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Dedication 

Of course this dedication is going to be long—Laura’s Italian. So here goes.

We would like to dedicate this book to Laura’s loving, wonderful, and, of course, Italian mamma Gerry Mosiello. Without her kindness and direction throughout her life, Laura would not be half the woman she is . . . and this book would not exist. Also, to her father Gene Mosiello, who is the kindest, quirkiest soul on the planet, and who taught Laura some of the most profound lessons in her life. To her sister, Julie, and brother, Mike, AKA “Jesus,” who experienced the same interesting family journey and who were the source of loads of fun moments and unconditional love over the years, all Laura can say to you both is “NASA.” To her Grandma Rita, not a moment goes by that Laura doesn’t miss her tough love and their club lunches. To Laura’s aunts and cousins, Laura feels so lucky to have them all in her life and loves sharing all those unforgettable holidays. And finally, Laura dedicates this book to the love of her life, Dennis, who knew this process a little too intimately yet basically had no idea what he was really in for when he joined Laura’s crazy Italian family.

And Susan dedicates her portion to her children, Brooke and Brett Aved, who taught her how to be a mother.
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CHAPTER 1

Calling All Italian Mammas



Chi ha la mamma sua non piange mai.

Translation: 
He who has his own mother never cries.

There are mothers—and then there are Italian mothers. Everyone knows the grand passion every Italian mother possesses—for her progeny. Italian mothers are different from other mothers, mostly in the drama department. You know you’re dealing with an Italian mother if:

She calls you at 11 P.M. just to make sure you got enough to eat at dinner—and you’re thirty-five.

She continually reminds you that your biological clock is ticking and it’s time to “get on the ball”—and you’re still in college.

She comes to visit you on “vacation”—and spends the entire time happily dusting your furniture, organizing your closets, and scrubbing your floors.

She finds out you haven’t had a date in six months—and says a rosary a day until you agree to go out on a blind date with her hairdresser’s cousin’s old college roommate.

She pushes macaroni and gravy on you at every opportunity, claiming that “you’re too thin since you left home”—when in fact you’ve gained thirty pounds.

Sure, other mothers may do the same, but rarely to such extremes. Italian mothers are just like other mothers—only more so. None of that “less is more” nonsense for Italian mothers: “More is more” is more like it: more protective, more vocal, more traditional.

And if you sometimes feel smothered by your Italian mamma’s complete dedication to your well being and livelihood, well then, get over it.

Amore regge senza legge.

Translation: Love rules without rules.

Italian mothers consider themselves beyond the law. What they do for their children, they do for love—even when it means going where others may fear to tread. Armed with this mission statement, Italian mammas may violate every boundary in the name of love—yours included.

But all things considered, that’s a small price to pay for the undying devotion, unconditional love, and undeniably delicious pasta that Italian mothers have undoubtedly showered their lucky children with since birth.

As they say in Sicily, “L’addivari fa l’amuri.” That is, “Raising children engenders love.”

And don’t those Italian mammas know it!

When in Rome . . .

The old country is where the original Italian mamma came from—and millions of Italian mammas still rule the roost back home in Italy. But her legacy is found throughout the world. From Egypt to Peru, Mexico to Australia, Italian mammas are a force to be reckoned with at home and in their communities at large. Of course there’s the genuine article, but even those who moved abroad took their deeply embedded Italian family values with them, along with cases of their mamma’s homemade sauce, homeland vino, their grandmother’s rosary, and 447 prayer cards.

As American as Pizza Pie 

From the late 1800s through the early 1900s, millions of Italian mammas (primarily from the poverty-stricken southern regions and Sicily) flooded onto our shores with little more than the clothes on their backs and the rosaries in their pockets. What they did bring, however, was a heritage rooted in Old-World sensibilities—and superstitions. They came armed with a devout religious belief, a strong work ethic, and an unbridled passion for love, family, and pasta e fagioli. Today, there are some 20 million Italian Americans in the United States. That’s a lot of Italian mothers—and a whole lotta love. You’ll find the most Italian Americans—and the best cannoli— in New York City and its surrounding boroughs, which still boast the densest concentration. The states with the highest number of Italian American communities are New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. But then, if you’re Italian, you knew that.

La Famiglia Always Comes First 

A mother can care for ten children, but ten children can’t care for one mother.

—Italian proverb 

Italian families are loving, loyal, and large, very large. Everything and everybody revolves around and relies upon the family unit—and that unit includes their maternal and paternal grandparents, aunts and uncles on the maternal and paternal sides, all the cousins, godfathers and godmothers, and anyone else who’s been hanging around the dinner table for more than three meals in a row.

Pater Familias—Not!

We’ve all seen The Godfather movies, which may lead you to believe that the father rules in Italian families. Not true. The mother is the heart of the Italian family, and always has been. Get used to it: In most Italian American families, all the drama occurs with the mother and all relationships revolve around her, no matter who is involved. Golden rule of Italian households: The mother is in control. The mother is always the heavy because she runs the show. She directly or indirectly tells her husband what to do. The father is the figurehead, and the mother is the actual prime minister who is running the show.

Italians are famously superstitious and often have their own little ways of doing things that they can’t fully explain, other than to say, “It’s always been done that way in my family.” Their little superstitions will affect the way they make even simple decisions. On The Sopranos, Uncle Junior picked his doctor because his name was Kennedy, and he loved the Kennedy clan (even though they were Irish Catholics), but it could be the name of anyone they revered. It makes no sense, but it’s very common!

For a more realistic look at the Italian family, watch Moonstruck—a movie in which the father may think he’s in charge, but the mother really rules the nest. After all, if it weren’t for Mamma Corleone, Fredo would have died even sooner.

Counting Heads 

Just for fun, see if you can pick out all the members of an Italian family:

Select all that apply.

A. Great-grandparents

B. Grandmothers and grandfathers on both sides

C. About fifty-eight aunts and uncles

D. At least ninety-nine cousins

E. Godparents for each child

F. The family doctor

G. The parish priest

H. The neighbors on both sides

I. All of the above

Answer: Of course, it’s I, all of the above—and more! Italian families embrace everyone in their orbit, everyone who plays a major, or even a minor, role in their lives on a continuing basis. Italian children often call their parents’ friends “aunt” and “uncle,” which leads to hordes of “cousins.”

Signs You Grew Up Italian American 

1. The day you take your first communion is like your mini–wedding day—a test run for you and your mamma.

2. You went to a funeral every other week—even if you didn’t know the deceased—out of respect.

3. Everything is a crisis—and we do mean everything!

4. You pronounce ricotta, manicotti, and mozzarella with an abbreviated accent.

5. Your mother or grandmother or aunt always served the traditional seven fishes on Christmas Eve—even if most of the children (and adults really) pushed them under the bread and only pretended to eat them.

6. You know someone connected, and he probably lives just down the block.

7. The priest knows you by your pet name, and knows way too much about you.

8. You call all kinds of pasta—even the fancy organic, yuppified ones—“macaroni.”

9. Your mother was always shouting every twelve seconds for you to “Taste the macaroni to see if it was ready.”

10. Your family calls all tomato sauce “gravy.”

11. Your Sundays were always punctuated by your mamma screaming at you every ten minutes to go stir the gravy that sat simmering on the stove from the minute she arrived home from church until Uncle Joey arrived at 7 p.m. and dipped a piece of sausage into it.

12. Someone in your family drives a pimped out Cadillac. Or someone in your family has a license plate that references John Fitzgerald Kennedy (yes, he was Irish Catholic, but we love him with a passion!).

13. You own the entire Godfather trilogy, have viewed it forty-three times, and know all the best lines by heart. If you’re a guy, you use lines from the movies when conversing or philosophizing with your friends.

14. You have relatives in Brooklyn, who vow to live and die in Brooklyn and are “old school,” i.e., embarrassingly over-the-top.

Things You Would Know If You Were Italian American 

Italian American communities have their own set of rules, and anyone who grows up in an Italian American family knows the ropes—the spoken and unspoken truths about what it really means to be Italian American. A few of the tenets are as follows:

If you’re not 100 percent Italian, you’re not really Italian.

Every Italian family is full of secrets, most of which are rarely kept.

Cursing on holidays is verboten.

Respect is everything. Kissing someone’s ring is respectful. Popping someone in the face is not.

Quiz: Are They or Are They Not Italian?

See if you can guess which of the following celebrities are Italian, and which are not. Hint: Some are famous for playing Italian roles, but may or may not be Italian. We wanted to see if you can pick the real Italians from Hollywood’s idea of what makes someone look and act Italian American.

1 Alan Alda

2 Bobby Darin

3 Cher

4 Jason Matthew Biggs

5 Rudolph Valentino

6 Peter Falk

7 Arthur Fonzarelli

8 Robert Blake

9 Henry Fonda

10 Nigella Lawson

Answers:

1 Yes. Actor Alan Alda, immortalized as Hawkeye in TV’s perennially funny M.A.S.H., was born Alfonso D’Abruzzo, but his father, Alphonso Giovanni Giuseppe Roberto D’Abruzzo, had changed his name to Robert Alda to better assimilate into American culture.

2 Yes. Bobby Darin, a multitalented rock and roll idol of the 1950s and 60s, was born Walden Robert Cassotto. He grew up in the Bronx and didn’t discover until he was grown that the grandmother who raised him was not his real mother—the woman he knew as his sister had given birth to him. Darin was hugely talented and once married to America’s sweetheart, Sandra Dee.

3 No. Although Cher won an Academy Award as best actress for her convincing and truly fabulous performance as an Italian woman breaking free from her scripted life in Moonstruck, Cher looks the part but is not Italian. Her father John Sarkisian was an Armenian refugee; her mother Jackie Jean Crouch was Cherokee, English, German, and Irish. Her husband and longtime manager Sonny Bono was Italian American.

4 Yes. Jason Matthew Biggs, who is best known for his comedic portrayal of Jim Levenstein in the American Pie films, is often cast in roles as a Jewish character. However, the Italian American Biggs grew up in Hasbrouck Heights, New Jersey.

5 Yes. Rudolph Valentino’s birth name was Rodolfo Alfonso Rafaello Piero Filiberto Gugliemi di Valentina d’Antoguolla. He became Hollywood’s first sex symbol and the first “Latin Lover,” although he is best known for his portrayal of a sheik. Valentino died tragically at age thirty-one of a perforated ulcer. The poor darling fretted constantly about l’amore.

6 No. Despite his fabulous portrayal as the apparently bumbling yet brilliant detective Colombo on the long-running TV series of the same name, actor Peter Falk is not Italian. Falk is Russian and Polish, with a mix of Hungarian and Czech further back in his ancestry.

7 Yes/No. The character Arthur Fonzarelli was Italian, but Henry Winkler, the actor who portrayed “The Fonz” on Happy Days, is not Italian. Winkler’s parents immigrated to America from Germany in 1939.

8 Yes. Robert Blake was born Michael James Vincenzo Gubitosi. Best known for his role in Baretta, Blake began his career as Mickey in the Our Gang shorts shown widely on TV in the 1950s and 60s.

9 Yes. Henry Fonda’s family originated in Genoa, Italy, migrating to the Netherlands in the 1600s and to America in the 1600s, settling in a town that is now known as Fonda, New York. In 1999, the American Film Institute named the Academy Award–winning Fonda the sixth greatest male star of all time.

10 No. Famous chef Nigella Lawson may look Italian, and may even have an Italian sounding name, but she is of Jewish descent and was raised in England. Her recipes might be misleading since this vixen can cook up a storm.

Whether Old World or New World, Naples or New York, no matter where you find your Italian mamma, you can bet she’s a woman you’ll never forget. In Chapter 2, we take a look at the truth (and the misconceptions) behind the mystique of the Italian mamma.


CHAPTER 2

Mamma Mia!



Non c’è rosa senza spine.

Translation:
 Every rose has its thorn.

Italian mammas are treasured for the way they love their families—absolutely unconditionally. Regardless of their generation, birthplace, or income, all mammas share a common bond when it comes to family and the loyalty they demand. Italian mammas love deeply—to the ultimate degree. And whether it appears that way or not, an Italian mamma rules the roost, demands respect, both instructs and insists upon proper behavior, and wields guilt like a champion. Jewish mothers have nothing on Italian mammas. You know what they say: Jews are born with guilt; Catholics have to learn it.

Call 911 Mamma 

God help those who come in between a fired up mamma and her family. A mamma on the warpath will mow down an army of soldiers to reach her dear ones in their time of need. She’ll tear through the boulevards, jump over fences, rip away shrubbery, and race with her skirt flying to wherever she has to be within minutes. And—super mamma that she is—she’ll come armed with her trusty Italian First Aid Kit: a big pot of macaroni, her special gravy, fresh garlic bread, and a bottle of olive oil to heal any and all wounds.

Don’t get me wrong: Italian mammas are not all sugar and spice. That same intensity can prove a little overbearing when there’s no crisis to overcome. But as every Italian mamma knows, you can’t make a frittata without breaking a few eggs.

“I speak Spanish to God, Italian to women, French to men, and German to my horse.”

—Charles V

Mamma’s Way or the Highway 

Italian American mammas are crafty. They get their way one way or another—and that way is often culinary. They’ll kill you with kindness— and ten-course meals. While you gorge yourself on osso buco, she’ll harangue you with her theories on everything from the war in Iraq to why your current boyfriend isn’t right for you to how to remove red wine stains.

Resistance is futile. Should you foolishly resist her advice relating to what you should eat, do, think, be, or marry, she’ll bring out the big guns—dessert. While she doles out the tiramisu, she’ll cry crocodile tears—or worse yet, maintain a vow of silence until you acquiesce to her needs.

Either way, an Italian mamma has a way of getting her point across, and—no matter who she’s up against—99 percent of time, she gets her way. If she’s really a truly gifted manipulative mother, you’ll leave thinking the new choice was totally your decision and that you’re one smart cookie.

That said, no one ever doubts that whatever a mamma does, she does it because she loves you and she only wants what is best for you. Okay, so it’s a little underhanded, presumptuous, and conniving. But in a good way.

“My mother was nuts. She was very funny. We got our sense of humor from her. My father had no sense of humor and they yelled at each other.”

—Penny Marshall, Golden Globe

-nominated actress, producer, and director

How Much Is Too Much Mamma Love?

Italian mammas are passionate beings. A mamma loves unconditionally. Everything she does, she does because she loves you so much. She loves you so much she can’t help pushing that extra serving of pasta down your throat. She loves you so much she can’t help nagging you to fix your hair, or polish your shoes, or wear your good dress. Italian mammas keep those tangled apron strings close and give them a sharp jerk occasionally, just to make sure you remember who’s boss.

An Italian American with strict parents, singer Connie Francis once revealed on Larry King Live that her mother was “a typical Italian wife [who] relinquished all thoughts to a single idea in her head, like most Italian wives.” You can bet that “single idea” went something like this: La Famiglia.

Drama Mamma 

Italian mothers take their cue from the national entertainment: Opera. Every Italian mamma is a diva at heart; melodrama is her life’s blood. When an Italian mamma calls, it’s to report that:

1. There’s some sort of unfolding drama, preferably involving relatives, friends, neighbors, or the local clergy.

2. She’s at death’s door due to “fill-in-the-disorder-of-the-day.”

So famous are Italian mothers for this Drama Dialing, that many of their offspring answer their phones and greet their mothers with this salutation: “Hi Ma, what’s wrong?”

What, Me Worry?
Italian mothers are incessant worriers. They are preoccupied with what could go wrong. “When you are a mother you are never truly alone in your thoughts. A mother always has to think twice, once for herself and once for her child,” or so said Sophia Loren, a hot, hot, hot Italian mamma.

The Long Arrivederci 

Many Italian mammas can be alarmist. Some are always convinced something is fatally wrong with them. We know one Italian mamma who’s been “dying” for at least twenty-five years. Every year her family would vacation together, and every year at some point her mom would sigh dramatically and say, “I’m sure this is the last vacation we’ll ever go on.”

As they’d heard this 103 times before, everyone would roll their eyes collectively. After a long silence—a punishing silence—someone would fold, asking, “Mamma, why do you say that?”

“When will we ever get together again, as a family?” Her mamma would reply, sighing.

“Next year,” a brave sibling would offer.

“Maybe,” her mamma would answer, waiting, waiting, waiting, and then delivering the clincher with bated breath and a dose of melodrama . . . “if I’m still alive.”

Sweet Mamma 

An Italian mamma will do anything for her children. Italian mammas love their children so much they willingly feel their pain and eagerly leap into service at a minute’s notice. If you are ever in distress—even if it’s because the French tips you just spent $65 acquiring get smudged on the way home, an Italian mamma will listen intently, utter consoling words, and offer to come right over.

“I can be there in twenty minutes,” she says reassuringly.

“No, no, no, not necessary, mamma, but you’re a jewel for offering,” you answer, hoping to live in peace for the rest of the night. No such luck.

She’s there in ten.

Crack the Whip Mamma 

Even though Italian men posture and may rule the neighborhood, Italian American mammas rule the roost. They know what’s right and what’s wrong, and they expect you to learn from them and toe the line—always.

Spike Lee knew what he was doing when he titled his movie Do the Right Thing, because that’s always the answer you get from your Italian mamma. No matter the dilemma, if you go to your Italian mamma for advice, she will look at you as if you were being foolish. Her answer would always be the same, “Do the right thing.”

What she means, of course, is do exactly what I have taught you to do; what I drilled into your head to do in these situations; what I told you ninety-five times before is the right thing to do, what you are supposed to do—and don’t even come to me with such a ridiculous question again.

Should you question your mamma’s admonition to do so, imploring “Why?”, you’ll hear: the most dogmatic phrase in the Italian household “Because I said so.”

Know-It-All Mamma 

What a Mamma Would Say

“Ask your child what he wants for dinner only if he’s buying.”

—Fran Lebowitz, sociological observer

Mamma says: “What kind of mamma would say something like this? Clearly, she is not Italian.”

“I do not like broccoli. And I haven’t liked it since I was a little kid and my mother made me eat it. And I’m president of the United States and I’m not going to eat any more broccoli.”

—Former President George H. W. Bush

Mamma Says: “Well, Mr. Bush hasn’t tasted my broccoli. Add a little garlic, some olive oil, and deliziosa!”

“Murder is always a mistake. One should never do anything that one cannot talk about after dinner.”

—Oscar Wilde, brilliant humorist

Mamma Says: “I don’t understand, that’s perfectly acceptable dinner conversation!”

“You’re children are not your children.”

—Kahlil Gibran, philospher king

Mamma Says: “This man has dementia!”

“The man who wants a happy marriage should keep his mouth shut and his checkbook open.”

—Graucho Marx, hysterically funny man

Mamma Says: “This man is a genius. He should run in the next election.”

“Family: A social unit where the father is concerned with parking space, the children with outer space, and the mother with closet space.”

—Evan Esar, American humorist

Mamma Says: “My husband and his damn parking spaces! I wish I could send him into outer space!”

“An ounce of blood is worth more than a pound of friendship.”

—Spanish proverb

Mamma Says: “Well, it depends on whose blood.”

“My mother should have been Jewish. She could have taught a class on how to induce guilt.”

—Lorna Luft, singer and actress, Liza Minelli’s sister

Mamma Says: “Jewish mothers have nothing on Italian mammas. Trust me.”

“A man can’t make a place for himself in the sun if he keeps taking refuge under the family tree.”

—Helen Keller, author, lecturer, trailblazer

Mamma Says: “Helen was not Italian!”

Persnickety Mamma 

Italian American mothers are notoriously picky—and their children spend half their lives trying to please them. It usually goes like this: A dutiful, loving daughter goes shopping with her best friend in hopes of finding the perfect Christmas present for her mother. After weeding through rack after rack and display after display in three upscale department stores, the dutiful daughter buys her mother a gorgeous, very expensive sweater. The friends exit the store, and the lamenting begins: “No matter how much I spend or what I buy, it’s a waste because she will never use it.”

On Christmas Eve the dutiful daughter’s persnickety mamma opens the box, and when she sees the sweater, she smiles sweetly, clamps the top back on the box, and sets it to the side. The dutiful daughter knows what this means: Her mother will never wear the sweater—nor will she return it.

If you have a persnickety Italian mamma, resign yourself to the usual ritual. You buy something expensive that she’ll never wear, but take heart in realizing that at least she’ll know you love her.

How to Spot an Old-School Mamma 

1 She never minds her own business. She feels it is her right after giving birth to you to know the innermost secrets of your life.

2 Dinner is a production. She will spend hours in the kitchen meticulously slicing and dicing to create a masterpiece for the palette and everything will be so fabulous there would never be any leftovers. “For my son, his favorite lasagna; for my husband, his favorite sausage and peppers; and for me . . . well, I didn’t have time so I’ll just sit here and enjoy watching you two eat.”

3 She makes Tony Soprano look like a pediatrician. She doesn’t consider it being vindictive—rather an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. She’s like the grandmother in Moonstruck who stood next to Cher’s character as a plane carrying Cher’s fiancé took off, and then the sweet looking, little old Italian grandmother (dressed head-to-toe in black) announced that her sister was on the same plane and that she put a curse on it so it would crash. To this mamma, it’s all in day’s work.

4 She cannot conceptualize a life without grandchildren. She has been waiting for this day since her own child was born. If you open her top drawer, you will see a stash of booties, hats, and blankets that she has been knitting over the years. Look even closer and you will see that there are names on the items. You didn’t think that these grandchildren wouldn’t be named after her? Think again.

5 She has a knack for failing to remember things that definitely happened. “I never said that” or “that didn’t happen” are her two favorite phrases.

6 She believes in God, the Catholic Church, and good china, not necessarily in that order. Her home is spotless and orderly, with a cross in every bedroom and statues of David and the Pietà in the cabinet that also displays every piece of her wedding china. She’s fond of saying, “Don’t sit on the furniture in the living room. It’s for guests.”

7 She doesn’t drive and relies on her husband and son to take her to church and the grocery store. She likes to get there early so she can have her pick of the good produce.

8 Holidays are so elaborate they resemble a Broadway show. Every inch of the house is decorated so brightly the house can be seen from space. Twelve courses of food are served on fine linens and good china. At some point, she will smile and say, “Now I can die in peace. My whole family is here, and we are together. May God bless us and watch over us.”

Stereo(typical) Mammas 

Unlike the olden days, when Italian mammas wore plain black dresses and sensible, low-heeled oxfords, the modern Italian American mother often looks and acts more like Carmela Soprano—she’s fit, hip, and stylish. Shocking to her predecessors, the modern mamma looks forward to the day when her children leave the nest because she actually wants to do something once her kids are grown. Instead of remaining dependent upon her husband, she wants to carve out something for her that will build a life for her apart from the husband. The stereotypical modern mamma still loves to cook, runs a “traditional” household, and takes a lot of pride in doing so, but she’s also got one ear cocked for opportunities to fulfill herself outside the home.

Maybe it’s all part and parcel of the modern’s mamma’s new sex appeal. These wives and mothers are far more concerned about their looks and fuss over their nails, their hair, clothes, appearances, and so on. Modern mammas work out at the gym to maintain a slim figure . . . and they like luxury. They are glam and glitz mammas who love spending their husband’s money.

Madonna (the saintly mother, not the sexy pop diva) is the BIG mother, the mother of all mothers. You’ll find statues of her everywhere in Italy. She is the only patron saint trusted with the maternal protection of Italy. In Italy, mothers are cherished, respected, and revered. Mothers are considered the pillar of home, hearth, and country.
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