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prologue





IT’S AMAZING HOW MANY ITALIANS CAN FIT INTO A DINING room on a Sunday afternoon. As a little girl in the 1970s, I took my seat at the kiddie table and listened to ridicule, intolerance, criticism, and rage ricochet from one relative to another. Instinct told me to grin and bear it, bide my time. I held out hope that one day, I’d rise above it and live happily ever after. But toxic patterns from childhood played out in my adult life. And trust me, it was no fairy tale.


“Did you hear Tony left Millie?” my uncle Mikey asked once as he reached for the antipasto. I was just a kid, but I knew my cousin and her husband were miserable.


“Can you blame him?” my cousin Sal replied. “She really let herself go,” he added as he poured another glass of red wine.


“She’ll never be able to find another husband,” my godmother said disapprovingly.


“She won’t be alone. Her fat sister isn’t getting married anytime soon,” my cousin said, poking fun at them behind their backs.


I took it all on as if the words came from me, or as if they were directed at me. Hunched over with vicarious guilt and shame, I ate with my head bowed and peeked up through my bangs, stunned that no one else seemed disturbed by any of this. The room spun from the sounds of laughter and the passing of dishes.


At the head of the table, my father dipped his bread in the homemade sauce and took his turn in the antics.


“Lily, these meatballs are worse than your hairdo,” he joked. Dad had a knack for spewing cruelty under the guise of humor. “No wonder you’re so fat, you’re the only one who can tolerate your cooking.” He shoved another forkful in his mouth.


“That’s not nice.” Aunt Luna half-heartedly laughed while making a meek attempt to defend her sister.


“Be quiet, Luna. No one wants to hear from a spinster.” My dad’s cutting tone sent chills up my spine.


He made fun of my mother, her family, and—at times—my brothers or me. His vicious jokes permeated the walls of our home long after coffee was served and the last of our cousins left.


After meals, my father retreated to the couch, where he sat with his legs crossed, hiding behind his newspaper. My mother cleaned up the mess. It never occurred to me that she was a person. She slaved over us, earning no appreciation or respect.


Even as a small child, I had a strong sense that the way my family behaved wasn’t serving any of us. I longed to recognize this awareness in someone else’s eyes in the hopes that I wouldn’t feel so alone. But my relatives all seemed comfortable in the chaos, and I quickly learned it was best to follow along. My inner knowing became my dirty little secret.


The world outside our home offered me no relief. We lived in a neighborhood of identical brick townhomes occupied by my relatives, or friends who felt like cousins. Judgmental adults pointed their fingers at each other’s families so as not to look at their own. I strived for perfection so they wouldn’t point at me. I attended school in a uniform and conformed to the rules of the community. Yet, deep down I knew I didn’t fit in. As I grew older, I worried there was something wrong with me.


It’s no surprise then that my father walked me down the aisle and gave me away to a man I did not love. I was paraded past a church full of relatives who expected me to live the same kind of life they had, all while judging how I looked as a bride. Twenty-six years of familiarity with deep-seated dysfunction made it seem normal. I had a lot of doubts about my fiancé and my willingness to marry him. There were plenty of signs that I should run. Instead, I said, “I do.”












chapter one





I WAS WILD IN COLLEGE. DRAMA AND ALC OHOL DISTRACTED ME from my anxious, racing mind. I pledged a sorority, because belonging to a tribe was the only way I knew how to exist. D Phi Z was filled with girls like me—Italians and Greeks from Queens and Brooklyn. I recreated my childhood on campus, hoping my mother wouldn’t judge me so harshly. She despised an oddball, or worse, a snob. It irritated her that I attended NYU and lived in Greenwich Village. She wanted me home in my childhood room, enrolled at the local Catholic college that most of my neighbors attended. I pushed the limits, but only so far. Going home for the holidays meant taking a taxi over the bridge.


In 1992, my senior year, I reconnected with some old friends in a popular hometown bar to commemorate the night before Thanksgiving—the biggest party night of the year. We were moving between the past we thought we were outgrowing and the future we believed would be golden. We drank and danced until last call without a care for what time the turkey had to be in the oven—that was our mothers’ concern, not ours. I kicked back shots of Jägermeister with Nicole, a friend I’d known since first grade. We giggled even as we cringed from the burning alcohol.


We set our empty shot glasses down on the bar and joined a circle of friends. “I don’t believe we’ve met.” A well-groomed guy in khaki pants and a button-down shirt shot me an unnerving stare. His jet-black hair had too much gel in it, a stark contrast to the preppy image he was trying to convey with his clothes.


“Frannie, this is my boy Jason,” my childhood friend Dan chimed in. He clapped his buddy on the back and grinned.


“Nice to meet you, Jason,” I said loudly, fighting over the music.


“The pleasure is all mine.” He held his hand over his heart. He attempted doe eyes, but his eyes were too small and close together to pull it off.


We were positioned between the bar and the dance floor, and I felt the push of people trying to get by. Jason put his arm out behind me like a bodyguard blocking the paparazzi. “What’s such a beautiful young lady doing in a place like this?” he asked. I humored him with a laugh, even though his pickup line was cheesy. He sounded like an old man. “Can I buy you a drink?”


“Oh no, that’s okay. I just had a shot,” I said, peering past him into the crowd. I was looking for Chuck, my high school sweetheart. Since the day we met at our lockers, we’d recognized something in each other, a warm feeling of, “Oh, there you are,” as if we had known each other all our lives. We had dated on and off through high school and college but hadn’t been in touch for a while. I was hoping to run into him that night.


“Something got your attention?” Jason moved his head until our eyes met. A hot blush crept up my cheeks.


“Sorry! I thought I saw someone I knew,” I lied. “You can get me a water,” I quickly added, feeling guilty about looking for Chuck, even though Jason was basically a stranger.


He motioned to the bartender. “Water for the lady, please.”


“Thank you.” I smiled coyly as he handed me the glass. I wasn’t attracted to him, but I was flattered by his interest in me.


The situation called for me to flirt. I was only twenty-one years old, but the pressure to be in a relationship was fierce. I’d had my first crush in sixth grade on a boy who didn’t like me back. I chased him for years and made a complete fool of myself. I played that same chase out repeatedly, dating men who had no interest in a committed relationship with me, hoping to win their love.


Every romantic relationship began from my broken places, and each one added to my sense of unworthiness. I wanted to matter to someone so badly that I never gave a thought to what truly mattered to me. On the surface I was pretty, athletic, smart, and popular. I fooled everyone with my perfect image, but inside I was a mess. Now here was Jason, polished and acting like a total gentleman, gazing at me as if he’d found a diamond in the rough.


“Are you coming to our party?” I blurted. My friends and I were throwing a holiday bash in a couple of weeks.


“I haven’t been invited,” Jason replied.


“Well, I’m inviting you,” I said, playing along.


“Then I’ll be there.” He smiled, pleased.


I immediately regretted the exchange. I heard a warning voice telling me to slowly back away. The voice frightened me, not so much because of what it said, but more because I’d heard it. It made me feel like I was a little bit crazy. I wasn’t encountering a stranger in a dark alley, and Dan had seemed excited to introduce me to Jason. I dismissed what I heard inside, discounting it as the result of too many shots.


The band played “Our Lips Are Sealed.” Nicole and another friend grabbed me by the arms and led me onto the dance floor. We formed a circle and bopped around like we were the Go-Go’s, huddled together, air mics in hand, mimicking our best Belinda Carlisle. Jason stood at the perimeter of the circle, staring at me as if I were the only person in the bar. His level of interest felt over the top and insincere. He caught my eye and, as if on cue, he feigned a look of admiration. But it felt more like a predator eyeing his prey.





Two days later, my phone rang. “May I please speak to Francesca?” It was Jason. My heart sank. I regretted giving him my number at the bar.


“This is Francesca.” I didn’t bother to fake enthusiasm. There hadn’t been any sparks between us, at least not on my end. I had butterflies in my stomach when I met Chuck the first time. I can still recall the smile on his face and the sparkle in his eyes, the warm joy that bubbled in me just from being near him. Meeting Jason had felt nothing like that. I couldn’t care less about seeing him again. In fact, the idea of it drained me.


“I was wondering if I could have the honor of taking you to dinner tomorrow night,” he asked in his formal manner, which struck me as strange.


My entire body tensed. I wanted to say no, but knew I wouldn’t be able to. As a child, being true to myself often got me in trouble. I learned at a very young age how to be who people wanted me to be.


“It’s rabbit season,” my older brother had once teased as he pointed a toy rifle at me, mocking the faux fur hat and coat my mother made me wear.


“I hate this coat and hat!” I sobbed in humiliation.


“Stop crying, Francesca,” my mother scolded. “It’s a very expensive coat.” She wanted me to look a certain way in front of her judgmental relatives.


“I’m going to cut it to pieces with a scissor!” I screamed in frustration.


“Don’t you dare!” She warned through clenched teeth. “You’ll get a beating,” she threatened.


My brother dropped the rifle, startled by the intensity of her rage, while I stood with my fists clenched in defeat.


I felt a familiar ringing in my ears as pressure built up to accept Jason’s invitation to dinner. I looked around my room, desperate for an excuse to get me off the hook. A simple no was too uncomfortable for me.


“Sure,” I forced out weakly and then winced with regret. I grew more and more frustrated each time I betrayed myself, believing I had no choice.












chapter two





I KNEW ON OUR FIRST DATE THAT SOMETHING WAS OFF WITH Jason. Bearing a bouquet of flowers and his plastic smile, he rang the bell of my parents’ home. “You’re more beautiful than I remember,” he said, sounding pleased with me.


“Thank you.” I gave a nervous laugh and shrugged off a chill sweeping up my spine. He was making such an effort to be charming, but instead of enticing me, it gave me the creeps.


He stepped inside and introduced himself to my mother, gently taking her hand and bowing slightly. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said with an insincere smile.


My mother despised a phony. She shot him a look of disdain and said only a curt hello. I could tell she hated Jason, whose broad grin dimmed at her less-than-enthusiastic response.


Jason turned to my father. “Hello, sir. Very nice to meet you.”


Impervious to the tension in the air, my father cracked a joke. Jason disingenuously lifted his hand over his belly and let out an artificial laugh. His robotic mannerisms were odd, but my father, who was only interested in himself, was pleased that Jason appreciated his humor. My mother looked like she was smelling something foul. She had keen emotional intelligence but could never articulate her true feelings without anger or judgment. I wanted to call off the date, but at the same time, I couldn’t wait to get out of there. I left for dinner confused by my dampened spirits, not sure if it was Jason or my parents who’d caused it.


“Nice car,” I said as Jason, like the perfect gentleman, opened the passenger door to the Mercedes convertible. I was naive and shallow enough to be impressed. I had no way of knowing that he’d borrowed it from his mother.


“It suits such a stunning passenger,” he replied. “I made reservations at one of my favorite restaurants,” he said as we headed off.


“Cool,” I said, like a typical twenty-one-year-old. He was only two years older, but he chuckled at my response, leaving me wondering whether he found me adorable or unsophisticated.


We pulled up to the restaurant and left the car with the valet. Jason gently placed his hand on my back and guided me inside. The white tablecloths and candles didn’t seduce me into thinking the place was any more special than other Italian restaurants I frequented.


“Jason, party of two,” he said to the hostess. “I requested a table by the fireplace,” he added, like a VIP.


Dinner was as stiff as Jason’s body language. He was polite when he addressed the waiter, and he chuckled at my jokes, but there was no substance in his words and actions. He was attentive to me, but I felt unable to connect with him. They say the eyes are windows to the soul. I saw nothing in Jason’s.


“Dessert?” he asked me as the waiter cleared our dinner plates.


“I’ll just have a cappuccino,” I replied. The waiter returned with my drink and a rock sugar stick.


“What’s this, a lollipop?” I jokingly asked Jason. I’d never seen one before.


Jason snickered. “It’s sugar to stir in the coffee.”


My cheeks burned. “Ah,” I said, embarrassed.


He patted me on the leg as if to say, “Good girl.” I cringed. I wanted to slap his hand.


After dinner, he drove me home and walked me to my front door. I grew anxious, anticipating a kiss I did not want. Instead, he kissed my hand good night. “I would love to do this again,” he said.


“Sure,” I mumbled without meeting his eyes. He had just treated me to a nice meal, so it seemed rude to turn him down for another date. Besides, I could always make an excuse if he called again. It would be easier than turning him down in person.


But I couldn’t say no, not even over the phone to a guy I didn’t like. Jason and I dated for three years. Time and again, I said yes, despite myself, to dinners, outings, and intimacy. I wasn’t attracted to Jason. I didn’t even like him. My body tensed and my insides screamed danger when we kissed. But he worshiped me, telling me how beautiful and brilliant I was. He won over my friends with his charm, and we often went out on double dates or to parties with lots of other couples.


I liked the couples’ nights the way a little girl likes to play dress-up in Mommy’s high heels and makeup. I felt secure when we discussed a future together. Marriage was expected in my culture; no matter what I achieved, I would be a failure if I didn’t get married. It was clever of Jason to recognize my weaknesses and capitalize on my fears. He lured me with the promise of lifelong security. I didn’t love him, but I loved the idea of getting married.


Over the years Jason and I dated, I repeatedly found my way back to Chuck. We called each other or ran into each other at a club and picked up like we had never been apart. One weekend, while Jason was away at a bachelor party, I went to the Hamptons with some girlfriends. The summer sun was as strong as the drinks. The band was loud, and my denim shorts were short. I danced with a Long Island iced tea in my hand, showing off my tan more than my dance moves. Chuck appeared out of nowhere, a little buzzed, and we danced as if not a minute had passed since we were last together. The party continued into the night, and I wound up back at the rental house he shared with his older brothers and some friends. Going home with Chuck was as natural as breathing.


The next morning, I walked into the kitchen, where one of Chuck’s older brothers was eating an egg sandwich. “Where did you come from?” he teased. I was like a little sister to Chuck’s siblings.


“I hung out with Chuck yesterday,” I replied nonchalantly as I grabbed a cold slice of pizza from the box sitting on the counter.


He shook his head and rolled his eyes. “You two need to figure it out,” he advised.


It dawned on me then that my relationship with Chuck was complicated. The chemistry between us was as intense as our emotional bond. But he was immature, and I was dramatic. Chuck was a bit of a wild card, and I had no assurance of a future with him. I was afraid if I broke up with Jason and took a risk on Chuck, I would end up alone. I strategized and agonized over my future in an effort to ignore my internal chaos. It never occurred to me that I could exist on my own without a boyfriend. I needed the validation of feeling valued by a man.





I graduated college with a reluctant desire to move out of my parents’ home and into my own apartment. It’s a natural step for a recent college graduate, but where I came from, it felt more like a blatant flip of the finger to my culture. I scoured the classifieds and even viewed a few apartments, but I couldn’t sign a lease. I blamed my mother for not supporting my urge to go, knowing deep down I needed her to be the one holding me back. I resented her, but I resented my own cowardice even more.


I wanted my freedom as much as I wanted the safety of home. The only way out was to get married. Jason recognized my neediness and seized the opportunity. We planned our engagement while Chuck was out in clubs and seeing other girls. I didn’t want to marry Jason, but Chuck seemed far out of reach. I was miserable in a relationship that I was afraid to leave. I couldn’t relax and find peace in myself, so I kept moving forward on a path sprinkled with drama to distract me from my troubled mind.


When I sensed Jason was getting close to popping the question, I called Chuck. He answered the phone, and my stomach swarmed with butterflies. My heart expanded at the sound of his hello.


“Hey, it’s me,” I said. “It’s been a while. I miss you.”


“Well, you’re the one in a serious relationship,” he replied.


“You’re the one hooking up with one girl after another in every club and bar in Queens,” I shot back.


“But I think about you every day,” he said softly. “I can’t get you off my mind.” There was a long pause. I nearly burst from holding my breath as I waited to hear what he’d say next. “Sometimes I think about showing up on your front porch and popping the question on the spot,” he added.


Tears filled my eyes. I wanted to lose myself in Chuck, melt into him the way a child melts into a mother’s embrace. The intensity of my emotions frightened me. Being vulnerable meant I might one day have my heart broken.


“I’m about to get engaged,” I blurted.


“Then why are you calling me?” He sounded deflated, confused. Chuck didn’t beg me to choose him. He remained silent, giving me the space to find my own answer within. His sudden maturity shocked me. I asked for a few days to think.





The next morning, I ran into my cousin’s wife on the express bus to Manhattan. Barely twenty-five years old, she’d been married to my cousin for a couple of years already.


“Good morning, gorgeous,” she exclaimed with high morning energy. She had a bubbly, flaky way about her, a whimsical flair to her soul.


“Hi, Gloria,” I replied glumly as she slid into the seat next to me.


“What’s wrong, cookie?” she asked.


“I’m caught between two guys, and I need to make a choice soon,” I shared.


Bestowing the wisdom of a fairy godmother, she replied, “Follow your heart, my darling, not your head.”


Sirens went off inside of me. The answer was not Jason.


The flash of clarity went dark as I rationalized. My fearful voice always seemed to speak the loudest. What did Gloria know? I was a CPA in a suit on my way to my important accounting firm. She was working in a department store, living the typical Italian girl married life. I wasn’t going to wind up barefoot and pregnant in an apartment in Queens, married to my high school sweetheart. I was educated, professional, polished, and sophisticated. But my resume didn’t match how I felt internally.


I called one of my best friends that evening to discuss my dilemma. Michele and I had known each other since kindergarten. She was top of her class in law school and dating a recent Yale graduate. Intelligent women from a generation with so much more freedom and opportunity than our mothers, the two of us appeared to have risen above our backgrounds.


“I don’t know what to do,” I whined.


“What do you mean, you don’t know?” she exclaimed. “Chuck has no ambition. Your life will go nowhere fast. Jason’s a law student. It’s a no-brainer.”


That was all the confirmation my ego needed. I wanted to move beyond my broken self and my ignorant background. I believed I’d have the chance to do that with Jason. He promised me our life together would play out like Camelot. My mother despised Jason and loved Chuck. I wanted an existence far superior to my parents’. I was trying so hard not to become my mother that I ignored the signs that Jason was far worse than my father. I ended it with Chuck and committed to Jason.


I should have committed to myself. But that was never an option.












chapter three





“YOU’RE GOING TO LET HER GO OUT WITH HIM TONIGHT?” I overheard my older brother Dominick ask my mother as I dressed for my New Year’s Eve date with Jason.


“If she wants to be so stupid, then let her,” my mother replied.


Dominick challenged my father. “And you’re just going to sit there?”


“What do you want me to goddamn do?” Dad shot back.


The tension between Jason and my family had been building for weeks, ever since Jason had asked my father for my hand in marriage. This gesture of respect indulged my father’s ego and duped him into thinking he and Jason were buddies. More than anything, my father cared about being held in high regard and well-liked by anyone outside our home. Without a thought for my well-being, or consideration of my mother’s wishes, Dad gave Jason his blessing and then told my mother of the upcoming proposal.


She was not going to have it. She wanted me married, but not to Jason. Her desires were never acknowledged by my father. She resented him for betraying her while accommodating others, something he did frequently. He was Mr. Congeniality out in the world, but he degraded his family behind closed doors, blaming Mom and us kids for his unhappiness. In turn, she lashed out at him with savage rage.


This had been going on for years. When I was around seven or eight years old, my body trembled when I heard a dreaded yet familiar rumble signaling the onset of another vicious fight between my parents. I clenched the sheets up to my nose, wanting to hide while remaining vigilant. I wondered if my brothers were scared in their beds too. I contemplated making a run for their room but feared getting caught in the crossfire.


My parents moved from their bedroom into the hallway. Anger electrified them. The reason for the fight didn’t matter; it always seemed there was something deeper at play. Their marriage was the perfect storm. Lacking introspect, it was where they played out their pain, resentment, and shame.


“You’re nothing but a pig.” I winced as my father insulted my mother.


“And you’re a sissy like your brother,” my mother shot back.


“You’re a filthy slob like your sister.”


“Your mother’s a slut,” my mother spat with vengeance. (As an adult, I learned my grandmother cheated on my grandfather while her young sons kept the secret from their dad.) Mom was so worked up she began to choke.


“Can’t breathe? Is it your lungs?” my father taunted, then faked a cough. I cringed at his nastiness. My maternal grandfather had died from lung cancer.


“I’m going to dance at the funeral when your parents drop dead!” my mother howled. Her voice was low, deep, and threatening.


I crept out of bed and peeked out my doorway, frightened.


My father grabbed my mother and shoved her into the banister. “I’ll fucking kill you,” he snapped.


“Get the hell off of me.” Her voice trembled.


“Stop it!” I burst from my room, unable to take any more. “Please just stop!”


My mother stormed into their bedroom and slammed the door, too angry to comfort me. She seemed helpless to free herself and her children from our plight. My father went from abuser to nice guy in a flash. He tucked me back into bed and tried to shush me to sleep, but I was more confused than reassured by his insistence that everything was okay. I couldn’t trust my parents. I didn’t feel safe.


An awkward silence filled our house for a few days until the fight blew over, and my parents settled back into their usual antagonistic coexistence. Their marriage was at best a convenient arrangement, typical of the time. Dad went to work and paid the bills while Mom took care of the home and us kids. They put up with each other for security; being in love was irrelevant. Their relationship felt dangerous to me, but their tolerance of it made me question my judgment. I was drowning in confusion, but I had no one to talk to. Survival skills I developed as a child hindered my well-being as an adult. Withdrawal led to isolation, the need for control bred anxiety, perfectionism brought about depression. Secrets gave rise to shame, and people-pleasing fueled resentment. My relationship with Jason was rooted in my brokenness.


My mother was unable to express her concerns about my involvement with Jason, or anything for that matter, in a supportive way. Loving, advice-filled chats weren’t part of our family repertoire. Instead, she turned to what I thought of as her Moron Manual, an ethnic mother’s guide of senseless rules imposed to perpetuate generational insanity. This manual isn’t in print; it lived in my mother’s head. In her world, there was a right and a wrong way to do everything, a protocol that had to be followed. How things looked on the outside mattered more than what was true. We constantly evaluated and judged others while fearing their judgment in return.


When she learned of my upcoming engagement, my mother flipped to a page in her mind and proclaimed that Jason couldn’t propose. My older brother was getting married in six months, and our engagement would steal his thunder. We would also burden our relatives with two nuptials a year apart. I believe my mother had good intentions; she was trying to buy time in the hopes that Jason and I would eventually break up. I can still hear her say he was no good. She was wise to his manipulative charm and keenly aware that I did not love him.


My brother Dominick shared my mother’s outrage. He longed for a well-bred life and saw the potential for this in me as well. Perhaps he believed our emotional pain could be cured by sophistication. He aspired to leave our neighborhood and culture behind us, hoping for a refined, drama-free existence. He desperately reached for it, but the Moron Manual, ingrained in him, always got in his way. Frustrated, he often exploded in anger. I judged him for his rage, arrogantly pretending I was above it, not recognizing he was trying to free us from the insularity of our relatives and community.


Dominick and my mom banded together like an angry mob, demanding my father go back to Jason and insist he couldn’t propose until after my brother’s wedding. Wanting to make sure he aligned with popular opinion, Dad went back to Jason, who refused to accommodate him. That ended their fake friendship. Irate at Jason’s blatant disregard, my father joined the family crusade.


Over the holidays, I had become aware of the turmoil going on behind my back, yet we all pretended I didn’t know, in order to keep the engagement a surprise. Our family dysfunction made me think Jason was normal; my relatives were the problem, although deep down I knew he was toxic too. I lost myself in all the drama. It was a safe way to hide from my own pain.


That night, a limousine pulled up to my house. Jason rang the bell and then waited on the front porch, grinning.


“I’m leaving!” I shouted, desperate for someone to tell me I shouldn’t go.


“Take care,” my father called from behind his newspaper.


“Bye, Francesca,” my mother mumbled in disgust. I got the sense she was done with me. I pushed down the pain of falling short of her expectations. I told myself that somehow I’d win her back.


My brother retreated to his room once he realized my parents weren’t going to stop me. His resignation made me feel deflated, like I wasn’t worth the effort.


My sense of being abandoned by my family that night pushed me out the door. I joined Jason, telling myself that, at least in his eyes, I was worthy of love. I seemed to be a disappointment to everyone else.





Jason’s plans for the proposal came together like a tapestry of scenes from every love story ever written. A limo into New York City, dinner at Sardis, Phantom of the Opera tickets, and a carriage ride in Central Park on New Year’s Eve made for an unforgettably romantic tale.


I spent the entire evening anticipating the proposal. Marriage was expected of me, and I had pursued it with ardent determination. Jason was the means to an end. I ignored the doubts gnawing at me and tried to conjure exhilaration. I was going through the motions, faking joy in the hopes of finding it. I did not taste my meal, I wasn’t moved by the show, and I didn’t notice the beauty of Central Park. Everything was simply a backdrop for my expectation. I was waiting for life to happen, craving some impossibly perfect future because the present was a projection of my unsettled mind. The only thing I noticed was Jason’s sly smile.


He didn’t propose during the horse-drawn carriage ride through Central Park, the last activity on our list. C’mon already, I thought as we approached The Plaza Hotel. I sat on my hands, irritated that the night was a flop while passersby seemed energized by the pulse of the city. I resented Jason for making a fool out of me.


When the carriage stopped near our limousine, Jason got out and bent down on one knee. “Francesca, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” he asked. The moment was finally here, but my heart sank. I did not want a ring—not from him. My mind flashed on a string of self-betrayals over the years that had led to the present moment. I couldn’t breathe. I wanted to say no, but I was in way too deep. My perfect image would be flawed, and those who judged me would be vindicated. At twenty-four, I was too afraid to take on the daunting task of being single again and starting over.


I covered my mouth, pretending to hold back a gasp of delight. I tried to shed a tear, but my eyes refused to go along with my deception.


“Yes!” I faked excitement despite being suspicious of Jason’s motives, sensing beneath his charm a desire to control and manipulate me. The haunting similarity between the plot of Phantom and our relationship was somehow lost on me. I was book smart, yet naivete made me vulnerable.


Despite my reservations, I played the role of giddy bride-tobe so well it frightened me. Guilt flooded me. How dare I second-guess Jason when I was just as much of a fraud? That guilt triggered pressure to make it up to him. I would be a devoted fiancée, a good girl.


He slid a rock the size of a skating rink onto my finger. The moment called for a kiss, yet I peeked over his shoulder, more interested in the ring. The three-carat, brilliant-cut diamond sparkled on my slender finger.


We walked toward our limousine, where the driver was waiting with a warm smile on his face. He’d been given an itinerary at the beginning of the night, so he knew the special moment had just occurred. He seemed genuinely excited to be part of it.


“Congratulations!” he exclaimed. I connected to a warmth in his eyes that I did not see in Jason’s. A wave of sadness came over me.


“Thank you.” My voice trembled. Tears finally welled but not from happiness.


The joy in the driver’s eyes dimmed. Young love should have offered hope in humanity and delight in the New Year. Instead, he was witnessing my despair.


“You okay?” he whispered to me as Jason reached into the limousine for champagne.


“Oh, yes—just shocked.” I was well-trained in covering up my true feelings, but the driver was on to me. He sighed with disappointment, and I looked away, ashamed. I yearned to hug this stranger who understood me, but that seemed inappropriate. I would just have to suck it up and handle the consequences of my mistakes.


Jason handed me a glass of champagne. “To us.” He raised his glass.


“To us,” I replied. I sipped the champagne and pretended it was the start of a charmed life. We were a good-looking power couple on the verge of breaking the barriers of my narrow-minded background.


“I’m sure you want to show off the ring,” Jason said. “I asked the driver to take us back to your neighborhood. I left my car at that pub you all go to. We can meet everyone there.”


“My family will be there,” I warned, suddenly trying to protect him, even though I desperately wanted to win them back.


“It’s okay. It’s your night,” he insisted. My spirits lifted with the hope that all my wounds would be healed by our fairy-tale engagement.





We pulled up to the pub, and I stepped onto the curb like I was walking the red carpet. I mumbled a quick goodbye to the limo driver, unable to make eye contact, then waltzed into the bar, expecting to be the center of attention as the new bride-to-be. But the New Year’s Eve party was well underway, and my entrance went unnoticed. The bar area was packed with people, some wearing 1996 hats, all with drinks in their hands. The music was loud, but the drunk chatter and laughter were even louder. I scanned the crowd, waiting for someone to notice me. Finally, my eyes met Nicole’s.


“Happy New Year, Frannie!” she shouted before blowing her horn.


“Happy New Year,” I replied, holding out my hand.


“Holy crap, congratulations!” she howled.


“Frannie got engaged!” she screamed to our circle of friends.


Jason and I were flooded with congratulatory hugs from buzzed friends who oohed and ahed at the ring. My brothers were there too. They did not acknowledge us.


The support of well-wishers lasted only a few moments. The high from the spotlight quickly wore off when everyone turned their attention back to the party. I looked around, itching for another rush. My mother was glaring at me from the dining area, where she was sitting with my father and their friends. As usual, Dad was chatting enthusiastically with anyone who would listen.


“There are my parents.” I grabbed Jason by the arm.


I approached them slowly, fussing with my skirt and my hair. “Happy New Year,” I cautiously said to my mom.


“Happy New Year,” she flatly replied.


“I got engaged,” I half stated, half questioned as I held out my hand.


“That’s nice. Congratulations.” She didn’t acknowledge Jason, who stood stiffly by my side.


I lowered my head and stared at my shoes. My mind raced for a way to make it better. Maybe I could break through to my father. He seemed in good spirits, dressed up and surrounded by friends who thought he was a great guy. I looked over at him, but he turned his back to Jason and me, acting like a tough guy, when in reality he was a coward. He didn’t care about our engagement, my brother’s wedding, my mother’s anger, or me. He always aligned himself with whatever cause kept him most popular. My brothers and I had spent our childhoods competing with each other to be the one Dad loved most, alternating between being the prize child and the problem.


My friend Michele, the one who’d insisted Jason was a better choice than Chuck, had followed us toward my parents. She was hoping to witness the exciting moment and share in my joy. Instead, tears filled her eyes. I pulled her outside. She didn’t seem to notice the frigid January air.


“I can’t believe how mean and coldhearted they’re being,” she said, sobbing. “They should be so excited for you.”


“It’s okay.” I comforted her, shivering. I had left my coat inside. “I don’t care what they think,” I added with feigned confidence. Soothing her gave me a false sense of strength. I smiled at a couple who walked out of the bar, grabbed the door from them, and ushered Michele back in.


In the bar I paused, awkwardly aware of myself as if I had stumbled onto a movie set, yet no one seemed to notice me. Nervous energy bubbled as I tried to act as happy as everyone else looked. I sat on a barstool near Jason, who stood smoking a cigar. The smoke nauseated me, but that never stopped him. I asked the bartender for a glass of water. I sighed, weighed down by drama and resigned to the fact that my life would always be complicated. Dysfunction was my birthright. I gave up any hope of living in peace.


I noticed my parents gathering their coats, and suddenly I feared being left behind.


“I’m ready to go.” I put down my glass and grabbed my purse.


“Why the rush?” Jason asked.


“I’m just really tired.” As I said the words, I realized it was true. I was exhausted by my family, Jason’s plans, and my facade.


“Let me just finish my cigar,” he said.


“Oh, you do that, no rush,” I said. “Stay and have fun. My parents can drive me home.”


“If that’s what you want.” His nostrils flared, a signal I’d learned indicated his disapproval. But I was free to go. I hurried to catch up to my parents.


We drove home in silence, my mother seething alongside my oblivious father. I sat in the back seat like a child, fidgeting with the ring. I had struggled to do everything that was expected of me, but I’d failed miserably. I stared out the window, wondering how I would fix this mess and gain my parents’ love and approval.
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