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For my family





“This is why we set up a shrine of the Graces in a public place, to remind men to return a kindness; for that is a special characteristic of grace, since it is a duty not only to repay a service done one, but another time to take the initiative in doing a service oneself.”

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics







PROLOGUE

When Maria Tuttoilmondo’s older brother was arrested in the slums of Rome in the first year of the twentieth century for stealing meat, their mother slapped the one-way ticket to New York, intended for him, into Maria’s hand. The ten-year-old girl knew not to argue with her mother, but she refused to go to this strange city alone. Maria scooped up a kitten in the Roman ruin near their tenement and stowed its frail form in a bag slung across her hip under layers of clothes.

Any cat was a gift to a ship, but a Roman cat with black fur and six toes on each paw was seen as holy. The superstitious sailors would not touch the kitten or the girl traveling with it. Maria held the cat against her chest like a sacred talisman as she arrived at Ellis Island. After hours of waiting, the doctor listened to Maria’s heart and the kitten’s heart. He checked her gums and the kitten’s gums. When a uniformed man put the pair onto a ship that pulled into a Manhattan wharf, Maria knew she had made a mistake. She wouldn’t be sent home, as she had believed, for sneaking a cat into New York. Her first lesson in America: She needed to understand the rules before she could break them.

Maria went to stay with a distant cousin in the worst neighborhood in the best suburb north of New York City because her mother wanted her far from the stench of the tenements. The ten blocks of industrial buildings and low-rise homes where she now lived could have been plucked from any of New York’s outer boroughs, except for the wealthy suburban neighborhoods that encircled them like a moat. Maria would never escape her mother’s dream or her brother’s mistake, but the kitten could at least be free. She let it go before Midnight Mass at St. Joseph’s church, the small black shadow sliding away down the alley. The cat would never wander far.

Here in this neighborhood, Maria would give birth to a daughter, whom she would name Graziella, in memory of the statue of The Three Graces, or Le Tre Grazie, which she’d walked past every day on the way to school back in her old life in Italy. As if throwing an ancient stake down in this new world, she named her baby after those three Roman goddesses who embodied the best of female virtues: radiance, joy, and blossoming. Her daughter, Graziella, in turn had one daughter, whom she named Graziella, who had one daughter, whom she named Graziella, completing the triumvirate. Everyone called Graziella’s daughter Grace and her granddaughter Ella.

One hundred and twenty-two years after Maria and her kitten parted ways on Pearl Street, her great-granddaughter, Ella, would cross paths with the cat’s last feral descendant—female, ancient, three-legged, and six-toed—on the same street. But all of this would come later.





CHAPTER ONE Christmas Eve

Arriving at 125 Pearl Street, Ella paused and then knocked on the door, which felt odd, given that she had spent every day of her childhood here. Her ninety-six-year-old nonna, who stood at four feet two inches tall, took one look at Ella and slammed the door shut.

Graziella Valentini had never been more disappointed in a person, a feeling she almost always reserved for men. Not when she found out Pope Pius XI had cooperated with Mussolini; not when her neighbor across the street installed sixty-seven garden gnomes in his front yard; not when her late husband dropped dead of a heart attack while making wine in the basement. The heart attack was not his fault, after all, but their granddaughter was. She had to be, because Grace was his fault too.

The connection between the three Graziellas, once as vital as an umbilical cord, had lost its pulse. For the past five years, Ella had only acquiesced to seeing them on Easter and Christmas Eve, which for an Italian-American family was equivalent to a declaration of war. Ella had first grown distant during her last year of college. She knew that visiting her grandmother’s home today was likely to turn into a diplomatic incident.

“Nonna. Are you going to let me in?” Ella yelled, banging on the door.

“No,” Graziella yelled back.

“No wonder she doesn’t invite us to Brooklyn,” Grace whispered to Graziella before opening the back door with a glass of red wine in one hand. Ella walked into the kitchen, and Grace hugged her. “How was the train, honey?”

Ignoring them both now, Graziella picked up two hot platters from the stove with hand towels.

“Fine,” Ella said, her body rigid in Grace’s grip. Grace let go, as though letting her daughter go was the most natural thing in the world.

“I’m sorry your dad couldn’t be here,” she added reflexively. Ella’s father lived in Bermuda and commuted “home” once a month. Ella never saw him, and he didn’t seem to mind, which racked Grace with a double dose of guilt despite her having no responsibility for either of them.

“I’m not sorry,” Ella replied, taking off her puffer coat.

Grace’s eyes took in her daughter’s brittle frame—as delicate as the bony fish on the stovetop—and despair washed over her. Ella’s loose, cropped shirt hung off the sharp edges of her collarbones and revealed the top of her insulin pump above her right hip. Grace softened her face, focusing on the light in Ella’s chestnut eyes, knowing that her gaze would be felt by her daughter.

Graziella had no such sensitivities for her granddaughter’s feelings. Unable to contain herself at the sight of such dire neglect, she put down the platters with a clang and grabbed Ella’s hands, not out of warmth but to monitor their chill.

“Mostriciattola!” Graziella yelled in frustration. Ella’s childhood nickname meant “little monster.” It was supposed to be endearing, although it rarely felt that way.

Graziella ran so hot, she burned Ella to touch. She shook herself free. It was as if they thought her body was theirs rather than hers. It wasn’t a new phenomenon. When Ella was diagnosed with type 1 diabetes at age five, the endocrinologist taught Grace and Graziella to recognize the clinical signs of dangerously high and low blood sugar.

In practice, avoiding both was a near to impossible challenge for Grace and Graziella, who were charged with balancing Ella’s volatile blood sugar. Early mistakes in either direction meant an ambulance was called at home or at school. Much to Ella’s benefit and regret, their knowledge of her condition soon surpassed the limitations of science and the boundaries she now wanted to have as an adult. The two older women developed a sensitivity to Ella’s blood sugar the way a cat feels the weather change in its inner ear. Before Ella exhibited any symptoms of a blood sugar rise, Grace and Graziella were chasing her with a finger prick and an insulin pen—backstage before a choir performance, through a haunted house on Halloween, at a middle school dance.

Grace had tried to turn off this extra sense once Ella turned eighteen. It hadn’t worked. Sometimes, she woke up in the middle of the night certain Ella’s blood sugar was too low, despite her firm belief against superstition. Her profession as a psychologist forbade such magical thinking. Still, how else to explain the time she had tripped on the Upper West Side, sensing a blood sugar drop, and later discovered that Ella had fainted in a library nearby when her levels had bottomed out?

Graziella muttered something unintelligible and turned back to preparing the seven dishes she summoned from memory every year for the Feast of the Seven Fishes, an act of commemoration for her mother who had passed them on. Regardless of what anyone said about Christmas, Graziella believed it was a holiday for women—particularly women giving birth in dire circumstances, of which there were infinite variations. Ella did not understand, or she would take better care of herself. It had not been easy for the Valentini women to bring children into the world, let alone keep them alive. The problem was that Graziella’s daughter, a renowned psychologist and Columbia professor, had overlooked the innate in favor of the intellectual. Grace spoke of parenting as if it were a philosophy. Parenting had failed Ella, and the girl had folded in on herself like thin paper bending into origami. This was how she’d become the empty shape that had arrived at Graziella’s back door.

She spotted a large hole the size of a baseball in the back of Ella’s trousers, right under her tush. She wanted to pinch the skin there as a reminder that any old pervert on the subway could do just that.

“You need new pants,” Graziella said, heading into the dining room.

“I can get some at work,” Ella replied.

“You mean you’ll pull them out of the trash,” Graziella shouted back. Ella worked at Big Apple Bargains, the tristate area’s largest charity thrift shop, sorting through donations at their flagship location near Times Square.

“Let’s not talk about appearances,” Grace said diplomatically. She followed Graziella into the dining room with more platters.

“Did the priest say the Latin wrong or something?” Ella muttered, following her.

“I’ll never understand why you pretend to be stupid. You know St. Joseph’s hasn’t had a Latin Mass since the Second Vatican Council,” Graziella shot back while shoving a serving spoon under the calamari.

“Let’s stay away from religious stuff tonight too,” Grace said.

“It’s Christmas Eve, Grace. Do you think it’s about shoring up the economy like the rest of your generation?” Graziella asked.

“She has a point about capitalism,” Ella replied.

“I wasn’t talking to you!” Graziella said, pointing a finger at Ella.

“At least she hasn’t called you trash.” Ella looked at Grace, who pulled out a chair and sat down. A strange, life-size china baby Jesus with a crown of thorns stared her down from the mahogany sideboard. She had always hated that doll. There was no music playing. Despite Graziella’s religiosity, or maybe because of it, she did not indulge in Christmas cheer.

“I’ve never called you trash. You work in trash. You are surrounded by trash. You wear trash. The hole in your pants is so big someone could put a fist up there,” Graziella clarified.

“Now go fetch the baccalà.”

Ella shook her head as she walked back into the kitchen. The smell of baccalà alla romana, salt cod and potatoes stewed in San Marzano tomatoes, made her ravenous. She had always craved fish, so much so that in school she had brought sardine salad—a Graziella-made alternative to tuna salad—for lunch every day for six years until she realized that “fish fingers” wasn’t a compliment.

She placed the platter on the table. Even one of these dishes would be too much for three people. Six more oversize platters adorned the table, yet there was nothing that Ella could eat.

“Nonna, is there anything else I can grab?” she asked, trying for casual.

“No. It’s the Feast of the Seven Fishes,” Graziella said. She rushed through grace, speeding up her voice as if she were a pharmaceutical advertiser rattling off side effects. Her hands flew toward the serving-ware, diving into this most sacred Italian-American tradition. She heaped portions of each platter onto the old china plate in front of Ella: fried smelts, marinated eel, anchovies with endive, calamari salad, seared scallops, spaghetti with clams, and her beloved baccalà. Ella’s mouth watered, rebelling against her.

“Is something wrong with the fish, Ella?” Grace said, sensing some silent conversation occurring.

“I’m vegan now, actually,” Ella said, looking at her grandmother, who already knew. Graziella only sped up the movement of her hands.

“Oh.” Grace shut down the instinct to grip her daughter’s wrist to check her pulse.

“Do you have anything I can eat? Canned chickpeas?” Ella asked.

“Only dried beans. Canned are too expensive,” Graziella said.

“They’re cheaper than seafood.”

“Chickpeas are peasant food,” Graziella spat.

“Your dad was a peasant,” Ella replied.

“Exactly,” Graziella said.

“If we had known, Ella, I’m sure Nonna would have…” Grace began to say.

“I called Nonna about it months ago. She told me not to bring anything,” Ella snapped, balling her hands into fists.

“The only reason you’re starving yourself is because you were so well-fed as a child,” Graziella said, eating a bite of calamari.

“There’s a serious body of research about the seafood industry harming ocean ecosystems. There’s one study of shrimp in Thailand alone that’s very compelling—”

“Are you insulting my fish?” Graziella interrupted Ella, her hands whirling through the air like helicopters. Insulting Graziella’s fish meant insulting the third-generation fishmonger down the road, which was tantamount to treason.

“Studies say veganism is good for diabetics,” Ella replied.

“Then why do you look like you’re dying?” Graziella shot back. “If I showed up to your house looking like Dracula’s last victim, would you feed me peanuts and potato peels?”

“I’d be relieved,” Ella said. Graziella bit back the impulse to tell her granddaughter that she was dying. Though it was subtle, it was no less true. She could feel her own body slowing down like a train pulling into the station. Everybody died. It was not something to make a fuss about unless she needed it for leverage, and that moment was not now.

“If your doctors think it’s okay—” Grace began to say.

“It doesn’t matter what her doctors think. It’s common sense. Protein stabilizes her numbers. Her numbers are all outta whack.” Graziella waved her fork around in the air like a battle flag.

“Nonna, our global food system is killing people,” Ella replied.

“You always miss your own point in the service of making it,” Graziella said before taking a bite of the baccalà. No one responded, and Graziella thought her namesakes must be too slow in the head. “Hurting no one? Do you need to go back and read the Greeks? There is a self and you are that self. Or would basic biology be more suitable for a college dropout? You are hurting a mammal named Ella Myers: a trash collector who squats in a warehouse and worries her mother sick.”

“Are you insulting trash collectors now?”

“I’m insulting you.” Graziella pointed her fork at her granddaughter. “No trash collector would have such poor judgment at twenty-two, let alone twenty-seven. Cristoforo Colombo, your grandfather, was storming Omaha Beach when he was twenty-two.” Always it came back to this, back to the moment five years ago when Ella had most disappointed her family.

“Ella’s doing important work for Big Apple Bargains, Ma,” Grace said.

“You should be giving the stuff away to the people who need it, for goodness’s sake. Not selling it for profit,” Graziella said back.

“Ma, it’s an established nonprofit,” Grace replied.

“It’s putting her in an early grave,” Graziella added.

“Can you stop insulting me?” Ella said. Grace, unable to override her instincts, stood up to find something for Ella to eat.

“No, Grace. I’ll find something,” Graziella said. She had spent her life feeding an entire neighborhood of people, stray cats, and even the occasional dog. Ella was the only one who wouldn’t eat her food. There would be no more parenting.

Graziella returned with a can of ocean fish cat food. She pulled back the top of the aluminum container with the bravado of a maestro. Ella felt her stomach curl, deeper than the hunger and the nausea that accompanied plummeting blood sugar.

“Ma,” Grace yelled, standing up.

“The old cat is having your baccalà tonight. You won’t eat your fish, you eat her fish.”

Ella snatched the can of cat food from her grandmother’s hands and threw it at the figurine of baby Jesus like a Yankees pitcher gunning for the playoffs. It hit the doll and splattered all over the stark white wall behind it. Baby Jesus tottered and then fell onto the floor.

Grace gasped. Ella ran out of the house, passing her grandmother’s old cat with no name. Ella refused to be disrespected like this. She vowed she wouldn’t come back to Pearl Street until there was a funeral.






CHAPTER TWO Graziella

Six weeks later

If it hadn’t been for the chicken cutlet emergency, Graziella would never have ignored the twinge in her side while she banged her cane on the door of the market at 7:58 a.m. The morning chill cut into her cheeks like daggers, and a gust of wind almost knocked her over. She hardened her stance, leaning on her cane under the old-fashioned sign that read Fazzio’s. The blood-red paint would have faded into obscurity long ago if Graziella hadn’t reminded the owner, Dominic, to touch it up every five years.

She banged again, wishing her cane were a battering ram. Graziella’s next-door neighbor and tenant, Maria, had just gotten home after an emergency C-section because her placenta had ruptured. Her baby, also named Maria, was far too small. In Graziella’s mind, this was the ultimate chicken cutlet emergency. Nothing frightened Graziella more than too-small babies. She had given birth to two very small babies, and only one of them had survived. Graziella always consoled herself that she had one more baby than she would have had as a nun, preferring to count her blessings by addition rather than subtraction. Once, while Graziella made manicotti for Grace as a graduate student, Grace had said to her, You couldn’t feed your other baby, Ma. Now you feed everyone. Stating the obvious was a waste of breath.

In the window, Italian and American flags swayed at the same height. Dried cured meats hung from the ceiling in the glass window that the owner dusted when the store got slow. These days there was not a speck of dust.

Dominic Fazzio jogged to the front door when he saw Graziella. Once inside, she followed the middle-aged man through the aisles of basics, Italian specialty goods, and two new sections of Latin American products that Graziella had insisted he stock. She believed it was both good business and good. This neighborhood had always been home to immigrants. The idea that the nationality of their neighbors rotated every few decades was as natural as the seasons.

“Are the cutlets fresh?” she asked. Graziella noticed for the thousandth time that the tall man stood askew, leaning like the Tower of Pisa. Dominic pulled out the tray of cutlets. He cut off the corner of a cutlet with a butcher’s knife and handed it to Graziella in a piece of parchment.

“Made yesterday,” he said, and she nibbled a bite, then clucked her mouth like a chicken.

“They’re too light. Did you use cold oil?”

“I can put aside some cutlets for you tomorrow when we make them fresh, Graziella. Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays.”

“Mrs. Valentini to you, son. What good does that do when I need fresh cutlets today?” Without waiting for a response, she walked away and grabbed a dozen eggs and a carton of milk before returning to the butcher’s counter. Dominic peered down at the evidence of his longest-standing customer’s disapproval.

“Two pounds of skinless chicken breasts, trim the fat, and slice them thin. Thin, Dom!” Graziella’s hand sliced through the air like a sharpened blade. “I want them almost translucent.”

That morning, Graziella had already made breakfast for Maria’s family and two different kinds of soup, all rich with collagen to rebuild the mother’s strength. The cutlets would give Maria some extra protein and take care of the husband, who needed to go back to work that day. When Dominic plopped the chicken on the scale, Graziella narrowed her eyes. Something was wrong with the scale or with the world.

“That’s $14.95,” Dom said.

“Is your scale correct?”

“Let me double-check.” Dominic weighed the chicken on another scale.

“Yes, Mrs. Valentini.”

Graziella blamed the Federal Reserve and Dominic in equal measure. She put everything in her reusable bag and shuffled out the door without paying. She wasn’t stealing. Dominic kept a store account open for her that she paid monthly by check enclosed in a Hallmark card purchased from his store. Graziella never wrote in the card, but she wanted to give him the extra sale.

She had visited Fazzio’s every day for more than sixty years, despite the hit-or-miss cutlets, which were even more distressing because Dominic made them using her recipe. Graziella had written it down for his mother decades ago, using pinches and handfuls, her hands being much more accurate than scales. The cutlets had been better when Dominic’s mother made them, maybe because her hands were the same size as Graziella’s—or maybe because women did most things better.

She looked back at the store. Back when her parents could rarely afford meat, Dominic’s grandfather, Big Dom, had added extras to their bag: pigs’ feet that had fallen on the floor or chicken livers that someone had forgotten at the register. None of them could understand the man, who only spoke a rare Calabrian dialect, but that didn’t matter much in light of his generosity.

Graziella walked past the old auto shop and the rows of working-class houses, stopping at the postal box to send a letter to her only living friend. The old cat showed up to guide Graziella around the slippery black ice in the shadows. The people Graziella respected most, her husband and Big Dom among them, were dead, but that didn’t make her eager to join them. Graziella thought about her death only in terms of her to-do list and of the dead only in terms of what she owed them.

When she turned left on Pearl Street, she let her fingers trail along the wall that her father had built with the discarded stone from construction sites over many decades. The youngest son of hungry farmers stretching back to the Roman Empire, Giuseppe Pucci spent his childhood climbing ancient stone walls, so when he came to New York he taught himself to work with stone. He became the most skilled unskilled laborer the neighborhood had ever seen, unimpeded by the shrapnel moving through the surface of his skin as if his body were sifting through silt for gold. He laid the stones that President Eisenhower walked on at a Rockefeller mansion after declaring the end of the Second World War. It was his second-greatest accomplishment. His greatest accomplishment was that he could now afford to buy meat he hadn’t raised or killed. His third-greatest accomplishment was his only child.

Graziella walked along his stone path, past the bread oven he had built for her mother, Maria, and up his stone steps to the back door. After making a phone call, Graziella took out the ingredients. She cracked eggs on the counter with one hand and dropped them into a small bowl, whisking them into a fury with a fork in the other hand. The scar from childhood that stretched across her hand and her left forearm was disappearing as her wrinkles multiplied.

Then she took dried sprigs of oregano and basil she had grown in her garden and rubbed them between her old hands, breaking the herbs into tiny pieces that she mixed into breadcrumbs she had made from a stale loaf of bread. After adding salt and seasoning, Graziella used her left hand to dip each cutlet into a bowl of flour and then egg, and her right to dip the cutlet into the breadcrumbs.

In a few hours, she would trade the cutlets and the soups for the newborn so that Maria could have a rest. As a rule, she never moved once a baby was sleeping in her arms. Grace once called her the neighborhood’s postpartum doula. She didn’t understand why everyone made new words for things that had been done forever.

The news anchor’s voice deepened, tugging her out of her thoughts. “We are interrupting programming with some breaking local news.” Graziella continued to bread cutlets as she looked up. Everything was always on the precipice of breaking.

“There’s a potential radioactive emergency happening in Midtown Manhattan that has shut down the area. No word from officials, but sources are saying that it began near Times Square.” The words felt like a physical blow as she saw her granddaughter’s face pass before her eyes. Graziella keeled over, head to her knees the way her husband had done when he had a heart attack.

Neither Graziella nor Grace had heard from Ella since their fight on Christmas Eve. Grace knew Ella was alive because of social media, but that was no good now. An earthquake of adrenaline flew through Graziella. Now was not the time to upend a lifetime’s worth of stoicism. It took her five seconds to pull herself up, wash her hands off, and grab the rotary phone they had installed on the side of her sixty-year-old cabinets. She dialed Ella’s number. Then Grace’s. Her daughter wasn’t picking up her phone. Her granddaughter wasn’t picking up her phone either.

Graziella drafted a note in Spanish for her neighbors telling them to come over, grab the soups, and ignore the mess. She’d help with the baby later; that plan would change only in the event of her death. If the worst happened, there were stipulations for the young family in her will, and they could buy a thousand cutlets from Fazzio’s themselves. Either way, she included no mention of emergencies because Graziella never mentioned emergencies. She fixed them before anyone noticed.

The old woman slipped the note under the door that still connected the two apartments, a holdover from when she raised Grace on this side of the wall and took care of her parents who lived on the other side.

Graziella found her cane and keys and walked out into the winter air, slowing down only to take her father’s steps one by one. The old cat jumped onto the top of the rail, watching over her as she moved toward her immaculate 2005 Toyota Camry. She wished she had a siren, but no one was going to arrest her for speeding. The cops feared Graziella Valentini above anyone else in this town.





CHAPTER THREE Grace

Grace could feel herself reaching through generations, far across an ocean, for something to hold on to. A news podcast from Rome played on the speakers in a fast lilt as she pulled into the tree-lined parking lot in her Volvo SUV. Whenever she heard the round vowels and rhyming double consonants of the Italian language, she imagined herself climbing the hills of Rome. She mimicked the newscaster’s voice, anchoring each syllable in her mouth as if they would deepen her own roots toward something sacred.

Italian had not come easily to her, although the tediousness of learning it had been a welcome escape these past five years. It had been torture, to have her daughter live so close in Brooklyn yet behind a barrage of boundaries as wide as the Atlantic. Some days, Grace didn’t think she would survive it. Half a decade of Italian classes and countless hours listening to the language—news reports, audiobooks, opera, and pop music—had resulted in some major gains for Grace’s communication skills, just not in her relationship with Ella. She understood everything the newscaster said that morning, which made her application process for Italian citizenship through jure sanguinis, or the right of blood, feel earned rather than inherited.

Grace had never been to Italy and had no plans to move there, but she had wanted to visit for as long as she could remember. Despite Grace’s interest, or maybe because of it, Graziella had forbidden travel to the country. She still hadn’t crossed Graziella’s absurd rule, not out of loyalty to her mother, but out of loyalty to the impossible dream that someday her mother might go with her. And then came Ella. The idea of going to Rome with the other two Graziellas had stuck in her imagination, and she hadn’t wiggled free of it. Citizenship held equal allure. The idea that a lineage once scorned as dirty was now a golden ticket to a European Union passport felt like progress, if not for her then for the world. She needed progress.

Grace had a problem born of many problems; she could not stop sweating. The doctor said the sweating was normal for a menopausal woman with a body that struggled with hormonal changes, but this level of sweating could not be normal. In September, she had stepped down from her role as department head of Columbia’s psychology department and requested to go on a research leave to lower her stress levels. It did not help. The fight with Ella on Christmas Eve had not helped either. Neither had medication, and the recent news from her husband had left her feeling like she had popped a habanero pepper while sitting in a sauna.

Grace wiped sweat off her brow as she pulled into the parking spot. She turned off the car and unplugged her phone from the console just as she heard the newscaster say “la città di New York.”

She walked down to the harbor in her wooden clogs and her parka, sensing but not seeing Manhattan at the end of the narrow neck of Long Island Sound. The wind whipped her hair into a frenzy. She heard a crack and jumped. A large tree branch fell down across the parking lot. If she had believed in bad omens, she would have turned back.

Grace looked around before stepping onto the beach. She would never do this at her tony beach club up the road, where a dozen staff members would run out trying to stop her from walking into the frigid water. The last thing she needed was to explain the inexplicable. Instead, she had come back to the place where she once swam laps as a kid in the summer.

Grace pulled off her parka and her clogs, dropping them on the sand. She let out a small gasp as her feet hit the freezing wet earth. In her Emilio Pucci bathing suit, she looked bright as a blue and green peacock in the wrong climate. Her bare thighs felt the smack of wind. She stepped into the water until her feet were submerged in the salty, slushy sea. The deep freeze made its way up her shins, and she willed herself to keep going. This was the first time she had felt cool in recent memory, and it was worth the waves of shock shaking through her body. Once the water hit the tops of her thighs, Grace let out an involuntary wail and dropped her body into a few feet of water, squatting so the freezing water washed over her shoulders.

Her chest felt like it could collapse under the pressure, but that wasn’t too different from the heavy ache she always felt for Ella. There was relief in experiencing its full intensity. Grace could only focus on surviving, on counting her breaths. After she counted to sixty, she took a longer breath and threw her head back until it was submerged. Moments later, Grace pushed herself up and out. She had forgotten a towel but threw the parka over her wet body and sat down on the beach, refusing to rush. She looked up at the sky. It was dense with clouds, but they weren’t weighing on her anymore.

That morning, Grace had read about cold dipping where she read everything—in the pages of The New York Times while sipping a mug of black coffee with a splash of cream. She did not believe in self-help fads, but she also did not believe in absolutes. Hours after learning about the practice, she was in the water breaking the cardinal rule of cold dipping: Don’t do it alone. But it had worked! She’d stopped sweating for the first time since last winter.

With a sense of triumph, Grace got in her car and saw a notification. Her husband, Bill, had texted her. She waited for the anger in the pit of her stomach to unfurl into waves of rage, but it only simmered. She saw him in her mind the way she had when they fell in love at Yale thirty-nine years ago, when he was on the cross-country team. To twenty-year-old Grace, he had represented a long list of things her family didn’t have. Bill was charismatic, blond, tall, wealthy, and educated. They got engaged during graduate school, got married in New York, and immediately began trying to conceive.

Bill’s tendency to work long hours, especially after Ella’s birth, had only strengthened Grace’s dependence on her Valentini roots. Bill had even moved into the two-family house on Pearl Street after Ella’s diagnosis, with the unspoken understanding that Graziella’s presence would allow for his absence.

Grace raised Ella with Graziella. She needed the support to keep up with the tenure track, and no paid professional would ever match her mother’s care. Graziella helped manage the minutiae of Ella’s diabetes with holy fervor, mapping her meals, movements, and insulin doses with equal parts devotion and precision. She sparred with the school nurse, forced camps and after-school activities to include Ella despite the liability, and remained on call to pick her up from anywhere, anytime. Grace would not have been able to have a career without her. And so Graziella was as much a mother to Ella as Grace was, which was common in Italian families but uncommon to Bill, who had been raised by a fleet of nannies. He parented as though absence would make Ella’s heart grow fonder.

What connection Grace and her husband did manage to maintain disappeared when Bill took a job in Bermuda ten years ago, commuting home to New York one weekend a month. Then their relationship foundered the way former colleagues do once they no longer share office space. Grace tried to embrace the change. She tried hormone replacement therapy, she tried designer lingerie, and she tried to persuade him to move home. She tried everything but divorce. It was Bill who left, and kept leaving.

A week ago, over mussels at their favorite French restaurant, he had told her the news. I met someone. She had put down her fork and imagined all the clichés: A younger woman who had gotten pregnant and looked petite anyway. An older work colleague whom he had finally kissed at a holiday party and wanted to adopt a child with. There was always another baby in her nightmares.

Still dripping from her cold plunge, Grace drove up Mamaroneck Avenue, toward bucolic neighborhoods with bigger homes, better pavement, and older trees. As she approached her semicircle driveway on Cottage Garden Lane, she saw her mother at her front door. Graziella never used the front door. Grace jumped out of the car and sprinted toward her in her bathing suit and flip-flops.

“Gracie, you need to get changed. I’ll explain in the car.” Grace’s body twisted into knots. Graziella should have been hurling insults about the stupidity of her dying of pneumonia in a lurid bathing suit in February, and the fact that she wasn’t meant something was horribly wrong. Ella.

She willed herself to run into the house and grabbed underwear, yoga pants, and a sweatshirt from her closet, and sprinted to her mother’s car. Graziella was already in the driver’s seat, and Grace knew better than to question whether she had the reflexes or the eyesight at ninety-six to get them wherever they needed to go.

Graziella put on the turn signal and sped out of Cottage Garden Lane without stopping at the stop sign. “It was something on the news. Something about radioactive material near Times Square.”

“A bomb?”

“I don’t know. Say the Rosary in your head. We’ll walk over the bridge if we have to.” Graziella merged onto the Hutchinson River Parkway and pulled the car into the left lane. Becoming an Episcopalian had not overridden Grace’s muscle memory. She heard the words of the Rosary in her mind, as if some deep part of her was saying them. Her mother kicked her foot onto the gas, hard.

Grace fumbled with her phone.

“Her phone’s off. Foolish girl,” Graziella said. Grace tried Ella’s number anyway, but she didn’t pick up. Then she pulled up the New York Times website with shaking hands.

“I should call Bill,” Grace said. She heard her mother let out an angry grunt. “He’s her father.”

“In name only,” Graziella said. Grace’s stomach dropped at the truth of it. He wouldn’t be helpful. He had never been helpful. Grace was frantically reading on her phone. Times Square being evacuated.

“What does this all mean?” Grace said to her mother. “What are we supposed to…”

“Put on your underwear. You’ll make the five o’clock news if we roll up with your tush out.”

Grace’s body shook as she stripped off the cold bathing suit in the front seat of her mother’s car and tugged on her clothes, sweating again despite having damp hair that felt like icicles. Graziella was going thirty miles over the speed limit in the left lane while adjusting the radio. The reporters knew nothing, and Grace shoved her fist into her mouth and bit down, trying not to wail.





CHAPTER FOUR Ella

Ella tried to calculate her likelihood of a prolonged, painful death while hiding in the bathroom stall at work, but her mind couldn’t focus on the math. All she could see was her mom’s face. She heard her mom’s voice telling her to breathe in for four seconds. Hold for four seconds. Breathe out for four seconds. Hold for four seconds. She knew that people pictured their mothers when they were dying.

She put her phone down on the toilet paper dispenser. Ella wondered how she had gotten everything horribly wrong. She had been so resolute about her choices and her calculations that she had failed to predict the possibility of dying at a Big Apple Bargains in Times Square while estranged from her family.

Sirens blared, and she knew the authorities were close. At least the police would have the area blocked off before Grace or Graziella heard about it on the news. She dropped into a squat, staying close to the ground. All of her mistakes flashed through her mind like PowerPoint slides. Her stupidity was galling.

She winced as she remembered telling her mother and grandmother she had dropped out of MIT two weeks short of graduating. You don’t understand. No one cares. No one cares about anything but being right. I can’t be part of any system that doesn’t care about people.

After Ella’s announcement, Grace had staged an intervention in her office with a psychologist under the guise of lunch. Ella had stared down Grace, Graziella, and Bill. Inviting Bill to be a part of it had been a betrayal. Listening to him lecture her about personal responsibility drove her away more than anything else. The conversation flashed before her eyes like her very own big bang. She had been so worried about hurting the world that she hadn’t considered that she was hurting the people who loved her the most—all in reaction to the person who loved her the least. Finding the lead pig felt like some kind of karma.

Ella had walked into Big Apple Bargains at 8:01 a.m. the morning of that find, always a hair late because she hated her job. Otherwise a stickler for being on time, she told herself that in this case promptness was another form of oppression. The irony was that Ella had rejected mass consumerism only to find herself buried deep in its bowels.

She clocked in and walked to the back of the store, where bins of donations overflowed. It didn’t matter how clear, how bold, how direct she was with the signage about what items they could accept. People were not so much generous as they were abundant. They unburdened themselves here every day, dropping off anything and everything: the ashes of a dead dog named Poppy; an Art Deco–style engagement ring with an appraisal note for $23,000; an inflatable hot tub covered with suspicious stains.

Other objects were far more fraught. She had once been pricked by a hypodermic needle through her plastic surgical gloves and discarded it without making a fuss, as Graziella would say. She had found a pair of thick rose-pruning gloves in the store and began using them while sorting items, to placate the voice of her mother. Ella didn’t need Grace and Graziella in her life because she could not get them out of her head.

She had gotten to work, her hands reaching down into a garbage bag of old clothes that smelled like mustard and mice. She threw the bag into the trash bin. Next up, an ancient mink coat. Ella told herself to be logical. Someone could use the coat for warmth. Still, there was something distressing about not giving it some kind of animal burial instead. Ella had spread Poppy the dog’s ashes in the Gowanus Canal before a rave, saying a Hail Mary in ripped pleather pants with purple glitter on her eyelids. But she needed her job. She tossed the coat in the “Keep” bin, trying to shake off the image of a mink lying dead in an industrial farm. Her boss, George, must have seen evidence of the internal tug-of-war on her face, because he yelled at her.

“That coat is a gold mine.”

“It’s in the ‘Keep’ pile, George.”

“Yeah, but I saw you think about giving it a goddamn funeral.” He knew she had taken Poppy’s ashes.

She hated George more than she hated her job, and not only because he didn’t let her work listening to science podcasts on her headphones anymore. Now she made up bad haikus all day to give her mind something to chew on. Ella muttered one under her breath.

George smells like old beer

Worse than Costanza at work

Belligerent ox.

As he shuffled past her in the narrow room, she felt his huge belly skim her back, and she shivered in disgust. The man had always been vaguely threatening, and her lack of respect for him amplified his worst traits. He was a very bad boss. She knew what a good boss looked like because she had been raised by one.

Her grandmother was a motherfucking boss. She had kept an entire neighborhood fed on a postal worker’s pension and ran the town like a mafiosa, though with the values and discipline of a nun. This was because she used to be a nun. Graziella was right about everything, except for anything to do with Ella and the planet.

Ella pulled a heavy box out of the bin, thankful for the lower-back brace that she had found in the store after she tweaked a muscle carrying a large crate of donated bowling balls. Ella put the package on a table, grabbed a box cutter, and opened it. There were a few obscure physics journals, which lit up her mind like Christmas lights. She saw scribbles in the margins in what looked like Russian. Her eye caught a paragraph referencing the Soviet Union’s nuclear program. She quashed the urge to start cracking the code.

Ella put the journals to the side in a separate pile to take home. Next, she saw a red metal box the size of a microwave and put her hands around it, writing another haiku in her head.

I sort through your trash

The dead weight of Manhattan

I hate you for it.

The box was far too heavy to move. She lifted the lid. What she saw jerked her out of autopilot. There were two small vials, each the size of a large pill, with blue liquid inside. She gasped and put the lid back on, hearing the voice of her high school physics teacher in her head. Scientists use lead-lined boxes, also called lead pigs, to shield people from dangerous radiation. Since lead is high in density and atomic number, it can absorb and deflect high-energy photons in radioactive materials.

Ella recognized the shape of the vials from photographs that had been taken in an old lab. The vials were not new. She couldn’t know with certainty that there was radioactive material inside. But why else would they be in a lead pig if they didn’t contain radioactive material? Her pulse raced to a gallop. She latched the lid without breathing, even though she knew inhalation would have no effect on the level of radiation entering her cells.

Ella stepped back and mentally prepared to make a huge fuss in the center of the world. If she didn’t die, she would die of shame. She shouldn’t have opened the box. Ella’s fingers were shaking, but she managed to dial 911 on her phone, tapping the broken screen.

“Hi. My name is Ella Myers, and I work at Big Apple Bargains at Forty-Sixth and Eighth. Someone donated a lead pig, which scientists use to protect radioactive material. It’s two and a half by two feet. I took the lid off and saw two vials in it that could be dangerous to anyone nearby. There may be other lead pigs in the bin. I don’t know. I was exposed for a few seconds, but I resealed the box.” Her voice shook. “You need to lock down the building—maybe the area—and bring in a radiation detector.”

Ella gave the woman her phone number and followed her directions in detail, as if she were following instructions in a lab. She locked the door to the back room so no one else could get close to the lead pig. Then she jogged to the women’s bathroom to get far away from it herself. A minute later, George blasted through the door to the two-stall bathroom.

“You called 911, you little delinquent.” She had forgotten that George was always watching and listening to the in-store cameras.

“There’s a lead pig here that could have radioactive material in it. It’s the red box in the back room. You have to stay away from it. The emergency team is on their way.” Ella’s voice was shaking.

“Are you smoking too much patchouli? You’re fired.”

“Fine. I’m fired. Get out, George. It might kill you.” He had children. She hated him, but she didn’t want him to die.

New York City had its own gravity. She had always imagined she could feel its pulse when she stepped off the train at Grand Central Station, see the invisible threads of each commuter leading to the hub of a large web. For the first time ever, Ella realized there were too many people here.

As she heard the sirens approaching, she flirted with the idea of running to get on the next train. She could let herself in the back door of her grandmother’s house and eat a bowl of pastina soup. Instead, she walked out of the bathroom, put her hands up, and pointed toward the lead pig. Too late, and with a pang, Ella realized that they would take her phone. She had never bothered to memorize her mother’s and grandmother’s phone numbers, despite having a near-photographic memory. They always called her first. She hadn’t ever needed to know how to reach them because they had always been there.






CHAPTER FIVE Graziella

Graziella Valentini would not wait on the couch for news like an old lady. She was not an old lady. She was a nonna. Still, she hated crossing bridges. Graziella gripped the wheel tighter, steering the ancient Camry toward the Henry Hudson Bridge. She tried to avoid all trips to the city, Long Island, and New Jersey, except for emergencies. Since all three of New York City’s airports required driving over a body of water, she had only ever taken a plane trip once. She thought flying was unnatural anyway. Graziella heard Grace sob in the passenger seat and floored the gas pedal, sailing past her fear.

The local news played in the background, but it was pointless. They never said anything useful. “Grace!” she yelled as they merged onto the West Side Highway in the shadow of the high-rise apartment buildings of Manhattan, then lowered her voice. “Pay attention, Piccola. You need to tell me where to go.” Graziella said it with as much tenderness as she could muster, which wasn’t much.

“Should we keep driving toward Times Square?” Grace asked, voice shaking.

“No, we’ll park in your spot and hail a cab.” The car would be a hindrance. Grace began directing her toward the local garage in Morningside Heights, where she paid a small fortune for her faculty parking spot. A delivery truck cut Graziella off, and she punched a fist to the horn as if she were kneading dough, holding it down for five seconds and making a sharp left turn at forty-five miles an hour. This was the problem with cities. People could get too far too quickly. The farther people were from their own neighborhoods, the worse they treated other people.

Graziella sped through two yellow lights as if she were in a drag race. Adrenaline had heightened her senses, and there was no one waiting at the crosswalks. People must be hunkering down in apartments and department stores, at offices, and in subway stations. A quiet Manhattan was the sound of the dead.

“Pull in here,” Grace said, pointing to the large “P” sign on Amsterdam Avenue. Graziella turned right and drove down two floors, swerving around orange cones into the narrow subterranean parking spot. Graziella opened the glove compartment with her car key and pulled out $500 in cash, two Ziplocs of Marcona almonds, vacuum-sealed hard salami, her father’s folding knife from Italy, and two bottles of water. The knife was for salami or empty threats. Her cane would be more useful if it came to that.

She threw everything in her beige LeSportsac purse and hobbled out of the car, moving to the elevator as fast as she could with her bad hip. Grace was so distraught that she could barely hold herself upright. They wouldn’t get far this way. Graziella stopped and took her daughter’s face in her hands in the middle of the empty garage. Grace’s hair was still wet, and she was shivering in a cold sweat. She looked just like she had the first time Graziella saw her as a baby, distraught at her new reality. Graziella pushed the hair back from her face.

“Ma, I can feel it. I know she’s hurt. I know she’s not okay.” Graziella nodded. Her mother, Maria, had called this kind of knowing il luccichio, or “the glimmer.” Seeing an inch beyond the horizon is Eve’s second gift to the world, Maria had said once over ravioli. Graziella knew that Grace had begun feeling il luccichio when she became a mother, despite not believing in it. That’s how they could both feel Ella’s blood sugar. It was buried somewhere in Ella too, beneath the miles of schooling and self-doubt. Graziella held Grace’s face.

“Knowing it and doing something about it are two different things. One without the other is nothing.” Graziella turned to look at the light streaming into the parking garage. “Never underestimate a mother. You are Ella’s mother. There is wind at your back because of it. Capisci?”

Grace nodded and stood up straight, as if someone had lifted her like a marionette. Graziella grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the street. They walked in front of the towering Cathedral of St. John the Divine, the largest Gothic cathedral in the world. It spanned a full city block, dwarfing them with its grandeur. Even though the cathedral was Episcopalian and Graziella was Roman Catholic, she sent up a prayer as she threw her cane in the air to hail a cab. The prayer itself was a miracle that unburdened her enough to do impossible things.

A cab driver pulled to the side of Amsterdam Avenue headed north, and Graziella yelled into the cab. “Can you take us down Broadway toward Times Square?”

“They’ve closed it down because there’s a radioactive leak or something. It couldn’t have been a bomb because there was no noise. I would have heard it,” he said in a thick accent.

“My granddaughter works near there, and she’s not picking up her phone. Can you get us as close as you can?” The man looked at her with compassion and then ferocity, and Graziella knew he must be a parent. He gestured for them to get in. Grace and Graziella scooted into the back seat. Grace steadied her breathing but not her shaking arms as the driver made his way to Broadway. Graziella held Grace’s hands like she would hold a skittish kitten—firmly enough for a desperate animal to feel cradled but not constrained.

Grace looked forward, reeling as they approached the barricades. Graziella handed $100 to the driver. “No change, thank you,” she said before silently mouthing a quiet blessing in Latin, the way she was taught.

Graziella and Grace slid out of the yellow cab and walked up to the closed-off area. Graziella’s heartbeat quickened as she threw her arm around Grace’s waist, holding her upright. The quiet was devastating. Times Square was the the most insufferable part of New York City—garish, seedy, and loud, even more so because of the crowds of tourists there. The only thing worse than Times Square full was Times Square empty. The lights still glared, blinking as if they hadn’t gotten enough attention that day. There was a neediness to the place that felt ridiculous.

Graziella spotted a group of cops a block away. She waved her cane until one of them walked over. The police officer had his hands on his hips and was listening to a stream of commentary on the radio.

“My granddaughter works at Big Apple Bargains at Forty-Sixth and Eighth, and we have not heard from her.”

“She works at Big Apple Bargains?”

“Her name is Ella Myers,” Graziella said, pulling Grace closer. The man nodded.

“Give me a moment.” He stepped away and spoke into the radio, then turned back. “What’s your name?”

“I am Graziella Valentini. This is Ella’s mother, Grace Valentini, but her formal name is also Graziella. It’s also my granddaughter Ella’s legal name: Graziella Maria Valentini Myers.” He walked away and spoke into the radio for a while, looking back at them. It would have been simpler for him to tell them to go home, but he did not and that meant something. They waited for ten minutes, and Grace vomited in the gutter. Graziella needed to push.

Graziella stepped over the barricade, leaving Grace behind.

“Ma, no,” Grace said.

“Fidati, Piccola,” Graziella replied, heading toward the Big Apple Bargains building. Her family used to be treated as criminals because they were Italian. Times had changed for them, but not for everyone, which was the only reason why she could get away with what she was about to do.

“I can’t let you…” The cop tried to restrain Graziella, and she hit him in the back of the shins with her cane just hard enough for his knees to give out. A few other cops ran toward them. Escalation would lead to answers.

“Ma’am. Ma’am, she’s not here. She’s in a containment area. There’s a possibility of radiation poisoning,” the original cop said, pulling her back. That was the first answer, but it was not enough. Graziella charged forward again, swinging her bag at the cops. She looked back to see Grace running after her with damp hair flying in the wind.

“I’m ninety-six years old. Do you think I care about getting radiation poisoning from my only grandchild?” If she was exposed, they might let her see Ella. Graziella felt tight hands on her. Someone took her cane, and she kicked them. Graziella made the calculation not to bite. Who knew what they made these police uniforms out of?

“Ma.” Grace reached for her mother. Cops grabbed Graziella’s arms and pulled them behind her back. “She’s in her nineties. Please be gentle,” her daughter yelled, as a female cop dragged Grace toward the police car and slammed her face against the roof. Graziella felt the force of it.

“She’s in a containment area, Grace. She may have radiation poisoning,” Graziella yelled, struggling against two cops like a rabid cat. She had no idea how many lives she had left, but she would use the last of them for her granddaughter.






CHAPTER SIX Grace

The cop pressed Grace’s cheekbone so hard against the police cruiser that it would leave a bruise. When Grace was growing up, bruises had reminded her of the way the sun changed colors at dusk: pink to purple to gone. It was the naive thought of a child. She tried to stay still, thinking about what radiation sickness could mean for Ella.

“I was trying to help. I’ll cooperate,” Grace said. “But my daughter, Ella Myers. We need to know where she is.”

“They can help you at the station,” the woman replied, taking her hands off Grace. Her name tag said Flórez. Grace stood up and felt a hard ache in her cheek, but it was faint in comparison with how her heart felt.

When she saw Graziella in the back of another police cruiser, her stomach clenched again, as if she might vomit a second time. Grace would almost always choose the diplomatic route, but she had long ago accepted that her mother often took a different approach. Grace understood that Graziella had no intention of reaching the other side of the barricade. She only got in trouble on purpose. Grace looked down Broadway at Times Square, hollow as the wind. There were no voices. Only sirens.

“What station are they bringing my mother to?” Grace asked.

“Midtown,” Officer Flórez said. “I’ll take you. There’s no other way to get through all this.” She pointed to the barricades and then leaned down and whispered in Grace’s ear. “My abuela would have done the same thing. Pressing charges would look bad in the news.” Grace nodded and picked up her phone from the sidewalk where she had dropped it.

Grace’s mind spun through the thousands of ways she could have prevented this. In every alternative universe, Ella worked safely in a lab far away from this radioactive mess, studying nuclear fusion and not experimenting with its dangerous cousin.

She pressed Bill’s name on the broken screen and then hung up before it rang. The decision not to call him felt final. She sat for two hours in the waiting room at the police station, suspended between checking the news and asking for help.

An hour later, Grace steeled herself to ask the same questions in new ways. “Is Graziella being charged? Can you at least tell me where Ella is?” The woman at the desk shook her head no. If Grace had to wait another hour she would call her neighbor, a partner at a law firm in Manhattan, for a referral to a defense attorney. Minutes before she would have made that call, someone said, “Grace Valentini.” They brought her into the mirrored interrogation room, where Graziella sat with an untouched cup of coffee in front of her.

“We’re not getting anywhere with Mrs. Valentini. Maybe you can help us?” an older man said to Grace. He pulled out a chair for her. “I’m Special Agent Tolley. This is Special Agent O’Sullivan,” he said. “We work for the FBI.” He gave her a small smile, attempting to disarm her.

“You!” Graziella pointed toward Special Agent O’Sullivan. “Get the almonds from my purse. My daughter needs to eat.” The agent opened Graziella’s purse.

“Is that salami?” he asked. Grace was glad he hadn’t seen the knife.

“It’s not a doughnut, but I wouldn’t put it past you to steal it. There are dirty cops everywhere.” Special Agent O’Sullivan laughed at her audacity and passed Grace the almonds. Making authority figures do inane things had always been part of Graziella’s strategy. Grace closed her eyes, trying to find patience.

“Can I get you a cup of coffee?” O’Sullivan asked. Grace nodded.

Grace took a sip of the coffee handed to her and said, “Thank you.” It soothed her throat, which had been stripped bare by strain and stress. “Are you pressing charges against my mother or my daughter? If so, I’ll need to get a lawyer.” Sweat began to pool under her armpits. Assaulting a police officer was a felony, and there was no doubt Graziella had assaulted a police officer.

“No,” Tolley said. “Your mother can go home with you, although I can’t imagine what your home life is like.”

“You didn’t answer her other question,” Graziella said.

“This is informal,” the FBI agent said. “Right now, Ella is not under arrest. We do have some questions though.” He paused, shaking his head. “She’s posted some pretty radical political content on social media, and she studied nuclear physics.”

“She’s political the way Quakers are political,” Graziella interrupted.

“Yes, but—”

“Non posso crederci! We’re all about to take an elevator straight down to Dante’s inferno if she’s your best lead,” Graziella said.

“You’re Italian?”

“What do you think?” Graziella spat back.

“My mother is from Sicily,” Tolley said.

“You shame her with your stupidity. If you put her on the phone, we could work this out in two minutes.” Comments like these used to mortify Grace. She was wise enough now to know they didn’t reflect on her. She carried herself differently, in great part because she could not bear to become her mother. Their opposing approaches were not always in conflict though; they had often played good cop, bad cop when it came to Ella’s care. Graziella pushed so hard that when Grace pulled, no one even noticed.

The man cleared his throat and looked down at the table. “You and my mother would get along very well. Grace, can you tell me about your daughter? I understand she studied nuclear physics at MIT.”

“She left MIT her last semester but—”

“You still haven’t told us what happened,” Graziella interrupted, pointing at Special Agent O’Sullivan. “You think she’s a terrorist, and I’m, what? Funding her crimes?”

“Ma, he’s got to ask these questions,” Grace said.

“So you’ve been funding her, have you?” Tolley leaned toward Graziella. Grace would have laughed at the absurdity of the accusation if the context wasn’t so abhorrent. The FBI must have done research on all of them, including their bank accounts. Graziella had next to nothing and gave what she had away. Ella lived like a pauper, as Graziella always put it.

“How much do I pay in taxes for you to pretend to be Sherlock Holmes? Do you think she’d be living in a dirty warehouse if I were paying her?” Graziella replied.

“Can you tell us about her environmental activism?” Grace could see the narrative they were writing in their heads. It was her turn to be gracious. She summoned her strength.

“She’s a pragmatist. She wanted to help make nuclear fusion viable as a green energy source. I don’t totally understand the science, but it happens on such a small scale that there’s very little risk. There’s a race to figure out how to commercialize it.” She looked at Graziella. “Ella was disenchanted, not by the work, but by the personalities in her field. I got the sense she just didn’t think she had the nerve to—”

“Grace, this isn’t a therapy session,” Graziella said.

“Ma,” Grace said.

“Her phone records show that she hasn’t been responding to your calls or texts since Christmas Eve. Was there a disagreement?” Tolley asked.

“She’s a diabetic vegan, and I tried to feed her fish. She left in a huff. She’s always leaving in a huff. She won’t even remember it by the time I’m dead.”

“Are you dying?” the man asked.

“None of your business, chooch.”

“Has she ever shown any proclivities for violence?” Tolley asked. Graziella laughed.

“My granddaughter wouldn’t hurt a sewer rat, let alone a person. The girl is as soft as mortadella.” He nodded, and Grace could tell he believed her. Graziella’s candor had a way of garnering trust.

He leaned back as though surrendering. “Your granddaughter called 911 at work this morning, saying she came across a lead pig. It’s a type of box used to protect radioactive material. There were two vials in it—” Graziella’s face flashed like lightning, and she threw out her hand, silencing him.

“That girl is all brains and nothing else. If she reported it, she should be on top of the biggest float in the Saint Paddy’s Day parade next month, not on a terrorist watch list.” He crossed his arms.

“Our files show us Ella was connected to someone who committed arson,” he said.

“She dated an idiot. She’s not the only one. Her mother’s married to a fool.” Grace winced at the wounding words before she remembered her role here.

“Can you… can you just tell us if she’s okay?” Grace asked, beginning to cry. There was a time for debate and a time for emotional blackmail.

“We don’t know the extent of her radiation exposure, but she’s at the hospital.” The two men stood, whispered. Grace cried a little more. One of them dialed a phone number.

“Yeah, can you put the patient on the line, please?”

Grace knew it would be recorded. They were looking for clues. Relief flew through her anyway. Her daughter was well enough to speak.






CHAPTER SEVEN Ella

Sweetheart?” Grace said. Ella burst into tears with the sterile hospital phone next to her face. She couldn’t stop crying long enough to say anything, even though she wanted to tell her mother everything. When Ella had first arrived at the hospital, she’d fallen to her hands and knees on the floor and puked everywhere. She tried to explain to doctors in protective gear that her vomiting was not necessarily a sign of radiation poisoning or diabetic ketoacidosis. Ella had thrown up three times before the SAT only to get a perfect score. I throw up when I’m nervous. I inherited it from my mother, she said.

The five medical professionals in space suits had stripped her naked, asked her to remove her insulin pump and continuous glucose monitor, and given her a gown before administering blood tests. Everyone was far too formal to be considered kind. Two of them had interviewed her in what felt like an interrogation, except there were snacks, finger pricks, and insulin shots to keep her alive. She explained with precision every detail that could be helpful in between bites of protein bars and shots of insulin. After three hours, they had reached the end of their inquiries, which left a vacuum for Ella to consider her future and her mother.

Everything smelled like bleach, and Ella still felt woozy, as if the cells of her body had fled in every direction at once. She didn’t know if she was dying or if this was what trauma felt like. Amid the nausea and the headache, it seemed as though her future were slipping out of the palm of her hand: a career, marriage, children. In a strange way, this debacle made sense. It was the cataclysmic grand finale to a detour so awful it could only end with wholesale destruction.

“I’m so sorry. I’m just so sorry,” Ella said to Grace on the phone, between sobs. The medical team left the room to give her some privacy.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Grace said.

“I know, but I shouldn’t have been there. It was selfish of me. It was all selfish.” The truth poured out of her mouth, even though she had always believed that working at Big Apple Bargains was selfless. There was a gap between what she believed and what was true, and Ella was beginning to feel its edges.

“Are you with Nonna?” she asked.

“I am,” Grace said.

“Can you tell her I love her?” Ella said.

“Of course,” Grace said. “Ella, do you have any sense of what it was?”

“They haven’t told me yet, but I bet they’ve figured it out. There were academic journals. They referred to the Soviet Union, there were notes in what I thought was Russian. I recognized the vials from some photographs of an old lab I had seen once. Labs don’t work with vials shaped like that anymore.”

“But why—”

“I don’t even know if it was intentionally harmful. Scientists get bored when you take them out of a lab.” Ella was also talking about herself. She had been so bored that she hadn’t realized the box was a lead pig before she opened it, unleashing pandora’s box on Midtown. She was terrified that everyone would blame her for this disaster. If someone got hurt, how could she forgive herself?

Ella looked up at the ceiling and felt the world sinking onto her shoulders. She was underground, deep in the bedrock of Manhattan, breathing sterile air. The pressure was far too high this low. She had taken home for granted for so long, she had never imagined an eventuality where she might not go back. Ella needed to eat her grandmother’s baccalà and watch old Italian films with her mother. She needed Yankees games on the radio and cats everywhere. Ella’s chin began to quake.

“Can you stay on the phone with me, Mom, until we know the results of the blood test?”

“Of course,” Grace said. “Can I put Nonna on?”

“Ella, you will live a good long life. Do you hear me? A good long life.” Graziella’s voice was defiant. She wondered if her grandmother could sense her radiation levels the way she could sense her blood sugar, or if Graziella was simply willing it. She had never met anyone else who could bend people and circumstances like a welder working with hot metal. Ella realized then that the greatest peace she’d found was in letting herself be shaped by Graziella.

There was a pause. “Make sure they’re feeding you,” Graziella yelled, so loud that Ella had to hold the phone away. “You need to eat more often than most people.” Ella knew her grandmother was directing the people listening in on the call.

Ella Myers needed to go home. If she survived, she would go home to Pearl Street.






CHAPTER EIGHT Graziella

Three days later

Graziella considered, for the third time that day, if she should begin throwing eggs at anyone who dared approach the house. The idea of the cool, round egg in her hand felt glorious. She’d already called the cops on the news van, but she was not against direct action.

Yet Graziella was sensible, and sensible people didn’t waste eggs. She grabbed her things and walked out the front door. The old cat appeared and marched ahead of her like a bodyguard. When Graziella got to the sidewalk, she hissed at the van, smacking the side of it as hard as she could with her cane before marching onward to St. Joseph’s church.

Reporters were at the house because Ella was everywhere. Her face was plastered all over the news and all over social media, according to Grace. Graziella had never indulged in the latter. In one photo on the five o’clock news, Ella was sixteen years old and eating a hot dog with a few friends outside the local high school. Another showed Ella in a white lab coat holding a beaker during her last internship in college. In a third photo, she was far too thin and dancing in a bikini top. Her eyelids were covered in purple glitter. Her granddaughter’s life in three chapters: well-fed girl with a bright future, unfettered genius, starving purple idiot.

Now, Ella was starting a new chapter. She was a hero. Or so said the mayor, the city council, and the governor. One New York City Council member suggested they create an official Ella Myers Day, which left Graziella wondering how politicians spent their time. Ella was thankfully far away from the fanfare, three days into a four-day quarantine within a secure ward in a hospital on the Upper East Side, recovering from a bout of radiation sickness that had left her uncomfortable but fortunately with no long-term damage. Tomorrow, she would be coming home.

Ella had been lucky, twice over. She had minimal radiation exposure, and she had pointed the authorities to a much greater threat. As the FBI explained to Grace and Graziella hours after their interrogation, the details Ella provided and the physics journals annotated in Russian led the police to the apartment of a dead scientist on the Upper West Side, which still contained a stash of radioactive vials large enough to kill everyone at Big Apple Bargains and the surrounding area.

Originally from Moscow, the scientist was smuggled out of Europe after the war by spies, and he had worked for the U.S. government and then in academia until retirement. Inevitably, the man got bored and lost his common sense, as many retirees do. Graziella would never retire to avoid that fate. A distant cousin of the scientist’s hired a cleaner who had started to clear out the apartment. The scientist had been meticulous in his containment, despite his insanity. There were no traces of radiation outside of the apartment, but if the larger stash had been opened like the lead pig Ella came across was, it would have caused mass death and chaos.

Graziella was rarely surprised, at her age. Society had always relied on ordinary people to stop the unthinkable from happening. That was her job. It was everyone’s job. Her granddaughter had done the right thing when the moment arrived, but that was nothing compared with doing the right thing over and over again without a fuss.

Medical isolation would be like a well-earned time-out for Ella to consider her poor life choices. Her greatest error had been confusing doing small things well with making herself small. No one should be bigger than taking out the trash, but who did it help that Ella had made it her life’s work? As a human being, her job was to help the world to the best of her abilities, and Ella had other abilities and a bad back.

Graziella said a small prayer for Ella and then opened the door to the hallway behind the St. Joseph’s sanctuary, a five-minute walk from her home.

The beloved parish of St. Joseph’s backed up against the highway to New York City. A lone priest had founded the church to serve poor Italian-American families who had landed in the neighborhood, Graziella’s parents among them. Because the parish had no money, it was made of brick rather than stone and was squat rather than tall, lacking the grandeur of the other Catholic church in town. But the parish was functional, and Graziella valued function above all else. While other parishes hemorrhaged families, St. Joseph’s continued to grow.

The new head priest saw Graziella walking in and began jogging toward her. His blond hair bounced with every step he took on the terrazzo floor. She turned left into the women’s bathroom as if he weren’t there. She did not like men who ran for no reason. Bill had been a cross-country star in college, and he was still running all these decades later.

Graziella hid in the bathroom for five minutes, then made her way to the classroom where she taught religious education classes to middle school boys. She picked up a stray Gatorade bottle and threw it in the bin. The head priest entered the classroom behind her, and she ignored him, pulling out handouts for class.

“Mrs. Valentini, we’ve been praying for your granddaughter. How is Ella?” Graziella refused to meet his eyes out of protest. The archdiocese had moved St. Joseph’s beloved Father Tomas across the county just two years shy of retirement in an act of aggression toward Graziella. They replaced Tomas with this new priest, Father Gerald, who reported directly to the cardinal and didn’t know a word of Spanish. It was only the latest move in an ongoing battle Graziella had with the cardinal. Just because his hands looked clean didn’t mean there wasn’t blood on them. She had not figured out her next move yet, but she would do whatever was necessary for this parish and its people.

Since the new priest had arrived a few weeks ago, she attended confession solely for the ceremony and shared only the most minor infractions, like accidentally stepping on the old cat’s paw. One week, she confessed to serving her neighbor Maria elbow macaroni with ragù when she was in a pinch. Horrendous. Everyone knows macaroni is made for children. It cannot hold a ragù.

Among other offenses, the priest was too young and too tan for her liking, with a smile so white his teeth looked like fluorescent lights. Grace had explained to her that he must have veneers. Graziella had never imagined such a thing existed. He wore funny shoes and looked vain, like Paul Newman circa 1950 if he were playing a vampire without an ounce of humility.

“Ella will live,” Graziella said, giving him as little information as possible. She did not trust priests until they proved themselves to be trustworthy.

“Smart of her to recognize that thing. What a bright young woman,” the priest said.

“I have lessons to teach,” she replied, taking another breath. The students had not entered the classroom yet, and she needed to give him a warning. As he turned away, she took aim. “I know why you’re here. I’m watching you.” She pointed at him with her cane and stared, long and hard. Fear and astonishment blazed behind his blue eyes.

The new priest walked away as she turned to the chalkboard and wrote in bold letters as far up as she could reach: “Don’t be an idiot.” There was no second rule because everything fell under the first.

Graziella was the only one who seemed to be able to handle what professional teachers called the “classroom management” of middle school boys. In turn, she benefited from more autonomy than the average teacher. She blacked out the parts of the catechism and confirmation textbooks she didn’t like with a Sharpie and answered questions honestly, even if her views didn’t align with church doctrine. Graziella had no problem with blasphemy as long as it was grounded in reality, and she had no fear of excommunication because middle schoolers were more reasonable than the church’s bloated administration. They were not snitches.

She pulled a cardboard box labeled “IDIOT PHONES” out of the closet and put it on her desk. Graziella wanted them to remember that phones made them stupid, not smarter. They filed in one by one and dropped their phones into the box.

“Hey, Mrs. Valentini,” a boy named Oscar said.

“Hay is for horses. Go back into the hallway and try again,” she muttered with her head down. He walked back.

“Hi, Mrs. Valentini. It’s cool that your granddaughter is famous now, but I hope she’s not dying,” he said. They all settled into the classroom, and Graziella didn’t respond. She only looked up when they stopped speaking. Like the priest, they needed to earn her eye contact.

“Let’s open your Bibles to the Book of Revelation.” She let out a grunt. This was her least favorite book in the Bible, given its warnings of the Apocalypse and the promise of a Second Coming. Waiting for anyone to save humanity brought out the worst in human beings. The boys took turns reading the book out loud for fifteen minutes, and Graziella tried to keep her thoughts to herself.

“Do not weep. See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals,” one of them read.

“What does that mean?” Graziella asked, standing in front of the chalkboard with her cane. They all shrugged. She turned around to write notes on the board. “Tell me about what lions stand for in the Bible.”

“Brave men.” The voice paused. “Not women, though.”

She knew without looking that the voice came from Teddy, a boy in the back of the class whose father had left his family years ago. His older brother had recently gone off to college, and he blamed his mother for both absences. Graziella took the chalk and drew a line on the chalkboard so hard it made a high-pitched scratching sound.

“There are lionesses in the Bible.” She paused. “And lionesses are also the hunters in the wild, Teddy. They do the real work in both scenarios.” Graziella knew nothing if she did not know cats. Before she could say anything else, a kid in a ski mask opened the door and threw a can of something across the room. It was an annoyance more than anything else, but Graziella had no patience left after that week’s events.

“Get the fuck out,” one of the boys screamed.

“Language,” she yelled, pointing toward the door with her cane. “File out.” The culprit always wore the same Giants sweatshirt with a large tear in the pocket. The ski mask had done nothing to disguise the attacker.

“We’ve been bombed,” a kid yelled.

“Out,” Graziella yelled. She stood at the front of the classroom like a captain of a ship as boys streamed out into the hallway. Her eyes watered. Once she had slammed the door behind her and counted heads, she said, “Let’s go to the sanctuary. We’ll have class there instead.” The priest ran toward them in his odd boat shoes. She gestured with her cane.

“You’ll need to open all the windows and grab a mop,” Graziella said.

“What? Why?”

“We’ve been Axe-bombed,” Teddy said.

“Axe-bombed?” The priest looked up at the ceiling as if hatchets were about to rain down on him.

“The cologne spray,” Teddy said.

“Teddy, go get it,” Graziella said, pointing her cane to the door. “Some people only understand things if you show them.” The young boy ran into the room while covering his mouth with the arm of his sweatshirt, sprinting to find the can of Axe. A wall of cologne hit them as soon as he opened the door. He ran back out into the hallway and slammed it shut.

“Someone taped the nozzle down with duct tape. The bottle keeps spraying until the whole thing empties or someone stops it,” Teddy said to the priest. He loved to figure out how things worked, just like Ella had at that age. The reason behind Teddy’s rebellion was clear, and so was Ella’s. Molding them both would require putting them to work, although Graziella didn’t know what that looked like just yet.

“I know which kid. I’ll talk to the parents. In the meantime, you clean this up,” Graziella said to the priest. “Okay, boys. Let’s let Father Gerald do God’s work here.”






CHAPTER NINE Grace

Grace lay naked and agonizingly awake on the beach towel she had thrown on top of her king bed. She didn’t want to sweat through the sheets again while she attempted to sleep, and the towel was more comfortable than lying down in the bathtub. The cumulation of sleep deprivation that accompanied Ella’s four nights in the hospital felt familiar. The two times Ella had been admitted to an intensive care unit—once as a newborn and again at five years old—Grace had been unable to get a wink of sleep for weeks.

Now, decades later, Grace had sobbed in relief when she learned that her daughter would be fine, that the radiation exposure likely hadn’t caused lasting harm. Even so, the spike of adrenaline that pierced her nerves when her mother first showed up at her front door had not waned. The combination of too much coffee and regularly throwing herself in the harbor was keeping her sane enough to function, but not sane enough to sleep at night. Not until her daughter was home.

I can’t go back to my apartment, Ella had said without explanation. I think I need to stay in Mamaroneck for a while. Grace had nodded and then planned. Today she and Graziella would go get some things from where Ella had been living in Brooklyn and then pick up her daughter from the hospital.

Grace pulled herself out of bed and got ready for the day before grabbing the cooler she had put together for Ella. There was her daughter’s favorite seltzer and a vegan cheese plate that included fancy seed crackers and three different kinds of nut cheeses made to resemble goat cheese, brie, and a hard cheese like Parmesan. They smelled odd, but Grace believed in the healing power of a good cheese plate, even if it was fake cheese. She picked up her mother, and they made their way down to the Whitestone Bridge in her Volvo, Grace’s knee bouncing with anxiety to the rhythm of the Metropolitan Opera’s recording of La Bohème.

“Would you turn that racket off?” her mother yelled. “It sounds like they’ve swallowed balloons.”

Grace turned the stereo off and took a sip of her coffee from Fazzio’s. She kept her eyes ahead of her while her mother’s white knuckles clenched the passenger door. She wasn’t sure if Graziella had ever been to Brooklyn before. There was no reason to go to Brooklyn when you lived north of the city in a neighborhood just like the ones in Brooklyn.

The farther they drove into the borough, the more tightly Graziella gripped her tan LeSportsac purse. Grace knew Graziella was not uncomfortable in working-class neighborhoods. She was in fact only comfortable in working-class neighborhoods, but she was uncomfortable in any neighborhood that was not her own working-class neighborhood.

Grace had walked the area on Google Street View many times over the years, trying to feel closer to Ella. Each time, Grace wondered if Ella had been trying to make her way home by proxy, drawn to a neighborhood just like Graziella’s.

“I think this is it,” Grace said to her mother. She felt a pang of regret that she hadn’t been invited to visit Ella’s “creative commune devoted to anti-capitalism” until now.

“The rats here are bigger than cats,” Graziella replied after seeing one scurry out of the trash. Grace offered a diplomatic “hmm” and circled until they found a parking spot around the corner. Once they got to the front door, she read the directions Ella had given her for how to get into the building.

Go to the metal door on Proper Street and use the very small key you will find in the dirt to the right of the door. It should be buried two inches left of the concrete. Turn it right instead of left, and jerk it toward you, hard. Pull as fast as you can while turning the key or it won’t work. Walk up four flights of stairs, and knock on the second door on the right. Door will be unlocked.

Grace squatted in her pantsuit next to the door and looked at the small patch of earth. She pushed away some dirt with her manicured fingernails, trying not to think about how many dogs and men had relieved themselves on it. She saw the gleam of a rusted key and pulled it out. Graziella cursed under her breath in Italian behind her.

“Porca paletta!”

Grace put the key in the keyhole. Anyone watching her would think she was exaggerating the force it took to open the door. She couldn’t decide whether the gymnastics required to open it made Ella more or less safe. She heaved herself forward and back. It took four attempts, but she finally wrenched the door open.

Grace didn’t bother to ask her mother if she would rather stay downstairs. Graziella held on to the cold metal banister, and Grace took both her mother’s arm and her cane. Once they reached the top of the four flights, Graziella’s face held a blank stare, hard enough to crack through ice. She was sniffing the air. Grace read the rest of Ella’s directions out loud: “Second door on the right. Door will be unlocked.” A smoky, musky scent floated their way.

After Grace knocked a few times to no avail, they opened the door. The apartment was a large loft space with a wall of floor-to-ceiling windows covered in soot. It smelled like stale marijuana and men. Che Guevara and Vladimir Lenin had been painted in bold colors on the walls surrounding them, and there were huge dying or dead plants everywhere, some with a gleam of frost on their browning leaves. Grace resisted the maternal instinct to load the plants into her car and bring them to her greenhouse. Graziella saved cats. Grace saved plants. The air was so frigid they could see their breath. The idea of Ella living here kicked Grace’s sweating up a notch.

A man’s hairy toes were hanging over the back of a couch. Graziella took a clean packet of tissues out of her purse. She pulled a tissue out, walked up to the foot, and tugged at it with tissue-covered fingers. The man looked eerily like depictions of Jesus, complete with a beard and long wavy hair.

“We found the source of the smell,” Graziella yelled into his ear.

“What?” The man replied without opening his eyes, unwilling or unable to engage.

“Hi,” Grace said, pretending that this man was one of her students. “Are you Marcus? Ella said I could come grab her things.” Grace had gotten the sense over the phone that Ella was with Marcus, even though her daughter hadn’t said it outright.

“Who’s Ella?”

“She’s a young woman who lives here. Petite, curly dark hair. Ella Myers,” Grace said.

“The one the Feds were investigating, sfaccimma!” Graziella said.

“Ma,” Grace snapped. Her mother always cursed in Italian, as if it didn’t count. Sfaccimma was what Graziella always called Bill. When Grace had asked her old Italian teacher what it meant, the woman had spit out her espresso in shock. Your mother must have picked it up in the neighborhood when she was young, the teacher had said. The word translated to “semen” in Neapolitan, but also functioned as a vulgar insult that meant “useless.” For old Italian ladies, the two ideas were synonymous. Grace was starting to buy into the idea.

“Oh, ZZ Valentini,” the man said.

“Who is ZZ?” Graziella snapped.

“Graziella is too long, so we call her ZZ. Her last name is Valentini.”

Grace opened her mouth and closed it again. Legally, Grace’s daughter’s name was still Ella Myers. That’s how the doctors, the federal agents, and reporters referred to her. Confusion washed over Grace, and she wrung her hands. Ella had avoided them for half a decade, but she took their last name socially?

“The man is barely conscious,” Graziella said. Grace shushed her.

“Excuse my mother, please,” Grace said. “Look, could you point us to ZZ’s room?”

“It’s over there,” he said, pointing behind him. “She shares it with someone else, but they’re out.” Graziella and Grace walked along the concrete floor to the room, and Grace knew what her mother was thinking: Where is the kitchen? How can a diabetic have no kitchen?

They opened the door to Ella’s room and recognized the old bedspread on the twin bed that they had gotten for her freshman dorm room. There was an insulated sleeping bag peeking out from under the bedspread, and Grace saw a hat, gloves, and down booties placed on top of a pillow. The smell of frankincense hung in the air over the smell of marijuana—an interesting choice, given that it would always remind Grace of Mass.

She opened a dog-eared book on climate change that was on the bed and saw Ella had highlighted certain phrases and written shoddy research next to a set of statistics in a graph. She put the book down, feeling another wave of confusion. Grace received the highest student ratings in her psychology department. Unlike many of her peers, she actually liked students. And yet her own daughter shunned her to live here, in a freezing room with no windows.

Grace looked around. She saw a mini refrigerator that Ella was using as a side table. There was a microwave on the concrete floor and an unplugged hot plate nearby. A photograph of Ella, Grace, and Graziella from Ella’s confirmation at St. Joseph’s sat on top of a purple dresser. Bill was missing, which wasn’t a surprise. Not even Ella’s brush with nuclear radiation had compelled him to come home. Grace looked around for a suitcase, but they could only find some reusable grocery bags.

“Let’s get that scoundrel to bring things down,” Graziella said.

“Gentleman,” Grace corrected her. Graziella walked out of the room, and Grace overheard her say, “Put on some clothes and find your dignity while you’re at it.”

Grace grabbed Ella’s pillow and piled three different physics journals on top of it, as well as the photograph from the dresser. She opened the top drawer and pulled out clean underwear and bras, folding them neatly into the reusable grocery bags. In the second drawer, there were honey sticks, some emergency glucagon, a two-month supply of continuous glucose monitors, insulin pumps, and a traditional glucose meter to use for finger pricks in case she needed a second reading. Grace put all of it in another bag. Then she found some clothes and organized them as best she could.

They made Marcus carry the trash out from Ella’s fridge and then take a load of bags to the car with Grace while Graziella waited in the loft. When Grace walked into Ella’s room to grab her mail, Grace saw her mother standing with a hunk of Parmesan that weighed at least two pounds and Ella’s insulin, both of which had been in the refrigerator.

“I guess she dropped the vegan act, huh? This must have cost as much as her rent,” Graziella said, referring to the cheese. Grace laughed, but the laugh didn’t make the ache in her belly disappear.

As Grace shut the door to the loft behind her, she saw Marcus picking up after himself in the living room as if he were in a trance state. “Goodbye, Mrs. Valentinis,” he said with a dish towel in his hand. Grace never understood how Graziella got through to men so quickly—a skill that only Bill seemed immune to, and she and Ella lacked entirely.

Grace took a deep breath, still reckoning with the puzzle of her daughter while she helped her mother down each step. Exhaustion hit her, and she felt herself fraying again like she had postpartum and during the onset of Ella’s type 1 diabetes. Twice, Graziella had saved both their lives with endless meals and round-the-clock care, and it had transformed Grace’s relationship with her mother from prickly to accepting in two sprints. Ella was now coming home if only for a bit, and Grace knew her daughter would need both of them during this third crisis. Just for a bit, Grace kept telling herself. Then she would learn to let Ella go all over again.






CHAPTER TEN Ella

No,” Ella said.

She looked again at the bin of donated clothing, the men’s extra-large overalls with a large rip in the crotch, the feather boa that seemed to have gotten lost on the way to somewhere else. The authorities may have incinerated the outfit she was wearing on Monday, but she would rather walk around naked than sort through another bin of other people’s castoffs.

“No?” the nurse asked.

“No.” Ella didn’t want to wear the clothes her mother had insisted on bringing her from the warehouse either. The only good thing about being in the hospital was that the cough she developed a few months ago had finally disappeared. She hadn’t wanted to admit it, but she thought Marcus’s constant smoking had been giving her asthma. All her clothes smelled like weed.

“Any chance you could get me an extra set of hospital scrubs?” The outfit would have the extra benefit of functioning like a disguise. If there were any reporters outside the hospital, they might think she was a nurse if she kept her head down.

“I can look,” the nurse said. “What’s your shoe size?”

“I’m a 6,” Ella said. When the nurse left, she turned Bravo back on and resumed watching The Real Housewives of New York. Ella had kept the show on in the background all week. Their drama made her drama seem more manageable. It took the nurse an hour, but she walked back in with disposable underwear made for postpartum mothers, one set of extra-small aqua scrubs, grippy socks, and a pair of Dansko clogs.

“Thank you so much,” Ella said. While she put on the clothes, she made a mental note to write a formal thank-you to the team. She looked out the window for a final time. After the initial assessment, they had moved her to a different sealed-off portion of the hospital. Here she had a multimillion-dollar view over the East River and Roosevelt Island. None of the Valentini women liked heights, but the sight of the world out there had given Ella some relief. For four days, she had watched the seagulls through the glass, imagining them following the East River underneath the Verrazano Bridge out to the great Atlantic.

Without the seagulls and the housewives, her time in the hospital would have felt apocalyptic. She couldn’t hear a single sound outside her hospital suite, as if the entire world had gone silent. This was also the first time she’d needed her own mother in half a decade. Out of self-preservation, she had walked her mom through deactivating her social media accounts, reciting embarrassing passwords like 1MissMeatballs! and Fu$ion$avesLive$.

Ella had a loose group of friends in Brooklyn, although they were not the worrying kind. And she had drifted away from her MIT classmates—but her high school friends always kept in touch over text. Her mom said they all called Grace that day in a panic after someone had seen Ella’s face on the news. One of them was a successful writer in London. Another, a medical student at Stanford. A third worked for the UN in Bangkok. Everyone seemed to have grown up except her. She saw them mostly at engagement parties and weddings, which made her lagging so far behind feel even more apparent.

Marcus had never joined her at these gatherings because he didn’t believe in the institution of marriage, or any institution at all. He flowed uninhibited and unbound, ducking under obligations and around expectations without guilt. He had not answered any of her calls from the hospital. It was not unusual, but it felt like a wasp sting. Painful in the moment, uncomfortable in the long term, given that he could sting her again at any time. She was beginning to think all he did was sting.

When her feet hit the pavement, her thoughts quieted, and the sounds of New York came rushing back. Honking horns. Ambulance sirens blaring. Someone yelling at their kid. The frigid, polluted air felt like a blessing on her sterile face.

Ella saw the Volvo double-parked in front of the hospital and her mom sprinting toward her with a coat in her arms. Grace threw the extra layer around Ella, hugged her, and kissed the top of her head. She knew her mom’s first thought would be that she smelled like hospital. Ella peered over her mother’s shoulder. There were a few news vans on the street, but security wouldn’t let them get closer. Ella hoped there would be another near catastrophe to pull their attention away, then felt terrible for wishing a crisis on the world.

“Thanks, Mom,” Ella said.

“Do you want someone to die of a heart attack because the ambulance can’t get through?” Graziella yelled through the open passenger window.

When Ella hopped into the back seat, she could tell that all the razor-sharp words and feelings of resentment that had hung in the air between them since Christmas Eve had softened. They were alive, they were together, and this was what mattered.

“There’s a vegan cheese plate and some seltzer in that cooler for you,” Grace said as she drove past the news vans. “Oh, and I put fresh sheets on the bed. You can stay as long as you want.”

Ella realized she had only told her mom she wanted to stay in Mamaroneck, not that she wanted to stay at her grandmother’s home. Their new peace felt fragile, and the idea Ella might break it so soon made her wince. As Ella grabbed the seltzer, she felt something heavy fall on her lap. Graziella had thrown a two-pound block of Parmesan cheese at her.

“We found your stash in that hellhole. I don’t know whether to be proud or belligerent,” Graziella scolded. Ella nodded in resignation. A few weeks earlier, Ella had had an appointment with her endocrinologist, who had expressed “severe concern” about her vegan diet and its effect on her blood sugar, her energy levels, her nutritional deficiencies. Despite Ella’s internal resistance to breaking her own moral code—and her pride—she could not ignore the doctor’s calculations the way she had ignored her grandmother’s.

After the appointment, Ella had ventured up to Arthur Avenue in the Bronx on the subway. She couldn’t go to Mamaroneck Avenue without running into Graziella. Arthur Avenue was the Italian neighborhood where her grandfather grew up and her second-best option. She had bought the hunk of pure Parmigiano-Reggiano in despair, surrendering to the painful inevitability of her failure, even at something as simple as veganism. If she were to fail, there was only one food worthy of breaking her fast. At night, she thought of Graziella while cutting carefully measured slices of Parmigiano-Reggiano to eat with seed crackers before bed so that her blood sugar wouldn’t sink too low while she slept.

“Nonna, do you have your knife on you?” Ella asked. Graziella passed it back to her. Ella opened it and cracked a hunk of Parmesan off in the back of the car.

“Could we get pizza?” Ella asked, her mouth filled with salty wonder. She knew she sounded like a teenager, but she was desperate for real life, for reality.

“What else would we do on a Friday?” Graziella said. For her grandmother, and every other Italian-American Catholic who didn’t eat meat on Fridays, the last day of the workweek was synonymous with pizza or fish. Norma’s Pizza was one of the only places Graziella trusted enough to feed her. Ella closed her eyes and listened to the gentle lull of Andrea Bocelli as the car moved.

“Honey, do you want to change before we go to Norma’s?” her mom asked.

“No, I don’t think so,” Ella replied, feeling her stomach rumble. With her mother’s long down coat on, her hospital scrubs were barely visible. She made calculations and released insulin from her pump, getting ahead of the glucose spike from the pizza. Even so, Ella would probably need to make a correction later. Her whole life was one big biology experiment she was constantly making a mess of: how to live without a functioning pancreas.

Relief washed over Ella as they pulled into the parking spot on Mamaroneck Avenue, tucked quarters into the meter, and walked into the pizza place. The smell of yeast and the warmth of the ovens wrapped her up in something essential. She wanted to get down and kiss the floor.

Norma’s hadn’t changed in decades, but it was in perfect condition. A pizza counter took up the length of the front room. Behind it were six pizza ovens and stacks of pizza boxes that reached the ceiling. The original brown floor tiles glistened under the bright lights, and small tables were squeezed into the narrow space between the ordering line and wall-to-wall mirrors. When they walked in, the owner’s son, Vito, wiped his floured hands on his shirt and took a sarcastic bow.

“Our hometown hero,” he said to Ella.

“Thanks, Vito. I’ll have a large house salad and a Sicilian slice. One veggie slice for my mom, a plain for Nonna, and three Diet Cokes,” Ella said. She had always found it funny that his bald spot was in the shape of Sicily.

“Wait, do I recognize you from the news?” Vito said.

“This is why you failed as a stand-up comedian,” Graziella cut in.

“Always with the hits, Mrs. Valentini,” Vito said, putting a hand over his heart as if he’d been wounded. “Diet Cokes are on me, kid. You should think about joining the police force. They’re having a hard time recruiting.”

“I’ll pay, Vito,” Grace said, fishing a twenty out of her wallet. As soon as they sat down, Ella took a sip of Diet Coke. Graziella began wiping down the table and her seat with a wet wipe as if they weren’t already sparkling clean.

“I was thinking I could stay with Nonna,” Ella said. She let it drop onto the table like commentary on the weather.

“Okay,” Grace said, so softly it was almost a whisper. Ella double-checked her blood sugar levels on her phone to give herself something to do.

Graziella leaned forward. “What makes you think you can stay with me?” she said.

“Well, I thought… technically, I have a bedroom there,” Ella replied.

“You always called it your bedroom, but it’s not your bedroom. Your bedroom is at your mother’s.”

“Well, I don’t…” She stopped herself. “I’d feel more comfortable at yours.” Being in her parents’ spacious house made Ella feel like a failure. She didn’t need the daily reminder.

“More than the house you grew up in?” Graziella asked, smacking the air in front of her as if the idea was a fly she could swat away. “You hold it against your own mother that she put such a good roof over your head on such a nice street? Don’t you know that’s why your grandfather worked overtime, delivering mail all over kingdom come in blizzards and hurricanes?” Ella decided she would have better luck if she shut her mouth.

A teenager brought over the food, and Ella stabbed at the heaping salad while her grandmother huffed. After the salad, she would eat the Sicilian slice, which was square and puffy like focaccia but with a crunchy crust. It was far higher in carbohydrates than regular pizza, but Ella couldn’t give it up. Grace folded her slice in half and took a bite. They had always done it this way, except with meatballs. Ella missed the meatballs.

“You have nothing else to say?” Graziella asked. “You call yourself a feminist, but you undercut your mother at every turn. You’ve become everything you say you’re against.” Graziella’s voice rose with every word.

“Ma—” Grace interrupted. Graziella let out a grunt and then pointed her finger at Ella, a few inches away from her face.

“I’ll give you a week, and then you can go back to that dump in Brooklyn with your hunk of Parmesan.” Ella didn’t say anything and took a bite of her Sicilian. She’d wait to tell them that she had no job and no other home to go to. Whether she liked it or not, she needed them more than ever.






CHAPTER ELEVEN Graziella

Every night, Graziella slept a little less than the night before, as if the tide was going out on her time. Her productivity rose with each extra minute. She spent the first hours of her day saying prayers with her rosary beads while watching the ticker tape of stocks on CNBC. This early-morning ritual was her own Matins, prayers sung in the darkness before dawn. Although Graziella rose early according to the rest of the world, nuns had a different sense of time. Her life now was restful compared with life at the abbey, even on her fullest day. After her prayers, Graziella got up, put on her robe, and began making the old cat with no name breakfast. She fasted until lunch, except for a cup of black coffee.

She put on the coffee machine and warmed up the can of cat food on the stove. Her mother had taught her to only serve warming food and drinks during the winter, and Graziella credited this maternal wisdom with the old cat’s remarkable longevity. Graziella added a sardine to the saucepan for bone health and a mug of extra gravy from the pork roast she had made for Maria and José that week. She filled one porcelain bowl with cat food and another with warm water. The freezing air hit Graziella’s legs as she placed both on the tiny back patio in her robe and trudged down the steps to pick up today’s Wall Street Journal, Barron’s, and Investor’s Business Weekly.

Graziella walked back into the kitchen with the papers tucked under her arm and warmed up goat milk for the cat’s dessert. She had been meticulous in her estate planning, apart from two flaws. One had to do with the cardinal. The other was that the old cat might outlive her. If Grace took her, the cat wouldn’t be getting warmed-up pork gravy first thing in the morning. Grace couldn’t even fry an egg without breaking the yolk, and the old cat had high standards.

She sat down with a glass of warm water and a cup of coffee, skimming Barron’s and making notes for her phone call on Monday. Then she thought of her granddaughter asleep in bed in the next room and hand-squeezed a dozen oranges into juice for Ella. The girl never went anywhere without Graziella’s juice growing up—which she stored in half-cup doses in an extra-large lunchbox—ensuring Ella always had the perfect antidote to low blood sugar on hand. Then, Graziella fried three eggs over easy in butter, with sea salt and a pinch of pepper.

Graziella dropped the eggs on a plate and scooped a cup of local Greek yogurt into a small bowl. Then she banged on the door of the small bedroom off the kitchen loudly enough to startle Ella awake. There was no response, so she banged on the door again so hard it hurt her hand. It was still pitch-black outside, not that it mattered.

“Up, up,” Graziella yelled through the door.

“It’s Saturday. And it’s 5:30 a.m.”

“UP!” Graziella shouted.

“I just got out of the hospital. Can’t I rest for a weekend?”

“Every day is a weekday for the unemployed.”

“How did you know I lost my job?” Ella asked through the closed door. Graziella hadn’t known Ella was unemployed. She just had assumptions.

“Well?” Graziella said as she opened the door, standing over the twin bed and looking at her granddaughter, who was hiding under one of Graziella’s mother’s quilts.

“My boss fired me when I was in the hospital.”

“Because you called 911?”

“Yeah, at first he fired me because I called 911. Then he called the hospital and unfired me. But then he found camera footage of me letting someone steal The Communist Manifesto and fired me again. You know the book—”

“I know what that is,” Graziella interrupted. Ella always seemed to forget Graziella had lived through history. She had seen communism, not up close, but close enough to know that the nearest bomb shelter was under St. Joseph’s. Her granddaughter seemed to flirt with annihilation in the name of progress. Graziella rarely thought about these things, but she believed life moved in circular motions like a wheel. Communism and fascism both had a grip like a vice and spun in the same direction. Backward. Better to move forward slowly than backward at a breakneck pace.

“It didn’t feel right to make someone pay for it,” Ella said.

“Only in a free country would someone be able to buy a book that useless.”

Ella stumbled out of bed and followed her grandmother into the kitchen, fiddling on her smartphone. Graziella knew she was adjusting her insulin levels; they always rose when she first got out of bed. Her curly hair was tangled in knots. She fell into the chair, exhausted, and dropped her head to the table without realizing that there was a plate of eggs in front of her. The yolks broke on her forehead, and she sat up with the yellow ooze running into her eyelashes.

“For the love of God, Ella.” Graziella grabbed a paper towel and wetted it under the faucet with warm water. She handed it to her granddaughter.

“I’m sorry. I’m still disoriented—and nauseous. It feels like everything is falling apart,” she replied while wiping egg yolk off her face.

“Your life fell apart when you quit college. These are aftershocks.” Her grandmother grabbed a fork for Ella. “Eat the eggs! Don’t waste the eggs because you fell in them.”

“Nonna!”

“You need a job.” Ella was the only person who had fought with Graziella in decades. Graziella had forgotten herself how a little conflict made her feel. It gave her a jolt of energy.

“You didn’t have a job when you were in your twenties.”

Graziella began washing the wooden spatula she had used to flip the eggs, biting back her disdain for Ella’s entitlement.

“I was a nun,” Graziella said without turning to face Ella. “Priests get salaries. Nuns do not. We worked twice as hard for no money.”

“You think you’re better than me, but you messed up being a nun the way I messed up being a scientist.”

“Excuse me?” Graziella said, threatening to pick up the plate of uneaten food in front of Ella just as her granddaughter was going to take a bite. At the abbey she had been in charge of the kitchen; that, and caring for the retired nuns. She had always taken care of people. She left so she could take care of her own people, not only other people’s people.

“You slept with the mailman,” Ella spit back.

“I married the mailman.”

“After you found out you were pregnant. A pregnant nun.”

Graziella splintered with rage and whacked the kitchen table with the wooden spatula she had just cleaned. “I know that Mom was born eight months after you were married,” Ella added.

“With that mouth on you, you’re coming to Mass with me or I’m kicking you out.” Ella knew Grace had been born premature. It had almost killed Graziella, and Grace too.

“I’ll claim squatter’s rights,” Ella said, before eating a bite of egg.

“After morning Mass, you’re going to work at the food pantry. All day, every day. You can practice your Spanish and meet a few people who fled communism there.”

“Hi, darling. Hi, Ma,” Grace said, letting herself in the back door and kissing her daughter on the top of her head. She must have known that Graziella would make Ella get up early. Grace was dressed in a pink silk shirt with abstract illustrations of red and yellow lilies, and had paired it with lime-green slacks as if she were some kind of supernatural garden. Graziella had seen the shirt a thousand times, because it had been Grace’s first thrifted Pucci item. Grace had found it as a teenager in a vintage store in the East Village, and began collecting the Italian designer’s wares because Graziella’s maiden name was Pucci, no relation.

Grace wore a Pucci item almost every day, despite the fact that Graziella abhorred the fluorescent, expensive clothing from Capri. She preferred a simple uniform, like she’d worn as a novice: khaki slacks, a white button-down shirt, and comfortable walking shoes. Graziella got up to get her daughter a cup of coffee if only to get away from Ella. Otherwise, she would whack the girl with the spatula.

“Thanks, Ma,” Grace said, taking the mug. She sat down, crossed her legs, and looked at Ella. “I meant to ask yesterday. Would you like us to call you ZZ?”

“I asked them to call me Graziella. They shortened it when they were high.”

“Well, that makes sense,” said Grace.

“Madonna Vergine,” Graziella said, throwing her hands up for divine support. “It makes no sense, Grace.”

“My name is Graziella Maria Valentini Myers. Do you not like your own name?”

“No, I do not,” Graziella said, frustrated.

Graziella believed her name was her mother’s way of calling the greatness of their Roman lineage forward, claiming something grander and deeper than the prejudice and poverty they faced. Every time Maria got Graziella ready for school, she would say in Italian: Non sei solo americana. Non sei solo italiana. Tu sei romana. She would make Graziella say it back to her in English: I am not just American. I am not just Italian. I am Roman.

Graziella did not need a name to imagine greatness, but neither did she waste time thinking about it until Ella was born. That was when Frank began referring to his three Graziellas, and Grace began researching the myth. Every time he said it, he choked up with gratitude. His tears silenced Graziella’s annoyance.

“You don’t like our name?” Grace turned to her, looking like a maimed animal.

“I was unconscious,” Graziella said.

“You were unconscious?” Grace asked.

“They thought I was dying, so they named you after me, Grace. And that’s that. I didn’t die. I also didn’t have a choice.”

“Well, it’s my heritage. I don’t want to anglicize it anymore,” Ella replied.

“We are American,” Graziella said, resolute.

“You are Italian,” Ella responded.

“I am American,” Graziella said.

“You’re the most Italian person I’ve ever met, Nonna,” Ella threw it at her, and Graziella’s anger boiled over like a pot of rice someone had left on high heat. To be insulted in her own home, in her kitchen. She picked up the wooden spatula, gripping it in her hand.

“Non sai niente…”

“I can’t understand you, Nonna, because you refused to teach me Italian!” Ella yelled.

“Quanto duramente hanno combattuto i tuoi antenati per venire qui? Quante persone vengono qui ogni giorno per diventare americane? Abbandoni i tuoi valori, le tue virtù, quando devi incarnarli. Questo è tutto. Siamo qui. Facciamo l’America.” Graziella kissed her hands. If Graziella had said it in English, Ella still wouldn’t understand.

Grace took a sip of her coffee and met Graziella’s gaze and held it. Graziella had forgotten that she understood Italian. She gave Grace a cutting look, attempting to stop the conversation about dual citizenship before it started. Graziella turned a burner back on and dropped a wad of butter in a frying pan so she could fry eggs for her daughter.

“I did find that citizenship lawyer, so I’m moving forward—” Grace said.

“Leave me out of it,” Graziella interrupted with a whirl of the hand.

“I’d love to live in a socialist country,” Ella said, taking another bite of egg.

“It’s a conservative Catholic country. They’d reject you sight unseen.”

“Mom, I can’t.” Ella turned to her mother. Graziella watched Grace shake her head. But then Graziella saw a flash of something else: Don’t look at me. You’re the one who wants to stay here.

“Maybe we can take it down a notch,” Grace said, falling back into diplomacy with a sigh.

“I’d think you’d be a little humbler after your own incident, Nonna. I doubt they’d let you in if you were a felon,” Ella said.

“What are you talking about?”

“Attacking a cop is a felony, even if you were trying to protect me.”

Graziella’s nostrils flared as she cracked eggs into the pan with one hand. Grace must have told Ella, a betrayal of the highest degree. Graziella stared at her daughter, but Grace wouldn’t meet her eyes. She was too busy giving Ella a look. Graziella took the wooden spatula and flipped each egg with a flick of the wrist, keeping her eyes off the pan and looking straight through her granddaughter.

“I was ready to die with you, which is not worth much given that I have one foot in the River Styx. I could die in my sleep tonight, and you’d be stuck feeding the old cat kibble. The disgrace of it,” Graziella said.

“Maybe you’re an anarchist,” Ella said, mocking her.

“Close your mouth while you eat. I can see your tonsils from here.” Graziella added a bit more salt and pepper to Grace’s eggs. She didn’t like this conversation at all. There would be no more laughter on Pearl Street. Only work and prayers. Ella Myers may claim to be a communist, but she was about to work like a nun.






CHAPTER TWELVE Grace

Two days later, Grace walked into her kitchen knowing it would be a bad day. She still wasn’t sleeping more than a few fitful hours every night. She chalked it up to Ella’s decision to stay at her mother’s and Grace’s own decision not to tell Ella about the divorce yet. Grace had explained to Bill that Ella wasn’t ready for the news. Their daughter was still recovering—and there was something else. Telling Ella would also make the divorce real, prompting hundreds of divorce-related decisions. Grace wasn’t ready yet.

The envelope on the formica counter held one decision made for her. It sat where she had placed it the day before, and there was a small tear where she had begun to open it and then stopped. It felt painful for her to touch, as though it was radioactive material or a hot sheet pan straight out of the oven. Her protective instincts screamed at her to pick it up with a pair of tongs and throw it into the backyard.

She gripped a paring knife, sliced through the envelope, and read the letter, nodding at all the expected words. Only men could be members of her and Bill’s beach and golf club, which meant that wives lost their memberships during a separation or divorce. Grace had seen this happen a dozen times since they had joined the club, and she estimated it was one of the many reasons women there rarely left their husbands. They could bear losing their spouses but not their stomping ground. Not their watering hole.

She had learned in an anthropology class freshman year at Yale that in many ancient societies, expulsion from a community was worse than death. This paperwork, so full of misogyny it almost reeked of cigar smoke, was an expulsion that required her signature and her resignation. The irony was that most wives used the club more than their husbands, herself included. She wrote emails on the patio, swam laps daily in the indoor or outdoor pool, and often caught up with neighbors over a dry martini or a cup of tea. On a hot August day, there was nothing she loved more than ordering french fries at the snack bar and eating them on the beach while reading a murder mystery. It was her greatest indulgence, and the loss of it felt primal.

Grace always imagined that her retirement would include more french fries on the beach, not fewer. And when her marriage waned, she reminded herself that in a few years, they would get their third act together at home and at the club. But Bill had decided to keep his membership as he cut off hers. Otherwise, the resignation letter would have two spots for two signatures. She saw only one.

For a long time, Grace had been divided between her husband’s world, her mother’s world, her daughter’s world, and her own. The letter was a reminder that the club had been her husband’s world all along. Hers was her work and this house, which she had tended to as if it were a precious living thing.

Her cat, Eve, jumped on top of the counter and swept her tail under Grace’s chin. As she stroked under the cat’s ears, she remembered the day she first got the keys to this home, how elated she had been. In her mother’s home, all of her needs were met, but there was little warmth beyond Graziella’s cooking and her father’s gentle affection. Graziella’s house was always humble, more comfortable for a nun who wanted to bring a convent’s asceticism into her day-to-day. Grace was a little girl who liked ribbons, bright colors, and dressing her cats up in doll costumes. Her mother found it all frivolous.

Graziella also believed the myth of the Three Graces was frivolous. But the three virtues they embodied, as described by the ancient poet Hesiod, had always served a purpose in Grace’s life. It was why, perhaps, she had always felt pulled toward the elegance of polite society, the plushness of her house on the hill, the decadence of her plants.

Grace had created a home where frivolous gained a deeper meaning. South-facing French doors lined the back of the house, which washed every room in extraordinary light. Each door was framed by paisley curtains that Grace kept open. In the living room, there was a robin’s-egg blue couch she had had reupholstered last year, which faced built-in bookshelves that framed a working fireplace. The openness of the living room contrasted with a quiet, calm den on the other side of the house, where she and Ella used to watch old movies starring Sophia Loren. The den connected to her favorite part of the house, an attached greenhouse that was bursting at the seams with tropical plants of every size, many of which were given to her by students who admired the miniature jungle in her office. Ella’s room, which they had painted a pale pink together on her thirteenth birthday, was the tiniest room in the house, because Ella liked to feel tucked in.

Bill wanted them to sell this place to simplify the divorce. He’d been badgering her about it just before Ella’s incident. It makes sense, he had said, and she couldn’t disagree with the logic. The house was too much space for one person, and now she realized even Ella didn’t want to stay here anymore. Grace folded up the resignation papers and brought her coffee into the shower. The idea of selling felt like breaking her own leg, but she knew she must surrender to the pain. She had asked the women at the country club for a recommendation for a realtor under the guise of downsizing, and she was meeting with one today.

After Grace got ready for the day, she turned on the dishwasher and heard the doorbell ring. Her slippers padded across brilliant blue tiles and polished hardwood floors. She ran her fingers along the original hand-stamped cat wallpaper in the hallway. Eve followed her to greet their guest.

“Kristen, lovely to meet you. Thank you for coming,” Grace said, opening the door as Eve wiggled through her legs.

“Thank you. What beautiful light there is in here.”

“Lovely, isn’t it?” Grace said, staring through the French doors to the backyard. The house sat on a double lot, and the expansive grass yard swept beyond the flagstone patio out to a long line of trees. The old sandbox and swing set in the corner hinted at an earlier time. She let the neighborhood kids use it after school, and it created the feeling that there was always a party in her backyard. Sometimes, their mothers sat on her patio chairs and chatted. Grace always kept a bunch of juice boxes and snacks from Costco in the kitchen, so she could walk out with them on a silver platter for the kids. And when the moms were present and Grace had the time, she would bring out Veuve Clicquot and a fancy cheese plate, even if it was a normal Tuesday.

“Where would you like to start?” Grace asked.

“Why don’t we begin with the kitchen, and we can go from there,” the realtor replied. Grace nodded, walking through the living and dining rooms.

“The house was built in 1963, and we bought it from the original owners in 1995, when they retired to an assisted-living community. We replaced the French doors and the windows when we found out that a couple of them were leaking, but everything else is original. And here’s the kitchen,” she said, walking past her wedding china on display. The realtor’s face pinched when she stepped into the rarely used kitchen with its warm, country-style wallpaper and wooden cabinets. The appliances were old, but everyone knew older appliances worked better.

“I’m going to give it to you straight,” the realtor said, once they had walked through the entire house and backyard. Grace nodded, her stomach sinking. “You’ll need to renovate the kitchen and the bathrooms at the very least. People want an open floor plan these days, so I’d recommend pulling down the wall between the kitchen and dining room. The vintage cat wallpaper has to go. Most people don’t like cats.” The realtor stared down at Eve. “My husband is a contractor.”

“How convenient.”

“Making these updates would add $400,000 to the listing price.” Grace only nodded. “I’m thinking we go gray.”

“Gray, as in the color?”

“Gray as in the color. It gives people a blank slate they can project their own vision onto. I can have a designer draw up—”

“This house wasn’t meant to be gray. Why would it be gray?” Grace interrupted. The realtor responded, but Grace could not hear her. She nodded profusely as the woman kept talking, the way she did when students went on tangents, and began guiding her out the front door. She shut the door behind her and pressed her sweaty back against it, only to see a text pop up on her phone from Bill.

How did it go with the realtor?

Fine.

And Ella?

She’s with my mom.

Have you told her?

The accident just happened. She needs time.

I’ll tell her on my own on FaceTime if you don’t. Grace felt a spike of fear at the threat. She didn’t hesitate.

If you do, I’ll drag out the divorce, Bill.

He had always been this way. Bill didn’t care about anything unless it was the only thing he cared about. His single-minded focus used to be running, and then Grace, and then his career. Grace wished Ella had at least gotten a season of his attention. Now he was fixated on his new fiancée—or his divorce, one having prompted the other.

Sweat began pooling on her forehead. Grace put the phone down on a side table and walked into her bedroom. She pulled off her clothes, tossed on a bathing suit, and drove down the avenue with opera blaring from the speakers. Even at maximum volume, the music wasn’t loud enough to quiet her thoughts. She walked onto the beach and then into the water. Sitting in it wasn’t enough, so she threw back her head and kept it underwater for a count of five. The freeze flooded her mind, and she focused on her breathing, coming up for air only to drop down again a few more times.

Grace gasped when she saw a group of ladies in cold-swimming gear making their way to the water. They wore swimming booties, hats, and insulated jackets. Grace sprinted from the water, wrapped herself in a towel, and jumped into her car, speeding out of the parking lot as fast as she had sped into it.

She drove past Pearl Street and over the highway toward her home, remembering what her mother had said when she and Bill bought the house. You’re above us now. Not for the first time, she felt herself straddling two worlds two miles apart. There was no real middle class in her part of Mamaroneck anymore. Even starter homes required family money or a job in finance.

Back home, when Grace opened the garage door, she heard a gushing sound. It took her a moment to remember she wasn’t by the water. She ran into all the bathrooms, the laundry room, and the kitchen, where she saw a flood of water and bubbles emptying out of the ancient dishwasher. Grace rarely used the dishwasher because it was so much easier to wash a single dish or cup by hand. Eve stood on the counter monitoring the scene. Grace looked from the cat down to the water pumping beneath her in horror, her mouth agape. The soapy water surged as if emerging from a Roman fountain.

Grace pushed the button to turn the dishwasher off, but the thing wouldn’t stop running, and the flood had already made it all the way into the dining room. She grabbed every beach towel she could find. They weren’t enough, so she grabbed every nice, monogrammed towel she had never used. She threw them on the water and got on all fours while calling the plumber. “Paul, it’s Grace Valentini…” Grace sent up a small prayer that he owed Graziella a big favor or two. People always did. “The dishwasher’s flooding the house. Okay. Turn off the water main.”

Grace wasn’t sure why she hadn’t thought of that earlier, but she ran into the laundry room and cut the water to the house, still in her bathing suit. Even with the water main off, the dishwasher continued to discharge what seemed to be a lake-sized amount of water.

She ran to grab a twelve-pack of paper towels from the garage with freezing hair clinging to her neck, hoping to minimize the damage before it became another disaster to manage.






CHAPTER THIRTEEN Ella

Ma, are you home?” Ella heard her mother’s voice call out for Graziella as she washed her hands in the bathroom before dinner.

The smell of lamb slow-roasted with fresh herbs and anchovy paste wafted through the house, leaving Ella even more irritable. She knew her grandmother was serving all her favorite meals she no longer ate as an act of aggression rather than affection. Last night, Graziella had made zuppa di pesce, a Roman fish stew. Ella had looked at the stove and seen five fish heads simmering to make the stock, a sight that would disgust most people but had made her want to guzzle it all.

“Ma?” Grace said outside the bathroom door. Graziella’s house only had one bathroom, and it wasn’t much larger than a phone booth. Overwhelmed by the clawing in her stomach over the lamb, she snapped at her mom.

“No, just me,” Ella yelled back. She opened the door, and her phone began ringing on the sink. Her dad was calling on FaceTime. Ella saw her mother’s eyes widen in a spark of terror at the sight of his name. Ella turned to ask her mom what was wrong but was so disoriented that she elbowed her phone off the tiny pedestal sink and into the toilet.

“Damn it.”

“Oh, God. Should we go grab a new one?” Ella winced at the idea, distressed that she was still on her parents’ phone plan. She didn’t respond. Instead, she dropped her hand into the toilet bowl, grabbing the phone and wiping it off with toilet paper. The screen was black, and it wouldn’t turn back on. Her second ruined phone in a month, and she had already maxed out her credit card to pay for it the day she got home from the hospital. She would have preferred living without a phone and having an excuse to go off-grid for a while, but she needed it to connect with her continuous glucose monitor.

“I don’t have the money right now, Mom.” Ella was too exasperated to fib.

“If they can’t fix it, I’ll help. I’m sure you’ll be back at work soon.” Ella knew her mom’s concern wasn’t so much about the phone as it was about her health. And it was a valid concern. Ella would need to use her backup finger pricks until she could find a cheap pre-owned phone. She washed her hands again, leaving her phone on the sink. She’d deal with it later.

“What’s this?” Graziella asked after getting home from Fazzio’s, looking at Grace’s cat, Eve. Ella had been so preoccupied she hadn’t noticed her mother was carrying Eve with her in the cat carrier. Grace had always named her cats after famous psychiatrists and psychologists. The tradition began when Grace was an undergraduate at Yale and took in a street cat; at the time, she was unsure of which of the two professions she wanted to pursue. Eve was named after Eve Johnstone, not Eve as in the biblical Eve, as many people assumed.

Now all four of them, Eve included, were together in the narrow hallway outside the bathroom. Her mother looked uncharacteristically disheveled in jeans and a Yale sweatshirt.

“A pipe burst in the kitchen this morning. I thought the dishwasher had exploded, but Paul says the pipes are all disintegrating. I guess he told Bill that they needed to be replaced a decade ago, but it’s the first I’m hearing of it.” Ella saw Graziella mouth sfaccimma. “The water got all the way to the dining room. We have to replace the plumbing and rip out some drywall. And then Paul brought in an electrician, who said we need to replace the wiring too.”

“Oh, Mom! You should have called me.” For all Grace’s intelligence, she couldn’t do anything mechanical. Ella was the opposite.

“I told you never to use the dishwasher. They’re nonsense.” Ella glared at Graziella. They all knew how much Grace’s house meant to her, and she hadn’t managed to say one sympathetic word.

“Are you moving in?” Graziella asked, pointing at Eve.

“No, actually. I got a hotel room for a few nights while I find a place. I’m hoping I can rent one of those condos across from the train station for a while. But they don’t allow cats, so I thought Eve could stay with you for a bit,” she said. “I know Ella is leaving, and I thought Eve would be nice company for you.”

“Well… I actually—” Ella stumbled.

“Actually what?” Graziella shot at her.

“I lost my job, Mom. I don’t really have anywhere…”

“What about Marcus?” Grace asked.

“Marcus and I are over.” Ella’s eyes began to water. It was an oversimplification. Technically, Marcus hadn’t broken up with her, because he didn’t break up with anyone. He was polyamorous. But he had changed philosophies the night before, texting Ella: Found monogamy. It was accompanied with a photo of him and her old roommate from the warehouse in the bed Ella used to sleep in. He must have been high, or he would have been more sensitive. Or maybe Ella was delusional. Either way, she liked hot running water too much to go back to Marcus or to the warehouse. Even Graziella’s tiny bathroom felt like a spa by comparison.

“We’ll talk about you later,” Graziella said, pointing at Ella.

“I’m so sorry, Ella. I thought you were on leave from your job. I can try to find a two-bedroom—” Grace began.

“And what about me? Am I chopped liver?” Graziella asked. “Grace, you will not rent a place at that dump. Everyone knows those condos have a rat infestation. They need the cats. Spend your money on the house, not a slumlord with a rodent problem.” Ella rolled her eyes. Those new luxury condos were undeniably high-end.

“That’s okay, Ma,” Grace said.

“You’ll take your old room.”

“No, no, Ma. I’m going to rent somewhere.” The message was clear. Grace was an adult. Ella was jealous that her mother had always been so capable, so sensible. By contrast, Ella had been floundering for years. But the further she had distanced herself from her family, the more her hard-fought autonomy seemed petty and futile, because it had only led her back here.

“Don’t you think your daughter needs you?” Graziella asked, gesturing to Ella. “She’s a mess, Piccola.” Ella rolled her eyes, knowing Graziella was trying to manipulate her mother.

“Wait, how did you lose the job?” Grace asked, reorienting herself.

“I…”

“They were upset that she found the lead pig and made a fuss,” Graziella said. Ella folded her arms and sighed. Graziella was shielding Grace from Ella’s stupidity more than she was protecting Ella. “We’ll find Ella a job. In the meantime, she’ll keep volunteering with me.” Ella had deep-cleaned St. Joseph’s food kitchen today after attending Mass with her grandmother. She shouldn’t have been shocked to see how many families needed support, compared with ten or twenty years ago.

Graziella shooed them all into the kitchen to get dinner ready, and Ella saw three containers of Axe spray on the counter.

“There a new man around, Nonna?”

“Put it in your purse. It’s for protection.”

“Are you fucking serious?” Ella asked.

“Language,” said Grace, the same way Graziella did. “What is this, Ma?”

“It’s disgusting body spray,” Ella said.

“Your man would have smelled a bit better with some of this on. Stunk to high heaven.” Graziella wasn’t wrong. Ella had even suggested taking more regular showers with Marcus in an attempt to get him to wash himself, but he wouldn’t do it.

“New York outlawed pepper spray, and you know how I feel about driving over the Tappan Zee to New Jersey. Just hold it close to the eyes. It burns. There’s one for you too, Grace.”

Ella laughed.

“How did you—” Grace began to ask.

“The kids. They throw it into the classroom with the nozzle taped down. I made the new priest deal with it.” Grace dropped the Axe in her purse. Ella knew her mom would throw it out. That was the way Grace dealt with her mother.

Graziella pulled the lamb out of the oven, and Ella felt a wave of hunger flow through her. “Eve can stay here until you change your mind and move in. Ella, tomorrow we’re going to pick up trash around the neighborhood first thing. Then your mother can buy you a used phone on the cheap. Gracie, you have a job, so you’re off the hook for garbage duty.” Grace nodded, and Ella surrendered. She couldn’t fight Graziella and her desire to eat the lamb at the same time.



The next morning, around 6:30, Graziella handed Ella an orange vest. A soft sunrise lit up the sky in wisps of pink clouds. Ella had refused to participate in this weekly ritual past the age of thirteen because of the absolute havoc it wreaked on her social life. At that age, it was bad enough to be associated with an old person, let alone pick up trash with them in an orange vest.

Her grandmother was hazing her the way she hazed every new priest at St. Joseph’s. She believed in natural consequences. If you don’t have a job and live with your grandmother, you have to pick up trash at rush hour in front of the train station wearing an orange vest.

Graziella had chosen this time of day because it would distress Ella most. People she went to high school with were moving back to the suburbs from the city, and they all took the train into Grand Central Station early in the morning.

“I’m coming, Nonna, but I’m not wearing the vest.”

“My house. My rules,” Graziella replied. Ella threw her curly hair up into a bun. She put on one of her grandmother’s coats, since hers had been incinerated, plus the orange vest and a pair of gardening gloves. Graziella hobbled down the stairs with her cane, and Ella walked behind her with the trash pickers and garbage bags. She wasn’t sure if she had any pride left to lose.

Ella kept her head down as she speared trash on the sidewalk, sorting the recycling into a separate bag. A flood of people stepped onto the 7:05 express train, including a handful of twentysomethings she recognized. It was traumatic enough that her face had been all over the news. Now this. She wrote a haiku in her head for the first time since she left the hospital.

Tony Soprano

Has nothing on my nonna

Punisher of fools.

When Ella looked up, she had to stop herself from sprinting for cover. A man was running toward her in workout gear. There were muscles around his knees that other people didn’t have. She would have recognized them anywhere. “Jesus fucking Christ,” Ella said under her breath while looking down. Her stomach lurched. I will not throw up. She glanced forward. He was wearing shorts even though it was February, waving at her with a wide grin on his face.

Michael Anthony Graziano Jr. grew up a few blocks from Pearl Street, and Graziella babysat the two of them together for years. Mike and Ella were best friends in nursery school and inseparable until the age of seven. Mike was not only very smart, he was also athletic and easygoing, a holy trinity that had catapulted him into a different social sphere than Ella by the second grade. For the following decade, they were like planets orbiting in the same solar system, always within each other’s line of sight but never colliding.

Ella always had a keen awareness of Mike’s presence. She could feel him near her in a room, and they were in a lot of rooms together, given that they were both in honors and AP classes. She had chalked it up to their closeness as kids. Ella never spoke to him though, refusing to have a crush on the boy everyone had a crush on.

Graziella believed this coping mechanism had led her to behave like a stronza, or “asshole.” She had been adamant that Ella should take the train down from MIT for Mike’s mother’s funeral after she died of cancer. You don’t understand. I don’t even know him, Ella had said. Graziella was livid. You’ve known him since you were in diapers. His mother adored you… She yelled at Ella for twenty-five minutes in a mix of Italian and English and then hung up the phone on her. Instead, Ella wrote Mike a condolence letter with the word stronza playing in a loop in her head like a bad Italian remix.

“Hey!” he said. Mike was glowing in that athletic way she never understood. He leaned in for a hug and held her like it was the most natural thing in the world. She forgot to let go for a few moments, smelling his sweatshirt.

“How are you?” she asked, pulling back. Ella looked for Graziella, but she had disappeared.

“Great, yeah. I just finished CrossFit class.”

“Cool, cool.”

“Congratulations on the thing! The whole saving the world thing. Wow. Kudos to you. I think Mr. Costello talked about those lead pigs in AP Physics, right?”

“I think he did.” Only she and Mike would remember that.

“Are you home now? Living here?” he asked.

“For a bit.”

“Of course, everyone needs a break after saving the world.” He started to jog in place like the Energizer Bunny. She could tell even through his sweatshirt that his arms were cut, and there was stubble on the bottom half of his face that had felt like soft sandpaper on her cheek. She had known this for years, but now she felt it: Mike was a man. Ella felt a shiver of goosebumps at the thought. She slouched to the side and leaned on the trash picker, blocking out the sun with her hand.

“How’s your sister?” Ella asked. She didn’t know much about Mike’s little sister, Tina, who was four years younger than them, other than that she had always been in special education. Ella saw the glint of a gold chain around Mike’s neck and wondered if it was the same one she’d seen him wear in high school.

“She’s great—hangs out with your grandmother sometimes. How’s your blood sugar?”

“It’s fine,” Ella said, laughing. He seemed awkward, and she would have never expected that.

“Look, can I get your number? A bunch of us usually go out for beers on Wednesdays.”

“My number?” Ella nodded, pressing the pockets of her orange vest, feeling for her phone. “Oh, I broke my phone. And they incinerated the last one.” She winced. Her grandmother popped out from behind a bush.

“Jesus, Nonna,” Ella said, putting her hand to her chest.

“Oh, hi. Mrs. Valentini. I’m, ahh, so sorry. I didn’t see you there. If you’re staying with Mrs. V, I’ll just call the landline.”

“Sounds good, Mikey,” Graziella said, and Ella looked between them. He didn’t seem to want to leave, and Ella tried to be normal.

“I gotta get to work,” he said, beginning to run backward. “But I’ll call you.”

Ella stared at her grandmother and began to imagine the machinations that had led them to this moment. It wasn’t kismet. It wasn’t a coincidence. Her nonna didn’t believe in fate. She believed in her own will, and nothing that happened around her was an accident. She must know Mike’s CrossFit schedule. As soon as Ella saw him turn the corner, she picked up a McDonald’s french fry container and threw a french fry at her grandmother.

“Wouldn’t you at least want me to look decent?”

“Mostriciattola,” Graziella said. “You always look decent. Your ignorance of it is the only thing you have going for you.” Ella swallowed the urge to yell back as more commuters surged around them.

She wandered toward an orange cone with her trash picker in a futile attempt to camouflage herself, wondering what she was doing with her life. She closed her eyes and imagined Mike running, out of reach again. It felt like he was still hugging her.






CHAPTER FOURTEEN Graziella

Graziella’s cane tapped the terrazzo floors of St. Joseph’s as she embarked on her most important task of the month. She opened the office door and walked toward Peggy, the church’s bookkeeper. The seventy-two-year-old was wearing a cardigan buttoned up to her chin. Graziella placed the check on her desk and walked out without saying a word.

Peggy spoke to no one but the priests, and Graziella pitied her high self-regard, which had left her isolated among parishioners. The woman’s whole body was an upturned nose. Still, when Peggy wasn’t at St. Joseph’s she was visiting her husband, who suffered from dementia, in the nursing home up the road. Graziella wasn’t without compassion. But then Peggy had stabbed her in the back.

Graziella knew without being told that Peggy was responsible for Father Tomas’s exit and the new priest’s appearance. She was a spy in a high-stakes conflict between Graziella and the cardinal about the funding for the food kitchen at St. Joseph’s. He was technically the archbishop of the Archdiocese of New York, but like all of his predecessors for the past hundred years, he had been elevated to the College of Cardinals, giving him the utmost seniority and influence. Nonetheless, Graziella had tried to get the cardinal fired once, and he’d never forgiven her, not that she cared. She believed he should be laicized, or removed from the priesthood altogether, and she treated him that way.

But now there was a second problem. Among Peggy’s many faults was her absolute unwillingness to share bookkeeping figures with Graziella. In the past, Father Tomas had double-checked Peggy’s work each month to ensure every penny the church collected was accounted for. Graziella needed to find a new system that did not include the new priest. She was the only one who seemed to understand why the church’s books required such vigilance. Did people not know that churches were hotbeds for embezzlement and fraud, and had been since the death of the apostles?

Graziella walked down the steps from the office into the food kitchen. It was always clean, but Ella had scrubbed it with an impressive amount of zeal that week while wearing kneepads made for volleyball players. She said mops were not as good as scrubbing on hands and knees with clean rags. It was the first sensible thing to come out of Ella’s mouth in half a decade. Graziella looked out at the pristine industrial kitchen, which included a separate room that served as an oversize dry pantry, two restaurant-sized walk-in refrigerators, and a walk-in freezer. This was her promised land.

A massive shipment of produce had just arrived—a gift from Joe Bianchi, the largest food distributor in the tristate area, whose mother had grown up with Graziella on Pearl Street. Years ago, Graziella had hounded his secretary over the phone about making produce donations. When he wouldn’t get back to her, she resorted to an in-person ambush at his Midtown office with his mother on her arm. He endured ninety minutes of Gloria Bianchi railing at him in front of his staff: Have I given you nothing, Joe? Has the neighborhood not earned your loyalty? Is my dying wish too burdensome for you? At the mention of death, he broke. You’re lucky we’re purging your sins, chooch, Graziella said as they walked out the door. From then on, they received donations of slightly overripe produce twice a week.

Graziella often left people speechless. It was one of her tactics. She wasn’t a bully, because bullies fixated on their status at the top of a pecking order. Instead, she refused to play politics the way that men did. Most people fought for change like they were participating in a game of bumper cars, but she preferred to weave around other vehicles than bang against them. She credited this approach for Grace’s professional success at her university. Other people would have gotten bogged down by the politics of a male-dominated ivory tower, but Grace worked around problems until they ceased to exist.

Graziella grabbed a pair of scissors and began opening the boxes of produce. There were organic blood oranges, perfectly ripe from California groves; neat rows of broccolini on ice; first-of-the-season asparagus tied together in bunches; hydroponic-grown butter lettuce, ideal for salads; three different kinds of apples from orchards upstate; purple sweet potatoes, which were higher in antioxidants than yams. Graziella looked at her watch. The meat and dairy delivery, procured at a steep discount rather than for free, would be arriving any minute.

Graziella gazed down at her clipboard and compared the list of dry goods they had ordered to the products that had arrived, making sure there were no mistakes. When she finished, she turned on the small television to watch Josh Tipton, who headlined a show on CNBC on Tuesday mornings at 11:00. He was never wrong, and neither was she. Although Graziella wouldn’t admit it out loud, she had developed an intellectual crush on him, despite his being fifty years her junior.

That morning, she had already decided to sell all her holdings in a commercial jet manufacturer and keep the assets in cash for now. Josh would agree with her call. There had only been one issue with their jets so far, but the CEO’s mouth had ticked in a press conference, an obvious sign of a lie. It was another reason not to fly. When Graziella heard voices from the hallway, she turned off the television and tucked her notebook where she’d jotted notes back into her purse.

Ella and the new priest, Father Gerald, walked into the food kitchen, laughing together. Graziella whipped her head around. She had assumed Ella’s agnosticism and burn-down-the-patriarchy politics would have compelled her to shun him. Yet again, Graziella had expected too much of her granddaughter.

“No funny business, I hope?” she said to the priest, poking her head out into the hallway to startle them. He jumped back.

“Mrs. Valentini,” he said. “I—”

“Ignore her,” Ella interrupted.

“I would never ignore—” he replied, flustered.

“What do you need?” Graziella said, holding the door partially closed.

“I thought I would lend a hand. Help move things along,” replied Father Gerald.

“Are you equipped to carry sixty-pound boxes?” she said, looking at his scrawny arms.

“Yes, I think so,” he said.

“Pick those up and bring them in here then.” Graziella pointed to another set of boxes. Ella began putting together dry goods in reusable bags labeled with different families’ names, based on the long, cursive lists Graziella had created on clipboards. Ella had helped a lot growing up, so none of this was new to her. She had already begun formalizing Graziella’s system on the computer.

The Lopez-Lopez family’s oldest child had severe food allergies, and they had a special order that included dairy-free, gluten-free, no-nut milk, coconut cream, and sunflower seed butter. John Wyatt, a senior Graziella had gone to high school with who lived up the road, loved tuna and received ten cans of mercury-tested tuna fish in addition to the basics. Her neighbor Maria had low iron and needed red meat, even more so because she was postpartum. Graziella would have fed Maria, José, and baby Maria exclusively from her own kitchen, but they wouldn’t have it. Ella pulled the young family’s groceries together, including special colic formula to supplement Maria’s breastfeeding.

“What are those bags?” the priest asked. Graziella pretended not to hear him, so Ella spoke.

“Anyone can come in between 3:00 and 7:00 p.m. and get everything that they want, as if they’re grocery shopping, three times a week. But a lot of families need specific things because of health issues, and it’s easier for them if we bag it all up in advance. It’s a system that works for us and them, because it helps us forecast what we need. We never want anything to spoil. I’m working on getting all of it into Excel, but Nonna—I mean, Graziella… Mrs. Valentini… has worked from memory until now.”

“Well, she’s very generous. Very, very generous,” the priest said, and Graziella let out a cluck of disapproval. The priest helped Ella pack bags while asking stupid questions and laughing. He should know none of this was funny.

“Mrs. Valentini, is this the Lopez family that was at Mass yesterday?”

“Yes, the Lopez-Lopez family. There are five other Lopez families in the congregation, but they are not Lopez-Lopez. I suggest you learn Spanish.”

“Do you speak Spanish?” he asked Graziella.

“My grandmother has been fluent for decades. It’s close to Italian,” Ella replied in a near whisper.

“Ella is not, which is a pity,” Graziella said, pointing at Ella.

“I always wanted her to teach me Italian. My mom’s been taking lessons.”

“Taci!” Graziella replied, which meant “shut up.” She didn’t like when people interrupted her focus. They called it work for a reason.



“That was good, Nonna,” Ella said on their walk home to Pearl Street. This work never felt good to Graziella. Ella didn’t seem to understand that her work was not about feeling good.

“Sometimes, I wonder where you came from and then I remember who your father is.”

“That’s the meanest thing you’ve ever said to me,” Ella said.

Graziella stopped in front of the house. “It isn’t good. We’re these people’s last resort. We help them because we work around people like your father, who run a system. Don’t ever think a system can fix anything. People fix things. Decency is simple but not easy. It’s the only thing we have.” Ella opened her mouth and shut it again, sensing her grandmother wasn’t finished. “Do you think the cardinal cares about whether the Lopez-Lopez family has sunflower seed butter and an EpiPen? I am the only one standing between his ambitions and our people’s real needs in this parish.” She looked Ella in the eyes and banged her cane on the sidewalk for emphasis. “Don’t you ever, ever make me look weak in front of a priest again.”

“I didn’t—”

“You told him I couldn’t use a computer.”

“No, I told him you memorized everything. No one thinks you’re stupid. You run that place like you’re the boss—”

Graziella thought of Peggy again. “You’re going to fix it. You’re going to go buy me a computer.” Rage flowed through her veins, not at Ella, but at her age. Her failing eyesight. She could not afford to become obsolete now.

Ella would teach Graziella how to use a computer. Then Ella would go back to school and undo the mistakes she had made five years ago. There was no need to inform Ella of any of the details, because she wouldn’t have a choice.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN Grace

Grace hated every inch of the hotel room. It couldn’t be more expensive or less comfortable—monied and soulless, awash in a mix of beige, black, and gray. And yet there were no other options. The luxury condos in the Tudor-style building across from the train station had a two-year waiting list. The country club had rooms, but she was losing her membership. The housing crisis had squashed any other options nearby, and the city felt too far from her life in Mamaroneck.

Moving back to her mother’s, if only temporarily, was the most straightforward solution. Her acceptance of this fact had unleashed a hurricane of tears that poured out of her like the sweat. As long as she had been in her own home, she could pretend nothing had changed, because Bill hadn’t been present there in over a decade. Now she would have to face this profound emptiness back in her spartan childhood bedroom, and the loss shocked her.

When Bill had first taken his job, Grace told herself and their social circle that she and Bill would split their time between Bermuda and New York instead of splitting their marriage across an ocean. Grace had tried to make it true, but Bill rarely stopped working during her visits to the island. The brutal reality of the past decade was undeniable now. She was not only alone. She had been alone for a long time.

She cried in the hotel shower to stifle the sound of her wails, grateful she wasn’t paying the bill for hot water, and then went cold dipping and showered again. Each dose of water squeezed the gray out of her as if she were a dirty rag. Finally, Grace blow-dried her hair and headed over to her mother’s house a few hours before dinnertime, heaviness in every step.

Although no one had said it, Grace could tell that Ella was staying indefinitely, and Graziella must have her own motives for allowing it. Of course, Grace had always dreamed of more time with Ella. But she knew this dream could quickly become a nightmare given that the tension between Graziella and Ella always remained taut. All it took was a tug for their tempers to tear through the household. She shook her head, thinking about the fact that all three of them would be sharing a bathroom too.

Graziella was making a triple batch of vegetarian lasagna when Grace opened the back door and brought her things up to her bedroom. She was too exhausted to unpack, so she walked back downstairs and pulled out a chair to work at the kitchen table. Eve jumped up on her lap, and Grace disappeared into her papers, jotting notes in the margins of a PhD dissertation with red pencil. Grace had learned that suggestions in red pencil felt softer to students than ink, or even digital notes. Her edits were always optional. Grace refused to make decisions for her students and did the same for Ella, even when it meant overriding her own instincts.

An hour later, Grace put her work away and pulled out the design proposal the realtor had given her. It made her feel like she was wearing an itchy wool sweater. Soon, the document was also awash in red pencil, and she started drawing up her own plans. She began sketching imaginary wood cabinets, because they had always been wood, and terra-cotta tiles to bring warmth and pattern. She didn’t care about the appliances, as long as they weren’t ugly and didn’t flood the house.

It was easy for her to justify the price tag of a state-of-the-art kitchen because they would get the money back when she sold the house. Otherwise, it wouldn’t make sense to renovate, since the only cooking Grace did was place a piece of bread in the toaster. Her two rebellions in life had been a dalliance with a female college roommate and the fact that she couldn’t cook. But Graziella approved of the latter, so maybe it didn’t count. After Ella was born, Graziella had said: That husband of yours is like pantyhose when he should be like pants. The man is barely there. Don’t start cooking, or he’ll stop making breakfast.

Grace knew she was spoiled, and not by her husband. Graziella’s cooking was so exceptional that Grace had stopped eating Italian food at restaurants decades ago because it always disappointed her. The chicken Milanese was too dry or the artichokes were tougher than jerky. She looked at her mother and opened her mouth, considered telling her about the divorce. Despite their closeness, they had never been confidants, and she worried Ella might overhear from the other room. Her face flushed, but she pulled back the words just as they were about to slip out. The landline rang so loud it sounded like a fire alarm going off.

“I’ll get it,” Grace said. “Hello, Valentini residence.”

“Can I talk to Graziella, please?”

“Sure,” she said. “Can I ask who it is?” He sounded young.

“It’s Mike,” he responded. She handed the phone to her mom. “It’s Mike,” she said.

“It’s for Ella,” Graziella said without taking the phone.

“How do you…” Grace began. “Mike, are you looking for Ella, the woman in her twenties, or Graziella, the woman in her nineties?”

“Oh, sorry. Ella, Ella. Although please tell Mrs. V I said hi.”

“Okay, one sec,” Grace said, feeling like she could barely keep up with anything. She covered the phone with her hand and yelled into the guest room.

“Ella, phone for you.”

“No,” she yelled back.

“Yes, for you.”

Ella let out her signature grunt—so like Graziella’s. She opened the door and walked out of the bedroom in a black outfit Grace had lent her, with a library copy of Seneca’s Letters from a Stoic under her arm.

“Hello?” Ella said, taking the phone and turning awkwardly away.

“Hey! It’s Mike. Sorry, I saw you went by Graziella on your Instagram handle a while ago. I wasn’t thinking. Can I call you Ella still?” The volume was so loud everyone could hear Mike talking. Grace busied herself pretending to finish marking up her plans. Graziella stood still and openly listened.

“Yeah, Ella works,” she said, looking down.

“Wanna come for drinks tomorrow? Maybe I could grab you for slices first?” Ella paused for a moment. Grace looked up from doodling and watched her daughter wrap the phone cord around her hand. She knew her daughter. Ella was weighing something.

“Sure.”

“I’ll pick you up at 7:00 p.m.?”

“See you then.” Ella hung up the phone as Graziella went back to pulling lasagnas out of the oven and dressing a large spinach salad. Grace stood up and set the table, noting that for the first time, all three of them were single. Her mother had gone back to living like a nun after Grace’s father died. There may be other options for Grace, but she had cut off so many parts of herself in her marriage that it felt as though she no longer had the essential pieces required to date again, let alone be intimate with someone. A decade of rejection had left her feeling like less of herself. She was nothing like the Three Graces anymore.

“You’ll need something to wear that’s not four sizes too big,” Graziella said to Ella, breaking the silence.

“For what?” Ella asked.

“What do you think for? We could all hear you.” It clicked into place like the last satisfying row of a Rubik’s Cube. That was Mike Graziano on the phone. Grace’s face broke into a smile. Grace had never laughed harder than when sitting next to Mike’s mom at the playground. Jessica Graziano had been fifteen years younger than Grace. She talked about motherhood like a stand-up comedian, with a cup of Fazzio’s coffee in one hand and a bag of Goldfish crackers for Michael in the other. It was near impossible to do the job of a mother well, let alone as a very young mother, without getting swallowed whole. Jessica had managed it with verve, and her kids were the evidence.

Ella began talking again as Grace tried to mask her delight. “I can wear an orange vest over your coat like last time, Nonna.”

“What?” Grace said.

“She made me pick up garbage on the avenue in an orange vest, knowing Mike Graziano would run by on his way back home from CrossFit,” Ella replied.

“You need some help from what I saw of that schmuck in Brooklyn,” Graziella said.

“Mike’s not my type,” Ella said.

“We know your type,” Graziella responded.

“What’s my type, Nonna?”

“Arsonists!”

“Jesus, you’ll never let this go! No one was in the building,” Ella yelled. “And I wasn’t a part of it, anyway!”

“There could have been cats inside!” Graziella yelled back. Grace’s stomach dropped ten stories. She had known it was only a matter of time until what had happened came up. She closed her eyes, waiting for the battle to begin, but Ella seemed too lost in her own thoughts to fight back.

One of Ella’s boyfriends in Boston, John Aldrich VI, was a trust fund kid from Beacon Hill who tried to burn down luxury condos to protest a new development in a working-class neighborhood. He had also dropped out of Harvard, and Grace assumed that was how Ella had gotten the idea to drop out of MIT. Johnny’s parents knew the state’s attorney general, who kept him out of prison for lighting the condos on fire. He dumped her a month later to find himself in Tibet, and that was when Ella moved into the Brooklyn commune with Marcus—and, without a degree, into a free fall that Graziella referenced literally as her “fall” when they saw her every Christmas Eve and Easter. Whether it was a fall from the Garden of Eden or their namesake, Grace wasn’t sure and didn’t care to know.

Grace tried to pull them out of the past before it dragged them under another time. She didn’t want Ella running away just as they were gaining her trust again.

“Cut it out, Ma,” Grace said. She turned her face to Ella. “I have something I need to return at Strauss & Baum’s. We could drive over there tomorrow for some shopping and lunch.” Ella sat down without saying anything, then nodded ever so slightly. Grace felt like she could cry again. Grace had bought outfits for all of Ella’s most important milestones at the department store. When things went wrong, Grace wanted to shop for Ella the way Graziella always wanted to cook for her. She hadn’t taken her daughter shopping in five years.



Grace spent extra time with her plants the next morning. She sat inside her greenhouse with a cup of Fazzio’s coffee in her hands, borrowing peace from the quiet of her home before the construction crew arrived. The fruit on her calamondin orange tree, a hybrid between a kumquat and an orange tree, had ripened. Grace picked oranges, holding them to her nose; they looked and smelled like sunshine in her palms. She would give them to her mother, who liked to bake a cake with their juice every year.

Afterward, she picked up Ella and Graziella in her Volvo, and they made their way across the suburbs to the large parking lot of the department store. Graziella had insisted on going with them for sizing purposes. Grace turned the volume up on the radio, drowning out her mother’s constant complaints about the roads.

In the women’s section, Ella looked through a rack of clothing and Grace felt her heart crack open. It had been so long since she had been able to watch Ella do ordinary things. Grace swept back a piece of her daughter’s hair and watched Ella eye a plaid miniskirt. Ella looked at the price tag and put it back down, then Grace picked it up and followed her to the changing rooms, snagging a sweater and a long-sleeved shirt that might go with it on the way.

Graziella had disappeared, most likely to inspect the quality of the products in the linen department. The salespeople would run when they saw her arrive. You call this five hundred thread count? Thieves.

Ella’s phone rang. She had not let Grace buy a new replacement, so Grace had given her a small loan to cover the cost of a used one. “Gross. Dad keeps FaceTiming me.” She silenced it and looked at her mother. “It’s so unlike him. He seemed uninterested when I was in the hospital.” Grace cleared her throat, choking down her fury. “You okay, Mom?” Ella asked, reading her mother’s face. Grace ignored the question.

“Are you going to call him back?”

“No,” Ella said. Grace nodded. The truth of their divorce hung over her head, but she had a few more days to figure out how to tell her. In the meantime, she would give Bill another sharp warning.

“You need some bras. Don’t you, honey?” Grace asked as they walked past the lingerie section. In the car, Ella had admitted that the underwire in her bra had snapped, and the two ends were cutting into her skin.

“Probably,” Ella replied.

“I’ll let you pick them out,” Grace said, giving her daughter some privacy. She sat on a bench while Ella picked out a simple bra to try on. Picking up her phone, she saw a text from Bill. Her face burned, and she took off her sweater and fanned herself.

Did you see the papers from the lawyers?

I won’t look at them until you let me tell Ella in my own time. If you sabotage that, I will not sign. She saw three dots appear and then disappear. Grace had always let him get his way, but not anymore. When Graziella returned, Grace put her phone in her purse and followed her mother into the changing area.

“Ella, let me in.” Graziella banged on the door of the changing room.

“No, Nonna,” Ella said. “Go away.”

“I’ll pull the fire alarm if you don’t let me in,” Graziella replied. Grace clucked her tongue at her mother’s immaturity.

“Fine,” Ella said, opening the door in her sweatpants and a new bra.

“You need to lean over,” Graziella ordered, and Ella dropped forward. “Now pull your breasts into the cups like I taught you and stand up straight.” Graziella had worked at a small hosiery store on Mamaroneck Avenue after leaving the church and marrying Grace’s father. Graziella had always said both jobs were God’s work.

“This is the wrong size.” Graziella pulled a measuring tape out of her LeSportsac bag.

“Oh my God,” Ella responded. Soon, her arms were up at a ninety-degree angle, Graziella measuring her around the bust and her narrow rib cage.

“You’ve lost too much weight. I don’t like it. Grace, go get a 32AA in these ones and the bra she’s wearing,” she said. A saleswoman helped Grace find the right sizes. “I’ll take these in. Thank you,” Grace said, trying to prevent a showdown between the saleswoman and Graziella.

It took more than an hour of Graziella’s nagging, but they eventually walked to the register with a pack of fresh underwear and one of everything else. Ella had said she would buy the rest at a thrift store. Grace didn’t want to push her luck, so she decided to lend Ella shoes since they were the same size.

“Thank you,” Ella said to Grace as Graziella tried to push in front of her.

“Ma, I got it,” Grace said, her Strauss & Baum’s credit card in hand.

“I want the points. Don’t deny me the points,” Graziella said.

“Is there any way I can pay with my card, but the points can go to my mother’s loyalty account?” Grace asked the saleswoman.

“Unfortunately not,” the woman replied.

“Use this one,” Graziella said, pushing Grace out of the way with her bad hip. “I think I can afford to buy my granddaughter clean underwear.” Grace wasn’t sure how her mother could afford any of this.

“Thank you so much, Nonna,” Ella said, looking resigned. They walked up to the café to get three bowls of tomato soup and Caesar salads, per their tradition. Graziella had always tolerated the meal, given its simplicity.

“Excuse me.” All three Graziellas looked up from their soup, and the woman said, “So sorry, do I recognize you from the news? Were you the woman who found that thing near Times Square?” Grace felt panic rise in her chest. Ella nodded without opening her mouth.

“This is going to sound odd, but have you ever considered modeling? I saw that you have an insulin pump in one of the photos, and I’m looking for someone with your”—she stopped, searching for the word—“profile at our modeling agency.”

Ella looked dumbstruck. Her hair was up in a messy ponytail, and she wasn’t wearing a lick of makeup. Grace suspected she hadn’t showered that day. Grace was about to say no for her, when she felt Graziella’s hand on her wrist under the table.

“I haven’t considered it, but I’d be happy to set up a call to chat,” Ella said. Graziella squeezed Grace’s hand. Grace felt like she was tripping on acid, which she had done only once in college. She had not enjoyed it. After Ella and the woman exchanged information, the agent walked away, and Ella turned to her namesakes.

“That was odd,” Ella said. Odd was the word.

Grace walked to the bathroom to throw cold water on her face. She could not make sense of Ella’s response to the woman, not only as her mother but as a psychologist. Modeling not only went against Ella’s anti-capitalist values, it went against her essence as a human being. Grace looked in the mirror, searching her face for some insight. Then it appeared like a raindrop falling on her head.

Ella had thrown everything away at twenty-two, much like the people who left all their possessions at Big Apple Bargains, with no effort put toward parsing out the usable and the useless. She had dropped her whole life except for her obstinate, unforgiving values. But where had that got her? Modeling, then, was a way of throwing those values out because they had got her nowhere—only back here. And Ella was someone who needed to go somewhere. Her girl craved direction, even if it was the wrong one. When Grace walked back to the table, she looked at her mother, who gave her opinion in a single glance: Let her fall again. The quicker the better.

Graziella turned her head and pointed at Ella. “Mangia. Don’t even think about eating less, Mostriciattola.”





CHAPTER SIXTEEN Ella

Father Gerald’s personal thoughts, which he offered the congregation every day at Mass, had the effect of lulling Ella into a kind of meditative state. She stared at the statue of Mother Mary and let her eyes close until she felt a jab to her ribs. Startled, she looked around and saw Mike, who was leaning forward with his elbows on his knees like he was listening to a coach giving directions. He caught Ella’s eye and gave her a nod. It was weird to see him, knowing they were going out tonight. Her meditative state immediately left the sanctuary.

It was the 5:00 p.m. Mass on Ash Wednesday, which marked the beginning of Lent, the time to repent for one’s sins. Living with Graziella felt like its own daily repentance. Father Gerald began calling people forward to the altar. Ella stayed put. Despite attending Mass every day for the past two weeks with her grandmother, she was not a practicing Catholic, which meant she was not eligible for any sacrament, including Communion.

“You’re coming up to the front with me,” Graziella said, grabbing Ella’s hand. Every year, priests burned and blessed palm branches from Palm Sunday the year before, then applied the ash to people’s foreheads in the sign of a cross after the homily, or the sermon.

“I’m not allowed,” Ella whispered as people made their way around them in the pew.

“Yes, you are. It’s not a sacrament.”

“But, Nonna—”

“Do you want me to trip and die forty-six days before Christ rises again?” Graziella whispered. Ella let out a low groan and stood up with her grandmother. With linked arms, they walked side by side down the nave of the church. Graziella stepped ahead of Ella to receive her ashes. Ella looked back at the hundred people behind her. There was no way to turn around, and Graziella was holding up the service.

“Nonna! Move!” Ella whispered. She didn’t need a physical reminder of her own mortality. She was still recovering from being poisoned by one such reminder. Her grandmother ignored her.

Father Gerald smiled at Ella as if they were the best of friends, and she shook her head no. He looked at Graziella’s face and stepped forward toward Ella. She again mouthed no thank you to Father Gerald, and he smiled, placing an ashy thumb on Ella’s forehead and drawing the shape of the cross anyway. “Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” The man was not an idiot. He was following higher orders. Ella gave him a sympathetic smile and followed Graziella, who didn’t seem to need help anymore.

“You know the ashes make me break out,” Ella whispered.

“You need to take better care of your skin.”

Ella rolled her eyes, frustrated that she had gotten played. She’d been getting particularly worried about her grandmother’s eyesight and kept forgetting to mention it to Grace. There were subtle cues, mainly Graziella’s extra cautiousness, especially on stairs and when it was dark. If Graziella hadn’t demanded she come to Mass every day, Ella probably would have gone anyway just to make sure Graziella safely made it home.

They walked back to Pearl Street in silence. Ella began scrubbing her forehead with hand soap in the bathroom. The soap seemed to push the ashes into her skin rather than remove them, and she let out a primal scream.

“Olive oil!” Graziella yelled back from the kitchen.

“Olive oil what?”

“Use olive oil to get the ashes off,” Graziella clarified.

Ella walked into the kitchen and let her grandmother rub a tablespoon of Italian extra-virgin olive oil into her forehead with pushy fingers. She then walked toward her bedroom, feeling edgy. She needed to get ready before Mike picked her up.

“Ella?” Grace said through the closed door. Ella was already beginning to feel claustrophobic. Her room was right next to the kitchen, and it seemed as though Grace and Graziella were always just a few feet away.

“What, Mom?”

“I had to clean out the bathroom at home. I have some stuff for you.” Ella opened the door in her bra and underwear. Her mother held up a fancy-looking bag.

There were a bunch of luxury skin care products and a few makeup items inside. Each one was still in its pretty packaging, and the concealer was the right shade given that Ella and Grace had the same skin tone. Not for the first time that week, guilt hit her. She deserved Graziella’s machinations, but not Grace’s generosity. Ella stepped toward her for a hug and saw a twinkle of excitement in Grace’s eyes.

“Thank you, Mom,” Ella said, her chin still on her mother’s shoulder. A part of her wanted to stay there forever, feeling the warmth of her mother’s eternal optimism.

But Ella knew this was not a date. Mike wouldn’t take her to Norma’s if it were a date. This was a catch-up. Still, Mike was Mike. And Ella being Ella meant that her hand was shaking by the time she put on her mom’s mascara in front of the tiny bathroom mirror. At 6:55 p.m., she wiped down her armpits with toilet paper before applying another layer of deodorant and her mother’s perfume. She checked her blood sugar levels on her phone and released a hefty dose of insulin. Anxiety always sent her levels up, and the last thing she wanted was her continuous glucose monitor going off like a fire alarm.

“You look beautiful, sweetheart,” Grace said as Ella stepped into the kitchen. Graziella, who was cleaning the old cat’s dish in the sink, didn’t look up. “For the love of God, don’t rattle on about the shrimp dying in Thailand. He’ll think you’re a—”

“Maybe Mike cares about the global shrimp population, Nonna!” Ella screamed, her arms soaring. She stomped into the living room and saw Mike drive up in the same Jeep he owned in high school. Her heart rate picked up as she grabbed her new beige coat, the one Graziella had bought for her on the way out of Strauss & Baum’s despite Ella’s protests. She hadn’t worn it yet, but the coat made Ella look like she had her shit together, and all of a sudden she didn’t mind looking that way. Ella said goodbye to Grace, but not to Graziella, and slammed the door shut behind her.

Mike jumped up the back steps toward her in a way that reminded her strangely of a cat. He landed six inches in front of her, and she felt her chest tighten at the proximity. There were ashes still smudged on his forehead.

“Hey, Mike,” she said, forcing a smile. He hugged her, and she tried not to fixate on the feeling of his body against hers through their coats. She felt his lips graze her skin with the lightest touch, as if he had been thinking about kissing her cheek then changed his mind at the last second.

“Hey, Ella. You look great.”

“Thanks. Same Jeep?” They walked down the stone path to Pearl Street.

“Oh yeah,” he said, opening the passenger door for her. Until that moment she had forgotten about the game she used to play in high school, cataloging Mike Graziano’s faults. He drove the same car he had in high school. But wasn’t that a good thing? There must be something. She spotted an old Fazzio’s coffee cup and a scratch-off lottery ticket. He could have a gambling problem.

“I don’t have a driver’s license, so you’re doing better than me.” She shrugged.

“I guess you don’t need one in the city.” She wondered how he knew she lived in the city and then remembered that he saw Graziella all the time.

He drove to Norma’s, jumped out of the jeep, and jogged around to open her door again. He was too athletic. Another fault.

“Did you move home after Fordham?”

“Nah, I was in the city for a few years.” He stood back to give her space. “The city is great, but I was home so much helping with Tina it didn’t make sense to spend the rent money. All the guys pitch in too. We’re lucky that way.” She nodded her head. It comforted Ella that Tina was always surrounded by a pack of state-championship-winning football players who were loyal to Mike, their quarterback. Ella had never once seen Tina bullied growing up, and it gave her a sliver of hope for humanity.

“You still friends with the same guys?”

“Oh yeah, Dan especially. You know, he’s the judge now.” Mike opened the door to Norma’s, and the warmth of the pizza ovens hit Ella’s face.

“The judge of what?” Ella asked.

“He’s the town judge. Anyone who gets a speeding ticket needs to plead their case in front of him. It’s the best job: twenty-five-hour weeks, makes six figures, has a pension.” They stepped up to the counter, and Mike gestured toward her to order first. She couldn’t make words. She was still in shock that Dan was the judge.

“Our hometown hero again. You getting your regular order, Ella?” Vito asked.

“Just a large house salad, a Sicilian slice, and a Diet Coke, please. Still no meatballs.” She turned to Mike. “The salad helps with the diabetes.”

“Of course,” he said, casually. “Rude of me to take you for pizza. Anyway, two slices of pep for me and a Bud Heavy, Vito.” He pulled out his wallet, and she reached for her bag. “No, no. I got it.” He touched her hand with his, and she shivered.

“Thank you.” They grabbed the narrow table next to the wall full of mirrors. She watched Mike try to pull out her chair, but it wouldn’t move.

“I think it’s bolted to the floor, Mike,” she said.

“You’d think I’d remember that. I come here at least twice a week.”

Ella laughed. “So, what’s everyone else up to?”

“Fred is a school principal in Queens.” She almost spit out her Diet Coke. Fred had gotten suspended for streaking in high school. “Marty’s startup just got bought out by Google. He flew us all on a private plane out to Vegas for a weekend to celebrate. Your grandmother got him to write a $1 million check to the special-needs program my sister went to as a kid. Mrs. Valentini made me ambush him with her on speakerphone one day after Mass. She told him it was better for his tax liability.” Mike laughed like it was the funniest thing in the world. “Everyone else works in finance.”

Ella took a sip of Diet Coke and nodded. In high school, Ella and her friends had been well-liked but not popular enough to want to stay in the neighborhood. All of them were stretching themselves in new places, but they would gasp in a good way if they knew she was getting pizza with Mike right now.

“And you’re an accountant?” She couldn’t remember who she had heard it from.

“Yeah. I worked for your grandmother’s CPA as an intern the summer after freshman year. It was a little boring, so I switched to investment banking. The money was great, but I couldn’t really hang with Tina when I was working ninety-hour weeks. I moved to the FBI and do forensic accounting now.”

“Why the FBI?” Ella asked, thinking of all the agents she had spoken to after she found the lead pig.

“I find it interesting. We uncover tax evasion and financial fraud. Have you heard of the Tao Te Ching?”

“No.”

“It’s this ancient Chinese book about integrity. It talks about how important it is to not overdo it on taxes. If you increase tax compliance among the top hundredth percent instead of raising taxes, you have a lot more resources without wasting any political capital. But it’s not as impressive as saving Manhattan.” He took a swig of his Budweiser. Mike Graziano had always been smart in a way she wasn’t. He carried it lightly.

Ella looked around and realized that no one in Mamaroneck had really bothered her about the lead pig issue, other than Vito’s gentle teasing. She wondered if Graziella had scared them all off.

“I didn’t save anyone.” She shrugged.

“That’s not what the news said.” He locked eyes with her. The news hadn’t reported everything. She should have recognized the lead pig sooner. Mike would have.

“Anyway, I got fired, and now I’m Graziella’s butler.” He laughed. Ella felt like sharing. “This weird thing happened today, though. I’ve been thinking about what to do next, and then I got scouted by a modeling agent at Strauss & Baum’s.”

He paused and looked at her, really looked at her. “I can see that.” She caught a glimpse of herself and Mike in the mirror to her right. She couldn’t see herself modeling, but she also couldn’t see the two of them eating together here, and yet here they were.

Vito yelled Mike’s name. He jumped up to get their food. She checked her blood sugar levels on her new phone and started with the salad.

“Do you want the first bite of my pizza?” Mike asked.

“The first bite of your pizza?”

“Yeah, everyone knows the corner is the best part.”

“Is that a thing you do?”

“It’s a thing my grandparents did.” He cracked the slice in half and folded it with one hand. A piece of pepperoni sat right on the tip of a near perfect isosceles triangle. Ella still didn’t eat meat or fish, at least not in theory. Then Mike dropped the pizza as though it were a hot coal. He leaned toward her and whispered, “Oh, shit. Ella. I just remembered it’s Ash Wednesday. We’re not supposed to eat meat today.”

She considered him for a second then picked up the folded pizza from the tray and bit the pepperoni end with gusto. Mike looked down her shirt for the briefest moment, and she blushed.

“Oh my God,” Ella said. Oil dripped down her chin, and she wiped it off with a napkin. “That’s the first piece of meat I’ve had since last Easter.”

“So you did Lent during not Lent?”

Ella laughed. She hadn’t thought about it that way. Ash Wednesday was admittedly an odd day to break her meat fast.

“Nonna’s been livid about it. Can I have another bite?”

“Sure,” he said. She took another bite and felt emboldened. “Hey, is the first-bite thing something you do with everyone?”

He leaned toward her again, dropping his voice. She saw the small gold chain peek out under his collared shirt, and she wanted to grab it. He was so close she could almost feel his breath on her face, his eyes focused on her.

“Ella, Norma’s is a sacred place. I’m not taking some girl I matched with on Tinder here.”

“Just someone you picked up while she was cleaning trash on the side of the road.” Vito caught her eye from behind the counter and impersonated a baseball player swinging for the fences. She took a sip of Diet Coke.

“I’ve known you forever. You were one of the only people who wrote me a condolence note.” She put her drink down and looked at him.

“Really?”

“The guys came home from college for the funeral, and my Fordham buddies all took the train up. But no one else really. I guess people don’t know what to say.”

“Nonna wanted to kill me for not coming. I’m so sorry I didn’t…” It sounded childish when she said it. He took a bite of pizza, looking unfazed.

“The note was enough,” he said.

“I’m sorry if it was too much.” She had written it after hours of sobbing in her dorm room. Ella couldn’t remember every word, but a blush crept onto her ears at the thought.

His foot bumped hers under the table, and then he pulled it back. “I still have it.” Ella felt like she was going to cry, although she didn’t know why. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and kept cutting up her food. “My mom used to say this thing,” Mike said. “ ‘The only person you can’t marry in this town is Ella Myers, because then she’ll be Graziella Graziano, and that’s too much for anyone.’ ”

Ella felt like the earth had skidded off its axis. All at once, an overwhelming wave of hope followed by the crash of despair—he’d never say something that forward if he meant anything by it. She opened her mouth to give her condolences again, not knowing what else to say, but then he switched the subject. “Do you want another bite?” he asked. She nodded and picked up his pizza again. What she really wanted was to peel off every piece of pepperoni and eat them one by one before launching herself at him, but that seemed unhinged.

“I can’t believe I missed out on this for so long,” Ella said. She was talking about the pepperoni, but Mike’s eyes registered something else. It hung in the air between them, and Ella felt a kick in her stomach. “Do you want some of my Sicilian?” He nodded, and she cut him half of hers.

After dinner, they walked to the old Irish pub around the corner. Mike held the door open for her. He let her buy their drinks when she asked. This time, he was inches rather than feet away from her, and she had to focus to stop drifting toward him and closing the gap.

None of his friends at the pub pushed about her career or mentioned the lead pig beyond fleeting references. They were grown-ups who had grown up together, and that made it easy. They chatted. She laughed. After a couple of rounds, Mike spotted Ella yawning and drove her home. She unlocked her seat belt and opened the car door.

“Mike Graziano,” she said, thinking of the letter she had written him. She should have shown up in person.

“Yes?” He leaned toward her, searching her face.

“Thank you.” She smiled at him for a long moment, wondering why this felt familiar. Then she remembered, a stab of heat in her abdomen. She almost laughed at the shock of it. The first time she had ever orgasmed, she had been thinking of Mike leaning toward her in this Jeep with that look on his face. As if from a divine revelation, Ella made a new calculation.

“Do you want to…” she asked, leaving her sentence unfinished.

“… come into your nonna’s house?” he completed her thought. She nodded, her eyes wide at the idea. Grace and Graziella would be in their bedrooms already. Ella was an adult. He laughed, but not in a dismissive way. Then he turned off the Jeep and lowered his voice to a whisper.

“I don’t think we’re supposed to do that today either.” He had a sheepish look on his face. “You know, the Ash Wednesday of it all.” Ella smiled again, letting the rules slide off her like olive oil.

“I don’t think we’re supposed to do that any day, Mike,” she replied.

“You sure?” he asked, looking serious.

“I’m sure.” She nodded. “Park around the corner. First floor. Second window on the right. I’ll open it for you.” Ella stepped out of the car.

“But Ella,” he said, the door still open. She turned around, wincing at the possibility he might change his mind. “Your grandmother is kind of terrifying.”

“Not to me.” She closed the door. Graziella had orchestrated their run-in. What did she expect? That they would “court” for two years without having sex, and then get engaged? Inviting Mike in was a reclamation of what she had always wanted, the way she wanted it—not the way her grandmother wanted it for her.

She felt wind on her face and gasped as if losing her breath, enveloped by the possibility that Mike Graziano was about to be all over her, inside her. Everything else on Pearl Street disappeared. She picked up the pace, walking up the stone steps toward the idea as Mike hid his car.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN Graziella

Graziella closed her eyes and thought of her husband. He had made the miraculous discovery of this rocking chair on the side of the road during his mail route when she was pregnant with her first baby. He had refinished it for her, sanding it down in the driveway on a hot August day. The fact that Graziella had lost little Francis made the gift no less meaningful. She had rocked every baby in the neighborhood in it, including Grace, Ella, Mike, Tina, and many others. Now she rocked little Maria, who was in her arms while her mother napped next door. Graziella would be content to stay in it forever, but she had work to do, building the future as if she were constructing it stone by stone.

As if on cue, she heard the phone ring and Ella pick up.

“Nonna, it’s Donald,” Ella whispered.

Graziella sighed and opened her eyes. “Ella, please take the baby.”

“I’m not sure…”

“Lean down,” Graziella said. Ella tilted toward her. “Fold your arms and hold your elbows with the opposite hands. You always need to support a baby’s head. She can’t hold it up.” With the utmost care, Graziella placed the baby in Ella’s arms. “Nestle her in. Can you warm up a bottle?”

Ella straightened and rocked the baby. “How do I warm up a bottle?”

Both Ella and Grace had been so bookish that Graziella had overlooked other parts of their education. Graziella had known how to change a diaper and feed a baby by the time she was eight, despite being an only child. She needed to reeducate Ella.

“We’ll do that after.” Graziella walked into her bedroom, shaking her head, and shut the door just as Grace walked into the kitchen.

“Donald,” Graziella said softly. Her estate lawyer had been Grace’s prom date in high school, and he was one of the first people Graziella had known to come out as gay. Her only issue with his wedding had been the chicken Francese and the fact that he and his partner had adopted a little boy before having it. She believed in the sacrament of marriage. Donald shouldn’t have waited so long, but that was the government’s fault, not his.

“Mrs. V, we gotta straighten this out. We can’t have your will up in the air at ninety-six.”

“I know, Donald, but there are hundreds of families depending on this.”

“You need to confront him or cut and run,” Donald said. It was not like Graziella to avoid a confrontation for weeks on end, but she feared that if she tried to rev up her engine for a fight, it would shut down for good. A ninety-six-year-old wasn’t meant for the battlefield.

“Donald, I’ll have it sorted by Easter,” she said. “Give Simon and Timmy my best.” She hung up. Graziella walked into the kitchen and took out her frustration on the garlic, smashing an entire head of cloves one by one with her palm. Grace was working at the kitchen table and pulled her head up, acknowledging her mother’s silent rage with a cutting look. One day, Grace would learn to trust her anger, to grapple with it, to wield it. There was no way to translate this truth to her daughter because Graziella felt her anger only in Italian. Grace may understand the words, but she could not live the language the way Graziella could—in her bones, in her blood.

She dropped the garlic, cherry tomatoes, olive oil, olives, and fresh herbs in two large casserole dishes and nestled four oversize pieces of cod between the mixture. Then she looked at her daughter, who had gone back to marking a paper with her red pencil. There was a comfort in having Grace or Ella work quietly at the kitchen table as they had as kids. It meant she could enjoy their company without their commentary. Graziella covered both dishes with Saran Wrap and put them back in the refrigerator.

“Are we having fish?” Ella asked, walking into the kitchen with baby Maria, who was beginning to stir in her arms.

“Are you eating fish?” Graziella replied.

“I ate pepperoni yesterday.” Grace looked up in surprise. “I didn’t think you would mind. Mike pointed out it was like I had been doing Lent since Easter, so that’s…”—Graziella watched Ella do the math—“… seven times the amount of repentance and self-deprivation of a normal Lent.”

“I’m glad to hear you’re going easy on yourself, sweetheart,” Grace said. Graziella disagreed. This was the silliest thing she had ever heard, but Graziella didn’t want to get frustrated again around the baby. Babies could sense things. She changed the baby’s diaper on her bed while explaining each step to Ella, and then they walked back into the kitchen for another lesson. Everyone needed to know how to feed a child.

“When you heat up a bottle, you never do it directly. You heat up the water, which heats up the bottle. You test the milk on your wrist to make sure it’s not too hot. If the bottle is too hot, the milk is definitely too hot. But it cannot be cold.” She pulled a glass bottle of breast milk from the refrigerator and placed it in a saucepan of water on the stove. Once baby Maria was changed, fed, and content to stare at them from Ella’s arms, it was Ella’s turn to do the teaching.

Graziella sat down next to Grace, who pretended to not be interested but was always listening. She stared at the laptop and could not understand how something thin enough to fit into an oversize envelope could carry an entire world inside. Nonetheless, Graziella refused to be intimidated by it.

“When you open it,” Ella said, “you want to pull the top half up, and the screen will turn on. I already set it up with your name. Your password is ‘theoldcat.’ ”

“Isn’t that an obvious password?”

“Does anyone know you call her the old cat?”

“Everyone knows.”

“It’s fine. Computers only need to be locked when people are dealing with sensitive information,” Ella replied.

Graziella brought her hands down to wipe crumbs off her mother’s tablecloth, trying to hold her tongue. “I have a few stocks.”

“You mean Papa’s pension?”

“No, I have stocks. You see me looking at the stocks.”

“Well, we don’t want to learn about finance. Just how to cook,” Ella said to baby Maria. “I’ve been meaning to ask if you would teach me to cook.” Ella rocked the baby.

“No,” Graziella spat back immediately.

Grace looked up at Graziella over her reading glasses with the seriousness of an Ivy League professor, communicating a dozen things with her eyes, the most pressing to do with Ella’s health: This will help her manage her diabetes. You can teach her to cook things that are good for her.

Grace was not wrong. Even as the “no” came out of Graziella’s mouth, she doubted it. Ella had no life skills. She could experiment with nuclear matter, but she could not warm up a bottle of breast milk. She could forecast the trajectory of a rocket, but she could not drive a car. She could do advanced physics, but she seemed incapable of managing her own finances. Graziella had read her credit card statements the other day. It was Ella’s own fault if she left them out on the table. She changed her mind for the first time in decades.

“We’ll start with eggs tomorrow morning.” Ella knew enough not to goad her. Grace began to pack up her work, and Graziella knew she wanted to exit on a good note. “I’m going to run a few errands.” She tickled baby Maria and made her smile before heading out the door.

After they said goodbye, Ella shifted baby Maria in her arms before pointing to the screen in front of them. “Back to the computer. This is the on button.” Graziella wrote down its location on her notepad. “Press it, Nonna.” Graziella pushed down the button and nothing happened. “Press it for longer, until you hear a sound. It sounds like a sunrise.”

“Sunrises don’t make sounds.”

“It sounds like the essence of a sunrise.”

Graziella kept her finger on it as Ella continued to rock Maria, who was watching the scene with curiosity. The computer hummed with the unmistakable tone of a gentle sunrise. When the screen appeared, Graziella saw her own name pop up and a space to enter the password. “Did you capitalize ‘theoldcat’?”

“No.” Graziella pressed the keys the way she would have with a typewriter.

She managed to open the web browser under Ella’s direction and typed in “Josh Tipton” to see if he had a website. He had a newsletter.

“To sign up for love letters from Josh, you’re going to need an email address,” Ella said.

Graziella grunted. She wouldn’t give her granddaughter the gratification.

There was a knock on the back door. Graziella looked up and saw Mike peering in. Emotion flew across Ella’s face.

There was no doubt there was a man in the house last night. Graziella could sense it. She would have kicked anyone else out except for Mike. He had been asking about Ella since high school. Even at his mother’s memorial, he stopped to ask, How’s Ella? Graziella had orchestrated their run-in out of impatience. Thank God Frank had had the gall to ask her to marry him when she was still a nun. He had already lived through a war, and that had a way of putting risk in perspective for a man.

“What’s…?” Ella began to ask.

“Tina asked if she could come over.” As she went to open the door, Graziella whispered, “Mostriciattola, not everything is about you.” Mike leaned in to hug Ella around the baby, and Graziella saw her granddaughter’s body soften into him. They were magnetic.

“I told Tina your mom’s cat was here, and she insisted,” Mike said. “I called Mrs. V on the train this morning to ask if it was okay…” Ella looked at her grandmother with disdain. Graziella hadn’t told her on purpose. Tina walked into the kitchen after greeting the old cat outside.

“Hey, Ella. Hi, baby,” Tina said.

“Hey, Tina,” Ella said.

“Is this the new neighbor?” Mike asked, looking down at baby Maria.

“Yeah, this is little Maria,” Ella replied.

Graziella observed another uncomfortable look on Ella’s face as she watched Mike coo at the baby. Ella, no doubt, had thought her date with Mike was a one-night stand. The girl never admitted to herself what she desired deep in her marrow, believing she didn’t deserve it. Her actions and her words the past five years reeked of Catholic self-flagellation going by other names. Grace would have used psychological terms. Ella, political ones. Mike was offering her a different mirror in which to see herself free from all that nonsense.

Tina wandered into the living room to pet Eve. Graziella shut the kitchen door on the two of them and chatted with Tina about the intricacies of homemade cat food.

Twenty minutes later, Graziella walked into the kitchen with Tina behind her, holding the cat in her arms like a baby. Graziella turned the oven on and began chopping four pounds of potatoes to pan-fry. Mike would try to leave before dinner, but Graziella knew Tina would make him stay to get more time with the cat. Grace returned from her errands and then the elder Maria walked through the door.

It had been a long time since a group of people had been packed in like sardines at her dining room table. She had no interest in joining the conversation but relished the idea that everyone was stuck here with her through dessert. Graziella was the most at peace watching other people eat, especially Ella. She’d make her mother’s crostata di ricotta e visciole, a sour cherry and ricotta cake, for the occasion.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN Grace

Grace drove over the Henry Hudson Bridge into Manhattan and felt her temperature drop degree by degree. It wasn’t like the sudden shock of a cold dip, but a gentle slip into a refreshing environment. She missed teaching, and the idea of meeting a student for lunch felt close to it.

That didn’t mean Grace would step on campus though. There were too many faculty members who would ply her with requests and complaints, none of which she had any control over now that she was no longer department head. She wasn’t there to see them anyway. Grace had made a habit of saying yes to students when they asked to meet, far more than she did with colleagues.

Even in the early years of motherhood, Grace would invite students to take the train out of the city and join her for a cup of tea while Ella napped. As Ella got older, those quiet conversations turned into chats on the sidelines of soccer games or over Sunday dinners at Graziella’s house. It was the only way she could give students her time without taking it away from her family, and the unconventional approach seemed to work for everyone. Grace believed the trips off campus were like medicine for many students. A college campus was insular at best, even one tucked into a vibrant corner of New York City. Some students thrived in an environment that was severed from the rhythms of real life, but others struggled to find their feet.

At first, Grace had thought that Ella was one of the students who thrived at college. Her grades were always exemplary. But Ella’s laugh had dimmed over her years at MIT and was replaced with a skepticism for almost everyone and everything in the academic world. Ella had gravitated toward the opposite of institutions and their rigid power structures. Her preference shifted toward Johnny and others like him, those who rejected everything wholesale—money, class, structure, and the single-mindedness of academic achievement. Grace couldn’t care less that Ella had left academia. What bothered her was that Ella had left parts of herself behind, and she was worried that would happen again with modeling.

Grace had been softer on Ella than Graziella and Bill were when she left MIT because she had a better understanding of the grueling environment that had worn Ella down. Many of Grace’s fellow academics were so focused on their narrow topics of study that they sometimes relinquished everything else, including basic decency.

She had avoided that particular peril through partnerships that served ordinary people. She first made a name for herself by working with the Department of Defense to study the effects of a range of therapies on women veterans with PTSD. Then she applied those same principles to women survivors of domestic abuse through a landmark study that led to a much-publicized collaboration with the mayor’s office. The prestige she had developed off campus had ensured her job security within it, making her indispensable to the university.

She parked in her spot in the garage and walked to her favorite neighborhood bistro, where she ordered the same meal every time. San Pellegrino and a Niçoise salad followed by a cappuccino, extra foam. Chantal, a senior majoring in psychology, was already sitting in a booth waiting for her. Grace took off her coat. Underneath she wore a dark blue blouse, wool pants, and dark brown heeled boots. She carried a Pucci purse.

“Chantal. How are you?”

“I’m okay. How’s your research going?”

“It’s barely going,” Grace said, truthfully. Things usually came together. She was lucky to be at the tail end of her career, when it didn’t matter much anyway. They chatted about Chantal’s classes and her psychology thesis, and Grace gave her a few additional studies to reference. While they ate, Chantal spoke about her seminar on the cognitive idea of the self, and then stopped.

“May I ask you a personal question?” she asked.

“Sure,” Grace replied.

“Are you gay?” Grace stopped chewing. She looked down at the rainbow flag pin on her dark blue blouse. She had worn it every day at work since she first took an assistant professorship in the nineties. The pin was meant to help students feel comfortable talking about their sexuality, not to prompt interest in her own. The latest generation of students were more open and informal about these things, but that didn’t mean Grace had to be.

“I…” Grace looked down at the large, square diamond on her ring finger that Bill had bought with his end-of-year bonus. She hadn’t taken it off yet because she still hadn’t told Ella. “I’ve been married to a man for more than thirty years. Though we are, technically, separated.”

“Because you’re gay?”

“No,” Grace said, shaking her head. She had said it wrong. Bill was divorcing her. She stared at the ring, unsure if her sexuality had anything to do with the failed marriage. She had been madly in love with the idea of being with Bill and building a life with him. By contrast, she had been madly in love with a woman before Bill, but not the idea of being with her. Dating her college roommate, Sarah, had been Technicolor. But Grace didn’t know how to come out, and Sarah hadn’t wanted to hide. She broke up with Grace and transferred to Smith College two years into the relationship. Grace had thought of her now and again, although she’d told herself it was about yearning for her youth and nothing more.

“So how do you identify?” Chantal said.

“I identified as married until very recently.”

“So you’re pan?”

“Um…” She felt like Chantal was pushing her too hard. Grace had already told Chantal she was getting divorced, and Ella didn’t even know yet. “Chantal.” Grace put down her fork. She summoned patience and gentleness. “How can I help you? That’s what I’m here for.”

“I’m only asking because I don’t know how to talk about it with my parents, and I don’t even know what I am.”

“I don’t think you are a ‘what.’ You are an ‘is,’ right? ‘You are.’ ‘Chantal is.’ ” It sounded trite, but it was the substance of her seminar on the self. “There are a few different ways to look at this. If you don’t know what other words you can add to that sentence yet, that’s okay. And they might change. They could change.”

“I think they’re changing,” Chantal replied. “My parents aren’t explicitly unsupportive. It’s just foreign to them. My dad manages a Walmart. It’s a great Walmart, and he does well. But people at Columbia don’t shop at Walmart.” Grace nodded. “My parents don’t know what ‘pansexual’ means. I know who I am here, and I know who I am there, but I don’t know who I am everywhere.” Grace tried to remove her own anxieties from the conversation, even as Chantal’s words pulled parts of her open.

“That’s a very real experience. It’s disorienting. Wildly disorienting.” She paused. Grace believed people could only hear one recommendation. She always tried to make it count. “There’s a former graduate student of mine who went through something similar. She would be a good fit if you’re looking for a therapist. She takes most insurance plans, so there’s only a co-pay.”

Grace pulled out her smartphone and saw a missed call from Bill. She ignored it and pulled up the contact information, took a pen, and wrote the name and number down on a napkin. She passed it to Chantal. “And this may seem unrelated, but you’re welcome to come to Sunday dinner at my mother’s sometime if you need a bit of home—any home. She makes pasta from scratch every week.” Chantal took a bite of her sandwich.

“From scratch?”

“It’s so good, I can’t eat pasta at restaurants anymore.” When it was time to pay the bill and Chantal rushed to class, Grace was left feeling as if the sidewalk had tilted under her feet. She tried to ignore how the conversation had rearranged her insides, as if her heart were in her stomach now. Grace got in the car and was merging onto the West Side Highway when she saw another call from Bill come through. She ignored it. He called again. And a third time. She reluctantly pressed accept on the screen in her Volvo’s dashboard.

“This better be an emergency, Bill.”

“Hoping I had a heart attack?”

“Calling three times in a row is like sending up an SOS.”

“Grace—”

“Look, I’m not even letting my lawyers look at the documents until you’ve given Ella the time to recover. You have to stop FaceTiming her. She thinks it’s because you’re concerned about her health—”

“She’s fine. And if she doesn’t take the news well, her mom’s a psychologist. Shouldn’t that be a perk of marrying one?” Grace heard a woman’s voice in the background. The disrespect of it made her stomach roil. She felt herself snap like a rubber band.

“What the fuck is wrong with you, Bill?”

“You didn’t think anything was wrong with me until I left you,” he replied.

“Sfaccimma!” Grace yelled. She began railing in Italian, saying things she would have never let herself say in English. “Traditore! Bugiardo! Sei un padre terribile. Potrei sputarti addosso.”

Shaking, Grace hung up. Her hands were slippery against the steering wheel, and she drove straight to the harbor, throwing on the bathing suit from the back seat. For the first time, she realized that her support of Bill may have been the thing that had undone her relationship with Ella. He didn’t deserve her loyalty. She wouldn’t comply with his narcissism any longer.

Grace charged into the Long Island Sound as if her life depended on inhaling salty seawater instead of oxygen. She dropped her head in and let herself sink for a few seconds. When she pulled herself out of the water, she saw a group of women on the beach. One of them was carrying a huge, oversize clock, and the other ones were waving at her. It was the same group from the other day, all professional cold-water swimwear and loud voices.

“Is that Gracie Valentini?” asked the woman who carried the large clock. “It’s Joyce Romano.” Grace dropped her head back into the water. She said a silent prayer: Ti prego, Dio, no. Please, God, no. Joyce was the daughter of her mother’s best friend turned nemesis, Gia Romano, who had died a few years earlier.

Gia was Grace’s godmother, although Graziella would never let anyone utter those words in her presence. Because in 1970, Gia had done the unimaginable. She accused Graziella of stealing the Romano family chicken cutlet recipe. In dramatic fashion, Gia had barred her from ever cooking the dish again. Unmoved by the petty accusation, Graziella continued to bring her chicken cutlets to block parties, to potlucks at the church, and to anyone experiencing what she referred to as a “chicken cutlet emergency.”

Gia’s grievance only grew over the more than half a century of chicken cutlets, and she channeled her rage into fighting Graziella on every one of her initiatives, from the spay and neuter program for the feral cats, to the basic renovation of the food pantry. Grace didn’t agree with Graziella about everything, but she could agree that Joyce’s mother had been fixated on Graziella’s downfall to an unnatural degree, most likely out of jealousy. Gia was not known to be a good cook.

Grace’s inherited dislike for Gia extended to Joyce, who ran a chain of local car washes and sped through town on her Harley-Davidson. Joyce was the kind of person who cracked inappropriate jokes at PTA meetings and lost her voice screaming at football games. Grace had always distanced herself from her, even when they were both captains of the swim team in high school. Grace usually beat Joyce in races, gliding through the water while Joyce plowed through it like a great white shark about to tear someone’s arm off. Now Joyce was wading toward Grace to give her a sopping wet hug. In minutes, Grace was surrounded by the swimmers.

“We’re the harem of walruses,” Joyce said, throwing out her arms and gesturing to the group.

“Che cazzo è questo?” Grace muttered under her breath, too heated to switch out of Italian to say the English equivalent: What the fuck is this? She was turning into her mother.

“The men are polar bears. We’re walruses.”

“Let’s start the clock, ladies. Gracie, let’s see if you’re walrus material.”

“Cellulite aside, I’m not walrus material.” Grace shook her head.

“Ach, you’re a tough broad if you’re anything like your mother,” Joyce said.

“Gracie, we’re all so proud of Ella. How is she doing?” a woman named Anna asked. She lived a few blocks from Graziella.

“Doctors aren’t too worried. She’s getting her bearings.”

“Everyone needs to get their bearings after a trauma, or at least that’s what my therapist says every time I see my ex-husband. Am I right?” Joyce said. Everyone laughed, and Grace made her way back to shore and away from the joke, which stung like an open wound in the salt water.






CHAPTER NINETEEN Ella

Now that her fears about lasting radiation damage were behind her, Ella felt like she could truly focus on other things, like making the perfect fried egg. It couldn’t be that hard, Ella mused, as she stepped into the shower before dawn and let the hot water wash over her. Her cooking lessons with Nonna were to begin that morning, which was why she was up even earlier than usual.

At the hospital, Ella had pretended there would be no medical follow-ups so she wouldn’t have to bear Grace and Graziella’s worry in such close proximity—at Mass, over dinner, in the bathroom. The lie didn’t matter anymore because the radiation was out of her body, gone forever, according to the doctor she met with yesterday at the hospital under the guise of seeing a friend. But there were other truths she was holding close, and Ella turned them over in her mind amid the hot steam, wondering how she had gotten so far from herself.

She changed into a white T-shirt and the bright red cardigan her mother had lent her, careful not to catch them on the continuous glucose monitor. She rubbed some of her mom’s fancy face creams on her cheeks and forehead, brushed her teeth, and let her hair air-dry in curls. Ella heard her grandmother’s voice in her head: You always look decent. Your ignorance of it is the only thing you have going for you. The words had felt like a curse. But Ella was desperate for something to hold on to, even a curse.

As she walked out of the bathroom, Ella saw her grandmother lose her footing and catch herself on the counter with one hand.

“You okay, Nonna?”

“Why wouldn’t I be okay?” Graziella replied. Ella wanted to ask more questions, but Graziella was already walking to the refrigerator. “Are we starting with scrambled or fried?” Graziella asked.

“Fried,” Ella said. Frying an egg was a basic tenet of adulthood, like paying taxes and cleaning a toilet. She was overdue for this lesson.

“We start with the pan. This cast iron was my mother’s. We’ve seasoned it for more than a century, so it’s better than nonstick. Pick it up. Feel how heavy it is. This right here is more important to me than my wedding ring.” Ella’s wrist could barely support the weight of it. “Everything you cook in one of these gets enriched with iron. You need more iron.” She pinched Ella’s arm. “So does Maria. Carrying a baby takes it all out of you.

“Let’s turn the burner on medium high. I take a wooden spatula—never plastic. I don’t trust all that gunk. Cut off a slice of butter with the spatula. The slab of butter should be the thickness of a thin piece of toast. I’m going to drop that butter into the pan. It will melt while I get my eggs.” Graziella walked to the refrigerator and grabbed a dozen eggs. Ella realized she should have been taking notes and grabbed her laptop from the kitchen table, simplifying her grandmother’s instructions in her head as if they were lab notes. She opened the computer on the counter, and her grandmother slammed it shut.

“Ach, no,” Graziella said. She grabbed Ella’s hand and hovered it four inches above the hot cast iron. “I want you to feel this. It’s not hot enough yet.”

“What temperature should the surface of the pan be?”

“Si ascolta con tutto il corpo. You listen with your whole body, Mostriciattola.” Graziella looked at Ella with seriousness. “Never put anything in a cold pan unless it’s solid fat.”

Ella watched the last of the butter melt into a gleam on the surface of the pan. A minute later, Graziella grabbed her hand again and hovered it four inches above the cast iron. “Close your eyes and feel it.” Ella dropped into her body and felt the heat rising to a prickle on her hand. “This is the right temperature. You see the butter bubbling. Put a droplet of water in the pan. If it sizzles, it’s the right temperature.” Ella dropped water in the pan. It sizzled, and the rich smell of the butter cocooned her in warmth, even though it was dark and freezing outside.

“Crack the egg on the countertop. You’ll need two hands.” Ella dropped the eggs into the pan. Graziella fished out a few pieces of eggshell with a finger and demonstrated the right amount of salt and pepper to sprinkle on top. Successfully flipping them was Ella’s biggest challenge. She broke both the yolks, but the eggs were at least edible.

“You’re already ahead of your mother,” Graziella said as Grace walked into the kitchen and poured herself a cup of coffee.

“Good morning,” Grace replied, refusing to be baited by the insult. Then Graziella taught Ella how to rinse the pan with hot water from the kettle, before scraping it with the wooden spatula and scrubbing any leftover bits with kosher salt. “We dry it on the burner and season it with lard.”

“Did you season the pan with lard when you were cooking me vegetarian food?”

“Once you’ve mastered fried, we’ll move on to scrambled,” Graziella replied. Grace raised her eyebrows, waiting to see if Ella would snap back.

“Thanks, Nonna. I’m going to go to the food kitchen, and then I have that modeling thing.”

“You’re too beautiful to model,” Graziella said, leaving Ella confused. Grace drew a deep breath and flipped a page of The New York Times before offering an exasperated smile.

“Honey, I’ll pick you up later. Just text me when you’re ready,” Grace said. Ella walked out the door with her hands shoved into her coat pockets.

The sunrise was the color of cotton candy above the tree line, and Ella tried not to think about modeling. Instead, she thought about lard. The idea grossed her out, but it shouldn’t have given that she had devoured pepperoni. She knew pork was a sharp turn for a former vegan, but the most ethical way to eat meat was to eat all of it, wasting nothing. She considered the possibility of negotiating directly with family farms to buy whole, butchered animals and their fats on behalf of the food kitchen. It would be better for everyone, and for the environment too. Graziella might be open to it because she believed everyone deserved the best food.

A man’s voice behind her interrupted her thoughts, and she pulled her fists from her pockets out of instinct, forgetting how small the chance of getting hurt was in this neighborhood. No one would touch her on Graziella’s territory. Still, she wished she had the Axe spray on her. Turning around, she saw Mike running to catch up to her. This time he was in a suit. She hadn’t seen him since he brought over Tina and had stayed for dinner. Her thoughts whirled.

They exchanged awkward hellos, and Ella thought back to their awkward hellos on Thursday at her grandmother’s house. She had been holding little Maria at the time. Ella had felt uncomfortable at first, but Mike was so at ease it was contagious. He acted as if this were the most natural thing in the world—sleeping with her in this house, the best sex of her life, and then eating dinner with their families without skipping a beat. She hadn’t been able to stop thinking of him naked.

At dinner he had pressed his knee against hers under the table, as if to tell her he could do both, no problem. Ella spotted Grace watching, catching the subtle shift on her face. She pressed her knee back in acknowledgment but squeezed her hands together, resisting the urge to reach for him under the table. At the time and a dozen times a day since then, she had told herself that they were just fucking, even more so because he hadn’t asked for her number. He hadn’t called the landline since sleeping with her. That’s how it had been with Johnny and Marcus, and she had accepted the reality that this was how things were done.

She glanced up at Mike’s face, his breath visible in the cold air. He leaned in as if gravity were pulling him toward her again. She wanted to unzip his pants. “I have an early meeting, so I’m taking the 6:45 train,” he said, before drawing a deep breath. “Ella, can I take you out to dinner?”

“Slices again?”

“No, not slices.” He said it like he meant it. “I mean dinner. You know I’ll take you for slices anytime, Ella. But I want to take you out somewhere nice.”

“Oh.” Ella felt as though she was staring in the mirror at Norma’s again, reorienting her sense of reality to make space for this. This was not that, right? She hadn’t imagined that was an option for her, not with Mike. No way. It took her a few seconds to realize he was still waiting for her answer.

“I’ve been craving Chinese food.”

“Fancy Chinese food in the city? Tomorrow?”

“I can do that,” she said. The food kitchen was only open two nights a week.

“Okay, great,” he replied. “Seven? Should we meet at the clock?” Ella knew he meant the clock in the main terminal at Grand Central Station, under the star-laden ceiling. That’s where everyone met. It was one of her favorite places in the world. She nodded.

“Could I get your number, so I don’t have to call your grandmother?” He pulled out his phone. “I forgot to ask. Twice. If I had, I would have called after—”

“Of course,” she interrupted. She put her number into his phone and handed it back to him, still in a daze. He began walking to the train. Minutes later, she got a text from him with a link to a Chinese restaurant with a one-star Michelin rating.

She spent most of the day at the food kitchen thinking about Mike, trying to make sense of the absurd rush of feeling for someone she’d all but forgotten. Her mind began making haikus, but none of them fit the syllable pattern. She couldn’t find the right words or do the math on Mike Graziano. Memories nipped at her heels as she sorted dry goods.

There was that time on their field trip to Ellis Island, when he’d moved over on the ferry to make space for her against the railing. Ella, you’ll get a better view here. But he’d whispered it to her, and she’d taken it as a sign he didn’t want anyone to see them talking. At senior prom, Dan had stepped on her sparkly blue dress on the dance floor. Mike put his hands on Dan’s arms and gently pulled him off it so her dress didn’t rip. She mouthed thank you to him, and he’d held her eyes for a beat longer than she had expected. A Rihanna song blared on the speakers, and he started to dance with her. She let herself dance with him for a glorious moment before deciding he must be doing it out of pity. Then she walked away.

By the time she stopped daydreaming, her mother was picking her up for the modeling shoot.

“Hey, sweetheart.” Grace gave her a hug in the Volvo. “Where are we going?” she asked, ready to plug an address into her GPS.

“It’s in Yonkers, actually.”

“Yonkers?” Ella had been surprised too. She hadn’t thought that a fancy photo shoot would happen on Central Avenue, between the rows of car dealerships and the diner they always went to whenever their cars were worked on. “Maybe Yonkers is the new Brooklyn,” Grace added diplomatically, even though they both understood the absurdity of the idea. Yonkers was not the new Brooklyn. Her mother put on Andrea Bocelli’s first album, from 1994, a staple of her childhood. She couldn’t quite stop thinking about Mike.

“Mom, have you ever seen anyone else, other than Dad?” Was she imagining it, or did her mother jolt out of her seat?

“Seen as in dated?”

“Yes,” Ella said. Of course there must have been someone before Bill. She looked at her mom, auburn hair swept to the side and glasses on the bridge of her nose, humming along to “Vivo per lei.” Grace would have made an excellent model. Her elegance must have been a gift from her grandmother, Maria, skipping a generation. It didn’t come from Graziella, and Ella certainly didn’t have it.

“There was someone. They’re married now,” Grace said, flexing her hands on the steering wheel. Ella thought the word they was a specific choice. Grace pulled into what seemed like a warehouse with truck bays for picking up and dropping off cargo.

“Are you sure this is it?” Ella asked, peeking around the parking lot. She felt the overriding instinct to run. Grace followed her inside.

“Hey, girl!” Ella saw Lena, the woman who’d approached her at Strauss & Baum’s. Grace took a seat near the door. “Thanks for coming. That’s Silvio, the photographer, over there.”

Ella followed Lena toward another chair standing in the center of the warehouse as if it were set up for an interrogation. She saw a rack of clothing to its right.

“Okay, so let’s get started. I can tell you’re going to be a natural. Let’s pick out some options and make sure those things are always visible.” Ella assumed she was talking about the continuous glucose monitor and insulin pump. “We’ll need you to pose in certain ways so they’re showing.” Ella and Lena walked over to the rack while Silvio worked on the lighting.

“How about this?” She asked, picking up a sequined minidress with a cutout at the waist.

“You would definitely see the pump,” Ella replied. She alternated the pump location, but today it was on her upper thigh. Her monitor was on the back of her arm.

“Nothing underneath, okay?” Lena said, standing two feet away and facing the other wall.

“Is there any music that would make you comfortable?” Silvio asked while she squeezed into the dress, trying to get it over her insulin pump without moving the device too much.

“Andrea Bocelli,” she said, immediately regretting it.

“Oops, let’s get rid of that price tag,” Lena said, and Ella felt a cold hand on her hip and pinched her eyes shut as the plastic tag ripped against her naked skin. She winced. “This pump is smaller than I thought it would be,” Lena added. Then she poked the pump hard, pushing it into her thigh. Ella flinched. Sometimes Johnny or Marcus would accidentally touch her equipment during sex, but no one had ever prodded her this way. Something was not right.

She began taking the dress off and putting her own clothes on again, not caring who was staring at her. “No. This is not… I’m not going to be good at this.”

“Everyone feels that way at first,” Lena said. “No one thinks they’re stunning enough to be a model unless they’re a sociopath. You’re really a diabetes advocate. We shouldn’t even use the word model.”

“That’s all fine, but I don’t want to be a symbol right now.”

“That makes you more dimensional.”

“One can hope,” Ella replied, putting on her coat. She had been wrong about so many things that it was hard to trust herself, especially when it involved quitting. She looked at her mom, who was already holding open the door. If she couldn’t trust her own instincts, she could trust her mother’s. Ella began jogging and Grace followed her, squeezing her hand as they ran through the parking lot. Ella felt like a stupid mess, cursing at herself in her head in Italian. Twenty minutes into the drive, her mother finally said something.

“Would you consider finishing your degree?” she asked. Ella didn’t say anything. “We need to find something that makes you happy,” Grace said. Ella kept her arms folded, as if to hold herself together. She knew her mother didn’t just mean happy. She also meant other things. She meant successful, respectable, accomplished.

“Working for Nonna makes me happy.”

“Then let’s focus on that for now. One foot in front of the other. You’ll get there.”

“Where?”

“Wherever you want, honey,” Grace said. It was a step short of the truth. Wherever needed to include accolades, Ella knew. She nodded again and asked her mother to drop her off at the food kitchen so she could get back to work. She didn’t know where she’d end up, but it was the only place she could imagine starting.






CHAPTER TWENTY Graziella

The next day, Graziella found Grace sitting alone in the kitchen. She knew something was broken here. Not a dish or a glass, more like a heart. She could feel it. Il luccichio. Graziella’s suspicions were confirmed when she saw her daughter’s face. There was no cup of coffee in front of her. No laptop. No red pencil. No academic journal. Eve sat on the counter, staring at her.

“Gracie, let me get you water,” Graziella said to her daughter. Then, “Ella, come in here.” She passed Grace a glass and sat down, reaching for her daughter’s hand. Ella walked into the room, and her face got so pale that she looked translucent. She sensed it too.

“I’m fine, but I have some news,” Grace said. Graziella saw Ella’s hands shaking before she hid them under the table. “Well, your father is in Bermuda, as you know. We’ve done our best to stay connected, but the relationship isn’t there anymore. We’re getting a divorce.” Their failed marriage had stood like a dead tree for decades, all the more dangerous given that it could tip over at any time. Now it was falling on Grace and that sfaccimma wasn’t even in the vicinity.

“Oh God, I’m so relieved. I was worried you were sick or something,” Ella replied. She threw her head back and her arms toward the ceiling.

“What?” Graziella snapped.

“Well, Mom’s okay. You’re getting a divorce, but you’re not dying,” Ella said, turning to Grace.

“Ella, she’s getting a divorce after being married for more than three decades,” Graziella said.

“Yeah, but Dad isn’t ever here. I’m not sure how a formal absence is that much of a change,” Ella replied. “I can’t believe I thought he kept calling because he was worried about me.” She laughed. “What a shitty dad.”

“And that’s not your mother’s fault!” Graziella yelled. Grace’s face was splotchy and red, and tears were dripping down her face slow and thick like molasses. Graziella stood up to make her daughter toast. Ella seemed to pull back.

“Mom, are you okay?”

“Aren’t you upset about this at all?” Grace asked. Ella shook her head. “Well, are you… do you think…” Grace got flustered, and Graziella watched her daughter pat under her eyes with a tissue. She knew her son-in-law. He would never leave her unless it was for a better deal.

“Tell us the other part, Grace. You’ll feel better.” Graziella leaned against the counter while the bread was in the toaster.

“What?” Ella asked.

“No, that’s not my part to tell,” Grace replied, teary-eyed. Graziella could tell Grace was gathering her feelings the way she used to sort her toys, categorizing them in baskets with corresponding labels.

“Mom!” Ella’s voice rose, and she stood up from the table.

“He’s engaged. She lives in Tucker’s Point on Bermuda. There’s a speedboat. The ceremony will be on a speedboat. And—”

“Sfaccimma,” Graziella said. It was the only word that captured the depth of his vacuity. She pulled out the toast and was so angry she cut straight into it with a butter knife. Buttering over the rip in the toast, Graziella thought about Tucker’s Point, the wealthiest part of an obscenely wealthy tax haven. They were all cheaters in her mind.

“Mom, you’ve always deserved so much better than him,” Ella said. Graziella set down the toast in front of Grace, squeezing her shoulders in the place where she had always carried too much tension. Grace patted her mother’s hands, and Graziella gave her daughter a kiss on the cheek. Divorce could be its own kind of sacrament, and she prayed it would free her. Graziella held her daughter’s hands and looked at Ella with eye contact so sharp it could slice through a tomato. “Ella, take your mother to the Cloisters. You can grab the subway from there.”

Ella had a date with Mike later. No one had told Graziella this, but she had put two and two together. Mike had asked Graziella if Tina could come over. Ella had said she was going to the city to meet a friend, and Graziella saw the details in her eyes. Graziella looked at her daughter. “You need to yell at him, Grace. You need to breathe fire or it will burn you up on the inside.”

“All I feel is fire, Ma. There’s too much fire to let out. It’ll burn the house down,” Grace said, and Graziella knew she meant it. Grace was always sweating these days, which was why she had taken to throwing herself in the Long Island Sound every day. Graziella had found that out from Anna Piccinini, who had swum with Grace and told Graziella about it at Fazzio’s that morning.

“Then let it all burn, Piccola. You are made of stone. Anything that matters is made of stone. It won’t burn.” Graziella wished she could feel the pain for her daughter, unburdening Grace of her suffering. There was no greater suffering to a mother than the suffering of her child, and she had been suffering since that sfaccimma had come into their lives.



Graziella said goodbye to Grace and Ella, walking out the back door and onto Pearl Street, knowing this was just the beginning for her daughter. There would be lawyers, real estate transactions, and awkward conversations. Grace didn’t know this, but the whole thing was Graziella’s fault.

Grace’s sfaccimma of a husband had no appetite and no moral code. She blamed herself for not calling the cops on him when he showed up at her house after his and Grace’s junior year at Yale. Back then Graziella had assumed that pushing too hard against Bill would make Grace more likely to marry him, but the opposite was true.

Once she had picked up Tina early from adult daycare, they walked to St. Joseph’s. Tina was delighted by the old cat walking in front of them and focused on the feline. Along the way, Graziella considered that both she and Grace must go to war. She had waffled for too long about the cardinal, avoiding her only choice: She would fight him tooth and nail. If it killed her, so what?

She had already made progress by having Gerald ask Peggy for the username and password to the bookkeeping software they used for the church. He was going to give both to Graziella this afternoon, and Ella would help her figure out how to monitor the accounts. For now, she would channel all her frustration with men into supervising an after-school detention, with Tina in tow. These middle school boys had no idea what was coming.

The trouble was that these students aged out of after-school programs and had nowhere to go in between sports seasons. It was the worst age for boys to have that kind of freedom. Four kids from her class, including Teddy, had gotten picked up by the police for trying to tag a moving commuter train with graffiti and accidentally spray-painting a commuter in the face. When Teddy’s mom called Graziella for advice, she offered to put them all to work every day from 2:30 to 6:00 p.m. until spring sports started.

All four boys were waiting when they got to St. Joseph’s. She made them scrub the floor of the food kitchen on their hands and knees while she and Tina unloaded produce. Graziella heard the landline phone ring and picked it up.

“Mrs. Valentini, it’s Trish at the Humane Society. We have a new case for you.” Trish was a mother of three and Graziella’s partner in the spay and neuter program. Graziella didn’t know anyone who was as overworked and underpaid as Trish. The last time she had seen the woman in person, her shirt was on inside out.

“What’s the deal?” Graziella asked.

“His name is Adam. He attacks people while they’re sleeping, kind of like Peanut but worse.” Peanut was Graziella’s previous foster cat.

“Does Adam get along with female cats? We have an Eve in the house.” Tina looked up, excited. She knew they were talking about a cat.

“Yes, he’s fine with females actually. Indoor only.”

“Of course. Neutered?”

“He attacked the vet before he got neutered, but yes.”

“History?”

“There are burn marks on his stomach. Ears cut off. Owner surrender.” Graziella shoved down a rush of violent language. She felt like Mount Vesuvius in the minutes before it blew up.

“Hold on one second, Trish. Teddy, get underneath the oven.” She pointed him in the right direction. “That’s better.” She turned back to her phone. “When do you want me to get him?”

“I can stay late if you can make it over in a few hours,” Trish said.

“Great. I have Tina with me. I’ll pick up the carrier and head your way when we close up shop.” But Graziella’s plans were waylaid.

Two hours into detention, Graziella felt her left leg lock. She felt a little wobbly but took a step anyway. She slipped and fell backward, her head hitting the concrete. Then silence, until the sound of four boys screaming “Mrs. Valentini.” The bottoms of her slacks were damp. The idiots had left a puddle of water on the floor. She had not seen it.

“Are you okay?” She could hear Tina’s voice next to her.

“Go get the priest,” one of the boys said.

“Mrs. Valentini says priests mess up everything because they think they’re closer to God.”

“Use her phone. Call 911.” She heard one of the boys pick up the phone.

“Hi, 911, I killed my Catholic education teacher,” the boy said. Graziella couldn’t move, and her head was throbbing. Her hip felt like it had shattered. “We’re at St. Joseph’s in the food kitchen. No, I don’t have a weapon. We were scrubbing the floors. It was an accident, but she’s not moving.”

“Should we get the priest to do last rites?” another boy asked. Graziella opened her mouth, but she felt too far away to speak. She heard footsteps and a loud gasp.

“Mrs. Valentini,” Father Gerald said, putting his hand on her head as if to take her temperature, which was a silly thing to do. She didn’t have an infection. Graziella swatted him away, hitting him on the arm.

“She’s alive!” one of the boys yelled.

“Of course I’m alive,” she replied, frustrated. “Get me water.” The priest wouldn’t let her move. She heard the sirens. The ambulance and the fire department were here. She pinched her eyes shut. Graziella needed to watch Tina so Ella could go on her date. She needed to get Adam from Trish. She needed to comfort Grace. She needed to help Maria with the baby tonight. Too many people depended on Graziella Valentini, and there was still much to do, do, do.

“Lucas, finish cleaning. Gerald, call my daughter and granddaughter. They’re at the Cloisters. Keep the hysterics to a minimum. Grace needs to go to the Humane Society and pick up a cat named Adam and then go help Maria with the baby. Tell them not to let the cat out of the carrier until they’re at my house. He won’t hurt Eve. He’s fine with females. Ella needs to call Michael Graziano to pick up his sister.” When the priest didn’t say anything, Graziella said it all again, and he furiously took notes on a napkin with a Sharpie.

“Tina, you’re going to stay here with Father Gerald and the boys for a little while until your brother comes. You’re in charge, okay?” She winked at Lucas, so Lucas knew that he was really in charge. He was the least irresponsible of them. Then the professionals rushed in.

“What’s your name and age?” an EMT asked her, kneeling down. Another EMT stood hovering. The whole ordeal was demeaning.

“My name is Judy Garland, and I was born in 1922.” When they didn’t respond, she doubled down. “Ronald Reagan. 1911.”

“Ma’am,” one of them said.

“Mother Teresa, 1910.”

“She’s fine,” Lucas piped up. “She doesn’t answer stupid questions. That’s her way of telling us she’s fine.”

“I’m not dead yet, so don’t take me to the morgue,” Graziella said.

“Ma’am, do you know what day and year it is?”

“It’s April 11, 1861, and the Civil War begins tomorrow at Fort Sumter.” The two EMTs looked at each other, and she closed her eyes again. She folded her hands over her stomach and waited. She was bleeding. Her hair felt wet.

After the roar of the ambulance and the chaos of getting pulled onto the stretcher, the anonymity of the ER was a relief. There was a soap opera on the television, and she kept her eyes closed as she listened to the words. Her mother had pieced together her first bits of English while listening to soaps at work ironing linens, repeating the words to herself. Graziella let herself drift, wondering if this was the end. People always thought of their mother when they died.

And then she remembered that the middle school boys would blame themselves, and she hadn’t straightened the issue out with her will. Graziella decided, no, she would not die, even as she slipped into unconsciousness.






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE Grace

Grace texted two words to Bill: Ella knows. As if seeing this as an invitation, he called her over video. Grace picked up in the Volvo and parked next to the harbor, guessing he wanted to know how she had taken the news. But there was a woman next to him on the screen, a much older woman.

“Bill?” she asked, wildly disoriented. “Bill?” she asked again, shaking her head with confusion. The woman couldn’t be the fiancée.

“Grace, this is Patricia,” he replied. Grace’s eyes flooded with shock. She hovered her finger over the screen and ended the call, a survival instinct overwhelming her body. Patricia was the name of his fiancée. Even with the impeccable face lift, as well as the undeniable magic of Botox and filler, the woman appeared to be in her late eighties. She was far closer to Graziella’s age than Grace’s.

Bill had skipped right over menopause like an Olympic hurdler, opting not for a younger, more dazzling wife but for an elderly one. Grace knew it had to be about the money. It was always about the money for Bill, but she couldn’t help but make it about herself. She ran as fast as she could to the beach and pulled on the special booties that separated her big toes from the rest of her feet. Grace had ordered them and some special gloves online, realizing her cold-dipping habit had become a necessary ritual, and she didn’t want to get frostbite.

Raindrops landed on her head, and she lifted her face to the sky, thirsty for the balm of cold water. She heard car doors slam behind her, and the group of women arrived with Joyce at the front, carrying the giant clock. The walruses were here. Joyce had tracked down her number the night before and added it to the group chat. That morning Grace had opened her phone to see about a hundred notifications. The twenty-two women texted all day and night about anything and everything, and Grace couldn’t even try to keep up. You’re coming, right Grace? Joyce had asked, and she felt so alone that she said yes.

“Grace!” Joyce yelled. Grace was too angry to reply, her irritation extending to the group behind her. Grace had never gravitated toward large groups of women, preferring to be on the periphery. She poured all her energy into Ella, Graziella, and her students. Even when Ella wasn’t speaking to her, she spent most of her days thinking about what her daughter was up to. Grace waded in without waiting for them, and her thoughts evaporated like steam.

Joyce dropped the clock on the sand and set it for eight minutes. The other women talked, as if it were therapeutic to chat while experiencing such constraint. She closed her eyes and pretended they were not there. Grace had, of course, preferred it when this sacred ritual was private, unknown to anyone except her. Now everyone knew about her cold dips, including Ella and Graziella. Summoning a deep breath, Grace attempted to be courteous.

“How are the kids?” Grace asked Joyce, trying to sound normal.

“They’re good. Dean just got a promotion at work, and he’s thrilled. He’s working toward his MBA at night.” Grace exhaled and focused on her breath. “What about Bill and Ella?”

“Bill and I are splitting up.” Grace felt a ripple of relief in having told another person outside the family. Joyce didn’t overlap with Grace and Bill’s social circle, so it wasn’t as consequential as telling someone at the country club.

“I’m so sorry, unless you don’t want me to be,” Joyce said. Grace normally kept her eyes closed while dipping, but she opened them now and looked at Joyce. There was no pity in her dark eyes—just fierce empathy and understanding. Grace grimaced.

Four years ago, Joyce and her now ex-husband had divorced, and she had fought her ex for control of her family’s car wash franchise even though he was the one managing it. The divorce had been messy and public, and Grace had reluctantly picked up bits and pieces of the story despite trying not to. Her thoughts were not kind: Of course Joyce Romano got divorced. Who would want to be married to Joyce Romano?

When the alarm went off, she raced back into her car in her oversize swim coat and soaked-through booties. She saw a bunch of texts from her designer and the contractor, and her temperature soared again as she sent a flurry of texts:

No, we’re keeping the terra-cotta tile!

The cabinets will be Cromarty green. It’s the swatch I gave you last week. I compromised on not doing oak. We’re sticking with this.

Do not rip out the antique tub. It was the original owner’s mother’s.

The cat wallpaper will stay as long as that house stands!

Grace already longed to get back in the water. She couldn’t process the latest revelation, let alone the tiny stressors accruing at work. Her latest dissertation review was due the next morning, and she had to respond to a bunch of emails going around the psychology department about a family of mice that had taken up residence in her office. An assistant professor was protesting their removal on ethical grounds, and Grace had to finesse a resolution after it had devolved into name-calling. And then there was her paperwork for the citizenship lawyer. She turned on the car and drove back to Pearl Street.

Grace showered and got ready for her trip to the Cloisters with Ella.

“How are you, Mom?” Ella asked.

“Well, I just told Joyce Romano I’m getting divorced.” She could not touch the other thing—Patricia’s age—let alone relive it.

“Is she in this cold-dipping crowd? Don’t tell Nonna you’ve seen her.” Ella gave her a look of fear.

“I know. I won’t.” She took a deep breath. “It all feels real now. And there’s so much work to do on the house before we sell.”

“You can’t sell. You love that house.”

“Your dad wants to as part of the divorce.”

“Fuck him, he doesn’t get to decide,” Ella said. Grace sighed. She knew she couldn’t control other people’s feelings, but she also couldn’t help but believe it was her job to take care of Ella’s. “At least I don’t have to see him anymore,” Ella added.

“He’s not leaving you, Ella. He already mentioned that he’d like you to visit Bermuda.” She felt the lie slip off her tongue before she could stop it.

“Yeah, right,” Ella said, laughing. Grace put on the Italian news podcast because she needed a break from talking about Bill. It was hard to be honest about him without screaming like a banshee.



For Grace, a member of the museum, the Cloisters were akin to a spiritual home, particularly the gardens. The Metropolitan Museum of Art housed its medieval collection in abbeys transported from France and Northern Spain to Fort Tryon Park, north of Columbia University. It was hard to imagine the relocated buildings had ever been anywhere else, given the way the ancient stone rose from the rocky hill overlooking the Hudson River. The rare medieval species of plants surrounding the grounds were far more precious to her than the artwork inside. She felt herself soften as they pulled into the museum parking lot.

“Should we start at the Cuxa Cloister?” Ella asked. Grace nodded. Even before the cusp of spring, she loved to walk outside. When they stepped into the cloistered garden through a square walkway lined with carved pillars, Grace pulled her hand through an ancient variety of rosemary before bringing it to her nose. She breathed it in and felt the burden of the divorce soften an inch.

“Are you headed downtown later?” She asked tentatively. Ella had borrowed a dress and tights from Grace, but she had no idea what Ella had planned in the city.

“Yup,” Ella said. She paused for a long time and then asked, “What do you think of Mike Graziano?” Grace tried to read Ella’s face.

“I liked his mother a lot. I miss seeing her, as odd as it is to say, because we weren’t close,” Grace said. She held back explicit support of Mike in case it pushed Ella in a different direction. Ella looked pensive, and Grace walked over to look at the different kinds of thyme, which always had a harder time weathering the winter. “Is he taking you out tonight?” Grace asked.

“Yeah. Can you believe it?” Ella asked. Grace had always believed it. It was impossible not to believe, especially at dinner the week before.

“Can you believe it?” Grace replied with a slightly different intonation. Her smile, which would have seemed impossible an hour ago, showed Ella what she really thought. Grace’s hands were filled with the smell of her favorite perennial herbs, and with hope, by the time they walked to another cloister.



An hour later, they were bundled in their coats at the outdoor café with two cups of tea and one large black-and-white cookie.

“I’ve put on a few pounds,” Ella said to her mom before eating a handful of almonds from her purse. She took a small bite of the cookie and then stopped. Ella always held back with sugar, and Grace did too in solidarity.

“That’s great, honey,” Grace replied, before taking a final chunk of the cookie and passing the other to Ella. She had missed these moments when her daughter’s mind wandered and Grace was allowed to follow along with her thoughts.

“I’m thinking about doing online modeling, instead of through Lena.” Grace almost choked on the cookie, shocked by the detour. There was something familiar in Ella’s phrasing. When Ella was younger, she would try on an idea to get Grace’s response, even and especially if she knew she didn’t want to act on it. Once she had said, I’m thinking that Maddie was right and snakes are cooler than cats, and we should get one. This coming from a girl so terrified of snakes she had to skip the reptile section at the Bronx Zoo, even in high school.

“No,” Grace said, shaking her head. One of the teaching assistants she worked with had an account on OnlyFans, and the whole thing had angered the men in the department. She hadn’t minded as long as it didn’t interfere with the woman’s job. But this was Ella.

“No?” Ella asked.

“No, it’s a mistake. Like the snake. Or bangs.”

“It would only be temporary while I figure out what to do.”

“OnlyFans can’t be temporary. Photos on the internet exist forever,” Grace said. “No. It’s a no. Imagine if you had those photos online when you found the lead pig? It would have been hell for you,” Grace added, her panic and body temperature rising.

“It’s demoralizing to live with Nonna. I have to grow up,” Ella said, sounding more like a child than ever. “I need good insurance. I need to make a living.”

“There are a lot of ways to make a living and get insurance.” Grace needed to stop skirting around the truth like it was too hot to touch. “I know you think I want you to have some prestigious career, but I don’t. I don’t care about science. But I know you. You need to latch on to something that requires all of your potential or you’ll be so damn bored, Ella. Really damn bored. You wouldn’t be here with me at the Cloisters on a Wednesday afternoon unless you were really bored.” This realization saddened Grace because there was nowhere else she would rather be than here with Ella.

“I need to be realistic about my strengths.”

“Having your ass out on the internet is not one of your strengths. What are you accomplishing by doing this? Just let me help you for a while.” Grace was breaking all her own rules, telling Ella who she was and what she wanted.

“It’s an easy way to be independent,” Ella reiterated. Grace did not know if she would ever reach the pinnacle of pure, unconditional love, but her feelings toward Ella were as close as she was going to get. She wouldn’t give up on this without putting up a fight.

“Being dependent on creepy old men masturbating to your photos is not being independent.”

“That’s sexist.”

“Don’t you dare,” Grace replied. A table of women overheard and stared. Grace and Ella had danced this dance since she was little. Grace didn’t know whether to be grateful Ella was speaking to her about this—unlike the silence when she left MIT—or frustrated they were still having these discussions. Grace dropped her voice. “This conversation is not about sex work or sexism, and you know that. I’ll let you get the check this time,” Grace said, her cheeks flushing.

“What do you want me to do, Mom? Nonna has me working long days, and I don’t make a penny. I’m on Medicaid.” Grace’s phone rang. She silenced it and looked at her daughter.

“All I know is that you deserve a career you feel proud of every day and a guy you would throw yourself in front of a truck for. Never settle for anything less,” Grace said, shocked at the ferocity of her words. Ella looked like she was hiding something.

“I already told Dad that I was doing OnlyFans,” Ella said. “It was part of my ‘congratulations on the divorce’ text.”

“Are you serious?” Grace’s phone rang again, an unknown number, and she silenced it.

“Wait, Mom. You should get that,” Ella said as it rang again. Grace saw the same concerned look on her daughter’s face that Graziella had on hers right before Grace told her about the divorce. She picked up.

“Grace Valentini, it’s Gerald. Father Gerald.” The voice on the other line was rambling and out of breath. “Your mother is going to kill me. I couldn’t find your number—no longer in the church directory… I called a hundred people. Joyce Romano gave me… I’m calling from St. Joseph’s. Your mother. She is very cognizant. Very alert. Very herself. But she fell and was taken to the ER a half hour ago. I’m sorry to say this—it’s an odd thing to say—but she says you need to get a cat named Adam from the Humane Society from a woman named Tina. No, Tina is here with me. It’s Trish. Trish is the woman at the Humane Society. But Ella needs to tell Michael… You need to tell Ella to tell Michael that Tina is here with me and the boys. And Michael needs to get Tina here, not at the house. And you need to help Maria with the baby. That’s after you get Aaron… no, not Aaron, Adam. Adam the cat.”

“We’re in the city, but I have the car. We’ll head to the ER right now,” she said. Her hand grabbed a $20 bill from her wallet to leave on the table.

“Grace, she was adamant about the cat,” Father Gerald added.

“I bet,” Grace said. “I’ll handle it. We’ll call Michael. Just stay with the kids.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO Ella

Ella needed to get her driver’s license. Nothing had been clearer as she watched her mother navigate the Volvo through rush hour traffic to the hospital, moving from one lane into the other with ease. When they got stuck behind a school bus that stopped every quarter of a mile, Grace turned right into a pedestrian neighborhood and zigzagged through it until she popped back out onto the same road. Ella had failed her driving test three times already, but she would have to try again. She couldn’t rely on other people to get her where she needed to go anymore. It wasn’t about driving as much as it was about being competent. Emergencies required competence, and Graziella needed her to be competent.

Her mom parked in one swift movement and they ran into the hospital, where a nurse led them to her nonna’s room. The nurse told them Graziella had lost consciousness because of the wound on her head and then regained it. “I’ll warn you that there was a lot of bleeding,” the nurse said, pulling back the curtain to a double room.

“Ma, are you okay? They said it’s your head,” Grace said, grabbing her hand. Graziella pulled it back.

“Get me my own room,” Graziella said to Ella. “Tell them I’m psychotic and I need to be isolated.” It only took a moment for Ella to realize why. The other person in the room was singing opera in an out-of-tune voice.

“Nonna,” Ella said. “People have real mental health issues.”

“I know. I live with you,” Graziella replied. Ella couldn’t be mad while noticing the bloody laceration. “They should have shaved the whole thing, but they left me with a bald spot in the back of my head like I’m a baby.”

She knew Graziella was not vain, but a visible injury meant too many people would treat her like she was delicate. Graziella was going to act like a viper because of it.

“Ma, I’m going to get you some water. You should hydrate,” Grace said. Ella nodded and opened the curtain to the man singing the opera.

“My grandmother took a fall and the doctors say she needs silence for her brain to rest.” It was a partial lie, but it was better than Graziella throwing the person out the window. The man gave her a blank look and kept singing.

“I tried that already,” Graziella snapped. “And I yelled.”

Grace walked in with a cup of water followed by the doctor. He was a man in his sixties with salt-and-pepper hair. Ella could swear she saw him checking her mother out right after he pulled back the curtain. And then he did it again—eyes dropping down to Grace’s boots and back up to her auburn hair. His eyes lingered on her left hand for a moment longer than they should have, and Ella realized her mom wasn’t wearing her wedding ring. Her mom’s divorce was official in every way that mattered now.

“I’m Dr. Nelson,” he said.

“Thank you for gracing us with your presence,” Graziella replied.

“The shift just changed, so it took me a little while to get here.”

“You should go take a job at McDonald’s. Learn how to manage a shift change.” The doctor ignored her. Grace and Ella both looked down at the floor, knowing Graziella’s hazing would only get worse.

“The good news is that you are stable, and we don’t see any signs of a significant brain injury given your mental acuity.”

“That’s strange, because I’m losing my mind,” Graziella said.

“Are you feeling disoriented?” He picked up a flashlight to look in her eyes.

She jerked back. “Less disoriented than your staff, but this singing has me wanting to throw a knife at someone’s throat.” Graziella looked at the doctor as if she would kill him too.

“We do think you suffered a severe concussion.” The doctor was unflustered. “Are you feeling lightheaded, dizzy, or have any brain fog?”

“I’m ninety-six. What do you think?”

“Could you tell me if any other parts of your body are in pain?”

“My right hip.”

“Ma, why didn’t you tell them earlier?” Grace began to ask.

“I told them I would not work with residents or medical students. I’m not a guinea pig.” The doctor gave Grace a warm, sympathetic look. People often gave Grace and Ella this look.

“I read through your file, and I don’t see a history of hip issues other than ongoing pain that started when you had polio.” Ella threw back her head toward the ceiling. Holy shit.

“My mom didn’t have—” Grace began to say.

“That was when I was a little girl, but I never let the pain get in my way. I started using a cane after it began bothering me twenty-six years ago.”

Ella looked at Grace, who was also slack-jawed. The doctor perched himself on the hospital bed, and Ella was concerned Graziella might kick him.

“How long were you in a wheelchair for?”

“Two years.” He nodded and wrote it down, and Ella and her mom exchanged looks of disbelief.

“On a scale of one to ten, what level of pain would you say you have in your hip?”

“An eight.”

“Eight is pretty high. Let’s get you some pain meds and some imaging done on your hip and your head. I’ll send in a nurse to take care of that, and we’ll move you to a quieter room afterward.” He walked toward the curtain and then stepped back.

“I don’t do opioids,” Graziella said to his back. He turned around and nodded, looking thoughtful.

“What hospital were you at when you had polio?”

“Our doctor told my parents they could keep me at home if they didn’t tell anyone.”

“That’s good. My dad was in an iron lung on Roosevelt Island for a couple of years. Not good for a kid. I’ll be back in a bit, Mrs. Valentini.” As soon as the doctor left, Ella let the words out.

“What the hell, Nonna? Did you intentionally keep that from us?”

“So what? FDR was in a wheelchair for decades. I never heard him complain.”

“But you couldn’t go to school? And you were maybe dying?” Ella couldn’t understand if her grandmother was so resolute that she couldn’t experience trauma or if the trauma was so deep that she resolutely would not touch it. Graziella shrugged her shoulders. “Mom, did you know about this?” Ella asked.

“No, I didn’t. Did Papa know?” Grace said.

“My mother told him. I’ve never needed to talk about it.” Graziella closed her eyes.

“I know it doesn’t seem this way because you bury things, but this is lying. You lied to me by not telling me,” Grace said, her voice rising. “I can’t ever reach you, Ma. I show up, and I show up again. I show up even when you won’t speak to me, sitting and eating your food while you shun me.” Her voice cracked. Ella looked over, surprised. She hadn’t seen her mom this upset in a while, not even about the divorce announcement earlier that day.

“I do not lie, ever. Ask the priests.”

“We all know you don’t confess anything to the priests. You told me when I was getting confirmed never to tell them anything. You called them gossips,” Ella said.

“I don’t want to be psychoanalyzed right now. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, I have a head injury.”

“Don’t pull that crap,” Grace said, her voice rising into a sharp point. Ella’s eyes widened. She had never heard Grace speak to Graziella this way.

“Non fare la drammatica, Gracie,” Graziella yelled back.

“Don’t be dramatic? I am your daughter and your medical proxy. I need to know your basic medical history. It’s embarrassing that this doctor knows you almost died of polio and we did not. You need to rely on people, Ma. You need to rely on me.”

Graziella grunted and closed her eyes. The silence felt like thick mud.

The nurse returned, and Ella and Grace walked to get a coffee in the cafeteria while Graziella got her MRI. Ella ate a snack in silence. Her mother’s hands shook for an hour as they sat in the cafeteria, but Grace didn’t say a word.

“Can I get you anything?” Ella asked.

“No.”

“Didn’t you say I needed to call Mike?” Ella asked.

“Yeah, he needs to go get Tina at St. Joseph’s.”

“Do you mind if I…” Grace nodded but didn’t say anything. None of this felt real. Ella stepped outside in her wool coat. Mike had texted her a few times since he got her number. Every time she saw his name pop up, she felt like she had taken a shot of espresso. Nerves and excitement tangled up.

“Hey.” He picked up after one ring.

“Hi,” she said, her chin quaking. She knew if she began talking, she would start to cry. That’s how it always was with people she trusted.

“Are you okay?” he asked, reading the silence.

“I’m okay. Nonna fell at the food kitchen. She has a huge gash on the back of her head. She’s lost a lot of blood, and they’re doing imaging right now. We’re at the ER. Tina’s okay, but I have to cancel dinner. Can you go get her at St. J’s after work?” Only a tiny wobble at the end gave her away.

“Ella, I’m so sorry. Do you need me to come over? My dad can go get Tina.”

“No, no,” Ella said. “Nonna won’t want any witnesses.”

“Of course,” he said. All of a sudden, she wanted him there. Ella burst into tears. “I found out today my parents are getting divorced. My mom is not doing well. I freaked her out about… something. And we didn’t know that Nonna had polio when she was little, and I’ve never seen them have a fight like that. And I don’t have a job and…” He was breathing. She closed her eyes and let herself listen to it, pretending he was next to her.

Grace walked out into the hallway and mouthed she’s ready for us. Ella nodded.

“Mikey, I have to go.” Ella hadn’t even realized she had slipped back into calling him that, as if they were kids again.

“Ella,” he said, pausing. “Call me later.”

Ella and her mom walked in tense silence to pick up Graziella and followed her and the nurse to the new room. Grace fanned herself and told them she needed some air, stepping out before the doctor stepped in.

“I have good news,” he said.

“Unless you’re a woman giving birth, there’s no good news at a hospital. Just better news after bad news,” Graziella countered.

“Well, you have a concussion and a brutal cut, but no fractures to your skull. We’ll have to stitch you up, but your brain is good as gold. You have a severely bruised hip, but no fractures either. It’s a miracle, frankly, given the fall.”

“It’s the sardines,” Graziella said.

“Excuse me?” The doctor looked bewildered.

“The sardines. My doctor growing up was Italian. He told me to eat sardines. They prevent osteoporosis.”

Dr. Nelson laughed. “I think that falls into ‘whatever works,’ ” he replied. Ella didn’t like how dismissive he was of Graziella. She hated the way educated people patronized everyone else. It was one of the reasons she had struggled at MIT.

“Ella, look it up on your phone. The Google thing,” Graziella said. The doctor started walking out, but Ella blocked his way. She began searching sardines good for bones. She looked him square in the eyes and walked over with the headline of a New York Times article that read, Sardines are the superfood for bone health.

“It looks like they cite a couple of peer-reviewed studies here,” Ella added. “Can I have your email address? I’ll do some more research and email them to you.”

He raised his eyebrows and spoke to Graziella. “Look, I’ll be back in about an hour to check in on you, along with the neurologist, and we’ll do some additional testing. But again, your brain is fine. Bones are good.”

“I’ll be counting the minutes!” Graziella yelled at the doctor, who shook his head on the way out.

When Grace didn’t come back after ten more minutes, Graziella sent Ella looking for her. Ella was breaking one of their family rules: You never leave a patient in the hospital alone. It was meant for everyone else as much as for Graziella. She needed to be supervised.

Grace was sitting on a bench outside the hospital with only a short-sleeved shirt on and an iced coffee. The sun was setting over the parking lot, and Ella could see her breath in front of her. It was just above freezing.

“Mom,” Ella said, bending down into a squat. “Can I get you some water and a snack?” Their roles had reversed. Now Ella sensed her mother needed something to eat.

“You know what you can do for me? You can keep your ass off the internet. We all know you wouldn’t enjoy it. I saw you in that warehouse.” Grace put her head into her hands, her voice raw. “Just get out of your own way, Ella. If not for yourself, maybe for everyone else.” Ella knew she had worn Grace down, but the truth of it felt like a slap in the face. Even with a divorce, a medical crisis, and an argument with Graziella, Ella’s life choices were the thing that had sent Grace over the edge. “Go stay with your grandmother. These hot flashes are unbearable, and I’m so pissed about the polio thing. And the ass thing. You two are going to fucking kill me.” Ella couldn’t remember the last time she had heard her mother say fuck—maybe never. “And you’re helping Maria with the baby tonight.” Ella nodded. Her mother was finally breaking under the pressure, and the best thing Ella could do was keep it together.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE Graziella

When Mike Graziano walked into the hospital on Graziella’s third day there, relief flooded her, and she knew everything would be fine. Mike wasn’t her savior. It was what he was carrying that would save her. He had her laptop under his arm, plus two bags of food from Fazzio’s for lunch.

The doctor had banned Graziella from thinking. She wasn’t allowed to read, watch television, look at a laptop, or even listen to the news. Graziella’s eyes went to the TV remote. Ella had pried it out of her hands with extreme zeal that morning. It had gone flying across the room, smacked into the wall, and fallen onto the floor. We’ll just keep it there, Ella had said. Ella had been militaristic in following the doctor’s orders, so much so that Graziella had barely gotten the call into Mike that morning after sending her on a hunt for more pillows.

Mike walked in and hugged Ella. Graziella watched Ella’s shoulders drop in his arms before she realized what he was holding.

“You tricked Mike into grabbing your laptop?” she said to Graziella. Mike’s smile dropped into a frown at the word tricked.

“Ella, I’m so sorry. She called and asked—” He looked frazzled, putting the bags of food on the table. “I thought I was helping, sorry.”

“It’s not your fault my nonna is so devious. Now that you’re here, I’m going to go use the bathroom,” Ella said, and left Mike on his own with Graziella. She opened her mouth to ask him to hand her the laptop when she saw a man at the door. Father Gerald walked in with the four boys who had been with her the day of the fall. Lucas was crying, and each of them was holding a stack of “Get Well Soon” cards.

“Get them out of here!” Graziella yelled. “Mikey, get them out.”

Mike pointed at himself, as if to say, Me? The priest ignored her protests, walking over to whisper in her ear. She swatted at him for the second time in one week, hitting him on the ear.

“The boys know I’m alive. That’s enough.” She turned to the middle schoolers huddled by the door. “You didn’t kill me with your subpar cleaning skills. But you try to tag another train with graffiti and you’re all dead to me. Dead.” She pointed at the door. “Shoo!”

Father Gerald left the piles of greeting cards on the table and shut the door behind him without another word. She should have slapped him across the face. No child should see her in this state, and not only because she seemed frail. The longer children went without stepping foot in a hospital, the better. Graziella saw Mike peek up at the clock, counting the minutes until Ella was back.

Graziella’s eyes went to the remote again. “Turn on the game please, Michael. The remote is in the corner on the floor. Right over there under the table.” The Yankees were playing, and she knew the sounds would soothe her. When George Steinbrenner had the audacity to replace the old stadium and then jack up the prices in 2009, she let go of their season tickets in the nosebleeds. More than a decade later, she still preferred to listen to the games on the radio than watch the appalling new stadium on television.

“Ella said no—” Mike began to say.

“Who’s the boss around here?” Graziella yelled at him.

“You have a concussion. No screens,” Ella said, opening the door.

“You know I don’t watch the games. I just want to listen. Give me the laptop,” Graziella said.

“Only if you eat something,” Ella replied. The girl didn’t miss a beat. As frustrating as Ella had been when she was incompetent, this version of her grated on Graziella far more. She was organized, diligent, and inflexible, no doubt thriving on her grandmother’s new dependency and her mother’s emotional fragility. Graziella let out a frustrated grunt as Ella began opening containers and inspecting the food with narrowed eyes. Graziella spotted a container of still-warm sausage and peppers, a caprese salad, chicken cutlets, and pastina soup on the table.

“Dom sends his best. He insisted that this was on the house when I told him I was bringing it to you,” Mike said.

“Michael, that’s nonsense. You should have given them the sale. Shame on you.”

“Nonna, zip it!” Ella said, the exact way Graziella had said it to her as a child. “Mike, could you cut up some sausage and peppers? The cutlets look a little dry.”

“How can you say that?” Graziella said.

“You complain about them all the time,” Ella said.

“Not on Saturdays. On Saturdays they’re fresh. We all know this. It’s my recipe,” Graziella replied. Mike took the top of the soup container off to cool it down, and Graziella watched the two of them move around each other with the fluency of a couple. Mike touched Ella’s elbow as he reached for a knife to cut up the sausage. When Ella brought Graziella a plate like she was a child, Graziella looked up at Michael, ignoring her granddaughter.

“Mikey, thank you. Everything cooked in this place tastes like it’s from the Bronx Zoo, and this one has only mastered fried eggs. I’ve been living off bananas and toast.”

“We’ve brought you Norma’s every day, Nonna. And you like the eggs,” Ella said.

“You keep breaking the yolk,” Graziella replied.

“I can’t imagine how many lasagnas you’ve gotten, Mrs. V,” Mike said.

“I sent them to Maria, our neighbor, whom you met at dinner,” Graziella said.

“You should keep a bit for yourself if you’re surviving on bananas. You made us one every week for three years,” Michael said.

Graziella had always dreaded what she imagined as “the day of a thousand lasagnas,” when everyone would try to pay her back for the meals she’d made for them. People were always trying to settle up their tab rather than pay it forward, and it frustrated her to no end. When she considered her death, Graziella always hoped it would be sudden, if only to avoid the emotion and inconvenience of dealing with everyone, preferring instead that the community owe Grace and Ella favors. That would be her dying wish. Mike walked back to the table and made a plate for Ella.

“You should eat too,” he said to her. Then he pulled out a chair for Ella and sat down next to her, just like Graziella knew he would. His feet were in a wide stance and his elbows were resting on the tops of his thighs. Graziella always had multiple reasons for doing something, which is how she got everything done in less time. There were a hundred people she could have asked to bring the laptop, but she had called Mike Graziano for a reason.

“Thanks, Mike.” Ella looked up at him. “Do you need to go?” she asked thoughtfully.

“If it’s cool, I’ll just hang out for a bit.” Mike shrugged. “It’s a Saturday, and Tina’s volunteering at the Humane Society today. She’s in charge of the kittens.” Ella tried to get Mike to eat, but he said he was good and fiddled on his phone.

“What if I play the game on my phone, low volume?” he asked Ella. His knee drifted closer to hers, just shy of touching.

“That’s fine. As long as you eat, Nonna.”

Graziella cleared her plate, if only so she could get the laptop. Ella brought the laptop over. She ignored the dull throbbing in the back of her head. It felt like an evil heartbeat—Satan embodied, and she wouldn’t let him win. She waved off Ella, who sat by Mike when Graziella pulled up her investments page. “Ella, get me my readers,” she said, and Ella handed over her glasses.

“Ella, I think if we lower the brightness on the computer, it will be better on her eyes,” Mike said, following Ella. He leaned over Graziella and turned the brightness down. “Mrs. V, is that okay?”

“Yes. Thank you, Mikey,” Graziella said.

Graziella knew what to do after a couple lessons with Ella. She worked around the headache, typing in the password with her two index fingers. Rather than type in the address, she clicked on the bookmark, which brought her to the website for her trading account and another password box. Graziella gave Mike a warning stare. She hadn’t thought about that complication until all three things—her trading account, Ella, and Mike—were in front of her at the same time.

Then Graziella left the laptop on her lap, leaned back, and closed her eyes. She held each potential trade in her mind and considered its strengths and weaknesses, feeling for her next move. A nurse had deigned to read Investor’s Business Daily out loud to her that morning from her smartphone, and Graziella sifted through the information as she imagined each possibility.

It was always more frustrating to hold than to sell. Any kind of movement felt like progress, even if it moved you backward. That’s why self-discipline was her most important asset. She let her head rest on the pillow as her mind worked. Eventually, Ella must have thought Graziella fell asleep, because she began talking to Mike in a low voice.

“She has a few stocks she likes to track. I wish she would just rest,” Ella said. “But I guess boredom is a kind of torture for her.”

“The Dow is a little volatile right now, so it makes sense that she’d wanted to check in.”

“It’s a hobby though. It’s not as important as her health.” Mike didn’t say anything. The man wouldn’t lie—not to Ella. But he couldn’t tell her what wasn’t his to tell. Graziella wondered how he would handle it. This was a moral test with no right answer.

“Hobbies can be important. My sister doesn’t make any money volunteering with the cats,” he said. The words were an inch from a lie. Graziella’s work was not a hobby.

“Of course. Nonna doesn’t do well when she gets bored. My mom thinks I’m the same way.”

“Huh,” Mike said.

“But I don’t think supporting these companies is the best way to spend her time. It goes against everything she does at the church. They suck everyone bone-dry.” Graziella kept her mouth shut.

“That’s one way to look at it, but I don’t think it’s zero-sum. If you’re working-class, you probably don’t have access to the stock market, which is a big part of why the wealth gap exists.”

“What about ethical investing?” Ella asked.

“It’s a thing.”

“I know it’s a thing. I mean, is it effective?” Graziella continued to breathe heavily as if she were sleeping.

“It’s probably more effective to invest in regular stocks and bonds and donate the profit than to try to invest ethically. If you had big money, you could make riskier, targeted investments in renewable energy or other stuff, but that’s private equity, and it’s a whole different ball game. Different scale, different level of involvement.” Graziella could tell Mike had changed his mind about the food. She could hear him taking bites of a cutlet in between words.

Mike was good at shedding light on different perspectives without being arrogant or dismissive. She had seen them debate once when they were in an AP Government class in high school, and Graziella had noticed that Mike was so calm and relaxed that Ella, by contrast, was forced not to get too fired up or he would win.

There was a long period of silence. Graziella opened her eyes just a smidgen, and she saw Ella with her legs crossed, looking down. Her young face was crumpled, and she turned away from Mike, wiping a tear out of her eye.

“She seems like herself,” he said.

“I know. It’s everything. I’m worried about my mom,” Ella replied. “It’s all too much for her. She’s stressed about Nonna, and she’s dealing with me, the divorce, the renovation, work.” Graziella watched Mike take Ella’s right hand in his and settle it on his knee. She leaned on his shoulder and fought back tears.

Mike looked up and his amber eyes caught Graziella’s. He flashed her a look of startling disappointment, no doubt having realized she had been lying to Grace and Ella. Graziella’s husband had never raised his voice, but a look like that would level her. It still leveled her. Graziella closed her eyes again, feeling her deceit deep in her chest.

“I’m going to head out, okay,” he said after a while. “I’ll text you later.” When Ella let go of Mike’s hand, she stretched the arms of one of her mother’s cashmere sweaters over her fingers. Ella was always ruining Grace’s clothes, like she was still a child.

“Thanks for coming. And don’t worry about not paying Dom,” she said. He leaned forward and whispered something Graziella couldn’t hear, then kissed her on the top of her head. Her eyes glazed over and opened wider at the same time.

The door opened and closed behind him, and Ella’s face continued to register shock. Graziella focused on breathing through a throbbing pain that grew with the depth of her distress, concerned she might have sabotaged her own plan given Michael’s piercing look at her. She needed to think. More than ever, she needed to think.






CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR Grace

As Grace lay down on her childhood bed, the nesting boxes of crises closed in on her. She threw one of Graziella’s pillows onto the floor. They were too thin and hard to even call pillows. The room had always been freezing in the winter, but Grace couldn’t tell given that another hot flash had just hit. Her ob-gyn, who had become a friend over the years, chalked up the increasing attacks to stress. Keep taking the medicine and using the hormone-replacement patches, Grace. But I don’t need to tell you this—a divorce, a home renovation, a mother in a health crisis, plus a boomerang kid who just went through a very public trauma? We know what this is. The hormones wreak havoc, but stress makes them ten times worse.

Grace rode the waves of heat with her breath, feeling them peak and drop like tsunamis in her body. At least lying on her old mattress again was a step up from the strange foldout chair she had been resting on at the hospital every other night. Ella insisted on taking turns staying with Graziella, but it didn’t matter much because Grace couldn’t sleep either way.

Graziella still hadn’t apologized about the polio. In fact, Graziella was furious with her about Adam, insisting Grace still pick up the cat. Graziella had even thrown a pillow at Grace at the hospital, yelling, I’m not coming home unless he’s there. There were too many pillows flying around.

Grace got ready for the day and heaved her way to the car. She’d get the cat and then pick up her mother and Ella from the hospital. She drove down the Boston Post Road, stopping at Dunkin’ on the way for more coffee. It was a sunny day, but the trees were as bare as they were in January. She had seen a few crocuses and snowdrops in her mother’s garden that morning, but they were not enough to lift her chin.

“This is the last damn thing I want to do,” Grace whispered under her breath as she pulled into the parking lot of the animal shelter. Grace did not volunteer, ever. She donated money to a slate of local organizations, but she refused to inherit the dynasty of obligations her mother had upheld for decades. It was simple. Grace said no. She said no when someone asked her to bake brownies that week for a bake sale; another no when she was approached to run for the school board; a final no to collecting signatures for additional funding for the YMCA. She had a demanding job that included many different demanding jobs, and she hadn’t had time for hobbies until cold dipping, which was far more about survival than anything else.

Grace adjusted the glasses on the bridge of her nose, because she was too tired to wear contacts. She patted herself down with tissues in the car and shook out her arms, then walked through the front door. “I’m here for a cat named Adam,” she said to the man at the front desk.

“I’ll get my boss,” he replied, his face crinkling like paper.

Seconds later a middle-aged woman with short hair and a wide smile walked out with a tabby cat in her arms. She was wearing jeans and a white T-shirt covered in animal fur.

“Grace, thank you for coming. I’m so sorry about your mom.”

“She’ll be okay. Is that Adam?”

“Oh, I wish. This is Perry. He’s very docile. Did Graziella tell you about Adam?”

“She just said to come get him, and that he was great with females.”

“He’s great with feline females. Human females, not so much. Human males even less so. And he has some special needs beyond the behavioral issues.” Trish grimaced.

“You’re kidding me,” Grace said under her breath. She should have known; her mother only took in the most severe cases.

“He has some liver issues that require anal suppositories, but again, it’s tricky because of the aggression. He’s on Prozac, but we have yet to see an improvement on that front. I suggest that you give him a mild sedative before the suppository and special foods for his digestion challenges. I wrote it all down.” She passed Grace a piece of computer paper with a large scrawl she could barely read.

“What’s the dosage of Prozac?”

“The maximum amount is five milligrams twice a day.”

“History of trauma?”

“Yes, a lot.”

Grace looked up at the ceiling wishing that she could see a clear sky beyond it. “Marone,” she said. “Is he in the carrier already?”

“We’ve got him in there, and he’s sedated. I don’t know what Graziella does, but she works miracles. Hopefully he’ll improve.”

“I’m not my mother, but I’ll do my best.” It summed up Grace’s general ethos in life. She would never live up to Graziella, not in this town, which was why she hadn’t even tried.

“I’ll go get him.” Trish came back with a Trader Joe’s bag filled with supplies and a carrier that held a cat so drugged his back legs were splayed in a kind of yoga pose. Grace put him in the back seat and wondered how she ended up with a psychiatric patient of the wrong species. She took a few huge swigs of iced coffee, blasted opera on her car stereo, and turned out of the parking lot.

She pulled into the gas station to fill up her tank before going to get her mother. When she put her credit card in the fuel dispenser, a head poked out from the other side, where someone was fueling up a midnight blue BMW.

“Hi,” said Joyce. Her hair was slicked back. She was wearing a tight leather jacket, dress pants, and heels, looking like she was going somewhere nice. Joyce took a few steps toward Grace. “I’m so sorry about your mom. How are you doing?”

“She’s fine,” Grace said, ignoring the emotion bubbling up in her chest. She wiped away a tear. “I’m sorry. I’m just a little overwhelmed with everything, and now I’ve got this deranged cat named Adam she made me pick up from the Humane Society. Classic Graziella Valentini.”

“The divorce probably doesn’t help either,” Joyce said.

“I’d forgotten about him, honestly.”

“And doesn’t that suck? I imagine that was part of the problem.” Grace stepped back. The words felt like an assault.

“Actually, there was someone else.” Grace put the fuel nozzle in the car. Joyce shrugged.

“Write her a thank-you note for taking him off your hands.”

“Excuse me?” Grace said, crossing her arms.

“He was always an asshole.” Grace opened her mouth and closed it. Then she opened her mouth again before closing it a second time. Grace preferred to imagine that he had become an asshole over time. “He’s always cheated on you, Grace.”

“What…” Grace felt the blow to her solar plexus.

“Do you remember the year after college when he spent Christmas Eve with you all?”

“How do you… what…”

“The alley behind Fazzio’s. I didn’t know he was your boyfriend, and I was already drunk off my uncle’s red wine. After we fooled around, I puked on his shoes, if that makes you feel better.”

“He was supposed to be getting milk,” Grace said, her arms flying.

Joyce shrugged. Grace wanted to punch her in the face. Joyce was not Bill’s type, which meant any type was Bill’s type. If he could make out with Joyce in an alley, he could sleep with anyone. Now there were at least two incidents, one at the beginning and one at the end of their relationship, and that made a pattern.

“Were there more? Do you know of…”

Joyce squinted at her and didn’t say anything back. Her silence left the space for too many names, and Grace felt like someone had doused her in hot oil and thrown a match on her at the gas station. Her life exploded.

“I’d bring you chicken cutlets, but Graziella would think I’m poisoning you all and avenging my mother, God rest her soul.”

Grace couldn’t move or speak. Joyce walked over to give her a hug, and Grace shoved the woman back.

“Don’t fucking touch me.”

Joyce put up her hands. “I gotta go anyway,” she said, unfazed.

“Big date?” Grace asked, mocking her.

“Yup.”

“Someone else’s boyfriend? Is that your thing?” Grace said. She couldn’t help it.

“Women now, actually.” Joyce moved away, and then Grace opened her mouth again. “Why did you tell me about Bill?”

“Why didn’t anyone else tell you about Bill?”

Grace had always consoled herself that if he did cheat, he’d be considerate enough to do it in the city. He worked long hours. He had the money for a hotel. There was no need to muddle their lives and wreak havoc on their family. But moments flashed into Grace’s mind that suggested otherwise. At Ella’s high school graduation, he had touched a woman named Barbara’s wrist in passing. It was subtle but specific enough for her to remember a decade later. She had filed it away where she kept all the truths she didn’t want to acknowledge.

“Do you think my mother knew?” She didn’t need to ask. Sfaccimma. Graziella had said it too many times to count. She had tried to tell Grace in her own language, and Grace had not listened.

Tears sprung up in her eyes again, and Joyce leaned in for another hug. Grace accepted it this time. She rested her chin on Joyce’s shoulder. Strange to hug a woman who wasn’t her mother or her daughter. It felt lighter. After a few moments, Grace stepped away and, in a daze, pulled the gas pump out of the Volvo and put it back into the fuel dispenser. Secrets were not good for people—she had seen too many studies to support that. But this unlocked secret might kill her. She didn’t know what this was, but the word epiphany didn’t match it. She looked at the concrete and wondered what would happen if she sat down and stayed there instead of getting her mom and Ella from the hospital.

“I’ll see you at swimming,” Joyce said with a wink.

After a minute, Grace got back in the car and started shaking. Then she opened the car door and threw up on the ground. Like her daughter, she’d always been an emotional vomiter. Joyce was embracing a second act with bravado, on her own terms, while Grace was collapsing into herself. It wasn’t that she was envious of the woman. The feeling was something else entirely, so foreign to her that she couldn’t even begin to describe it.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE Ella

Ella stood in the food kitchen calculating quarterly expenses in Excel and thinking about Mike. Before he had left the hospital two days earlier, he had whispered in her ear: I am with you, Ella Myers.She had felt as if the words had slipped off her clothing and pulled her back seven years.

Even so, she feared that crying with him not once but twice may have been too much too soon. Johnny, her ex-boyfriend, had told Ella she was too much when she asked if she could go with him to Tibet after MIT. Johnny’s assessment was only half true. She was simultaneously too much and not enough. Both things seemed equally plausible, the way that two scientific theories could be true even if they seemed to contradict each other. She hovered her finger over the text she had drafted and pressed send.

Any chance you would help me practice parallel parking? I booked a driving test in a few weeks because I think Nonna needs a chauffeur in addition to a butler. Will pay in slices. xo

Ten minutes later Mike called, offering to pick her up at the food kitchen after work for their first lesson and then slices. He was working from home, the way he did twice a week. She’d been desperate to see him, and now she was terrified.

Ella had also dropped the OnlyFans idea after the conversation with her mother. Graziella’s fall had a way of putting the idea into perspective, and she wouldn’t have had the time anyway. Ella should have known that keeping up with her grandmother’s workload while she healed would be a gargantuan task. It was her second full day digitizing the handwritten operations manual for the food pantry. The work was tedious, but she thrived on purposeful tedium. Father Gerald had come to check in on her an hour earlier, and she hadn’t even realized that five hours had gone by. She had only stopped to eat lunch because her blood sugar was getting too low.

Taking care of Graziella and cooking for everyone at home had become her second job. Her third job was comforting everyone who missed Graziella. No one could stop talking about her grandmother. It was constant. Even Father Gerald hovered around Ella waiting for her to dictate orders from her grandmother. No one knew what to do without her to push against. She was emailing their dairy provider to add more cheese to their shipment when she heard a voice behind her.

“Hey,” Mike said, walking in. She looked back at him, unsure of how someone so intelligent could be so at ease in his own body. Ella had always told herself her anxiety was the natural byproduct of her intelligence, but Mike contradicted that idea. He was wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, and he had a baseball cap in his hands.

“Hey, sorry. Just wrapping up.”

“I can wait.” He pulled himself up onto the counter.

“Thanks for coming,” she said while sending the email and closing her laptop. He was smiling at her, but she couldn’t meet his gaze. It would be like looking into the sun. They started walking out the door.

“How’s your nonna?”

“Difficult.” Graziella was a hellish patient, but their computer and cooking lessons offered them both some relief. Graziella got two hours of screen time per day, and Ella had learned how to make chicken cutlets, frittata, and lasagna, all of which felt like a big leap from fried eggs.

“And Adam?” Mike asked.

“More difficult,” Ella said, avoiding the specifics. Grace had delegated the task of managing his anal suppositories to Ella. Every day, she gave him a mild sedative in a small piece of salmon before putting the cat muzzle on him and pushing medication up his butt. “Should we go pick up Nonna’s car?”

“I trust you,” Mike said, tossing her the keys to his Jeep. “You have your learner’s permit, right?”

“I am an expert permit holder. I might be the only person in the state of New York to have had three learner’s permits over the course of twelve years.”

He laughed. “So, parallel parking is the problem?”

“I choke every time.” She shook her head as she jumped into the driver’s seat of Mike’s car. It was already at the right distance from the steering wheel, and the mirrors were angled in the perfect directions.

“Did you adjust this all for me?”

“I guessed,” he said, shrugging. When she pulled up adjacent to a parallel-parking spot behind the high school, her stomach did a somersault. She had a deep sense of déjà vu. Her sixteen-year-old self would be mortified that she didn’t have her license yet, and astonished that she was here with Mike. It was difficult to shift out of her adolescent mind. She tried and failed to back the car into the spot before putting it in park and looking at him.

“All right, I need your wisdom, Graziano.”

He took a deep breath and leaned toward her, as though to see the angle from her eyeline. She could feel his breath warm on her cheek.

“I think the angle is too shallow. Let’s start by turning the wheel all the way to the right. When you see the—” She accidentally put her foot on the gas instead of the brake before slamming on the correct pedal. Ella dropped her head against the steering wheel in defeat, accidentally honking the horn. “We’ll work on that,” Mike said. Ella saw their old principal looking in her window. She rolled it down.

“Hi, Principal Williams. Gosh, I’m sorry for the noise. Mike’s teaching me how to parallel park.”

“No need to apologize, Ella. Great to see two college graduates—and one Ivy League.”

“MIT isn’t an Ivy,” Ella replied. “But Mike did get into Harvard.” Everyone saw college degrees in tiers, like pedigrees. She hated it. Fordham was a great school. It had also given Mike a full ride, and it was close to home.

“Well, Ella, MIT is even better than an Ivy. No legacies. You can only get in on merit,” he said. It bothered her. Mike wasn’t a legacy either. “And good job on that incident in Times Square. We were all grateful here, but not surprised. You’re still the only student we’ve had who got a five on the AP Chemistry exam as a sophomore.”

As he walked away, Ella tried not to be mortified by her current lack of career and driving skills on the heels of all that potential.

“I think that’s enough embarrassment for today. Slices? Can we switch?”

“Sure,” Mike said, getting out. “Mind if we swing by the car wash on the way to Norma’s?”

“Okay.” The man may drive a teenager’s car, but he kept it cleaner than a laboratory.

He seemed quieter than usual as they drove, and Ella started to worry again that she’d done something wrong. Mike pulled the Jeep into the car wash, and the soap began to spray. As soon as it started, Mike turned to her. She could feel the way his body changed.

“Why did you lie to Williams?” he asked. She narrowed her eyes at him.

“Did you trap me in this car wash for questioning?”

“Let’s back up.”

“The car or me?”

“You have nothing to be embarrassed about.”

“Do you interrogate people at work? You feel like a cop right now.”

“I don’t think you mean that as a compliment. But Ella—”

“I don’t give a shit about what he thinks.”

“Clearly you do. You couldn’t tell your high school principal that you dropped out of MIT.”

“I didn’t drop out of MIT.”

“Yes, you did. But it’s okay. Think of how many people you helped anyway.” She crossed her arms and looked up at the ceiling of the car. Ella knew she shouldn’t say anything, but she couldn’t keep it back any longer.

“Mike, I did not drop out of MIT. I told Nonna and my parents that I dropped out. I had enough credits from AP classes in high school to graduate. I just didn’t walk at graduation.” It took a few seconds for him to process her words.

“You told your parents and your nonna that you dropped out when you didn’t?”

“Yes,” she said.

“And they trusted you enough not to call the registrar?”

“You don’t get it.”

“Hold on. Hold on,” he said, leaning toward her. “What was your final GPA at MIT?”

“My parents are getting divorced. Can we talk about that, Mike?”

“Ella,” he said in a soothing way as the soapy water sprayed the car. He put his right arm over her shoulder, and she debated walking outside into the surge of water. She couldn’t because Joyce Romano owned this place, and the entire town would hear about it in two minutes.

“My GPA was a 3.9,” she said quietly, staring ahead.

“So what’s the problem?”

“Ummm, it’s nuclear physics, Michael. It’s too big. The work is too important, and everyone in the field thinks they’re the next Einstein. I hated who it… I can’t trust myself to…” She held back and finally looked at him. His hand squeezed her shoulder. “Stop,” she said. She put her hand on his chest as if to push him away, but she couldn’t. Instead, she felt his heartbeat. He didn’t flinch, pressing into her hand.

“If you had all the money in the world, what would you do?” he asked.

“I’d give it all away for the rest of my life.”

“Then what?” he said, challenging her.

“Fine, maybe I would fund a lab if I had Oprah-level money.” She stopped herself from going on a science rant. “What would you do if you had all the money in the world?”

“I would do exactly what I’m doing, but I’d have a much nicer car.” He rested his hand on her knee gently, the way he had after climbing through the window at her grandmother’s house. When Mike first kissed her, he had been so deliberate, so tender with her, that it unraveled her in a single moment. She had pulled back only to find his belt buckle as he grinned in shock and then whispered in her ear, There’s no rush, Ella. We have time. She couldn’t deny the immediacy of her need. Mike looked at her now in the car wash as if he were holding the same moment in his mind. A curl of hair fell in front of her face, and he tucked it behind her ear. His body softened.

“Ella, I’m trying to date you. I’d like to date you.”

“I’m a mess, Mike,” Ella said, looking at him in the eye. “I can’t believe you see me that way. I thought we were just…” Ella bit back the word and then let it rip. “Fucking.”

He laughed. “I’ve never not seen you that way, Ella. I’ve always wanted to date you.” He leaned back and took off his hat, throwing it on the dashboard. Then he looked at Ella again, challenging her to meet his gaze without the shadow of the brim over his eyes.

Ella took his left hand in hers and turned it over in her palms. His grip felt right. Mike was a lefty. His palm was always covered in ink growing up, and she knew his pinky wouldn’t bend after it got broken in a hockey game. There was a scar on it where he had gotten a few stitches. It stuck out funny when he threw a spiral. She saw the gold chain around his neck and reached for it with her other hand, knowing it still carried the same small medallion he wore in high school. All the times she’d wanted to do that. She pulled out the gold disk and rubbed her thumb over it, finally looking at his face.

“You’ve always worn this.”

“I hide it under my shirt.”

“Sometimes it peeks out. I looked it up in high school,” she admitted. Saint Joseph of Cupertino was the patron saint of people with developmental disabilities. Every prayer he said, he said for his sister. “You’re too good for me, Mike.”

“There is no ‘too good.’ Just good, Ella. We’re both good.” She saw how desperate he was for her to get it. There was nothing wrong—nothing wrong with her and nothing wrong with them.

Her body disentangled itself from self-doubt, and she pushed against the seat belt toward him. Mike leaned in and kissed her the way he looked at her, as if he cared about her more than anyone else, and it was a gift and not a burden. Caring about people had always felt like a burden to Ella.

He unlocked her seat belt and pulled her toward him. She climbed over the console and onto his lap, straddling him as she kissed him deeper, harder. She bit his lip gently and then felt his tongue swirl against hers. Mike Graziano tasted like ice cream. His belt buckle pushed into her, and she pushed back with her hips, the gold chain in her hand.

His hands moved to her ass, and she felt like she was either going to die or really live. Mike Graziano was grabbing her ass again. Ella’s breath hitched, and then there was a knock on the window.

“Jesus,” Mike said. The car wash was done, and Joyce Romano was pointing at the exit. A car behind them started honking. Ella froze in shock, having lost all sense of time and place.

“Ella, I really don’t wanna move you, but I’ve gotta move the Jeep.” He squeezed her hips, and she pulled herself off and back into the passenger seat, buckling the seat belt. She looked at his disheveled dark hair. It had been so soft between her fingers. Ella dropped down a little deeper in the passenger seat as they drove past Joyce. She looked at Mike again, but he kept his eyes on the road.

“I’m not going to be able to drive if I look at you, Ella.” He adjusted his jeans, and she smiled to herself. She hoped he was heading where she thought he was. Just in case, she checked her blood sugar. Ella changed the setting of her insulin pump to “exercise” before pulling a protein bar and some orange juice out of her bag. It wasn’t sexy, but Mike had stamina, and it would kill Ella to slow him down because her blood sugar got too low.

She finished the snack right as he pulled into his driveway. Mike jogged around the front of the Jeep and pulled her out of the car straight into the lower-level apartment under his dad’s house. He locked the door behind them and jogged up the back stairs to lock a second door that Ella assumed went to the main house.

It wasn’t a basement as much as a bottom floor, given that the house had been built on the slope of a hill. French doors lined the entire studio overlooking the backyard, almost like at her mom’s house. There was a small kitchen built out with wood cabinets and a pine dining room table. The living room and the bedroom all existed in the same space, the way they would in a loft. He had kept the colors neutral and light. Every piece of furniture looked custom-built by a master carpenter, and she knew Mike’s dad must have built everything from scratch.

“This is really nice, Mike,” she said, looking around. He had created a life, and she admired every part of it.

“My sister and dad are at my aunt’s tonight for dinner,” he said. “Can I get you anything?”

“No,” she said, smiling involuntarily. He pressed against her, guiding her back to the bed. Mike lowered her down with his hand on the back of her neck as if she were something precious. He pulled back to look at her, and she felt something loosen in him and let go. The medallion around his neck fell on her breastbone as he met her need with his own. She had no words to describe the miracle of it happening a second time.

Ella whimpered, sliding her hand under his shirt to touch his chest, feeling like she was cheating on a test. Every muscle defined, he hid the body of a Roman god under his sweatshirt. Her finger traced down to his belt buckle. He pulled back gently, holding himself up with one arm, his eyes warm and deep.

He shook his head no, placing her hand back on the bed above her head. Then he moved down to her belt buckle and slipped off her jeans. He spread her legs and took a few moments to look at her. When he licked the inside of her thigh, she gasped. Mike kept going, putting her first for as long as she would let him, until she yelled his name. By the time he slid into her with his hands clasped in hers again, everything in the world made sense because Mike Graziano existed and he wanted all of her, Ella Myers. The pulse between them bordered on something like faith, if a woman could feel faith in her body strong enough to change her mind about whether God was real.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX Graziella

Graziella woke to the sound of Ella sneaking into the house at 4:00 a.m. At least Mike wasn’t holding his disapproval of her against her granddaughter. She closed her eyes again and rested for a few more hours. At seven, she sat up and winced. Every time she moved even an inch, her head throbbed. Her hip seared with pain, but she batted away the medication every day like a toddler having a tantrum. It made her too drowsy, and she hated feeling like a dull knife. What was the point of living if you couldn’t feel it?

She looked at the black-and-white photograph of her and Frank on their wedding day. After he died of a heart attack when Ella was a year old, everything tipped over. They had been falling ever since. Every commitment Graziella made, every lasagna she cooked, and every project she took on was an attempt to keep herself upright. She worked around this grief every day, but today it felt too big to sidestep. She would have to sit down and swallow it whole.

It didn’t help that she was surrounded by dying flowers. There was not a single spare inch of space on her dresser or her night table. Her eyes went to Adam, who was hissing at her from a chair in the corner. She hissed back. Her trick for dealing with humans and animals was to never push for proximity. She offered constant support at a distance but no affection until he was ready for it. He took his meals in the closet, went to the bathroom in his litter box, and watched her from afar until Ella drugged him every night for his suppository.

She looked away from the cat, turned on the television, and grabbed her laptop. The problem of her will still hovered over her like a guillotine, not to mention her failure to monitor the church accounts. Because of her fall, she still hadn’t gotten the username and password to the bookkeeping software.

Ella walked into the bedroom with a mug of warm water and a piece of paper. She looked like a mess—her hair sticking out in every direction—but there was a glow to her. Ella’s face took the shape of a warm smile, even when she wasn’t smiling. That must have been Mike. Graziella didn’t mind so much that particular sin. It wasn’t a deadly sin by any means.

“I have a note from Father Gerald. He brought it over in person,” Ella said. “I’ll make you some breakfast.”

“Don’t bother,” Graziella replied. Instead, she grabbed her reading glasses and opened the note.

Mrs. Valentini, I received an email that the cardinal is coming to the parish tomorrow at 9:00 a.m. to discuss the matter of your will and the food kitchen with the finance committee. I’m wondering if you would like to swing by to check in on the food kitchen at that time? Please do let me know if I can be of service. With prayers for health and healing, Father Gerald

Graziella shouldn’t have been surprised. The cardinal was striking while she was weak. She opened her laptop and clicked on the bookmarked page for her trading account. Her favorite thing about the internet was that she could trade stocks without calling a man on the phone to do it for her. She typed in the username Ella had given her and the password she’d made up, which scrambled her husband’s birth date and her mother’s maiden name, Tuttoilmondo. Good luck to the person trying to hack that. She pressed enter. It did not work. After two more failures, the website said it was going to lock her out. She called for Ella, who walked into the room again with three fried eggs piled on thick Italian toast, a warm cup of bone broth, and a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice on a tray. It was too much food for someone who didn’t eat breakfast.

“Yes, Nonna,” she said, setting down the tray and pulling her hair back with a scrunchie. Graziella had always insisted Ella and Grace drink bone broth whenever they were sick as little girls, and Ella had insisted on learning how to make it when Graziella got home from the hospital. She had also started hand-squeezing orange juice.

“The password to the trading account isn’t working,” Graziella said.

“Let me try.”

“It says it’s going to lock me out.”

“We’ll call the phone number if it does.” Ella sat down on the bed and typed the password that Graziella had memorized and written down on the yellow pad for her.

“Is this a 1 or an I?” Ella asked.

“It’s a lowercase l, as in Tuttoilmondo.” Ella typed in the password, and Graziella felt her chest tighten. If this attempt worked, it would take her to the page with the big number on it. Graziella saw Mike Graziano’s face in her mind. He knew too much from his time working for her accountant. She threw her arm in front of the screen like an offensive lineman.

“Geez, Nonna. Take it easy,” Ella said.

“You can go,” Graziella said.

“Can I get you anything else?”

“Not right now. Just feed the cats.”

“I already fed the old cat and Eve. They both got bone broth and some sardines too. I’ll make Adam’s breakfast now.”

“Did the old cat get her warm milk?”

“Twice a day,” Ella called back as she left the room.

Graziella worked for an hour and then rested her eyes for a few minutes. The headache was a constant. She couldn’t put off a trip to visit Frank any longer. It would give her the clarity she needed.

“Grace,” she yelled. “I’d like to go to the cemetery.”

Grace walked into the room and looked at her watch. “Oh my God, it’s Papa’s birthday. I’m sorry—I thought it was tomorrow. I’ll go get Ella, and we’ll get you dressed and out the door.”

She didn’t like Ella and Grace waiting on her. She was the one who should have been caring for them, not the other way around. Asking them to help felt unnatural, but attempting to put on pants by herself would have been treacherous. Every movement brought a stab of pain. But this was the longest she had gone in twenty-six years without visiting his grave, and that was unacceptable under any condition, especially today.

“Move my left leg an inch to the left… those pants are too big because I’ve lost weight. Pick the other ones. Mostriciattola, don’t slouch. It makes it harder to lean on you. Get my sneakers. No, the ones with the laces. What do you think I’m a toddler, chooch? I will never wear Velcro. That was your mother’s idea.” Grace rolled her eyes.

When Graziella was finally in the wheelchair, uniform in place, she felt like she had run a marathon. Ella and Grace were panting too. She asked Ella to take all the flowers out of the vases.

“Can we do that later?” Ella asked, exasperated.

“No! We’re bringing them to your grandfather. They don’t do us any good here.”

“He can’t see them,” Ella said.

“Of course he can’t, but that’s not the point. Everyone will know that he is loved on his hundredth birthday. The date is on his tombstone. Grab the old San Marzano cans from the cellar.” Ella had to make three trips up to fetch all the tomato cans that Graziella used to start seeds for the garden and put them in the Camry.

“Do you want to go to Mass today too?” Ella asked before she began plucking flowers out of vases, drying the wet stems in paper towels, and gently wrapping them in dish towels to bring along in the car.

“No, when I step in there, I need to be in fighting shape,” Graziella replied.

“I don’t think that’s what Mass is about, Ma,” Grace said.

“You left the church. What do you know?” Graziella retorted. She regretted the sharpness of her tone. Grace had a new blankness in her eyes since she picked Graziella up from the hospital. Something else must have happened beyond their fight about Adam.

For the first time in her life, Graziella believed Grace needed professional help. Anyone with sense could see Grace had become untethered. The fact that she was a psychologist would make it harder to convince her to get one. People underplayed their own issues when they had extreme expertise in that subject. Doctors did it all the time, and Grace had a doctorate.

It took almost an hour to get all the flowers in the car. Then Grace wheeled her down the ramp her neighbor Paul had insisted on installing for free. Some part of Graziella was grateful he hadn’t listened to her when she protested. It had saved her the indignity of needing to be carried the way her parents had carried her when she had polio.

“Ella, you’re driving,” Graziella said, pointing at her granddaughter. Grace handed her the keys to the Camry.

“Really?”

“If we die, we die together,” Graziella replied. Ella rolled her eyes as she opened the door to the driver’s seat.

Graziella sat in the back and looked at Grace in the front, moisture pooling underneath her daughter’s elegant bun. Menopause had been terrible for Graziella, but she had never spoken about it to anyone, let alone her daughter. They gave her a hysterectomy when Grace was born, and menopause held her in its grip for most of a decade, squeezing the life out of her until it miraculously lifted before she turned forty. She tried to see her early entrance into old age as a gift rather than a curse. Being a crone had its perks.

Ella drove past the stone elementary school all three of them had attended. She swerved around a car veering over the double yellow line, and her shoulders shot up to her ears.

“Head on a swivel,” Graziella said. “Keep your left eye on the double yellow.”

Ella sighed rather than yelling back. Graziella far preferred sparring to surrender. “You’re oversteering, Mostriciattola.”

When they pulled into the cemetery with its old, arbored trees, Graziella thought about what a splurge these plots had been. She had liked how leafy it was here, as if the place were a bucolic park rather than a graveyard. There were large oaks and ample space around Frank’s grave, a far cry from her parents’ compact plots, which were stacked like giant tic-tac-toe boards next to a cement wall across town.

Grace and Ella helped Graziella into the wheelchair and lifted it over the hump of the street curb onto the grass. There were three names on the gravestone: Francis Valentini, Francis Valentini, and Graziella Valentini. Graziella’s was the only name waiting for a death date.

Grace began cleaning up the flowers Graziella had left two weeks earlier. Graziella sat there, watching the weathered American flag in front of Frank’s tombstone wave in the breeze, sunshine on her face. Her eyes were sensitive to light, and her head still throbbed. She felt the familiar ache for her little Francis, who had died in her arms at three days old—a wish granted and taken.

Then she closed her eyes, and she could see her husband Frank in the portrait taken of him in his navy uniform. She hoped he would be in a uniform when she saw him again. The elder Frank had enlisted in the navy despite not knowing how to swim. He had hurled himself off a boat on D-Day with an eighty-pound pack on his back, the life belt under his arms keeping him just above water as he hummed “Salve Regina” to himself.

After D-Day, they sent him to Italy as a translator. An orphan, he had returned to Rome as a liberator, only to see his aunts and uncles bombed out of their homes by the Americans. He hadn’t had an ounce of bitterness in him, something that she let drive a small, persistent wedge between them in their marriage. She had wondered for decades if his ease masked a kind of perilous unseriousness, and Graziella’s greatest regret was poking at it. Frank’s favorite drink had been amaro. He liked bitter, maybe because he had none of it in himself.

Graziella opened her eyes and watched her namesakes work. Ella filled the tomato cans with water from the spout nearby, trimmed the stems, and arranged the flowers. Grace picked up each can and dropped a pinch of sugar in it from a bag she had brought, and the tiniest drop of bleach, a trick that kept the flowers fresher for far longer.

“What was he like?” Ella asked, looking at her grandfather’s headstone.

“You know,” Grace said. “We talk about him all the time.”

“No, really though,” Ella said. She was probably right. Graziella was not a storyteller, and Frank was such a deep part of her that she hadn’t needed to talk about him.

There was more silence, and then Graziella opened her mouth before thinking. “He was a lot like Michael,” she said. Ella’s eyes went wide as dinner plates. Her concussion must have made her loose-lipped.

“Ma, I don’t see that.” Grace said it in the smoothest voice. Graziella gave her a look as if to say keep talking. “Mike is much more progressive and very, you know, CrossFit. Papa would never do CrossFit,” she added. “And Mike’s a little contrarian.”

“Contrarian? You’re kidding, right?” Ella laughed.

“Remember when he stood up to that bully in kindergarten?” Grace asked.

“No, I don’t,” Ella replied.

“Well, I do, and it was… something,” Grace replied.

Graziella knew Grace’s attempt to correct her mistake wouldn’t work. It only reminded Ella that her mother and grandmother had known Mike since he was in utero. Either way, Michael was a lot like Frank in the ways that truly mattered.

Graziella looked at the tomato cans filled with flowers as they brought them over. There were not enough flowers in the world for Frank, and he deserved more than she could ever grow. Her breath caught in her throat, reminding her of how shallow her breathing had become since her fall. Her chest muscles felt weaker, the way they did when she had polio.

Graziella missed Frank with every breath and with every step she took as a mother and grandmother. Not only had Ella missed out on Frank, she had missed out on Graziella with Frank. Graziella had been a much better person, happier with him by her side. As she watched Grace and Ella, Graziella counted her mistakes, which had become far more pronounced without her husband there to soften them. She knew what he’d be saying right now. GG, if it’s all for them, why would you keep it from them anymore? And if it’s not all for them, then don’t they need to know what to do with it? For all his gentleness, he was a man with profound common sense. She could not give up on trying to be more like Frank, as daunting as that was. She’d try her best until she was in the grave next to him.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN Grace

Mom, Nonna is really rich.” Ella opened the door to Grace’s old bedroom and whispered it in her face at 2:00 a.m. Grace was lying in her underwear and a tank top on a beach towel, trying to sleep. She turned away from Ella to lie on her side. Maybe Ella was using the word rich in a way that she didn’t understand. It could be an insult. She kept her eyes closed and shook her head no, trying to end the conversation. Ella tapped her on the shoulder like she was little and waking her up after a nightmare.

“No, I mean she’s loaded.”

“Is this new slang?”

“No, Mom. You’re not fucking listening to me. You know how she’s always reading The Wall Street Journal—”

“Honey, she just plays around with it. She lives off of Papa’s pension. I’ve tried to give her money so many times—” Grace turned onto her back again and covered her eyes with her arm, willing herself to go back to sleep.

“Mom, look.” Ella put something cold on her belly. Grace opened her eyes and saw the blue screen of a laptop in front of her. She swallowed and felt her stomach drop. The number on the screen read $45,275,432.81. Grace closed her eyes and reopened them, wondering if she was seeing commas in the wrong places. It was possible she was dreaming.

“Ella, turn on the light,” she said. Grace put on her glasses.

“Nonna is freaking loaded, and she’s been hiding it from us. She’s a trader. I started doing the math and—”

“Can you reload the page, Ella?” Grace asked. Ella refreshed the page, but it was the same gargantuan number. Grace had never been great at personal finance. Bill had taken care of everything. She squinted again.

Grace looked around the room in confusion. Nothing in her childhood home had changed in the past sixty years. When something broke in this house, her parents repaired it until it gave out again. Their old stove had heated the house well into the 1990s, until she convinced her mother it was a carbon monoxide hazard for Ella. Graziella refused to accept payment for taking care of Ella during the day, so Grace had insisted on paying for things, like a new stove and central heating, when she started earning some money as a professor.

Graziella was the most frugal person she knew, keeping chickens until the town outlawed them and composting vegetable scraps before it was popular. Once Graziella had said to Grace as a child in the garden: If you don’t know how to grow and cook your own food, you can die. Do you want to die? Grace remembered shaking her head no, terrified that she would starve to death despite eating better than anyone else she knew. Even her lunch boxes were filled with three nutrient-dense courses while everyone else ate Wonder Bread.

“What are you… how did you find out about this? Did Nonna show you?”

“I’ve been helping her learn how to use the computer.”

“And?”

“And, well, I remember things.” It seemed like an odd way to describe a photographic memory. They all knew she had one.

“You broke into her account?”

“Not technically. I mean, she asked me to help her. I had a quick glance, and the number stuck. And I remembered the passwords.”

“Ella—” Grace chastised her, throwing her head back on the pillow.

“Nonna has been lying to you forever, and you’re upset with me? She probably wanted me to know. She’s too smart to make a mistake like that.”

“It’s her business, Ella!” Grace raised her voice.

“Can’t you admit that it was wrong for her to hide this? It will affect us!”

“Don’t bet on it,” her mother said back.

“It’s relevant. Isn’t it relevant?” Ella said. “She’s living a lie.”

“Knowing Nonna, she’s giving it all away.” Just like that, a cane knocked the door open. Grace gasped. The doctors had told Graziella she shouldn’t try to walk for a few weeks at least.

“You know this house’s walls are paper-thin. Like Kleenex.” Grace watched Ella steel herself and wondered how she had gotten stuck in the middle again while asleep in her bed.

“What’s the Italian word for liar?” Ella asked, her hands in tight fists.

“My money, my business,” Graziella responded.

Grace knew it was as much of an admission as they were going to get. Grace squeezed her eyes shut. This was just like her marriage all over again. She had been living with her eyes half-closed, missing the obvious for decades. What an idiot she was! Grace had once seen Graziella walking out of a car dealership with keys in her hands for multiple cars. They weren’t hers. Graziella had told her that she had helped a few people from the parish negotiate better deals. It seemed plausible. Graziella often helped Spanish-speaking families as a translator.

“People always pretend they have more money than they do, but you lied about being working class?” Ella asked.

“I could say the same about you,” Graziella spat.

“Are you really going there?”

“You’re the liar around here,” Graziella retorted. “If you’re not going to tell your mother, I will.” Ella’s face tightened, and Grace’s heart picked up. She pinched the bridge of her nose, bracing herself.

“She got her degree,” Graziella said, deadpan. “She lied to all of us.”

“How do you—” Ella began.

“Wait, you have your bachelor’s degree?” Grace felt a hit of relief and then despair. She fell back down on the bed. She reached beside her, as if looking for her husband’s hand to hold. She needed to tell Bill. For all his faults, if they were still married, he would tell her she was not to blame. He was always adamant that she was the best mother he knew, and he meant it. It might have been Bill’s only kindness, and for a moment, she could not breathe without it.

“He knew,” Ella said, putting her hand over her mouth.

“Of course he knew, Ella. He used to work for my accountant,” Graziella said.

“Who knew?” Grace asked, trying to follow.

“Michael fucking Graziano. He knew about your money and didn’t tell me. And I told him about my degree. Nonna, you have spies everywhere, huh? I should have known you were setting us up just so you could tighten your grip on me.” Ella slammed two doors, and Grace knew better than to follow her. She sat up again.

“Why didn’t you tell me about her degree?” Grace asked her mother.

“I found out tonight, Gracie.”

“Jesus Christ, what’s with you two?” Grace asked, looking up at the ceiling. “And the money… You know I don’t care about the money because I want it. I care because you thought you needed to hide it from me. Just like your medical history.”

“She’s a disaster,” Graziella said, deflecting as usual.

“Ma,” Grace replied. “As far as liars go, you are the original.”

“She broke into my computer.”

“She has a photographic memory. Let’s not pretend you didn’t mean for this to happen. And unlike me, she’s not an idiot. She picks up on stuff. Neither of you are better than Bill. You all are master manipulators. Your machinations are beyond what I could have ever imagined.” Her voice was climbing higher. “And what did you get out of it? What was gained? Niente!” Grace got quiet for a moment. “You know, Papa would be so disappointed in you,” she said, softer. Grace had never used her father’s name against her mother before. Graziella’s back bent as if she couldn’t carry the weight of it.

“Yes, he would be, Piccola.” Graziella turned slowly. Grace knew the right thing would have been to help Graziella back to bed, but she couldn’t find the resolve. Her arms felt like they were as heavy as cement blocks. She watched as her mother hobbled out of the room.

Grace couldn’t understand why the two put in so much effort to maintain this perception—Graziella as a pension-dependent widow and Ella as a righteous college dropout—when both of their accomplishments were tremendous. It did not make sense to her. Academia had required that she be transparent about her strengths and successes, and she couldn’t understand why anyone would strain to hide them.

She lay awake furious, trying to calculate what it all meant. Despite the physical proximity to Ella and Graziella—or maybe because of it—she had never felt further from them. At 4:00 a.m. she sent an email asking her old mentor to take her on as a patient. There was no one else she trusted with her brokenness. She had been blind to it all.

She pulled herself out of bed and walked into the kitchen. She needed coffee for what she was about to do.

“I’d like you to sit down,” Grace said to her mother when she entered the kitchen.

Graziella took a seat, and Grace passed her a glass of warm water and a cup of coffee before wrapping her hands around her own.

“Explain to me, Ma, what’s going on here. Why are you making all this money? What the hell are you doing?” Graziella opened her mouth, but Grace kept talking, shaking her head. “I want you to tell me and Ella together when she’s up for it. You haven’t prepared us for this, and there’s no excuse. Zero.” Graziella nodded in tacit agreement.

Grace was done parenting her mother. She wondered if she had failed Ella in part because she had been too busy adapting and adjusting to her mother’s feelings. Maybe that’s how all families worked, or at least Italian-American families. Every daughter she knew felt some level of responsibility for their mother’s happiness, even after their death. She wondered what Ella felt responsible for and if it had been the thing that broke her. In practice, Ella had two mothers, and that doubled both the love and the burden.

“About Ella,” Grace said.

“I know you’re hurt, Grace,” Graziella said, her tone shifting. Grace felt fragile, wiping away a tear. “Try to let go of this lie about her degree. I shouldn’t have mentioned it. It’s in the past. She’s just getting her feet under her.”

“No tough love?” Grace asked.

“Life is tough enough,” Graziella replied. A look of exhaustion crossed Graziella’s face.

“But you’ve been telling me for years that I need to be harsher.”

“My mother was not harsh.”

“And?”

“And you are not harsh. Don’t try to be. She’ll know you’re faking it.” Graziella shrugged and threw out a hand. “She knows what’s right, she just doesn’t trust herself enough to do it yet. She’ll learn in her own way. She already is.”

“Is that why you wanted her to try modeling?”

Graziella nodded and grabbed Grace’s hands. Once Grace started crying, she let the flood leave her. She couldn’t hold it anymore.

“I’m sorry, Piccola,” her mother said, over and over again. “You’re the only one of us with any grace.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT Ella

Ella found herself at Mike Graziano’s door as the sun rose behind her, warming the back of her neck in the cold air. That morning, she had woken up to the sound of her mother sobbing at the kitchen table. She put on sneakers, shoved a bunch of snacks and emergency diabetes supplies in a fanny pack, and ran out the back door, past the old cat waiting for breakfast, before they could speak to her. The cat could wait.

She had no goal, no plan. She had eaten a protein bar and run in circles around the neighborhood until she couldn’t avoid it any longer. Now Ella knocked on the door as hard as she could. Mike opened it and stumbled toward her, bleary-eyed. He pulled her into a hug, kissed her hair, and whispered in her ear.

“I missed you too. I have an hour if you—” he said. Ella breathed him in. When she pulled back, he really looked at her. “Have you been running?” She knew her cheeks must be red as apples.

“Yes,” she said. He pulled her into the apartment and shut the door behind him.

“Is your nonna okay?”

“She’s alive,” Ella said, shaking her head. Mike began making her a cappuccino.

“What do you call someone who is worth about $45 million, give or take?”

He looked back at her, guilt written all over his face.

“You knew. And what’s worse, you knew she hadn’t told me,” she said. He turned around and leaned against the kitchen counter.

“I thought you knew, you and your mom, until that day at the hospital. Mrs. V never said, and I just assumed… Look, I don’t like being put in the position where I’m either lying to you or breaking the law.” He pushed his hair back from his forehead, looking stressed. She didn’t respond, but her chin quivered.

“Does the whole town know?” He turned around and started grinding the espresso. His nonanswer was more of an answer than anything he could say. The silence hung in the air until he slid the cappuccino in front of her, looking overwhelmed. “Mike!” she yelled.

“They don’t know the scale of it. Just that she’s prodigious.”

“Prodigious?” Ella’s temper soared. “What are we, in a fucking Catholic education class? How much money do they think she has?”

“I heard she bought a dozen families cars last year alone. She went to the dealership and bought the safest cars they had and handed them the keys.” He shrugged. “I kinda thought that’s why you weren’t around much. She’s such a big presence, and I thought you wanted to be outside of her neighborhood to feel normal.” Her neighborhood. Her grandmother seemed to control everyone within town limits, directing people’s lives as if they were her own. Ella was just starting to see the connections and didn’t know where they stopped.

“Mike, that’s not even the worst of it!” Ella yelled, standing up. She was so livid that she struggled to spit out the words, wishing she could speak Italian. Something in her stomach clenched and wouldn’t let go. Mike must have felt it, the way her mother and grandmother also sensed when her blood sugar was off.

He reached into a cabinet and dropped a bag of almonds in front of her on the table. Then, he sat down on another chair and tried to gather her onto his lap. She pulled away, standing over him as she munched on the almonds. Her continuous glucose monitor went off, and Mike walked to the refrigerator and poured her half a cup of orange juice. She hated that she couldn’t even be angry at him without interruption. Ella threw back a few gulps and started speaking again.

“Did you tell her about my degree? She knows!” Mike looked terrified.

“No, Ella. No. I would never…”

“You would never what?” Ella asked.

“I would never tell your grandmother about MIT. I was so pissed at her about hiding the money from you, I haven’t been to her house since she got back from the hospital. Neither has Tina.” Ella looked around. “I didn’t have anything to do with this.”

“Let’s be real, you knew she had money before you ever looked at her tax return. Everyone did.”

“But I thought you knew about it. And when I realized you didn’t, I couldn’t tell you because there are confidentiality laws for accountants. Your grandmother knew that too. Look, your family can be… intense—” She pulled her neck back as if he had spat on her face.

“Don’t talk shit about my family.” Even though she was livid at Graziella, Mike knew the golden rule of families like theirs: She was the only one allowed to insult them. A look of fear flashed across his face. Ella didn’t know what was real anymore. There had been too many lies. “Are you interested in me for her money?”

Mike shook his head and stared up at the ceiling. “Really, Ella?”

“Mikey, I’m sorry,” she said. Mike’s family had never had money, or not in the way many people in this town had money. In another community, they would have been well off enough. But not here, where they were surrounded by investment bankers and hedge fund owners. Mike could have been an investment banker, but he chose to do something else for himself, for his family, for Tina. “I didn’t mean… You’re so great. I just forgot for a moment—not that you’re great. I could never forget how great you are. I forgot that you could like me for me, because I felt like you didn’t for a decade. The money part made sense for a second—” She stepped toward him.

“You should leave,” he said quietly. She wished he would yell at her. It would be so much better if he yelled at her.

“Are you—”

“Ella, that’s enough.” He opened the door and then looked up at the ceiling again, weighing something. “Is your blood sugar okay?” She pinched her eyes in embarrassment and looked at her phone. Ella nodded and walked into the cold air.

He closed the door behind her and locked it. It took her five minutes to run home. Grace was in her cold-water swimming gear in the kitchen, looking like she was on the way out, and Graziella was sitting at the table. Ella shut the door behind her and leaned against it, panting.

“You,” she pointed at Graziella. She blamed her nonna for all of this. For losing Mike, on top of everything else. “Everybody knows. Mom, everybody knows about the money. Mike couldn’t tell me because he worked for Nonna’s accountant, but when I pushed him, he told me everyone in town knows she pays for everything. We’re the only ones who didn’t know.” If there was anything Ella hated, it was someone making her look like an idiot.

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I didn’t tell a soul,” Graziella said.

“You didn’t have to,” Ella retorted. “You give away so much money that everyone knows. She bought a dozen cars for local families last year.” Ella watched Grace’s head swerve toward her mother.

“How many decades have you been doing this?”

“Since your father died,” Graziella said. Ella looked at her mother. “I invested some of the life insurance payout,” Graziella said, tapping the table with her fingers. She took a few breaths, collecting herself. Ella had never seen her this still.

“You have to understand,” Graziella said, “there was a hole in me, in this house, when your grandfather died. I needed to fill it. And there’s no amount of money big enough to fill that hole. It’s not about the money. But the more good it did, the more it felt like his death served some purpose. So I kept doing it.”

“Everybody who is married either dies or loses a spouse. You’re not exceptional,” Ella said. The acidic words hurt as she said them.

“No, I’m not. But your grandfather was. Helping people in his honor was a relief. If I could do it, why not do it?” She shrugged. Ella kept her mouth shut, but she felt tears gathering in her eyes. Grace was crying too. Still, Graziella had cost her Mike.

“Thou shall not bear false witness!” Ella yelled.

“If you ran away from your father’s wealth, how would you have felt about mine?”

Most of her friends growing up had wealthy parents, but their grandparents had been wealthy too. Ella had always assumed her discomfort with wealth and her life choices had been born of straddling both worlds—and preferring Graziella’s humble one. She looked at the wealthy Wall Street trader in front of her.

No one in the neighborhood had told Grace and Ella because no one would dare to cross her. She could imagine Graziella’s words: The condition is you cannot tell anyone, and there will be no fuss. You cannot make a fuss about this with me or with my daughter or my granddaughter. Ella braced herself as rage clanged in her chest.

“I’m sorry your husband died, Nonna. I’m sorry you got knocked up as a nun. I’m sorry you didn’t get to have a career and raise a dozen babies. But you owe me an apology. You just cost me Mike Graziano, and Mike is Mike. You lost me my Mike.” Graziella opened her mouth to say something, but Ella wouldn’t let her speak. “No, Nonna! You wanted this. You hate change, so you wanted me to stay in the neighborhood. You brought him into my life again, and then you made me doubt everything, including him, because I have no idea what’s true anymore. You play games with my life—with everyone’s lives—because you think you know better. Because you are holier than thou.” Ella straightened her spine and balled her fists. Graziella didn’t say anything, and Grace winced. “Mom, if you’re going to the harbor, can I come with you?” Ella couldn’t be near Graziella. Her mom nodded.

“Ma, do you need anything?” Grace asked.

“No, I’m fine. Thank you,” Graziella replied, and it was the most polite Ella had ever heard her.

Ella hesitated for a moment. It was the first time Graziella would be on her own since her fall. But Ella knew she would be all right. She never really needed them.



In the car on the way to the harbor, Ella was already second-guessing her choice to go cold dipping. The shock of the water would cause an adrenaline spike, which would release glucagon from her liver and send her blood sugar up. They drove down the avenue, and she saw Mike sprinting to make his train to work.

“Mom, pull over!” Ella yelled. Grace put on her blinker, and Ella jumped out of the car and began running toward the train station, trailing Mike by ten feet. The train had already pulled up to the track, and she knew he would make it. She yelled his name, but he didn’t hear her.

Mike stepped onto the train, and Ella heard the train doors beep. She sprinted, but the doors slammed shut in front of her. She made eye contact with him. He watched her through the glass blank-eyed, and Ella put her hands on her knees, panting. I’m sorry, she mouthed. She didn’t care who else saw her as long as Mike saw her. When the train pulled away, she threw her face into her hands.

“What happened?” Grace asked. Her mother had double-parked and followed her to the platform.

“I accused him of being with me for Nonna’s money.” Grace hugged her tight. Ella knew Grace understood why she had said it.

“Sweetheart, you’ve never seen yourself clearly. You’re brilliant and kind and funny. His mom told me after both of you graduated that Mike wanted to ask you to prom, but he chickened out because you never talked to him.” Ella’s whole world moved for the second time in one morning. She wiped away a tear.

“But he went to prom with the prom queen. He could have gone with anyone he wanted.” She could see him on the stage the student government had set up for the band. He had held her eye from the stage, and she hadn’t smiled back.

“Ella, you have to smash that pedestal you’ve put him on. Nonna always put Papa on a pedestal, and then she had to tear him down every day so they could be on the same footing. Don’t do the same thing with Mike,” Grace said. She threw her arm around Ella, and they walked back to the car and drove to the harbor.

“I think I better sit this out, but I can watch you from the beach,” Ella said as she stepped out of the car.

“I had the same thought. Blood sugar?”

Ella nodded. Six months ago, she would have said fuck it and done it anyway. She didn’t have any interest in fighting against her body anymore. It didn’t help anyone. Ella sat on her beach towel, still bundled up in her wool coat. She wrapped another towel around her shoulders.

The tide was at its lowest, which meant that Grace had to walk through ankle-deep briny seaweed to submerge herself. Her blow-dried auburn hair was up in a bun, and she wore a Pucci bathing suit. When Grace finally plopped down so the water was up to her shoulders, Ella wanted to run in and save her.

“Hey, Ella,” she heard behind her. She looked up and saw Joyce Romano. Ella would have never admitted it, but Joyce intimidated her the way Graziella intimidated people, especially after being coached by her in basketball. Halfway through the season, Graziella had made Ella quit because she couldn’t stand to be cheering for the same team as Joyce’s mom. Worse than being associated with Al Capone, Graziella had said.

“Oh hi, Mrs. Romano.” Ella looked away in shame. She hoped Joyce wouldn’t bring up the car wash.

“Hey, Ella. I’m a little early today too. Didn’t feel like dipping with a crowd. Ella, can you let us know when nine minutes is up?”

“Sure,” Ella said, as Joyce made large strides through the water to Grace. Ella saw a look cross her mother’s face, but she couldn’t quite place it. She wondered if Grace still felt the need to carry Graziella’s resentment or if it died a quick death in the freezing water. Based on their ability to be in the same few yards of water, it seemed like the latter.

Ella took a deep breath and wrote out a text to Mike. She wrote and deleted every word. And then she decided to swing for the fences. Mike, I’m so sorry. It’s not true, and I didn’t mean it. I’m catching up to everything. I wasn’t fast enough today, but I’ll always run for you.





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE Graziella

Graziella stood up in the kitchen after Ella and Grace left and decided that she was healed. It was not a lie because she wouldn’t let it be a lie. Her head felt heavier than a bowling ball. Her hip made every movement difficult, and she had never felt weaker. But time would not make an exception for her.

People talked about Father Time, but Graziella believed time was a mother. It shooed everyone forward, insisting that they eat their meals and live their lives, even when the sky was falling. Whenever she felt grim about death, she reminded herself that life only gave birth again. Despite Ella’s perception that Graziella resisted change, she embraced it as her purpose. She was here to work with the change rather than surrender to it.

Even Graziella could admit, though, that Ella was closer to correct about her need to relinquish control over her daughter’s and granddaughter’s lives. Grace could better understand her because she had the same instinct to protect her progeny, to save Ella from unnecessary suffering. Although Graziella had many reasons for keeping her work and wealth private, the most important was the most obvious. She had not wanted to complicate their lives because of the gifts she gave others.

Moving her body one inch at a time, she got ready. The stitches were still in, but in a small act of mercy, the nurse who had shaved that part of her skull had left enough on top to cover the area. If she blow-dried her hair, the spot was barely detectable. As she got ready, she fed all the cats and dialed the phone.

“Gerald, I’ll need you to pick me up in two minutes. I’ll need help getting out the door.” It was the first time she had referred to him by his name, a gesture of civility in gratitude for his warning. She wrote a note for Grace and Ella: Gerald picked me up. At St. Joseph’s. More later.

There was a knock at the door and Graziella heard Gerald’s voice say, “Mrs. Valentini.” Adam hissed at the door. He had improved enough in a week to not mind the Valentini women and Eve, but he still didn’t like males of any species.

“Ignore Adam,” she said as the priest stepped tentatively inside.

“Who’s Adam?”

“Our latest delinquent. He’s over there with Eve.” She pointed at the cats crouching under a chair. “They’re not named after the biblical couple. She’s named after a dead psychiatrist. I have no idea where Adam came from. Look, grab the wheelchair and put it in the van. I may need it at some point today.”

Graziella hobbled down the ramp to the large van that the parish used to transport students to basketball games. Each step felt immense, and they were taking too much out of her. They turned a corner and made their way to St. Joseph’s, pulling up at the sanctuary.

She turned to Gerald. “I’d like to go pray until the meeting. Can you pick me up at 8:55?”

“Of course, Mrs. Valentini.” She had given up on walking for the day. He wheeled her into the sanctuary, and she dipped her finger in holy water and made the sign of the cross over her head and chest.

“But first,” he said. “The boys from your class and their parents chipped in to get you a gift. I’ll go grab it.” He ran off before she could object. You couldn’t fight everyone all the time. She clasped her hands over her cane in her lap and closed her eyes.

Soon, she heard his footsteps clanging against the marble. She opened her eyes and saw that he carried a narrow three-foot-long package wrapped in brown paper. There was no card attached. Sometimes, parents got her teacher’s gifts, but they were always small. She peeled back the tape and opened the package, feeling something cool and round inside that fit in her palm. Graziella pulled the gift out of the box. It was a mahogany cane with a brass lion’s head, and it felt like a sword. Rather than a glossy mane, it had the smooth head of a female. A lioness. There were words engraved in the wood, and she turned it over to read them: The lion, mightiest of beasts, retreats before nothing. Proverbs 30:30.

“Thank you,” she said, her eyes watering.

“I believe it was Teddy’s idea,” he said. She nodded. He was figuring things out without her help. Ella would too.

Graziella’s body felt stronger with the cane in her hands, even if she was losing the strength to walk with it. She rested the cane on her knees beside her old one, which she had gotten when her husband died. The doctors had blamed her needing one on her age and the polio, but she knew it was something deeper. It was the first time she had been at a loss about how to move forward. These things were not a mystery.

She looked at Gerald and understood he was not there to undermine her work, despite the assumption from higher-ups that he would do so at their command.

“Thank you, Gerald, for the note about the meeting.” He nodded and turned away, looking emotional. “I still need those passwords,” Graziella added.

“Let me take that off your plate. I can monitor the accounts,” Gerald said. “I know what to look for. You can trust me to be vigilant.” For the first time, she trusted the man walking away from her.

Over the next two hours, Graziella meditated. She let herself drift somewhere else, imagining the upcoming conversation from different vantage points. She considered every move, the way she would hold each trade in her mind, garnering an arsenal of opportunities at her fingertips.

The cardinal was her most formidable enemy, far more so than her old nemesis Gia Romano. Dealing with Gia was tiresome, but the woman’s efforts were easy enough to overcome. It hadn’t taken Graziella’s full strength to throw them off.

The cardinal’s sins were deadly and would take a lioness’s will to conquer them. In earlier decades, the cardinal’s office had moved abusive priests from parish to parish as if playing chess, outrunning accusations while planting new horrors in new communities. Graziella had tried to get him removed for a decade, for all the abuse he was covering up, to no avail. When the truth eventually came out, he functioned like a capo dei capi, letting his sottocapo, or second-in-command, take the fall. He would never forgive her for her treachery, and she would never forgive him for his. She refused to have her food bank fund his political games.

“Mrs. Valentini. Are you ready?” Father Gerald had returned.

“Yes. Thank you, Gerald.” He wheeled her into one of the small classrooms, where children’s desks had been rearranged into a circle with five chairs and a space for her wheelchair. The bookkeeper, Peggy, and the administrator, Martha, were already sitting in their chairs. Graziella shot Peggy a look of disdain as Father Gerald wheeled her to her place and put her old cane in the closet for safekeeping. When the cardinal entered the room, his face registered shock. Graziella reminded herself that dogma was the cardinal’s weapon. She would fight it with truth, as her abbess would have told her to do.

“Graziella, we didn’t expect you,” he said. Everyone stood up except for Graziella, and after a moment he leaned over and squeezed her hands in acknowledgment. There was a false warmth to his face that she matched with her own cold fury.

“You didn’t expect me to come to a meeting about my own will?”

He looked at Gerald with raised eyebrows and then down at her cane.

“Is this new?”

“It was a gift from my students in the Catholic education class. Not many would describe middle school boys as thoughtful, but I’ve always found them to be.” She gave him a piercing stare that held the full weight of her moral assessment of him.

“Lovely, Graziella. This is Martin Kirkpatrick, our director of financial investments for the Archdiocese of New York,” the cardinal said. Most people didn’t know that the Catholic Church ran its own investments, like a university with an endowment or a Fortune 1000 company. The Catholic Church was also the largest private property owner on the planet. The sum of its resources was greater than a midsize country’s.

“Did you take the train?” Graziella asked. She knew they had come in a private car. The cardinal was always chauffeured around in armored vehicles.

“We drove, thank you,” the cardinal said.

“May I get you a cup of coffee or tea, Your Eminence?” Father Gerald asked.

“No, no, thank you. This will be quick,” he said. They all took their seats.

“We’re here with regards to your will.”

“Yes, you are.”

“We are grateful for your generosity toward this parish. It is admirable how you have served it all your life and will continue to when you meet Our Heavenly Father, which I hope is a very long time from now. As you know, the stipulated 17.6 percent of your bequeathed assets will go to the Parish Share Fund managed by our office, which has ultimate authority over the budget for the food kitchen. And then there’s the additional 10 percent for the School Subsidy.” It was a clever way of saying the cardinal stood to get a cut of more than $12 million to use where and how he wanted. What he wasn’t saying was that after her passing, he could shut down the food kitchen and take all of it for himself.

“I have had one mission here, Your Eminence. I feed multitudes,” Graziella said, referencing the only miracle to occur in all four of the Bible’s Gospels. Jesus had multiplied a basket of loaves and fishes to feed thousands with extraordinary grace, repeatedly. She replicated them not with extraordinary grace but with ordinary human hands. “I’d like all of those funds to go toward the food kitchen in perpetuity. When Father Tomas was here, we established a plan to separate the food kitchen from St. Joseph’s, so that the money that would go to your office can go directly to feeding families instead. I’ll establish it as a nonprofit that pays rent to the archdiocese, which would also provide you and St. Joseph’s with extra income.” The cardinal looked at her with his head askew. The rent would pay them pennies by comparison.

“We have the right to refuse this kind of separation, and we see no reason to break ties with an initiative that has done so much good,” Martin said. His law degree was showing. She had read up on him online. Graziella didn’t bring a lawyer because she didn’t need one.

“This is simply a change of administrative status, so that the food kitchen can do God’s work in the world,” Graziella said, placing her cane to the floor so that the lioness faced Martin head on. “You don’t mind when there’s not money on the table.” She pulled out a sheet of paper from her purse with dozens of names of schools and other adjacent services that had spun off from their local parish churches but maintained spiritual affiliations, even remained tenants. She had printed it out on the machine Ella had set up for her last week. Martin looked through the list, poker-faced, and the cardinal finally spoke.

“We will continue to operate a food kitchen here, even if you choose to leave us, Graziella. We cannot leave our people in the lurch.” Greed often masked itself as generosity.

“In our darkest hour, Your Eminence, you abandoned the children of this parish. You close Catholic schools while you renovate your palace. You drive armored vehicles while children are shot dead around this country without so much more than a prayer. You take food off families’ plates to fatten your investments.” Peggy gasped in shock. “I will continue to attend this church and serve as a religious education teacher. I will run the food kitchen. I will take my sacraments here, but I will take the resources I will be leaving behind elsewhere.” She got up out of the wheelchair and walked out of the classroom with her cane, suffering with every step.

This was not a victory. It was a dissolution. Graziella had been married to this church for longer than she had been married to Frank, and she felt the loss like thunder quaking in her very bones.






CHAPTER THIRTY Grace

At the harbor that same morning, Joyce had grabbed Grace’s arm in the water out of terror. Oh my God. It’s two walruses! she had said, pointing with her other hand. Grace had laughed. They were harbor seals, unusual this close to the city. Joyce had not let go of her arm, and Grace hadn’t wanted her to as they watched the animals glide in another direction.

After the cold dip, she wrapped a towel around herself and slipped off the bathing suit, then pulled on a bra, underwear, and a terry sweatsuit on top. Ella was sitting in the front seat and waved as Joyce accelerated out of the parking lot way too fast in a black Corvette. Grace wouldn’t have been surprised to see a skid mark in her wake. When Grace got into the driver’s seat, Ella said, “She scares me a bit.”

“She scares me too,” said Grace. She looked at Ella and felt guilty. She knew that children grew up in the space between the truth they felt and the lies they were told, which wreaked havoc on their ability to trust themselves. No wonder Ella had been confused. She had been watching Grace and Bill act out the lie of a happy couple and Graziella live a secret life under their noses. Grace put on her favorite New York Philharmonic recording of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, skipping past “Spring.” That composition would only ever remind her of walking down the aisle on her wedding day. Then she looked at Ella again, stomaching her failures.

“I have to pop by the house to check on the progress. Do you wanna come with me?”

“Sure. I have to go to the food kitchen later, but I have time,” Ella said. They drove through the village, then over the highway past one of the many world-renowned country clubs nearby.

Every year, when the PGA Tour came to town, friends parked in Grace’s driveway and walked to the fairway that Ella had sledded down on snow days as a little girl. The longer Grace went without seeing her friends there, the more separate she felt, as though she had never truly belonged. Bill had probably cheated on her with a few of them, anyway.

Grace pulled into the semicircle driveway with the dumpster and led Ella into the now-remodeled kitchen. She drove to the house every other day to water her plants in the greenhouse and check out the progress, so nothing was a surprise. Thanks to her insistence on pattern and rich hues, the space was on the verge of a colorful comeback.

There were terra-cotta tiles on the kitchen floor, new cabinets, top-of-the-line appliances, and dramatic granite countertops. She had a poster board with the fabrics she had picked out for curtains, chair cushions, and some throw pillows for the living room. She was considering reupholstering her favorite chaise in a Pucci pattern, but it felt like such a bold choice she couldn’t say it out loud yet.

“Wow! It’s the same but more you!”

“I guess that’s what I’m going for,” Grace replied.

“Do you still think you’re going to sell?”

“I don’t know.” She had been going back and forth about it. “Your father’s been pushing for things to move quickly, and that might give me some leverage to keep it for a bit.”

She hadn’t thought about it until now, but there may be an unexpected benefit to Graziella hiding the money. It simplified the divorce. Bill had always had an appetite for the finer things, including the antique Porsche that lived in the garage. The prospect of an inheritance might have swayed him to stay married or press for more money through his lawyers. All of a sudden, she wanted to speed things up, if only to soothe her fear that he might find out somehow. Like Grace, he should have seen the truth of Graziella’s generosity, but he was so selfish it would have been impossible for him to imagine someone giving away all that money. People in Bill’s circle were frequently generous, but usually for tax reasons and always for clout.

“Would it be okay with you if I let him fast-track the divorce?” Grace asked as Ella meandered past the wide French doors that spanned the walls of the open dining and living room. Ella plopped down on the couch, which was covered in a big sheet.

“Of course,” Ella said. She seemed completely at ease about the divorce. Maybe she had already reckoned with it.

“I’m sorry, Ella. I think you knew way before I did that our marriage was over. You were seeing one thing, and I was acting like something else was happening. That’s not healthy.”

Ella looked away from her mom. “He was just never here.” Grace considered keeping quiet, but she wanted to offer Ella something true. She took a deep breath.

“It wasn’t just here. When I tried to go to Bermuda a lot—twice a month for a while—he was always working. It’s a lovely place, but he wasn’t there either.” She shook her head, thinking of herself alone on the beach with her book. “I don’t know how he already found someone else, but I don’t think it’s because he’s had a radical awakening.”

Ella nodded, thinking. “I sometimes wonder…” She trailed off.

“You can say it,” Grace said.

“I sometimes wonder if I dated deadbeat guys because that’s what I was used to.”

Grace’s stomach clenched and she felt like she was going to throw up. There was truth to it. She nodded.

“And then I sabotaged this thing with Mike.”

“You’ll fix it,” Grace said.

“I texted him, but he hasn’t responded. Honestly, I feel like I’m more like Dad than like you. I just want to run from everything.”

“You’re not running anymore,” Grace said, walking over to Ella on the couch. “And the lead pig proved that you can do a world of good wherever you are, whatever you’re doing.”

“But I never felt more like a failure than when I found it. The whole thing reminded me of what I wasn’t doing in a lab. It would be like if you set up an advice stand like Lucy in Peanuts instead of actually becoming a psychologist, and everyone lauded you for it. It was bizarre.”

Grace wanted to bring up the possibility of graduate school now that the secret was out that Ella had indeed graduated, but her instincts told her not to strain this newfound trust between them. She had always tried to help Ella see her own mind and heart clearly, but Grace needed to focus on doing that for herself first.

“And Mom, there’s one other thing. Are you seeing anyone?” Ella asked. Grace’s mouth dropped. She thought of Joyce, which didn’t make sense. “Not dating, I mean a therapist.”

“Yes, I’m starting to see my old psychologist again. I’ve been a little low. A little hot.” Ella nodded, clearly relieved.

“I’m sorry,” Ella said.

“Me too, honey. For everything,” Grace replied. She looked at her phone buzzing in her lap. “Your dad is on video call. I don’t know why he always wants to video.”

“Probably still likes to look at your beautiful face,” Ella said.

“Okay if I pick up? I can tell him to push the divorce along.”

“Why not. Let’s get this sfaccimma outta here,” Ella said with a glint in her eye.

“Hey, Bill, I have Ella here. We’re checking out the progress of the house.”

“Elly belly!” he said with a little too much enthusiasm. “How’s our little hero?” It was patronizing at best. He still spoke to Ella like she was in nursery school.

“I’m having a weird morning, and you just made it weirder,” Ella responded, pulling her lips into a straight line. “OnlyFans is going great though.” She offered a fake smile. His face dropped for a second and then Grace saw him switch gears.

“Have you gotten to look over those docs, Grace?”

“My lawyer is reviewing them, but all in all, I like the idea of speeding things up. We’ll get back to you this week.” Knowing every facet of Bill’s personality made it easy to plot her next move. Joyce had given her that gift, no matter how brutal the delivery. She now had leverage to ask for the house as part of the deal. Even if she were going to sell, she would still love for it to be hers for a little while longer—just hers.

“Great,” he said. Grace saw someone moving in the background and prepared herself. There was one more thing Ella needed to know.

“Is that your fiancée? We’d love to meet her, wouldn’t we, Ella?” Ella rolled her eyes outside of the camera’s frame.

“They’d like to meet you,” Bill said to the woman behind him. The screened-in patio he was on looked charming. There was wicker furniture with plush cushions awash in floral prints. The ceiling was painted light green with wooden fans, and you could see the blue sea in the background.

The woman moved around the couch and sat down next to him. She had a blond bob that hit her shoulders and a bright pop of red lipstick on. Grace knew, thanks to some late-night sleuthing online, that she was eighty-seven years old.

“Grace and Ella, lovely to meet you. I’m Patricia,” she said in an English accent. Ella let out an audible gasp.

“How are you?” Grace asked.

“We’re good. It’s beautiful here, and we’d love you to come visit, Ella,” Patricia said. “There’s a guesthouse, so you can have some privacy.”

“I’m not into international tax havens, but thank you,” Ella replied, echoing Graziella’s sentiments.

“I’m more interested in the sunshine than the tax rate. A little less dreary than where I come from,” Patricia said in response. Grace couldn’t imagine living in a place that was sunny every day, and she knew Ella felt the same way. She was too much of a New Yorker.

“Well, we’re going to go,” Ella said. “I have to help my grandmother.”

“I hope she’s recovering well,” Patricia replied.

“She’s a pain in the ass, as usual,” Ella added and hung up.

“Did you know?” Ella asked, throwing her hands over her mouth.

“I thought you should see for yourself, Ella.”

“That he left you for a really rich, really old lady?” Grace nodded. “Mom, how old is she?”

“Late eighties. That could be why he feels like there’s a big rush to get remarried,” Grace said with her eyebrows raised, then sighed. “I guess me going through menopause was too much for him. He picked someone on the other side of it.”

“No way,” Ella said. “That’s not it.”

“Well, love is love,” Grace said.

“I think you mean money is money, Mom.” They began giggling, and Grace couldn’t stop. It was all too absurd. Soon, her hands were on her knees and tears were piling in the corners of her eyes. She hadn’t laughed this loud since Seinfeld aired for the first time.

“That’s the last secret. I promise,” Grace said, squeezing her daughter into a big hug. As her daughter’s tears of laughter fell on her shirt, Grace knew they would be okay. They had always been okay without Bill. Together with Graziella, they had all they needed.





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE Ella

Ella’s continuous glucose monitor beeped as Grace drove them up to the house on Pearl Street. Ella was snacking on almonds. She still hadn’t heard back from Mike hours after texting him, and she needed to eat a real meal. The combination made her feel like she might keel over and die on the old linoleum floor.

When she and Grace walked in the back door, they saw Graziella sitting at the table with a homemade frittata, toast, fresh coffee, and some orange juice for their breakfast. It was her grandmother’s version of a détente. Ella guessed that there was another war afoot as she threw back a shot of orange juice. Graziella couldn’t fight on two fronts at once. Otherwise, she probably would have let the tensions at home linger a little longer, just like she had after Christmas Eve. Either way, it must have been painful for Graziella to make the frittata, her act of kindness.

“Ma, I’m going to take a shower,” Grace said over her shoulder.

“It can wait,” Graziella said with a firmness that pulled Grace back. The three of them sat down, and Ella steeled her eyes while Grace looked away from Graziella. Ella had never heard Graziella apologize using words, only food. Her inability to say I’m sorry would be unacceptable for even a kindergartener, but it would never change.

“Nonna, you shouldn’t be standing to cook anymore,” Ella said.

“Gerald made it. I told him what to do. You need to eat.” Ella reluctantly cut a piece of frittata and bit into it like it was a slice of pizza. It was the perfect combination of egg, zucchini, and smoked ricotta.

“I’m in a tiff with the cardinal,” Graziella admitted.

“Why are you always getting into fights?” Ella asked.

“In this case, it was inevitable.”

“I think you like the conflict,” Ella replied. Graziella let out a sharp smack of air and hit the laminate flooring with her cane.

“In Nonna’s defense, he’s more of a politician than a priest. Your grandmother has genuine… qualms with him. I certainly do,” Grace said, taking a sip of her coffee.

“Ella, his office transferred a priest here with a track record of abuse. You know this. Everybody knows. We told you in high school. That’s why your mother left the church, among other things,” Graziella said. “When I pushed for the cardinal’s dismissal, he wrote me a letter of apology and said he regretted that the cover-up happened under his nose. An apology is nowhere near enough. And now he wants my money, and I won’t let him have it.”

“Oh,” Ella said, taking a bite. She had been so focused on her grandmother’s faults that she had temporarily forgotten the cardinal’s. None of this was news to her, except for the money. That part was new.

“The archdiocese has $10 billion in investments. No child in New York should go hungry with that amount of wealth, but they do. You get mad at the government.” Graziella pointed at Ella. “I get mad at the cardinal,” Graziella said.

Ella couldn’t reply, trying to imagine that amount of money.

“We’re listening,” Grace said.

“I set up a trust to give everything in my trading account to the food kitchen, but the food kitchen is part of St. Joseph’s. If I donate it to the church, there are two kinds of tax on it: the Parish Share Fund and the School Subsidy. The cardinal controls both. Father Tomas approved a separation between the church and food kitchen so all of the money could go toward food, and there’d be no way the cardinal could shut it down and absorb the endowment when I die. But there was a snitch in the parish. That’s why they kicked him out and brought in Father Gerald.” Graziella took a deep breath.

“And?” Grace asked.

“You told me no secrets, so I’m telling you. The cardinal intends to take the money after I’m dead and put it elsewhere. We’re going rogue. Ella, I need you to keep working at the food kitchen for now, but we also need to register a new nonprofit and find a different place to set up a new food kitchen somewhere in town. I’d like the paperwork done this week, so I can make the change in my will. I’ll pay you $25 an hour, and we’ll go from there.”

“I can help through the end of the summer,” Ella said, wanting to be accommodating. “That should be enough time to hire a director for the new food kitchen and get operations off the ground.”

“Thank you, Ella. And as to the rest of it, there’s another $5 million in the bank.” Graziella looked at Grace. “That will go to you in a separate trust, Grace, so no man can ever put his hands on it. Investing-wise, I’m on a run.”

She took a deep breath, as if weighing whether to say more. “I have some stipulations. One, I don’t want anything named for me. Niente. Ever! Only schmucks name buildings after themselves. You can name things after my parents and Papa if you must. Two, if you give the money away or do good things—which I know you both will—they need to be done here, in the neighborhood. Three, no one finds out about how I made the money. No one. I want to be remembered for the little things—for bringing someone soup, not betting the house on Wall Street like some buffoon. And four, no foundations.”

“Why no foundations?” Ella asked.

“Because wealthy people run foundations only in their own image. They stare at themselves in the water like Narcissus until they drown to death in the world’s praise.”

“That’s a little harsh, Ma,” Grace said. Ella knew Columbia’s president often sent Grace with the university’s development officers to court donors. She once overheard a colleague saying Grace had the highest track record of securing donations, even though she was far from the most prestigious faculty member at the university.

“I’m almost dead. I don’t have time to be wishy-washy,” Graziella said. Ella felt the air leave her lungs. It was too distressing to think about Graziella and Grace not being on this planet, let alone what the responsibility would mean for her. She felt the same urge to run out of the house that she had felt on Christmas Eve. Instead, she cut another piece of frittata and chewed. Grace stood up to pour herself and Ella fresh cups of coffee.

“What if we get it wrong?” Ella asked. She wasn’t just talking about setting up the nonprofit. She meant all of it. Ella braced herself for the yell, but Graziella closed her eyes as if she were meditating on the thought. She leaned back in her chair, and Ella noticed a new cane with a lion’s head on her lap.

“You will not fail at this.”

“But there are thousands of ways to get it wrong,” Ella said. Her probability of success was low. She couldn’t even keep a job and pay rent.

“If you think you’re bad, you won’t help anyone, because you’ll be too busy focusing on yourself. A miracle is not perfection, Mostriciattola. It’s an act of good that outweighs the bad. Take the lead pig. We all know you didn’t want to be there. But you did more than your job that day.” Graziella paused again. “You didn’t get it wrong. I know you think you should have done more, but the fact is you did more than enough.” Ella felt tears rising.

Grace nodded in agreement. She kissed the top of Ella’s head before she passed her a mug of coffee. Then Grace left the kitchen to take a shower with her own mug, clearly still processing Graziella’s wishes.

“Just be sensible,” Graziella added. “And we’ll get Mikey’s help.”

“No, you won’t.”

“Yes, I will.”

“Nonna, I said something terrible—”

“I’ll fix it. Let me fix it,” Graziella replied.

“No, no. Stop,” Ella begged.

“He’ll want to help regardless. It’s his neighborhood and his parish too.”

“He’s pissed at you too.”

“This is a good example. You’re not being sensible. So what? He’s mad at us.” She shrugged. “He’s not a saint. Don’t treat him like he is. It’s belittling,” Graziella replied. Ella took a bite of toast and shook her head. Graziella had made up her mind, and Ella was desperate enough to let her try.






CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO Graziella

Graziella was ten years old again, and her father was building part of the stone wall in front of the house. Everything you build, you build for a millennium. Do you know what a millennium is, Mostriciattola? It’s from the Latin word mille. Graziella nodded and fiddled with her braids. What you build here in America, you build for a thousand years. But you do it our way. That’s how you lay stone here in the new Rome.

She woke up from her first nap in twenty-five years with her father’s thick accent still in her ears. She and Ella had spent the past two days making plans, and she had fallen asleep. It was already 5:00 p.m., and she needed to call Michael. Graziella had told Ella that she would fix it, and she would. She took a sip of water and laid on her side to take the pressure off her hip. Then she grabbed the landline phone next to her bed. He picked up on the third ring.

“Michael, it’s Graziella, the eldest.”

“Hi, Mrs. V,” Mike said, sounding serious.

“I need your help. There’s been a debacle with the cardinal—”

“You think the whole town doesn’t know you took on the cardinal yesterday? Dan told me.”

Graziella nodded. “Then I’ll spare you the details. I need your help. We’re setting up a new food kitchen as a formal nonprofit.”

“I’m not sure—”

“Is this about Ella?” Graziella asked. “That’s my fault, not hers. And you know it.”

“She accused me of being interested in her for your money.”

“All her life, she’s wanted to be a communist. It’s disorienting to her.”

“I don’t think she ever wanted to be a communist.”

“May every husband see his wife through rose-colored glasses.”

“She’s not my wife.”

“Not yet,” Graziella said. She had no problem making Mike feel uncomfortable. They didn’t have time to lose, and she was stating the obvious.

“Jesus, Mrs. V. You’re coming in hot on this. Could we tone it down please?”

“What was your first word, Michael?” He cleared his throat and didn’t say anything. “I’m waiting.”

“My first word was Ella,” he said.

“And what was your second?”

“Kitty cat.”

“You’re a credit to your mother,” Graziella said. “I’ll see you tomorrow at the church at 1:30.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” Mike said. “You can’t tell me what to do.” He might as well have said, I’m a grown-up.

Graziella took a sharp inhale of breath and hung up the phone.



The next day, Michael Graziano walked into the room where Graziella Valentini had taught his middle school Catholic education class more than a decade ago. He took off his Giants hat and clenched his jaw. The muscles in his cheeks flinched. She had never seen him look quite so steely off the football field. Ella was sitting across the room at a student’s desk, and her face had gone crimson. He gave her a nod but didn’t say anything as he sat down next to her. Mike’s knees hit the top of the desk.

Ella wore a pair of ripped, acid-washed jeans and a white V-neck sweater that made her look younger than she was. Curls fell around her face, and she glanced longingly toward Mike. He looked determinedly forward, so Ella opened her laptop and pulled out three large blue binders from a Trader Joe’s bag she had brought with her. Ella had worked all day and night on them in between cooking their meals. She had only left the house that week to get groceries and walk down the street to grab a bunch of office supplies.

“Why couldn’t we meet at the house, Nonna?” Ella asked, handing them each a binder.

“It’s a power move. She wants them to know she’s not running,” Mike said. Ella winced at the word running.

“I didn’t know we needed a wartime consigliere,” Ella said.

“I didn’t know you were a Coppola fan,” Mike said.

“I’m not,” Ella said.

Graziella shot Michael a look. There was nothing she hated more than the way people depicted Italians in popular culture. The Godfather had honed a thousand prejudices that Goodfellas and The Sopranos further polished. She remembered Ella being annoyed in ninth grade that they didn’t have a mafioso in the family. It was an obvious, misguided attempt for Ella to connect with her heritage, but the fact that her granddaughter would even consider the Mafia to be their heritage was disgraceful.

“Mike, can I have your email? I can give you access to all the documents in Google Drive. I outlined all the finances, including Nonna’s investments, the food kitchen’s prior expenses, and estimates of the number of families we serve. I also made a forecasting model of the increase in demand based on the economic climate—local unemployment rate, inflation for wholesale groceries, and the past rate of growth. I’m not sure how accurate it is, but it was fun to try,” Ella said.

Graziella didn’t think it sounded fun. She began looking through the documents in the large binder, each color-coded and in sections with tabs and references by year. Her granddaughter was finally sounding like herself again, even if it was far too technical for Graziella. She thought back to Ella in third grade with two braids hitting her shoulders, organizing her homework; in seventh grade, memorizing the first hundred digits of pi; in eleventh grade, with two different highlighters in her hand, tackling an AP Physics textbook.

“Do you plan to take outside donations?” Michael asked.

Ella nodded without looking up, taking out another folder. “Here are the forms we need to fill out for the articles of incorporation. Before we do that, we’ll need a name and some directors,” Ella said.

Graziella looked at Mike. He wasn’t trying to win over her granddaughter anymore. It was a good thing. He was Ella’s equal.

“We need to differentiate it from the other food kitchens around, so I printed out all their names, and I thought we could go from there,” Ella said, grabbing yet another green folder out of her purse and handing a piece of paper to Mike. “I’m assuming we would like the name to be connected to the mission somehow.”

“Jesus, Ella,” he said. “How many trees did you kill?”

“I’ve always been a recycled paper person, Michael,” she said, dropping his formal name like it was an insult.

“Ella, you and your mother will be the directors,” Graziella said, and saw a look of fear cross Ella’s face. A bit of fear could be helpful.

Gerald poked his head into the classroom.

“Mrs. Valentini, can I borrow you for a minute?” he asked.

“We’ll duck out,” Ella said. “That way Nonna can stay where she is.” Mike opened the door for Ella, and Graziella overheard her say to him, “Nonna is still learning to use the computer. That’s why all the paper. I know you’re pissed at me, but don’t be a dick.” Ella never seemed to understand that Graziella’s hearing was still exceptional.

“Father Gerald, how can I help you?” He sat down at one of the desks.

“May I call you Graziella?” he asked, clasping his hands together. She nodded.

“Graziella, they asked me to invite you to a spiritual mediation with a Catholic nonprofit that helps the church resolve disputes. It would be at the cardinal’s office.” Gerald emphasized the last two words.

“Do you have any experience with this kind of mediation?”

“I do,” he replied.

“Did you find it helpful?”

Gerald looked away and back at Graziella. “It was necessary from an administrative perspective, although the mediators are not neutral.”

Graziella tried not to scoff. “In the end, the archdiocese always wins.”

“May I ask you a question?” Father Gerald asked. She nodded, letting her right hand fall over the brass lioness that always stayed cool no matter how hot she got. She hadn’t used her old cane since the day she received her new one. “Why did you leave the abbey?”

“Did no one tell you?” Graziella said, her face breaking into a smile. “My late husband was the mailman. I was in charge of collecting the mail.”

“That sounds like a movie.”

“My life has been better than a movie.”

“The cardinal’s office at 10:30 a.m. on Tuesday,” he said. “I’ll be here, praying for you.”

“Thank you,” she said as he began to leave. “Oh, and Gerald,” she asked. “Is there anything I can do for you?” He shook his head. She refused to accept his refusal. “We have enough lasagnas to feed an army. I’ll have Michael drop some off—and I’ll make sure it’s one of the better ones. Nothing worse than bad lasagna.”



“Does this change anything?” Ella asked after they’d sat back down again.

“No, it doesn’t. Not at all, Mostriciattola,” she replied. Mike laughed and looked at Ella with genuine affection. He must have forgotten that was Ella’s nickname, the way Graziella always forgot he was fluent in Italian, given how rare it was for someone his age.

As they got back into Ella’s binders, Graziella felt a softening between the two young people. That had been the goal. It was easier to make cookies with butter that had been softened on the counter, just as it was easier to revive a relationship with a bit of warmth.

“Michael, when we’re done, I need you and Ella to bring Gerald three lasagnas.”

“We don’t have any extras. We gave them all away,” Ella said.

“I’ll give him a few of my backups in the chest freezer,” she said. Graziella always had at least a dozen frozen lasagnas ready to go. Gerald deserved all of them.





CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE Grace

Grace wiped sweat off her forehead as she sorted through three boxes labeled “Junk Drawers,” looking for a small brass key attached to a laminated label that read “Locker.” She sifted through a decade’s worth of stuff, putting things into small piles along the way: pens and permanent markers in one, rubber bands and paper clips in another, loose batteries in a third.

When Ella left for college, she had swept through the house like a tornado of despair, clearing drawers and spaces. Bill was already in Bermuda at that point. For the first time, she had been on her own in a house that was once bursting with Ella’s science projects and school friends.

She sighed and said out loud to no one in particular, “One thing at a time.” It had been her mantra when Ella was little, and she was spread as thin as a sheen of spilled milk. Her hand felt something soft and sticky, and pulled out some Silly Putty—with the small key to her locker at the country club attached to it.

Grace tucked her hair behind her ears, put the resignation papers in her purse, grabbed a cup of coffee and the key, and waved goodbye to the crew. Construction sounds raged in the background. She looked at the pile of even more Italian citizenship paperwork next to her in the Volvo’s passenger seat. Grace told herself that she would be trading a small, closed-minded country club for membership to the entire European Union. It helped her to see it as one big trade. Even so, a sense of dread overwhelmed her as she drove to the clubhouse.

“Grace Valentini,” she said when at the security gate. “I’m dropping something off for the general manager.” She pulled up to the Gilded Age–era mansion, not bothering to lock her car. Grace kept her head down as she walked through the reception area, which had a view of Long Island Sound over a sloping green lawn and the beach.

Grace heard laughter as she walked through a large sunroom to the manager’s office, stopping short when she realized it was a table of women she knew, playing mahjong. All of them had been stay-at-home moms. Grace had always imagined it was her career that led to the group feeling more like close acquaintances than friends. Lately though, she had sensed the differences ran deeper than that. Even though Grace looked the part, some aspects of her were wired differently. She waved without intending to stop, until one of their voices made her pause.

“Grace, how are you?” said Cindy, a tall woman in a patterned cocktail dress, with well-coiffed blond hair. She took a sip from a martini glass.

“Everything’s good. Doing some construction on the house. The kitchen needed an upgrade.” They would find out about Bill and the divorce soon enough, but she’d rather not be in the room when they did.

“Uh-huh,” a woman named Susie replied. “Do you want to join us? We’re missing one.”

“I have to run to my mother’s or I would,” Grace said.

Cindy looked at her with narrowed eyes and tilted her head. “Are you going to be in Bermuda this month? Larry and I are going in a few weeks. Maybe we can grab dinner with you and Bill?” Another woman gave Cindy a look. Grace could tell they already suspected something. They were trying to tease it out of her. She made a decision.

“Bill and I separated a little while ago. We’re leaving the club. Or, I’m leaving the club. It took me two whole hours to find the locker key this morning, with all the construction,” Grace said, smiling as if it were funny, even though it wasn’t funny. She held up the key.

“Oh gosh.”

“I’m sorry.”

“That’s terrible, Grace.” Cindy shook her head in horror. She felt the heat climbing up her neck, knowing that Cindy would reach out to Bill to meet up with him anyway.

“It was a shock,” she said before walking away. They would know what she meant soon enough.

Looking outside at the pool, which was covered for the winter, Grace found herself craving the harbor’s cold water. And thinking of Joyce. Even though the woman was brash and insensitive, Grace much preferred her candor to the country club crowd’s silent judgment.

At the harbor as a girl, Grace would swim under the buoys that marked the edge of the lifeguard-patrolled area with a few of her friends, fearless and salty. She knew that Graziella, who could not swim, would not be able to reach her if something went wrong. Her mother would watch her every move and pinch her in the back of the arm on the way to the car as punishment, promising that they would skip a day at the beach because she broke the rules again. They never did skip a day though. Looking back, Grace knew Graziella liked watching her break the rules, even if it scared her.

As she dropped the envelope at the general manager’s office, she considered that there was a time, before the triple constraints of marriage, motherhood, and career, when she had been a bit more like Ella. That’s why Bill had fallen for her—she was a challenge—or at least that’s what he had said to her. But over time, she had faded into her environment rather than kicking against it. And that hadn’t prevented them from ultimately kicking her out.

Grace walked down the steps of the large mansion, and a gust of wind pushed her forward. She tripped on the last step, catching herself on the concrete. Her hands were scraped and bleeding, and she felt like a child again. Shaken by her fall on the steps and her fall from this social circle, she stood up, gathered herself, and drove away.

As she walked along her grandfather’s stone path off Pearl Street, she told herself that she was standing on solid ground again. The country club membership, and even her marriage, had always been temporary and precarious, the way the top levels of Manhattan skyscrapers swayed in the wind.

Eve greeted her with a prance when she opened the door. Graziella was standing at the counter making meatballs, hands covered in a mix of beef, veal, pork, breadcrumbs, and raw eggs. Sauce was on the stove, and pasta dough for fettuccine sat in a heap on the kitchen table, ready to be rolled out and sliced by Graziella with a knife. The scene would have soothed her before Graziella’s fall, but not now.

“Ma! You need to sit down.”

“I’m supposed to practice standing.”

“Says who?”

“Says me,” Graziella replied. Graziella poured a few splashes of milk into the mixture to tenderize the meat.

“I can help you,” Grace said. She knew her mother must be suffering. “Please sit,” Grace said again.

“Wash your hands,” Graziella replied, nodding toward the sink as if Grace were five years old again. When Grace turned over her palms, Graziella saw the scrapes and dried blood.

“Piccola, what happened?”

“I turned in my resignation papers at the club, and I tripped on the way out.”

“That place always reminded me of a funeral home. Grace, you can’t touch raw meat with open wounds.” Graziella made a familiar sound of frustration and started rolling the mixture into balls. “You get the oil ready.”

Grace pulled out the olive oil and poured some into a cast-iron pan, bringing the temperature of the old gas stove up to medium. After a few minutes of silence, Graziella tested the oil with a drop of water to see if it was ready for the meatballs and slid them in one by one. Grace took the wooden spoon, but then Graziella ripped it out of her hands. Four minutes later, she turned each meatball over, and once they were browned on all sides, she dropped them into a big pot of sauce that had been simmering on the back burner. Grace watched Graziella stir the sauce with concern. The other meats, all browned in lard, were already simmering inside: beef ribs, sausages, and a pig’s foot sliced in half. Her mother only made Sunday sauce on Sundays or when things went sideways. It was not Sunday. Her mother shuffled over to the kitchen table, and Grace noticed the extra limp.

“Sit down, Ma. Please,” she said, desperate. Graziella dropped into her chair with a wince, and Grace grabbed the rolling pin. “What’s going on?”

“I’ve been summoned to the cardinal’s office,” Graziella said. “We need our strength.” Graziella rolled out the dough into a thin layer with ferocity. Grace went down to the cellar and grabbed the clothes rack. She set it up next to Graziella and wiped it down with a damp paper towel and then a dry one. “They want to do a spiritual mediation about the food kitchen next Tuesday,” Graziella said as she placed each perfect strand of fettuccine on the drying rack.

“Do you think it will help?”

“No. The meeting is a farce, but Grace, I’d like you to come with me.”

“Why do you want me there?” Grace asked. The scratches on her hands burned. She put the teakettle on so she could warm her hands against a mug of tea. Her mother continued to cut fettuccine.

“You’re a psychologist, and these men—and they’re all men.” Graziella looked up at Grace. “These men are crazy if they think they can take my money.” Grace nodded, feeling the warmth of her mother’s confidence in her.

If it were up to Grace, her mother would drop everything and rest. But that wasn’t possible for Graziella Valentini. Not now, not ever.






CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR Ella

Ella hummed an Andrea Bocelli song to herself while she walked down the avenue with the commercial realtor. Although she preferred to think of her new devotion to Grace’s favorite music as ironic, the Italian songs had become a kind of anthem for them all. Even Graziella tolerated them after a kind of prolonged exposure therapy.

Mike texted her: Good luck today. No kiss. She texted him back: I’ll let you know how it goes xo. Ella still hadn’t been able to break through to him. They only talked about the food kitchen or the lightest topics. When the Rangers lost their series against the Bruins, she sent him a selfie of herself frowning with the score of the game behind her on the TV at Norma’s. He liked it but didn’t respond. A like had never been so disappointing.

The shops were all open, and Ella gave everyone she knew a wave while walking in step with the realtor, Jessica, who was a couple years older than Ella. The two of them had developed a tentative rapport over the past few days, and Ella was trying to be professional and not too chatty. Her grandmother had rejected Grace’s realtor before the woman even opened her mouth. Smells too floral, Graziella had said. She’s hiding something. Grace had grimaced.

Jessica had almost no experience, but she was trying to get a foothold after working as a receptionist in a real estate office for five years. After a thirty-second assessment, Graziella decided to go all in. This would be her first deal, Ella, Graziella had said. It will be yours too. She didn’t know why Graziella put all of her faith in some people but not others. It wasn’t a strict science, but Ella hoped that if she paid attention, she might figure out a pattern.

The only detail she didn’t have clarity on from Graziella was the budget. When Ella asked, Graziella had said: Whatever it is, negotiate it down by 20 percent.

Ella took that as confirmation that her grandmother trusted her ability to find the best option at a reasonable price. She cared too much—not about Graziella’s opinion, but about the work—to fail.

When they walked into the first space, Ella wished she’d asked her mother to come along. She had a better eye for design and physical spaces. There were large windows allowing for ample light. But it was small. Probably too small. Ella asked about the voltage of the electrical outlets. She pulled out a tape measure to see if commercial appliances could make it through the doors before quizzing the realtor about move-in dates.

By the time they were done, Ella had three pages of notes and measurements, including details on the tiny bathroom in the back of the space, so she could give a rendering of the building’s layout to her grandmother along with a summary.

The next space was in much worse shape. Ella knocked on the walls, unsure why. They looked so flimsy that she wasn’t confident they would stay upright, let alone be insulated. The fact that it was more expensive than the first place was a death knell. Even though her instinct was to say next and move on, she took more notes.

The third option was a five-minute walk back toward Graziella’s house, a stand-alone building wedged between two large warehouses that used to be garment factories. It had served as an old wash-and-fold laundry service before coming onto the market unexpectedly after a death in the family. She peeked at it from the sidewalk and saw that it was the shape of a letter T, which reminded her of the cross. There wasn’t a parking garage, but there was street parking, and Ella bet she could get town hall to turn it into fifteen-minute-only spots, perfect for pickups.

Walking into the space, she could see it as though they’d already moved in. There was room to install a large metal shelving unit and an area for three desks. The back could accommodate industrial-sized refrigerators and freezers, as well as a delivery truck entrance. If they ever wanted to buy the building, which Jessica said the owner would consider, they could add a second floor for offices, expanding up instead of out.

There was room above the windows to hand-paint a sign on the old brick building. For a moment, she caught her own reflection in the dirty windows and barely recognized herself. She had borrowed a vintage Pucci shirt and pointy flats from her mom, wearing them with cropped jeans and a black leather belt from a thrift store. She held manila folders against her chest and had a pen tucked behind her ear.

“I’ll talk this over with my grandmother and give you a ring,” Ella said. “Thanks so much, Jessica.”

Ella began walking back to Graziella’s house, past Fazzio’s, and her phone rang. Mike was calling. She felt that familiar pang of longing, so much worse now that she couldn’t have him. She wanted to touch him through the phone.

“How did it go?” Mike asked.

“I think we found it,” she said. “It’s the old laundry two streets over from Nonna’s, between the warehouses.”

“Yeah, I know the one.”

“The building is in decent shape, and they’re open to a lease-to-buy situation.”

“I’ll call my dad,” he said. “He could do a walk-through with you.”

Mike Graziano Sr. was the best contractor in town according to Graziella. “If he doesn’t mind. I know he already works long hours,” Ella said. Then, taking a deep breath, “How are you?”

“Just taking a lunchtime walk,” Mike said. She heard cars beeping in the background.

“Thanks for helping us with this. I know you’re—” She felt herself treading toward an apology again. Ella could sense him tense up on the other side of the phone.

“Just wanted to check in about the space,” he said. “Look, I should run. Gotta grab lunch.” Ella winced.

“Okay,” she said. He hung up, and she walked back into the house and saw Graziella sitting on the couch with her laptop. Graziella never sat on the couch.

“Nonna, is your hip okay?”

“Basta,” she replied.

“Do you want a pillow behind your back?” The couch was as hard as cement, and Graziella didn’t have any throw pillows. She hated throw pillows. Ella went to grab a pillow from her bedroom and stuck it behind Graziella.

“Fuss could be your first name,” Graziella replied without thanks.

“But then I wouldn’t be your beloved namesake,” Ella said, with her hands framing her face. “I think we found a place. It’s the old laundry a few blocks away—the right size and it’s in decent shape. I think I should get Mike’s dad in there to check it out.” Graziella nodded and got a faraway look in her eyes. “Nonna?”

“We should try to buy it outright in a year or two.”

“I had the same thought, and they’re open to the idea. I already spoke to the realtor about paying a year’s rent up front; we could save about 20 percent on the lease that way. We could put in a low offer on the building at some point. It just changed hands in a family, and I think they’d like to off-load it.”

Graziella continued to nod, and Ella knew she was making calculations. Graziella did not think out loud. Ella was her opposite. “It’s the ideal layout. I can sketch it for you.” She began to pull out a pencil and a ruler from her bag.

“No, no. I know the space well.”

“Did you ever drop off laundry there?” Ella asked, and as soon as the words came out of her mouth, she knew how wrong they were. Graziella always washed and ironed her own laundry with methodical precision.

“Your great-grandmother worked there.”

“What? Why don’t I know that?” Ella asked. “Did she stop working when you were born?” It must have been a backbreaking job.

“We couldn’t afford it, so she brought me with her. I played on the floor.”

“Is that where you got your scar?” Ella looked at the withered skin on her grandmother’s left arm, the remnants of a burn.

“Yes,” Graziella said, matter-of-fact.

“I wish you told us stuff like this, Nonna. Sometimes I feel like I don’t even know you.”

“There’s no need to go on about it, not when they worked so hard to make it all better. I am not, as your mother would say, traumatized.”

“You were when you had polio.”

“You want to make me a living martyr, Ella. I was content with the polio. I read old newspapers and books. I did math at home. Mama visited me every day at lunch.”

“For two years! As a child!”

“I was fine because I had a wonderful mother.”

Not for the first time, Ella wished Maria had lived longer. Ella, Grace, and Graziella were a triangle, but Bill’s perpetual absence had always made them feel more like a square missing a corner. A square felt more stable, and she wondered how much more peace there would have been in her childhood if there had been a fourth presence. Ella hadn’t thought about it before, but she guessed that every generation was shaped by the loss of the one before, if they were lucky enough for it to continue on.

“Do you miss her?” Ella asked.

“Don’t get me started,” Graziella said, throwing her hand up in protest.

“Her maiden name was Tuttoilmondo,” Ella said, as if it were a revelation. “What does it mean?”

“I don’t know.”

“Nonna! You’re always yelling at me in Italian. Yes, you do.”

“It means ‘the whole world.’ ”

“Why don’t we call the new food kitchen Tuttoilmondo Food Kitchen?”

“No one will be able to say it.”

“They’ll learn how to say it. You said we could name things after your parents.”

“After I was dead!”

Ella ignored her, writing in cursive on the top of the page: Tuttoilmondo Food Kitchen. She began drawing the layout. Maybe instead of a triangle, the three Graziellas could form a T. They could be their own world, perfectly complete.





CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE Graziella

Graziella woke up earlier than usual and went to the bathroom just as she heard Ella snap her laptop shut and go to bed. She put on CNBC for an hour and said her morning prayers. Then she started working. The markets were already open in Europe. She ticked a box on her handwritten to-do list and added $200,000+ next to it, the profit she had made the day before. If Ella held the money in investments for another twenty years and the world didn’t blow up, it would be worth well over a million dollars.

Her hip ached but she ignored it, pulling up an internet browser to look at markets in Asia. She made notes on her yellow pad by hand and then checked on another company she had invested in during their IPO, a Spanish-speaking bank that offered low-interest loans to low-income families. Graziella was thrilled about its potential, given how often she had to call the payday lender to negotiate down rates. She couldn’t put him in jail, but she could put men like him out of business. She broke the rules she had set for herself by investing a higher percentage of her assets in the company. All of her best decisions broke rules. Knowing when and how to break them made all the difference.

She spent the next two hours looking at the financial markets and outlining her plays. Then she made a call and jotted down notes while local stockbrokers hoofed it from across three states to arrive at Wall Street for the opening bell at 9:30 a.m. She would outplay them with fewer resources, no formal training, and no college education.

When Graziella heard Grace moving around downstairs, she took a break and shut her eyes. She envisioned the conversation she would have with the cardinal later today, with all of its potential twists and turns. Then she pulled herself out of bed, making sure to lighten the pressure on her right hip, and considered her clothing options. She settled on ironed slacks, a floral button-up in navy blue, and a wool cardigan that a neighbor had given her after a trip to Ireland. Her mother’s pearls, although inexpensive, were the symbolic boost she needed. She would skip the crucifix. The church wore the biggest crucifix of all, and it still wasn’t big enough to cover its sins. Grace helped her blow-dry her hair so that it covered the patch where the stitches had been.

“You’re driving us,” Graziella said to Ella, when she made it into the kitchen.

“I didn’t sleep a lot last night.” Ella pulled eggs and butter out of the refrigerator.

“Isn’t it right near Grand Central? Shouldn’t we just take the train?” Grace said. She was wearing a tailored emerald suit, a white silk shirt, and a Pucci scarf as a belt.

“If she doesn’t learn to drive in the city now, she’ll never do it,” Graziella replied.

“You don’t drive in the city,” Ella countered. “You don’t even go to the city.”

“Exactly,” Graziella said. “Manhattan is a grid. It’s geometry.” Ella threw her arms out to show she was surrendering to the plan. Then she cracked two eggs into a hot buttered pan before sprinkling salt and pepper on top.

“I’ll drop you off and then what?” she asked.

“Practice driving,” Graziella said.

“I can’t drive without someone else in the car.”

“Pay someone to get in. You know, like that Uber thing,” Graziella replied.

“You’re ridiculous. They won’t let me be an Uber driver without a driver’s license.” Ella rolled her eyes ostentatiously as she dropped the plate of eggs in front of Graziella, who swatted them away.

“I don’t eat breakfast,” Graziella said. She was sick of people trying to feed her. Ella grabbed the plate and took a bite of egg. Graziella knew she had burned the roof of her mouth, but she finished eating the eggs anyway and made the cats breakfast while Graziella looked at her new smartphone and pulled up the trading app that Ella had installed. She would make her next trades in the car en route to the cardinal. It would help her to focus on the practicalities of her work, not the politics of it.

“Do you want to talk about what’s going to happen today?” Grace asked Graziella. “Anything I should know?” Adam ran into the room, smelling his breakfast.

“No, I don’t need you to do anything. I just need you to be there.” What she really meant was that Grace had an excellent poker face and a temperament that steadied Graziella, even with her sweating. Her presence was enough.

“Mom is more than a body in the room, Nonna.”

“I’m glad to hear you respecting your mother,” Graziella replied. Ella was right. Grace was her triumph. Their American dream embodied. Some might see the divorce as a footnote of failure on an otherwise impeccable track record, but not Graziella. Grace had mentioned that she was fighting Bill for the house, and Graziella had swelled with pride. Grace was freeing herself from an institution—and a man—that had failed her, and she was stronger for it. Graziella needed to borrow that strength, especially as she struggled to hold up her weight.

“I’m going to need the wheelchair,” Graziella said. Even though she hated relying on it, she was unwilling to risk a fall at the cardinal’s office. Graziella must be like the old cat, making do without one leg and letting the parts of her she didn’t need rest at every available opportunity.

Graziella laid the lioness-head cane over her knees as Grace and Ella wheeled her to the car and helped her into the back seat.

“Do I really have to do this?” Ella asked as she slid into the driver’s seat.

“It’s my dying wish,” Graziella said.

“You can only say that once,” Ella replied as she backed out of the driveway too fast. She threw the car in drive, planted her foot on the gas, and then skidded to a halt in front of the stop sign to make a point.

“Don’t even think about driving like that again, Ella,” Grace said in a stern voice.

Graziella closed her eyes, and Ella eased into a more comfortable pace, getting them onto the highway. Graziella knew each turn and bump, which was a testament to the failure of the many infrastructure projects to improve the highway over the past eighty-odd years. The alarm on her smartphone went off at precisely 9:28, and she opened the app on her phone, said a prayer, and made the three trades that she had written down on her yellow notepad.

“We’re going to exit onto the Bruckner, which will take us to Randall’s Island, where you used to have that soccer tournament. Just move with the flow of traffic,” Grace said, putting on an Italian news podcast in an obvious attempt to calm herself down. The podcast was discussing another embezzlement scandal at the Vatican in Rome.

Graziella gritted her teeth. She knew Grace played the news to practice her Italian, but she never considered that Graziella understood it all and would rather listen to anything else. She closed her eyes again.

Grace was patient and soothing with Ella, like bathwater at the right temperature. “Yup, you’re doing great. A little more gas. Good job, Ella.”

Graziella felt Ella press down the brakes hard and opened her eyes. “Jesus Christ, that wasn’t your fault,” Grace said, gesturing at the huge tractor trailer that stopped short in an exit-only lane and was trying to merge back into traffic.

Ella threw on her hazard lights to warn the drivers behind her and held her palm down for the longest beep Graziella had ever heard. When the truck finally got out of the way, she flipped the driver off and rolled down her mother’s passenger seat window, yelling, “My grandmother is in this car, motherfucker.”

Grace clucked her tongue, and Graziella let out a silent chuckle. Ella was nothing if not a New Yorker. “Never do that again,” Grace said. “Not in my car.”

“It’s Nonna’s car, Mom,” she replied, navigating back into the left lane. Graziella closed her eyes again, knowing in the deepest of places that Ella needed more responsibility, not less of it. The smallest smile made its way across Graziella’s face.

Next time, Ella would pass her driving test, especially if she was under duress and sleep-deprived when she took it. They both performed best under pressure. Graziella knew the cardinal would think this was the most important meeting of her life, where her legacy would be decided. The man would never understand that no meeting could be more important to her than this exact moment, here with Ella and Grace on the highway.






CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX Grace

The air in the cardinal’s office felt heavy, and Grace had the keen sense that eyes were everywhere, staring down on them from some high place. This was before she spotted all the cameras in the nondescript office building lobby in Midtown. She knew without needing to open her mouth that Graziella had seen them too.

In the elevator, Grace looked down and chastised herself for choosing a silk blouse, but told herself the suit would cover the sweat stains. Sometimes, she forgot about menopause for an hour or two. It must be a survival mechanism.

“Milk,” Graziella said. “When you start sweating, eat dairy. I had two glasses before I went to sleep every night, and it helped. Yogurt too.” This was the first piece of health advice Graziella had given Grace since Ella was born.

“Thanks, Ma,” Grace said, making a mental note to pick up a gallon of milk on the way home. They each took a breath as the elevator opened at the twenty-second floor. It looked much like a regular office, with the exception of a large wooden crucifix over the heads of two administrative assistants in their late fifties at the front desk. There were some photographs on the walls: the cardinal with the mayor, the pope at St. Patrick’s Cathedral, as well as replicas of religious art she recognized from the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Grace was wearing the small mother-of-pearl equilateral cross that she had bought when she converted to Episcopalianism, not realizing her mother would also be wearing pearls. There was a comforting symmetry to it. The two of them were made of the same material, though they took very different shapes in the world. One of the assistants, a woman in her fifties, leaned across the towering desk.

“The two Graziella Valentinis,” she said with a lukewarm smile.

“I left the third in the parking garage,” Graziella replied, and Grace stifled a smile.

“You can make your way to the conference room.” The woman guided them. “Can I get you both coffee?” Grace was about to say yes, but Graziella answered for them.

“Absolutely not.” Graziella didn’t want to indulge the illusion that this was a social event. Grace wheeled her into a nondescript boardroom. There were plush black chairs around a conference table and a screen on the wall for video calls with Vatican officials. Grace saw a watercooler in the corner with those cone-shaped cups that don’t stand up.

“Ma, do you want some water?”

Graziella said no, so Grace left her at the table and stood in the corner, gulping down little cup after little cup. The silk was sticking to her skin. What had she been thinking, wearing white?

“It’s not as bad as you think,” Graziella said. “Just don’t wave your hands around, though I know that’s hard for an Italian.”

Grace threw the small cup in the garbage just as the cardinal walked in with a man dressed in a suit. Grace wasn’t sure how to greet a cardinal, and she did a strange kind of nod toward the floor. Two middle-aged priests followed, and Grace assumed they were the mediators.

“Thank you for the invitation, Your Eminence,” Graziella said, bowing her head. “May I introduce my daughter, Grace.” Grace noticed that Graziella did not stand up from her wheelchair, even though she could have. She felt a compulsion to throw herself between these men and her mother.

“Also a Graziella,” the cardinal said.

“Yes, and as I told your administrative assistant, the youngest Graziella, who goes by Ella, is in charge of the car.”

“Yes, we are grateful for her heroics near Times Square. I was not surprised when someone shared that she was your granddaughter. The three Graziellas,” the cardinal said. “Like the Roman myth of le Tre Grazie.”

“Are you calling us pagans?”

“Merely a play on your heritage. If I remember correctly, your mother was from Rome.” The cardinal had done his research.

“As were my late husband’s parents. We were just listening to the Italian news in the car. Another corruption scandal with another cardinal in Rome. Such a shame. I hear it’s a very dirty city. They should take better care of their stray cats.” No one responded to the obvious digs.

When the cardinal sat down, the man in the suit took a seat beside him. “Grace, this is Martin Kirkpatrick. He manages our investments as an archdiocese. Father Stephen Reilly and Father Riccardo Costa will be serving as mediators today.”

“Nice to meet you,” Grace replied. Martin’s eyes lingered on hers a little too long, and she turned toward her mother.

“Grace is a psychologist and a professor at Columbia.”

“Well, we are lucky to have such an esteemed academic in our offices,” Father Costa replied.

“Luck has nothing to do with it,” Graziella countered. Grace held her face in calm repose. Her mother was just warming up. Graziella would be much harder on them than she was on the FBI.

“Well, Mrs. Valentini,” the cardinal said. “I’ll let Father Costa lead. He is up to date on our challenge.”

“I’ll get down to it, Mrs. Valentini. You are mythic in your contributions to your local parish and the community.” The man, bald and in his fifties, leaned forward. His face was menacing. “Quite frankly, I cannot imagine a member of our church who has done as much as you have for your community. Your time with the Benedictine Sisters, although short-lived, was notable, and you brought those values into your life as a woman, a wife, and a mother.” Hearing this man with his fake compliments sent Grace’s rage soaring. Her protective instincts flared a second time, but she tamped them down again. Her mother wasn’t so easily duped.

“For the whole of the church, it’s essential that tertiary community services stay within the parish and within the archdiocese. We’d like the food kitchen to remain part of St. Joseph’s and for you to continue running it. In appreciation for your service, we would like to appoint you as a Dame of the Pontifical Equestrian Order of St. Gregory the Great. Grace, for reference, this is the highest papal order that can be bestowed on a layperson.” Graziella did not move an inch or open her mouth, so neither did Grace. This was what they were willing to offer in exchange for the millions from Graziella’s estate.

After a long stretch of silence, Father Reilly tried to sweeten the deal: “We would also like to invite your family to Rome for a private tour of the Vatican and a brief visitation with the Holy Father.” Grace’s heart rate picked up. Graziella would never break, but a trip to Rome together had always been Grace’s dream.

“I do not wear medals. I do not travel.” Graziella picked up her cane and slammed it against the floor. “And I do not pay for either with money I’ve made to feed people.” She let the weight of her words settle. There was grief in Graziella’s eyes under the ferocity of her words. “Grace, I believe it’s better we take our exit early,” she said, sounding dejected. The men all remained unmoved in their chairs. If anything, the cardinal seemed amused. His upper lip flicked upward.

Grace began pulling Graziella’s wheelchair out from under the table, summoning all her restraint. She was not here to speak for her mother.

“We will not allow this separation to occur,” Father Costa said.

“Have you ever gone hungry?” Graziella asked, looking at the cardinal. No one responded. Grace knew Graziella was thinking of her mother, who used to skip meals every time they had guests over. “God put me on this earth to feed people. I cannot take over $12 million worth of groceries out of the mouths of children and give it to a fund managed with no discipline or decency.”

“A woman should know her place in the church,” Father Costa replied, his voice slightly raised. Grace braced herself for an earthquake.

“A woman opened her legs and gave birth to the church,” Graziella yelled. Grace was struck by the honesty of it, however profane it seemed. The cardinal’s face turned the color of a ripe plum, his mouth clenched shut. “Even God knew he could not have a son without a woman. I am not only your equal. I am more than that. You would know it if you had any sense. But you do not. You know enough nonsense to manipulate things for your own good rather than for good.” Graziella threw up her cane, insulting the priest with a visceral dismissal. “You disgrace your mother. Only weak men degrade women, and no man degrades a woman without degrading the Holy Mother herself.” Grace had only ever heard Graziella yell this loud in Italian, but it was clear she wanted them to understand every single word.

Everyone cowered, except for the cardinal, who hardened in anger like a statue, refusing to move. Grace felt a spike of fear, sensing his well-crafted mask drop. She knew his revenge would be swift.

Grace focused on pushing the wheelchair out of the narrow conference room with as much dignity as possible. Martin saw her struggling to get the wheels over the rug, stood up, and opened the door. She gave him a small smile of thanks, and he held her gaze. After they made it downstairs, the handicap button didn’t work on the front doors. Grace turned around and began backing out onto the street with the wheelchair. A man ran from behind them and held the door open.

“Thank you,” she said before she saw who it was.

“Grace,” the man said. She turned around and saw Martin Kirkpatrick. “This is forward, but could I take you to dinner?”

Graziella laughed. The “ha” shot through the air like a cannonball.

“How dare you? This is wildly inappropriate.” She never understood why she attracted men with egos so large they only fit into the towers clustered in Midtown and Wall Street. “You just tried to blackmail my mother.”

“Most people would see a visitation with the pope as a blessing, not blackmail.”

“Taking food away from children is what, exactly? I think it’s vile,” Grace responded.

“Come on,” he said, rolling his eyes. Grace wanted to punch him in the face.

“I prefer women these days,” she said, watching it land, and Graziella laughed again, this time louder. His jaw opened in disbelief, as if it were incomprehensible. Grace had forgotten her mother was listening. She turned away and wheeled Graziella down the sidewalk as the full weight of everything in that sentence settled between them. Grace couldn’t see her mother’s face.

“I—” Grace began to say.

“It only took you sixty-two years and a divorce.”

“What?” Grace wanted to disappear.

“I’m your mother. You think I didn’t know who you had a crush on when you were little? Or about the fling with your college roommate?”

Grace didn’t stop to correct her. It was much more than a fling, although Grace had downgraded it to one in her head.

“I’m sorry if I—” Grace began.

“Sweetheart, I was a nun. Why do you think women used to become nuns?” Graziella asked. Grace pushed the wheelchair around the block, unable to stop and look her mother in the face.

Grace knew Graziella had no problem with other people being gay. Her estate lawyer Donald had even asked Graziella to officiate his wedding. Graziella had said no—not because Donald was gay, but because she didn’t like public speaking—but she had given them a private blessing in Latin. Grace steeled herself to ask her mother the same question Chantal had asked her.

“Are you gay?” Grace asked.

“No, not me. But other nuns.” Graziella turned around in the wheelchair to face Grace, and Grace could see the pain on her mother’s face. It wasn’t the conversation. It was her hip when she moved. It was her grief about the meeting. “Is this why you left the church, Gracie?”

“I didn’t think about it consciously, but it was probably a part of it,” Grace answered.

“Then good for you.” Graziella said it like her favorite player had hit a home run. “But did you have to wear the Pucci belt today?” Tears surfaced in Grace’s eyes, and she wiped them away with her sweaty, swollen fingers. She wheeled Graziella toward the parking garage. If this was the only time they ever talked about it, that would be more than enough for her.






CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN Ella

Midtown daunted Ella, even before the radioactive mishap at Big Apple Bargains. She had always hated dashing around cabs in the crosswalk or colliding with commuters at rush hour. She walked west into the wind and sent a text.

Just dropped off my mom and nonna in Midtown. Any chance you’re free for a cup of coffee?

Three dots appeared on her phone screen and then disappeared. There was nothing more excruciating than the dots. A text came through.

I can take a short break. Meet you in Bryant Park?

Sure. In front of the lions.

What are you wearing?

Worried you won’t recognize me?

No, I just want to know what you’re wearing. Ella tried not to read into it.

Ripped jeans my grandmother hates, a red cardigan, and my mom’s peacoat.

He liked the text, and Ella picked up the pace, jogging in ballet flats to her favorite coffee shop across from the New York Public Library. Ella had loved reading science journals in the library after work, and sometimes she would pretend that was her job. It was the only part of her old life that she missed. Once she had their drinks in hand—double espresso for him, cappuccino for her—she felt an invisible string pulling her across Fifth Avenue to the two stone lions that sat sentry on the steps.

She spotted Mike near the southernmost statue. She had never found men in suits attractive, but Mike in a suit was something else. The way he brushed his hand through his hair sent her flying. She had to stop herself from running again. Her mind wrote a haiku as she slowed down.

Michael Anthony

Impossible to reach you

Forgive me today.

It was horrendous—the worst haiku she had ever written. Her life had become too full to write good haikus anymore.

“Do you know that Fiorello La Guardia named this one Patience during the Depression?”

“What’s the other one?” Mike asked her, turning to face the second lion.

“The other one is Fortitude.” She had often thought about why La Guardia had chosen those two characteristics above all others while walking up the steps to the library. Fortitude was obvious, but New Yorkers didn’t value patience. She appreciated the reminder; she needed to be patient with Mike.

“Did you take the train?” He asked, walking next to her toward Bryant Park, which sat behind the library.

“No, Nonna made me drive.”

“You drove into Manhattan?”

“She said it was her dying wish. I wonder if she wanted to blame our deaths on the cardinal.”

“I love how blasphemous she is.”

“She’s the most devout person I know and the least compliant,” Ella said. They walked over to a table next to a garden bed and sat down. Ella could feel the hint of spring in the air. There were no daffodils or tulips yet, but she could see their greenery poking through the dirt, along with a few snowdrops and crocuses. She looked at the flowers and then back at Mike.

“Do you know how hard it is to be your friend, Michael Graziano?”

Mike searched her face. “What do you mean? Aren’t we friends?”

“No, we haven’t been friends since second grade. That’s when it got too hard.”

He laughed. “I guess it hasn’t been easy for me either.”

“It’s not because I don’t like you,” Ella said, smiling.

“Do you, Ella?”

“I do. I really, really like you. Mike, I’m so sorry. I don’t know how to be normal while also being the granddaughter of a Wall Street tycoon.”

“I don’t think being normal is as hard as you think, Ella.” He took a breath and leaned forward. “You know, I got an unexpected promotion yesterday.”

She held herself back from giving him a hug, torn between excitement for him and fear that he still hadn’t forgiven her.

“No way!” She tapped him on the top of the knee with as much restraint as she could. “Salute,” she said, raising her cappuccino to his espresso. “What’s your new role?”

“My boss is leaving, so I’m a temporary director. Hoping it sticks, but who knows.” He pulled up a hand from under the table and showed her that his fingers were crossed.

“Is this what you always wanted to do?”

“No, I wanted to go into construction, but my mom wanted me to have a white-collar job.” He shrugged. “I think it was a good call. Anyone who complains about sitting at a desk hasn’t thrown out their back on a worksite.”

“What was she like?” She remembered how Mike’s mom had had a buoyant energy and big hair that reminded Ella of eighties models.

He shrugged. “You knew her.”

“But I didn’t know her,” Ella said.

“Well, she was loud and had a great sense of humor. I guess you have to when you have two surprises. That’s what she called me and Tina.” His face lit up. “I used to catch her having a weekly cigarette on the porch on Sundays after Mass. She’d say, ‘Mikey, one a week doesn’t kill you.’ ” His left knee started to bounce, and he took a sip of espresso. “Why do you ask?”

“Because she was your mom.” She tried to sound casual, but it wasn’t casual. Ella brushed back her hair and really looked at him. He must not have shaved that morning because there was stubble on his jaw. She could sense he was ready to go. Mike stood up and pulled out her chair for her.

“Thanks,” she said. When she stood up, he was six inches from her face. He dropped his mouth an inch from hers and pulled back. He leaned forward again.

“Tell me something you don’t want me to know, Ella Myers.” It was a test. Could he trust her? Her mind flew through the options. She could tell him a hundred things, but there was one thing he needed to know. Why he was better than her. There would be no going back for them after she told him this.

“I lied about MIT because I didn’t deserve the degree.” She took a breath, willing herself to keep talking. “My last semester, I got hired for a paid internship to help build a tool for fusion research. It was a dream gig, but the professor in charge was terrible. He was arrogant, aggressive, and always picking people apart. I thought he was building the tool all wrong, and I was dating this guy who suggested I sabotage the project.” Ella couldn’t look Mike in the eye.

“I found out two weeks before graduating that he had a daughter with a disability, and his wife had died a year before. No one knew that I messed the tool up on purpose. He didn’t even think badly of me for ‘making a mistake,’ and in the end, he apologized for being such an asshole.” Ella could still hear his words: We all do it. You’re only human. “I couldn’t tell him, but I also couldn’t walk at graduation. I couldn’t celebrate it. I let the assholes win because I became the worst of them. The most embarrassing part was that I stayed with the guy I was dating. He dumped me, not the other way around, and then I… banished myself.”

She knew her actions were unacceptable in any context, but particularly in the context of Mike’s life. When Ella finally looked up, Mike was staring at her with his hands in his pockets. Sirens blared on Forty-Second street. It was too loud for him to say anything back.

“How come you gave him grace, but not yourself?”

“I don’t deserve grace.”

“You sabotage yourself more than anyone else. Isn’t five years long enough of a punishment?”

“What?”

“Ella, you’re perfect to me, but you’re not special. You’re not a demigod. Cut yourself some slack.” He looked away for a moment and then back at her. “You think I haven’t acted like an asshole? When my mom died, all I wanted to do was hit people. I broke some guy’s arm on the football field. I manned up. I moved on. You’ve got to forgive yourself and not do it again.” She stared, not quite believing him. He could tell. “You may be skeptical of Catholicism, but you bought the guilt part in bulk, huh?”

“But Tina has a disability—”

“You’re great with Tina. You were great when my mom died. I should have written you back.” Ella let him pull her an inch away from her own guilt. She knew there was some truth in his words and that they might carry her out of this self-defeating spiral. “Look, I have to catch a train to D.C. I’ll be there for a couple nights for work. Can I see you when I get home?” She nodded. He started walking away, smiled back at her, and shook his head. She wasn’t sure what had happened, but any distance between them disappeared as he walked away.

She headed east toward the cardinal’s office, hearing Mike’s words in her head when something occurred to her. She pulled up her phone and scrolled through photographs, stopping at a selfie he had taken of them at his place after the car wash. Ella began counting the days, and then she made the calculation only women make. She had been so busy, she hadn’t been paying attention. Ella was at least four days late.






CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT Graziella

Graziella wanted to throw her laptop at the wall. The day after her trip to the cardinal’s office, working at the kitchen table was too painful, and she had to move to her husband’s couch in the living room. Until her fall at St. Joseph’s, she had never sat on it without him.

“Ella,” she yelled. “I need you to come to class at St. Joseph’s with me.”

Old Ella would accuse Graziella of trying to kidnap her into a religious cult. New Ella said, “Of course,” while walking into the living room and fluffing pillows behind Graziella’s back. “Can I get you a glass of water?”

“I already have a glass of water.”

“Well, I’m happy you’re hydrating,” Ella replied, and dropped a fake smile before looking at her watch. “Should we leave in ten? I can make you some eggs first as a snack. Or almonds! Can I get you some almonds?” Ella’s voice had been an octave higher than usual all day. Graziella knew the girl didn’t do peppy unless she was trying to conceal something. That’s how she had behaved for months before pretending to leave MIT.

“No, just wheel me over. It’s sunny.” Even though Graziella could still walk in small stretches around the house, standing upright sucked the life out of her like a vacuum. She couldn’t think straight afterward.

Ella sped out of the room and returned five minutes later, ready to wheel Graziella out the back door. “I’ve been thinking, Nonna. We should build you an office in the living room. I’m thinking five screens and a plush pilot’s chair. It will be more comfortable. And we should get you a credit card to put it all on for the points. Do you have an LLC? We should put the credit card in the name of the LLC and expense it all. If you don’t have an LLC, someone could sue you and take everything. We need to get you liability insurance if everyone knows you have money….”

Graziella nodded as Ella spoke, letting her granddaughter think her way into the future. She wasn’t sure who this adult was that had sprung up from the ground, but she was making good sense, despite whatever else was going on.

As Ella wheeled her toward the classroom, they passed Peggy. The woman looked above them at the ceiling as if the pope’s picture was hung there. Then, to make her point clearer, Peggy let out a sound of disapproval. “Tsk.”

“Ella, stop.” Graziella faced the woman’s back. “Peggy, do you need to say something, or are you going to continue to make animal noises?”

The woman pointed at Ella. “She’s Episcopalian.”

“No, her mother is Episcopalian. She doesn’t know what she is.”

“She’s going with you to your Catholic education class.”

“She’s not teaching.”

“Well, it’s not a good precedent,” Peggy said. “There are rumors, you know. They’re all over town. We don’t know how you got your money, but there’s no way it could be honest. You could be working for a cartel.”

Ella laughed at the absurdity of it. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

Graziella steeled herself. “Ella, take me closer.” She pointed at Peggy with her cane and then used it to stand up and face her.

“If I were a secret Mafia boss, Ella would have already shot you dead. Registration among parishioners is at an all-time high here, even as it falls everywhere else. We’re at more than two thousand families. Do you know why? Because we help people, and we don’t judge them.” She stood up from the wheelchair and took three steps toward the woman who used her limited agency in the worst way, gripping Peggy with her eyes. “I know what you did. I don’t have any secrets. You want to take me down—throw something bigger at me than your own ignorance.”

Peggy opened her mouth and then turned on her heels. Graziella began mumbling in Italian under her breath and threw out a hand.

“You okay?” Ella asked.

“I need to convince her I’m an Italian witch who is going to curse her. To think she accused me of only being a capomandamento.”

“That’s a long word.”

Graziella let out a grunt. As Ella asked which of the textbooks Graziella needed for class, her voice going higher again, Graziella watched her. It wasn’t the food kitchen causing her strange behavior. Graziella could tell because Ella always had a particular tick when she was stressed about her work or school. Her left eye twitched. No, whatever was going on was personal. Graziella began ordering Ella around the room, looking for clues in every movement. She could always tell when a woman was pregnant—sometimes even before the woman or her parents knew, and it had gotten her in trouble over the decades. Ella did not seem pregnant; that couldn’t be it. Father Gerald walked in, distracting her.

“Mrs. Valentini, I know you just saw Peggy on your way here. Did she tell you?”

“Peggy has not told me one important thing in the five years she’s been here. She should go back to New Jersey.”

“The archdiocese is shutting down the food kitchen this week.” He wrung his hands in obvious distress. “I spent two hours on the phone trying to reason with them, but…” Graziella folded her hands into prayer. She hadn’t thought they would be this aggressive, imagining that they would unleash a public relations campaign to destroy her legacy rather than do this level of harm to the parish. She considered what their next move might be, running her fingers across the words carved into her cane. They would move Gerald to a different parish next. He had been far too helpful.

“You are a very good priest,” she said. “So many of the new priests are limited in their thinking. They will send you away if they think you’re loyal to me. Gerald, I can’t thank you enough, but you have to go. Peggy will be watching.”

“Mrs. Valentini,” he said. “I’d like to help.” He looked desperate, and Graziella knew he had begun praying silently. She could see it behind his eyes.

“You will help. But from now on, when you want to speak to me about business, you call Michael Graziano. He’ll relay it all. And pay extra attention to the donations, Gerald. The cash is too tempting for most people, and Peggy’s husband is in a nursing home. She’s too proud to ask, or we would have helped her manage. They’re crooks over there running that place.”

He nodded, perplexed. “And the food kitchen?”

“We’re already getting another one up and running. We’ll pick up the pace. In the meantime, pay attention to what people need. There’s nothing too small or too big. Write it down. I will see you every week at confession, and we can work through the list. Oh, and one final thing. After this class, I need you to walk in and tell me that you’re letting me go as a teacher because I let an atheist run it. Make sure one of the boys overhears.”

“I can’t do that, Mrs. Valentini.”

“Gerald, the parish can’t lose both of us at once.” She gave him a squeeze on the arm, and he looked like he was going to cry. “I’ll see you at confession. We’ll catch up, and I’ll bring you more lasagna. Ella’s learning to cook.” He walked out, and her chest heaved.

“Ella, there’s been a change of plan. Get a pen.” She looked at the large clock on the wall. They had two minutes until the boys arrived. “What’s the soonest we can open the new food kitchen?”

“The lease begins on Friday, and Mike’s dad breaks ground on Monday. It would be nuts to open it in less than a month,” Ella replied.

“We’ll open on Easter Monday with hams. One hundred hams. Invite everyone.”

“Jesus Christ, Nonna. That’s like two weeks away?” Graziella shrugged. She had been training Ella for this since she was a baby. Every dynasty needed an heir, and Graziella knew this would be the making of her. The cardinal didn’t have an Ella. He would underestimate her because people always underestimated young women. Graziella never made that mistake.

“I don’t know that I can—”

“Yes, you can.”

Ella nodded and looked like she was going to burst into tears.

“Every defeat is just another opportunity. Let it guide you to the next action and the next action, even and especially if it’s not a fair fight. We’ll buy gift cards to Fazzio’s to get everyone through the next two weeks. Have Fazzio’s order the hams too.”

“Literally one hundred hams?”

“Make it two hundred.” Graziella knew more families than usual would come, and she wanted their new beginning to be marked with a sense of abundance. It was Easter, after all, a time of renewal.

“Okay,” Ella said as the boys began to stream in.

“Who’s that?” Carlos asked, looking at Ella.

“The second coming,” Graziella said.

“Wouldn’t it be cool if the second coming were a really hot girl?” Lucas said.

“I’d worship her on my knees—” another boy began to say.

“Oy!” Graziella yelled over them, but her voice strained and cracked. Usually, they calmed down immediately, but not today. It could have been Ella’s presence or that it was a full moon. Males of any species always went a little crazy under a full moon, which explained the cardinal’s recent nonsensical decision. Ella walked over to her grandmother.

“Do you need me to yell?” she whispered.

“It’s better to sit still and stare at them.” Ella nodded and grabbed a chair. She brought it next to Graziella and faced the boys. Graziella watched as Ella crossed her legs, straightened her face into a look of disapproval, and clasped her hands as if she were going to pray. Teddy was the first one to pay attention. Within thirty seconds, they had all fallen quiet.

“This is my granddaughter, Ella,” Graziella said. “She went to MIT to study nuclear physics and works for me now. If you work as hard as she did at school, you might be that lucky. I’d like to hear your reflections on Lent, so let’s start there.”

If this was going to be Graziella’s last religious class, she was going to make it count. The words glistened in her mind because they had been summoned from a holy place: I will sing of your majesty above the heavens with the mouths of babes and infants. You have established a bulwark against your foes, to silence enemy and avenger.





CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE Grace

Grace hated taking out the trash. It was her least favorite household chore in a household full of unending chores. Graziella refused to hire anyone to do anything, and so Grace had found herself scrubbing toilets and ironing sheets for the first time since she was a graduate student. She looked out at the yard. The vegetable garden would have its first barren year since the Valentinis had moved into this house. Grace didn’t know how to grow anything you could eat, and she would not be taking on that extra responsibility, at least not right now.

She pushed open the back door with her three-inch heeled boots. The garbage bag was particularly heavy, and she launched it forward over the threshold onto the porch. The bag caught on the door handle and snagged. Trash began spilling out of it, and the old cat ran up looking for bits of food.

She threw the cat a piece of turkey from the mess to distract her. Then she walked inside, grabbed another bag, and began scooping the trash up. She picked up a few pizza crusts—Grace blotted her pizza with napkins and never ate the crust, which Graziella believed was an abomination—and underneath, she saw the corner of a pink box. Any woman would know that box. Holding it meant you were about to experience the best or worst moment, but never something between. No one was neutral about being pregnant or not pregnant.

She let out a yelp and turned the bag upside down. She didn’t see the test itself anywhere. Graziella and Ella were teaching a middle school Catholic education class. She looked at her watch. She had ninety minutes. Instinct took over, and she became consumed by the trash like a rabid racoon. She got on her knees and pulled every piece of garbage out of the bag and onto the porch, scanning for the test. Grace needed to know the result as much as her daughter had.

Grace had held countless negative pregnancy tests in her hand, and then one positive. The more she thought about Ella and a grandchild, the more she felt like a terrified animal. There was garbage all over her favorite pants, and her hands were covered in food scraps. She went through it all again and again. By the time she was done sifting through the trash three times over, she looked up at the sky, wondering when she had lost all sense.

“Ma che cazzo,” she said. People only kept pregnancy tests when they were pregnant. That must be why it wasn’t there. No one kept a negative pregnancy test. She stuffed every piece of garbage back in the new garbage bag as the old cat watched her. Grace walked into their bathroom, grabbed paper towels, and filled a bucket with soapy water. She threw the bucket of soapy water over the porch and picked up the last remnants before putting the trash in the garbage. Some deep part of her wanted to run to St. Joseph’s and throw open the door to the class and yell to Ella, ARE YOU PREGNANT?

Grace tried to shake it all off. She threw more buckets of water on the porch, washed her hands, and changed into a different set of clothes. She needed to untangle her feelings, so she walked out of the house. Grace found herself in Fazzio’s because she always went to Fazzio’s. Joyce was standing in front of the cans of condensed milk, and Grace tried to turn around and walk back out the front door.

“Grace!” she heard behind her.

“Oh hi,” Grace said, turning around.

“Oh wow. It looks like you need a drink,” Joyce said. Grace was too flustered to lie.

“Apparently, there’s a reason why most twentysomethings don’t live with their families,” Grace said.

“The only thing harder than letting them go is having them stay,” Joyce said. “It’s nature’s way of ensuring you kick them back out again.”

Grace smiled weakly.

“Do you want to grab a glass of wine?” Joyce asked. Grace’s heart quickened. If she raced home and cornered Ella, she would say things she could not unsay, and she didn’t even know what they would be yet.

Ella wasn’t ready to be a mother, but who was ever really ready to be a mother? Grace was as concerned about the opposite. She had always worried about how Ella would endure infertility if that happened. Grace had even told herself that when Ella reached thirty, she would pay for Ella to freeze her eggs, even though freezing eggs wasn’t a fail-safe. She felt like a trapped bird in her own mind, unwilling or unable to get out of the cage of panic.

“There’s that new wine bar on the avenue. Have you been?” Joyce asked.

“No, not yet. Let me text Ella,” Grace replied.

“I’ll meet you out front,” Joyce said. Grace pulled out her phone and sent Ella a text, impersonating a normal version of herself.

Getting a glass of wine with a friend. Can you handle dinner with Nonna?

A friend? Ella texted back. Grace paused, considering whether to share details.

Yup. Joyce Romano. Don’t tell Nonna. (Treason.)

Ah, okay. Of course. Love you.

“So, what’s going on with Ella?” Joyce asked as they walked out the door. Joyce threw the grocery bags in her car, and they kept walking to the wine bar.

“You don’t want to know,” Grace said.

“Hit me with it,” Joyce said. “I have three. I’ve seen everything.” Grace considered whether it would be a betrayal to spill this secret. It might kill her to hold on to it. They were walking past the train station, and she thought of Mike, commuting to and from the city. She flinched. She hoped the baby was Mike’s and not Marcus’s. If there was a baby at all.

“I found a box. A pregnancy test box in the garbage. The bag ripped open, and I swear to God, Joyce. It was like something took over my body. I was insane. I went through all the garbage but couldn’t find the test,” Grace said. Joyce looked at her and nodded. “Do you think…”

“Hard to say, but nobody keeps a negative pregnancy test, right?”

“Right. And she’s seeing Mike Graziano,” said Joyce.

“How did you know that?” Grace asked.

“A couple of weeks ago, there was a Jeep holding up the car wash. We have cameras in there, you know. Ella was…”

Grace stopped in the street and stared at Joyce.

“Were they having sex in your car wash?”

“No, it seemed like they were having an argument, and then the argument ended. They were making out, and then she got on his lap. I thought it would be better if I went out there rather than one of the guys. I just gave them a little knock on the window.” Grace started walking again, shaking her head. “Mike’s a great kid, Grace. Always has been,” Joyce added. Grace told herself to breathe. Joyce put her hand on Grace’s arm. “Life has a way of getting through to them better than we can. You’ll talk to her.”

Grace nodded. “Once I’m not so unhinged.”

“You’re wedged between two intense women in that house, Grace.”

“That’s the other thing. My mother’s gone to war with the cardinal,” Grace said. “She brought me to a showdown at the cardinal’s office yesterday.”

“Good luck to him,” Joyce said. When everyone thought about Graziella, they imagined her larger than life, but Grace could sense her mother’s energy waning. Fighting with the church might not be the best use of it.

Joyce and Grace reached the wine bar, which had been decorated with Mediterranean tiles, photographs of Italian beaches, and a long wooden countertop with small stools. It was early enough that there were only a few clusters of people there. They grabbed two seats and ordered two glasses of wine, some olives, and a cheese plate.

When the glass of red wine appeared in front of her, Grace let out a sigh of relief. The first sip hit her tongue, and the taste reminded her of her father’s homemade wine. She had always helped him make wine in their cellar on Pearl Street, which smelled of wet stone and black cherries. She’d even come back from college for the tradition.

“How’s work?” Grace asked.

“We’re in a good place. John drove the business into the ground, and I had a tough few years getting things back in working order. But it’s a well-oiled machine now—runs itself, essentially. We’re expanding. I have a couple more car washes we’re building right now in the river towns on the Hudson.” Grace nodded. It had always pained Graziella to do it, but she often sent people who needed jobs her way. Joyce paid her employees better than anyone else.

“Is that when you started swimming? During the divorce?”

“Yes, that was the beginning of the harem.”

“Can you drop the name?” Grace said.

“It’s a joke, Grace. Can’t you take a joke?” Grace took another sip of red wine, embarrassed. The stuffiness of the country club must have rubbed off on her. “I know you like going on your own, but the camaraderie feels good.” Grace nodded. “Would you ever study it, the effects of cold plunges?” Joyce asked.

Grace hadn’t considered much about work lately and had had little interest in research.

“I don’t know. I love how skeptical academia is, but there’s a tendency to see anything that’s not a prescribed medication as snake oil, which means finding funding for a study is hard. The work I do also tends to be centered on specific groups rather than the general public, like veterans with PTSD or domestic abuse survivors. I could reach out to a veterans group I work with. I bet some of them have already tried—”

“Wow,” Joyce said. Grace hadn’t realized how long she had been talking until Joyce interrupted her.

“I know. It’s wild. You would think we—”

“No, I meant wow. Wow.” Joyce looked at Grace, and heat spread through her chest. All the knots in her back felt like they were loosening, relieved by the compliment after years of rejection from Bill. Grace didn’t know what to say, so she rotated her wine glass in her hand and took another sip.

“How was your date?” Grace asked.

“Oh God, it was terrible. Never let Lisa Kelly set you up.” Lisa was one of the walruses.

“Who was it with?”

“Do you know Cindy Burgess? I think she belongs to your country club?” Grace almost spit out her wine in shock. Cindy, who had been so galling when Grace resigned from the club, had always projected the illusion of the perfect marriage. Grace didn’t think that the walruses and the country club members connected outside of school events; they split hard across class lines. “She’s in an open marriage, and I guess she and her husband were both interested.”

“I’m speechless.”

“Didn’t you know?”

“I don’t know anything anymore.” Not for the first time, Grace was amazed that Graziella had navigated the maelstrom of living in a close-knit community for almost a century without getting sucked up in its dramas. Knowing every little thing about everyone would have overwhelmed Grace. The faculty gossip was enough.

“I’m not interested in some country club clandestine romance,” Joyce said, matter-of-fact. There was a long pause, and then Joyce gave her a small smile. Her dark brown eyes were rimmed in even darker eyeliner that matched her leather jacket. “Are you seeing anyone?” Joyce added.

“No,” Grace said with a finality that felt disorienting. It had been easier for her to stay in a broken marriage rather than face whatever else was out there—mostly her own fear.

“I told you about Bill because it’s true. What he did to you was awful.”

“So is inserting yourself into someone else’s marriage.”

“You mean someone else’s divorce? I didn’t want you to let him off easy,” Joyce said. Grace tried to be honest with herself, searching for the glimmers of truth in Joyce’s logic. Since Grace had found out about the affairs, she had decided to ask for the house. There’s no way she would have been that bold without Joyce telling her everything. Grace felt a tiny spark of trust between them and leaned into it toward Joyce.

“Can I ask you something a bit… strange?”

“Of course,” Joyce said, before gesturing at the bartender for another round. Grace took a bite of Parmesan cheese.

“How much money do people think my mother has?”

Joyce laughed with her whole body, so loudly everyone in the wine bar looked at them.

“We all know she gives away everything and still drives that old Camry around. That’s why every person in this town would go to the grave for Graziella Valentini.” Joyce shrugged and then pierced Grace with another stare. “But let’s talk about something more interesting than our kids or our mothers or our ex-husbands.”

Grace popped an olive into her mouth. The idea that Bill had made out with Joyce in an alley was embarrassing and uncomfortable, but she wouldn’t let his betrayals stop her from living anymore. She couldn’t let the affairs follow her, lurking around every corner. She would keep moving forward until they felt as far away as Bermuda.






CHAPTER FORTY Ella

Two days after Ella bared her soul behind the New York Public Library, she unlocked the door to the new food kitchen for the first time. A sense of overwhelm pressed in on her. Graziella had made running the food kitchen seem effortless, even to the people closest to her. Ella, on the other hand, felt like a clumsy child, unprepared and ill-equipped.

Ella looked behind her at Mr. Graziano and his crew, who had met her there before dawn, ready to work. Mr. Graziano had done them a favor by squeezing in the project. He kept asking Ella to call him Mike, but she couldn’t quite do it. There was only one Mike, and he was her Mike. Can I call you Michael? She had asked. He laughed. Sure.

“I made some croissants for you all,” Ella said to the crew as they walked inside. The night before, Graziella had decided it was time for Ella to learn to make cornetti, or croissants, from scratch. It seemed like an absurd request to make during her ninety-hour workweek. Pastry dough was a whole new universe, and Ella had stumbled her way through it while her grandmother barked orders and chastised her for being too much in her head.

Ella had barely had time to think, let alone sleep, since seeing Mike in Manhattan. He had been sending her texts that made her blush. She would have been ecstatic if she hadn’t felt mired in the possible consequences of sex rather than the having of it.

Her thoughts felt nascent and primal, as if arriving to her from a vivid dream, rattling her logic. She had always wanted to become a mother, in the far-off future. But the possibility of being pregnant now triggered, for the first time ever, the fear that she may not be able to become a mom, given her family’s challenges and the complications of pregnancy as a type 1 diabetic. Was terrible timing better than no timing at all? She felt unmoored by every possible outcome and wondered if that was a part of becoming a woman—recognizing the profound unlikelihood of having everything in the right order, the right way.

Sometimes, Mike’s dad spoke to her at the exact wrong moment, jolting her out of her thoughts. Mr. Graziano couldn’t have been nicer or more efficient as his team installed new appliances and tiles, and painted every square inch of the place, oblivious to Ella’s wild internal ramblings involving his son.

At the end of the day, Ella said goodbye to Mr. Graziano and the whole crew with an awkward smile, before walking home. Grace and Graziella were not there. She used the rare opportunity to go into the bathroom and take another test.



Stepping into Fazzio’s, she adjusted her hair and braced herself. Even good shocks, she had learned from Graziella’s secret millions, were still shocks. The last thing she wanted to do was shock anyone anymore, which felt like a revelation. During her five years in Brooklyn, some part of her had delighted in doing the opposite of what people thought she should do. Ella walked all the way to the back of the market, finding the owner behind the counter of prepared foods.

“Hey, Dom,” she said.

“What’s cooking?”

“I’m sure you’ve heard about us opening the new food kitchen. There’s going to be a gap for the families we help since they’re shutting down the one at St. Joseph’s. My grandmother asked me to buy gift certificates here to hold people over.” He nodded. “It’s a lot.”

“How much?” He cleaned off the counter as he spoke.

“Brace yourself.” He nodded, looking unfazed. “It’s $26,000 worth of gift certificates.”

“Of gift certificates?” He stopped cleaning.

“Of gift certificates.” She handed him the spreadsheet with all the different amounts she needed. “I’m happy to help any way I can,” she said. “I can have the money wired to you today. Everyone should use the gift certificates in the next two weeks, so I don’t think it will mess with your accounting much.”

Dom didn’t say anything. “I know Nonna is tough on all of us, but she wants it this way.” His eyes started to water, and Ella looked away to give him a moment of privacy. He took out his phone and spent some time scribbling numbers on a piece of butcher paper with a Sharpie. He handed her the paper with the store’s bank information on it.

“Can you have the gift certificates ready in the morning?” Ella asked.

“Absolutely,” he replied. She started walking away from him and turned around.

“Oh, and one hundred hams. I almost forgot. We need one hundred hams for Easter Monday. No, two hundred hams! Nonna said two hundred. Can you order those for us?” He nodded again, mutely. She ripped off a piece of the butcher paper he had given her and wrote her phone number on it. “Just text me how much, and I’ll send that over too.”

Ella walked to the train station. Mike was going to give her another parallel-parking lesson and then take her to the fancy French restaurant in town for a late dinner. He was insistent on the fancy part. It’s about time, Myers, he had texted her the night before from his hotel room in Washington, D.C.

At the train station, she stood under the fluorescent lights watching men in suits, some women, and Fordham Prep students flood out of the express train. She said hello to everyone she recognized with smiles, gentle nods, and a “How’s your family?” One of her mom’s neighbors asked if she was okay after seeing her on the news. “I’m okay, thank you. Happy to be home.”

Ella fidgeted with her hands as she scanned all those faces for Mike’s. Six months ago, she would have rolled her eyes at the idea of waiting for a man with a big job to get off the train in her hometown. But Mike wasn’t just anyone. She spotted him carrying an overnight bag with one hand. When he saw her, he picked up the pace to a near jog. Still swept up in a crowd of commuters, Mike threw his other arm over her shoulder and pulled her close as they walked, looking her up and down.

Ella was relieved by the normalcy of touching him. He dropped his arm and grabbed her hand, holding it firmly as they walked down the steps from the station, still in a pack of people. When they got to the sidewalk and had a little more space, she looked at him.

“How was your trip?” she asked.

“Productive,” he said, smiling. “And your first day of construction?”

“I’m in awe of Michael. I call your dad Michael.”

“He has a good crew,” Mike said, laughing. They walked past Pearl Street toward his house. “You still want to practice parking?” he asked. Ella nodded. “The only bad thing about getting your license is you’ll no longer be a record holder for longest-held driver’s permit in the state,” he said.

“Not sure if it’s worth it. I might not even need the license after the summer.” He squinted in the early-evening light, reading her face. His mouth drifted open into a grin.

“You already applied for PhD programs, didn’t you?” He stepped in front of her, walking backward so he could face her. She looked down and smiled.

“I had my interviews in January. I tried to spin Big Apple Bargains as ‘exploring a career in nonprofit,’ which led me back to the idea that science is the best way for me to help people.” She squinted in horror.

“It sounds true,” he said, falling into step with her and holding her hand.

“It sounds better than it was, but it’s technically correct.”

When they got to his house, she got into the driver’s seat of the Jeep. “There’s something…” Nerves bubbled, and she wiggled in her seat. It was too soon to talk about a pregnancy test, but not saying anything felt like lying. Graziella had shown her that anyone could tell lies with a shut mouth. Everyone felt lies, even if they didn’t know the facts. “You want me to be an open book, right?”

“Always,” he said, looking concerned. She hesitated, and Mike began adjusting the seat for her while she was in it. “Why don’t you drive and talk? It helps to have a distraction sometimes.”

Ella checked the mirrors and began backing out of the driveway. He opened a granola bar and took a few bites. “Babe, do you want some?” he asked. The word babe rolled off his tongue as if it had always been there. He held it up to her, and she took a bite.

Ella wasn’t sure where to go, so she started driving in the direction of Frank’s grave since she drove Graziella there so often. When they passed their elementary school, she looked at him. He offered her another bite, and she took it.

“It’s a small thing,” she said, gathering her thoughts. “I’m not pregnant, but I was really late. I was seven days late.” He put down the granola bar wrapper and moved his hand to her knee. “I realized when we were talking by the lions. I took the test in a McDonald’s on Forty-Seventh street, which was a personal low. The test was negative, but I didn’t trust it because it can take a while for them to be accurate. I kept taking them until today. I got my period an hour ago.” She wiped away a tear. This felt too embarrassing, even though it was only a by-product of her biology. Her biology had always embarrassed her, in part because of the effort it took to keep her alive.

“I don’t think that’s a small thing,” he said. “Why didn’t you call me? I want you to call me.” She turned left and continued to drive toward the cemetery.

“I didn’t want to complicate anything. We’ve been on two dates, Mike, if you count the car wash.” She looked at him. He rubbed her right thigh with his hand, and she told herself to focus on the road.

“We’ve spent more time together than most married couples,” he said. She laughed. “Did you want…” he said, and she could hear the confusion in his voice. He knew she was on the pill. She worked very hard to not get pregnant.

“No, not exactly. But I didn’t know what to wish for. Nonna and my mom had a really hard time getting pregnant and staying pregnant.” She slowed down at a stop sign and gestured at a few kids who were waiting to cross the street, letting them pass. “I can’t assume that I will be able to get pregnant like other women can. Now is not the time, but I don’t know if it will ever be the time.” She paused again before turning left at a red light. “I didn’t know this until it happened, but I would have kept the baby because I would never know if it could happen again.”

“You’d like to have kids,” he said, distilling her ramblings into a simple sentence. She looked at him and nodded, then began to search for parallel-parking spots.

“A bunch.”

“A bunch?” Mike asked.

Ella swallowed. “Like a basketball team, not a football team.”

“Jesus, Ella. Five?”

“I’m Italian, Mike.” She had always known she wanted to have a bunch of children because she had always wanted to have a bunch of siblings. It was the first thing she could remember herself truly wanting as a child. Her constant requests must have tortured Grace. “But right now, all I want is a hot dog.”

“If you parallel-park on the left side of that one-way coming up, we can blow off dinner and I’ll buy you a hot dog.”

“The left side of the road? Are you fucking with me, Graziano?” She looked at him.

“Do it for the dog.” She laughed, turning onto the one-way road, where there was one open spot. It was wedged between a pickup truck and a Suburban. Ella pulled alongside the truck and put on her blinker. The car was so wide that she was going to have to swing hard to angle into it.

Ella backed into the curb the first time, and didn’t cut far enough the second time, leaving her way too far from the road with no room to adjust. She let out a grunt that reminded her of Graziella and pulled into the road again. It was rush hour, and someone honked. Ella narrowed her focus. She looked behind her, put the car in reverse for the third time and kept her eyes behind her as she spun the wheel. She backed into the spot, straightened out, put the car in park, and looked at Mike with relief.

“We can still do a fancy dinner,” she said.

“I promised you hot dogs,” he said. And then he kissed her. His lips were a gift, but she couldn’t give herself to them yet. Ella felt far from the kissable version of herself. She was on her period and had cried again talking about pregnancy and infertility.

This wasn’t how she wanted things to go with Mike. The first time he touched her was in her grandmother’s house. The second time was in a car wash. Mike deserved magic. He deserved sexy. She looked over her shoulder, ready to pull the Jeep out of the spot. But Mike’s hand dropped to hers and stopped her from moving the gear stick out of park. She looked at him, and he held her in his warm gaze. Ella remembered how she felt when he was inside of her.

“Ella, I only know three things.” He held up three fingers with his other hand. “One, I like my job.” He put down his index finger. “Two, I’ll do anything for my family.” The next one dropped. “And three, nothing you could say will scare me.” She knew he was telling the truth because Mike Graziano never lied and never flinched.






CHAPTER FORTY-ONE Graziella

When Graziella looked down at her hands, they were unwrinkled and pale, the way Ella’s soft hands looked when she held a coffee mug. There were no ridges on her fingernails, and her scar was shiny across her hand. She was mesmerized by them as she walked to the entrance of the abbey to collect the mail for the abbess on a warm spring day, when the daffodils were in bloom. She stopped short when she saw a handsome young man jump out of the mail truck. There was a dimple in his cheek where a bullet had just barely grazed his skin on D-Day. It made him look like he was always smiling.

When he got to Graziella, he reached into his mail carrier bag and pulled out Grace as an infant. Graziella began crying, lifting the baby into her arms. Rather than walk away, he put his arm around her and led her to the mail truck. It took Graziella a minute to realize there was another baby in the back seat. It was Francis. Frank drove them away, through the forests around the abbey in Connecticut and back to her parents’ house. She felt Frank’s hand on her arm and closed her eyes. There was a kiss on her lips. “GG, take Gracie. The next time I pick you up, it will just be you.”

Graziella woke up from the dream with a gasp. She had always had vivid dreams, but some of them had a different texture to them, as if they came from somewhere else. She had one of those dreams the month she got pregnant with Grace. Another before her mother died. A third after her husband passed. The recent one about her father. She knew they were a part of il luccichio.

Graziella closed her eyes and played the dream again in her head, remembering the abbess’s words in her final goodbye. There is more than one way to be a Mother Superior. Her words had seemed trite at the time—a Band-Aid over the gaping wound of her failure—but they rang true now. She had not been a Mother Superior by any standard, but Graziella hoped that she had been a good enough mother. The way Ella and Grace handled her absence would be the final say on how she performed the job, particularly for Grace.

It was time to go see Frank. After breakfast, Graziella focused on getting in the car with Grace and Ella’s help. Ella drove them to the cemetery and went off to fill three watering cans. Graziella made small steps toward the gravestones with her daughter holding her arm, carefully walking on the uneven terrain. She was in constant conversation with herself about when to sit and when to stand. As limited as her mobility was, she could not surrender to sitting down in perpetuity because it would only hasten the end. When Graziella got to the gravestone, she leaned on it, knowing she couldn’t stand. It wasn’t just her hip. It was her breath, that most essential thing that kept her tethered to this world.

She looked out at a blanket of yellow flowers, an annual gift that wrapped them in the warmth of the sun. Years ago, she and Ella had planted dozens of daffodils on her husband’s and baby’s graves after school one autumn. Ella had come up with the idea herself when Graziella told her daffodils were Frank’s favorite flower. She had even volunteered to call the cemetery to get permission, and Graziella had to tell her not to. It was an important lesson. Sometimes, women needed to plant their own gardens, rules be damned.

“Grace, help me sit down,” Graziella said.

“Ma, you hate sitting on the ground. Let’s go back to the car.”

“I’m not ready to leave yet.”

Graziella dropped her weight down to the grass on top of her own grave, and Grace’s hands appeared under her arms like she knew they would, easing her way down. She sat on the ground and felt the relief of the earth under her legs. It was good dirt for planting anything, a flower or a person.

“Let me get you some water,” Grace said, walking back to the car. Graziella’s head was heavy. As if honoring a request from the Holy Mother herself, she leaned back and laid down. The ground was soft and plush, and she turned her head to the left and saw the blanket of daffodils—eight different varieties—popping out of the ground with such enthusiasm that it made her chest warm. She thought of young Ella scooping out dirt with a small trowel, conscious to not dig too deep. This isn’t weird, right? Ella had said to Graziella at eleven years old. Graziella had laughed. It was weird. She took a breath and said a small prayer for her husband, before she heard Ella yelp.

“NONNA. Sit up,” Ella said, her voice shaking.

“Jesus, Ma. What are you doing?” Grace exclaimed.

“I’m just getting comfortable.”

“No,” Ella said. She dropped the watering cans, and then Graziella felt Ella’s hands in hers, pulling her up to sit. Graziella looked at her name on the gravestone. The words Ora et Labora, which translated from Latin to “pray and work,” were engraved under her name.

“You’re gonna have to put me in here one day. Prepare yourself,” Graziella said.

“I don’t think anyone can be ready for that, Nonna. It would be like burying gravity. Look, I’ll be your chair,” Ella sat down with her back facing Graziella’s back, scooching until the full weight of Graziella leaned against her. Graziella let her body relax enough to ease her own exhaustion without putting too much weight on her granddaughter. They sat that way, back to back, as Grace watered the daffodils with all three watering cans. Grace was quiet, but her face was pulled into concern.

“Do you miss him?” Ella asked.

“Papa?” Graziella asked.

“The baby,” Ella replied.

“What kind of question is that?”

“An honest one,” Ella replied. Graziella felt her chest heave.

“I do. And not just him, but mostly him.” Her other miscarriages had been very early pregnancies, before the babies had become babies. She had imagined them as the body’s prayers for new life. Graziella felt Ella try to reach for her hand, but Ella couldn’t stretch that far without pulling her back away from Graziella’s. She had talked about it as little as possible over the years, except for when Grace was trying and failing to conceive. Now she needed to crack it all open like an egg for Ella.

“You are technically the sixth Graziella. There were three before me. Back then it was normal to give every baby the same name until one lived.” Graziella could not see Ella’s face.

“Did your mom ever talk about it?” Ella asked.

“My father mentioned it. He wished he had a boy.”

“It was a different time,” Grace said. “Not that it makes it okay.” Ella adjusted her posture to give Graziella more support.

“I had two early miscarriages, and then Francis died in his first week. I was bleeding out after your mother was born. The hysterectomy saved my life.”

“I’m sorry, Nonna,” Ella said, her voice layered with sadness.

Ella must have known that Italian families rarely had only one child on purpose. No one had ever needed to say it out loud until now. Grace sat down next to them in her beige slacks and crossed her legs.

“I don’t think I’ve ever said this, Ella, but I named you Graziella after those lost babies. I decided to when I was pregnant… if you survived, which you did,” Grace said. Ella took a large breath against Graziella, absorbing the idea.

“What if I have the same problems having kids?” Graziella could feel the worry vibrating through Ella’s chest as she asked this.

“You spread your arms wider with every loss until you hold the whole world in your hands,” Graziella said. “There are many, many ways to mother, Mostriciattola.” Grace looked at Ella.

“Is there something you want to tell us?” Grace asked her daughter with a pained look in her eyes. Graziella watched Grace making a thousand connections in her mind, her face pinched in worry. Ella was not pregnant. Graziella would have felt the pulse of life next to her. She felt Ella shake her head.

“You are more precious because you are my only miracle,” Grace said, holding her hands. “And Nonna’s right. There are other ways. The neighborhood kids are in my yard every day. I’m another set of eyes on them.”

“You’re a good neighbor,” Graziella said. It was the highest compliment she could give anyone other than that they were a good parent. No one thought about neighbors anymore, which darkened her view of the future.

“Ella, too many people think a good life is one that’s been untouched by loss, but that’s an illusion. You have to feel your way through the losses. Don’t think that I haven’t felt losses just because I don’t talk about them. Even cats mourn.”

Ella sighed, preparing to say something. “I do have a bit of news,” she said. “Mike and I are dating. Don’t try to pretend you’re not happy about it,” Ella said. “And it’s not a sure thing, but…” Grace’s breath hitched, “I did apply to PhD programs last fall, and I had my interviews before the lead pig. I wanted to wait to tell you rather than risk disappointing you again…” Ella took a deep breath, and Graziella sensed something was about to tumble out of her. “I’m sorry for lying about MIT. I don’t know if you remember the internship my last semester?” Grace nodded. “I sabotaged it. The professor was treating me like shit, and I thought he was wrong about the work. I built the tool incorrectly on purpose. I found out the week I told you all I dropped out that his wife had died, and he had a child with a disability. He apologized to me for his behavior, and I couldn’t bear to tell him I had messed it up on purpose. I didn’t think I deserved the degree.” Grace’s face moved in different directions at once—empathy for both the professor and for her daughter. She grabbed Ella’s hands. Graziella knew this must have something to do with Johnny, her awful boyfriend at the time, but Ella was taking responsibility. Ella’s voice cracked when she said, “I’d like to go to grad school, but I don’t want to lose myself again.”

“Ella, this is why people go to confession. It gives you a sense of absolution. People think hell is a place, but it’s not. It’s living with the consequences of your choices without forgiveness. That’s hell, and now that you’ve told us, you get to be free of it,” Graziella said. She could tell Ella was looking at her mother for approval. Grace wiped away a tear, and Graziella wondered when the two of them would stop crying. She had not seen either of them cry in five years, and now it had become a daily occurrence.

“If you can, Ella, try to see this as a gift,” Grace said. “You won’t make the same choice again.”

“I’m so sorry. I preferred disappointing you as a dropout than as a horrible person,” Ella said.

“What are you thinking for grad school, Ella?” Grace asked, already switching gears to the pragmatic. Ella took a deep breath.

“Mom, please don’t make any phone calls, but my favorite program is at Columbia. The two other grad schools are in New Jersey. And I guess if I’m an Italian citizen, Europe is always a backup.”

“You’ll move back into the city and start at Columbia in the fall,” Graziella said with finality.

“Nonna, I don’t think I can leave your house with—”

“Your room will still be there,” Graziella said, turning slowly to Grace. “What about you, Piccola?”

Grace’s face turned pink under her mother’s gaze. Graziella had known for days that something small was budding between Grace and Joyce Romano. Joyce’s obnoxious Harley-Davidson had pulled up next to their car at a red light, and Graziella had seen the way the two women looked at each other and laughed through the car window. Graziella wished Grace would match Ella’s candor with her own revelation.

“We’ll sign the citizenship papers soon. And construction is almost done. Everything is coming out of storage. We’re going to stage the house and then put it on the market after I sign the divorce papers. There’s that,” Grace said. Her daughter was still lying to herself about wanting to live in the house after the divorce and about far more important things. Grace had always approached her feelings as concepts rather than natural yearnings worth fulfilling.

Grace started to pull herself up. Graziella sat forward and took Grace’s hands in hers, holding them together for a beat longer. She whispered, “Fai la tua confessione, Grace.” Her daughter looked abashed but said nothing.



Graziella asked them to drop her off at the church for her own confession with Father Gerald on the way home. She was always relieved to see Gerald, that he hadn’t been reassigned to another parish. They went through the requisite of the sacrament—words so seared in Graziella’s mind that she could say them in her sleep—and she let her confession slip off her tongue.

“I laid down on my grave today and spooked my granddaughter.”

The higher-pitched note of Gerald’s “umhmm” revealed his shock.

“This is the only sin I can remember. I’m very sorry for it and all my other sins,” Graziella added. Gerald asked Graziella to do something kind for Ella as penance and shared the prayer of absolution before they got to the heart of the conversation. He lowered his voice and pulled out a list from his pocket. Even though Graziella had handed over the food kitchen responsibilities to Ella, it wasn’t in her nature to stop solving problems.

“Someone is leaving an abusive marriage and needs a home to rent. One bedroom.”

“Now?”

“She’s in a shelter.”

“Our neighbor is almost done turning the attic above his garage into a studio. I’ll call.”

“We need to add three other families to the roster at the food kitchen.”

“Send them to Ella.”

“I’d like to cover a medical bill. There’s a family of Bangladeshi Muslims who are friends of the parish. The eldest son is on our under-fourteen basketball team. The father’s in the ICU. Kidney failure.” This was why Graziella believed every politician should campaign on the importance of organ donations. This man needed a kidney, and he should get one.

“How much?”

“$7,547.”

“I’ll call the billing department. I have a reputation over there, and they’ll lower the bill.” She paused. “Have you been to the hospital?” Graziella asked. He nodded. “Talk to Mohammad. Between you two and Rebecca, one of you should be able to go every day,” Graziella said, referring to the local imam and rabbi. “Let’s give them $15,000 for now. We don’t want the stress of more medical bills to kill the mother.” Graziella pulled out her checkbook. She wrote a check from her personal account to the parish emergency fund, which covered expenses in the neighborhood. “Gloria Patri,” Graziella said.

“Et Sancta Mater,” Gerald replied. Referring to the Holy Mother after giving glory to the Father was out of line, but he said it anyway. She picked up her cane and stood up slowly, gathering the strength to move to a pew until Grace came back for her. She would do what she always did in the sanctuary—talk to her mother in Italian as if she were sitting next to her. In Graziella’s mind, her mother and the Holy Mother were part of the same whole. Their combined strength was a blessing she drew from, and gave thanks for, every day.





CHAPTER FORTY-TWO Grace

Grace told herself that nothing had happened, even though she felt as though everything had happened, all at once. A couple of days ago, Joyce had taken her out to dinner at the same restaurant where Bill had announced his intent to divorce her. Grace wore a pleated knee-length skirt with suede boots and a loose blouse. She sat down in the very same chair where her life had imploded. She spent the entire time laughing, and by the end of dinner, Grace had taken back her favorite restaurant as her own, and to her great surprise she hadn’t sweated a drop.

In retrospect, the sweating seemed to have more to do with Bill than anything else, a kind of physiological emergency alert system: Grace, your husband is leaving you. Her body knew things her mind couldn’t stretch itself to fathom yet. Graziella was always reminding her that things could be known without being understood, and so Grace didn’t even bother trying to make sense of it as a psychologist.

Ella had invited Grace to see the new food kitchen the day after their visit to the cemetery. Grace swooned when she stepped inside, mesmerized by the space in front of her. There were floor-to-ceiling windows topped with red-and-white plaid Roman shades. Behind them were two long wooden kitchen tables with mismatched antique chairs that looked like they had been plucked from Grace’s house. Each one of them had a throw pillow on it. Ella had nixed the flourescents and picked out overhead lights that gave the place warmth.

The walls were painted the color of whipped cream, and the floors were covered with large terra-cotta tiles, just like the ones Grace had installed at home. Along the left side of the long narrow space, metal shelves were bolted against the wall, so people could peruse dry goods like they were at the grocery store. The produce hadn’t arrived yet, but Grace saw labels for it written in cursive. Storage cabinets framed the entire back wall, and someone had painted them the exact same color as her kitchen cabinets. Ella had modeled this kitchen after Grace’s, and she couldn’t imagine a greater compliment.

On the wall across from the metal shelves, there were three desks on an antique rug. Ella had set up light blue office chairs, three Mac desktops, and a printer in the back, as well as a coffeepot. Grace continued to look around, relieved that the new space was the opposite of the austerity of the church. As a child, she had always asked her mother why there were so many stained glass windows, but none of them let fresh air in. This place embodied fresh air.

“Do you like it?” Ella asked, walking out of the back room. She looked like she was five years old again, showing off a drawing she had made.

“It’s amazing, Ella.”

“I went to Goodwill and a bunch of other thrift shops. I guess I have an eye for the good stuff after all that time at work.” Ella pointed at the Roman shades. “They’re off by an inch vertically, but who cares?”

“You could do this for a living if you wanted to,” Grace said.

“You could do it for a living, and I could copy you down to every detail. Also, did you know there’s a secondhand place for leftover construction supplies in Yonkers? Mike’s dad drove me over there last week. We got the tiles and the lamps, plus the entire kitchen came from a chain restaurant that went belly-up. The landlords dumped it all there.”

“I’m speechless,” Grace said. She struggled to ground her thoughts. “And it’s so meaningful for Nonna that it’s here.” Ella nodded.

“Would you like coffee?”

“Sure,” Grace said, looking at the rows of vintage mugs. They were all old custom mugs from local businesses that Ella must have picked up at secondhand stores. She recognized her insurance agent’s mug and another one from the old furniture store a distant cousin ran on the avenue. Ella plopped cream in her mom’s coffee. The mug was from Joyce’s car wash, with the original branding from when it opened decades ago. She snapped a photo of the mug to send to Joyce.

“Very cool, Ella. Look, can I check in with you about something?”

“Paul gets here in ten minutes to work on the plumbing, but you have me until then,” Ella said. Grace sat down with her at one of the kitchen tables. “I was taking out the trash earlier this week, and the trash bag ripped at the handle. Everything fell out all over the porch, and it was a mess. A pregnancy test box was in there, but not the test.” Grace decided not to share the full details of her racoon episode. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

“I’m okay,” Ella said.

“Is that why you were asking questions at the cemetery?”

“Yeah,” Ella said frankly.

“Are you—”

“Mom, I’m not pregnant.” Grace’s anxiety must have been written all over her face. Ella looked at her mother, and then it all tumbled out. “My period was a week late. Mike was out of town, and he had just forgiven me. Nonna knew something was wrong and was working me into the ground to figure it out, and I was also pulling long hours here. I’m on the pill but I thought… Anyway, I took tests for three days in a row. When I got my period, I felt such relief, you know? But I also felt a tinge of something else. “Maybe it’s”—Ella searched for the word—“anticipatory grief of the losses I might have.” Grace’s chest softened.

“I’ve felt that too,” Grace said.

“But you had your shit together at my age. It would have been okay for you to get pregnant then,” Ella said, and Grace leaned toward her.

“I had my career together, darling, but that’s it. I don’t regret anything because it brought you to me, but you’re more honest with yourself than I ever was. Everything I’m dealing with now is because I did not have my shit together at your age.” Grace thought of Bill and his indifference to her IVF treatments. Graziella had gone with her to every appointment on the Upper East Side for seven years, despite hating the city.

Grace was quiet, to leave more space for Ella.

“I really like Mike,” she said, wiping away a tear. Grace knew she didn’t mean like. There was another word for it.

“Can I tell you something?” Grace said. Ella nodded, wiping away another tear. “He’s always liked you back.” There was something special about being on the sidelines of a person’s childhood that meant you knew them. She had seen Mike grow up next to Ella, and she knew he would be happy with her.

“Are you surprised?” Ella asked.

“To be honest, yes.” Grace paused. “I didn’t think you’d gravitate toward someone from here. Your dad felt like the opposite of home, which is why I ran straight toward him and kept running. You came home before I did, really,” she said, sighing. Bill grew up with etiquette classes and expectations of greatness. But his family lacked Graziella’s moral clarity, and she found their expectations far more forgiving than Graziella’s. As it turned out, living a good life was much harder than living a great one.

Grace pulled back and took in her daughter. There was a sheen to her skin and humor in her voice. Grace could feel warmth emanating from Ella again. Her blood sugar levels were steadier, despite her demanding schedule. “Your twists and turns have rounded you out,” Grace said. “You did this.”

“A lot of people did this,” Ella said, and Grace squeezed her hand.

“Nonna would agree with me, I think,” she said, winking.

“Mom?” Ella said, pausing. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you. I don’t think Nonna can live on her own anymore. I don’t think I can move into the city if…” Grace knew Ella would stay at Pearl Street for the rest of Graziella’s life if they needed her to.

“Don’t worry about that,” Grace said, and she meant it. Taking care of Graziella was Grace’s job. She didn’t know how to handle it yet, but neither she nor Graziella would let that hold Ella back. “I’ve got it. I promise I’ve got it,” Grace said. She loved the idea of Ella in the city. There was a universe in one place, all just a train ride away. She made a mental note to ask Joyce if she wanted to go to the opera.

“If you want to stay home,” Grace said, “that’s okay too. Some people hate the commute, but I find it clears my mind. The city has its own energy, and I like a balance of both. And then there’s Europe.” Ella living across one bridge felt far enough. An ocean between them would be excruciating, but Grace wouldn’t deny her daughter the world.

“Maybe we can go for a trip,” Ella said, leaning into Grace for a warm hug. She wondered if this was the moment to tell Ella—not about Joyce, but about what her feelings for Joyce meant about herself. She pulled back.

“I’m seeing someone,” Grace said, letting it drop between them. This was still true, but it was not everything. She wasn’t ready yet for all of it. “It’s early though.” Ella nodded, and her eyes sparkled. Her daughter hugged her again, and Grace left it there.






CHAPTER FORTY-THREE Ella

Thinner but not translucent,” Graziella said as Ella rolled out the pasta dough. Ella nodded, using her arm muscles to press out the dough evenly with the rolling pin. “This side is too fat.” Graziella pointed to the area closest to her, and Ella dropped down to get eye level with the table. “It’s a feeling, Ella. Find the feeling.”

When Graziella decided that the dough was the right thickness, Ella took a yardstick and a paring knife and began marking the dough every quarter of an inch. “You should practice without the yardstick,” Graziella said, taking it away. Her grandmother always eyeballed her pasta cutting, but Ella lacked her eighty years of experience and skill with a knife.

“I’m not there yet.” Ella yanked the yardstick back and began cutting the fettuccine, holding her great-grandfather’s folding knife firmly enough to cut all the way through without scoring her grandmother’s pine table. Like everything her grandmother taught her, it was a fine balance that required focus and a loose grip.

“If you squeeze too hard, you’ll get arthritis,” Graziella said. “Cook with your whole body, never with tight fingers.” It seemed like an oddly sensual thing to say. Ella looked up at her. “Keep going or else we’ll eat at midnight.” The Grazianos, along with José, Maria, and baby Maria, were coming over for dinner on Saturday night. Ella had originally invited them for Sunday supper, but the Grazianos were going to a Yankees game that day. They switched it to Saturday. Ella had asked Grace if she wanted to invite a date and got the impression her mother was pretending not to hear her. She didn’t ask again. Cooking a multicourse meal for eight people was nothing to Graziella, but it was something to Ella. She let go of her thoughts and dropped into her body, trying to feel her way forward. Ella had always been so overwhelmed by her feelings and her body that she preferred to live in her head, but she knew it had cut her off from something essential. The only time she seemed to truly feel without trying was in bed with Mike.

“Nonna, how did you know about MIT?”

“You left your PhD research plan in your room.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that?” Ella looked up, shocked.

“Ella, Mike Graziano is not a snitch. He didn’t snitch on me. He didn’t snitch on you. You should have known that without me telling you.” Ella held her tongue. Graziella was right. She should have known. Of course her nonna would have done her own snooping.

She let the knife gently pull through the dough rather than pushing down. It was a subtle difference, but she felt a hum of relief flood her arms. She was getting closer. Her work at MIT had prepared her to achieve a certain level of precision. Ella didn’t know she had missed this kind of concentration until she began cooking.

When Ella was done, she let the fettucine dry in nests for a half hour, scrubbed her hands with soap, and used her fingernails to try to peel off the wet dough plastered to her palms. She filled a giant pot with water, dropped a small handful of salt in, put the cover on top, and moved it to the stove. Ella turned the burner on and smelled the gas, but the flame didn’t catch. The light flickered out. She turned the knob off and lit it again. The salad and dessert were already made. And the sauce with all its meats had been simmering on the stovetop all morning, so Ella began scrubbing down the kitchen table with soapy water and a dish towel, scraping the same paste-like dough off the table.

“Did you salt the water?” Graziella asked, eyes still closed.

“Of course,” said Ella. “Have you noticed that two of the burners are finicky? Could we get you a new stove?”

“With what? I don’t spend money on that stuff. Just use the other burners.”

“Well, you’re paying me. I can buy you a stove with my money.” Ella meant it, even though it would mean slowing down her credit card payments.

Graziella began speaking in Italian, her hand floating through the air like a bird taking flight for a few minutes. Ella had noticed that her grandmother was dropping into Italian more every day, as though she were moving somewhere ancient as she aged. The words were melodic, even when she yelled. Ella yearned to understand her, to keep as much of Graziella with her as possible.

“When did you start eating veal? I’m thinking that you didn’t have the money for veal growing up.” Ella had always found the concept of veal horrifying, but she wanted to understand how Graziella had gone from being too poor to eat meat to feeding a community.

“Veal is for birthdays. You know that.”

“When was the first time you made it?”

“When my parents let us move into this half of the house. I made them veal.”

“But weren’t you the ones paying the mortgage?”

“There are more ways to be generous, Ella. The best ways involve far more than money. They involve effort.”

“True,” Ella said. “I don’t think I need to learn veal.”

“Maybe you will if your husband wants to eat it,” Graziella said. “Or your wife.” Ella gave her a perplexed look. Her grandmother often surprised her with her quiet progressivism, but that wasn’t the kind of thing she would say unless there was a reason for it.

“Unfortunately, I’m very straight, Nonna.” Ella began washing out the bowl that she had used to make the meatballs and considered asking her grandmother an even more important question. It was a question under her question about the veal, and she decided to frame it as a statement. Graziella rarely asked people if they would do something. She mandated their participation. Ella decided to take the same approach and assume cooperation. “I’m going to write your recipes down.” Graziella took a sip of her water, reckoning with Ella’s request.

“No, you messed up my meatballs. You put them in cold oil.”

“That was the first time, not this time. And the oil wasn’t cold. It just wasn’t hot enough.” Graziella had hit her on the wrist hard with a spoon for it. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! Olive oil never goes in a cold pan, and nothing ever goes in cold olive oil that’s in a cold pan. What were you thinking? Ella grabbed a piece of paper from the printer and began jotting down notes about the fettuccine as she remembered them.

“Was it twelve handfuls of flour for a five-person serving of fettuccine?” Ella knew she would have to find a system to translate her grandmother’s handfuls into more precise measurements. She would play with it once she bought a scale, along with measuring cups and spoons.

Ella passed her grandmother the bag of flour and grabbed a Ziploc bag. “Can you take what you call a ‘handful’ of flour?”

Graziella put her hand in the bag of flour and grabbed a handful, sifting some of it out until it felt like the right amount. “Okay, now put it in here.” Ella held open the plastic bag, and her grandmother tossed the flour in. She repeated it two more times in different bags so she could see if they were the same amount.

“Mostriciattola, what, are you sending me back to kindergarten? I do not play with flour.” Ella ignored her.

“Take a large pinch of salt, please.” The measurement went into another Ziploc bag. “Can you show me ‘a reasonable amount of pepper’?” That was one of Graziella’s other common measurements.

“Basta,” Graziella yelled, her frustration rising.

“Fine,” Ella said, moving everything out of reach so Graziella couldn’t sabotage her experiment. Her grandmother measured for liquids with a specific coffee mug, so Ella made a mental note to measure the volume of liquid that fit in the mug, with a centimeter of space to spare. It wouldn’t be quite scientific, but she could develop a conversion chart that would allow her to translate Graziella’s lessons into a cookbook for herself. Graziella’s culinary heritage stretched far across an ocean, centuries deep into the corners of Rome and the countryside beyond it. She couldn’t let that disappear, even more so because there were bits of the neighborhood thrown in there too.

Grace said that women from different parts of southern Italy had all swapped and shared recipes here for generations, creating something new along with the old. That’s how Maria had learned to make Sunday sauce. In Rome, Maria and her family had eaten coda alla vaccinara, oxtail stew, when they could afford meat. Graziella had explained that offal like oxtail were the cheapest meats, the exact opposite of veal.

“Ella, you’re acting like a child. You need to do more than write things down. That brain of yours has always been your crutch.” Graziella pointed toward the sauce. “I’d rather have all this die with me than you treat this like some exam you can ace.”

Ella let out a “tsk” so loud Graziella pulled her face back. “What would your mother think? Would she want me to eat hot dogs every day for the rest of my life?” she yelled. “What would she want me to make my children for dinner? To feed my mother when she’s old?” Ella choked on her anger as the thoughts hit her one by one. Graziella had never taught her how to care for herself. Or her mother. Instead, she guarded her ways like a don or an abbess, cloistered in this house. “I thought you would want us to know all this, given what a fuss you make about me eating right.”

It was the first time Ella had raised her voice and Graziella didn’t strike back. Instead, her grandmother walked out of the room with her cane. When she came back, Ella was dropping the fettucine nests into the boiling water one by one. “You’re too early, and you’re too rough. No one is even here yet! They’re going to think we’re rushing them out the door.” Ella rolled her eyes. “Have the colander ready, and no oil. People think they need to use oil before sauce, and it’s a travesty. Sticky is good. Sticky means the sauce sticks.”

Ella had loved to throw cooked pasta against the wall as a little girl to see if it was done, and Graziella let her, even though it said nothing about whether it was al dente. Now, Ella waited until Graziella nodded at her, fished out a strand, took a bite, and decided it was almost ready, which meant it was time to take it all out. If she waited too long, it would turn to mush, like everything else.

She put the colander in the sink and a coffee mug next to it. She drained a half cup of the pasta water into the mug, the way Graziella taught her. She added it to the sauce. Next, Ella dropped the pasta into the colander and transferred it to the bowl, took two wooden spoons, and added enough sauce to cover every strand, plus half a cup of pasta water.

“We don’t want the pasta drowning in the sauce like a dead man,” Graziella said.

Ella nodded and grabbed the antipasti from the refrigerator as her phone began to ring. She didn’t recognize the number and thought about sending it to voicemail. Her finger hovered over the silence switch on her phone, but something told her to pick up.

“Hello?”

“Is this Ella Myers?” The voice was light but substantial. She could hear the authority in it. Ella stepped out the back door to the porch. “Don’t be too long out there. Your blood sugar’s getting low,” Graziella yelled. Ella shushed Graziella and shut the door behind her. She walked down to the bottom step and closed her eyes, letting the spring sunshine linger on her face.

Ella sighed and said, “Yes, I’m sorry about that.” She looked out at her grandfather’s bread oven and wondered if she should buy some chopped wood. Ella wanted to learn how to use it, although she didn’t know when she’d find the time.

“This is Reverend Mother Flora from the Abbey of the Immaculate Conception. Or the abbess, for short. Father Gerald suggested that I give you a call.”

“Oh,” Ella said. “How can I help?”

“Your grandmother was a novice with me at the abbey. Father Gerald called me to share the challenges Graziella has faced of late. I would love to come and bless her new food kitchen. Knowing Graziella—” Ella blocked the sun with her eyes and looked behind her to make sure Graziella wasn’t eavesdropping.

“Of course,” Ella interrupted. This was better than a priest’s blessing. “She hasn’t said so, but I think it’s distressing for her that it won’t be blessed. This has been hard for her—to split with her church this late in life.”

“Ah, yes. He expressed as much. I knew your grandmother quite well. She is too big for rules in the best way.”

Ella dropped her voice to a near whisper. “That’s funny, because she told me she only wants to be remembered for the little things. I’m not sure if Gerald told you, but she trades stocks.” Ella knew she wasn’t supposed to tell anyone, but perhaps telling one consequential person would free her from needing to tell everyone. “We had no idea. She gives away the money she makes.”

“Hmm,” Flora said, contemplating the revelation. “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me. I’m going to give my assistant your number, and she will get all the details. We’ll all be there.”

“How many is ‘we’?” Ella asked, trying not to sound rude. Ella had asked the town for permission to block off the street because there was no way everyone could fit inside. They were expecting hundreds of people, and she had already reserved tents in case of bad weather.

“All fifty of us,” the abbess said.

“She’ll be delighted,” Ella said, realizing she needed to call Fazzio’s and increase the number of hams.

“We’ve kept in touch through monthly letters over the years. She asked us all to pray for you when you were in the hospital. I so wish she had reached out about the situation with the cardinal. Knowing her, she wouldn’t want to put the politics of my own position in peril.”

“Sometimes she’s a bit of a lone wolf.”

“On that I disagree. She sticks with her pack, doesn’t she?”

Ella walked up the back steps, considering that Graziella had left the abbey not only for Frank, but to care for her family. She looked at Graziella, who had taken out the fettucine and was already correcting Ella’s recipe with a ballpoint pen at the table.

“I guess she does,” Ella replied, with a surge of tenderness.





CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR Graziella

This was the first Palm Sunday that Graziella didn’t help organize, and she said a prayer of gratitude for it. She didn’t have the energy. Graziella brought her legs over the edge of the bed and gathered her strength, pulling herself up and shuffling to the window where she greeted the old cat through the glass after her nap. Soon Graziella needed to sit down again—her body was shedding her the way a snake shed its skin. She wouldn’t be able to shuffle to the bathroom soon.

“Nonna.” She heard a knock on the door.

“Come in, Ella,” Graziella replied. Ella was smiling and holding a notebook in her hand.

“I have a problem.”

“What are you gonna do about it?” Graziella asked, sitting back down on the bed. Ella pulled Graziella’s feet back up and pulled the quilt over her grandmother.

“Something drastic.”

“Dimmi,” Graziella said.

“I called Joe Bianchi, and he said he’s not going to deliver vegetables to the new food kitchen. I got the sense the archdiocese has been in his ear, because Joe said he doesn’t like to get caught up in church politics. I told him families would go hungry and that he must have misinterpreted the higher-ups’ wishes. Then he said that he would only make deliveries to St. Joseph’s, even though they shut down the food kitchen there.”

“What did you say?”

“I didn’t say anything. I know his mother’s passed away, but I imagine there’s still an aunt alive you can prod him with?” Graziella let out a laugh. There was an aunt. “And didn’t his mother tell you he had an affair with his secretary in 1992? I wrote that down in my notes.”

“Extortion is always a last resort, Ella.”

“Well, he expects to hear from you,” Ella said. Graziella looked up at Ella, who was wearing leggings and a Columbia sweatshirt. Graziella felt too weak to pick up her arm, let alone strong-arm a weak man.

“I’ll get you his Aunt Izzy’s number,” Graziella said.

“Nonna?” Ella asked, and her voice broke, understanding the weight of Graziella’s order. Grace must have sensed it too, because at that moment she walked through the door.

“Ma?” she asked, and Graziella could see the recognition in her daughter’s eyes. Women knew their mothers’ bodies the way they knew their children’s bodies. Grace had been a child when Graziella’s mother, Maria, had died in this house. The circle was closing on them again.

“Ella, can you grab my computer?”

“I’ll get you some bone broth,” Grace said. Graziella’s daughter had a frantic look in her eye. Ella grabbed a pillow and set the laptop up on top of it. She had ordered a new desk setup online, but it hadn’t arrived yet.

“Bring me the newspapers,” Graziella yelled as Ella left the room. Ella walked back in hardened, as though she was ready to fight someone. Grace was next to her.

“What’s going on here?” Graziella asked. She looked at the time. Ella was running late making dinner, so something must have happened. Joe Bianchi was not the worst of it. They were hiding something.

“Give me the local paper,” Graziella replied. “Give it to me, Grace.”

“No,” Grace said.

“Pronto!” Graziella yelled.

“None of it is true,” Grace said.

“All the more reason to read it,” Graziella replied.

Grace passed her the paper. Graziella picked up her reading glasses and skimmed an article with the headline “Local Food Kitchen Embroiled in Controversy.” Her eyes picked up speed as they went.

“Graziella Valentini has had no formal role at St. Joseph’s beyond teaching a Catholic education class, which she stopped attending. Unfortunately, we do not have the staff or budget to continue managing the food kitchen at this time, and we are in touch with families about the many other local resources available to them. Beyond that, there are no quantitative and qualitative changes to the operations of St. Joseph’s parish,” an archdiocese representative said.

Both the journalist and the archdiocese had brushed her off, a footnote to their story. Father Gerald must have refused to say anything—refused to lie—because there was no mention of him. Ella and Grace looked like twins standing in front of her, devastation on their faces.

Graziella knew that the community would not show visible outrage in response to the article. There might be a couple of op-eds in the local newspaper and a few angry emails, but most people would back away, leaving Graziella the space she needed to fix this. It was a sign of their respect for her rather than their deference to the cardinal.

“You worked so hard,” Ella said. “They’ve done everything short of excommunicating you…”

“I’d rather deal with excommunication than get an award from the pope. Once people get put on a pedestal, they can’t get anything done.” She took a sip of broth to appease Grace. “What do you want me to do? Leave the church?”

“You shouldn’t let anyone treat you this way,” Ella yelled.

“Ella,” Grace said, sounding like she was going to reprimand her. Then she turned to Graziella with the same look she had in her eyes in the cardinal’s office. “Ella is right. Ma, everyone knows about your money. Let’s just be honest and call the reporter. Cut through the mess,” Grace said.

“Absolutely not.”

“Don’t you want people to know the truth?” Ella asked.

“You’re trying to win the battle, but it will only prolong it. We have to skip the battle if we want to win the war,” Graziella said. She focused on breathing, leaning back onto the pillows. An idea came to her that was so bombastic it would make them shut up.

“If they’re still shaming me after I’m dead, call the cardinal and ask him to lead my memorial.”

“I won’t be in the same room with him,” Ella said, shaking her head.

“Yes, you will. Think about it.” She knew they would both understand in time. Making the cardinal wax poetic about her was its own kind of apology—a personal mea culpa. If he underplayed her good deeds, it would be his unmasking. “And you two,” she pointed at Ella and Grace. “Everyone knows what he did.”

“So you’re still hiding the money?” Ella asked.

“Having money doesn’t make you a better person. The only reason I gave money away is because I had it.” Graziella spoke as if she existed in the past tense, and Ella’s face dropped.

“Are you planning to die?” Ella raised her voice again.

“No one plans to die unless they’re mentally unwell. When I do die, I will make them think. I will make them think about what matters. Evolve or die. If the church doesn’t want to die like me, it will evolve.”

“Says the woman who refused to buy a dishwasher,” Ella said.

“The dishwasher destroyed your mother’s house.”

“Because it was broken,” Ella spat back. Graziella rested her head and let herself drift to some place beyond this argument. Ella burst into tears and left the room, and Grace followed her. Graziella could hear her daughter comforting Ella in the kitchen and wondered if she would still be able to listen to the two of them when she was no longer here.

Light grazed her cheek, and she struggled to keep her eyes open again. The sky felt as though it were darkening around her, even as the afternoon light streamed in through her closed eyelids and the old cat meowed outside. While the men she loved had left the world with the abruptness of a curtain call, the women faded.

She was fading. Her body was saying goodbye.






CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE Grace

Grace staged the house in a fury, channeling all her anxiety about her mother’s health into creating the illusion that a happy family lived in her home. She laid down newly cleaned rugs on fresh rug pads, put her favorite books on bookshelves, and reorganized her wedding china in the dining room. Along the way, she purged and sorted, tossing old stuff into the dumpster like a javelin thrower. There was another pile in the garage for Goodwill and a third pile of boxes for her daughter in the attic.

The easiest stuff to get rid of belonged to Bill, including his antique car. She planned to send it all to Bermuda on his dime, given that he refused to come get anything himself. Trash disposal was harder and more expensive on the island, and this wasn’t her job anymore.

Grace made herself a cup of coffee in her favorite mug and looked down at the three neat piles of paperwork and the one blue, fine-tipped pen. There was a stack of divorce papers that offered Grace 50 percent of the assets from their marriage with no request for alimony, along with the house she was standing in. It was an unabashed victory.

Asking for their home required Grace to stretch herself into a new stratosphere of self-assuredness. It was not an instantaneous change. Since their visit to the cardinal’s office, she had considered her mother’s willingness to go to war. Graziella’s gargantuan good deeds would never have been fruitful without her ferocity. The protectiveness that Grace had felt toward Graziella in the cardinal’s office seemed to be extending to herself in this last battle of her marriage.

Grace had told Bill she wanted the house over the phone with her eyes closed, imagining their daughter, who she knew would be proud of her for standing up for herself. If he hadn’t agreed to the change, she had prepared herself for a long fight. Grace’s decision had hardened into stone as she spoke the words out loud. He signed off on it the next day, most likely making the calculation that there was more money in his future marriage than his current one.

The permanence of the next pen strokes finalizing the divorce landed on her as she lifted the blue tip with a shaking hand to sign her name in twenty different places. Grace set it back down, braced herself against the counter, and took two breaths, imagining herself walking down the aisle, terrified but exhilarated. She told herself this next step would be better. Then she took a sip of coffee, signed, and sealed the envelope, unraveling a thirty-two-year marriage contract. She wondered if she should do some kind of ceremony. Then she decided a cold dip in the Long Island Sound with Joyce the next morning would be its own kind of baptism.

She looked at the next pile of papers, which, although fatter thanks to European bureaucracy, felt far lighter, like a glass of prosecco. She signed the citizenship paperwork without a moment of doubt, preparing for her visit to the consulate. She needed Ella’s signatures too, although not Graziella’s, who was speaking more Italian every day but refused to visit the country. Her mother was so Italian, she didn’t need to go.

The third batch of paperwork was only a few sheets deep, although heavy as a house. There was a formal contract to work with her realtor, the write-up on her beloved home with professional photographs of the exteriors and the listing price. All they needed were the interior shots. Elegant ranch home on superb double lot in one of the most prestigious neighborhoods in Mamaroneck, doors down from the renowned Stone Acres Golf Club and within two miles of the train station. A new renovation with tasteful updates and luxury appliances tops off a charming family home only a short commute to Manhattan. Grace tapped her fingers against the countertops rather than signing and heard a knock on the door before the familiar click of Graziella’s wheelchair moving over the threshold.

“Hi, Mom,” Ella said as she wheeled her mother into the kitchen. Then Grace’s phone rang.

“It’s the realtor. I’m going to take this,” she said, walking into the dining room.

“Grace! Surprise! We have an early offer on the table,” her realtor said.

“Who? It’s not even on the market.” Grace bit the fingernail of her right thumb.

“A developer. They’re offering 10 percent above the list price.”

“But why does a developer want it after we just updated—”

“It’s a double lot. They could fit an eight-thousand-square-foot house, no problem. People want big homes. Three-car garages. Third floors, full basements, pool houses, in-law suites.”

“If they’re buying it solely for the lot, above the listing price we agreed on, isn’t the listing price too low?”

“Not necessarily.” The math didn’t make sense to Grace. Not only the math for the property, but for all the updates she had invested in.

“I understand other people want a bigger house, but you told me to renovate because the house would sell for more, and I just pumped $200,000 into it. There are brand-new Viking appliances. I’d like the house to be lived in.” Grace’s voice cracked, and her eyes settled on the wedding china that she had meticulously arranged in the cupboard. Grace thought the collection gave the house a certain romance, despite the fact that she associated it with Bill and his mother. They had picked it out without her at Strauss & Baum’s.

“The house is not a living thing, Grace,” the realtor said.

“I understand that.” Grace was stuck in a group project with someone who thought she was stupid. She needed to get out. “I’m not interested in selling off-market to a developer.”

When Grace had considered prying herself from this home, she had thought of kids in the sandbox and on the swings in the backyard, of a teenager finding respite in the small, soundproof room above the garage.

“This is an excellent offer—” the realtor said. Grace hung up the phone.

Her confidence had always been built on her intelligence, but she could not fathom the depths of her own stupidity in this moment. Her realtor had watched as her husband, the contractor, pulled her house apart and ripped her off in the process, knowing the entire time that the house would be torn down either way. The grievousness of the betrayal sank into her psyche, not only the act itself but the moral confusion that accompanied it. Her victory with Bill felt meaningless suddenly. She had gone to battle for nothing.

Even with her experience as a psychologist, she had never been able to make sense of how people could wreak havoc with no concern and no consequences. The image of her father appeared in her mind. He had been so trusting, so generous, that Graziella had always said: If I kick the can first, keep your father from getting swindled out of the house! I swear he’d serve a burglar his best amaro.

It was possible that she was too like her father, or that she ignored the worst in other people because it allowed her to ignore parts of herself. Rage coursed through her like a live wire hanging off an electricity pole. Rage toward herself. Rage toward Bill. Rage toward the realtor.

She walked to the mahogany cabinet filled with her wedding china. Each plate was covered in gray pheasants. They were horrendous. No one who knew Grace—who really knew her—would have picked them. Grace grabbed a gravy pitcher she had never used from the cabinet, opened the French doors, and chucked it into the yard. Next, she took a platter and threw it as hard as she could into a garden bed of tulips.

“Are you okay, Mom?” She heard Ella come in behind her.

“No,” Grace yelled. She felt the intense desire to keep breaking these hideous dishes. As if reading her mind, Ella grabbed a dessert plate. She threw it across the patio and watched it shatter. Ella grabbed another one and handed it to Nonna and wheeled her out to the patio.

“Smash it,” Ella said to her grandmother.

“I paid for this one,” Graziella replied.

“And it’s broken, like Mom’s marriage. BREAK IT!” Graziella threw the dish, watching it shatter on the patio with a spritely look in her eyes.

“You know how Dad always hated that you didn’t cook? You know how he…” Ella’s face contorted and tears gathered in her eyes. “How he cheated on you. Sfaccimma,” she spat. “I think we should grab all the dinner plates and smash them.”

Grace balled her fists, her freshly painted nails digging into her skin. They were the color of her favorite Merlot. Ella handed her mom a pair of sunglasses from her purse. “For protection,” Ella said, and walked back into the house, returning with the remaining dinner plates in her arms.

Grace took one from her and hurled it as hard as she could to the other side of the patio that spanned the length of the house. She grabbed another and threw it harder, letting out a wail. The crash of porcelain reverberated through her. “Another one!” Ella yelled, and Grace couldn’t stop the tears from flowing as she took the third plate and threw it as hard as she could. She let out another primal yell.

By the time she got to the twelfth one, she threw it with two hands and screamed like a banshee. Because of her bad aim, it collided with a terra-cotta planter and broke it in two. She waited for Graziella’s criticisms, but they never came.

“I paid $200,000 to fix up this house, now the buyers are going to tear it down anyway.”

“They can’t rip you off if you don’t sell, Grace,” Graziella said, folding her arms.

“But even Ella doesn’t like it here.”

“No, Mom. That’s not it. I just felt like too much of a failure here. The problem was me, not the house. It’s beautiful.”

“It’s too much space for one person,” Grace replied, still processing Ella’s words. She had never seen her daughter as a failure, but she sensed Ella knew that now.

“Take up more space, Grace. Take it all,” Graziella said, throwing her left arm out over the patio. “You can’t give the place to some stronza who won’t let the neighborhood kids on the swings.”

“I’m with Nonna on this,” Ella said.

“But don’t you need me to live with you, Ma? Soon?”

Graziella made calculations while looking out over the garden. “Your kitchen still looks like an Olive Garden with all those plants. There’s no sense in having old terra-cotta tiles in New York. And the chaise longue covered in Pucci fabric should be incinerated. But what harm can it do me to live someplace garish if I’m already dying?”

“You’ve never even been inside an Olive Garden, Nonna,” Ella said, kicking some broken china.

“Exactly,” Graziella replied, her face serious. No one, most of all Grace, had ever imagined prying Graziella out of the house on Pearl Street. She had been born there. “As long as we can get the old cat up here. God willing, she’s still following me around. It’s a one-level house. Isn’t that the benefit of a one-level house? They’re for the elderly and infirm?”

Grace let the decision take shape in her silence. All she had to do was not sign the paperwork. Grace began picking up the pieces of her broken wedding china, considering why she had married a man who had been so unavailable from day one. She had assumed it would mean no surprises, but she had never been more wrong. The difference was that without Bill, she was the one surprising herself now.





CHAPTER FORTY-SIX Ella

Look at me,” Mike said. “You’re Ella fucking Myers, okay?” Ella nodded, even as all her fears swam to the surface, gasping for air. Mike had driven her to the DMV in Yonkers with Tina in the back seat. It was time to go inside, but she couldn’t move. She wanted to vomit.

“Ella fucking Myers failed her driver’s test three times already,” she said.

“Ella fucking Myers recognized a lead pig and saved thousands of people from a gruesome death. In Manhattan. You saved Manhattan.” She swallowed, and the image of her dad popped into her head. He had promised to teach her to drive and never followed through.

“It’s all physics,” Mike said, pulling her back to the present. “You’re interfacing with the natural laws of the universe in a hunk of metal with wheels…” Mike was doing his best to hype her up.

“Go, Ella!” Tina said from the back. Ella smiled at Tina.

“Thank you, Tina,” she said, reaching back to squeeze her hand.

“We love you, Ella!” Tina replied.

“Love you too,” she said, opening the door.

Mike got out of the car and enveloped her in a bear hug, pulling his arms all the way around her shoulders. She let herself forget that there was a world outside of his chest and the smell of his Old Spice deodorant. He kissed the top of her head. She told herself that she could live through another failure.

“We love you, Ella,” he whispered into her hair as he tucked a curl behind her ear. She pulled back. Tina told everyone she loved them, including Vito at Norma’s. This was different. She looked up into his face. “What?” he said, shrugging. “We used to say that to each other all the time when we were little.” Her face broke into a smile. She had told herself to wait, if only to avoid the distraction. But she couldn’t hold it in anymore.

“Mike, I got into Columbia’s PhD program.” It wasn’t what she was supposed to say back, she knew that, but she wanted him to know first.

He grabbed her cheeks and kissed her. “Of course you did. You amaze me, Ella Myers.”

Ella didn’t want to leave him, but she had to go. He tapped her butt like he always did. Then she leapt up the stairs and threw out her arms. “I love you, Mike Graziano.”

At MIT, she would have been scared that good news might be a distraction before a test. Now she knew it was propelling her forward, strengthening her focus. There were plenty of people who were capable drivers who weren’t going to get a PhD in nuclear physics. It was important to Ella that she could also do ordinary things like fall in love and drive a car.

Ella steadied her breathing before her name was called, and a man summoned her to a Toyota Camry in the back parking lot. The man was awkward and quiet, and the car smelled like stale crackers. She told herself that it was no different than driving with her nonna, except that no one could be as intimidating as Graziella. Ella turned on the car, adjusted her mirrors, looked in every direction, and began driving.

“Let’s turn right at this stop sign,” the man said as they exited the lot. Ella came to a slow stop, put on her turn signal, looked both ways, and turned right. She stopped at two crosswalks, three traffic lights, and pulled over to the side of the road to let an ambulance go by. Ella stayed calm and collected as he took her to a dead-end road and asked her to do a three-point turn.

She looked behind her, put the car in reverse, and maneuvered it into the direction she came from. Ella stopped just short of bumping the curb and turned the wheel, moving forward under the speed limit. As she drove down the road, he said, “I’d like you to parallel-park here,” pointing to a small space between a Hummer and a Suburban. At first glance, it seemed like she would barely be able to get into the spot.

Ella put on her turn signal and pulled up next to the Hummer. The Hummer was so wide that it would affect the angle of the turn as she backed into the spot. Her eyes narrowed, and she looked at the man next to her, who had introduced himself as Ted.

“One sec,” she said to Ted. She put on her flashers and reversed the car straight back behind her rather than turning into the spot. It was a bold move, but her only move. She gestured to the space with her left hand. “There’s not enough space to parallel-park here. The driver’s manual says that there should be at least eighteen inches between each car, which means we’re short of the bare minimum.”

“This is the spot you need to park in,” Ted said. He knew he was wrong. Ella took a deep breath. In this moment, she needed to be more Grace and less Graziella.

“Could we look at the spacing together? If we see it up close, I think what I’m saying will make sense. It’s a quiet enough street.” She put the car in park and turned the flashers on. She got out, and after a moment Ted followed her. She put her right hand between the Camry and the Hummer. “My hands are 6.5 inches long.” She used her hands to measure the length and said, “There’s only thirteen inches here.” She walked to the back of the Camry and held her hand out again. “There’s ten inches here. Together, that’s twenty-three inches. That means this spot is thirteen inches short of the three feet total space needed beyond the length of the actual car.”

“Point made. But this is the spot I picked, and you’ll fail your test if you can’t do it,” he said. She thought about getting into the complexities of why this particular parking spot was impossible, the way the shortness of the spot would increase the severity of the angle past the limits of the steering wheel. But she had the feeling that Ted would fail her on some kind of prejudice, if not on principle.

“Is there a one-way street nearby?”

“What?” Ted said, his arms crossed.

“Is there a one-way street nearby? I can parallel-park on the left side of the road.”

“Your file says that you failed your driver’s test three times, but sure.” Ted didn’t know that Ella always performed better with higher stakes.

She got back in the Camry, and Ted directed her down three different streets to a one-way road with aluminum-sided houses on a steep hill. He picked another tight spot between a landscaping truck and an old Volkswagen Beetle, and Ella steeled herself as she realized he was asking her to do the near impossible after she had rejected the impossible. The landscaping truck was even wider than the Hummer, and Ella had to back into the spot on one of the steepest hills she had seen on a residential street outside of San Francisco.

Ella refused to get frazzled and gave herself eighteen inches of space between the Camry and the landscaping truck before putting the car in park. Everything fell away as she did some calculations in her head, turned the wheel, and put the car in reverse. She pulled her foot off the brake just enough to begin to slide backward. In the real world, she could readjust and make a second attempt, but not today.

Ted grabbed the car door with his right hand, clearly questioning the wisdom of his choice as Ella threw her foot on the brake multiple times to keep the Camry from rolling too far down the hill and into the Volkswagen. She cleared the landscaping truck by an inch or two as she maneuvered. They both jerked forward time and time again as Ella paused to look at the angles and adjusted the steering wheel, falling back into the spot until she was a finger’s length from the car behind her. She pressed her nose against the window. Ella felt too far away from the curb—about eighteen inches—but it was the best she could do and within the accepted range. She chastised herself for not bringing a measuring tape in case she needed to fight for it. Ella put the car in park, turned the wheel, and glided forward until the car was out again. She felt relief swoop through her like an Andrea Bocelli song. She had done it. Ella Myers had parallel-parked.

“Impressive.” Ted nodded. “Let’s see if you can get back to the DMV.” She put the car in drive and triumphantly turned the wheel. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw something move on the pavement. She looked left and spotted a bobcat. No, it was the largest domesticated cat she had ever seen, covered in a patchwork of matted fur and mange. She was limping onto the road, holding her back right foot up as if she were in pain. Ella could tell she was female, although she didn’t know how. She put the car back in park and turned on the hazard lights.

“One sec,” she told Ted. Ella got out and walked up to the cat, picking her up with both arms. The cat was more than twenty pounds malnourished, and she let herself go limp in Ella’s arms. She heard Ted begin to say something as she opened the door to get back in.

“This car belongs to the state,” Ted said. He flew out of the passenger seat.

“This cat is worth a lot more than this car. She needs to be seen by a vet.”

“If you get in with that cat, I’ll fail you,” he said, voice rising.

“No, I’m going to finish my test. But I’m not going to risk leaving her. I’d have to set up a trap to get her, and it would be a whole thing.” She waved her hand in the air to emphasize the hassle of it all. “I grew up trapping feral cats. Doing it humanely is tricky.”

“You just failed your test.”

“I just stopped a traffic accident from happening. The cat was about to run in front of the Camry. People hit animals all the time, and they’re a hazard to everyone. Did you know New York City has five hundred thousand feral cats? Yonkers has a problem too.”

“Exactly. Feral.”

“This one was dumped. She has a pedigree, not that it matters. She’s a Maine coon.”

“I don’t care if it’s from Maine. It’s bigger than a dog. Get the fuck out.” He looked irate, pounding the roof of the car. She stopped short of yelling back. Ella grabbed her purse from the back seat, holding the cat steady against her chest with both arms.

She watched Ted speed away, grazing the side mirror of a parked car. Ella noted the street address of the house in front of her and picked up her phone to call Mike for a ride. She hated that he would laugh so hard about her failing her driver’s test to save a cat, but hoped it would make it easier when she told him that this was their cat, and they were keeping her regardless of the medical bills. He loved Ella, and she had just become a package deal.





CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN Graziella

Graziella inspected the Maine coon on her lap, assessing her through muddy layers of matted fur and bald spots. The mange had left her with the worst rashes Graziella had ever seen. Her right leg had been broken and had healed wrong; the animal couldn’t put any weight on it, and Graziella could tell it would need to be amputated. She was in horrific condition but deeply docile, and Graziella knew this was Ella’s cat in every way. Ella heated up warm bone broth, sardines, and roasted chicken on a little plate while Graziella felt the cat’s internal organs.

Graziella’s fingers pressed gently against her soft belly. She found the kidneys, the liver, the bladder, the stomach, and the intestines. The cat showed no signs of pain or swelling, and Graziella said a prayer of gratitude. Her granddaughter’s first cat as an adult was not a small thing. Graziella would not live to see a great-grandchild, but this addition was more than enough.

Although Ella had failed her driving test, she couldn’t have been prouder. Taking wholehearted responsibility for a vulnerable being—at great cost and with no hesitation—was more of a success than passing some silly test. Ella had crossed the Rubicon.

“I think I’ll name her Juno,” Ella said to Graziella, Mike, and Tina, who were all sitting at the kitchen table. “The protector of Rome.”

“Always so pagan,” Graziella replied, irritated. Juno was also the goddess of marriage, but Graziella wouldn’t bring that up in front of Michael again. Once was enough.

“Isn’t it my turn to decide how I name my cats? Mom chose famous psychologists and psychiatrists. You chose saints. I choose pagan goddesses.” Graziella had named all their domesticated rescue cats after saints. The feral ones got to live their lives unnamed, a sign of respect given that they were independent creatures rather than pets. They were no less loved though.

“If you want to throw back to your Roman roots, Perpetua is the only sensible choice,” Graziella said.

“Who?” Ella asked.

“One of the first Roman Christian martyrs,” Mike added.

“Don’t you think people would shorten it to ‘Perp’? Like the perpetrator of a crime?” Ella asked. Mike laughed, and Graziella continued to move her fingers over Juno’s body, feeling for open sores. Tina had folded her hands on the table and dropped her head down to balance on them, watching the cat with focus.

“Tina, you’re the tiebreaker,” Graziella said.

“Juno,” she said.

“That’s right, Nonna. You can call her Perp. We’re sticking to Juno,” Ella said, scratching the cat behind her ears. “You’re no martyr.” The giant cat moved her tail in acknowledgment and purred against Ella’s hand, a thank-you for the food. Juno stretched down and began eating. “How is she, Nonna?”

“She’s too big to fit in the cat carrier even as skin and bones, but I don’t get the sense she’s a runner. Call the vet in the car and head right over.” Graziella looked at her watch. “Even though it’s a Saturday, they’ll see you if you get there before noon. This leg is a real problem, but she should get a full blood panel. I’m worried about tick-borne illnesses, and she’ll probably need surgery. Look for a chip, but I think she’s yours.” Sometimes pet owners cut out the ID tags with kitchen knives before they dumped an animal. There was an angry scar between Juno’s shoulder blades that suggested as much.

Regardless, there was no way that this cat had wandered off. She wanted to touch Ella at all times, and Graziella was relieved her granddaughter had found one more source of support. Anyone with sense knew that animals took care of their humans. Mike helped Graziella up to wash her hands just as Grace walked in the back door from swimming.

“Who’s this?” Grace asked, startled by the cat’s size.

“This is Juno,” Ella said while the cat ate her meal. “I found her during my driver’s test, which means I failed my driver’s test.”

Grace gave Ella a big hug. “I’m sorry.”

“Anyone can pass a driver’s test,” Graziella said, drying her hands on an ironed dish towel. Michael helped her get back to her chair.

“I think I should take the next one in the city. Up the stakes,” Ella said. Graziella understood the logic of it. “Well, I’m two for three today because…” Ella looked at Mike, and he started a drumroll on the kitchen table. “I am a cat mom who also got into Columbia’s PhD program.”

Grace screamed so loud that Juno stopped eating. She threw her Pucci purse into the air. Everything scattered all over the kitchen floor as she hugged Ella.

“You have street smarts and book smarts. Let’s just hope you can put the two together, eh?” Graziella said.

Grace pulled back from Ella. Mike helped Graziella stand up again, and Graziella tapped Ella with her cane on the back of her legs. “I’ll teach you how to make chocolate mousse later,” she said. A dark chocolate mousse was better for her blood sugar than cake. They needed something sweet to savor this news.

“Are you going to accept?” Grace asked, and Ella nodded. Mike beamed at her. He couldn’t look away from Ella. Tina started clapping, and she saw Ella stumbling to hold all the attention.

“I need to get to the vet, before they close,” Ella said.

“I’ll do some trading while you’re gone, and then we can bake,” Graziella replied. “It’s nothing compared with the cornetti.”

“Do you need help getting to command central?” she asked. That’s what Ella had been calling the new five-monitor setup in the living room. It felt like operating a tank, but it thrilled Graziella. She could feel Ella’s anxiety grow at the idea of leaving her. “I’ll help,” Grace said, taking Graziella’s arm. “You kids scurry off.”

“Love you,” Ella said. She looked back at Graziella with such care that it took her breath away. Grace tightened her grip on Graziella’s arm, and Graziella knew both of them were looking into the future. Mike was holding open the door for Tina and then Ella. He kept his other arm just shy of Ella’s waist, watching Juno melt into Ella’s chest. They were a family. Graziella turned away before they could see the emotion rising on her face, leaning on Grace and her cane. She patted her daughter’s arm.

“You did it,” Graziella said.

“No, Ma. We did it. We got her through it. Through Bill.”

“I’m glad you can see it now, Piccola.” Ella had left Bill and the lies they had all lived, digging for something real in the bins at Big Apple Bargains. Now that Ella knew what was true, she didn’t have to throw out everything and everyone anymore. She could go into the world without leaving them. A tear fell on Grace’s cheek, and Graziella wiped it away gently.

Whatever had frayed between them was mending, and she knew it would hold. Even after death, it would hold. Grace helped her into her seat, and she turned her focus toward what she had been calling la grande caccia, or “the big hunt.” Her largest investments to date.

Graziella looked at the long list of keyboard shortcuts Ella had taught her, which helped her skip between screens with minimal hassle. She sent email messages to executives, checked news reports, and considered every eventuality. If la grande caccia continued as planned—something she had finally allowed herself to imagine—she would figure out how to succeed doubly.

Since the St. Joseph’s food kitchen had been shut down prematurely, Graziella was determined to capture such an enormous win that it would ensure more than just the success of the Tuttoilmondo Food Kitchen. Her anger at the cardinal had simmered in her soul, turning into a resolute decision that she would not die without some final act of justice.

Her father would have yelled at her right now in Italian for contemplating such a thing, as he had when she decimated a little boy at a local spelling bee in fifth grade: You could have just beat him, but did you have to cut him into pieces limb by limb and send him home to his mother?

She had said back: I was doing my best, Papa. He laughed and looked her in the eye and said in broken English: La la la, if only my Graziella had been born a boy. He kissed the air with the last word, and Maria smacked him on the side of his ear with an open palm. It was the only time she had ever seen her mother lose her temper. Her mother leveled him with Italian curses, many of which Graziella had held on to for other men at other times.

Decades later, when her father suffered from severe dementia and her mother tied him to a chair in desperation, he would say the same thing over and over again—if only Graziella had been born a boy—and her mother would roll her eyes so far into the back of her head that Graziella couldn’t see them anymore. He had been trapped by the perception of her inferiority more than she and her mother had ever been. Graziella was not a perfect mother and grandmother, but she hadn’t inherited the particular sin of misogyny, which was in turn a gift to her daughter and granddaughter.

She did not create the system, no. But she enjoyed beating the system and giving away what other winners would hoard. La grande caccia had pulled her luck, faith, and skill to the edge of their capacity. But she knew it was working, and if she could leverage this last win correctly, it might change things again—maybe not forever, but for her and beyond her, reaching as far as a millennium. What she built, she would build to last. She was her father’s daughter, after all.





CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT Grace

On a warm night when the sun set behind them, Joyce and Grace took back roads to a small waterfront restaurant over the state line in Connecticut. Grace had written a paper at Yale on a theory that mature adulthood was marked by the ability to hold multiple, conflicting feelings at the same time, but she had rarely felt this herself. Now she embodied the idea. Grace’s days held both a bottomless dread as Graziella became frailer, and an emerging sense of freedom with Joyce.

At dinner, they ate oysters three ways: raw, roasted, and fried. When Joyce handed her the extra helmet before the ride home, their fingers touched. Joyce leaned over the motorcycle, and Grace felt her smooth lips on hers, opening up another world with her breath. The warmth of them unfurled a deep well of pleasure in Grace that she thought had gone dry.

By the time Joyce pulled back from her, Grace felt as though she could fall over. The idea that Joyce, who moved through the world with such power and prowess, had been so gentle with her made Grace lean in again. Joyce slipped her tongue into Grace’s mouth, and Grace felt the rise of a new kind of heat in her belly. She was alight but not burning. She let her left hand drift slowly from Joyce’s hip across her leather jacket to her middle. Every touch lit her up.

Joyce got on the motorcycle, and Grace swung a leg over behind her. Joyce asked her if she wanted to stay over, and Grace only nodded, eyes wide. It had been far too long.



Grace had not planned to go to Easter Mass the next day, but she was hosting Ella and Graziella afterward at Cottage Garden Lane. That morning, she had lingered with Joyce and felt a subtle glow rise to her cheeks. She was not sure what this new relationship would become, but she felt at ease with Joyce and in her own skin. Grace considered how pleasant it all seemed as she heated up the tray of grilled lamb from Fazzio’s and made a salad and a cheese plate in her new kitchen.

She laid out an antique floral tablecloth on the outdoor table, along with champagne glasses that had been hand-blown in Venice and silver she had inherited from her favorite of Bill’s relatives, a spinster great-aunt. Ella and Graziella appeared and settled into chairs outside. When every dish was on the table and Grace’s finest bottle of champagne had been poured, Ella raised her glass.

“To Mom and Joyce Romano, a harem of two,” Ella said with a cheeky grin on her face. Grace spit out the cheese in her mouth into her cloth napkin.

“What?” Grace said.

“Do you deny it?” Ella leaned forward and asked. Grace realized Ella must have seen them on the motorcycle heading to or from their date. Ella also knew Grace had not come home last night. It was easy math for such a bright person.

“I’m seeing Joyce Romano,” Grace said, taking a gulp of champagne. Ella glowed with pride. Grace didn’t know if Ella was proud of her for dating a woman or dating a sworn enemy of Graziella, who took a sip of her champagne and paused. Grace wondered if she was having a stroke or somehow not processing the idea.

“Nonna, it’s Joyce R-O-M-A-N-O,” Ella said louder, as if Graziella had become hard of hearing. She turned to Grace. “Mom, I feel like we may need to duck. She could throw the glass,” Ella added.

“Are you accusing me of prejudice?” Graziella raised her voice to a near yell, swiping her free hand at Ella. “You think I am prejudiced against this relationship because Joyce Romano is a woman or because Joyce Romano is an R-O-M-A-N-O?” Grace crossed her legs as her mother continued to rail. “She can’t cook—just like her mother—so you two may starve to death up here on this hill. But you have done worse! Ella, Gia is the one who would have a problem with this, not me. Bigoted woman. Thank goodness she’s dead or she might have killed you both and made the news—” Graziella continued to say until Ella interrupted her.

“Mom, I’m so proud of you. All I’ve ever wanted for you is more,” Ella said.

“I think different. Different is a better word,” Grace replied.

“I think it’s more,” Ella said.

“More,” Grace repeated slowly. She could let herself have more now. Grace looked around her at her gardens, which were coming to life again, wondering if this was still too much for her. As if sensing her thoughts, Graziella spoke.

“Real estate has the highest rate of return, Grace,” Graziella pushed. “Hold. Smart women know when to hold.” Ella cut into the lamb, and Grace poured everyone a glass of San Pellegrino.

“Oh, Ma. I forgot. Once we get through tomorrow, I need you to look at all the stocks Bill transferred to me as part of the divorce.”

“We should go through it all together. They may be yours at some point, Ella.” Grace saw the reticence on Ella’s face, but she didn’t say no. Ella was logical enough to know that even if she wanted to make different financial decisions than her family, she would still need to know how to make them. She grabbed a few pieces of prosciutto and added them to her plate.

“When was the first time you made a trade?” Ella asked.

“I called an old neighbor in the nineties who worked on Wall Street,” Graziella said. “His team made all my trades for me until you got me my trading account.”

“Which neighbor, Ma?” Grace said.

“Luigi Barone,” Graziella said. “He’s famous, not that he cares.”

“Luigi?” She wondered if Graziella was mixing things up in her head. Luigi had dropped out of high school.

“Piccola, anyone can make someone of themselves.” Grace nodded her apology. “He lives on Park Avenue now.” Grace wished she could see the look on Bill’s face when he realized that people like Graziella and Luigi Barone had ascended higher than he had in his own world.

“You both need to learn how to manage what’s coming to you,” Graziella said. “Luigi will help you hire a team, but you’ll have to keep them in check.”

Ella took a bite of salad and then downed her champagne. Her brows furrowed. “How did you do it, Nonna?” she asked.

Graziella put down her fork and folded her hands.

“It takes finesse to put your finger on the scale without breaking it. I pray I’ve done more good than harm, but you never really know.” Graziella had left most of her food on her plate, and Grace knew her appetite was waning. Her chest ached at the thought.

“But what if you want to change everything?” Ella asked, and Graziella sat back again, closing her eyes, gathering her thoughts. Grace focused on her meal. Her mind didn’t work this way. These ideas were too big for her.

Graziella opened her eyes and aimed their light toward Ella. “Mostriciattola, all the goodness in this world already exists. Every generation forgets it’s there. The ingredients are available. When you cook, you don’t try to change the ingredients. They are what they are. You feel for them. You learn from them. You work with what’s in front of you, and it transforms. It’s a paradox. If you reject everything, you have nothing. You cannot feed the world nothing,” Graziella said.

Grace looked up. Behind the facade of frailty, Grace sensed that Graziella was at the peak of her power. Grace could see it in her mother’s eyes, hear it in the steadiness of her voice. Graziella seemed more assured than ever, which seemed odd given her conflict with the archdiocese.

Il luccichio told her that Graziella was holding on to one more secret. That’s why she was preparing Ella for managing unmanageable responsibilities. Ella looked like she was in a physics class again, learning about the laws of the universe so that she could challenge them in her own way. Grace had to make sure this inheritance didn’t push Ella’s dreams out of the frame. She had known enough trust-fund kids at Yale and Columbia who had been dwarfed by the success of a dynasty.

Grace caught her mother’s eyes and could tell Graziella was about to scold her for not paying attention. But Grace was on the cusp of retirement, and she knew enough people in finance who could help her manage what happened next. Grace’s big plays were behind her, with the exception of Joyce and this house.

“Ma, don’t you want a few more bites?” Grace asked her mother.

“Gracie, are you listening to me?”

“I’ll only listen to you if you eat a bit more. Have a piece of lamb,” she said, coaxing her mother to live a little longer. Somewhere deep, she knew this would be their last Easter. Every bite of food meant another moment with her mother. That was Grace’s job now, for as long as she could keep it.






CHAPTER FORTY-NINE Ella

Today was a big day. Ella woke up before dawn and turned her anxiety into a frittata. She fried onions and sweet Italian sausage, breaking up the raw meat with the back of a wooden spoon, and then added cherry tomatoes and garlic until they melted in the pan. Ella beat eight eggs with salt and pepper and poured them into her great-grandmother’s cast-iron skillet. She dropped eight dollops of ricotta on top and placed the pan in the preheated oven. She used all Graziella’s favorite ingredients, hoping it might sway her to eat a full breakfast for the first time at the age of ninety-six.

Ella tried to quiet the ruckus in her mind. She had been meticulous in her planning for today’s grand opening, but one possibility plagued her: There might not be enough food. She could not imagine anything more embarrassing for her grandmother. Graziella had insisted anyone was welcome, and invitations had gone out only by word of mouth. Ella had maxed out ordering capacity at both Fazzio’s and Norma’s and hoped that no more than six hundred people came expecting lunch, even though Graziella’s pull was far wider. If the worst happened, Ella told herself, she could cut into the hams herself with one of Dom’s butcher knives.

While the frittata cooked, Ella went to wake Grace, and they helped Graziella get out of bed and into the new outfit Grace had picked out for her. Ella opened the curtains to let the light sneak through and then walked to Graziella’s jewelry box.

“Do you want your pearls?” Ella asked. Graziella nodded, uncharacteristically quiet. Ella walked over with Graziella’s engagement ring, her wedding ring, and the pearl necklace that had been Maria’s. Ella passed the necklace to Grace, who clasped it around Graziella’s neck. Ella slipped her grandmother’s rings onto her left hand. They were too loose to stay on. Graziella let them fall off and tucked them into Ella’s hands without saying anything. Ella bit back tears. Grace, still wearing her pajamas, helped Graziella to the kitchen table, and Ella pulled the frittata out of the oven. Eve and Adam scampered in, hoping for scraps even though she had already fed them. Juno was still at the vet’s office, and Ella was eager to have her home.

“Here, Nonna,” she said, putting a piece of frittata in front of Graziella along with a piece of Italian bread doused in olive oil. “It’s a big day.” Ella sat down at the table and ate her own breakfast. Her blood sugar counts had been remarkably stable of late. Even with all the stress of getting the food kitchen up and running, she felt better than she had since high school. She kept her eyes on Graziella. “A few bites, please, Nonna,” Ella added.

“Eh,” Graziella said, fishing a piece of sausage out of the frittata. She loved pork.

Her mom walked back into the kitchen, having changed into a vintage orange Pucci jumpsuit.

“Beautiful, Mom,” Ella said. Graziella let out a “tsk.” She didn’t think anyone should wear orange unless they were a child and it was Halloween. Ella hoped she wouldn’t mind the party decorations, which technically were made for Cinco de Mayo. Graziella believed bright colors should only exist in food and plants, but she also abhorred pastels, finding them too watery. Nothing bothered Graziella more than black and white. It had all led Ella back to bright colors.

“It’s a big day, too, investments-wise,” Graziella said, holding Ella’s and Grace’s eyes with more seriousness than Ella had ever seen. Grace didn’t seem surprised. If Graziella made $200,000 on any old day, Ella wondered what she would make in a big day. At least quadruple that, she imagined.

“Do we wish you good luck?” Ella asked.

“Luck is good,” Graziella said. “Ella, do you need anything from me, or can I go to command central?”

“No, we’re all set. I’ll wheel you over,” Ella said, taking one last bite. She helped Graziella into her office chair in the living room.

Ella got herself ready for the day, squeezing into the small bathroom to shower. She put on jeans, a T-shirt, and sneakers before packing a dark blue dress she had picked up at the thrift shop, along with dark tights and heeled boots. Ella didn’t want to get anything dirty while she helped set up. She pinned back her curls, half-up and half-down. Ella yelled “love you” and walked out the back door.

The local event planner she had hired, Tara, had been there for an hour already. The party-rental team had set up fifty long tables in the street outside the food kitchen, along with coolers and extra tables for drinks and desserts. There were red checkered tablecloths, and daffodils in Graziella’s old tomato cans, which Ella had borrowed from the cemetery. Rather than have a buffet, they had decided to serve food family style, with place settings. Her favorite part, though, was already up. She and Tara had festooned the street with garden lights, streamers, and garlands the night before.

When Dom showed up with the food two hours later, Ella bit into a chicken cutlet and knew it was fresh. The breading made that sweet crunch, and the chicken was thinly pounded but moist all the way through. Dom must have stayed up all night making Graziella’s recipe.

“Good cutlets,” Ella said.

“Thank God, or we would have hell to pay,” he replied, working with Tara to set the platters of food on every table. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Father Gerald lurking nearby, watching the scene. She winked at him, knowing he would come back later and blend into the crowd.

At exactly 11:00 a.m., Ella saw Grace wheeling Graziella along the sidewalk toward them. Ella watched as Graziella took it all in with a look of awe on her face. Her eyes lingered on the words Tuttoilmondo Food Kitchen, written in red cursive on the front of the white building. Graziella stared, processing the seminal moment, and then nodded.

“Gracie, can you take me inside?” Graziella asked, and Ella knew she approved.

“It’s wonderful, Ella.” Grace smiled. Ella helped Dom unload the last of the platters and checked on Grace and Graziella inside the food kitchen. Graziella had wasted no time. She was sitting at Ella’s desk doing something on the computer. Grace was standing next to her.

“Can you pull up two chairs?” Graziella asked. Ella saw that her grandmother had hacked into her computer and had pulled up her trading accounts.

“How did you—” Ella began to ask.

“We all make our passwords our cat’s names. Juno was a given,” Graziella replied, impatient.

“Nonna, do you like how everything is set up?”

Graziella took her hands off the keyboard and looked at Ella. “My mother would have loved it.” Graziella was never that gushy. Anything Maria would have loved was something Graziella loved. “We have one more piece of business to attend to. Do you see this graph?” She pointed at the screen where there was a line graph with a near vertical sequence of data points. Ella knew this was a good thing, but she felt her stomach drop as if she had plummeted on a roller coaster. Grace’s face was impassive.

“I don’t only trade stocks. I also invest in privately held companies that do good things. Luigi knows the right people. One of the companies just hit the stock market. It’s called an IPO, Ella.” Next, she pulled up The Wall Street Journal and showed them an article about it. Ella took a deep breath and scanned the page. The company developed satellite technology that would offer anyone in the world access to cell service at a fraction of the cost of a traditional phone plan.

“They’re undercutting the schmucks who charge you a hundred dollars a month for cell service. The only thing worse than having an IDIOT phone is not being able to use one—and the important things that go with them.” She pointed to the continuous glucose monitor on Ella’s arm. Graziella had always been thinking of Ella, always trying to make life better for people.

“There’s $20 million from this IPO. It’s part of la grande caccia,” she said. “My big hunt.” The old cat ran inside for the very first time and jumped on Graziella’s lap, purring. She had never seen the cat in a building before.

Ella tried to imagine the money as a river that would flow through New York, not a flood that she could drown in. This was bounty for many, not gluttony for one. Graziella opened her mouth to say something else and then stopped. She paused and then spoke again. “We will not need this for the food kitchen. Some of it may go to the archdiocese to help me tie their hands, modernize their practices. I called Martin Kirkpatrick at the cardinal’s office. He is interested in brokering a back-channel deal.”

Graziella was thinking out loud for the very first time, letting them into her mind. It was not an eventuality she had declared, but a possibility she would consider. Ella knew this idea was not fully formed, but something about it felt uneasy in her bones, in her stomach. She was feeling her way to the truth just as Graziella had taught her, and this was not it.

“Nonna, how do you know that they will honor—” Ella asked, and then saw the crowd outside and Vito arriving with the pizza. “Shit, I have to change,” Ella said, switching gears. Graziella reached over and wiped something off Ella’s face with her thumb. Then Ella grabbed her bag and ran into the bathroom. She put on another round of deodorant and checked her blood sugar before looking at herself in the mirror. She felt both proud and daunted by the weight of this work. But she wasn’t fumbling anymore. She would not fall down on the job today, regardless of whether she might in the future.

She caught up to Graziella and Grace, who were walking toward a mass of black figures outside. The crowd parted, and a nun in a habit made her way toward Graziella, leading the rest of the group. She walked slowly, towering over the crowd even in her old age. Ella heard a meow and realized the old cat was greeting the woman, walking in circles around the group of nuns.

“My sister,” the woman began to say, and Graziella sat in shocked silence. “We wanted to make sure you received a blessing, even if it was an unconventional one,” said Reverend Mother Flora. Graziella patted her hand. It was a miracle to see the strands of Graziella’s life coming together. Graziella had never conformed to one role, and her life’s work was a rich tapestry.

“All the better for it, Flora. All the better,” Graziella replied, clearly emotional.

Flora leaned in and whispered, “Father Gerald called and gave me your granddaughter’s phone number.”

“Spilling our secrets?” Ella asked, walking up behind Graziella.

“Flora, this is Ella and her mother, Grace,” Graziella said.

“Grace,” Flora said, leaning in for a hug. “I feel like I already know you.”

“What a thrill to meet you…” Grace began to say. Ella stepped back and looked around her, spotting Maria, José, and the baby. She waved them over to introduce them to Flora and get them a good spot up front. More people were arriving, and Ella’s nerves began to shimmer.

The day was surreal. She breathed, pulling herself back down to the neighborhood even as her hands began to shake. She understood why Graziella always preferred to stay in the background. Ella felt the same way. She told herself it would be fine as long as she remembered why she was here.





CHAPTER FIFTY Graziella

Ella had broken all of Graziella’s rules: There were brightly colored streamers everywhere. She had made a fuss and welcomed Flora and fifty nuns. The Valentinis were the center of attention. Worst of all, there was a microphone. Graziella preferred not to think about why they needed a microphone.

Graziella guessed that more than five hundred people had gathered in front of the crisp white building under the hand-drawn words Tuttoilmundo Food Kitchen for the old-fashioned street party. Her mother, Maria, would have cried for hours, overwhelmed by how they had made this a gentler place for people to land. Not everyone likes the country they immigrate to. Maria had never felt at home here, but she would have loved everything about today, including the streamers.

Graziella stayed on the periphery, watching people’s faces, until Grace wheeled her to the closest table to the podium, where she sat across from Flora and next to Maria and José, who was holding baby Maria. The old cat wandered toward Graziella and hopped up on her lap. A professional photographer snapped a photograph of Graziella and the old cat; she stopped herself from snapping back at them like a shark. Ella stepped up to the microphone, looking terrified. Served her right for all of this.

“Hi, everyone,” Ella said. “Thank you for coming. Tuttoilmondo Food Kitchen was the dream of my grandmother, Graziella Valentini. She has helped feed people in this neighborhood for decades with the support of this community and every person here today. We’re so grateful to the parish of St. Joseph’s for hosting her efforts until now and for everyone who helped get this new food kitchen up and running.” Graziella saw Ella swallow a bitter taste in her mouth, as if she had taken a bite of undercooked broccoli rabe.

“The location is meaningful for my family because this is where my great-grandmother, Maria Tuttoilmondo Pucci, worked after emigrating from Italy and while raising Graziella. Her maiden name was Tuttoilmondo, which translates roughly to ‘the whole world.’ In choosing this name, we promise to share our whole world with you.” Ella’s chin twitched as she held back tears. “Some of you may not know that before Graziella Valentini became a wife and a mother, she was a novice nun. Her sister, the Reverend Mother Flora of the Abbey of the Immaculate Conception, is here to bless Tuttoilmondo.” Flora stood and stepped up to the mic.

“I will keep this short and sweet,” Flora said, looking at Graziella and lifting her hands.

“Dear Heavenly Father and Almighty God, we ask you to bless Tuttoilmondo Food Kitchen. May you protect all who work here and all who seek support here, offering them not just sustenance but abundance on their tables and in their lives.” She paused. “May your goodness welcome those of all faiths, traditions, backgrounds, cultures, and languages. May your blessings reign through the good work of the people of this community. Amen.” Flora lowered her hands and clasped them, looking Graziella in the eyes.

Everyone looked toward Graziella, and she wanted to walk away from it all. Instead, she tried not to frown. Then Maria brought her a plate of food and squeezed her shoulder, and Flora sat down across from Graziella, filling her own plate. She looked out at the other nuns, who had chosen to sit with her neighbors across every table rather than by themselves.

“I missed these chicken cutlets,” Flora said. “Graziella used to make them at the abbey.” Ella sat down next to Flora, and Graziella knew she would begin asking questions.

“Flora, do you remember what Nonna was like when you met her?” Ella asked.

“Stubborn. Kind. Rude,” Flora said. There were so many voices in the air, Flora had to shout. This was why Graziella hated parties.

“Don’t indulge my granddaughter. She acts like she doesn’t know me because I don’t blabber.” Flora laughed.

“Graziella’s a legend in the abbey. No novice broke quite so many rules.” Ella reached for the sausage and onions.

“The last rule I broke was probably the most memorable,” Graziella said. They were so young, but she had never been naive about the consequences of kissing Frank behind a bush.

“We still plan on claiming all your good deeds as our own in the abbey,” Flora said with a smile.

She looked down at her chicken cutlet and took a bite to appease Ella. And in an instant, Graziella knew what to do with la grande caccia. Her mind spun a new web vaster than Tuttoilmondo’s Food Kitchen that would ensure such good works grew and held for a millennium. She would gather Flora and Gerald later in the day, and they would bring this vision to life. With another bite of chicken cutlet, a corresponding revelation fell into her mind. She would not be here to see the fruits of this labor. Her time was nearing its end. Once the next step was set in to motion, Graziella’s work would be behind her.

A lovely voice speaking Italian tugged her out of these thoughts, and some part of Graziella wondered how her mother’s voice could appear so long after her death. Then she turned to see Grace behind her chatting with a nun in Italian. Graziella stared at her daughter in shock. Although Grace’s words were more formal than Graziella’s parents, she had summoned the subtleties of Maria’s Roman pronunciations. Grace had grown up hearing Maria speak to Graziella, but neither of them would speak to Grace in Italian. She is American, they had decided.

Their voices were undeniably similar in tone and texture. Each word sounded round and gentle, like a small stone dropping into calm water. Graziella had never noticed because she had never heard Grace speak Italian, and her mother had never mastered English. The familiar harmony, almost holy to Graziella’s ears, reminded her of the oldest loose string she must tie as part of this new plan.

She looked back at Grace, who was exceptional in every way. Of all of her triumphs, nothing and no one would ever come close to Grace.





CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE Grace

Grace woke up the Friday after the opening of the food kitchen and could sense a change in the house. She knocked on Ella’s bedroom door, but she must have been at Mike’s. And then she heard her mother call for her. She ran into the room.

“Gracie,” Graziella said, attempting to pull herself up. Grace put her weight behind Graziella and tried to gently help her sit up, but it wasn’t working. She placed another pillow under Graziella’s head instead. Graziella looked a few shades paler than the day before, and her breathing was far too weak, as if she couldn’t fill her lungs. Grace reached for her hand. It wasn’t warm.

“I’ll call the doctor,” Grace said, concern mounting.

“Just pass me the phone,” Graziella said. Grace brought the old landline to Graziella, who picked up and dialed a number without lifting her head. Grace could see the weariness on her mother’s face. Even holding up the phone was weighing on her.

“Anthony,” Graziella said. “It’s Graziella Valentini.” Grace almost fell over. Anthony was not a doctor. He was the funeral home director.

“Ma,” Grace said, but Graziella swatted her away like she was a nuisance.

“No, I’m calling for me.” She looked at Grace. “It will be quick. No hospice. No ambulances. No hospital.” Anthony was saying something, but Graziella talked over him.

“I want all of my organs donated. Everything. Closed casket. Limit the chemicals,” Graziella said. “No need to preserve me underground.” Grace could never have prepared herself for the impossibility of this moment. She panicked and then heaved, running to the bathroom. Her knees hit the tile as she fell to them and threw up in the toilet. She wiped her face with a piece of toilet paper, backed up, and sat against the wall. Then she threw up again.

“Are you okay, Mom?” Grace looked at Ella, who had appeared at the doorway still in her coat.

“Nonna’s not doing great,” Grace said. The look on Ella’s face told Grace she could sense it too. “I thought she was calling the doctor, but she’s on the phone with the funeral home,” Grace said.

“The funeral home?” Ella asked.

Burying someone was no less difficult than birthing a person into this world and far less joyful. Grace knew taking care of the practicalities was Graziella’s way of loving them, no matter how brutal. Ella put out her hands to pull Grace up, as if she were a toddler. Grace threw cold water on her face and rinsed her mouth with mouthwash.

“We should check on her,” Grace said, but she didn’t want to go back there. She wasn’t ready. Death already had her in a chokehold. Together, Grace and Ella walked in and heard Graziella still on the phone.

“If you tell anyone about this, I’m taking you with me,” Graziella said, and then hung up the phone. She closed her eyes and clasped her hands together, as if she were practicing dying. Juno had been home from the vet for a few days. She jumped up on the bed with Adam and Eve. Graziella moved her hand to soothe the cats.

“Anthony told me it costs $15,000 to bury a person without a visitation to the funeral home, even on the cheap. It’s not just a cost-of-living crisis. It’s a cost-of-dying crisis,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t want a visitation. No visitations. Ella, the emergency fund in the food kitchen needs to start covering funerals. Make a note of this for when you create the parameters.” Then Graziella softened her voice. “Gracie, I know the pattern. My mother died the same way. I’m lucky. It’s in the right order, and I’ll go easy.”

“Do you think it’s cancer?” Ella asked.

“Ella, it’s called dying of old age. The why doesn’t matter.”

“Do you have a sense of how long—” Ella began to ask.

“No,” Graziella said before coughing. Grace walked downstairs and put on the teakettle so she could get Graziella some warm water and have a moment to herself. She looked around her mother’s kitchen as if a tornado were about to tear it apart and rip Graziella away from them. Ella and Graziella were still arguing when she walked upstairs with warm water.

“I don’t want to eat,” Graziella said.

“I won’t let you stop eating! You don’t let me stop eating!” Ella yelled, tears streaming down her face. Grace brought the water to her mother.

“Ma, can you take a sip, please?” she asked. “Ella, help me.” Ella and Grace pulled Graziella up and gave her a few sips of warm water from her measuring mug. Grace helped Graziella lay back down.

“My body knows I finished la grande caccia.”

“You mean the IPO is done?” Ella asked.

“No, the IPOs are not done, Ella. There will be more,” Graziella clarified. “The equity in the other companies will go in a trust after I’m gone. My part is finished though. I am done.” Grace could not comprehend any of it. She tried to imagine drawing borders around the money. Graziella would figure out where she wanted it all to go.

“Ma,” Grace said gently, bringing herself back to the present moment. “You’ll need to tell me if there’s anyone you’d like to see.”

“The usual suspects,” Graziella replied.

“Do you need to go to the bathroom?” Grace asked.

“No,” Graziella said. Grace had no idea how to care for someone who was dying. The last time she had felt this helpless was when she brought Ella home from the NICU. Joyce would know what to do because she had cared for her own mother in her final days. She would be discreet too. Grace would have to swear everyone she told to secrecy, or there would be a thousand people lined up outside.

“I have some questions for you once you’ve rested,” Grace said.

“There’s a folder in the kitchen behind the phone book labeled ‘My Death.’ Everything you need to know is in there.” Graziella closed her eyes and folded her hands. Grace’s chin quivered. She and Ella walked out and shut her mother’s bedroom door.

“I’m going to make a phone call, okay?” Grace told Ella, who was pouring herself a cup of coffee. Grace stepped out onto the porch, desperate for sun on her face. Joyce’s number was the first one on her list of messages. She clicked on it, but a phone call from Columbia came in at the same time. Grace accidentally accepted the call and, too late to do anything else, spoke.

“Hello,” she said. The last thing she needed was to have a work conversation.

“Grace, it’s Bob Champion.” She stood up a little straighter. It was Columbia’s president. University presidents were usually focused on fundraising and public image, though she had always sensed he took a more holistic view. Bob was brought in during a time of turmoil, and now the university was thriving. And so, when Grace spoke, he actually listened, which should have been far more common than it was.

“Nice to hear from you,” Grace said, wondering what this could be about. After the shock wore off, her mind veered toward panic. Could she have gotten in trouble while on research leave? It would have had to be a big mistake to hear from Bob rather than the provost, who was in charge of faculty.

“Grace, I’ll cut to it. You know we’re looking for a new dean of students. We haven’t found anyone we love, and we’re thinking outside the box. I know it’s unusual for a faculty member, but we’d like to consider you.” She looked over at her grandfather’s bread oven, her mind straining to catch up. Her favorite part of her job had always been working with students, but the dean of students didn’t work with students one-on-one. Other universities called the role the dean of student life, which meant being in charge of their collective and individual lives. This was a far weightier responsibility than any academic role, although many of her peers wouldn’t see it that way. She struggled to find her voice.

“I’m going to have to…” she paused. “Bob, can I get back to you?”

“Of course,” Bob said. “Talk on Monday?”

“Sure,” Grace said, confused. She was too overwhelmed to imagine another change of this magnitude. Grace’s world was moving so fast, she felt like she could fall right off the planet. Her mind began releasing Hail Marys into the sky, as if she had finally realized she needed to let go of the illusion that she had any control. Some people came to faith by climbing a ladder. Others fell into it and let themselves be caught.



Grace watched as Ella made Graziella pastina soup from scratch that afternoon, with bone broth made from roasted chicken necks. Ella cooked furiously, wiping her nose with tissues while Grace sat at the kitchen table. Grace didn’t do anything beyond worrying, texting Joyce, and checking in with her mother, who kept telling her to go away.

When Ella brought the soup to Graziella as an offering, Grace knew each bite was keeping her mother alive. Graziella had four or five sips of broth, and Ella left the soup on her bedside table to go see Mike, who had just gotten home from work. Grace sat next to her mother for a few hours, watching her breathe. Graziella opened her eyes and looked at Grace, waiting for her to say something.

“I got a call today,” Grace said to Graziella through tears. “They’re looking for a dean of students.” Graziella closed her eyes and nodded, mulling the idea.

“You’ll take it. I love the little ones, but you’re good with the in-betweens. That’s how you’ve gotten Ella through the muck.” Grace heaved. “The job will pull you through the grief. It will pull you through the grief even if it’s too much. I promise you that, Grace.”

“I don’t even know that they would want me,” Grace said.

“How could anyone not want you?”

Grace shook her head no. There was no way she could do this. It seemed insane.

“If you promise to do it, Grace, I’ll let you ask Flora to give my eulogy at the memorial. It can be Flora and not the cardinal.” Graziella knew Grace and Ella had never come around to the idea of her rival having that honor.

“Are you blackmailing me?”

“Call it what you want,” Graziella said.

Grace sat for a long time, listening to Graziella breathing again, as if it were the same breath in her own body. She felt it weave them together again. At 9:00 p.m., Grace heard her mother’s voice.

“Gracie, get me a pen.” Grace turned on the light and helped Graziella sit up. Graziella wrote down the name of a piazza in Rome and handed it back to her daughter. “This is the one.” Grace felt her chin waver. “This is the place my mother came from. There is a statue of the Three Graces. She looked at them every day.”

“Why—”

“Mama never wanted to leave home, and she never went back. She couldn’t be in two places at once, and I couldn’t go without her. I couldn’t see everything she missed to have me here. Gracie, there are some places you can’t visit, and the past is one of them. You and Ella should go. Just the two of you.” She laid her head back down and rested for a minute. “I have a feeling Ella will have boys, so you shouldn’t wait for another Graziella.”

“Why boys?”

“Because every winning streak has to come to an end.” Graziella smiled to herself.

Grace thought of herself at five years old being dropped off at the elementary school on the first day. She ran all the way home, on foot, at recess that day, having never been away from her mother and her grandmother for more than an hour. I’m never leaving, Grace had said. Graziella had gotten on her knees and said, It’s your job to leave, Piccola.

They were her world. When her father died, she had poured all of her love into Ella. She had never truly processed his loss, swept up in the fog of early motherhood. Grace knew grief would come for her, not once but twice, in the following months. The world was finally making her leave home.






CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO Ella

The next morning, Ella sat in Mike’s bed in his pajamas with a cappuccino and a plate of eggs. He was washing a pan in the sink, standing in his boxers. She thought back to what he had alluded to during their first date and then said before her driver’s test: You saved Manhattan. There would be no saving Graziella, though, not that she would want to be saved. Any attempts to do so would be selfish and not selfless, yet Ella struggled to surrender nonetheless.

She had spent the day before reading about the biology of death—the internal mechanisms that unfurled and unwound before one’s final breath. Graziella had taught her, though, that there was a lived difference between intellectual understanding and knowing. There was far more to death than the science of the subject.

“Mikey.” She walked up to him and kissed him on the shoulder. He was always so warm. “Could you tell me what I need to know? About what comes next?” He put the pan on the drying rack and turned around. Mike knew things he’d rather Ella not know, but she needed to know them. He leaned against the kitchen counter and pulled her hips toward him, his hands clasped around her. Mike kissed her and stayed there treasuring this moment before everything changed.

“The most important thing is that you let her go here,” he said, pulling back and putting one hand on his chest. Her eyes started filling with tears. “They can feel it when you do. You have to give them permission to leave, or they’ll fight to stay. The fighting hurts. It’s painful, especially when someone is too stubborn for meds.” He looked to the side and shook his head, pushing back memories. Ella knew without needing to ask that Mike’s mom fought. He had watched her fight to the death. Ella looked at him, silently.

“When she stops eating, her system will slow down. Eventually, she’ll be able to hear you but not talk back. She’ll still be here, but she’ll start to float away. People can get a second wind or even a third before the end, like my mom. The nurse told me…” He let go of her and downed his espresso. “You know that it’s real by the temperature of her feet. Feet go cold before people die. It’s like they’re leaving from the ground up,” he said.

A chill flew through her at the thought. Graziella had always felt hot to the touch. Mike saw her tighten and kissed her forehead. He grabbed a towel from the cupboard behind him. “A long shower will warm you up. I’ll throw your towel in the dryer so it’s hot when you get out.”

“I’m sorry about your mom, Mike.” She looked into his eyes.

“Your grandmother was a big help. That’s when she started taking Tina to work with the cats.” Ella nodded. Mike held her hand and walked her to the bathroom, turning the temperature up the way she liked it. He was working from home that morning, and Ella let herself dawdle after the shower, trying to find her strength. When she walked home, the old cat was on the stoop. Ella opened the door, and the cat ran inside, looking for Graziella.

“Mom, you should take a break,” Ella whispered as she showed the old cat into Graziella’s bedroom. Grace reached up and kissed Ella on the cheek.

“I’ll go join the morning cold dip,” she said. “You okay?” Ella just nodded. She got into bed with her grandmother and held her hand, conscious of how frail her fingers felt. Adam, Eve, and Juno curled up next to her, and the old cat opted for the rocking chair, refusing to take her gaze off Graziella.

Ella leaned next to Graziella and whispered, “When I left your house on Christmas Eve last year, I went to Midnight Mass at St. Patrick’s. Then, I got slices and fed some to the feral cats in my neighborhood,” Ella said. Her grandmother was quiet. “Nonna?” Ella asked.

“There’s too much history for you in this house, Ella. I’m going to set you free and leave it to Maria. She reminds me of my mother.”

“Everyone reminds you of your mother,” Ella replied, feeling a pang of rejection. Her stomach twisted into a knot, even though she knew it was the right decision. Ella could never live here because she would make her life a shrine to Graziella, never changing a thing.

“What do you want me to do with my life, Nonna?” Ella asked, desperate to keep Graziella here with her.

“What do you think?” Graziella said, softly, as if she were dreaming.

“No Socratic stuff.”

“It’s between you and God,” Graziella replied.

“No Catholic stuff either. Dimmi.”

“Follow your stomach, Ella.” Graziella opened her eyes for a moment and then closed them. “Your head is only as smart as the rest of you.”

She wished she had spent her entire life asking her grandmother for guidance. Ella needed a recipe for her life, and it had to be in handfuls and measuring mugs and pinches.

“Will I be a good mother?” Ella asked, crying.

“That’s a stupid question.”

“Nonna—” Ella began to say.

“Do you think I would raise a bad mother? Be more like your mother, who was more like my mother, and you’ll be fine. Men can mother too. Mike will be a good mother. Let him be a mother.” Ella could never tell whether her grandmother was reductive or evolved. There would never be enough words or enough time. Graziella had no understanding of how large the hole she would leave in the world would be, which is exactly why it was so gaping. Ella couldn’t wrap her arms around the loss. For the first time in her life, she realized that all she’d been doing was trying to live up to this extraordinary woman.

Three hours passed, and Ella was still watching her grandmother breathe. Her pillow was wet with tears, her hand around her grandmother’s. The cats hadn’t moved.

“You said you didn’t like your name. What name do you like?” Ella asked softly.

“I like Ella. Did you know Ella is the name of a Greek goddess? You are not just one of us. You’re your own pagan.” Ella laughed.

“You know Greek?”

“Yes,” Graziella said. “I learned Latin and Hebrew at the abbey too.” A few minutes later, Graziella almost whispered. “Michael’s mother. She asked me to watch out for them. Now that’s your job. You’ll finally have a sister.” Ella began to weep again, and soon her grandmother’s head was wet with her tears. Ella held on tighter rather than letting go. She understood what Mike had told her, but she couldn’t let go.





CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE Graziella

Graziella’s hearing had sharpened as if preparing her to hear her loved ones from an infinite distance. There was a voice outside her bedroom door, and she heard Adam hiss beside her, lifting his head from her belly. It must be a male.

“I know Ella’s not here. I just need five minutes with Mrs. V,” the voice said.

“Of course, Mike. But Ella…?” Grace asked, her voice faltering.

“She’s fine. She’s hanging in there,” the voice paused. “Actually, could you come in too, Grace?” Graziella heard the door open.

“Ma, Mike stopped by to see you.”

Graziella opened her eyes. Mike was in a pair of slacks and a collared shirt, and there was the hint of a gold chain tucked beneath his undershirt. It was the only sign he was from this neighborhood. The only sign he was Italian.

“Michael,” Graziella said in a whisper. Her throat was too dry. She gestured toward the chair in the corner, and he pulled it up to the side of the bed. Graziella knew Mike wasn’t afraid of death. She had watched him face it. Adam hissed again.

“Adam, shush,” Graziella said, giving him a gentle whack on the tush with her thumb. Grace sat down in the other chair in the corner. “Michael, parlami in Italiano. È più facile.” Mike’s grandmother had taught his mother Italian, who had carried on the tradition of speaking it at home to Mike and Tina. The closer she got to death, the easier it was to communicate in Italian rather than English. She was even thinking in Italian.

“Posso chiamarvi Nonna?” He asked if he could call her “Nonna.” She nodded, and Mike searched for the words.

“Grazie per tutto quello che avete fatto per la mia famiglia. Per essere stata famiglia per noi. Per aver trattato tutti come una famiglia.” He spoke faster in Italian, and his voice dropped lower. He thanked Graziella for being good to his family and for treating everyone like family. She absorbed the words. Mike leaned forward and took out his wallet from his back pocket. He pulled out a small piece of paper that had been worn down by the leather over time. Mike unfolded it delicately, and there were some places where it had ripped with age. He tried to pass it to Graziella.

“Leggilo per me,” Graziella said. Her eyes couldn’t focus anymore, even with her reading glasses on.

“Grace,” Mike said. “Could you? I won’t get through it.” Grace uncrossed her legs and nodded, walking over to pick up the paper. She sat on the edge of the bed.

“It’s in perfect cursive,” Grace said, feeling Ella’s handwriting with her fingers. Graziella had taught Ella cursive after the elementary school dropped it from the curriculum.


Mike,

I’m devastated about your mother’s passing. I will always remember her laugh at the playground, at school pickup, when you played football. She was my favorite mother in the neighborhood. I know, without a doubt, that you were there every step of the way because you are her son. I’m thinking of you as you hold your sister up today, as only you could do.

I’m sorry that I am not there at the memorial. If I’m being honest, I can’t do it. Michael Graziano, you are the goddamn best. We haven’t been close since we were little, but if I got on the train and walked toward you today, I would hug you and not let go. Maybe it’s because we spent all day, every day together for so long. I don’t know. But it would be inappropriate in the middle of your mother’s memorial, in the middle of St. J’s, surrounded by a thousand people, to not let you go.

You and your family deserve only love, only ease for the rest of your lives. And in the words of my nonna, “The dead don’t go anywhere. That’s the whole point of all this. Anything else is just gilding the lily.” That doesn’t make a difference today, though, and I am with you. I am with you, Michael Graziano.

Love always,

Ella



Graziella’s eyes were too dry for tears, but they were blurring anyway. She could barely see anymore. With what little energy she had, she wondered to what extent Ella’s other decisions had been born of the same place. Even as a colicky baby, Ella hadn’t been able to hold the full weight of her feelings. In her grief, Ella would learn that her feelings were her fuel.

“Ma lei sa che tu porti sempre con te questa lettera?” Graziella asked, opening her eyes again. Mike shook his head and leaned forward. This was between him, Grace, and Graziella. Ella did not know he carried the letter around.

“Ho l’intenzione di dirle quando le chiederò di sposarmi,” he said, opening his palms with a smile. “Se non la trova prima.” Graziella breathed a ragged breath as a wave of emotion overtook her. I plan to tell her when I ask her to marry me, if she doesn’t find it first. Graziella would not be here for the proposal or the wedding or the children, but she could be here for this. Mike looked back at Grace. “So che è troppo presto. Prometto che aspetterò un anno,” he added. I know it’s too soon. I promise I’ll wait a year, he said. Mike opened his mouth and closed it. There was something else.

“Sputa il rospo,” she said, telling him to spit it out.

“Can I speak in English?” She nodded. He looked at the floor and gathered his strength, bouncing his knee. “I can’t leave New York because of Tina. I could be in the city, but I can’t take her away from home. If Ella gets a job out of state—” Decency never recognized itself in the mirror.

“Ella picked you, Michael. She’s looking for a reason not to leave,” Graziella wheezed, reaching for breath. Her throat felt like sandpaper. It took her a few minutes before she could speak again. “That’s the thing about New York. You can do anything here. You can be anyone. You never need to leave, and that’s why we all came here.” She paused and rested her eyes for a minute. “Sei qui per la mia benedizione?” Graziella asked.

“Yes, I’m here for your blessing,” he said. Graziella heard the steadiness in his voice. “I’m sure. I’ve always been sure.”

“Mikey,” she said, reaching for his hand. His pulse was strong. If she were healthier, she would have asked him questions he already knew the answers to. Quizzes made students think, but she didn’t have the breath for it. “What does your father say?”

“He mentioned this thing my mom used to say. It was something like, ‘The only person in this neighborhood you can’t marry is Ella Myers because then she’ll be Graziella Graziano, and that’s too much for any woman.’ Not that I would need her to take my last name.” He threw up his hands in mock surrender. Grace crossed her ankles and smiled. She must have heard Mike’s mom say it too. “He thinks she had a kind of sixth sense about things. She always knew…” Mike looked away from Graziella and shook his head. He leaned back and wiped away a tear. “He thinks she was giving her blessing in some way. If she told me I was going to marry her, I wouldn’t have figured it out. Who wants to marry the girl their mother picked?” He shrugged. “I mean, I do, I guess. But she let me choose,” he said, laughing.

“You don’t need me to tell you she would be very proud of you, Michael. You and Ella will be very happy.” Mike let out a small, choked sob, and Graziella felt his pain deep in her chest. She wanted to hold him, but she didn’t have the strength. Grace and Joyce would give him two more mothers. They would hold him. Graziella pointed toward her jewelry box. “Gracie, can you please give Michael my engagement ring? You keep the wedding band for your right hand, Piccola.”

Graziella’s engagement ring barely had a diamond on it. Frank had bought it from a store down the road with all the cash he had, but Ella would say no to any ring but that one. Mike looked to the ceiling again, gathering himself. Grace handed him the antique box. Mike squeezed Graziella’s hand and wiped tears out of his eyes. She knew he wouldn’t only be a good husband. He would be a good father. The two things overlapped but weren’t the same, and Ella deserved both, particularly because Bill had been neither.

“Anything I can do for you, Nonna?” She shook her head. “I’ll take care of her.” It was definitive. He stood up and walked to the door, and Graziella thought of something.

“Michael, my class. Teach my middle school Catholic education class. You’ll be able to get through to them.” He nodded, and she saw him smile.

Grace ushered Mike out of the room, and Graziella listened to their conversation on the other side of the door. Graziella heard him let out another sob. The conversation with Michael had worn her out, and she let a vision of the future carry her forward. The scenes played out in front of her in Italian, as if on a projector. It would be imperfect and holy. Everyone would be cared for because they knew how to take care of each other. That was her greatest victory.



She slept until Father Gerald came to her bedside. He read her Psalms, and she let herself drift into the sacred text as if the words were salty water she was wading into from some shore. He pulled a few things out of his bag. It was time for her sacrament. He stood up, and Graziella let herself drift off as he spoke familiar words and anointed her forehead, feet, and hands with oil. There was a song she loved. When it was time, she pulled herself back and opened her mouth.

“Body of Christ,” he said, offering her the bread dipped in wine. She struggled to swallow since the muscles in her neck were so weak, but then she heard his voice. “Grace gave me one of Frank’s last bottles of wine to use.” Graziella smiled and swallowed.



She drifted as if at sea, always with the warmth of the cats curled up next to her. Graziella felt as though she were in the harbor, finally able to swim. She was floating, and they were whispering nearby. She liked listening to their voices, as long as they weren’t crying. But even the crying was beautiful. For the thousandth time, she wondered why people focused on heaven when there was so much goodness on earth.

Graziella heard Ella gasp out of the silence as if she were drowning, and Graziella’s mind reentered the room. “Mom, I didn’t get to learn how to make the Feast of the Seven Fishes.”

“It’s okay, sweetheart. We can piece it together. We’ll figure it out,” Grace said, her voice wavering. Grace was holding Ella together with a false promise, and Ella let out something like a wail. Graziella felt the wound as if it were her own. The sound not only held Ella’s grief but her guilt for abandoning their last feast, their last Christmas Eve. A meal that could never exist again. Graziella could not let this be.

She pulled herself back from the water to reach them. She hadn’t realized until she heard Ella’s cry that she had already left. Graziella imagined herself pulling one foot back onto dry land. It wasn’t only for Ella and Grace, but for her mother, who would want them to know the way. She should have taught them Italian. She should have taught them everything.

It took Graziella a few minutes to figure out how to speak again, but she reminded herself she could cook this feast even while sleeping. She had told that to Flora while working in the abbey kitchen on Christmas Eve, opening a can of San Marzano tomatoes for the baccalà. Graziella had ached for her mother that day so much she had stifled her sobs with old rags in the broom closet.

“Gracie… some broth?” Graziella’s voice was barely audible. She felt the pain of her body once more. Her bones were unsettled, as though they were poking into her. This would take all her strength, but if not for this, then what?

“Are you sure?” Grace asked. Graziella nodded. She had seen this before with her own mother. Days before death, a dying person could be revived as if nature was preparing them for the journey. Grace and Ella propped Graziella up with pillows, and Grace pulled the rocking chair close, bringing the warmed mug to her lips. Losing a parent makes someone feel like a child, even as they became an adult in a new way.

She kept her eyes closed as she took a sip. It was the same broth that had carried them through every birth, every loss, every injury, every illness, for generations. Her mother had made her drink a mug of it every night when she had polio.

“Ella, you need to learn Italian for this. I’ll tell you in Italian. It won’t be right unless you hear it the way I heard it from my mama.”

Ella nodded, choking back tears. “I’ll record you on my phone, Nonna,” she said, and Graziella was too focused on the task to protest a recording of her broken voice. She took another sip and drew a large breath. Reliving Christmas Eve with her own mother was something to reach for. She let herself drift back into the kitchen with her mother. She took long pauses and heard Grace translating for Ella.

“You need to go to the fishmonger twice. First, three days before Christmas, for the baccalà. It is salted, and you need to soak it for forty-eight hours before you make the recipe. Your second trip to the fishmonger must be first thing in the morning on Christmas Eve, so that you use the freshest possible seafood,” Grace said.

Graziella leaned forward and took another sip and then laid her head back down and rested. “You need to put the order in for both before Thanksgiving. If my fishmonger ever closes, there is one way to know whether or not to trust a fishmonger. Ask about their favorite kind of fish and their favorite kind of fisherman. If they cannot say anything meaningful, they have no business being in business.”

Graziella coughed and felt a pang in her chest, as if she couldn’t quite pull the air in anymore. If her lungs were trees, they were losing their last leaves. She felt herself called toward the water again, but leaned forward, took two long sips, and began with the eels.

It took her five hours and three mugs of broth to explain the intricacies of the Feast of the Seven Fishes. She could hear the fear in their breath each time she coughed. They knew that when Graziella stopped, she would leave them. And so she added more, walking Ella through the desserts: pangiallo, pizzelle, and biscotti. “You can tell the biscotti is done when it’s as dry as a cracker. You want it to have a good crunch, but that requires you to not overwork the dough. Be cautious,” Grace translated.

In the end, Graziella felt as though she had run a marathon with broken limbs. She wanted to cry a river, but there were no tears left. She quieted herself.

“Gracie,” Graziella said last, searching for Grace’s hand on top of the quilt. “Not everyone is so lucky to die in the house they were born in. Thank you and thank you for Ella.” Graziella opened her eyes and watched Grace’s face shatter like an eggshell into a thousand tiny pieces.

Her mouth formed her last words in Latin, the language that existed before her mother’s language, their deepest of roots: Omne trium perfectum. “Everything that comes in threes is perfect.” The three Graziellas were a perfect triangle. Their weeping flooded the house, as if their grief was the river carrying Graziella to the sea again.



The next day, the house was quiet except for the creak of the rocking chair and the muffled tears of Grace and Ella. The cats were silent, as if holding vigil, and Graziella had another dream.

Frank was driving up to Pearl Street in the post office truck with little Francis in his arms. A thousand kittens in every shape and size tailed him, chasing the truck. There was a black kitten leading them. It was her mother’s cat from Rome, who had lived on their porch. Her daughter, Perpetua, had been Graziella’s first indoor cat and her constant companion in the wheelchair. Now Perpetua sat next to Frank in the mail truck. Graziella walked out the back door, down her father’s steps. She got in the truck, plopped Perpetua on her lap, and reached for baby Francis. “We’re not going far,” Frank said, meaning it. They followed the black cat to meet her parents at Norma’s for dinner. She asked Frank on the way if she could get extra pepperoni. “Of course, GG,” he said. “I’ll let you have the first bite of mine.” As Frank drove her away, Graziella felt herself in the walls of their home and the breath of the wind against the windows.

Graziella heard Gerald’s voice from afar. She heard Grace’s voice. She heard Ella’s voice. The old cat jumped on the bed and curled up above her head like a crown, and Graziella could sense the warmth of her belly in the part of her that was gone. She could sense all of them as if the edges of their bodies were blurring with her own.

Graziella wouldn’t be able to leave them while they were still awake. It was hard enough to leave them at all. Overcome with exhaustion, Ella fell asleep first. She felt Grace’s eyes close after twelve hours, her breathing deepening in the old rocking chair. The moment after Grace drifted to sleep, Graziella left her body and became part of theirs forever.






CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR Grace

When Graziella Valentini died, the neighborhood became silent for the first time since the last blizzard had swept down Pearl Street. Grace woke up in her chair and felt the loss in her womb. Her mother was gone. She could not bear to open her eyes because opening her eyes would mean seeing death.

After some time, she woke Ella and broke the news to her. They wept over Graziella’s cold hands until Ella’s blood sugar was so low that her phone beeped like a siren, reminding them they were still tethered to this earth.

Ella opened the refrigerator and threw back a few big gulps of orange juice. Then she ran into her bedroom with her phone in her hand and broke into sobs. There were a thousand things to do, but Grace knew her daughter needed to eat. Grace stumbled into the kitchen, opened the refrigerator, and cracked eggs into a dry cold pan. Grace turned on the burner and flew back to the refrigerator, grabbing the butter. “Dio Santo,” she said, sounding like her mother. She cut a wad of butter and placed it into the pan, thinking about how they needed to clean her mother’s body.

Grace jumped when she heard someone run through the back door into the kitchen. Mike had his phone in one hand and a protein shake in the other. Grace looked up through the ceiling to the sky, doing the math on what day it was. Graziella had died on a Sunday so he could be here.

“Just take some slow sips. It’s chocolate flavored,” he said. Mike held up the protein shake to Ella’s mouth. Tina walked in moments later. She must have been with him in the car.

“Can I help you, Mrs. Valentini?” She was holding out her hand to take the wooden spatula. Grace nodded and sat down as Tina turned the mess in the pan into a scramble. Grace called Anthony from the house phone, and he picked up on the first ring. He would recognize her number.

“How much time do I have?” she asked.

“How much time do you need?”

“A few hours,” Grace said, sniffling. “A few hours to say goodbye.” Before she did anything else, Grace walked back into her mother’s room and lit a candle next to her parents’ wedding photo. She felt a brief moment of completeness in her mother’s absence, if only because she and her father were together again. Grace went back to the kitchen, where Tina had already put a plate on the table. When she sat down, Tina put her hand on Grace’s shoulder. Grace couldn’t eat while her mother was dead.

“When my mom died, I didn’t want to eat either,” Tina said. “Do you like toast? I always liked toast.” Grace nodded, too moved to say anything else. Mike was still holding Ella, rocking her until her weeps had turned to whimpers. Tina made her toast too.

Hours later, Gerald and Joyce stood as two pillars holding Grace up as Anthony wheeled Graziella’s body out of her home. Ella had asked if she could wait outside with Mike. I need the fresh air, she had said, as if clawing for oxygen. Grace hugged Ella, shaking, as they watched Graziella leave. It was too monumental for words.

After, Grace and Ella stared at the folder labeled “My Death.” Graziella had handwritten herself a brief obituary with no mention of her work or the food kitchen or her generosity, along with instructions for a simple service that included eulogies from Flora and Grace. The word cardinal was crossed out. Especially in the end, Graziella was true to her promises.

Behind it was another piece of paper that read: Gerald and Flora have the plans for la grande caccia. They will come to you when they are ready to act. Graziella’s good works were always intricate, and Grace was grateful that her mother had spared her from managing such things in this moment of grief.

As she continued to flip through the papers, she saw a final note in the back of the folder: Piccola, this is the most important. There are emergency lasagnas in the freezer in the cellar. You will be okay as long as you eat. —Ma

She slid the note in front of Ella, who let out a sob. Grace wondered how long lasagnas would last. Could she hold on to them in perpetuity? Could her great-great-grandchildren eat them? She could not part with them. She could not eat them. She wanted to hug them, to live with them, to never let them go.



Word spread mouth to mouth, over fences and in alleyways, at the counter of Fazzio’s and in the halls of the middle school. Everyone had a story about Graziella Valentini. Their parents had stories about Graziella Valentini. Their grandparents had stories about Graziella Valentini, and their great-grandparents had stories about Graziella Valentini. There were no lasagnas because too many people were too distraught to make lasagna.

Relieved by the burden of Graziella’s request for anonymity, every beneficiary of her goodwill unburdened themselves of their gratitude to Grace and Ella. Grace could not have imagined the flood. Graziella’s living room and kitchen looked like a post office. They received so many condolences that one postal service employee was assigned solely to Graziella’s address in the days after her death.

Amid it all, Gerald showed up at Pearl Street with takeout from Norma’s. Grace welcomed him in, even though she and Ella were both in their pajamas, their hair in messy buns. They all sat at the table, and Grace opened a bottle of red wine and poured three glasses. She put a piece of pizza on her plate so as to not be rude, despite having no appetite. They were so quiet in their grief that he jumped right in.

“Graziella wanted me to bring some clarity as to what’s next as far as la grande caccia. In keeping with her life, it’s all quite unexpected.” Ella put a meatball on her plate, no doubt thinking that Graziella would want her to eat.

“I know she told you that she had considered a deal with the archdiocese, but she ultimately felt called to a higher plan.” He paused. “Graziella wished for any resources from la grande caccia—both this IPO and future IPOs—be dispersed over time to orders of religious sisters doing work similar to that of Tuttoilmondo Food Kitchen. The orders she chose are self-governing, so they are not beholden to any diocese or archdiocese. We will find ways to build accountability and oversight, because she would like the vast majority of the money to go toward feeding people here in New York.” Gerald took a sip of wine and pulled out Graziella’s handwritten note with her intentions. “She also requested we place a portion of it in the hands of religious sisters feeding people elsewhere around the world. Flora and I have already begun making calls. With your blessing, we’ll figure out next steps.”

Even in the heavy fog of grief, this made sense to Grace, who sipped her wine and thought of her mother. Even in her last act, she strove to care for others.



After Grace and Ella had summoned the strength to write an obituary, people began calling newspapers and newsrooms in response. A few grief-stricken analysts who had worked with Graziella tipped off The Wall Street Journal about her unlikely success, including her journey to becoming a Wall Street trader. They put a conservative estimate of her past donations to the community, formally and informally, at $90 million over the course of twenty-six years, not including the more than $70 million left after her passing and the potential for far more resources down the line.

Forty-two families had self-reported to the journalists that Graziella had bought them houses, apartments, or condos outright, refusing to be a landlord. She had renovated others—mitigated mold, installed better heating, fixed faulty electrical wiring, often paying Michael Graziano Sr. and other tradespeople directly for such work. When Grace and Ella held hands and told Maria and José the house was theirs, along with inheritance for maintaining it, they burst into tears. There would be a time for Grace to reckon with the hole left by her mother’s death, but right now there was no hole.

Everywhere they went, people were sharing more stories through tears. When Ella tried to escape into a science journal at the local library, the library director interrupted her. Did Ella know Graziella had endowed a full-time English-language tutor position there?

A man in his thirties approached Grace at Norma’s. He grew up in the neighborhood, and Graziella had paid to get his first EP as a rapper professionally produced. Ella had heard of him, not because they went to school together, but because he was famous. A woman running with two kids in a stroller chased Grace on Pearl Street, waving her hands wildly. Did she know that Graziella had delivered these twins in the bathroom at St. Joseph’s when she went into premature labor at Mass?

When it was time for her to write the eulogy, Grace went to the only place where no one would reach her. She sat next to the drooping daffodils on her father’s grave, where her mother would be laid to rest, with a notebook and a pencil. Grace wrote about her mother—not the woman who had become a local legend, but the one who had raised her. The one who mattered most.



The Saturday morning of Graziella’s memorial, Grace closed the clasp of the pearl cross necklace around her neck. She and Ella had decided to stay on Pearl Street until the end of the summer, with Maria and José’s blessing, when Grace would move back home and Ella would move into the city for school. It would give them time to sort through the endless piles of mail and make peace with Graziella’s life. Grace couldn’t bear to rush it. She used a lint roller on her black knee-length dress to get rid of the cat hair and knotted a Pucci scarf around the handle of her purse. Graziella would have been grateful for its subtlety.

“Mom, do you have a cardigan I can borrow?” Ella asked, knocking on the door. Grace nodded and handed a black one to Ella.

“You look lovely, Ella,” she said, gazing at her daughter in a belted black dress. She was wearing it with pumps and pearl earrings that had belonged to Maria, Graziella’s mother. The cardigan was in her hands.

“You too, Mom.” Ella bit back a tear and walked to the bathroom.

Grace stepped into the kitchen and looked down at the table. There were small packs of Kleenex, Grace’s eulogy, extra deodorant, and the breakfast Joyce had brought over for them. She forced herself to bite into a croissant and eat a boiled egg, standing up. Then they gathered. Maria and José wandered in with the baby. Joyce came by for the second time that day. Mike and his family met Ella out on the steps. Grace walked outside and locked the back door, even though they never locked it.

The streets were far more crowded than usual, everyone in the neighborhood coming out to show their support. “I’m sorry for your loss, Ms. Valentini,” people said over and over again. When they got to the parish, the police chief said the church had been full for four hours. “Grace, I had to shut down the neighborhood.” She had already begun to cry.

Ella and Grace held hands and entered the church sanctuary together. Bill had not come, but Joyce had said he sent oversize, overpriced lilies that she had thrown into the Long Island Sound. But when Grace looked around, all she could see was family. Ella squeezed her hand, reminding her to look up rather than back. The entire sanctuary was covered in daffodils. Joyce and Mike had called every florist in the county and told them only daffodils, but she hadn’t expected so many. They were up and down every aisle, surrounding Graziella’s casket. Sunshine everywhere. As Grace moved closer, she saw Graziella’s lion’s head cane resting on the casket and choked back tears.

The cardinal stood up from the front row, where he was sitting next to Flora, looking aggrieved. Grace and Ella hadn’t known he would be here, but they should have expected it. Father Gerald and Father Tomas led them in prayer, and then it was Flora’s turn. Grace looked up, blotting her eyes with a tissue.

“Our old abbess said Graziella was the sharpest mind to enter the abbey in over a century,” Reverend Mother Flora said. “She was as hardworking as she was brilliant. As funny as she was selfless. As willing to call out a wrong as she was to do a right. And she should have had my job, but God had other plans for her.” Ella squeezed Grace’s hand tight. “We have commandments. We have scripture. We have vows.” She dropped her voice and leaned forward, looking at the cardinal. “But there are also whispers. We must always listen for the quiet voice. When Graziella Maria Pucci Valentini broke every vow and every rule to follow God’s will for her, she unleashed a million miracles.” Grace’s chest heaved as she imagined her mother leaving one vow for another. Graziella in her entirety took up the whole sky. She was everything, all at once. “May all of us be so blessed. May all of us be so wise. May all of us be so worthy.”



After two hymns and a Bible verse, Grace felt her legs wobble in her heels as she tried to stand up. She called on her mother for strength. Don’t make a fuss, Graziella said in her head. Grace rose and walked to the pulpit.

“My daughter, Ella, and I have been overwhelmed by the outpouring of gratitude we’ve received for the life of my mother. Thank you to anyone who has sent letters, made donations to the Tuttoilmondo Food Kitchen, and shared her stories with the world. My mother, a lioness among men, is everywhere now. In newspapers, on television, on the internet,” Grace said, wiping back a tear. “She would absolutely hate it.” Everybody laughed.

“When I was deciding what to say today, I went to the only place she wasn’t. To visit her empty grave,” Grace said, wiping away more tears with a tissue. “I could feel her most in the space she had yet to fill.” Grace knew if she focused on Ella, she could get through it. She spoke only to her daughter.

“It is impossible not to be moved by my mother’s faith, not only in God, but in people. Graziella would be first to tell you that things have been done this way since the beginning of time. We take care of each other, and there is no beginning or end to it. The smallest acts are the most profound. They are not glamorous. They often include lasagna.” She paused. “Graziella Valentini refused to believe that there was anything exceptional about ordinary acts of grace.

“Her dying wish was that you do not place her on a pedestal. When you look into the eyes of your neighbor, see her. See her, because she is everywhere.”

After her eulogy, Grace let go. Everything blurred the way watercolor paintings lose their edges. Father Gerald asked her to place the last daffodil on the casket in the cemetery. Every time it was lowered, Grace felt a part of herself break. Grace clung to Ella and breathed her in, reminding herself that Graziella was alive in her namesake.





CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE Ella

September

On the last day of the hottest summer on record, Ella stared down at the last box of unread condolence letters while holding a bronze letter opener like a knife. Gerald had given her the lion’s head letter opener as a gesture of his faith in her. She tucked the letter opener into her back pocket, knowing she would need to finish the job at her mom’s house. It was time to leave Pearl Street.

Since her grandmother’s death, Ella had been spending time with Graziella the only way she knew how. She read through every letter about Graziella while stroking the cats and letting her tears fall to the hardwood floor.

In a sympathy card, a former neighbor wrote: Mrs. Valentini stayed with me and the kids for weeks after I kicked out my abusive then-husband. When he shattered a window to get in, she beat him back with a broom while I called 911. Then she gave me the money for the best divorce lawyer in the city.

A young elementary school teacher wrote that Graziella purchased winter coats in bulk out of season for decades and kept them in the cellar for kids who might need them. Ella found bins full of new children’s winter coats organized by size and color downstairs. She purchased another hundred coats with money from Graziella’s estate and brought them all to the elementary school that same week.

Trish at the Humane Society, who was too emotional to form words at the memorial, had typed up a ten-page letter instead. I miss her most as a friend and a confidante. Her character surpassed her generosity, and her generosity was unmatched. Between financial gifts and the feral cat program, we estimate that she saved at least ten thousand homeless pets.

Before the local newspaper went belly-up, Graziella had always started her morning by reading it cover to cover, beginning with the obituaries before moving forward to the front. Ella now realized Graziella was like a lifeguard, her eyes scanning the community to look for those quiet signs of struggle.

When Ella couldn’t cry anymore, she sat up and made plans for the food kitchen, sitting cross-legged. One room over, Grace handled the logistics of Graziella’s personal estate at the kitchen table while listening to opera. Graziella would have yelled at both of them. Ella, nothing good happens on the floor except scrubbing. Grace, enough with the racket!

Ella didn’t want to get off the floor. If Graziella had let her, she would have stayed for the rest of her life in the house that still smelled like her grandmother: tomato sauce, baby powder, and laundry detergent. She wouldn’t sleep at Mike’s, refusing to leave Pearl Street until she had to go for good. Most days, he let himself in through the back door late at night, stripped to his boxers, and squeezed himself into her twin bed. At six foot two, he folded his body around hers under the blast of the window air conditioner as if they were college kids stuck in a dorm room. Every morning, she opened her eyes and shattered.

Graziella had become an unofficial, unsanctioned saint. Ella had never seen more people weep in public than she had in the past six months. Every time she left the house, people walked up to her with tears in their eyes. Ella kept herself together, tongue pressed against the roof of her mouth. Once, a woman she didn’t know had broken into sobs at Fazzio’s, and Dom had pulled Ella into a bear hug, giving her more fatherly affection in the aisle of his store than she had received in her entire life as Bill’s daughter.

For all Graziella’s generosity, Ella was relieved not to have inherited a penny, only a temporary job and the old Camry. Graziella had given her what was most essential, including her faith in Ella’s capacity for self-reliance and her ability to finally pass her driver’s test. She had been equally ruthless with her possessions, which she pared back over the decades with the same vigor she pruned her rosebushes.

Among her things, they found little notes she had written for them years earlier: Grace, these sweet peas will look great at Cottage Garden Lane. Take the seeds. —Ma. Grace took the seed collection and the tomato tins for starters, and Ella took everything from the kitchen. It was a sparse setup for such a prolific cook. There were only a handful of small appliances, all of which looked older than Ella: a hand mixer, a food processor, a blender, and a coffee machine.

Over the summer, Ella had also worked hard to replace herself at the Tuttoilmondo Food Kitchen. In July, she found and hired a new director. Angela Lopez was Mike’s third cousin once removed, and had grown up in the neighborhood, and had worked in nonprofits in Brooklyn for two decades. She was half Italian and half Latina, a bridge between two overlapping worlds that made up most of the neighborhood. Ella championed her as she pulled back, receding to her role on the board. She planned to volunteer every week for the rest of her life.

Even as Ella started graduate school, falling into the rhythm of classes and lab work, she struggled to leave Pearl Street. She passed her driving test in the city without fanfare, intending to bring the Camry with her. Then she delayed her move to her new apartment in the city three weeks in a row. Every time Mike helped Ella move her things, she wouldn’t cross the threshold to her new apartment. Instead, he carried the stuff in, and then Ella insisted they drive back to Pearl Street together.

In the car, Ella had told him the move felt like sewing parts of herself back together stitch by stitch without anesthesia. There was no way to do it without anguish. No way to do it quickly. Out of loyalty to Ella, Grace had stayed put rather than move back into Cottage Garden Lane, and the two of them commuted by car to Columbia every morning, where Grace had started as the dean of students. Despite the inconvenience, Grace didn’t seem to mind.

Their time together at Pearl Street had helped them both make different choices, breaking with the past while honoring where they came from. Ella knew that if Grace had dealt with her divorce while living on her own, she would have capitulated and sold the house. Nothing would ever have happened with Joyce. Ella may have never begun dating Mike or found the nerve to go back to school either, and the idea of it all terrified her.

She moved the last box of letters to the kitchen table and felt heavy as a tomb. Juno was sitting in front of Ella, staring at her with large green eyes. She trusted the wisdom of the cats. It was time. Graziella’s old cat had fallen in love with Angela and moved into the Tuttoilmondo Food Kitchen rather than up the hill with Grace. As if fulfilling a wish from above, she kept the place free of rats and mice. Adam had bonded so deeply with Eve that Grace had formally adopted him and brought them both up to Cottage Garden Lane. Now it was time for Ella and Juno to leave together.

She walked upstairs and found her mom lying on the floor of her childhood bedroom. Ella laid down next to her and held her hand, already crying. She knew Grace wanted to be a child again in her mother’s home. Too much responsibility had a way of making you wish you could pass it back up the family tree like a hot potato. As the new dean of students, Grace was now responsible for people’s lives the way Graziella had been, challenging an institution while trying to embody its highest ideals. It was an impossible job, which was why she was the best fit for it. Ella squeezed Grace’s hand, and Grace looked at her with the weight of the world in her eyes. They would have dissolved into the floor and stayed forever if it were humanly possible. The only way they could do this next part was together.

“One, two, three,” Grace said, as if Ella were a child again, and they stood up at the same time. Ella looked out the window at the bread oven next to the vegetable garden.

“If Maria and José are okay with it, could I move the bread oven up into your backyard?” She still hadn’t learned to use it, but she wanted to host pizza nights at her mom’s home next summer.

“I don’t know how, but we can try. Mike’s dad probably knows someone who can move it. People do move houses,” Grace said with a sniffle.

And then Ella watched Grace say goodbye to the Pearl Street home in silence. They cried arm in arm walking down the stairs, not only for Graziella but for the four generations of their family who had lived there. Grace knocked on the door between Maria’s half of the house and Graziella’s, bracing themselves for the changing tide. Maria’s mother would be here in a couple weeks. She was moving into Graziella’s side of the house with her sister to help care for baby Maria. Grace handed the keys to Maria, and Ella could barely hold herself upright.

“You know you’re welcome anytime,” Maria said, softening Ella’s grief with a hug.

“I can’t go long without seeing this little munchkin, can I?” Ella replied, looking at baby Maria through her tears. But in truth, she would miss big Maria too. Grace, Ella, and Maria had spent a lot of time on the floor together that summer, playing with the baby. She told herself this family would be safe here. She could feel the truth of it in the same place she heard her grandmother’s voice telling her to go. Go, Ella. Go. We’ll go with you.



When Ella drove into the city that afternoon with Mike, she looked out of the Camry’s window over the Spuyten Duyvil Creek, the churning canal that separated Manhattan from the mainland. They found a parking spot, and Ella carried Juno and two reusable grocery bags up the five flights of stairs to her apartment nearby, feeling as though she were climbing a mountain. Mike unlocked the door and put two duffel bags, the groceries, and the cat inside. Ella was still in the hallway, and he lifted her up in his arms.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m helping you do this part.” He stepped over the threshold while holding her.

“But I think that’s a marriage thing.”

“Nonna referred to you as my wife once,” he said, grinning. He laid her on the bed and walked back to shut the front door. Ella waited while Mike let Juno out of her carrier and put the groceries away.

It was the first time they had been on their own for more than a few hours since they had started dating. His dad wasn’t in the house. Her mom wasn’t upstairs. Tina wasn’t nearby. She had shed enough grief that her body yearned for Mike. After she ate a snack, he pulled down the strap of her bra slowly and kissed her under her left collarbone. When he slid his fingers under the lower edge of her shirt, she arched her back like a cat. There was room for new life here amid her grief. Mike wanted to carry her somewhere deeper than loss. She trusted him more than her own fear, so she followed him there.

She woke up from her nap to the words, “Babe, can I get you a cutlet?” She threw on his shirt and walked across the herringbone hardwood floors. Mike had pulled Graziella’s recipe up on his computer. He was cooking without a shirt on, and Juno was perched on his shoulder, bigger than a bald eagle. He handed the cat a cutlet and then held one up for her. “I know you love the crispy edges.” She bit the top of it and smiled at him. He threw his arm around her and took a bite of it too. Ella fell into him, the way she had a hundred times since her grandmother had died. Miraculously, Juno maintained her balance. He smoothed Ella’s hair and kissed the top of her head.

“She would want you to eat,” he said.

Ella nodded. “Perfect,” she said, even though no recipe of Graziella Valentini’s would ever be perfect again.

“I’ll get better,” Mike said.

They ate dinner together on Graziella’s china at her pine kitchen table, Ella thinking. Grace had gifted her a vintage red-and-white-striped couch that sat in the living room on top of Graziella’s Persian rug. Juno had curled up on the old wooden rocking chair in the corner. One day she hoped to rock a baby in it. The windows, which overlooked a tree-lined row of brownstones leading to the Hudson River, needed cleaning. Other than that, the apartment was perfect too. She looked at Mike, who grinned back at her. She touched his face with her hand. It would only get better.



A week later, Ella took the train home. She and Grace went to Mass at St. Joseph’s, then threw their hands into the dirt. Ella didn’t wear gardening gloves because she wanted to feel the ground. Graziella had trusted this earth with her life. A yellow maple leaf fell next to Ella’s hand as she kneeled over her grandmother’s grave, digging shallow holes for ninety-six daffodils with her bare hands, one for each year of her grandmother’s life.

As Ella dug the holes, Grace dropped bulbs in gently, using her gloved hands to cover them up with soil. Ella could not imagine losing anyone else, but her body understood that everyone turned like the leaves. It wasn’t an intellectual concept anymore. Ella looked at her mother, who had pulled back her hair in a bun and was in her favorite overalls, a wool sweater, and sunglasses.

“Mom, does Nonna have a plot for you here?”

“She bought me and your dad ones up on that hill,” Grace said, pointing. “But I’d rather be cremated, and you can sprinkle half of me here and half in the harbor. Or half under the bridge,” Grace said, looking at her daughter. Ella knew she meant the Henry Hudson Bridge, which she drove over to work every day. “Just don’t tell anyone, and keep it small.” Grace winked. “Both might be illegal.” Ella nodded.

They worked in silence to the rustle of leaves, and Ella felt as though she were tucking Graziella in for a deep rest. Ella wanted to lie down on her belly and hug her grandmother through the soil, but she knew it would smoosh the bulbs. Instead, she decided to take some dirt back to the apartment with her for plotted plants.

“Rome in the spring? After the daffodils bloom?” Ella asked, shading her face from the sun. Grace wiped away a tear and smudged dirt across her cheek. She nodded.

“Do they have daffodils in Italy?” Ella asked.

“They do,” Grace said, filling dirt over the last daffodil. “Do you not know?” Grace sat back on her heels. She looked up at Ella, surprise on her face.

“Know what, Mom?”

“It’s a Roman tradition to plant daffodils everywhere in memory of loved ones. I read it in one of my botanical books. That’s how the flowers made their way around the world.” Grace pulled off her sunglasses. More tears dripped down her face, cutting rivers through the dirt. “I thought that’s why you did this for Papa,” she said, sniffling.

“I had no idea,” Ella said. “I just knew they were his favorite. And Nonna’s favorite.”

“That’s why, Piccola,” Grace said with a small smile.





EPILOGUE May

Grace looked at Ella, who had slept through breakfast on the flight to Rome. The small engagement ring on her left finger reflected the morning light shining through the plane window. Mike Graziano had not been able to wait a year as promised. It was the only promise he had ever broken to the Valentini family. He proposed on Christmas Eve morning while he was helping Ella prepare the Feast of the Seven Fishes, her hands covered in clam juice as he slid Graziella’s small diamond on her finger.

Ella was thriving thanks not only to Mike but to her work and her Italian lessons. The first two semesters of graduate school had buoyed her as she grieved. Her success grew with her focus, but the near constant ache for Graziella never waned. She alchemized it into learning Italian with the ferocity and devotion she had inherited from her grandmother.

Grace described being the dean of students as drinking from a tsunami rather than a water hose. She could not be debilitated by missing her mother because she had become her mother. Every day, Grace asked herself how Graziella would work around unfortunate men and unhelpful policies. Her mantra was something Graziella had said about her feral cat program: I will outlast the problems. They will not outlast me. The highlights of Grace’s weeks were seeing Ella for lunch on Fridays and going home to Joyce, who had fallen in love with her and their home on Cottage Garden Lane.

“Darling, we’re going to land soon,” Grace said, getting herself organized.

Ella had a dull headache but opened her eyes. Grace, always looking put together, even during a transatlantic flight, had a serving of scrambled eggs and prosciutto, along with a cappuccino, waiting for her.

“Thanks, Mom,” she said, sitting up. She adjusted her insulin and took a bite of scrambled egg. “Were you able to sleep at all?”

“A bit.” It was a fib. Grace had not slept at all, too mesmerized by the idea that they would be landing at Leonardo da Vinci Rome Fiumicino Airport soon. Her dream of seeing Italy was at long last becoming a reality. That first day, they dropped their bags at a small boutique hotel in Trastevere, the once working-class neighborhood on the west bank of the Tiber. The colors of the buildings were like a line of creamy sorbets: orange, lemon, melon, and mint. There were tourists, but of course there would be tourists in a place this remarkable.

While Grace had read guidebooks and articles about Rome to prepare, Ella leafed through old Roman cookbooks she had bought from eBay. She had nothing on her list to see, only a lot of dishes she wanted to eat in unfussy places so that she could understand more about how her grandmother and great-grandmother and great-great-grandmother would have made them. And she wanted to find more cookbooks.

Once they crossed the bridge, Ella and Grace left the tourists behind. There were no men dressed as gladiators, only stucco buildings tagged with graffiti and feral cats around every corner. Ella was wearing a sundress, and her hair was up in a bun. Grace wore a Pucci scarf around her neck, a pair of wide trousers, and a tank top. They strolled through Testaccio, the old neighborhood where Maria Tuttoilmondo grew up within the Roman walls. It had been known as the kitchen of the ancient city, and at its center was Rome’s unofficial eighth hill. Monte Testaccio was a more than hundred-foot mound built by human hands with ancient, broken terra-cotta.

“Should we climb first, eat later?” Ella asked. Grace nodded. She found the path through pedestrian neighborhoods up the green slope in the bright afternoon light. They heard the gentle song of old terra-cotta under their feet. Ella marveled at the engineering of it. Terraces built by the Romans with terra-cotta jars towered around them, topped with wild plants that grew in every direction.

When they made it to the top of the hill, Ella and Grace took in the views of cypress trees and ancient buildings stretching as far as they could see. There was a large cross on top, and Ella knew her grandmother would have found the whole thing absurd. You’re telling me my mother grew up next to a dump? No wonder she came to New York. But this was not a dump. It was all treasure. Ella pulled out her map and pointed in the direction of the piazza Graziella had written down for Grace. They had carried the paper with them all the way here.

“It’s over there, Ma,” Ella said, pointing toward the edge of the neighborhood. Grace hesitated, wobbling on the terra-cotta. As long as they hadn’t seen it, there was still some part of Graziella left to reclaim. Grace blinked back tears. “We can eat first, Mom,” Ella said, putting it off for another hour.

At the Testaccio Market, locals were packed in like sardines to shop at almost one hundred stalls. In between a vegetable stand and a poultry purveyor, Grace whipped around, hearing an old woman speaking the Roman dialect her grandmother had spoken at home. The same inflections tickled her ears, and she felt goosebumps rise on her arms. Schoolchildren streamed in at noon to buy lunch at the takeaway stalls. They gave their orders in Italian and ate small plates piled high with calamari, porchetta sandwiches, risotto balls, spaghetti alle vongole. Ella was particularly insistent on ordering seafood.

Even though she had listened to her grandmother’s recorded instructions for the Feast of the Seven Fishes dozens of times, in addition to transcribing it all in both Italian and English, Ella’s first attempt at cooking the traditional dishes had lacked bravado. She worried she had under-seasoned everything, until Mike said: It took Nonna ninety-six years to make them that good. Give yourself a year?

After savoring lunch, Ella and Grace wound through the streets to a residential piazza. Grace watched a middle-aged woman in an apron putting white sheets up to hang in the breeze. Graziella believed in hanging out laundry to dry whenever possible, particularly linens. The sun is a disinfectant.

At the center of the piazza, a statue of Le Tre Grazie towered over them, larger than life. They walked up to it in silence. Grace reached for Ella’s hand. Carved out of stone, each woman’s body curved around the other in a circle, their gazes spread in different directions. Their feet were turned as if they were dancing, and one had her back to them. The weathered white marble looked all the more beautiful with the patina. Ella marveled that stone could ever seem so soft, so human.

A small gray cat with blue eyes wandered slowly into the piazza. Ella could tell she was a female. She held her tail high and walked toward them, jumping onto the shoulder of the tallest stone woman, who was facing the other side of the piazza. Grace moved toward her on instinct, as if looking for something in the cat’s eyes. The cat hissed at her, which grew Ella’s respect for her. Like the old cat, this was not a pet. They stepped back a few feet, but the cat never broke eye contact.

Rather than leave, they sat down at the café. They ordered two cappuccinos under the gaze of the cat, who swooshed her tail and stared. Grace looked across at the server, a woman in her seventies, cleaning the table next to them.

“Conosci la famiglia Tuttoilmondo?” Grace asked. The woman replied yes, but her eyes were pinched with skepticism.

“Tuttoilmondo è il nome di famiglia di mia nonna. Lei è cresciuta qui, forse 125 anni fa. Mia madre si chiama Graziella, io mi chiamo Graziella, e anche lei si chiama Graziella.” Grace pronounced every word slowly so as not to stumble. It was my grandmother’s name. She grew up here, oh, it must have been 125 years ago. My mother is Graziella, I’m Graziella, and she’s Graziella.

“Maria Tuttoilmondo, che si transferì a New York?” Grace’s heartbeat soared. This woman knew a Maria Tuttoilmondo who had moved to New York? Dawning interest grew on the old woman’s warm, wrinkled face.

“Sì, Maria era mia nonna. Ci ha dato il nome della statua,” Grace replied. Yes, Maria was my grandmother. She named us after the statue.

“E prese un gatto,” the woman said, nodding at the blue-eyed feline. Grace and Ella looked at each other. It did not make any sense.

“Maria ha portato un gatto a New York?” Ella replied in Italian, sure she was misunderstanding. Maria brought a cat to New York? The woman nodded yes.

“Il fratello di Maria, Giorgio, ne parlava sempre seduto qui.” The woman gestured to the chairs as she spoke, her hands telling the story as Graziella’s always had. Ella nodded, fitting the puzzle pieces together, her brows furrowed in concentration.

Giorgio, the brother of Maria, was supposed to go to America as a teenager, but he was arrested for stealing meat. They sent his sister instead. Maria wrote home that she took one of the cats, thinking they’d send her back home because of it.

“Lui è…” Grace’s stomach clenched as she began to ask if he was alive. There was no way Maria’s older brother could still be alive. But his descendants might still live here.

The woman explained. He had no other family, which was why he always talked about his sister. He lived across the piazza. By the time Ella had caught up, she felt the pinch of grief for a man she hadn’t met.

Then the woman pointed to the third story of a rosé-colored building overlooking Le Tre Grazie. Grace thanked the woman, sadness in her eyes. Her chest ached with something deeper than disappointment. She had hoped there would be another Tuttoilmondo alive, anywhere. Someone to hold on to who would still connect them to Graziella.

After their coffees, they said goodbye to the server, feeling as if the fulfillment of this wish had only deepened their grief. The gray cat jumped down from its perch and scampered toward the side of the square closest to the river. Ella and Grace followed in silence, glancing back at the statue. It felt to Grace as though the tallest stone woman was watching the cat and the two Americans crossing the quiet piazza.

There was a warm breeze on their faces, and the sun glowed like citrus on the vine in the late afternoon. They passed a locksmith, and then Grace saw a nondescript storefront with a pallet of vegetables outside. The front door swung open, and a man carried a truckload of dry goods inside. Grace felt for Ella’s wrist as they moved toward something. She could feel it, and Ella felt it too. Il luccichio.

They took a few steps to the glass window and looked up. There were six religious sisters at work, unpacking boxes of food. Ella saw open shelves of produce, refrigerators for dairy and meat, dozens of cartons of eggs, whole prosciuttos waiting to be carved. There were clipboards and notebooks, reusable grocery bags stapled with handwritten pieces of paper with family names. This was a food kitchen run by a local order. No signs, no fuss, no fanfare.

Ella stepped back and let out a gasp. On the other side of the window, next to the door, was a small table with a photograph of Graziella, a small electric candle, and a cross. There was only one reason why she could be here. Ella looked at her mother, her chin trembling. Grace looked back at her, filled with wonder born of grief and gratitude. Graziella was still here, feeding the world in this ancient, beautiful place.
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