the kind that doesn’t curl up so hard you can’t taste it. Some people use arugula and basil as well. If I have time, I’ll do different versions of green sauce, and encourage you to do the same. See which one you like best. Think about which food you’d like to put it on.

“Use your imagination. I don’t mean try cinnamon if the recipe says capers or anchovies. But if it calls for basil, and you’ve got a lot of mint in your backyard, try the mint. Look at whatever else is around that’s green. Taste it. Try to imagine how the combination’ll taste. If you think it might be good, throw it in. The worst that can happen is it’ll be awful, in which case you’ll play with it to make it better. Or throw it out.”

As I spoke, I’d been chopping garlic, then parsley and basil. Now I started to put them in the Cuisinart, then realized that the bowl was clean, but the blade wasn’t in it. I saw the Waring Blender nearby on the counter, pulled it over, took off the cap. I put in the garlic, parsley, and arugula, then measured in the mustard, lemon juice, and olive oil.

“I yield to none in my love of the Cuisinart, but the fact is you’re really supposed to do all this with a mortar and pestle, so I don’t think you should worry if you have to use a blender. In fact . . .” I pressed one of the buttons, smiled at the camera. I was about to say that it barely mattered which button you pressed, but I stopped speaking because the contents of the blender, the cover of which I had neglected to put back on, were spraying my hair, my neck, and the near side of my face, as well as everything else in the vicinity.

I looked down to find the button to turn off the machine and the green gunk flew into my eyes.

“Oh, my God!” I moaned, trying to find the buttons. “This is like braille!”

I found them and pressed one. The machine stopped. I groped for a dish towel, which one of the women in my class came forward to hand me. They were all giggling. The cameraman turned to catch them, returned to show me cleaning myself off.

“I just remembered—did you ever hear about the Jew who gave a blind man his first piece of matzo?” I pretended to be the blind man, running his fingers over the big, crinkly matzo cracker that is foreign to him. “And he feels it, and feels it, and after a while, he asks, ‘Who wrote this sh—junk?’ ”

As the class laughed harder, the cameraman signaled that I had four minutes to fill.

“Actually, this reminds me, when my daughter was little, maybe two years old, we lived in Rome, and I was the chef in a restaurant there. . . . The Italians do not believe, as the French and Americans do, that women shouldn’t cook in an establishment where money changes hands. . . . Anyway, one day Livvy wanted something to eat and she looked down into a bowl of salsa verde and asked what the grasso verde was. They may sound similar, but one is green sauce and the other is green grease.

“Let’s see. Where was I? Okay. We can clean up the mess later. I guess the first thing to do is . . . No, even before that, we’re going to cover the blender. Then we’ll turn it on for a few seconds and see what we’ve got left.” I took off the cover, stuck in my finger, withdrew it, and tasted it. “Hmmm. What I’ve got is a pleasant blend of some herbs and garlic, to which I’m going to add some oil and a little lemon juice, and I’ll end up with a pleasant little salsa that’s a little better or worse than the one I usually do. Or maybe it’ll make a nice salad dressing. Flexibility is the important thing. . . .”

Two minutes.

“I’m reminded . . . Telling the story about Livvy reminded me of another one. Some years ago, my brother, Gus, came to visit us in Rome during Easter vacation. Gus is a physicist, the kind of person who wants to know everything about a place before he goes there, and he’d read a lot, not just on the museums and the Vatican, but about food. He’d read that abbacchio, baby lamb, was a Roman Eastertime specialty. He was delighted because he hated fish and he’d been afraid he’d have to eat pasta all week. He was dismayed to discover that the restaurant owners hadn’t read the same book as he had, and almost every good place in Rome was closed for Easter week. Of the open, more modest ones, nobody was serving abbacchio, which is not only very expensive, but difficult to hold in its rare and juicy state for any length of time.

“The Italian word for lamb is agnello, and abbacchio is a word Livvy had probably never heard. Anyway, we were all sitting around in the restaurant, our restaurant, before dinner hour, and Gus was complaining about not being able to find abbacchio, and I was saying I’d make it for him, and Livvy asked what it was, and Gus explained in his detailed, physicist’s fashion, and Livvy sat there staring at him. Something horrible had clicked. I think until that moment, she’d never connected meat to the pictures of animals she’d seen in her books. She ran to me for protection as though Gus might take it into his head to carve her up next! And nothing I said could change her feeling about him.

“It was a while before my daughter would look at any kind of meat. On the other hand, I’m happy to tell you that by the end of that week, Gus was eating two kinds of fish.”
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The first three phone calls were from Sheldon, my agent, now producer. 1. I was wonderful. 2. I was to get back to my parents’ house immediately so he could reach me. 3. If anyone wanted to talk to me about a show, I should just give them his number. Not try to talk to them. And I should please, for God’s sake, put on some makeup and comb my hair before anyone saw me on the street. You never knew who . . . (I’d had ten minutes to prepare for the show and hadn’t been able to worry about my appearance. I am an ordinarily attractive female with light-brown hair and dark-brown eyes who, when I was younger, got looked at on the street no matter what I was wearing. Now I was more likely to have my existence noted by strangers if I dressed up a little.)

I made my way back to my parents’. I hadn’t thought to call and tell them to turn on the set. It was just as well; I’m not sure they knew yet that it worked during daytime hours. Unfortunately, the same was not true of everyone else in Westport.

“You think I’m Mickey Mouse or something?” were Olivia’s first, furious words as she stormed into the house, having been told by a friend’s mother that I’d talked about her on TV. Thank God the friend’s mother hadn’t repeated the anecdote. “You think I’m some kind of character you made up?”

It crossed my mind that a case could be made for my having, indeed, made her up, but I wasn’t about to sacrifice all hopes of peace for a one-liner.

“I can understand if you don’t want me to make a habit of talking about you in public. But I was asked to fill in for someone on a cooking show. Last minute. I needed to fill the time—”

“That’s what you think I’m here for? When you need to fill time?”

“No,” I said, “but the stories were about when you were little and it didn’t oc—”

“I don’t want you to talk about me!” she shouted. “Ever!”

“I guess I thought I was talking about me, too.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she demanded.

“It means that whether you like it or not, we have a great deal to do with each other.”

“Nothing but money! All we have to do with each other is money!”

“Oh,” I said wearily. “Well, if you can believe that, I guess there’s nothing to discuss.”

“Except using me on your show.”

I smiled slightly. “Well, I hope I’ll have a show to not use you on. If I do, all I ever really expect to talk about is food and cooking. On the other hand, it’s not giving away any secrets to say I have a daughter. Hundreds of people between here and Italy know I’m your mother.”

“My birth mother!” she shouted back.

“Birth mother?” I hadn’t heard the phrase before, though I gather it’s widely used. “Well, of course I’m your birth mother. Your birth mother and your nursing mother and your diaper-changing mother and your hugging and kissing—”

“I don’t remember you ever hugged me or anything else! I don’t believe any of it!”

“Oh. But you do believe I gave birth to you?”

“No.” It was so fast as to take my breath away. “I don’t really believe it, except my father said it was true.”

“I see. Your father acknowledged that I was your mother.”

“He acknowledged”—the words were slowly and loftily spoken—“that your womb held me for nine months while I grew into a baby that could be born.”

“I see. That’s all a mother, a birth mother, is. A womb. A holder.”

“That’s right. Some mothers.” Not a moment’s hesitation or ambivalence.

“Well, then . . .” It was coming slowly. I was amazed by the way my tears were staying in my brain and out of my eyes. “Perhaps my reward for carrying you for nine months is that I can say I have a daughter.”

From that time on, I didn’t refer to Livvy in my classes, or, later, on the show. But I cannot eliminate her so thoroughly from my writing memories. Blood is stickier than desire, less subject to the owner’s whim, or to the wear and tear of time. Unacknowledged bonds are no less powerful and may even, like mushrooms, grow better in the dark. There are times when I think that if Livvy hadn’t gone so far in her rebellion the trip back would have been less painful.

Whatever else is true, whatever I think is on my mind as I sit down to write, she is with me as the words begin to flow.
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When I was younger I was puzzled to hear women talk about cooking as though it were higher mathematics—some arcane field one dare not enter without the brilliance to divine the meaning of 1 C flour or 1 Tbsp. salt. Assurances to friends that some dish I’d served was straight out of a cookbook they could read as easily as I were met with admiring disbelief or uneasy laughter—as though I’d promised that if they’d just glance at a physics text, they would understand instantly why E equaled MC2.

Aside from its physical pleasures, cooking always held for me the allure of the forbidden. My parents, having passed on to me their strong interest in eating well, resisted the notion that any subject so remote from the academy was appropriate as a life’s work. They both taught at Columbia University, my father, European history with emphasis on the Second World War and its aftermath, my mother, art, her strong interest being in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century Italians. Gus teaches physics at the California Institute of Technology. My older sister, Beatrice, is a psychologist—borderline academic but still acceptable to my parents.

I was born in June 1954, my birth cleverly arranged by someone or other to coincide with my parents’ summer vacation. If its timing had been arranged, the fact of my conception had not. My brother and sister are eight and six years older than I, and my mother, having put in her years of full-time child care, was back at school, on the tenure track. From the time I was born, a full-time housekeeper always lived with us in our huge Morningside Heights apartment, which was owned by the university.

While my parents appreciated women with other fine qualities, they were kind indefinitely only to those who were excellent cooks. And from an early age I exhibited a strong affinity for those women, a tendency to be with them in the kitchen when the rest of the family was off reading or writing. As I grew up I became increasingly helpful in the matter of training new housekeeper-cooks, increasingly skillful at making a good meal myself.

As I remember battles with my parents over school and homework, it strikes me for the first time that they tried to impose some split in my feelings not unlike the one I later expected of my own daughter. I was fourteen months old when my mother returned to Columbia, having hired a kind and competent woman to superintend me, the apartment, and the kitchen. My parents are good people and they were never awful to me, but during the school year they worked almost as hard at home, on their own papers and their students’, as they did at the university, and for a long time it didn’t bother them that the kitchen was the center of my home life. How convenient to have a little girl who was more comfortable with the housekeeper’s taking her to the doctor than she would have been with either parent; who was more than content to bake cake on a Saturday afternoon when they wanted to take the two older kids to a museum; who, when she learned to play Go Fish, brought the deck to the kitchen to see if the housekeeper would play with her, instead of nudging them. It was a long time before they became uneasy about my attachment to the kitchen and its primary occupant.

My earliest memories are of Caitlin, the lovely Scots-Canadian who came to us when I was about three, who let me “help” her in the kitchen, and who allowed me, if we weren’t too close to dinnertime, to lick the bowl when we’d finished mixing and pouring the batter I came to prefer to baked cake. The batter was just for me, while the finished product had to be shared with the family. When Caitlin left to get married, I was heartbroken. She was replaced briefly by a cousin of hers from one of the Northern Canadian provinces whose culinary skills turned out to be of little interest to my parents (she insisted that the roast would not have been tough had my parents allowed her to look for moose or rabbit meat). But then Suallen came to make me and the kitchen happy.

Suallen’s grandparents had been slaves, her parents farmers on a small piece of Georgia land where they raised chickens, a few pigs, and as many vegetables as space would allow. My parents had tasted a Suallen meal at the home of friends who could no longer afford a live-in housekeeper, and had hired her on the spot without knowing that she’d left school to help on the farm before she had learned to read. With instruction from my father and help from me, she was reading cookbooks as well as The New York Times within a year. In 1961 she was awarded a B.S. in Education by Teachers College and returned to Georgia to teach. In the meantime, I’d learned to cook what had been called soul food by Suallen’s family long before the notion that collard greens were edible and sweet potatoes good for more than Thanksgiving hit the cooking pages of the Times. (Chitterlings, the wonderful, crackly pigs’ intestines, became a favorite in our house and remained one until my parents started reading about cholesterol.)

If I don’t recall precisely when announcements about a dish I’d mastered began to be greeted with queries about whether I’d done my homework, I do remember the evening when I came to understand the strength to my parents’ disapproval of the reality that food continued to draw me more powerfully than academia did.

Our housekeeper was Anna Cherubini, whom my parents had found in Florence the summer after Suallen left. Anna’s family ran a trattoria in Florence, for which she had been the sole chef until her husband died two years earlier, and was still the mainstay now that her sons ran it. But for reasons having to do with one son’s wife, she had become unhappy there. She had consented to come to the States to work for my parents “for a few months,” tending the apartment and, of course, preparing her lovely meals. The few months had stretched into a few years because her talents, unlike mine, were appreciated unequivocally by my parents, and because she and I developed a strong attachment to each other as I learned Italian from her, and she picked up English from me.

Anna was a Sicilian who’d married a Florentine whose mother was from Genoa and who was comfortable with a variety of cuisines. Anna did tripe in the style of Bologna, Genoa, or Rome, liver Veneziana, or as cooked in Trieste or Tuscany, fish soup as made in Sicily, Rome, or any of the more than a dozen regions with their own fish and vegetable favorites. Within months of coming to us, and with translation and marketing assistance from me, she could also do a divine brown sauce, a perfect tarte tatin, and various other dishes my parents adored.

During my last term of high school, Anna got a call from her son Anthony, who said she was needed desperately at the restaurant. Subito. The call came on Wednesday morning. She left Thursday night, promising that as soon as she was resettled, I could visit.

I was far more disconsolate than I’d have been if my mother had left. I was scheduled to begin Barnard in the autumn. I made a couple of stabs at persuading my parents to let me apply to a good French cooking school, but they were convinced that in college I’d find an academic subject, an appropriate subject, that interested me more than cooking did. In the meantime, observing my continued depression over the loss of Anna, they said that if I would cook as they asked, and as my school schedule allowed, they would give up their live-in housekeeper and provide me with something between an allowance and a salary.

Which is how I came to make dinner one Friday night for their friends, the painters Jason and Eleanora Steinpark, who owned a home in Gaiole, about half an hour outside of Florence. When Jason learned that the meal (canederli—dumplings stuffed with prosciutto, because in those days I couldn’t get the proper ham even at Zabar’s or in East Harlem; a burridda, the one with two d’s, made with squid and lotte; Parmigiano-Reggiano with an endive and walnut salad) was my work, he congratulated me in Italian. I answered in kind and we got into a conversation about food. He was startled by my knowledgeability.

“I must say, Caroline doesn’t sound like a student with a nice hobby,” he told my parents at some point, laughing benignly. “She sounds like a professional.”

“I’m going to be,” I assured him, although I hadn’t actually thought that far ahead. “I’m going to be a chef.”

Silence. It was 1972, the height of the era that would later be called The Sixties. Women were more worried about pregnancy and overweight than about contracting sexual diseases, and if many parents would have been grateful for an eighteen-year-old who was so discreet about her sex-and-dope life that they didn’t have to know it existed, mine were of a different mindset. Dope was no scarier to them than anything else that might keep one of their children from earning a Ph.D. Julia Child was splendid, as was Catherine Deneuve’s prostitute in Belle du Jour, but you didn’t expect your own children to make a living the way either of them did. (In my senior year I had become promiscuous, a word nobody would have used then and which I use now to describe a young woman who went to bed with almost any boy she kissed.)

My parents laughed uneasily. Jason needed help but he wasn’t getting any. Eleanora wasn’t attending to the conversation; she never did when it wasn’t about her.

“Well,” he finally said, “I think you’re very sensible to be going for a degree. You can . . . sort of . . . have your academic cake and eat it, too.” He laughed uncomfortably.

My parents joined him, a tiny bit less apprehensive than they’d have been if I had challenged his words.

But I was as restless at Barnard College as I’d been at Stuyvesant High School, where I’d done fine on the entrance exam, but then just scraped by in the endless math and science classes that were of no interest to me. If language still came easily, there was no Anna waiting at home to joke with about fancy folks’ talk, as opposed to the good, idiomatic Italian she’d taught me. I was taking college French, but it was more fun learning Spanish from a Cuban friend at Barnard with whom I ate often at one of the good Cuban-Chinese restaurants that had opened along Broadway.

I was trying to figure out how to persuade my parents to subsidize one year’s attendance at cooking school (delaying my second year at Barnard), when the Steinparks, apparently with their consent, asked if I’d like to work as their mother’s helper in Gaiole that summer. I would prepare lunch and dinner for the family as well as breakfast for their eight-year-old son, Evan. I would be responsible for Evan six days a week as well as those evenings when his parents wished to go out, and I would make a serious attempt to get him to learn some Italian, which he’d resisted until now. Eleanora would be working particularly hard, and she and Jason would be eating at home more than they normally did, because she was preparing for her first major show. They would pay on the high side for that sort of job.
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The summer worked well. Gaiole was hot but very beautiful, and there was a pool on the substantial plot of land in back of the house. The Steinparks also owned a vineyard that lay across the dirt road that passed their home. The dirt road led to a paved one, which, in turn, led to the autostrada to Florence. Most often Jason, Evan, and I drove to Florence, since Eleanora was under so much pressure. It was understood that Jason was not under similar pressure, but unless I’m mistaken, there was always some reason for life’s being run around Eleanora.

In Florence we usually had lunch at the Trattoria Cherubini. The food was as good as one would have expected, I met Anna’s sons and their families, and even if Anna was too busy to spend much time with me, I enjoyed seeing her briefly and knowing she was always nearby. A highlight of my summer occurred one afternoon when Genevra, the difficult daughter-in-law, who was also the better cook, wasn’t around. Anna cut her finger badly and I was able, with Jason’s consent, to take over. Anna stood next to me, holding clean cloths around her finger and directing me during what remained of the lunch hour.

My absorption in the matter of everyday life made it easier than it might have been to get along with Eleanora. When challenged about food (or almost anything), I became involved in finding the physical solution, whether it was learning why she adored osso buco only in Milan (the Milanese use no tomatoes in the sauce), or trying to duplicate the tiramisu from the restaurant in Florence that had nothing else of interest (it was their brandy). This also worked with Evan, who got hooked into kitchen matters and began to learn Italian from me very much as I had learned it from Anna.

Finally, I was fascinated by the operation of the Steinpark vineyard, run by Angelo Ferrante, who managed theirs and several others owned by nonresidents. This fascination led me into an affair with Angelo, an attractive-homely Sicilian of thirty-one who, before we ever sat down together on the grass, told me he had a wife and four children in Palermo.

Angelo was casually flirtatious from the beginning. I flattered myself that this was because I spoke a nontouristy Italian he could readily understand. He had English but wouldn’t use it, and was given to pronouncements like “All American girls are spoiled.” It is easier for me to quote such lines than to admit the corresponding truth, that I enjoyed, and later married, an outline and a cliché. Angelo was the dark, sexy peasant, as smart as he was uneducated, as strong as he was foreign to me. If he was tender only when aroused, this had to do with custom, and if he refused to absorb knowledge of other (American) ways of doing things, this was because rich Americans like the Steinparks always had an upper hand supported by wealth. Ordinary Italians couldn’t compete, and so were left with no recourse but to fight domination. Surely there is some grain of truth to this argument, which, like most such arguments, takes no notice of broad variation in individuals, or explains why I hooked up with this particular person.

Our affair began less than two weeks after I’d arrived in June, but our friendship began on the day I told Angelo he should not judge all American women by the bitch I worked for. (He dealt only with Jason.) From then on, I saw him, or so I assumed, whenever he was in or near Gaiole. He taught me all the Italian words Anna didn’t know or wouldn’t use, often in the course of unburdening himself about Eleanora. As he complained and I sympathized, we grew closer and closer. But if Angelo ever fell in love with me, I would have to say that it wasn’t my sympathies or the set of my mind, any more than it was my eyes, breasts, or any part—or the whole—of me he fell for, but, rather, it was my caponata.

Caponata is a dish that originated in Sicily and there are important regional differences in its preparation. As Angelo grew up with it, and as I had already mostly prepared it on the fateful afternoon when the Steinparks decided to take Evan someplace for an overnight visit, it contains not only eggplant, celery, olives, and so on, but sometimes bits of lobster, shrimp, or tuna—and here is the point where the tongues of true Sicilians separate them from others—unsweetened cocoa and slivers of toasted almond tossed on at the last minute.

I told Angelo that the Steinparks were away until the next morning and that I’d already made a caponata, which we might as well eat. Then, if he wished, he could stay with me in the house durante la notte.

When he arrived without having eaten, he usually asked for some bread and cheese. If I offered him a meal, he always said he’d eaten too much for lunch. Now he was sure he wanted to stay over, less certain he wanted to eat the meal I’d cooked. He said he’d take me out to dinner. I told him he should go out if he wanted to, and if he did, he should stay out.

He got it.

I can still hear his heavy step as he came to the table, picture his sudden alertness as he saw the Sicilian bread Evan and I had baked that rainy morning (made with semolina flour, it was heavily sprinkled with the poppy seeds Evan adored), his look of near disbelief when I began to ladle the caponata into the big, flat-bottomed bowls, being careful to leave some of the almond slivers on top.

I sat down facing him at one end of the long wooden table in the kitchen. He sliced some bread, bit into it, looked at the slice as he chewed, looked back at me. He moved the bread to his left hand, lifted the fork with his right, prodded various pieces of the caponata, raised the sauce-coated fork to his nose, sniffed it, carefully skewered a piece of fish and an olive, pushed the fork gently through the sauce, then, staring at the loaf of bread in front of him, lifted the fork, opened his mouth, and set in the food as though it were a bomb that still might explode. He chewed slowly.

I had become absorbed in the process and wasn’t eating, but just watching him. The momentous nature of the occasion dawned on me only as his eyes, more softly focused than I had ever seen them and slightly moist as well, moved to meet mine for the first time. Still looking at me, he speared some more fish and vegetables, mopped up a little sauce, ate.

“Who taught you this?” he finally asked, a hush to his voice.

“I told you I could cook,” I pointed out. “You should’ve . . . Anna,” I finally said. “She was a Sicilian. Is a Sicilian.” Anna hadn’t added the cocoa and almonds at my parents’, but she’d mentioned them, and I’d since found them in a Sicilian cookbook. Angelo had never talked much about his life, and I knew little more than that he’d grown up near Palermo and his wife and children were still there. Certainly he’d never mentioned preferring Sicilian food to all other. I’d thought of myself as taking a chance, preparing the caponata in that style. “She’s the one I told you about, with the restaurant in Florence.”

He nodded. The kitchen’s atmosphere had grown close to a church’s.

“Next week, we go there,” he said. “In the meantime, you eat.”
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In the meantime, I ate. But our relationship had altered. I don’t know if Angelo was in love with me, I know that I wasn’t with him, but he couldn’t keep his hands off me, became affectionate at times when there was no chance of getting me to bed—or to the blanket he took from his pickup truck and spread on the grass. And he came to the vineyard more frequently. During August he was around much more often than he’d been in July. I assumed this had to do with the ripening grapes until one day Jason winked and said they must have me to thank for the fact that Angelo was tending their vines more closely than in previous years.

Now Angelo and I invariably went into town on Thursdays, my day and night off. I’d introduced him to Anna, with whom he was at once filial and courtly, telling her, after our first meal at the trattoria, that if he hadn’t anything else to be grateful to me for, he would always thank me for bringing him to her. He went to the men’s room and Anna whispered to me that I should be careful about what Angelo had to be grateful for.

I giggled.

She shook her head, said she was serious, that he was a damerino if she’d ever seen one.

I hadn’t known the word for ladies’ man but could understand what she was saying and wanted to reassure (and deceive) her (and myself).

“Don’t worry, we’re just pals,” I told her. “He has a wife and kids in Sicily.”

“All the more reason,” she said, “to watch yourself. He’s a charmer.” (lncantatore. Anna hadn’t spoken a word of English since her return to Italy.)

[image: images]

At the beginning of my last week in Gaiole, as Angelo and I lay together one night on a tarp spread over hay in the back of his truck, I made a teasing remark about how long it would take him to find another girl for times when he was away from his wife.

“I don’t have a wife,” he said. “I tell them I’m married so they won’t disturb my bachelorhood.”

I was not nearly so startled as I should have been. Nor did it occur to me to question his use of the feminine plural they—esse—to describe people who might have disturbed him.

“I don’t believe you,” I exclaimed. “No wonder Anna told me to watch out for you!”

He rolled back on top of me, looked at me seriously from a distance of a few inches, and asked whether I would prefer him to be married.

“I don’t know,” I said truthfully. “I guess it doesn’t make much difference.”

He rolled off me and remained quiet during our brief remaining time that evening, then was alternately loving and withdrawn during my last week in Gaiole. If he hoped I’d remain when the Steinparks went home, this didn’t enter my mind as a serious possibility. In New York I often suffered from the feeling that I was the only member of my family who hadn’t a life to call her own. But Angelo seemed even less finished than I. Much too restless to be the sort of man with whom one could imagine settling into a life.

Would that I had allowed this impression to remain with me! Would that I had believed what I sensed, that the person between the outlining cultural dots was foreign to me, specifics all too easily misperceived or misunderstood. Back in New York, whenever school was going badly or I had no boyfriend or one I didn’t much like, I’d yearn to be with Anna. And Angelo.

In fact, Angelo and I began a correspondence that subtly altered their order of importance, so that at some point it became Angelo, and then Anna, I wanted to see again. If my letters were mostly complaints about school, with discussions of movies I’d seen and an occasional anecdote about a friend or relative, his were rich in details of his past, some of which I later ascertained to be true. He did have eight brothers and sisters, all of whom lived, with their families, in Sicily, between Castellemare del Golfo and Palermo. His father and one of his brothers had olive orchards. The other brothers were fishermen, his sisters all had children. There were wonderful letters in which he described the harvesting of the olives in November and December, the green ones before they were fully ripe, the purple when just ripe, and the black when overripe. All were cleaned and rinsed in cold water, crushed in stone mortars or under granite millstones, then kneaded and crushed again for the first pressing. He wrote lovingly of the way the beautiful flowers turned into berries; the first time he’d eaten an untreated olive he’d been horrified by the taste. He told me how he inhaled with greater pleasure than any food or wine the first pressed oil, and described the tables at the vucciria, the marketplace in Palermo, where there was an olive vendor with a differently prepared olive every time you took a step. I wrote back that his description of eating an untreated olive had reminded me of the first time I hid in the bathroom with a stolen cigarette and choked on the smoke. (Angelo had always smelled strongly of cigarettes, and his dark skin had been tough and discolored on his cigarette-holding fingers, but he’d never smoked in my presence.) I asked what had made him leave Sicily, when it was so beautiful. He wrote that he didn’t even like to talk about this, but his family’s lands were Mafia-owned and he couldn’t abide the thought of being controlled by the brotherhood. (The Godfather was already as well known in Italy as it was in the States, everyone knew Americans were infatuated with it, and I think he assumed, correctly, that this explanation would appeal to me. If there was some truth in his stories, it probably lay in his inability to get along for any length of time with anyone who had power over him.) He described how, as a boy of nine, he’d left Castellemare for Palermo, where he worked the cigarette table in the vucciria. The table would hold a pack of each kind of cigarette—Marlboro, Winston, and so on. Customers would pay the man attending it for a carton of whichever they wanted and moments later a small boy—Angelo, or one of his brothers or cousins or neighbors—would be tugging at a leg of his pants, giving him the carton. More difficult was the fisherman’s job of swimming out to collect the cigarette cartons in the harbor, in plastic bags thrown overboard from boats that were part of a chain set up to avoid the Guardia di Finanza, the finance guard whose job it was to collect the heavy cigarette taxes. Later the same chain would be used for drugs. Later he had worked for a large landholder near Castellemare, but there’d been trouble. The guy didn’t want to pay the tribute, il pizzo, extorted by the Mafia to do business. Il pizzo meant the beak of a bird. They always wanted to dip their beak in your business. This was the life he had run from when he was twelve, moving to Naples, where he had been taken in by a woman who knew the owner of the restaurant where he’d gotten a job washing dishes, though he was always looking to get back to the wine. It took a long time.

Maybe.

I wrote Angelo that I wished I were in Florence and I was trying to save enough money to visit. (I already had more than enough, but it seemed wise to provide us both with an out.) He answered immediately, promising that if I could manage this, I wouldn’t need money to live while I was there. He had begun working as a bartender at Anna’s without giving up his vineyard jobs. We’d discussed the possibility of traveling together through Sicily. If only I would return to Florence, he said now, getting to Sicily would be easy. I resisted the increasingly strong pull of his letters for almost a year, perhaps sensing that if I went to Florence, I wouldn’t return.
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Anna’s 1973 Christmas card came in November and contained an invitation to visit during Christmas. She had room for me to stay in her apartment, but I should be warned that I would be put to work along with Angelo and the others. Trattoria Cherubini had been discovered by an American film crew, and had subsequently metamorphosed from a workingman’s restaurant into a fashionable café. The other fancy customers had remained when the film crew left. Then the family (the widowed Anna, her two sons, one of whom, Walter, was an engineer not active in the restaurant, and their wives) had been offered the opportunity to expand to the second story of their four-story building in the Oltrarno. With Angelo’s help and encouragement, they had installed a large bar on the ground floor that he purchased the wine for and tended along with Anna’s second son, Anthony, and which had become known for its extraordinary selection of Italian wines, many of which were not exported. They had nearly doubled the number of tables upstairs. This was all very well except that both daughters-in-law were pregnant, Delfina due in January, Genevra only a month later, and neither was much help. (Delfina was no good at the stove, anyway.) Anna couldn’t understand why they’d done this twice in a row now, one getting pregnant right after the other. It wasn’t even as though they were close.

My parents, sensing that I was up to something, refused my request for round-trip economy fare to Florence as a Christmas-Hanukkah present, but they’d been paying me fifty dollars a week (I was cooking at least four nights a week, usually more, and doing the shopping) and I had plenty of money saved. On the first day of my Christmas recess I flew to Italy, where, after an intense reunion with Angelo in the airport, then the front of his car, then the back of his car, then the room he rented he brought me to the trattoria.

My Italian, unused since my Gaiole summer, came back in such a way as to convey a sense of destiny about my return. The Oltrarno was a wonderful, lively mix of working people and tourists, expensive places and cheap ones, so that just to walk around it, when I could leave the restaurant for a few minutes, was a treat. (There was never time to travel farther.) I threw myself happily into work. Anna was pleased and grateful for my help and all the members of her family welcomed me in a way that made my visit feel like a homecoming.

It had been arranged in advance that I would stay at Anna’s. I’m not sure how much the arrangement had to do with concern for her sensibilities, but as a practical matter, it worked for me to be there, two flights of stairs above the trattoria, able to come and go in a minute’s time. During the holiday, when every chair was always occupied and there were never fewer than a dozen people at the bar, most of them waiting for tables, Angelo and I had to steal our times alone. If the person who had written me lovely romantic letters about the beauties of Sicily and the pleasures of my body was not in evidence, there was barely time to make love, much less think about it, and I could believe that my romantic correspondent would become visible when the holiday crowds thinned.

I used my diaphragm most of the time and I don’t know precisely when I got pregnant. Pregnancy wasn’t yet on my mind during the relatively slow day, December 30, when Angelo and I spent some morning hours in his room, and he laughed when I referred to my departure date, said he couldn’t believe I was going to do the same thing again.

“What do you mean, the same thing?” I asked, though it had crossed my mind more than once that there was no law, other than the parental one, that decreed I had to return to New York and school.

Angelo said I had evaded my destiny after our summer together by going home instead of staying and marrying him.

I said, “I didn’t even know you weren’t married until I was practically gone.”

He shrugged.

The message of that shrug, perceived only much later, was that he, Man, could do what came naturally to him, while I, Woman, should do what was right for Us . . . for the Family . . . for the Species. At the time all it evoked in me was the guilty recognition that no matter what else was true, if I had been in love with him, I wouldn’t have left Italy the first time. I didn’t know if I was in love with him now. I might be in love with the man who’d written those letters.

“How do you even know Anna would want me to stay?” I asked.

“Of course she wants you to stay,” he said. “You help her much better than the wives.”

“Okay. Anna wants me to stay. And you want me to stay. That doesn’t mean we have to get married. We can live together.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked in a whisper, this man whom I suspect was never faithful to me for a week at a time after the fourth or fifth month of my pregnancy. “Live together. You live together, you get married.”

“Oh,” I said.

You live together, you get married.

Life was simpler here. . . . And of course that simplicity had its appeal. I was nineteen years old. Nobody I’d gone to bed with had suggested we live together, much less marry. Not only was life simpler, but marriage would make it more so. Give me chapters and a verse I could bear to live by.

“You know I’m Jewish, don’t you?”

It had never come up in our conversations, but then, it seldom came up at home, except in connection with holidays, or something one of my parents was studying—a German Jew’s experiences during the war or the way some Italian’s Jewish background came to the foreground in his paintings. We were Assimilated American Jews, all of us quite certain that the two A words came before the J one. If Angelo viewed me as more American than Jewish, this wasn’t different from the way I viewed myself.

Angelo laughed shortly. “Jewish. What’s Jewish?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But I’m it.”

“You go to Jewish church on holidays?”

“No.”

“Your mama and papa go?”

“No.”

“You don’t cook Jewish.”

“You mean kosher?” I asked, though I’m not certain that was what he had in mind. Anna had told me that carciofi alla giudia, artichokes Jewish style, were on the menu at most of the trattorias in season, but that was as close as anyone came to a Jewish cuisine.

Angelo nodded.

“No,” I said. “I’m not a kosher Jew.”

“Where does a Jew get married in Rome?” I asked a few days later, though it wasn’t what was uppermost in my mind.

Angelo shrugged. “The courthouse. A Jewish church. Wherever Jews get married.”

I said, “You’re not a Jew.”

He shrugged again. “A church, if you want.”

“I don’t want. I’m not a Catholic.”

The issue bored him. A ceremony that doesn’t matter formalizes a marriage that doesn’t matter, but my period was a week late and I had begun to suspect I was pregnant. Roe v. Wade was not quite law, but I had a friend who’d gotten an abortion in Pennsylvania, and if I returned to New York, I’d surely go about finding one. That was my choice. I could return to New York, a place where an abortion and an education awaited me. Or I could remain in lovely Florence, surrounded by a family whose quarrels and problems had nothing to do with my own, and cook, and get married, and have a lovely, cuddly baby who would be like a grandchild to Anna. I could have something recognizable as a life.

When I told Angelo that I thought I was pregnant, he grinned, shrugged, and said he guessed that settled it.

So it did. I was due back in New York three days later. I called my parents to tell them I was getting married. Their reaction was such that I wrote only to ask them to ship me some cookbooks and clothes. I did not mention the immediate reason for the marriage. I told myself I might have chosen to remain with Angelo anyway.

Anna was pleased that we were getting married, delighted that I’d continue to work with her. There were no further warnings about Angelo. It would be three months before she was forced to notice that I was incubating yet another infant to interfere with the workings of her kitchen, and by that time, Genevra would be able to give her some help. I proceeded to fit myself as well as possible into Angelo’s room and, with the time and energy left me after cooking at Anna’s, to settle into Florentine life.

Actually, Anna’s was my Florentine life, or, you might say, the trunk of that life, the branches being the various merchants the family dealt with, whom I was gradually getting to know, and of course family and friends of Anna and her children. By the time Olivia was born, on October 24, I felt almost like one of the family. The Cherubini family, if not the Ferrantes, for the first time I asked Angelo about Sicily, he said we’d best wait until the baby was born. At the time I assumed he didn’t wish to offend them with our impropriety. Later, observing the distance he kept from most of his family when we were together, I came to think this had not been the only reason.

I waited six months to send my parents an announcement of Olivia’s birth. (Angelo had begun chain-smoking in my presence, but he never smoked in Livvy’s.) They called to congratulate me, wanted to know if they could visit their first grandchild during Easter vacation. I asked them to wait. If I was happy with my daughter and more comfortable than I had reason to be with the man I’d married, I feared my contentment would not hold up under their scrutiny. I had no sense of the extent to which grandchildren alter the attitudes of parents far more intractable than mine, muting disapproval and softening the ties that bind. When, weeks later, my father called to say they would love to visit during the summer, I told him—not, I’m happy to say, without crying—that I really needed more time. I knew all too well, I said, what they would think of my life.
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Whether because of Anna’s warm, steady presence, or because Delfina and I had grown close and she was always available for consultations about the baby and gossip about life, my early months with Olivia (whom I always called Livvy, my unthinking recognition that she was half American) were easy to the point of being idyllic. If she had been born red-faced, limb-wavy—ipertesa, hypertense, as the family doctor had announced to my righteous rage—it seemed to me that a long and difficult birth was enough to make anyone hypertense for a while, and I was determined to make her happy. I nursed her at the hint of discontent, slept when she did after breast feedings, held her in one arm if she awakened while I was doing chores, sang to her, kissed her, chattered with her when we were alone. No academic mother would I be—dry, distant, without intense feeling. This child would know how much I loved her, would take for granted her importance to me.

I would not be obliged to cook at the Trattoria Cherubini for three months, but our room was only two blocks away, so most afternoons I brought Livvy to the restaurant for a visit. Often I took over at the stove while Anna played with her. Although there was little to do at the vineyards during those cold months, Angelo was seldom around in the afternoon, nor had I begun to wonder where he was.

If there had been a change I didn’t like when Angelo became my husband, if sex had survived the wedding but physical affection had not, if he seldom talked to me about what concerned him, and never mentioned Sicily or the wine business that had also intrigued me, he was such an adoring father as to silence any complaints I might have had. No need ever to ask whether he’d mind keeping an eye on his daughter; if he was around and unoccupied, that was where his eyes were. When he talked to me, it was likely to be about her beauty and charm. If I wanted to leave the house, all I had to do was check on his plans. If I asked him to take care of her, he’d want to know what I thought he was doing.

As time wore on, although I didn’t allow myself to dwell on it, I grew resentful. If Angelo still turned to me in bed on nights when we came up the stairs together or mornings when there was no rush to go downstairs, nothing in his behavior or actions could have been described as lovemaking. He was like the boys I’d known in early adolescence who weren’t yet dope-mellowed and needed only to get off in something alive.

When Olivia was six months old, Doctor Corrado said that Anna, now sixty-two, was showing problematic coronary symptoms and should slow down. I didn’t believe him—he was the idiot who’d said my beautiful baby was hypertense—but I wasn’t any more willing than the others to take chances. Anna shouldn’t be walking up the two long flights from the trattoria to her apartment, so would move in with Genevra and Anthony, who’d drive her to the restaurant every day. Angelo and I would move into Anna’s apartment, and I would resume my six-day schedule in the restaurant. There’d be no problem in keeping the baby there. Angelo cleared out and painted the tiny room, separated from the bar by a curtain, that had always been used for storage and in which there was now a fold-away cot. We added a small crib and a comfortable chair to turn it into Olivia’s room, the place where she would rest and sleep during the hours when Angelo and I were working, and where Anna would be able to rest when she was tired.

Genevra couldn’t imagine a baby sleeping peacefully down there, was sure Livvy would be better off upstairs, being checked on frequently, but I had no anxiety on the subject of keeping an infant in such a lively, noisy place. I’d spent my early years in a household I remembered as deathly quiet because everyone was reading or writing all the time. We hadn’t even owned a TV set until the second Kennedy was shot. My daughter would grow up with the lively noises of people laughing and glasses clinking, and with two loving parents right nearby, ready to give her whatever she needed.
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You will recall that a Sicilian trip had been (unnecessary) bait on the line that pulled me back to Italy. If I was disappointed when Angelo was in no hurry to bring me there, I was much too absorbed in my daughter, my work, and my new family to think much about it. But on the weekend before I was to take over at the restaurant, when Livvy was just past six months old, Angelo brought us to Sicily for her baptism.

His parents were well into their seventies by this time. They had nine children, twenty-six grandchildren, and several great-grandchildren and remembered few of their names. I doubt they knew I was Jewish, but they surely knew I was a foreigner. What seemed clear, as they kissed the baby, pronounced her beautiful in a ceremonial manner, and were as pleasant to me as they might be to a casual friend brought to some affair, was that Angelo was a foreigner, too. Whether this was the cause or an effect of his living so far from them, the family’s easy camaraderie excluded him. When I asked him later about family favorites, he gave me one of his You-Americans-have-such-crazy-ideas looks, so I asked no further.

The baptism itself was neither long nor objectionable (two other family babies were baptized with Olivia). I remember little of the ceremony because there was so much else to take in. I’d had ample experience of Angelo’s Sicilian chauvinism; often, holding Livvy, he would croon to her not the words of a song but a sort of extemporaneous ode to the island. I’d reacted with amusement or irritation, depending on my mood, but I’d never appreciated the legitimacy of his words.

If Sicily is not the most beautiful place on the face of the earth, it was, is, the most beautiful I’ve ever seen. As we drove on country roads bordered by gullies of wildflowers, past small farms where newborn goats and lambs were grazing, and craggy mountains with water trickling down their sides, I told myself I could never again be away from Sicily for any length of time. But that reaction was milder than the one I had at the market in Palermo.

The cuisines of Europe are said to have their foundations in Sicily. Whether or not this is true, Sicily has the broadest and richest collection of fish, the most extraordinary fruits and vegetables, ranging from the best figs in Italy to the nearly unimaginable variety of olives, from the best artichokes to the sun-dried tomatoes nobody in New York had heard of yet to the bergamotto, the wonderful lemony Calabrian citrus from which Angelo’s mother made the world’s best marmalade. To walk through the vucciria was to know, long before Angelo became fanatical about Sicilian food, that no actual pain would be involved in being limited to it. To sample the oranges and figs at one stand was to understand what America’s lust for standardization has done to the taste and texture of our fruits. To bite, when it grows just cool enough, into one of the fried artichokes the vendor has taken out of its hot oil and put in a napkin, is to wonder whether you must leave this place without eating all the others. Many cooked dishes are offered at the vucciria, including a range of fuori tavola, foods eaten away from the table, both breathtaking and inspirational in terms of my own cooking. (It was part of the charm of our restaurant, when we opened it, that we served fuori tavola to people waiting for tables and at the bar.) There are the olive vendors Angelo had written of. There are cheeses and walnuts, candies and pastries, dried fruit and fresh fruit, and a quality and variety of fish unimaginable even by people who shop in excellent American markets. Some can be bought only raw, others—swordfish, tuna, and sardines—can also be found cooked in a variety of ways.

The vucciria left me subdued. Angelo and I had been married for a little over a year when we brought Olivia to Sicily. When he had complained about the quality of various ingredients obtainable in Florence, I’d heard him with the ears of someone who has found more and better ingredients there than she’d known to have existed. Now I understood that in Sicily there were foods richer and better than any I’d dreamed of. It did not occur to me then or for some years to question whether he might have remained there without working for the Mafia, or, if he had to leave, why he spent so little time there. The first answer, which I refused to believe until it was forced on me, was that he spent more time there than I knew. That from the early days of our marriage, there was no time when he didn’t have a Sicilian mistress. That his lengthier trips often involved a visit to Sicily. And that when Olivia was toilet-trained and he took her with him, it was at one woman’s house, or another’s, that they stayed.

I wasn’t immune, during our early years, to the dreaded What-Have-I-Done? disease. I was not only inexperienced at marriage, but still unwilling to acknowledge the extent of our cultural differences. I remember my confusion at the moment during that visit when Angelo’s distance from me came to seem like a virtual blockade.

We’d had our last meal in Palermo at the home of his youngest sister. We’d drunk a lot of the red wine made by the brother with his own grapes and now we were drinking coffee with tiny cannoli from the market. Everyone was teasing me about my excitement over the vucciria, my desire to go back that morning when we’d spent much of the previous day there. Someone told a joke about a man who married a girl when she lived so close to the vucciria that he was intoxicated by its smells, then wanted to give her back when they moved away. We were laughing and I didn’t hear Livvy fretting in her car bed just the other side of the kitchen. She might have been crying for a few minutes by the time Angelo heard her, went to get her, and brought her back to the kitchen, handing her to me because she had a load in her diaper, though he changed her as often as I did at home.

Half-tipsy, I took her from him. She wore only a long-sleeved undershirt and a diaper. Her arms and legs waved jerkily, her torso tensed with each outraged cry, her face was so red it was nearly purple.

I giggled, thinking of the purple olives at the marketplace. “Okay, Olivia. Oliva mia. Mia piccola oliva purpura.”

I began singing the best-known aria from Il Barbiere de Siviglia, substituting “piccola purpura” for “Figaro, Figaro,” dissolved into giggles, looked at Angelo to find a sign that he thought this as funny as I did, was startled to see that he was angry.

“What happened?” I asked, I think in English. I knew I wasn’t supposed to call Olivia Livvy in front of his family, but I didn’t think I’d done so. Livvy wouldn’t even have led to my little oliva joke. I looked at the others; some were amused, some were too much aware of Angelo’s reaction to have their own.

He took Livvy from me, resolutely went to the changing table, took care of the diaper himself, as though I’d proved myself unfit to touch his child, then put a drop of wine and a lot of water in a glass and sat down at the table, feeding it to her. The women and older girls were by this time clearing the table and washing dishes. Even the ones who’d been friendliest to me were reluctant to meet my eyes. I was afraid to lift a dish, lest I drop it. Angelo, his eyes steadily on his precious daughter as though to ascertain that she hadn’t been irrevocably damaged by my joke, although he wouldn’t discuss it with me, then or ever, signaled to me to pack up. Within twenty minutes we had said our good-byes.
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While Anna was with us, Angelo’s remoteness from me and from family concerns other than Livvy was tolerable. But when she was not yet sixty-five years old and Livvy was two, Anna died of a heart attack. Not only was her death a devastating loss, but before we were even out of the mourning period, it became clear that she had been the hub that allowed the spokes of our family’s wheel to turn together. Now Anthony and Genevra had increasingly serious arguments with Angelo about management and expenditures. Walter, from the sidelines of his engineering job and against Delfina’s wishes, sided with Anthony as they turned against Angelo and forced us out of the restaurant. Although I held none of what had happened against her, once it was done, Delfina felt she couldn’t be my friend.

It was a ghastly time. Angelo was enraged and away from home a great deal as he tried to find a new job. In the meantime, he earned what he could bartending and selling to restaurants and liquor stores for a couple of vintners. I was depressed. I’d been deprived not simply of work but of my best friend in Florence. Of a life. And with this deprivation had come my first more-than-momentary unhappiness over the distance between my husband and me.

On nights when Angelo disappeared, I had told myself he was this macho Italian male who couldn’t be questioned, never dwelling on the matter of what it was he couldn’t be questioned about. Days and nights, watching his tenderness with Olivia, I had asked myself why he’d not touched me tenderly, lover-like, since we’d been married. But I hadn’t allowed myself even to question the nature of this trait, whether, for example, it belonged to a group or an individual, and even if I’d had the courage to dwell on such matters, this was hardly the time to raise them with Angelo.

Olivia, accustomed to too many people and too much activity, and finding herself mostly alone with a depressed mother who talked to her at length about matters she couldn’t comprehend, grew cranky and difficult. When Angelo was away, she went around looking for “Nanna” all the time, Nanna being Anna, while at some point during those months she ceased to call me Mamma and began calling me Cara, for Caroline, as Angelo and the others did.

Angelo decided to seek financing for his own restaurant. One evening, in a foul mood, he informed me that it was because of my youth that no bank would finance him.

“Dear, dear,” I said, with a rage I’d seldom felt and he’d never seen in me before, “it’s hard to see what my age would have to do with your restaurant. Is it possible you told them I was the cook? And they think the cook’s the most important person in the place?”

Angelo raised his hand as though he were going to strike me but held it there, above his head, no doubt because Livvy was watching. After a very long time, he lowered the hand and walked out of the house. Livvy called to him. When he didn’t return, she began crying that she wanted Nanna. At first, staring at the door, I just ignored her.

But finally, in a voice she’d never heard, I shouted, “No more Nanna! Nanna’s dead! Gone! No more Nanna!”

She stopped in her tracks and stared at me for what seemed a long time, after which misery turned to hysteria.

She did not ask for Nanna again and resisted my efforts to talk with her about Anna in a more loving way.
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I wrote my parents a real letter—as opposed to five minutes’ worth of birthday or Christmas merde—and included a snapshot of Livvy and a promise that I was trying to prepare myself for a visit. I told them that if they’d suspected I knew I was pregnant when we married, they were, of course, correct. I said I hadn’t felt I could handle their seeing me because I knew too well what they would think of my life, although some aspects of it were, or had been, just right. I told them of Anna’s death and of our subsequent difficulties, and of how Livvy had adored Anna and missed her almost as much as I did. I said that the loss of my adopted family had forced me to feel more keenly than before the absence of my real one. Now I could only hope they would forgive me and come to see us as soon as possible.

They called to say they’d booked air passage for their Christmas vacation, but were having trouble finding a hotel room in Florence. Did we know of a place? It didn’t have to be elegant. They were so eager to see us! I asked around but had no luck, and finally enlisted Angelo’s help. A week earlier I would have been afraid even to ask him, but something had happened to alter his mood.

Angelo had created a résumé for me that said I was thirty-five (I was twenty-three) and had managed two restaurants in New York. With this résumé, and I don’t know what else, he’d been able to get financing from a group of businessmen eager to reopen a once-great trattoria on the Via dei Greci in Rome. He’d told me, as though I should be purely and simply grateful, that we would be moving to that city, where I knew no one, and which, whatever its virtues, was huge, and foreign to me. My reward for making no protest was that within hours of my asking him, he’d arranged for my parents to stay with a woman named Helena D’Agni whose husband had once been Angelo’s boss in the wine business, and who had turned her home into a boarding house after his death.

[image: images]

How would I look to them? I had gained about ten pounds in Florence, then lost it during my depression. And I had acquired, almost against my will, the sense of fashion that comes close to being universal among Florentine (and Roman) women. I swept up my hair in the artful fashion shown me by Delfina, used makeup as she’d taught me (I’d never even owned a lipstick in the States), and away from the restaurant, dressed in the bright reds and oranges, the deep greens and browns that became me, with my fair skin and light-brown hair. I’d picked up clever tricks with scarves and clips from women on the street. During my most depressed days I’d moped around the house in my robe, but when I went out, I’d still used makeup and worn decent clothes. I’d done it automatically, but now I wondered whether my parents would notice, and, if so, whether they would like the change.

I need not have worried. Once we’d hugged and kissed, they barely looked at me. Gus and his wife showed no inclination to have children; Beatrice and her husband had not begun trying. Olivia, now two-and-a-half, was their first grandchild. It was immediately clear to them that she was the most wonderful child ever born. They were thrilled to meet her father, who’d brought us to the airport, delighted to find her a blend of our best qualities. She had the biggest, most beautiful eyes and the shiniest black hair they’d ever seen aside from her father’s. And so on. They didn’t bother to enumerate her points of resemblance to me; for all their excitement, they knew what they were doing as well as they always had when they wrote grant applications.

In the car, as we drove toward the city, Livvy clung to me. When we reached Helena D’Agni’s, Angelo helped us in with their suitcases, then left for Rome to negotiate with the contractor over some work on the new restaurant. Livvy and I would remain with my parents as long as we wished, then walk the three blocks back to our apartment. (The family was allowing us to remain there until Angelo had a job and we found a new place.) We’d hook up with my parents again when they were settled in.

It was eight-thirty A.M. by now, and a few of Helena’s guests were at the long table in the dining room. My parents, who’d had only juice on the plane, were eager to eat, and as soon as their bags were deposited in the small but pretty room, we came downstairs. Helena invited Livvy and me to join them in the dining room.

The four people at the long table, which was set as for a formal dinner, were Italian tourists. While they were there, even when we were talking among ourselves, my parents and I spoke Italian. Livvy sat quietly on my lap. Every once in a while, one of my parents would ask her a question she’d answer (When are you going to start school? Don’t know. Who’s your best friend? Papa. What’s your favorite color? Red. Now, what do you think of that? We just happened to bring you a red sweater! and so on), always, of course, in Italian. But when the others had left, Helena brought out a few of the lovely rice cakes that were her specialty. My parents adored those cakes and hadn’t had them in years. In their excitement they began to speak, in English, about where they’d last savored them.

Livvy came to a different kind of attention. She had seldom heard English spoken outside of the restaurant. Angelo had told her that the people speaking it were Americans. (The English hadn’t entered his frame of reference.) I’d explained to her on the way to the airport that my parents, who were coming to visit, were American, as I was, or once had been, but I don’t think the idea of them had been solid enough for details to stick.

“Are they from the restaurant?” she asked me now.

My parents stared at her as though she’d just recited the rice cake recipe. Backward. In Cyrillic.

“You are wonderful,” my father told her.

“Magnificent,” my mother chimed in.

“Do your parents tell you how wonderful you are?”

Livvy smiled shyly.

They explained, alternating in their eagerness to connect with her, that they came from a place even farther away than Sicily, and it was called America, but the language was called English. Et cetera. If much of it was beyond her, it didn’t matter. She liked the fact that they wanted to explain, was delighted when they offered to teach her some “American” words. They told her she could call them Grandma and Grandpa, repeating both words and definitions several times, explaining how they were Mommy’s mommy and daddy, and so on. They told her that Livvy was sort of an American name, which made her thoughtful.

As we stood to leave, Livvy slid down me to the floor, went to my mother, who had stretched and was smoothing her hair (I noticed, for the first time, a couple of gray ones), and took her hand. Then she turned to my father and reached for his. “Grandpa,” she said with a shy smile. “Nanna.”

Tears came to everyone’s eyes. (Perhaps I need to explain that Nonno and Nanna are Italian for Grandma and Grandpa.)

I said, “Anna was Grandma to her.”

My mother kneeled and held out her arms to Livvy, who came into them.

From that moment on, they couldn’t be torn away from one another. I thought my parents might want to change and rest. All three thought there was no reason this couldn’t be done with Livvy in the room. I asked if they remembered how small it was, but I was thinking that there was room for three, but not for four. We went back upstairs, my father carrying Livvy. I saw my mother look around. Floral wallpaper, a white bedspread, and a cherry wardrobe, with two bottom drawers, which left a foot or so of visible carpet space around the bed. Pretty, but really tiny.

“It was the best we could do,” I said, “and I figured better—”

“Talk in American,” Livvy ordered me in Italian.

They stared at her in wonder.

“She’s incredible,” my mother said. “Please don’t worry about the room. It’s beautiful. And the breakfast was perfect.”

It was agreed that I would do some errands and Livvy would remain with them for a while, then I would come back and pick her up so they could nap. The problem was, I had no errands. I’d assumed I would have to make dinner at our apartment, that there was no way to keep my parents from seeing the somewhat dark and dingy apartment where I lived, but they were in no hurry to see it. Maybe they knew what it was like. I stood at the bottom of the steps in Helena D’Agni’s, forlorn. Unwanted. Nothing had changed in all the years since those childhood mornings when Gus and Beatrice and my parents all had things to do and places to go—schools, museums, libraries, whatever—and I had only to pass the time, trailing the housekeeper around the apartment until she finally went to the kitchen.

Helena D’Agni was clearing the last dishes from the dining table.

I asked if I could help.

She was startled.

I smiled, said that the grandparents and their grandchild were keeping one another busy, picked up the butter and jam from the table, followed her into the small but neat kitchen, joked about what would happen if I ever dared to put butter on our table, expecting she would ask why.

She nodded. “He’s a real Sicilian.” She stopped herself. And blushed brightly, furiously, red.

Ah.

So that was how Angelo had found a lovely room a couple of weeks before Christmas.

“So you know Angelo’s Sicilian,” I said lightly, and rattled on, it doesn’t matter about what, as though I were in the kitchen and had set something on fire and made it flambé without thinking twice. Helena D’Agni, an attractive but not pretty, lively, heavyset widow somewhere in her fifties, feared that if she knew Angelo was “a real Sicilian,” she must know other things about him that there was no obvious reason for her to know. Including what he was like in bed.

I knew now. Just because of the extraordinary blush. I knew what he was like with women he was married to and women he wasn’t married to. I also knew, or thought I knew, who my competition was. I was less upset than I might have been, maybe because Helena was maternal rather than glamorous, perhaps because my absorption in the grandparents-grandchild love affair was keeping this romance from penetrating deeply. Or maybe I was just in shock.


OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Olivia
or
The Weight of the Past

JUDITH ROSSNER

Simon & Schuster

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/common.jpg









OEBPS/images/9781476774824_cover.jpg
Olivia

or. The Weight of the Past

JUDITH
ROSSNER

By the Acclaimed Author of Looking for Mr. Goodbar





OEBPS/xhtml/cont.html

Contents


Epigraph


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five




