Here are two excerpts from chapter 4 of Eat Now; Talk Later.
GOD BLESS AMERICA
In 1953, my father applied for his first job in the sales division of a pharmaceutical company. A part of the application process included interviews with family members.  My mother, engaged to my father at the time, was pulled out of class by a nun at the College of Mount St. Vincent and led to a small room, where two men from the company were waiting to talk to her.   After friendly banter, the men began asking serious questions, most of which focused on whether she would willingly accompany her husband if he got transferred to a different part of the country. Yes, of course I will, she answered, again and again. The men seemed pleased and went away.


The other interviewees, much to my father’s chagrin, were his parents.  Their English was poor.  He wondered how long the interviewers could converse with Tony and Desolina before everyone ran out of things to say.  Nevertheless, a day was appointed.  The two men, Max Lum and Val Christianson, were to come at 7:30 p.m.  My father left word with the thugs on the block that Max’s Ford was not to be meddled with.


After huffing up four flights of stairs to the apartment, Val and Max got a warm welcome from Tony and Desolina.  Everyone took a seat at the kitchen table and made small talk.  My grandfather was pretty good at this, while Desolina nodded and smiled.  Soon it became evident that  refreshments were in order.  My grandfather offered his guests whiskey or bourbon.  There was also beer, purchased by my father because he knew Max Lum loved cold beer.   Max could have been at the finest restaurant in France, but would have ordered a Rheingold.   


Tony also offered wine, homemade, he noted, if they would like to try some.  Probably to be polite, the two men signaled wine as their choice, and Tony dispatched my father down to the cellar, where each tenant had a small storage space.  In addition to wine, my grandparents used it to store cheese and salami.  My father unlocked the door – whose lower half was covered with tin so rats couldn’t gnaw their way through the wood – fetched a bottle, and returned to the apartment.


By this time, Desolina had served cake, and Tony was waxing philosophic about America’s greatness.  My father uncorked and poured the wine.  Max and Val raised their glasses and drank.  The wine went down smoothly, unexpectedly so for Max.  He soon emptied his glass and asked for another.


Tony talked on and on.  Max related his thoughts about the greatness of America.  Val concurred with everything that had been said.  Desolina said nothing, just bid her guests to eat.  More wine was consumed.  It was time for another bottle.


Tony motioned to his son to go down to the cellar.  This time, to save himself an extra trip, if necessary, my father came up with two bottles.  They were actually champagne bottles, which my grandfather got from a friend in the restaurant business, and so a bit larger than average wine bottles.  This time, Tony himself took the corkscrew to do the honors.  While the screw was penetrating the cork he bragged a little about how his wine was made with only the finest grapes.   Max wasn’t as interested in the provenance of the grape as he was in getting his glass refilled.  This was the best damn wine he had ever tasted, he said.  He would think twice now about automatically ordering beer.


Down the wine went.  More cake and cookies were eaten.  The other bottle was opened.  Everyone was loosening up.  It didn’t matter anymore that Tony’s English wasn’t so good or that he kept repeating himself.  Or that Max was slurring a little. Everyone understood what everyone else was trying to say.  


My father’s drinking did not keep pace with that of his guests.  He had to keep a level head;  this job meant good money.  He had little to worry about.  Max’s face was getting flushed.  He was very happy.


When the third bottle went dry, Tony stated, “I make white wine, too.”


“White?!” asked Max, excitedly.  


“Would you like to try some?”


Max and Val said, “Sure!”


Tony jerked his thumb towards the door.  My father got up with a sense of foreboding: Not only did mixing red and white cause hangovers, but his father had shouted “Porta su du botì!”  (“Bring up two bottles!”) as he headed out the door.


Max enjoyed the white nearly as much as the red.  Tony showed him how Italians dunked their cake in wine.  They continued to talk, the men smoking cigarettes, Tony puffing away on a Toscano cigar.


After three hours, the evening was over.  Everyone felt that it was a success.   Val and my father helped Max down the stairs and packed him into the car.  Val was sober enough to drive Max home.  


The next afternoon, my father got a call from Val to tell him he had gotten the job.  It was really Max’s place to call, since he had seniority, but he was at home with a monstrous hangover, Val said.  


Tony was very pleased when the news was delivered that evening.  All the sacrifice he had made by coming over to America, the long hours he worked, the saving and scrimping, it was paying off.


And how much will be you making? he asked my father.


“Four thousand dollars a year,” my father said.


Tony looked up at the ceiling to give thanks to the heavens.  He had been a working stiff for forty years and didn’t make close to that kind of dough.


“And a company car, too,” my father added.


“Una macchina!” my grandfather said with pure pleasure.  “A car!”  He and Desolina didn’t even know how to drive.


My father was not slated to begin the job until after the New Year.  He reported to work after the holidays and was told to go to the personnel office to fill out some paperwork.  He was informed that, like all employees of the company, he would be receiving an automatic cost-of-living salary increase of four percent.


That evening, at dinner, my grandfather asked his son how his first day of work went.  There was not too much my father could explain to his parents about selling drugs, so he went into little detail.  He did not explain the cost-of-living increase, but he did inform his father, “By the way, Pa, I’m not making $4,000. My salary was increased to $4,160.”  


Tony just about gagged on his gnocchi.  He looked over at his wife, pounded the table, and said, “Can you believe it Desolina?  One day on the job, and he gets a $160 raise! What a job! What a company! God bless America!”

“CHE COSA VUOI CHE FACCIO?!”
“Che cosa vuoi che faccio?!” my father hollered.  “Huh, Mama?! What do you want me to do?!” 


He knew what she wanted.  I knew what she wanted.  Even a man visiting his ailing wife seated near us knew what Desolina wanted, and he didn’t speak a word of Italian.


Desolina wouldn’t say it.  She knew what the answer would be.  She wanted to go and live with my father.


A year after Tony’s death, she had slipped in the dining room and fractured her hip. She was ninety five and in good health and was given an artificial hip.   It was amazing to think of that piece of technology planted into a body that had come into the world under the care of a midwife.  


Now came the hard part: physical therapy.  The hospital had released her not to the pleasant surroundings of Director’s Hall, where residents had to be fully ambulatory, but into a nursing home, where patients, lined up in wheelchairs against the walls, babbled all day.  My grandmother detested the place, but could not return to her apartment until she could walk.  She didn’t want to do the therapy.  She wanted to toss in the towel and move in with my father.


It was an impossible proposition.  She needed round the clock care. Moreover, Desolina had never given up her attempts to insinuate herself into his life as an adult, as she had tried to do when he was a child.  He was not returning to that place.


“Mama, che cosa vuoi che faccio?” my father asked again.   She was sitting in a wheelchair in an atrium.  The floor nurse had told us that her therapy was not going well. She wasn’t cooperating.   


“You’ve abandoned me here,” she said, in Italian, starting to whimper.



“Mama, I’ve told you a hundred times.  It’s not me who made you come here. It’s your doctor.  When you’re walking again, you can go back to the other place.” 


Desolina waved that notion away.  “Why do I have to learn to walk again?! I’m an old woman!”


My father bit his lower lip so hard I was afraid he’d draw blood.  He turned to me for help.  I was the grandson, whom Desolina and Antonio, my grandfather, had spoiled as a boy.  My youth brought sunshine into their lives.  Most importantly, my grandmother and I didn’t share an entangled history. 


“Nonna, what he says is right,” I said.  “All you have to do is listen to the nurses...”


Desolina had no interest in my opinions; she was fighting for her life.  She gave me a glare that produced goose bumps on the back of my neck. 


The head nurse had told us that Desolina’s therapy was not going well.  She refused to cooperate.  Though she wouldn’t come out and say it, she wanted give up, toss in the towel, and move in with my father.


She did not want to accept that in American society this was no longer the norm.  Most adult children didn’t give their parents twenty-four hour care; they sent them to assisted living communities and nursing homes.   


What made the home arrangement truly impossible was their complex relationship.  My father was an only child and, since his youth, Desolina had insinuated herself into his life.  She doted on him as a boy; tried to rein him in as a teenager; chastised him for moving away from her as an adult.  He was her world.  In my father’s eyes, her love and affection – and what she passed off as love and affection – were suffocating.  Her moving in was out of the question:  Mother and son hadn’t lived under the same roof since he was twenty-two, and he wasn’t going to allow it four decades later. 


“Mama, che cosa vuoi che faccio?”  My father wiped his brow with a handkerchief.


It was 10 a.m.  We were sitting in a sunny atrium, Desolina in a wheelchair staring at her shoes. 


“What do you do all day?!” she asked.  “You’re retired!”


“Semi-retired,” my father shot back.  


“Why do you still have to work? Don’t you have enough money in the bank?” she asked sarcastically.  


My father looked away and shook his head in disgust.


“There was money when Papa died!” she continued.


“He left it to you,” my father countered.


The man near us was shifting uncomfortably.  Even his wife, who seemed to have  Alzheimer’s, looked alarmed at the scene.  


Feeling helpless, my grandmother attacked.


“As soon as Papa died, you deserted me!” she cried. “You put me in this zoo!” 


My father’s face reddened; veins on his neck appeared.  His eyes looked as if they would pop out of their sockets.  I was afraid he was going to have a stroke and that my grandmother would get her wish: To spend her last days with him, though the two of them would be living side by side in a nursing home instead of his condominium.   


He was torn in half:  The voice from the Old Country told him that good sons knuckled under to their mother’s demands; the voice of the New World insisted that she was responsible for her own life. 



After we had wheeled her into the solarium, she began complaining: the food was awful, the people were pathetic, and she didn’t want to have to walk again.  “I have no friends here!” “I’m a tired old woman!”


And finally, “If your father was alive he’d be ashamed of you,” she said, “leaving me in a place like this.  Maybe you just want his money!” 


It was her last broadside – an attempt to deflate his honor, not to mention his masculinity which, poor woman, was how her overbearing love also affected him.  He stood up from his chair with the clearest of eyes.  


“You don’t wanna walk again, Mama? You don’t have to walk again. As far as I am concerned, you can stay here for the rest of your life!”  he yelled gesturing towards the slumping souls in their wheelchairs. “It’s not my fault that you’re here.  You broke your hip. You can get up and go back to Director’s Hall or I’ll visit you here for the rest of your life  – while you stare at the walls!”  


She looked up at the two of us with hate-filled eyes and then, in a kind of Old Testament gesture of futility, stuck a hand in her mouth and bit it.  


We turned around and left.  We got into his Cadillac. After wiping tears from our eyes, he jumped on the gas and screeched out of the parking lot.  As we turned onto the main road, we passed the solarium.  In a picture forever frozen in my mind, Desolina was sitting in her wheelchair with her face buried in her hands

 
 Desolina walked again.  She returned to Director’s Hall, and continued to take second and third helpings of food.  Over time, she became charming and easy going.  My father was less in her pull.   Her memory, which had rested on shaky foundations since her seventies, slowly failed.   She completely forgot about New York. It was as if Hell’s Kitchen and Astoria had never existed.  Her mind was increasingly filled with images of her youth.  She talked about brothers and sisters and noted the exact dates of their deaths.  She began singing love songs in Italian, one of which was bawdy.   


The months passed.  My mother visited daily, my father on Sunday.  


“A beautiful place and the food is delicious,” Desolina reported at the beginning of every visit.  “Ma, qui paga?”    

