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DeLIVERING GRANDMA’s BREAD

by Ron Mitchell

“Sit down,” Grandma says to me in her broken En-
glish. “I fix you some food.”

Whether a college professor or an ex-convict, when
you walk into Grandma’s house, she makes you feel like
aking or queen. You cannot escape without a meal and a
laugh.

I rest my pubescent elbows on her blue, Formica
topped kitchen table, and watch her maneuver around in
the kitchen like a master pilot in the cockpit. Brown
meatballs bubble in the simmering red spaghetti sauce,
while fresh pasta boils and steams the windows, yielding
its scent to baking bread. She flips open the white door
of the O’Keefe & Merritt oven with her foot, and slides
two more bread pans of raised dough into its belly.

“You take bread to Mrs. Sinclair, the Peelers, and
the Priests and Nuns after you eat,” Grandma says. She
places a plate of my favorite home-made cheese ravioli in
front of me, while real butter melts through the sinkholes
of a steaming slab of bread.

“That hairdresser makes me look like George Wash-
ington,” she says. Her brown, cataract covered eyes
crinkle through her wrinkled smile as we laugh. Grandma
hugs my head and kisses the top of it. “You’re a good boy.”

Her arms wrap around my forehead and cool it, like
a dangling mass of kneaded dough, complete with the
clean scent of fresh yeast. If not cooking or cleaning,
Grandma prays at least ten rosaries daily, so diligently
that calluses form on her fingertips. I suspect that she
says one rosary for each of her nine children, plus one for
the most troubled grandchild. She wears dresses printed
with small flowers, unless attending mass in her black
dress and black widow’s scarf. Her clothes fit loosely as
time depletes her stout, short figure. I have a difficult
time imagining her as Amelia Morroco, a beautiful fif-
teen-year-old, leaving the central mountain town of Sora,
Italy, in 1915 to travel to the U.S. with her family and
marry Grandpa shortly thereafter. During the courtship,
Grandpa creates the illusion that his family hoards tons
of riches.

Caesare Ferroni fathered her children and made wine
from fresh grapes, but for too many years empty wooden
barrels cluttered the cellar and stained the cement floor
with rust from their iron hoops. He settled near the Ohio
River in 1915 to work in the steel mills, fresh from the
fields owned by a Patron in the jovial town of Giulianova,
northeast of Rome and smack on the turquoise waters of
the Adriatic Sea. His blue eyes and square Ferroni face
laughed most of the time, and his good natured pranks
produced a plethora of love.
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Peasants in Italy grew most of their food in the back-
yard, and that tradition carried over to the U.S., only to
fade with each new generation. Grapevines and vegetables
filled grandpa’s garden, which he cultivated over the hill
in the front yard, next to the railroad tracks and in direct
view of the steel mill. His nine children all served their
duty in the garden at some point in their life, whether
they cultivated the black soil, carried bushels of vegetables
home to be canned, or collected fresh spring water from a
rusted pipe protruding from the stone embankment.
Grandpa prohibited Grandma, and any of the girls to en-
ter his garden during their menstrual cycle, as he believed
that it would harm the plants.

Steelworkers, railroad hobos and fellow immigrants _
stopped visiting after Grandpa’s death in 1960. Grandma
“skeeved” (Italian slang meaning something, or someone
that gives you the creeps because of filth) the very thought
of re-marrying. Grandpa died of a stroke at the age of
sixty-seven-years, but at least we made a connection. He
loved to tease me, and perhaps that explains why I can-
not resist teasing others.

In the midst of puberty, I could eat piles of ravioli
and a half-loaf of hot bread drenched in melting butter,
while remaining hungry and under one-hundred-thirty
pounds. I was special, one of Grandma’s favorite
grandkids. St. Agnes Elementary School sat right across
the street from her house, and I ate breakfast and lunch
with her every school day, often bringing along a class-
mate. My mother, her youngest child, and father, be-
came parents at the age of seventeen, and we all lived
with Grandma and Grandpa for the first few years. I
couldn’t imagine life without her.






