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A Mobster’s Recipe for Cupcakes:

A Valentine’s Day Story

“You can never have enough frosting on a cupcake.”

“Well, that’s not really true. You put too much icing on this thing and it will topple right over,” Carla said. She swirled a generous portion of cream frosting on a red velvet cupcake. The bakery’s kitchen was warm, with dozens of unfrosted cupcakes linking the marble countertop.

“I’m speaking theoretically,” Jeremy answered. “In theory, you can never have enough frosting in life.”

Carla paused, icing knife mid-swipe. “Ugh,” she replied. “I’m all for moderation.”

“No kidding,” Jeremy said with a smile. He broke two eggs on the side of the bowl, fishing the shells out of the batter with a mixing spoon. 

“Don’t be sarcastic,” Carla remarked. It’s not a sin to have balance in your life. Really. You have too much frosting in life and you don’t appreciate the meat and potatoes.”

“You sound like my mother.”

“Your mother is a saint.”

“My mother runs a numbers game for Vito Spumoni.”

Carla held up the knife. “No talking about family business. You promised.”

Jeremy nodded, adding flour to the bowl. “I know, I know. I’m sorry. It just slipped out.”

“I love your family, you know that. It’s their business practices that are…questionable.”

“You know my family ties are…tight.”

“You mean binding?” Carla asked. 

“More like bungee cords.”

There was a sharp tap-tap-tap on the back door off the kitchen, and Aunt Shirley stepped into the kitchen after stomping her boots on the landing to the alley.

“You need a mat back here, dear,” she said, swinging a shopping bag onto the counter. She took off her plastic hair covering and shook it outside before closing the door. “People are going to track snow on your kitchen floor.”

“Aunt Shirley,” Carla said. “It’s a pleasure.”

“Carla,” Aunt Shirley said, unloading the grocery bag. “I see you’re keeping my godson out of trouble and in the kitchen.”

“What’s all this?” Jeremy asked, peering at the cans on the counter. Aunt Shirley had lined up five industrial-sized cans of cranberries. 

“I thought that maybe for Valentine’s Day you could incorporate your love of cranberries into your cupcakes. Cranberries are red, after all. It’s the color of love.”

Carla snorted with laughter, then cleared her throat to cover it up. “I think it’s a great idea. Cranberry cupcakes for Valentine’s Day.”

Jeremy shot her a death glare and returned to the batter, carefully pouring it into a large cupcake pan. “Aunt Shirley, you know I’m done with cranberries. I’ve moved on to sweeter things.”

“Well, I just wanted to help….”

“Why are you really here?” Jeremy asked, sticking the tin into the oven.

“What? I can’t come to visit and help you with your new business venture?” She removed her coat and hung it up on the peg next to the door.

Jeremy leaned against the counter, a hand on his hip, staring at her.

Aunt Shirley began to fidget, wiping at the counter with a dish rag. “You certainly keep the shop clean, don’t you? These countertops are very tidy.”

“Spill it, Aunt Shirley…” Jeremy said.

The back door swung open and Harry and Charlie stepped into the kitchen, their dress shoes tracking in clumps of snow.

“Spill what?” Harry said, unbuttoning his coat. Charlie ran his hand through his hair, sending snow flying through the kitchen.

“Heavens!” Aunt Shirley yelled. “You’re getting snow everywhere. Out!” She moved closer to Harry and Charlie, forcing them back out the door. Once outside, they stomped their shoes and shook their jackets. Looking back at Aunt Shirley, they waited for her nod of approval, and then came back inside. Both wore dark overcoats and bright red scarves with big pink hearts on them.

Jeremy, Aunt Shirley, and Carla stared at them.

“What?” Charlie asked.

“That’s a bold fashion choice,” Carla finally said. “Choices.”

“Thanks,” Charlie answered, smoothing his scarf. “They were gifts.”

“From Cupid?” Jeremy asked, returning to his cupcakes.

“No, from Connie Patchuchi,” Harry said. “She works in the deli at Alphonso’s.”

Aunt Shirley continued to stare. “We all know who Connie Patchuchi is. She gave you each a scarf? Don’t you think that’s a little…odd?” 

“She’s very generous,” Charlie said. 

“And hot,” Harry added.

Aunt Shirley rolled her eyes and turned her attention back to Jeremy. “Now, about the cranberries.”

“Wait!” Harry blurted out. “We have something to tell you!”

“Does this have something to do with cranberries?” Aunt Shirley asked, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’m not going through a repeat of the Thanksgiving fiasco.” She blocked the line of cans with her body. “There is nothing wrong with these cranberries. They are just fine. No one’s trying to poison anyone, and anyway, apparently Jeremy’s moved on from the cranberry sauce business.” She turned to Carla and lowered her voice. “Harry and Charlie thought that Jeremy’s new cranberry sauces were an elaborate plot to poison them last Thanksgiving. Cranberry sauce is still a sensitive subject at my house.” 

Charlie hesitated. “Well, no,” he said. “We’re not here about the cranberries at all. Are we?” He turned to Harry.

“No!” Harry said loudly, scaring himself with the sound of his voice. “No. We are not here regarding the cranberries. Or fruit of any kind.”

“I really don’t have time for this,” Jeremy said, starting another batch of cupcake batter. “I have eight dozen cupcakes that are going to be picked up in three hours. I’m under the gun here.”

“Under the gun, that’s funny,” Charlie said, head bobbing with laughter. 

Everyone stared at him, and he stopped. 

“Really,” Jeremy said. “I don’t have time for family business right now.”

Aunt Shirley gasped, putting a hand to her mouth. Harry and Charlie took a step back, eyes on anything but Aunt Shirley. 

Carla bit her lip. “Um, maybe I can help you with those cupcakes, Jeremy.”

“No,” Jeremy said, his voice firm. “This is my business. It’s important to me. Besides, Carla, you’re the icer. It’s a critical part of the process.”

Aunt Shirley took several deep breaths. “We know this is important to you, Jeremy. But family is family…”

“If this has anything to do with that truckload of misplaced ‘specialty Chinese chopsticks,’ you can leave right now,” Jeremy said, emphasizing misplaced with air-parentheses.

“My goodness, Jeremy,” Aunt Shirley said. “What’s gotten into you? You’re very antagonistic.”

Jeremy’s shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to—”

“Finches!” Charlie yelled. “It’s about finches!”

“Oh, Lord, here we go,” Aunt Shirley said.

“Finches?” Carla asked. “Like the little finches that people keep as pets?”

“Good heavens, no,” Harry said. “I think they’d be dead by now, out in this kind of cold and snow. These are regular, outside kind of finches.”

“Goldfinches, that’s they’re official name,” Charlie added, nodding.

“What about these official goldfinches?” Jeremy asked.

“Well, they kind of got lost,” Harry said.

“How many finches are we talking about?” Jeremy asked, still working on the batter. 

“Well, that’s really hard to say. As many as would fit into a truck.”

“A truck? Like a pickup truck?” Jeremy asked.

“No, no. Like a semi truck. A big wheeler,” Charlie responded.

“You were driving around town with a semi load full of goldfinches?” Aunt Shirley asked, her voice slow and even.

“Yes,” Harry said.

“Why on earth did you have a truckload of finches?” Jeremy asked.

“It’s a secret,” Charlie said. Harry nodded.

“Were these legal goldfinches?” Carla asked.

Jeremy winced at the word “legal.” 

Harry patted Carla on the shoulder. “I know you’re not part of the family yet, only Jeremy’s girlfriend—”

“Icer,” Carla interrupted.

“You’re his icer?”

“Yes. I’m not really his girlfriend. I ice his cupcakes for him.”

Harry’s brow furrowed. “Is this something new that the young people do nowadays? Um…what?”

Carla sighed, holding up a cupcake. “Really. I’m the icer. I frost the cupcakes before we give them to the customer. See? Here’s a nice red velvet with cream cheese frosting. “

Harry nodded. “That is a beauty. OK, so you’re the icer, not the girlfriend. Wait—Jeremy, I thought you liked her.”

“Oh. My. God.” Jeremy leaned over, placing his forehead on the counter. 

“You like me?” Carla asked, a small smile playing on her face. She returned to her icing. “You like me.”

“Anyway, as I was saying,” Harry continued. “You’re not part of the family…yet. But there’s all kinds of legal. There’s hard-and-fast legal, which means it’s a pretty hard rap to fight. There’s legal dealing with certain law enforcement officials. The legality with the finches was kind of negotiable.”

“Well, I think there’s only one kind of legal,” Carla said, still looking at Jeremy and smiling.

“Of course you do, dear,” Aunt Shirley said. “You’d understand if you were part of the family. In any event, let’s not quibble about the legality of a shipment of finches.” She turned her attention to Charlie and Harry. “What seems to be the problem with these finches?”

Charlie grimaced. “They kind of flew away.”

Jeremy raised his head. “The entire truckload of finches flew away?”

“Yes. Every last one of them.”

“Why are you here?” Jeremy asked. “Do you think I have some insight into your secret finch problem? I mean, that the secret finches have somehow escaped?”

“Actually, we’re here to talk to Carla,” Harry said. “We were hoping she could help us.”

Carla looked visibly shocked.

“Me?” Carla asked. “Why would you come to me?”

Charlie and Harry fidgeted again, looking down at their shoes. Finally, Harry looked at her. 

“It’s because of your Uncle Manny.”

Carla paled. “But my Uncle Manny is in pris—” She stopped short.

Aunt Shirley leaned in close. “I’m sorry, dear. I missed that. Your Uncle Manny is what?”

Carla closed her eyes for a moment. Then she looked at Jeremy. “I’m sorry. I should have told you.”

“Her Uncle Manny’s a bird runner from Miami. He specializes in small native birds. Finches, wrens, birds like that.”

Jeremy’s mouth hung open in surprise, batter dripping from the mixing spoon onto the counter. 

Carla turned to Charlie and Harry, tears in her eyes. “And you two,” she yelled. “How on earth did you know about my Uncle Manny?”

“Bird running is a small business,” Harry said. “There’s really not that many people out there who can do the job.”

“Well, my Uncle Manny can’t do the job either, since he’s in prison.”

“Wait a minute,” Jeremy piped in. “You lied to me?”

“No, I didn’t really lie about my family. I just…left certain things out.”

“Technically, I think that’s a sin of omission,” Charlie said. 

“We’re not talking about sin,” Aunt Shirley said. “We’re talking about family.”

“I’m so sorry,” Carla said, dropping her icing knife. “I was just kind of embarrassed about some of my family members.”

Aunt Shirley’s hand went to her mouth again, and she let out a little gasp. 

“Carla, dear,” she said, putting an arm around the younger woman’s shoulder. “I know we’ve had our differences in the past. I know that you’ve been kind of lost after your dad passed away. And after that nasty business with the ducks—”

“You know about Carla’s family?” Jeremy asked, eyes wide. “How do you know so much about Carla?” His eyes grew wider and he gasped sharply. “You didn’t,” he said to Aunt Shirley. “Please tell me you didn’t.”

Aunt Shirley moved to the countertop and began wiping up the drips that had flown from Jeremy’s spoon. 

“I think we should just move on to Harry and Charlie’s finch problem,” she said.

“You ran a background check on Carla?” Jeremy asked. “You were spying on my icer?”

“Finches…” Aunt Shirley said in a sing-song voice, still wiping the counter. “Have to deal with the finches.”

“What?” Carla asked. “You know about my family? But I grew up half a country away.”

Charlie snorted with laughter. “Distance doesn’t mean much when it comes to family,” he said. 

“I’m sorry!” Aunt Shirley said to Jeremy. “I knew you liked this girl and I couldn’t bear to have my godson’s heart ripped to pieces by some fly-by-night icer.” She glanced at Carla. “Not that you are, dear. I just hired Billy the Snoop to do a little checking for me.”

“Oh, I love that Billy the Snoop,” Harry said. “He’s a hoot. He can balance an olive on the tip of his forehead for twelve seconds. It’s a fact. I saw him do it. It was at Alfonso’s in the deli section.”

Jeremy took Carla’s arm to turn her towards him. “Is this true? Is your family really like mine? As crazy as mine?”

Aunt Shirley cleared her throat at the word crazy, but held her tongue. 

Carla’s eyes brimmed with tears. “I’m sorry, Jeremy. I just wanted a clean break, to follow my dream of working in a bakery. I love my family, I really do. But they never supported me leaving the family business. I only wanted to follow my own path for awhile. I thought that moving across country would distance me from their influence.” 

Jeremy looked at her for a long while, batter from the mixing spoon dripping down his hand onto Carla’s arm. Gently, he leaned down and kissed her, one hand reaching around to her waist to pull her close. 

After a few long moments, Aunt Shirley cleared her throat again, and Jeremy and Carla broke their embrace. 

“I’ve been wanting to do that for a long time,” Jeremy said, looking into Carla’s eyes. 

“You’re not mad?” Carla asked.

“A little mad, at the secrets part. Not at all about the family part.” He bent down to kiss her again, when the back door opened, bringing in a cold blast of air.

Uncle Tommy’s frame filled the doorway, his huge bulk filling the entrance. He glanced quickly and effortlessly around the room, assessing the situation.

“Hello, then,” he said after stomping his boots and brushing the snow from his jacket. His suit was spotless, his hair perfectly styled.

“Now, see,” Aunt Shirley said with a warm smile. “Here’s a man who knows his manners. No tracking snow into the kitchen on his watch.” She shot a disapproving glance at Harry and Charlie, who were still dripping melting snow on to the floor.

“Oh, my,” Carla said, openly staring at Uncle Tommy. He towered over everyone in the room, his muscles apparent even under the suit and jacket.

“Carla, Uncle Tommy. Uncle Tommy, Carla,” Jeremy said. 

Uncle Tommy stepped forward, offering his hand to Carla. She unwrapped herself from Jeremy’s embrace and shook Uncle Tommy’s hand. 

“A pleasure to meet you,” Uncle Tommy said. 

“Likewise,” Carla said. “Have we met?”

“Not on this side of heaven,” Uncle Tommy replied.

“Tommy’s got a memory like an elephant’s,” Charlie said. “He looks like he could snap you like a twig, but he’s smart as a pip. Well, he could still snap you like a twig, but he’d be real smart about it.”

The timer for the oven dinged, and Jeremy pulled out one cupcake pan and put in an unbaked tray filled with white batter. 

“What can I do for you Tommy?” Jeremy asked, wiping his hands on his apron. “Don’t see you in the shop very often.”

“I’m here on business,” Uncle Tommy said, turning to Charlie and Harry. “Of the avian variety.”

“We didn’t have anything to do with that plane, it was already broken,” Charlie said, shaking his head in denial. “I swear on my sweet mother’s grave.”

“He means bird, not plane,” Harry said. “And stop swearing on your mother’s grave. It’s bad luck.”

“Why are you in Jeremy’s bakery when you need to be looking for Rosco’s shipment?” Uncle Tommy asked. 

“Rosco?” Aunt Shirley said in surprise. “That’s your secret? You’re running a shipment of finches for Nathan Rosco? What in the world would Nathan Rosco want with a truckload of birds? He’s strictly a pool man.”

“Pool man?” Carla asked. “Do I want to know?”

“Hot tubs, whirlpools, the occasional stand-alone Jacuzzi procured under questionable circumstances,” Jeremy provided.

“Rosco called you?” Harry asked Uncle Tommy.

“No,” Uncle Tommy said, his lips tight. “Half the city called me when every dispatch in the tri-state area reported a truckload of finches jackknifed on the interstate bypass. Apparently the semi was abandoned, and finches were flying out the back door. Two men in cheap suits were seen fleeing the scene. It really wasn’t a stretch to figure out who would abandon a truckload of birds during a snowstorm.”

“I told you we should have stayed with the truck,” Charlie said under his breath. 

“And take the rap for a shipment of birds?” Harry said. “No way. How embarrassing. I’d rather face Rosco.”

“Well, you’re facing me first,” Uncle Tommy said.

“Excuse me,” Carla said. “Is that a finch at the window?”

Everyone turned to look at the set of small windows looking out at the back alley. A bright yellow finch sat on the windowsill with its head cocked, peering inside.

As they watched, two more finches landed on the ledge.

“Just how many finches were on that truck?” Jeremy asked.

“Quite a few,” Charlie answered with a pained expression. “They were going to be a surprise gift from Rosco to his fiancé Lola.”

“Charlie!” Harry exclaimed. “That was supposed to be a secret.” 

“I don’t think it really matters now,” Charlie said. “Rosco was going to propose to Lola today. Something about the romance of Valentine’s Day. Blah, blah, blah. Someone else was going to release a thousand red balloons and we were going to release the birds as he proposed. Apparently the goldfinch is her favorite bird.”

“And when was this supposed to happen?” Aunt Shirley asked.

“Ten o’clock,” Charlie said.

They all looked at the cupcake-shaped clock over the counter. It read 10:35.

“You’re right, I don’t think it matters anymore,” Harry said, his face a sad mask. Both he and Charlie jumped when Uncle Tommy’s cell phone chirped in his pocket. 

Uncle Tommy answered, then looked at Charlie and Harry. “Yes, they’re with me,” he said. He listened for a long time, thanked the caller, said goodbye, and disconnected.

“Was that Rosco?” Charlie said in a hushed voice. 

Uncle Tommy nodded.

“Oh, crap,” Harry said. “We’re goners. I knew this wasn’t a good idea. Done in by a bunch of finches. What a way to go.”

“I feel faint,” Charlie said, leaning on the counter. “Rosco’s going to flip his lid. If Uncle Tommy doesn’t do us in first. Tommy, have mercy.”

“Relax,” Uncle Tommy said, buttoning up his coat. Nobody’s going to flip anyone. Rosco’s fine.”

“What?” Charlie and Harry asked in surprised unison.

“There are goldfinches all over town. Apparently the balloon guys had problems too, and all one thousand balloons were released early as Rosco was driving Lola to the park. She interpreted it as an omen that something good was going to happen. As they were driving, they saw goldfinches at every corner. She also took it as a good sign. Rosco proposed on schedule, she said yes, and they’re both happy. End of story.”

“Oh, good Lord,” Charlie said, fanning himself. “Thank you.”

Another two finches landed on the window sill, cocked their heads, then flew away.

Uncle Tommy wrapped his scarf around his neck and moved to the back door. He nodded towards the line of canned cranberries on the counter. “Getting back into the cranberry business?” he asked. 

“Nope,” Jeremy said. “Aunt Shirley was kind enough to see if I wanted to incorporate them into a cupcake. I regretfully declined.”

“Good idea,” Uncle Tommy said. 

“Would you like to try a regular cupcake?” Jeremy asked. 

“Rain check,” Uncle Tommy said, stepping out into the cold. “I’ve got to see a man about a horse.”

“A man about a horse, that’s funny,” Charlie snickered. 

“It’s probably the truth, you moron,” Harry said, punching Charlie in the arm.

Carla stepped in and gave a small white box to Charlie, then Harry. Each was tied with a bright red ribbon. “Thank you for stopping by,” she said.

“Cupcakes? For us?” Harry asked. “How thoughtful.”

“Cupcakes for you,” Carla responded, opening the door for them, She ushered them out. “Happy Valentine’s Day.”

“Happy Valentine’s Day!” they yelled from the alley. “Have fun with your icing!”

“Well, that’s my cue,” Aunt Shirley said, taking her coat from the wall and pulling it tightly around her. She slipped the plastic hair bonnet over her head. “Feel free to keep the cranberries. If cupcaking doesn’t work out, you’ve always got a fallback business.”

She put a hand on Carla’s shoulder.

“Welcome to the family, dear,” she said quietly, then left. A gust of snow blew in, covering the floor near the door, quickly melting in the kitchen’s warmth. 

“And do you think it’s a sign?” Jeremy said, walking towards Carla, pulling her close. 

Carla gave him a quizzical look, and he pointed to the goldfinches still sitting on the windowsill, looking inside. 

“A sign of something good happening?”

“It’s certainly a sign of something,” she responded with a smile. 

“Still think you can never have enough frosting on a cupcake?” Jeremy asked. 

“Just as long as you don’t forget the meat and potatoes,” Carla said, leaning in for a kiss.

“How could I ever forget the icing? Or the icer, for that matter.”

“Sweet,” Carla said with conviction, the cupcakes forgotten.

“Sweet,” Jeremy agreed.


A Mobster’s Toast to St. Patrick’s Day

“So, a leprechaun walks into a bar—” Harry began.

“Oh, spare me,” Charlie said, rolling his eyes and taking a giant swig of his beer. “Not another one of your lame jokes. Just because we’re sitting at O’Malley’s Tavern on St. Patrick’s Day doesn’t give you license to tell bad Irish jokes.”

“Well, he wasn’t really a leprechaun,” Harry admitted. “He was a dwarf.”

Duncan O’Malley slid a fresh beer over to Harry. “They’re called little people. That’s what they’ve been called for years. Where have you been?” Duncan stood behind the mahogany bar, peering at Harry and Charlie as they finished their second pints. Duncan’s green eyes matched the long-sleeved forest green t-shirt he wore. The O’Malley family crest was stitched on the front, matching the bar’s logo outside the front door. 

Harry and Charlie were perched on bar stools next to the cash register, their dark suits almost matching. They were relaxed, obviously comfortable leaning against the bar. 

“You’re not the friendliest bartender in the land today,” Charlie commented. “I thought all Irish people are happy on St. Patrick’s Day. I think it’s a rule or something. It’s part of your genes, especially if you were born in Ireland like you were.”

“Amazingly, you’re mistaken,” Duncan said evenly. “That rates up there with your theory that Velcro was given to us by extraterrestrials.”

“I swear on my sweet mother’s grave, that one’s true,” Harry said. “I have a legitimate source.”

“Are you talking about that guy in the trunk, that time by the shore?” Charlie asked, his voice low. “I do remember him talking about Velcro and aliens.”

Harry nodded, lowering his voice to conspiracy level. “It was a job for Uncle Louis,” he said. “We were delivering the car to a gardening center at the shore, when we heard a banging from the trunk. We got a little too curious and opened the trunk before we got there. There was this guy in there, set up like it was his living room or something. Had one of those laptop computers, a pillow and a blanket. Even had a little snack bar on the side with chips and sodas and stuff. We got to talking and he told us that aliens gave us the gift of Velcro back in the forties. I’m telling you it was one of the weirdest things I’ve ever seen.”

“He was pretty spooky,” Charlie whispered.

Duncan sighed and rubbed the top of the bar with a soft cloth. “Could you two please refrain from talking family business in my bar? I don’t need to hear about any truckloads of merchandise or Velcro theories. You know you’re always welcome here, but next thing you know your Uncle Tommy’s going to show up, cracking heads. This is my busiest day of the year. I don’t need any trouble.”

Harry and Charlie looked around at the empty bar. The bar stretched thirty feet back, stools lined up neatly. Matching mahogany booths lined the opposite wall, and tasteful prints of Irish landscapes graced the walls. “Doesn’t seem too busy to me,” Charlie remarked.

“That’s because it’s nine o’clock in the morning,” Duncan said. “The festivities normally don’t start until closer to lunch time. The respectful working crowd comes in after dinner and happy hour. Today it’ll be busy until well after normal closing time. You two goons are just getting a head start.”

“We had some free time,” Charlie admitted. “We had to get up early to deliver a truckload of surplus waffle makers to Vito Spumoni before 7 a.m. Harry and I are just here early trying to get into the spirit of the Irish. Very early. I thought maybe you’d appreciate our effort to relate to your people.” 

“So, a leprechaun walks into a bar—” Harry started again. 

He stopped as the bar’s front door chimed and a man stepped in, shaking the rain from his jacket. He was in his mid-thirties, had pale skin with a smattering of freckles, and a shock of red hair similar to Duncan’s. The man’s dark wool overcoat was buttoned at the waist. Charlie and Harry tensed as the man removed his coat, revealing a bulge under his suit jacket. The two relaxed as the man pulled out a package wrapped in brown paper.

“Liam,” Duncan said, rolling his sleeves up to his elbows and resting both hands on the bar. He stared at the man. “It’s been a long time.”

“Not long enough,” Liam said in an Irish accent.

“Oooh!” Charlie exclaimed. “Another Irishman on St. Patrick’s Day! That’s so exciting. What are the odds?”

“This is my cousin Liam,” Duncan said. “He’s from Dublin. Liam, this is Harry and Charlie. They’re from a local…um…family. They would apparently like to join the Irish ranks today.”

“Well, the more the merrier, I say,” Liam said, sizing up the pair.

The front door chimed again, and a younger man pushed his way in. He wore full St. Patrick’s Day holiday gear—a green sparkly top hat, a three-inch “Kiss Me I’m Irish” shamrock button on his lapel, and a tangle of cheap plastic green bead necklaces hanging over his jacket. He hesitated in the doorway when he saw Charlie and Harry, made a decision to continue, and then walked in.

“Jeremy!” Harry said. “What a surprise.” He raised his glass to Liam. “Jeremy’s part of our family. He can be Irish for the day too.”

“Hit me,” Jeremy said, hanging up his coat and sliding up to the bar. 

“What would you like?” Duncan asked.

“Don’t care,” Jeremy said, looking straight ahead at the bottles lined up behind the bar.

Duncan filled a large glass with beer from the tap. A harp Guinness logo was etched intricately on the side. He handed it to Jeremy, and Jeremy downed it in a series of rapid swallows. He set the glass on the bar, covering his mouth as he belched loudly.

“Pardon me,” Jeremy said. 

“You seem a bit…upset,” Charlie said, taking a sip out of his own beer. “Normally you’re such a refined guy.”

Jeremy nodded to Duncan, who poured him another glass.

“I’d rather not talk about it,” Jeremy said. 

“Family business,” Liam said, hanging up his coat. “I’ve got family business.”

“Oh…My…God,” Jeremy said, draining his second beer. Harry and Charlie stood up straighter on their stools, both at attention.

Liam gave them a curious glance then sat down at the bar, placing the package in front of him.

“He’s talking about our family business,” Duncan explained to Jeremy, Charlie, and Harry, sighing. “O’Malley family business. Not yours.”

“Oooooh…” Charlie said. “I didn’t know the Irish had family business.”

“It’s not that kind of business,” Duncan said. “Oh, never mind.” He poured whisky into a shot glass and handed it to Liam.

“What kind of O’Malley business?” Duncan asked Liam.

“The kind dealing with body parts being delivered across the country in a moving van,” Liam said, his eyes dark.

Everyone, including Duncan, looked at him in horror.

Liam smiled, his eyes brightening, a small smile at his lips. “I’m just yanking your chains. There’s no body parts involved. I’ve got a delivery from home is all.” He nodded at the package.

“That was terrible,” Charlie said, his face still pale. “There’s no reason to bring up gory stuff in a perfectly peaceful tavern. It messes with its good aura. And my peace of mind.”

“Sorry,” Liam said. “Just playing up the family business bit. I’ve got a touch of the blarney in me.”

“Well, I have no idea what blarney is, but we’re not barbarians, you know,” Harry said. “There are other ways to persuade people besides cutting them up to pieces—”

“Stop it. Stop it now,” Duncan said, taking a deep breath. “I meant it when I said no family business. Local or Irish.”

Everyone stared at the package sitting on the bar. It was wrapped in plain brown butcher paper, rough brown strings keeping it together. Liam looked up at Duncan expectantly.

“Well,” Duncan said after consideration. “I’ll make an exception with the package. Other than that, we’re just a group of guys enjoying a few drafts on St. Patrick’s Day. We won’t even call it family business. We’ll call it a delivery. Deal?”

“Deal,” Liam said.

“I bet it’s gold,” Charlie said, scooting over a bar stool to sit closer to Liam. “A gift from the native land on this special day.”

Liam grimaced and tried to sit as far away from Charlie as possible without falling off his own stool.

“You sound like a Hallmark card,” Liam said.

Charlie beamed. “It’s a gift.”

Jeremy straightened on his stool, placing his hands on top of the bar. “My business is tanking, my mortgage is overdue, a dog peed on my leg this morning, and I think Carla is going to leave me,” he blurted out loudly. 

“That was random,” Liam said.

Charlie and Harry leaned back on their stools to look at Jeremy’s pants.

“I changed them,” Jeremy said. “It was Mrs. Paton’s dog next door. He has an excitement problem. Pees on anything he really likes. And apparently he really likes me, unlike Carla.” Jeremy slouched on his stool, forearms resting on the bar. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

“The cupcake business isn’t going well?” Duncan asked, putting a bowl of pretzels on top of the bar. “I heard it was going gangbusters. Heard that you couldn’t keep cupcakes on the shelves.”

“It was,” Jeremy said. “For awhile. Then the luster wore off, I guess. Orders started steadily going down after Valentine’s Day. I don’t understand it. All my customers were happy. I was even getting orders for pumpkin cupcakes, which is very rare, I’m telling you. It wasn’t even busy for the St. Patrick’s Day holiday today. I’m a failure.” He popped a couple of pretzels in his mouth. “I tried branching off on my own, away from the family, but I guess it’s not who I really am. It’s obviously not working out. It’s like God is telling me to abandon my dreams.”

Harry leaned closer to Liam. “Jeremy started his own cranberry sauce line, trying to break away from the business, which just happens to be made up of family members,” he explained, giving Duncan a nervous glance at the word “family.” “Apparently the demand for cranberry sauce is generally only at Thanksgiving, so he wanted to try something else. He started his own bakery that specializes in cupcakes. They’re actually very good. My favorite is red velvet with cream icing. Carla’s his icer. She also happens to be his girlfriend.”

“Thank you for telling my life story to a complete stranger,” Jeremy said, swaying slightly. His face had turned a sickly green, his eyes unfocused.

“Have you had anything to eat today?” Duncan asked, giving him a look of concern. 

“A cupcake,” Jeremy answered. “I had a cupcake for breakfast. Chocolate, with chocolate chip cream frosting.”

“Yum,” Charlie said.

“Maybe you should hold off on the beer until you have more in your stomach,” Duncan suggested, removing the two empty glasses from the counter. He poured more pretzels into the bowl and pushed it towards Jeremy.

Harry was staring at the package. “Aren’t you going to open the box, Duncan?” he asked. “He travelled all this way to see you.”

Duncan put his hands behind his head, stretching his neck muscles. “Would you leave if I asked you to?” he asked Liam.

“It’s your bar,” Liam replied. “But the box is from your dad. He’d be crushed if you didn’t open it. Especially with his health. You know he is getting older….”

“Oooooh,” Charlie said. “I recognize a Catholic guilt trip when I hear one. You’ve only been here for ten minutes, too. That’s impressive guilt-response time. There was this time—”

Duncan glared at him and he stopped talking. 

Liam drained the shot of whisky, and pushed the empty shot glass towards Duncan. The two regarded each other for a long moment, the air thick with tension. 

Duncan’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” he said. 

Grabbing a paring knife from behind the bar, he slit the package carefully open at the top. Peering inside, he grunted in disgust, then pushed the box back to Liam. 

“No,” Duncan said simply. 

“Oh, my gosh, it is a body part,” Harry said. “I knew it. The Irish do have that kind of family business.”

“It’s not a body part, you moron,” Duncan told him. Harry and Charlie looked at him expectantly. Duncan ran a hand through his hair, then nodded. “Go ahead.”

Harry and Charlie scrambled closer to Liam to peer in the box. They stared at it for a full thirty seconds. 

“Hmmmm…” Charlie said. “What is it?”

“It’s peat moss,” Liam said. “From a family farm outside of Dublin.”

“Your family business is peat moss?” Charlie asked, brow furrowing. “I don’t think I know what you’re talking about.” He leaned in for a closer look. “Nope, I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Peat moss is found a lot in Ireland,” Liam explained. “It’s mostly a combination of vegetation, trees, grass, fungus. It makes a really good soil enhancer for farmers and gardeners. You can also use it for fuel. It works even as a natural water filtration unit. The O’Malley family harvests it for worldwide distribution. It’s a very lucrative business.”

Harry peered into the box. “So, basically it’s dirt.”

Liam’s face reddened and he clenched his teeth together. “Peat moss is not dirt,” he said.

“It’s OK,” Harry said. “Your family business is dirt. I’m not making any judgments here, just trying to get my facts straight. You can make a living off anything you want. I’m certainly familiar with that concept. It’s perfectly fine if it’s dirt.”

“Peat,” Liam said.

“Yes,” Duncan said. “The O’Malley family business is dirt.”

“Well, all right, then,” Harry said, slapping a hand on the bar for emphasis. “Now we have something to work with. How long has your family dealt in dirt?”

“Peat,” Liam said. “The O’Malley family has been cultivating peat moss for three hundred years.”

“Holy cow,” Charlie exclaimed. “That’s a lot of dirt. Duncan, I didn’t know you came from that kind of background. You have a lot of history with dirt. It’s impressive.”

Duncan took a deep breath, and leaned against the back counter. He looked at Liam.

“Duncan is a bit of a black sheep in the family,” Liam explained. “He didn’t want anything to do with peat. He worked in the business in high school, his dad training him so that someday he might take it over. But Duncan passed it all over.”

Jeremy perked up on his bar stool. “Really?” he asked. “Duncan’s a black sheep too?”

Duncan hesitated, then opened his hands in a giving-up gesture. “I wanted a bar,” he said. “Dreamed of it since I was a teenager. I tried working in peat, but I just didn’t have the passion for it. My family, especially my dad, was crushed when I told them I wasn’t going to work for the family.”

“Well, you’ve got one heck of a tavern here,” Harry said. He turned to Liam. “He’s got one of the most popular bars in the city, you know. And not just on St. Patrick’s Day. He has lots of activities. I think that’s the key to his success. Darts, trivia games, sports nights. He always has lots of people. Well, except for like now, just because it is kind of early.”

Duncan turned to Jeremy. “I tried opening a pub in Dublin. The Double D, it was called. People, not just my family, were so upset that I had left the peat business that I had to move half a world away to find success.”

“Well, of all things holy, don’t tell Jeremy that!” Charlie exclaimed. “He doesn’t have to move half a world away to make cupcakes. He can do it right here! He’s still part of our family, even if he’s branched off to the bakery business.”

Jeremy sat thinking for a moment, trying to focus. “Duncan, you think my cupcake business is tanking because people think I’m a mob—?”

The front door chimed and Uncle Tommy stepped in, his large frame filling the doorway. He wore an immaculate gray suit, a black fedora, and a light overcoat. He stood at least half a head taller than everyone else in the bar.

“Oh, great,” Duncan said. “Tommy, please. I don’t know what’s going on, but I really don’t need more trouble today.”

Uncle Tommy took a seat at the bar, positioning himself between Harry and Charlie. 

“More trouble?” Uncle Tommy asked, his face an even mask. “Has there been trouble already?”

“Actually, there’s been no trouble,” Duncan said. “Just a friendly disagreement between family members.” He glanced at Liam.

“Yeah, well we know about that,” Harry said. “Remember the food fight at the Fourth of July picnic? That was intense. I was washing egg salad out of my hair for days.”

Uncle Tommy nodded at Duncan. “Guinness, please.”

“So, Uncle Tommy, what brings you here?” Harry asked. “Are we in trouble? Has something happened? Did we forget to be somewhere?” He paused, then spoke quietly. “Really, are we in trouble?”

“Guinness brings me here,” Uncle Tommy said, sipping from his glass.

“Guinness? That’s it?” Harry said, incredulous. “You just came in for a drink?”

“Having a hard day, too, Uncle Tommy?” Jeremy asked, swaying on his bar stool. “I’d advise you not to drink too many of those unless you’ve had a really good breakfast. We’ve discovered that one breakfast cupcake really doesn’t do the trick.”

“I still don’t understand,” Charlie said. “You’re here on a social call?”

“Actually, I’m here for Guinness, and to speak with Jeremy,” Uncle Tommy said. 

Jeremy turned a shade greener. “What?”

“Carla sent me,” Uncle Tommy said.

“Carla? You mean like my girlfriend Carla?”

“Is this the icer?” Liam asked. 

Charlie nodded vigorously.

“Of course I’m talking about your Carla,” Uncle Tommy said. “She recently came into a piece of information, and is unsure how to proceed with this information.”

“Is this about our fight this morning?” Jeremy asked. “She got a phone call early this morning, and was edgy afterwards. I tried talking to her about it, but all she would say was that she was nervous about the cream cheese frosting. We never had a big fight before. When I was boxing up some specialty green-tinted cupcakes she grabbed her coat and ran out the back door of the bakery. I thought she had left me. Maybe found a new boyfriend. Or a new job. Or something. Everything was fine before that phone call. We even dressed up for St. Patrick’s Day, hoping to get the customers excited about the holiday.” 

Uncle Tommy sat quietly in his seat, listening patiently.

Jeremy’s brow furrowed with concentration. “Hey, why would Carla call you?” Jeremy’s eyes narrowed. “YOU! You’re the one she’s seeing. She’s leaving me for you! You’re here to tell me she’s seeing you.”

Jeremy launched himself off his bar stool, tackling Uncle Tommy mid-section. They landed with a solid thunk on the floor, both staring up at the ceiling. Jeremy’s hat skittered across the tile.

“Holy moly!” Harry yelled. “Jeremy’s beating up Uncle Tommy!”

“Hmm,” Uncle Tommy said, sitting up. He brushed the dust off his suit coat. “I think beating up is an exaggeration.” Uncle Tommy’s suit was perfect, not a hair out of place.

“See, this is what happens when you bring family business to my bar,” Duncan said. “I’m going to have to post a sign or something.”

Uncle Tommy grabbed Jeremy under the armpits and hauled him to his feet. Jeremy’s clothes were rumpled, the tangle of green beads askew. “You’re distraught, Jeremy. Calm down. I’m not seeing Carla,” Uncle Tommy said. “You’re the only one Carla’s seeing. She loves you.”

“Really?” Jeremy asked, hoisting himself onto a stool with Tommy’s help. 

“She’s crazy about you. It’s obvious.”

“Then why did she call you?”

“It’s a delicate situation,” Uncle Tommy said. “As you know, I’m good with delicate situations.”

“She doesn’t want to be an icer any more,” Harry guessed. “Or she wants to move away. Maybe family guilt has sucked her back to Miami. Or maybe she’s secretly allergic to flour and she’s been hiding it all this time. Or…wait! Maybe she’s pregnant!”

“Would you like to talk in private?” Uncle Tommy asked Jeremy. “Away from these distractions?”

“No,” Jeremy said. “We’re all strong Irish men today. Let’s hear it.”

“Carla’s family has been sabotaging your cupcake business by undercutting bakery prices around the city. They wanted your business to fail so that Carla would forget about her dreams and return to Miami.”

Everyone was still in their seats, the only sound coming from the soft ticking of the Anheuser Busch clock above the bar.

Jeremy blinked. “What?”

“Wow,” Liam said. “I thought our family was messed up.”

“I…what?” Jeremy asked again.

Harry turned to Liam. “Carla’s from a…neighboring family in Miami. They weren’t too happy about her leaving, trying to start her own career. She was following her dream of being a cupcake icer. Apparently her family has reverted to their sneaky ways, trying to get her back by sabotaging Jeremy’s cupcake business.”

“Carla’s Uncle Ian called her this morning in a fit of remorse, telling her what they’ve been doing. He’s got Irish blood in him, and said that the spirit of St. Patrick wanted him to confess.”

“Way to go, St. Patrick,” Liam exclaimed.

“So, she’s not leaving me,” Jeremy said. “And my business is going to pick up.”

“If you want to stay in the cupcake business, it will,” Uncle Tommy said. “As much as it pains me to say, you’re an excellent baker, and she’s an outstanding icer.”

“Why didn’t she tell me this?” Jeremy asked. 

“I can tell you why,” Duncan said. “She’s sick and tired of her family trying to pull her back in. She wants her own life. She was afraid to tell you because she thought you’d freak out.”

“I’m not freaking out,” Jeremy said. His ears were bright red with increased blood pressure, his skin still a sallow green. He ran a finger through his hair, which was stuck in all directions after he had fallen to the floor. “Well, OK, maybe I’m freaking out a little bit.”

“I’m going to tell a story now,” Liam stated, gesturing for another shot of whisky. “An Irish story.”

“Oh, boy,” Duncan said. He filled a shot glass and slid it over to his cousin.

“An Irish story, what’s that?” Harry asked.

“It’s kind of like a parable, except funnier,” Liam said. “And it doesn’t always have a moral. And sometimes there’s inappropriate material in it.”

“Basically the Irish like to talk,” Duncan explained.

“Once upon a time, there was a fisherman,” Liam began.

“Think this will be funnier than my leprechaun joke?” Harry whispered. 

“No doubt,” Charlie answered.

“A fisherman named Seamus learned fishing from his father. His father’s father taught him before that. And so on.” He paused to drink his whisky. “One day, after a long hard day of fishing on the open sea, Seamus made the decision to stop being a fisherman and to open his own bed and breakfast.”

“Well, so far, it’s kind of like a parable,” Harry said quietly to Charlie. “There are no sheep involved, but there’s fish.”

“Seamus’ family was outraged,” Liam continued. “His father, known for his fierce temper, demanded that Seamus continue fishing. Anything else would insult the family name. They had a knock-down fight, and Seamus left their family home and moved to another city, where he built a wonderful bed and breakfast. Seamus knew that his father was heartbroken, but also knew he wanted to follow his dream about getting into the hospitality field.”

Jeremy nodded slowly. “Amen, brother,” he said.

“Those bed and breakfast places are fantastic,” Charlie said. “Except when you have to share a bathroom. You always have to ask for a room with its own bathroom.”

“Seamus’ father, after many years of heartache, finally realized that Seamus was not going to return to the sea. His father’s heart softened, and he admitted that he missed his son terribly. He knew that he loved him, no matter what kind of business he was in.”

“Yes!” Jeremy said, raising a fist to the air in triumph. Uncle Tommy nudged the pretzel bowl closer to him, urging him to eat.

“Seamus traveled back home to meet with his father, and all was forgiven,” Liam continued. “They lived happily ever after.”

Harry pursed his lips. “Is there a funny part? Did I miss it?” Uncle Tommy hit him on the back of his head to get him to stop talking.

“So, basically the box of dirt was an apology?” Charlie asked. 

“More like a peace offering,” Liam said. 

Duncan was quiet during Liam’s story, his arms crossed, leaning heavily against the back of the bar. 

After a long minute, Duncan pushed himself off the back of the bar and poured everyone a shot of whisky. After everyone had a glass in their hand, Duncan raised his in a toast.

“To fisherman,” he said. “May the sea always give you what you’re looking for.”

They all drank in unison.

“I’m not sure what I’m going to do next, but I have to say I’m feeling a lot better about family business,” Duncan said. “Maybe I’ll reconsider putting up a sign.”

The door chimed, and Carla walked in, a large white pastry box in her hands. Like Jeremy, she was dressed in full St. Patrick’s Day gear. Her eyes were red from crying. Taking a seat beside Jeremy, she put the box on the counter.

“I bet that’s not dirt in that box,” Harry commented.

“I’m sorry,” she said to Jeremy. “For running away. I’m sorry for calling Uncle Tommy instead of telling you myself. And I’m sorry for what my family did.”

Jeremy’s color had returned to normal, and his eyes were bright with tears. “Of course I forgive you. And never apologize for family,” he said. “We’re all fumbling about the best we can. And I’m realizing that even if I’m a black sheep, my family still loves me.”

Jeremy took Carla’s hand in both of his, kissing her fingertips lightly. “And we’re all family here,” he said. Carla smiled warmly and kissed him on the cheek. 

“I’ve brought make-up cupcakes,” she said, opening the box and handing out cupcakes frosted with green icing. She passed them out to everyone, Duncan providing small cocktail napkins.

Duncan raised his cupcake in a toast. “To peat moss,” he said.

“To Saint Patrick,” Liam said.

“To icing,” Jeremy said, then turned to Carla. “And the icer.”

“To new chances,” Carla said.

“To a good Guinness on St. Patrick’s Day,” Uncle Tommy said.

“To a good bed and breakfast,” Charlie said. 

The room fell silent as Harry looked to the ceiling for inspiration. Duncan cleared his throat.

“So…” Harry said. “A leprechaun walks into a bar—”


A Mobster’s Menu for Mother’s Day Brunch

“Welcome to the grown-up table, dear,” Aunt Shirley said, patting Annalisa’s hand. “I know you’re fourteen already, and I should have moved you up from the kids’ table long ago.”

“It’s no problem,” Annalisa said. She was wearing a new spring dress, and had a single small daisy tucked behind her ear. “Now that Stephen’s twelve, he can police the kids’ table. I gave him a few pointers. I’m looking forward to more interesting conversations here at the adult table.”

Aunt Shirley and Annalisa looked at the children’s table in the corner of the room. Stephen was trying to stop Katie from inserting a black olive into her brother’s nose. One of the other kids was tearing his SpongeBob paper napkin into strips and eating the pieces.

Aunt Shirley sighed deeply. “Family,” she said. “You just have to love them even if they’re sticking olives up your nose.”

Charlie and Harry sat next to Annalisa, listening to their conversation. Both Harry and Charlie wore colorful Hawaiian shirts to honor Mother’s Day through floral fashion. 

“Especially those giant olives with the garlic stuck inside,” Charlie said. “Those suckers really burn.”

Harry nodded vigorously. “The ones with the jalapenos, too. Yikes. Talk about opening your sinuses. The kids’ table is murder.”

The family was gathered at Pawelski’s Supper Club for Mother’s Day Brunch. Pawelski’s was a traditional surf and turf “supper club” located in the old section of the city, tucked between a sausage shop and a stationery store. Lights were dim, the front restaurant area was decorated in red imitation leather seats and white linen tablecloths, and the smell of kielbasa permeated the building. 

A banquet room was added to the back, adorned with mini red Christmas lights, carpet of undetermined color and age, and one giant chandelier hanging from the ceiling. 

The adults of the family were gathered around a large banquet table in the back room. The children’s smaller table was placed in a corner, kids swarming around it, uncontrolled. Two waiters, a man and a woman, wore black pants and crisp white shirts. They had small name tags on their shirts that read “Tony” and “Becky.” The pair hovered around the door to the kitchen, looking uneasy.

One of the kids tossed an olive towards the kitchen, hitting the waitress on top of her head. Becky grimaced, looking around for help. Aunt Shirley pointed her finger at the kid, and he put a handful of olives back on his plate.

“So, where’s your mom today?” Carla asked Annalisa. Carla was celebrating the Mother’s Day holiday with the family for the first time. Carla sat close to Jeremy, her hand on his sleeve.

“She’s at the shore, with the other kids’ moms,” Annalisa answered. “The younger moms have a tradition to skip town on Mother’s Day. We think they go to the shore to enjoy the water views.”

“You think they go to the shore?” Carla asked. “You’re not sure?”

“It’s a secret,” Charlie said. 

Harry nodded in agreement. 

“The tradition is that they don’t tell us where they go,” Harry said. “It’s a freebie day for moms. It’s not like they’re doing any family business or anything. I’m sure they’re doing something entirely within a legal nature. They don’t have to be mob—”

“They always come back,” Annalisa interrupted, explaining to Carla. “Us kids count it as a gift. They always come back very happy. And the kids get to hang out with the old geezers.”

“Who are you calling an old geezer?” Betty asked loudly. Betty was eighty-five, dressed in old-country black, and had forgotten her hearing aids at home. Her black-framed spectacles slid down her nose with the weight of thick glass. “Just because I don’t go to the shore anymore doesn’t make me old. It’s just hard to walk in the sand with my orthopedic shoes. I’m definitely not old. Not like Mary Charlotte here.”

“I’m two months older than you are,” Mary Charlotte said. She was dressed in a fluorescent orange dress with lime green flowers printed on the fabric. A diaphanous floral hat was set high on her head. 

“Alright, we’re both older than dirt,” Betty agreed. “I’ve got the arthritis pains to prove it. See this finger here?” She stuck out her right hand. “That finger’s all curved up due to the rheumatism.”

“That finger’s all curved up on account of hitting the buttons on the slot machine,” Mary Charlotte said.

“Oh, I really like those slot machines,” Charlie said. “I like the old-fashioned kind, where you have to carry around a bucket with all your coins. They’re not like those new-fangled ones with a credit card thing. I like to feel the weight of my winnings in my hand.”

“Isn’t that the truth,” Betty piped in. “These young people don’t know what they’re doing. Just look at them.”

Everyone looked at the kids’ table. The kids had tied Stephen to his chair with ribbons from the helium balloons. The balloons bobbed around Stephen’s face, and he was trying to move them away by blowing on them. Someone had painted circles and flowers on his face with chocolate.

“I think we’re doing OK,” Annalisa said. “No worse than any other generation, especially in our family. I’ve heard plenty of stories about people in the family getting in trouble.”

“Well, that’s the truth,” Charlie said. “When I was kid, we used to do all sorts of crazy stuff.”

“I wanted to be a nun,” Mary Charlotte said. 

“You did?” Carla asked, taking in Mary Charlotte’s colorful outfit. Mary Charlotte’s hair was dyed a bright red, she had two circles of blush on her cheeks, and had orange eye shadow that matched her dress.

“Yep,” Mary Charlotte answered. “Was in training and everything at the nunnery.”

“They kicked her out,” Harry said. He made the sign of the cross.

Mary Charlotte nodded. “Didn’t quite see eye to eye regarding that celibacy law. Mother Superior Mary Elizabeth and I had some words about that rule. And the Thou Shalt Not Steal commandment. How’s a young lady supposed to make a living if she can’t sell surplus items on the side? It’s not even stealing, really. It’s more like re-appropriating lost items. Things legitimately fall off of trucks, you know. I was doing a heck of a trade in rosaries.”

“Older people always think the young are foolish,” Annalisa said with confidence. She turned to Betty. “Didn’t you think that your parents and grandparents were old-fashioned?”

“Oh, my,” Betty exclaimed. “They were terrible, I’m telling you the God honest truth. Couldn’t hang on to a new idea to save their souls. Good thing we’re not like that.”

“Hmmmm…” Annalisa said.

The waiters began bringing in large trays of food from the kitchen. 

“Oooh, something besides olives and leftover Easter bunny chocolates!” Betty exclaimed. “I thought the salt and sugar were going to suck the life out of me there for a moment. Have to be careful about diabetes and high blood pressure at my age. Cholesterol and intestinal problems too. “ She peered at a tray piled high with small round pastries, then prodded one with her fork. “What the heck are these things?”

“These are ham and cheese puffs encased in a delicate pastry shell,” Charlie said proudly. 

“What happened to the traditional ham?” Mary Charlotte asked. 

“We’re going a different route this year,” Harry said. 

“Yeah, like the boxes that fell off Route 32 yesterday,” Charlie said.

Aunt Shirley looked at the large bowl in front of her. It was piled high with cocktail wieners. There were trays of mini quiches the size of quarters, bite-sized cheesecake squares, and cheeseburger sliders piled into a pyramid. 

“What’s the deal with all the miniature food?” Betty asked. “I feel like a giant eating all this tiny food.”

“Well, the olives were from the Cincinnati shipment,” Harry said. “The mini quiches were from Denver, the cocktail wieners from Seattle, and the mini sliders from Washington, DC. The surplus Easter bunnies and decorations came from Dubuque, and the SpongeBob tablecloths and napkins are from Orlando.” He turned to Aunt Shirley and lowered his voice. “A lot fell off trucks this week.”

“Isn’t that nice,” Aunt Shirley said. “We have a wonderful representation of the entire nation. And in miniature to boot. I think it’s charming.”

Aunt Shirley spooned a small pile of cocktail wieners on her plate then turned to Jeremy. “So, I hear your mom is enjoying her little vacation in St. Barts.”

“She’s having a marvelous time,” Jeremy said. “She called this morning, feeling guilty that she was away during Mother’s Day. I told her to have a wonderful day.”

“You’re such a good son,” Aunt Shirley said. “All right, before we eat I have some announcements to make.”

Aunt Shirley tapped her water glass lightly with her spoon, clearing her throat. 

“Does that mean somebody has to kiss?” Harry asked. “I think somebody has to kiss.”

“That’s for a wedding,” Charlie said, giving him a disgusted look. “The only person you’re required to kiss on Mother’s Day is your mother.”

“This is new,” Mary Charlotte said. “We usually don’t have announcements before we eat. Is it like a prayer? Should we have our hands folded?”

“Hand folding is not necessary,” Aunt Shirley replied. “Unless you really want to fold your hands. Then, by all means, go ahead.”

Charlie respectfully folded his hands.

Conversation went on loudly, and Aunt Shirley gave Uncle Tommy a look. Uncle Tommy, barely fitting his muscular body in the banquet chair, tapped his spoon gently on his glass. “Excuse me,” he said.

Both tables instantly fell silent, and everyone looked at Aunt Shirley.

“I’d like to take this moment to thank everyone for coming today,” Aunt Shirley said. “We all know how important family is. Although the entire family couldn’t be here today, it’s always good to see so many of you. We’re kind of an eclectic group this Mother’s Day. Jeremy’s mother is enjoying her time in St. Barts thanks to Vito Spimoni.”

Jeremy leaned close to Carla. “Since my dad died, Vito’s always looked after my mom. Sent her an all-expense paid vacation to the islands.”

“I didn’t know running numbers had such a good benefits plan,” Carla said quietly.

Aunt Shirley cleared her throat. “We’ve got a group of children here so their mothers can take a break at the shore. Or…wherever they went. So although we have no true mother-and-child combinations here, we still have the spirit of motherhood with us.”

“Especially with Mary Charlotte, who was almost a saint,” Harry said, folding his hands in reverence and bowing his head. “We could almost call her Mother Mary Charlotte.”

“I was in training to be a nun, not a saint,” Mary Charlotte reminded him. “Can you be in training for a saint? I’m not sure what the commandment is on that one.”

Aunt Shirley ignored them and continued. “Thank you, Uncle Frank, for coordinating the room, and Harry and Charlie for providing the food and decorations.”

“Here, here,” Uncle Frank said, lifting his glass. “To mothers everywhere.” Everyone drank, then conversation continued at a dull roar. Someone had untied Stephen, and he quieted the kids down by showing them all how to stick spoons on their noses. 

“What’s this?” Betty asked, holding up another puff pastry. Her voice carried across the entire table. “I don’t know what this is.” 

“It’s an hors d’oeuvre,” Harry responded loudly. “It’s miniature French food.”

“I know what hors d’oeuvres are, you dolt,” Betty said. “I spent a year in France while my Stanley had to leave the country due to legality issues. I’m asking specifically what’s in this thing, since I’m allergic to bell peppers and I’d hate to have to call 9-1-1 after I eat it and keel over. You know when you’re old you have to think of all these health issues.”

“They’re cheesy potatoes contained in a light puff pastry,” Charlie said. “We got a lot of those boxes.”

Harry nodded. “That’s right. They’re from that New Orleans shipment that fell off the truck.”

Tony the waiter filled Uncle Tommy’s water glass. Tony’s hand was visibly trembling. Uncle Tommy reached over to steady his glass. 

“Sorry, sir,” the waiter said, a look of horror on his face. “Didn’t mean to disturb your glass.”

“It’s just water,” Uncle Tommy said. Tommy’s neck muscles bulged out from the collar of his Armani suit, his eyes calm but assessing.

“Hey, I have a question for you,” Charlie asked, turning his attention to Tony the waiter. “Do you like working here?”

“I do, sir,” Tony answered, clutching the water pitcher with both hands.

“Don’t you normally work in the dining area? I think I’ve seen you on pirogi night. How do you get to choose to work a special event like this one?” Charlie asked.

The waiter hesitated, looking over at Becky the waitress, who looked like she was about to bolt. “We pick straws.”

“Oh, and you two were the lucky ones,” Harry said, nodding his head. “I’m sure that there will be plenty of food left over for you to take home later. I even have a few more boxes in the car outside, if you’re interested in any surplus miniature food. They’re on ice, of course. Or if you’re interested in any of these beautiful centerpieces. I’ve got them in different colors.”

Tony looked at the bright orange papier-mâché Easter bunny in the center of the table. It had sparklers sticking out the top of its head, and was decorated in plaid shorts and bright silver eyes. The centerpiece on the children’s table was identical, except it was bright blue and had balloons tied to its front paws.

“Why, thank you so much,” the waiter said, then scurried away to the kitchen to refill the water pitcher. 

“So, Jeremy,” Betty said loudly after taking a long sip from her mimosa glass. “I hear you’re still the black sheep of the family. Shunning the family business to open your own cupcake factory, and working with Carla, here. She’s from a neighboring family, you know.”

Jeremy choked on his drink, spraying liquid back into his glass. Carla tightened her grip on his arm, eyes wide.

“Oh, for goodness sake!” Aunt Shirley exclaimed. “Can we please have a little discretion?”

“I’m too old for discretion,” Betty said, adjusting her thick glasses, peering across the table. “I don’t know how long I’ve got left, and I don’t want to miss out on any juicy information. I haven’t seen Jeremy since Christmas, so I’m not up to speed on his lifestyle changes. So what’s the story Jeremy?”

Jeremy’s face reddened, his mouth set in a hard line. “I want you to please pay Carla respect,” he said. “She’s here as part of our family. Part of my family.”

“She is?” Betty asked, looking confused. “I thought she was just icing your cupcakes.”

The red in Jeremy’s face deepened. “She is icing my cupcakes. In the bakery. And I opened a bakery that specializes in cupcakes. I did not open a cupcake factory. Carla’s not only my icer, she’s my…girlfriend. She’s very special to me.”

“Hey, wait a minute. There was a pause in there,” Mary Charlotte said, peering at Jeremy. “Is she your girlfriend or not?”

“She’s very special to me,” Jeremy answered.

“Oh, my apologies, sweetie,” Betty said to Carla. “I thought there was just icing going on. Of course, you’re welcome into the family. Any honey of Jeremy is our honey, too.”

Carla’s face paled, and she pushed her chair away from the table. “Please excuse me,” she said quietly, and headed quickly towards the restroom.

“Now look at what you’ve done,” Aunt Shirley said in a stage whisper. “You’ve upset her.”

Jeremy excused himself and pushed away from the table to follow Carla.

“What’s going on?” Annalisa asked. “I thought everyone was OK with the fact that Jeremy left the family business to start his own bakery. And Carla seems really nice. She doesn’t even care that our family is a bunch of mob—”

“Tsk—” Aunt Shirley said, raising her hand. “Let’s focus on Jeremy.” She craned her head to look at Uncle Tommy. “Tommy, do you know what’s going on with Jeremy and Carla?”

Uncle Tommy sat between Uncle Frank and Aunt Lucinda. Uncle Frank was trying to cut his mini quiche with a fork and knife, looking perplexed. Aunt Lucinda’s eyes were at half-mast, her head bobbing. Uncle Tommy’s face was a stone mask. 

“Oh, he does know something,” Charlie said. “You can see it in his eyes.”

“I don’t see anything in his eyes,” Harry said, squinting. “That’s how he always looks. Kind of like he could crack a walnut between his eyebrows.”

Uncle Tommy gave Harry a look, and Harry stopped talking.

“Is this true, Tommy?” Aunt Shirley asked. “Do you know something about Jeremy that you’d like to share with the rest of the family?”

“Isn’t that putting Uncle Tommy on the spot?” Annalisa asked. “What if he’s sworn to secrecy or something?”

Aunt Shirley smiled. “This is family, dear. It’s our job to know each other’s business.”

“Like the time Uncle Tommy found out that Harry and I missed that drop-off at the turnpike last summer?” Charlie asked. “We had a station wagon full of gourmet goat’s milk in the trunk. Harry and I got distracted by the hot air balloon show at the shore, and clean forgot about the delivery. Boy, that trunk smelled pretty bad for a long time.”

Uncle Tommy turned his attention to Charlie. 

“Um, Charlie,” Harry stammered. “I don’t think we ever did tell Uncle Tommy about that goat’s milk problem. Remember after we gave him the station wagon back, and he asked us about the peculiar odor? We told him a gang of squirrels had taken residence in the trunk.”

Charlie nodded his head slowly, wheels turning. “Right, right,” he said. “So…we were talking about Jeremy?”

“I think that’s called deflection,” Annalisa said. “We learned about that in psychology class. It’s a new elective at the high school for advanced students. There’s a lot of deflection going on at this table.”

“You just keep on learning, dear,” Aunt Shirley said. “Maybe we should just let this thing with Jeremy go. Let’s all just have a nice brunch and enjoy our cocktail wieners and drinks.” She pointed to a large tray of desserts. “And we even have little chocolate éclairs. Aren’t they darling?”

“Aren’t they French, too?” Charlie asked. “Like the hors d’oeuvres? This is actually an intercontinental brunch, not just a national brunch. It represents the entire world, not just the United States.”

“I don’t think that moving on is necessarily the family way,” Betty said, thoughtful. “I would be crushed if Jeremy thought I didn’t accept him for who he is. Black sheep or not, he’ll always be my little bambino.”

Jeremy led Carla back to the table, a hand on her back. “So, how are the desserts?” he asked. “Did our cupcakes show up yet?”

“Not yet, dear,” Betty said. “I was just saying how we accept you just the way you are. Even though it was hard there for a while, because you walked away from the family business. But we still love you. And welcome to the family, dear,” she said to Carla. 

“Thank you,” Carla said, the color back in her cheeks. She picked at her food. “Honestly, Jeremy’s family has been great. You’ve given me a wonderful welcome.”

“Well, any time you want to pick the numbers with the girls on Wednesday nights, you are more than welcome to join us,” Mary Charlotte said. “We meet at Jeremy’s mom’s house. She always makes a Bundt cake. It’s her specialty. Betty and I bring the liquor.”

“Speaking of liquor, would you like a mimosa?” Betty asked Carla. 

“No, thank you, I’m not drinking,” Carla said.

Jeremy’s lips thinned, his shoulders tensing.

“Not drinking?” Mary Charlotte asked, her head cocked in attention. “I’m sorry.”

“Oh, no,” Carla said. “I don’t have a problem or anything. I’m just not drinking…today.”

“Just don’t say anything else,” Jeremy advised, putting his heads in his hands. 

“Really,” Carla said. “I’m just taking a break.”

“You’re pregnant,” Mary Charlotte said, her voice firm.

“What?” Carla asked, the color draining from her face again. “What?”

“Oh. My. God,” Jeremy said. “Honey, please don’t say anything else.”

Everyone had stopped eating and was looking across the table at Carla.

“Oh, this is good,” Betty said. “I’m glad I got to see this before I kicked off.”

“Really, I’m just not drinking today,” Carla said, nodding her head.

“Nobody just stops drinking for the heck of it,” Betty said. “It’s not natural. There’s always some reason.”

Jeremy leaned over to look at Uncle Tommy.

“I didn’t say a thing,” Uncle Tommy said.

“She IS pregnant,” Mary Charlotte said. “I knew it. She’s got that pale, I’m about to lose my cookies kind of glow to her.”

“Oh my,” Aunt Shirley said, dabbing at the corner of her eyes with her napkin. “And on Mother’s Day, too. What a testament to motherhood.”

“So, how far along are you?” Betty asked. “Craving anything yet? Pickles? Ice cream? Anchovies?”

“Here, have some olives,” Harry said, passing a giant serving bowl full of green olives down the table. “They’re kind of like pickles.”

Carla sat still, her eyes wide, clutching the edge of the table. “What just happened?” she croaked. “I didn’t say anything.”

Jeremy put an arm around her. “You gave them an opening with the drinking thing. They were on that like stink on a monkey.”

“There’s a monkey here?” Betty asked loudly. “I’m not very fond of monkeys since that incident at the petting zoo.”

“Oh, yeah,” Charlie said. “There’s a reason they should be wearing kid’s diapers.”

“Ewwww,” Annalisa said, making a face.

“Isn’t your family like this?” Jeremy asked Carla. “I thought they were as crazy as us.”

“I don’t think my family is this crazy,” Carla said.

Aunt Shirley gasped, and everyone leaned back from the table.

“Well, okay, they’re as crazy as this,” Carla said. “Only in a different way. That wasn’t an insult at all.”

Everyone sighed with relief and returned to their miniature food.

“I just don’t know all the rules yet, I guess,” Carla said. 

“Rules?” Mary Charlotte asked, perking up. “We’ve got rules?”

“Every family has rules,” Carla answered. “In our family we never talk about family business at the dinner table. Nobody says the rules it out loud, but everybody knows what they are.”

“I see,” Betty said. “But I really don’t think we have any of those in our family.”

“Every family has rules,” Annalisa said with conviction. “I learned that in psychology class, too.”

“What about not eating the fish from Alphonso’s deli?” Charlie asked. 

“Fish! No fish from Alphonso’s!” Aunt Lucinda shouted, roused from her stupor. “Never fish from Alphonso’s.”

“Is there something wrong with Alphonso’s fish?” Carla asked.

“Well, there’s a story to that,” Harry said. “It has to do with a poker game, a truck filled with dry ice, and the garbage dumpster in back of the deli.”

“I think Carla can use her imagination on that one,” Jeremy said. “The bottom line is that we never eat fish from the deli. That’s one of our family rules.”

“Another one of our rules is that if you’re pregnant, you have to tell the whole family,” Mary Charlotte said. 

“You just made that up,” Charlie said. He turned to Carla. “You don’t have to answer that question. It’s not in the family rule book. If you had eloped to get married, on the other hand, that’s in the rule book. You’d have to tell everybody if you eloped.”

Carla paled and leaned back in her chair.

Jeremy’s eyes went blank with shock and surprise. 

“You did not,” Aunt Shirley said, clutching the edge of the table. “You did not elope.”

“Charlie, you have an uncanny ability to hit the nail on the head,” Harry told him. “It’s really quite a talent.”

Tears sprang to Aunt Shirley’s eyes. “You got married? Away from the family? You didn’t have the traditional family pre-wedding breakfast, the traditional passing of the family crest, the traditional service at St. Peter and Paul’s church with Father Delaney?”

“Maybe she was pregnant first,” Betty suggested. “Maybe they had to get married.”

“Discretion!” Aunt Shirley exclaimed, her voice rising. “Could we have a little discretion please!”

An olive came flying over from the kids’ table and landed in Betty’s mimosa glass. Liquid splashed onto the tablecloth, an orange juice stain creeping across the table’s surface.

“We’re under attack!” Betty shouted, covering her head with her hands. “Take cover!”

Another olive came flying over, landing in Uncle Tommy’s water glass. Water splashed up into his face, dripping off the tip of his nose.

Uncle Tommy’s face was impassive, but the entire room went completely silent. Stephen sat at the kids’ table, his mouth hanging wide open in surprise. 

Uncle Tommy calmly shook out his SpongeBob napkin and dried his face.

“I think everyone should take a deep breath,” Uncle Tommy said quietly. His voice commanded attention, and everyone took a moment to compose themselves. 

Jeremy gave Uncle Tommy a long look, then turned to Carla. She nodded in silent agreement.

“We have an announcement to make,” Jeremy said.

“I knew it,” Mary Charlotte said. 

“Just how did you find out?” Jeremy asked. “We haven’t told anyone.”

“Hmmm…I just have the shine,” Mary Charlotte said. She lowered her voice in reverence. “It’s one of God’s gifts He’s given me.”

“One of God’s gifts, my patootie,” Jeremy exclaimed. “I’m guessing you got your information from one of your contacts at the hall of records.”

Aunt Shirley covered a hand over her mouth in shock, and Betty’s mouth hung wide open.

“Sorry, God,” Jeremy said, looking up at the ceiling. “No disrespect. I just don’t believe for one moment that Mary Charlotte got her information from You.”

“Is there always so much dysfunction at the grown-up table?” Annalisa asked. “I didn’t think the family dynamics would be so…volatile.”

“Violin” Betty asked, smiling with anticipation. She looked around the room. “We have a violin this year?”

“Volatile,” Uncle Tommy said, speaking loudly so Betty could hear. “Volatile is the threat to break out in open violence.”

“I don’t see any violence here,” Betty said. “Except for that olive attack.”

“I’m trying to make an important announcement here!” Jeremy said.

“You mean the one about Carla being pregnant and you had to run off to get married?” Mary Charlotte asked.

“Well, yes,” Jeremy stammered. “I mean no. Well…yes. Damn. This isn’t going like I planned.”

“Somebody said a swear word!” a kid shouted from the corner of the room. “I’m going to tell my mom!”

Carla took Jeremy’s hand, and they stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment.

“Awwww,” Annalisa said. “They love each other.”

“I guess I can get over the eloping part,” Aunt Shirley said. “It may take some time, but as long as you two are happy.”

“Hey, wait a minute,” Betty said to Jeremy. “Does your mother know about this news?”

“Well—” Jeremy hesitated.

“Hot dog!” Betty exclaimed. “I bet you wanted to tell her in person, am I right?”

Jeremy nodded his head slowly. “We did.”

“Then we’re going to the airport with you,” Betty stated. “She gets in next Wednesday, right?”

“Wait, no—” Jeremy said.

“Airport?” Carla asked.

“Sure, we can all go. We can tell Jeremy’s mother that we pried the information out of Jeremy and Carla today. We didn’t want Jeremy’s mom’s feelings hurt because they didn’t tell her first. So we’ll soften the blow by all showing up together at the airport when she gets home from St. Barts. Boy, this will be something.”

“I’ll bring the balloons!” Charlie said. “I’ve got a box of those left.”

“I’ll bring the camera to memorialize the event,” Betty said. “I’ve got one of those fancy digital cameras because I sell stuff on eBay. We can post the pictures on our social media sites.”

Carla gave Betty a surprised look. 

“I know, I know,” Betty said. “I tell everybody I don’t like all these new-fangled gadgets, but sometimes a fib a little bit. eBay rocks when it comes to selling surplus merchandise.”

“Can I talk now?” Jeremy asked. “Can I just get a word in here somewhere?”

“Of course dear,” Aunt Shirley said. “Go ahead.”

Jeremy turned to Carla, taking both her hands in his. “I love you so much, Carla. I promise to stand by you in thick and thin. Especially whenever we’re dealing with our families. As far as I’m concerned, you can ice my cupcakes forever and ever.” 

He reached over to place a hand on her stomach. “And I also promise to stand by this little person, whoever he or she turns out to be.” Jeremy leaned over and kissed Carla passionately.

“Whooo, whooo!” Stephen yelled from the kids’ table. All the women, including Annalisa, dabbed their eyes with the napkins.

“That was one of the most romantic Mother’s Day announcements I’ve ever heard,” Betty said. 

“I think a toast is in order,” Uncle Frank said.

“Hey, where are the waiters?” Betty asked. “I’d like another mimosa.”

“I think they ran off when Uncle Tommy made that violent reference,” Harry said. “They looked paler than Carla here, and then they ran into the kitchen.”

Charlie got up and stuck his head in the kitchen door. “Nope, no waiters,” he said. “Becky? Tony?” he yelled. “The only one in here is the cook, and he doesn’t speak any English.”

Charlie disappeared into the kitchen, and Harry followed. 

“What’s this about a family crest?” Carla asked. “Aunt Shirley said you have a family tradition with a family crest.”

“Oh, you’ll find out about that during your wedding reception,” Aunt Shirley said. “Since you eloped, we’ll just have to cram all the family traditions into one giant wedding celebration.”

“Reception?” Jeremy asked. “Wedding celebration? What?”

“You didn’t think you were getting away without all the traditions just because you eloped, did you?” Aunt Shirley asked. 

“Well…” Jeremy said.

“When did you get married?” Annalisa asked. 

“St. Patrick’s Day,” Carla said. “Carla and I had a bit of a fight that day, but we reconciled.”

“I heard about the drinking going on at O’Malley’s pub,” Betty said. “I bet that’s when you got knocked up, too.”

“Discretion!” Aunt Shirley shouted. “How many times do I have to say it?”

“You can say it as many times as you want,” Betty said. “Am I right? Is it a St. Patrick’s Day baby?”

Jeremy and Carla shared a warm smile.

“It is,” Mary Charlotte exclaimed. “I’ve got the shine, you know.”

Harry and Charlie came out of the kitchen, swinging the door wide. They both wore chef’s aprons, and had tea towels on their shoulders. Harry carried a giant tray full of cupcakes, and Charlie brought in a pitcher of mimosas in one hand and a pitcher of kiddie cocktails in the other.

“We couldn’t find Becky or Tony the waiters,” Charlie said. “So we’re going to step in for them. We’d look more like servers with name tags, but this is the best we could do.”

Charlie poured mimosas for the adults and kiddie cocktails for the kids and Carla. Harry doled out the cupcakes. 

“Your icing is perfection,” Aunt Shirley said to Carla, admiring her cupcake. It was frosted with buttermilk icing, decorated with delicate pastel flowers. “You’re as good as Martha Stewart.”

“Martha Stewart is here?” Betty said, craning her head. “I love Martha Stewart. She’s like the MacGyver of cooking and crafting.”

“To Jeremy and his family,” Uncle Tommy said, lifting his glass. Everyone raised their glasses and drank.

“When is the ham coming?” Uncle Frank said, poking at the crumbled remains of his mini quiche. 

“This is it,” Betty said loudly. “Remember, we’re having a mini intercontinental brunch? Have an éclair!” She turned to Mary Charlotte. “Boy, dealing with old people is a pain. You have to talk so loud and they’re forgetting stuff all the time.”

“Well, the big table is certainly different than the kids’ table,” Annalisa said. “Although I find them equally chaotic, the conversation at the adult table is definitely more interesting.”

“At least you don’t have to deal with olives being stuck up your nose,” Charlie said.

Carla had a smile on her face. She turned to Jeremy.

“What?” Jeremy asked.

“Just wait until we tell my family,” Carla responded.

“Oh boy,” Jeremy said.

“Just wait until our families meet,” Aunt Shirley said. Everyone stared at their cupcakes, soaking in that information.

“Oh boy,” Jeremy repeated. 


A Mobster’s Gift on Father’s Day

“It’s a tie,” Charlie said, shaking the small slim box. “It’s got to be a tie.” 

“A tie on Father’s Day,” Harry said, snorting with laughter. “That’s too obvious. I don’t think Mary Charlotte gave Uncle Frank a tie for Father’s Day. He’s not even her father.”

“Maybe it’s a firearm,” Charlie said, holding the box up to the light. “Or bullets.”

Harry reached over and grabbed the gift box. He shook it. “It’s way too light for a gun, you moron,” Harry said. “Besides, what would Uncle Frank need with a firearm? He’s so old he can’t see two feet in front of him, much less hit a target.”

Uncle Frank was stretched out on a lounge chair, head back and fedora covering his face. Despite the summer heat, he wore dark dress pants, black dress shoes polished so they shone, and a long-sleeved button-down shirt. Everyone assumed he was sleeping since he hadn’t moved for an hour.

Uncle Tommy was at the grill holding a spatula that looked tiny in his huge hand. An apron with the words “King of the Grill” barely fit over his large frame. His suit was spotless, muscles straining against the fabric.

Harry and Charlie sat next to a bucket filled with beer and ice. They were flipping playing cards into a bowl on the patio floor. They both wore golf outfits complete with polyester pants, nylon shirts, and baseball caps.

Jeremy sat at the table under the umbrella, trying to stay out of the sun.

“Uncle Frank was never a firearm kind of guy anyways,” Harry said. “He was always a man of his word, not his fist.”

“I saw him shoot a duck once,” Charlie said. He shivered. “It was horrendous.”

“You’re telling us Uncle Frank shot a duck?” Jeremy asked.

Charlie nodded. “It was at the park a few years ago. I was waiting at a park bench with him. He was meeting Vito Spumoni to discuss family business. Uncle Frank was sitting there; calm as pie, then he pulled out a .38 and shot a duck right in the foot. I’ve never seen a duck fly away so fast in my life.”

“So, you saw Uncle Frank shoot and miss a duck?” Harry clarified.

“Well, there wasn’t any blood or anything,” Charlie said. “It was gruesome just the same. There were duck feathers everywhere. I was going to chase after it to see if it was all right, but Vito showed up and we had to conduct business. I think we were talking about a shipment of frozen yogurt that fell off a plane.”

“The yogurt fell off a plane?” Jeremy asked.

“Yeah, that surprised me too,” Charlie said. “Normally things fall off of trucks. I don’t know how Vito acquired a case of yogurt that fell out of a plane. You think it would have been squashed to kingdom come.”

Uncle Tommy gave a small sigh and turned on the grill’s burners.

“Here’s the burgers!” Aunt Shirley exclaimed, stepping out to the patio from the kitchen. She shut the sliding glass door behind her, balancing a large tray piled high with patties. “I’ve got mushroom burgers, cheeseburgers, regular burgers, and garden burgers for the non-meat eaters of the crowd. I’m not sure what’s in the garden burgers but the box said there was no meat.”

Aunt Shirley placed the tray on the table next to the grill, her dress flowing around her. “Thank you, dear,” she said to Uncle Tommy. “You are such a help.”

“How’s Carla doing in there?” Jeremy asked. “Do you think I should come in and see how she’s doing?”

“She’s fine,” Aunt Shirley said. Carla and Jeremy were recently married, and Carla was three months pregnant. Jeremy owned a bakery, and the two of them specialized in making cupcakes. “She’s helping with the potato salad. “Carla has a way with peeling potatoes. She must get it from her skill as your cupcake icer.”

“And your new girlfriend is doing fine,” Aunt Shirley said to Uncle Tommy. “She’s not saying much, but I can tell she’s having a good time. We’re talking about babies.” Aunt Shirley fanned herself with her hand. “It’s so humid out here. I’m so grateful we have that air conditioning.”

“Are you sure Carla’s all right?” Jeremy asked. “I can get her a drink. I can go buy some ginger ale at the store. Does she want pickles? I can get pickles.”

“Oh, stop it already,” Charlie said. “She’s having a baby. She’s not in a wheelchair.”

“He’s just a nervous first-time father,” Aunt Shirley said. “It’s normal to be a bit overprotective.”

“Really? It’s normal?” Jeremy asked. A fine bead of sweat lined his brow. 

“I think you’re being a weenie,” Charlie said. “It’s all you can talk about. All you do is worry about her. Carla needs air conditioning. Carla has a craving for crackers. Carla, Carla, Carla.”

Uncle Tommy calmly moved one step closer to Charlie and grabbed Charlie’s ear, twisting it.

“Yikes!” Charlie yelled. “Uncle! I mean I’m sorry! I’m sorry Jeremy. It’s perfectly normal. First-time father and all. You can worry all you want.”

Uncle Tommy released Charlie’s ear and continued flipping burgers on to the grill.

“Maybe I am too overprotective,” Jeremy said. “If I’m anxious now, what am I going to be like when the baby comes?” He fanned himself with a napkin. “I’m going to be one of those nervous fathers with nervous kids. I’ll be perpetuating dysfunction. I think our family has enough dysfunction in it already.”

“Dysfunction?” Charlie asked. “Just because we’re a bunch of mobsters doesn’t make us dysfunctional.”

“Yeah, I think we’re dysfunctional all on our own,” Harry said, flipping a card into the bowl.

“You’re going to be just fine,” Aunt Shirley said to Jeremy. “Look at you. In the past year you’ve distanced yourself from the family business, started a successful cupcake store, got married, and are expecting a child. You’re thriving. We’re very proud of you dear.” Aunt Shirley paused. “Except for that sneaking away to get married part. I still have some issues with that.”

“Well, you have the big wedding reception that you’re giving next month,” Harry said. “I would think that’s some consolation.” 

“That’s true,” Aunt Shirley said. “And it’s giving me a chance to work with Jeremy’s mother. We’re actually bonding.”

“Why is everyone talking about dysfunction and issues and bonding?” Harry asked. “It sounds like we’re an episode of Dr. Phil.”

“Oh, I don’t care for that Dr. Phil guy,” Charlie said. “I think he’s too happy. He reminds me of a used-car salesman.”

“Stop it,” Harry said. “I love Dr. Phil. He’s got a gentle spirit. I never miss his show on TV.”

“It’s Annalisa,” Jeremy said. “She’s taking all these psychology classes in school, and teaching us all about family dynamics. It’s been an eye-opening experience.”

“She’s a sweetheart,” Aunt Shirley said. “Even though she has boundary issues. “

“That’s because she’s smart. People who are smart often have boundary issues,” Harry said. “She’s only in high school, but she’s taking all these advanced classes. Who knows what she’ll be when she grows up? She could end up running the entire family operation.”

Harry tossed a playing card towards the bowl and it landed at Aunt Shirley’s feet. She picked it up and dropped it into the bowl. “So, tell me why you two are dressed as golfers,” she asked Harry and Charlie.

Charlie smoothed out his checkered pants. “Do you like them? I thought they would be appropriate for a Father’s Day celebration. You know how dads like to golf and all. Even though we’re not dads.”

“Do either of you play golf?” Aunt Shirley asked.

“Nope,” Harry said.

“Do you have any intention of playing golf in the future?” she asked.

Harry looked at Charlie and shrugged. “No.”

“Are you aware of anyone in this family who plays golf?”

Harry blew out a sigh. “We got the golf gear from Marty’s House of Fine Sportsmen,” he said. “They had an unfortunate…misappropriation of merchandise coming from down south.”

“Hey,” Jeremy said, perking up. “Isn’t Marty’s House of Fine Sportsmen based in Miami? I thought Carla’s family had the corner on that market.”

Charlie chewed his lower lip. “Really? You mean your Carla? The Carla whose neighboring family is in Miami?”

“Oh, good Lord,” Aunt Shirley said. “You better not have done something to anger Carla’s family. Especially with half of them coming up to visit for the reception next month.” She turned to Uncle Tommy. “Uncle Tommy, do you know anything about Marty’s House of Fine Sportsmen? All I know is that they opened a new franchise in town. They moved into that strip mall off of the turnpike two weeks ago. It’s next to the candle store.”

“Oh, I love that candle store,” Harry said. “It smells like you’re walking into a giant air freshener.”

Uncle Tommy fished out his phone and spoke softly into the receiver.

“I swear to God, you both are toast if you’ve done something to jeopardize our family’s relationship with Carla’s family,” Jeremy said, his voice rising.

“You guys have toast out here?” Carla asked, stepping out onto the porch. 

Charlie made a strangled sound and his hands convulsed, sending half a deck of cards into the air. “We are not toast!” he yelled. “There is no toast out here!”

Aunt Shirley sighed. “Maybe you want to stay inside and take advantage of the air conditioning,” she said to Carla. 

“I’m ready for some fresh air,” Carla said, sliding up to Jeremy. She gave him a peck on the cheek, and his face reddened to an alarming shade.

“Can I get you anything?” Jeremy asked Carla. “Fruit juice? Ice cream? Anchovies?” He gave Harry and Charlie a dirty look while Carla adjusted her shirt over her baby bump.

“I’m fine,” Carla said to Jeremy, kissing him on the cheek again. “Thank you for asking.”

“We’re discussing Annalisa’s obsession with psychology,” Charlie said.

“She’s inside now talking to Tommy’s girlfriend about the family’s tendency to be emotionally unavailable and passive aggressive,” Carla said.

Uncle Tommy blinked, and handed the spatula off to Jeremy. Despite Uncle Tommy’s large size, he moved quickly and effortlessly across the patio and through the sliding doors, closing them quietly behind him.

“Guess you’re the new cook in town,” Charlie said to Jeremy. He lowered his voice. “Do you know how to cook?”

“I’ll go get the hot dogs,” Aunt Shirley said. “I’m sure Jeremy will do just fine.” She led Jeremy over to the grill and hurried off to the kitchen.

“So, Carla,” Charlie said. “What do you know about Marty’s House of Fine Sportsmen?”

“Don’t do it, Charlie,” Harry warned. 

Carla’s eyes narrowed. “Is that what you guys were whispering about? Family business? Good grief, I’m not part of my family’s business anymore. Jeremy and I make cupcakes.”

“But when you married Jeremy, our families kind of married each other,” Charlie said. “We’re eternally bonded. It’s in the rule book. Therefore, we wouldn’t want to do anything…problematic to jeopardize our relationship with your family.”

“What did you do?” Carla asked.

“They’re freaked out because they have hot golfing outfits on,” Jeremy said. He squashed a couple of burgers with the spatula, the fat sizzling on the heat.

“Aaah,” Carla said. “And these questionable golf outfits are from Miami?”

“They are!” Harry cried. “I’m sorry. Charlie and I didn’t know that shipment was from your family. We didn’t mean to cause a rift between families. This is like Romeo and Juliet. Before we know it, we’re going to have people killing each other with swords and taking poison and stuff. I don’t want anybody to die!”

“Nobody’s going to die because of golf outfits,” Carla said calmly. 

“You’ve read Romeo and Juliet?” Jeremy asked. “Really?”

“Saw the movie,” Harry said. “It was very intense. I’m sure glad I didn’t live back then. Talk about dysfunctional.”

Carla pulled out her cell phone and dialed, asking for her dad. 

Harry’s mouth fell open in surprise, and Charlie gasped. Harry silently mouthed “no,” trying to get Carla’s attention.

Carla wished her dad a happy Father’s Day, and they chatted about the weather. 

“Jeremy, stop her,” Harry said quietly. “She’s going to ask him about the golf clothes. I just know it. Then there’s going to be poison and blood and guts.” He paused. “Gosh, I feel faint.”

Jeremy fiddled with the burner controls, taking a step back when a lick of flame shot up from the grill. He shielded his eyes with the spatula and turned the burner back down.

“Relax. Carla knows what she’s doing,” Jeremy said. “I trust that she knows what she’s doing.”

“But she’s talking to her dad, Big Al,” Charlie said softly. “He’s famous for going after people who hijack his stuff.”

“I’m telling you Carla knows what she’s doing,” Jeremy said.

“Maybe we should return the whole shipment,” Harry said, eyeing his shirt and pants. “No harm, no foul. “ Harry paused. “Though I don’t know what chickens have to do with it.” He paused. “Foul? Get it?” He sighed.

“I think you’re right,” Charlie said. He took off his hat and slipped the golf shirt over his head. 

“Criminy,” Jeremy said, shielding his eyes again with the spatula. “That’s enough white skin to blind anyone. And think about waxing, will you? “

“Well, I normally wear an undershirt,” Charlie said, looking down at his bare chest. “But it was so hot today, I decided to go without. And the ladies like the hairy look.” 

Carla saw Charlie out of the corner of her eye and glanced quickly away. She gave Jeremy a what’s-that-about look while she continued her phone conversation.

Charlie sat on a picnic bench and untied his golf shoes. “Come on, Harry,” he urged him. “I think this is the only way to appease Big Al. We have to box everything back up and return it to them.”

Harry fingered his shirt. “But this is a really good shirt,” he said. “It’s silky smooth.”

“Remember the story about Big Al hanging people up from their eyelashes?” Charlie said. “I don’t think those are really stories.”

Harry paused and slipped his shirt over his head. 

“Ack!” Jeremy cried, shielding his eyes. “Would you guys knock it off? At least put on some other clothes.”

“No time for that,” Charlie said. “We’ve got to show Carla our good faith while she’s talking to Big Al. Show them that we’re serious about not wanting to disrespect their family.” 

Charlie had his shoes off and was working on his belt, with Harry close behind him.

Carla had migrated off the patio to the yard, keeping her distance while trying to focus on her conversation.

Jeremy was concentrating on the burgers, which were turning an alarming shade of black. He pushed them around the grill, trying to get them away from the heat.

Charlie and Harry both slipped their pants off and folded them neatly on the picnic table with the shirts. They stood flat footed in their boxer shorts and black socks. 

“There,” Harry said. “Now we’ve made a statement.”

“You really should consider waxing,” Harry said to Charlie. “You’ve got a Wild Man of Borneo thing going there.”

“Don’t start,” Charlie said. “I could make a million cracks about that beer belly of yours. But I’m biting my tongue.”

“Jeesh, just trying to be helpful,” Harry said, frowning. “I wouldn’t have said it unless I cared about you. Annalisa said that constructive criticism is a good thing.”

“Maybe we should rustle up some shirts,” Charlie said, covering his stomach. “I’m feeling a bit fragile standing out here.”

There was a thunk at the kitchen door, and everyone looked towards the house. A line of women’s faces were plastered against the glass, their eyes wide and their mouths open.

Aunt Shirley fought her way through the crowd and pushed her way out to the patio. She balanced a tray of hot dogs in one hand.

“Just what the hell is happening here?” Aunt Shirley said, her voice rising. “Why are you practically naked on my patio?”

“Wow. Aunt Shirley said hell,” Jeremy said. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard her curse.”

“Why are the two of you taking your clothes off?” Aunt Shirley cried, trying to keep her eyes averted. “Are you too hot? Do you have sunstroke? What will the neighbors think? They already think we’re odd after we had chickens running through the yard last spring. Somebody talk to me.”

Carla stepped back on the patio, slipping her cell phone back in her pocket. “I’ve got nothing,” she said looking at Harry and Charlie. 

“I’ll let them explain,” Jeremy said, still working on the hamburger patties.

Aunt Shirley put the pan of hot dogs on the picnic table. “For goodness sake, put your clothes back on,” she told them.

Charlie grimaced. “We can’t. We have to send them back.”

“We’re making amends with Big Al,” Harry explained.

“My dad doesn’t care about these golf clothes,” Carla said. She turned to Aunt Shirley. “I just spoke to him to wish him a happy Father’s Day, and to ask him about the shipment. Apparently he wanted the clothes to get lost. They weren’t selling due to their…bold and colorful designs. He can collect the insurance money if they’re lost.”

“Isn’t that nice,” Aunt Shirley said. “You called your father today. You are such a wonderful daughter.”

Uncle Tommy stepped out of the kitchen, closing the glass door behind him. He stood legs apart, staring at Charlie and Harry.

“Do we have a problem here?” Uncle Tommy asked evenly.

“Nope, no problem,” Harry said. They both picked up their clothes from the picnic table and got dressed.

“Everything all right with your girlfriend?” Aunt Shirley asked. “She was looking a little pale earlier when we were talking about umbilical cords and dilation. I tried to get her to eat something, but she refused. What’s her name? Lucille? Lucinda? Lulu?”

“Angelica,” Uncle Tommy said.

“My dad also said he was looking forward to the reception next month,” Carla said. “They’re flying in a few days before the party.”

“Excellent,” Aunt Shirley said. “We are looking forward to meeting them.”

Uncle Tommy stepped over to the grill and looked down at the line of charred hamburger patties.

Aunt Shirley stood next to him, staring at the burgers.

“Why does everything have to end in a circus?” Jeremy said. “Why can’t we have a normal family and a normal family get together? Am I asking too much?”

Everyone looked at him.

“You don’t think we’re normal?” Harry asked. 

“I’m sorry,” Jeremy said. “I think the heat got to me a moment. Or maybe it was the burgers. I panicked. Of course we’re normal.” 

Carla glanced at him.

“Well, as normal as normal gets,” he said.

“I don’t think they’re supposed to look like that,” Charlie said, peering over Jeremy’s shoulder. The patties on the grill were a uniform black color.

“I think you’re a better baker than a griller,” Harry added. “Your cupcakes are top-notch, though. “ He put a hand on Jeremy’s shoulder. “That last statement was positive reinforcement. It helps you gain a sense of confidence and well-being.”

Uncle Tommy put the hot dogs on the grill, and transferred all the charred burger patties to a platter. 

“How much potato salad did you make?” he asked Aunt Shirley gravely.

“Lots,” she responded. She glanced down at the hot dogs on the grill. “Maybe some of us can go vegetarian today. I’ll give it a try.”

Uncle Tommy put the hot dogs on a plate, and quietly slipped the burgers into the waste basket. Everyone except for Uncle Frank went into the kitchen, loaded up their plates, and stepped back outside. Uncle Frank still lay on the lounge chair with his hat covering his eyes. The kids retreated from the kitchen to the family room to play video games and most of the women ate at the dining room table.

People’s plates were piled high with potato salad, olives, baked beans, jelly beans, cut-up vegetables, and cupcakes. They had left the hot dogs with the kids, who had descended on the food like locusts.

“Hey,” Charlie said. “I could run over to my house to get more burgers. I have a few surplus boxes of Hawaiian burgers from Iowa. “He paused, picking up a red jelly bean. “Just where is all the food from?”

“Costco,” Aunt Shirley said.

Everyone stopped and stared at her, shocked.

“What?” she asked, shrugging her shoulders. “Their prices were very reasonable.”

“You bought food?” Harry said, looking down at his plate. “I thought that Vito Spumoni was supplying today’s Father’s Day food. And I could have gotten you a few boxes of frozen chicken patties from my basement freezer. I’ve also got some one-eyed defective Peeps from Easter. I’ve got tons of olives left over from Mother’s Day brunch. I can’t believe you bought food.”

“I wanted to try something…new,” Aunt Shirley said. “Costco is a really fun place. I met lots of nice people giving out samples. Did you know you can buy fruit and vegetables there too? You can feed an army by shopping at Costco. Uncle Tommy helped me load everything up.”

“It’s weird,” Charlie said, pushing beans around his plate. “It’s strange not eating contraband food. I’m really feeling out of my comfort zone.”

“This family is changing all over the place,” Harry said. “We’re like the all-American family now.”

“It wasn’t a gun,” a voice said from the corner of the patio.

Everyone looked at Uncle Frank, who was still stretched out on the lawn chair. His fedora had slipped off his head.

“It was a lighter,” Uncle Frank said, his eyes still closed. “I didn’t have a .38 in my pocket. It was a lighter. It clicked on and the duck flew away. Charlie here thought it was a real gun.”

“What?” Carla asked. “Did I miss something?”

“Charlie thought that Uncle Frank shot a duck,” Jeremy explained. “It seems that he was wrong.”

“Oh,” Charlie said. “It sure looked like you popped that duck in the keister the way it went flying off into the park.”

“I don’t carry a real gun,” Uncle Frank said. “Too dangerous. You could kill somebody with one of those things.”

“Uncle Tommy, are you smiling? I think he’s smiling,” Jeremy said, peering at him. “We don’t see you smile very often. It was the all-American comment, wasn’t it? That’s what set you off.”

“This family’s crazy,” Uncle Frank said. “I need a beer. Where’s the beer? And why is it so quiet out here? It was World War Three earlier when those kids were running around like crazed monkeys.”

“Here’s a beer,” Aunt Shirley said. “And all the kids are playing video games in the family room.”

“Excuse me,” Carla said, covering her hand to her mouth. She got up and ran into the house. 

“Morning sickness,” Aunt Shirley said, sighing. “It’s a terrible thing.”

“Why the heck do they call it morning sickness when she throws up all the time?” Jeremy asked. “I think they should call it all-day sickness.”

Charlie made a face. “Do you have to talk about throwing up when we’re eating?”

“I think I’ll go inside and check on Tommy’s girlfriend,” Aunt Shirley said. “Lulu?” she asked. 

“Angelica,” Uncle Tommy said. His plate was piled high with baby carrots and nothing else. “She’s lying down in the den,” he said. “She said she felt a migraine coming on. We’re going to leave when I’m done with my carrots.”

“Poor dear. I’ll just leave her to rest,” Aunt Shirley said. 

“I’ll check on Carla,” Jeremy said. “I don’t think I can eat any more jelly beans, anyway. They’re giving me a sugar high. Uncle Frank, would you like to finish my jelly beans?”

“Sure,” Uncle Frank said. “Hand them over. They go well with beer.”

Annalisa stepped out of the kitchen, bringing her plate with her. “Mary Charlotte wants to know when you’re going to open your present,” she said to Uncle Frank. “She said it’s too hot to come outside, so she sent me.”

“Why did she give you a Father’s Day gift, anyway?” Harry asked. 

“It’s not a Father’s Day gift,” Uncle Frank said. “It’s a present from Mary Charlotte’s friend Mary Elizabeth. They went to the nunnery together when they were young.”

“You got a present from a nun?” Harry asked. “Are you thinking about becoming a priest? Is it like a bribe from God’s messenger to enter the priesthood?”

“She’s not a nun,” Uncle Frank answered. “She got kicked out of the convent with Mary Charlotte when they were caught selling hot rosaries. And no, I have no intentions of becoming Father Frank.”

“Father Frank. That’s a great name,” Charlie said, smiling. “Father Frank on Father’s Day.” 

Uncle Tommy looked at Charlie, and he stopped talking.

Uncle Frank finished off his jelly beans and opened the package. Everyone gathered around his lounge chair and stared at the open box.

“It is a tie,” Charlie said. “I told you it was going to be a tie. Why doesn’t anyone listen to me?”

“It’s a tie with the Pope’s picture on it,” Harry said. 

Uncle Frank picked up the tie and everyone stared it.

“It sure is the Pope,” Aunt Shirley said. 

“Is that OK? Can you get in trouble for that?” Harry asked. “Where would you wear a Pope tie? To mass on Sunday? Or maybe to bingo? You couldn’t really wear it to the grocery store, it’s too dressy. I don’t know if the Pope would be too happy to see his picture on a tie.”

“There’s a note,” Uncle Frank said, pulling out a piece of paper. “Mary Elizabeth says she got this idea while sitting in church a few Sundays ago. She had it made special. She wants my opinion on if this would be a good thing to market for next Father’s Day, seeing as the Pope is a really a revered Father and all.”

“That Mary Elizabeth, she’s very creative,” Aunt Shirley said. 

Jeremy and Carla stepped back outside, the color back in Carla’s face. They looked down at the box.

“It’s the Pope,” Jeremy said. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Again, I have nothing,” Carla said. 

“I can’t wait to bring this up in Psychology class,” Annalisa said. “I wonder what it means when someone gives you a gift of a Pope tie?”

“It means that you have a crazy family,” Uncle Frank said. 

He glanced over at the window, where Mary Charlotte had her nose pressed against the glass. She gave him a thumbs-up sign and smiled.

Uncle Frank tipped his beer in her direction, then put the cover back on the gift box. “I’m going to abstain on this question,” he said, stretching his legs out. “I’m in trouble either way. Either God or Mary Elizabeth will strike me dead.”

“I think the Pope would understand,” Aunt Shirley said. “And I’m sure Mary Elizabeth would too.”

“Now can we have a little quiet out here?” Uncle Frank said, putting his hat over his eyes. “I’d like to take another nap. And somebody get me a blanket. Us old people need blankets even in the summer.”

“Do you think we’re really crazy?” Harry asked Annalisa.

“Of course not,” she responded. “We’re as normal as any other family.”

“Except for the Pope tie,” Jeremy said. “And maybe the duck shooting incident.”

“And the hot golf outfits,” Carla said.

“I think that charred burgers are normal, right?” Jeremy asked. “Doesn’t everybody burn their burgers?”

“Heck, we’ve got the corner on normal,” Charlie added.

“I don’t think we’ll ever have to be concerned about being too normal,” Aunt Shirley said.

“Amen to that,” Uncle Frank said.


A Mobster’s Independence Day Picnic

“I wonder if the heat can make firecrackers explode,” Harry said, looking at the colorful boxes stacked neatly on the grass. “Death Star Fireworks” was printed boldly on three large wooden boxes.

“Of course you need heat to make them explode,” Charlie answered. “That’s the whole point of lighting them up.”

“I mean the sun,” Harry said. “It’s pretty hot out here, and I’m wondering if the heat from the sun can make them blow up.”

“Ohhhhh,” Charlie said, looking down. They both took a step back. 

“Maybe we should get some fans on them,” Harry said. 

“We’re in a park,” Charlie replied. “They don’t have wall sockets out here in the wilderness.”

Harry and Charlie stood next to a classic brown 1970 Chrysler Town & Country station wagon. Other picnickers had parked under shade trees before lugging their gear to the picnic area. Harry and Charlie had parked the station wagon in a bright but empty corner of the lot, to give them privacy. They had unloaded three large fireworks boxes and had them stacked on the blacktop next to the car.

“I think we should ask the Mythbusters people,” Harry said. “You know, that TV show where they try to confirm or bust myths? We should have them see if the sun can explode fireworks. Maybe we could get on to the show.”

“Maybe it would work if these weren’t hot fireworks,” Charlie said. 

Harry laughed.

“You know that hot means contraband, right?” Charlie asked.

“Of course I know what you meant,” Harry responded. “For a mobster, I have a highly refined handle on the English language.”

“I would stop lying before the sky opens up and lightning strikes you dead,” Jeremy said, walking up to them. He held a glass of lemonade in one hand, and a fine bead of sweat lined his brow.

“God wouldn’t do that,” Harry said. “It’s just a little fib. And besides, there’s not a cloud in the sky.”

Jeremy eyed the fireworks boxes and took a step back. “That’s even more than last year,” he said. “Those are giant boxes. Where’d you get them?”

“I thought you weren’t interested in the family business anymore,” Charlie said. “You’re in the cupcake business now.”

“I’m interested in your business only because you have a pile of questionable explosives sitting a hundred yards from where my pregnant wife is eating her tofu salad. I’m concerned for the people I love, not the family business.”

“What the heck is tofu?” Harry asked.

“Basically it’s soy milk and bean curd squished into a brick,” Jeremy said.

“Ack!” Charlie exclaimed. “What happened to the traditional brats and hot dogs and burgers? What about the potato chips and watermelon and ice cream cones? I don’t think we can celebrate the Fourth of July without any of those things.”

“Relax,” Jeremy said. “Aunt Shirley’s got all of those things, including the red-white-and-blue gelatin mold in the shape of a flag. Carla’s eating the tofu because she thinks it’s better for the baby.”

“Well, she’s going to be surprised when it comes out looking like a bean curd,” Harry said. “It’s just not natural.”

“Hey, you’re talking about my wife and child,” Jeremy said. “Carla knows what she’s doing, and my son or daughter is not going to look like a bean.”

“Have you ever seen an ultrasound picture of a baby?” Charlie said. “They sure look like beans on those things. I think Carla should eat a big, juicy burger to give her and the baby strength.”

Uncle Tommy walked up to them, dressed in linen pants and a lightweight sports jacket, a pair of expensive sunglasses on his face. Harry and Charlie were sweating through their red flag t-shirts, but Uncle Tommy looked like he just stepped out of a cooler. Uncle Tommy towered over the three of them, glancing at the fireworks boxes.

“Aunt Shirley wants you to stop giving Jeremy baby advice and would like you all to join us for lunch,” Uncle Tommy said. 

“How did she know what we were talking about?” Harry asked. “She’s way over there under the trees.”

“Another day, another inane conversation,” Uncle Tommy responded.

“Humph,” Charlie said. “I don’t think we’re insane.”

Uncle Tommy reached down and picked up all three of the fireworks boxes, his neck muscles straining. “We need to move these boxes out of the sun,” he said. Harry, Charlie, and Jeremy walked over to the picnic area while Uncle Tommy put the fireworks in the shade of a large tree.

“There you are,” Aunt Shirley said, handing everyone a paper plate. “I sent Jeremy over to get you, but he obviously got way-laid.”

“There was an issue with explosives,” Jeremy explained. 

“Aunt Shirley, I think you’re psychic. There’s no way you could know what we were saying,” Harry said.

Aunt Shirley sighed. “It was just a wild guess,” she said. 

“That’s a fine-looking vehicle you’ve got there,” Uncle Frank said, looking across the parking lot at the station wagon. “They sure don’t make them like that anymore.” He adjusted his tie and brushed imaginary lint from his suit jacket. 

“You mean with the wood paneling and all?” Jeremy asked.

“No, with the storage space in the back,” Uncle Frank replied. “That rear seat is perfect for hauling merchandise. A minivan just doesn’t do the trick nowadays. When I was young, I transported five thousand hemp peace necklaces in the back of that station wagon. It was a beautiful thing. I’m glad it’s staying in the family.”

Aunt Shirley had an entire table filled with picnic food and a giant thermos of lemonade. The family spread out over a dozen picnic tables, with a group of kids playing a game of softball in a nearby field. The kids had raided the ice cream cooler and were hopped up on sugar, enthusiastically using water balloons in place of a softball.

Jeremy took a seat next to Carla, rubbing the back of her neck gently as she worked on her tofu salad. Annalisa, still in high school, was the youngest sitting at the table. She loaded up a plate filled with multi-colored gelatin and sat next to Carla. 

“Isn’t this nice?” Aunt Shirley said. “Here we are, enjoying a nice normal Independence Day celebration.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Annalisa said. “It’s going to jinx the entire family.”

“I thought you were banned from talking about psychology in the presence of family,” Harry said. “Seeing as you’re sixteen and think you know everything but you really don’t. Even if you are in the advanced classes in school.”

“For your information,” Annalisa began. “I’ve given up my interest in psychology and have moved on to superstitions. That’s why I cautioned Aunt Shirley. It’s bad luck to mention something good, otherwise something bad will happen.” 

“Well, I don’t think anything is going to jinx our family,” Charlie said. He stepped over to the picnic table and rapped the top with his fist. “Knock on wood.”

“Some people believe that knocking on wood is a reference to the cross in Christianity, or the mythical bond that wood or trees have with friendly spirits,” Annalisa said.

“I think it’s a sin to believe in superstitions,” Harry said. “I heard that on talk radio.”

“No way,” Charlie said. “I shalt not believe in superstitions is not a part of the Ten Commandments, I know that much.”

“A sin doesn’t have to be part of the Ten Commandments, you moron,” Harry said. “There’s no thou shalt not remove lost merchandize from off the back of a truck. They didn’t even have trucks back then.”

“Well, technically, the Ten Commandments do reference theft in a general way,” Jeremy started.

Mary Charlotte and Betty were sitting at the next table over, working on eating corn on the cob without losing their dentures. Betty was wearing a traditional old-country black dress, and was sweating bullets. Mary Charlotte wore a bright red pantsuit, a giant crucifix necklace hanging from her neck. Harry shouted over to Mary Charlotte to get her attention.

“What’s your opinion?” Harry asked her. “You were in training to be a nun when you were younger, so you’re really qualified in religious matters. Is believing in superstition a sin?”

“I’m not sure if I’m the right person to ask, since I got thrown out of the nunnery,” Mary Charlotte responded. “Dealing those hot rosaries is going to haunt me the rest of my days, although I’m so old I don’t know how many days I’ve got left.”

“I walked under a ladder once and got pooped on by a bird,” Charlie said. “So I can confirm that walking under ladders brings bad luck of the bird kind.”

Everyone had stopped eating and was looking at Charlie. 

“I think throwing salt over your shoulder brings good luck,” Annalisa said. “It’s supposed to ward off the devil.”

Half the people at their picnic tables reached for their little paper salt packages, ripped them open, and tossed salt over their shoulders.

Uncle Frank opened up a salt package and sprinkled it over his potato salad. “I’m not letting good salt go to waste,” he explained. “And I need all the flavor I can get after Charlie’s poop remark.”

“Can we for once have a meal without talking about bodily functions?” Aunt Shirley sighed.

“We could talk about finance or politics,” Harry said. “That would spice things up.”

“I don’t have any salt,” Charlie said, searching the tables for extra packets. “How am I going to have good luck if I can’t find any salt?” He tried snitching Mary Charlotte’s salt packet from the picnic table, but she shooed him away.

“I’m going to get pooped on, I just know it,” Charlie said, looking up nervously at the trees.

“I think you need to settle down,” Uncle Tommy said. He had taken his seat at the picnic table and was eating a large green salad.

“The superstition thoughts have got me,” Charlie exclaimed. “I can’t stop myself. Do the spaces between the grass count as cracks? Sweet Mother of Jesus, can I break my mother’s back, even though she’s already dead?” He danced around on his tip-toes, finally giving up and stood on the picnic bench. He crossed all the fingers in his hands for luck, holding them in front of his body.

“I think that’s obsessive compulsive behavior,” Annalisa said.

“Stop!” Aunt Shirley said, lifting up a warning finger. “Remember, no psychology talk at family gatherings.”

“I really think we need some kind of intervention on Charlie’s behalf,” Harry said, looking up at him. An older couple, walking along a path next to the tables, saw Charlie standing on the bench and scurried away.

“Quick, somebody get me some salt before my fingers cramp up,” Charlie said. “I can’t create my own luck for much longer.”

Uncle Frank stood up and splashed his glass of lemonade on to Charlie’s face. Charlie unlocked his fingers and stepped to the ground, sputtering lemonade. 

“I would have used water,” Uncle Frank said. “But all I had was lemonade. You’re going to be a bit sticky, but have you calmed down?”

“Thanks, Uncle Frank,” Charlie said with relief. “I feel much better now.”

“I’d like to make a toast,” Betty said, standing up next to the picnic table, swaying slightly. She fanned herself with her free hand, trying to ward off the heat.

“Have you been drinking?” Jeremy asked her quietly.

“Nope,” Betty said. “Not yet.” She paused, taking a deep breath, then held up her paper cup. “I’d like to toast God, family, and this great country of ours. And God, please forgive us for our superstitious natures, if in fact, they are sins. We’re having a little bit of confusion about the issue down here, so any clarification on your part would be much appreciated. Also, thanks a lot for this beautiful day, as some of us have the arthritis that makes it so hard to get around most days, and this warm weather rally helps a lot.” She paused. “The end.”

“Was that a toast or a prayer?” Carla whispered to Jeremy. 

“I think that there was more in her lemonade than she let on,” Jeremy answered. “How’s your tofu salad?”

“Awful,” Carla said.

“What?” 

“I’m trying to eat healthy for the baby, but I have to admit I’m not a tofu fan. I like the salad part, though.”

“See now,” Harry said, leaning in. “You’re already a good mother, not wanting your child to turn into a bean. It’s very touching.”

“I have to admit, I’m craving meat,” Carla said. “I think my morning sickness has finally passed, and I’m getting my appetite back.”

“When I was in high school, I ate twenty-three hamburgers in one sitting,” Harry said. 

“That’s just not right,” Aunt Shirley said. “I can’t believe what you put your mother through.”

“What are you talking about? My dad got a shipment of surplus burgers the night before, and my mom had to cook them before they all went bad. I didn’t eat after that for days.”

“Really, I think we should talk about politics,” Jeremy said. “Even religion.”

“I think we should talk about your wedding reception,” Mary Charlotte said. “That was one doozy of a party last month. I’ve never seen people exit a building faster than that day. Even the old people like me ran out of there.”

Jeremy’s shoulders slumped, and Carla gazed up at the sky in a silent prayer.

“I thought we weren’t going to bring up the reception,” Jeremy said. “We initiated the fifty-year vow of silence rule.”

“I think it’s been fifty years in old-people time, since there’s no telling when we’re going to kick off,” Betty said. “Old-people time is like cat or dog years, only…faster.”

“I swear on my sweet mother’s grave, I didn’t know that those doves were going to flock together,” Charlie said. He was standing at the side, trying to clean off the lemonade from his arms and face with a wet wipe. “Talk about bird poop.”

“Here we go again, talking about bodily functions,” Aunt Shirley said.

“You know that some cultures believe if a bird poops on your head, it’s good luck,” Annalisa said. 

Charlie was hopping from one foot to another, still trying to wipe off his arms. “Yeah, but it’s not good luck in my culture,” he said. 

“Are you dancing?” Uncle Frank asked, squinting at him. “Is this some kind of new dance? It looks kind of awkward.”

“It’s not dancing. It’s ANTS!” Charlie yelled. “They’re on to my lemonade scent, and they’re climbing up my shorts.” 

“You know when ants swarm together it could mean bad weather is coming,” Annalisa added. She peered up into the cloudless sky.

“Stop with the superstitions,” Aunt Shirley said. She told Charlie to go to the restrooms to wash off.

“It’s too late,” Charlie said. “They’re in my shorts and shirt!” He tossed the wet wipe aside and tore off his shirt and shorts. He circled the picnic tables, swatting at his skin. 

“For goodness sake,” Aunt Shirley said. “Put your clothes back on. And just where did you get red-white-and-blue boxers?”

“Swim trunks!” Charlie yelled as he continued to swat the ants away. “I wore swim trunks in case we went swimming.” A man and woman stopped on the path, openly staring at Charlie. The woman had a white-knuckle grip on a baby stroller. 

“You realize there’s no pool or lake in this park, right?” Harry asked Charlie.

“I wore them in case Connie Patchachi invited me to her house for the holiday. She has a Jacuzzi.”

“Don’t worry,” Annalisa yelled over to the young couple. “We’re just a normal family.”

The man and woman hurried off, pushing the stroller ahead of them. 

Charlie gave up trying to brush the ants away and ran off towards the pavilion.

Uncle Frank cleared his throat. “I think we should stop trying to be a normal family. There is no such thing as a normal family. The world is filled with abnormal families. That’s what’s normal. Just look at all the people around us, they’re as normal as we are.” 

Other park patrons were giving the family’s picnic area a wide berth, deciding to walk on the grass instead of the path. Annalisa invited several of them over for lemonade, but the walkers just hurried on.

“What’s the big deal about being normal, anyway?” Harry asked. “Who started all this normal business? I think we should just be comfortable with the way we are.”

“You’re suggesting we be comfortable in our dysfunction?” Annalisa said. “That doesn’t really sound healthy to me.”

“Stop with the psychology, please,” Aunt Shirley said. Uncle Frank put his fork down and stared straight ahead, breathing evenly. Most of the family took this as a cue to return to their meals.

“Speaking of superstitions, I carry around a lucky penny,” Harry said. He pulled out his wallet and fished the penny out, holding it up. “My dad gave it to me for my eighth birthday. I’ve been carrying it around ever since.”

Uncle Tommy leaned across the table and inspected the penny. “That’s a 1943 copper penny,” he stated evenly.

“Yeah,” Harry said. “My dad said it was one of a kind and would give me luck with whatever I do. I’ve found that it’s worked pretty good except for Connie Patchachi at the deli. I keep on asking her out, but she never says yes.”

“That’s a very valuable coin,” Uncle Tommy said, returning to his salad.

“Tell me about it,” Harry said. “I can’t tell you the times it’s worked finding merchandise that’s fallen off of trucks. It’s almost like it leads me there.”

“I mean that the coin itself is valuable,” Uncle Tommy said. “It’s not one of a kind, there were actually about forty made.”

“I didn’t know you were a coin collector,” Aunt Shirley said. “How nice for you to have a hobby besides taking care of the family.”

Uncle Tommy opened his mouth to say something, then stopped himself.

Charlie came walking back to the picnic table, sopping wet. “Water balloons,” he said by way of explanation. “The kids pelted me with them and that finally got the ants away.” He put his shirt and pants back on, and Harry made room for him at the table.

“How valuable do you think it is?” Harry asked Uncle Tommy. “I mean, should I keep it in a piece of plastic, maybe? Should I laminate it?” 

“I think a bank vault would be more appropriate,” Uncle Tommy answered. “Virtually all the pennies made in 1943 were made of steel. They’ve only found a dozen or so of the ones that were made of copper.”

Everyone at the table stopped eating to look at him.

“Just how much is it worth?” Carla asked.

“I heard of one recently sold for over $100,000,” Uncle Tommy said calmly.

Harry choked on his lemonade, and Jeremy absently patted him on the back. “You’re sure?” Harry asked Uncle Tommy, handing him the penny. 

Uncle Tommy took it and turned it over in his palm. “You’ll have to get it appraised, of course,” he said. “But I’m pretty sure.” He handed it back to Harry and returned to his salad.

“Holy cow, you’re a penny tycoon,” Charlie said. “What are you going to do now that you’re rich?”

Harry rubbed the penny between his fingers. “Wow, the whole world seems open to me now. I’m kind of tongue-tied.”

“What have you always dreamed about doing?” Jeremy asked him. “My dream was to discover a new cranberry flavor for Thanksgiving, but that didn’t work out for me. My cupcake business dream has worked out really well.”

“Do?” Harry asked, still slightly dazed. “You mean what would I do besides work for the family? I’ve always worked for the family. It’s my life.”

“Just pretend that you’ve got a huge hunk of cash, and you can do anything you want,” Carla suggested. “You can sit on a beach in the Caribbean. You can buy real estate. You could give some money away to charity. You could have a job in the library. Just let your mind go. That’s what I did when I discovered my love for icing cupcakes. I asked myself if I could do anything in the world, what would it be?” Carla paused, considering the container of cupcakes in the center of the table. “Speaking of cupcakes…” she said, pulling out a cupcake frosted in white icing with sprinkles on the top. “I don’t think one little cupcake will be bad for the baby.” 

Everyone reached in and grabbed a cupcake before Carla could close the cover.

“If you make babies half as good as you make cupcakes, you’re going to have a beautiful genius child,” Charlie said. He turned to Harry. “Really, what’s your dream?”

“Well—” Harry started, his face turning an alarming shade of red.

Aunt Shirley gasped. “Really? You’ve been thinking about leaving the family business? You’ve been in the business since you were old enough to run numbers for Vito. I remember you running around on your tricycle with a fistful of paper picks.”

“Everybody has dreams, Aunt Shirley,” Jeremy said. “I don’t think it’s an affront to the family. What is it, Harry?”

Harry hesitated, focusing on the penny.

“It’s all right,” Carla said, reaching over to touch his arm. “What is it?”

“I’ve always wanted to own my own flower cart,” Harry said, biting his lip and looking around the table. “You know, one of those carts people roll out onto a city sidewalk? I was picking up a shipment of hot Japanese folding fans in San Francisco with my dad when I was seven, and there was a guy selling flowers on a corner. I loved everything about it—the colors in the flowers, the variety of his selection, the hat the guy wore, the way he made friends with everybody passing by. Everybody was happy when they bought flowers from him. I know it’s weird, but—”

“It’s not weird,” Annalisa said. “I think it’s charming.”

“It’s definitely not what I think of you doing,” Charlie said after a pause. “But everybody’s got their own dream. When I was little, I dreamt of being an astronaut. It was the whole math thing that destroyed that dream.”

“I think you should do it,” Jeremy said with conviction. “Sell your lucky penny, and buy yourself a flower cart. With the weather around here, you could be open for business a full nine months out of the year.”

“Wouldn’t he lose his luck if he sold his lucky penny?” Annalisa said.

Everyone sat still, considering her question.

“I think there’s an exemption,” Charlie said. “If your lucky piece has a value of more than six hundred dollars, you can sell it and retain all your luck.”

“I think that rule has something to do with the Internal Revenue Service, not luck,” Jeremy said. 

“I know!” Charlie exclaimed. “We’ll just have to get him a new lucky charm.” He glanced around the park. “We could find him a four leaf clover or even a rabbit’s foot—”

“Eeew,” Annalisa said. “You will not be giving him a rabbit’s foot. That’s barbaric.”

“Well, I didn’t mean let’s get him a rabbit’s foot right now,” Charlie said. “We’d have to special order one from eBay. And I don’t think they really use an actual rabbit’s foot. That would be barbaric.”

“Still,” Annalisa said. “I think a four leaf clover is a fine idea. Traditionally, each leaf represents an idea. In this case, it’s faith, hope, love, and luck.” She joined Charlie searching in the grass. Uncle Frank abandoned his gelatin to help them.

“Gosh, I think it’s great that you’re studying superstitions instead of psychology,” Harry said, peering at the ground. “I didn’t know how much more dysfunction I could take.”

“Holy crow,” Uncle Frank said, trying to sit upright. “I think I’ve got one.” He gripped a clover between his thumb and index finger. 

Uncle Tommy leaned in, lifting up his sunglasses. “There are five leaves on that clover,” he said.

“Five leaves!” Harry said. “Does that mean I get extra luck?”

“Maybe it’s an anti-luck leaf. You get faith, hope, love, luck, and destruction,” Charlie said. “I’d be careful of that clover.” He turned to Annalisa. “So really what does a five leaf clover mean? “

“I don’t think I’ve gotten that far yet,” she said. “I’ll have to do more research.”

“Well,” I’m going with the extra-luck theory,” Harry said. 

“Hey, what’s that?” Carla asked, looking towards the station wagon. Red smoke was leaking out of one of the fireworks boxes under the tree. 

“Oh, no,” Charlie said. “The sun was too much for it. It’s going to blow. It’s the fifth leaf. It’s raining death and destruction on our picnic!” 

Charlie started to walk to the boxes, but Uncle Tommy snagged his collar. “Not a good idea.”

“Those firecrackers are dangerous,” Aunt Shirley said. “I’ve heard even smoke bombs can kill you.”

Sixty minutes later, the bomb squad had finished securing all three fireworks boxes. Although nothing had exploded, everyone in the park had seen the red smoke. A collection of fire trucks and emergency vehicles were parked haphazardly throughout the entire parking lot. A huge crowd of people ringed the lot, watching them finish up. Jeremy and Carla handed out cupcakes to all the emergency personnel, and they stood around, licking icing off their fingers.

“Good thing they didn’t know who brought those boxes,” Harry said. 

“I think it’s a sign,” Aunt Shirley said. “A message from God telling us not to buy contraband fireworks any more. She paused. “Maybe contraband anything.”

Everyone in the family stared at her, open-mouthed.

“Excuse me,” Jeremy asked. “What did you just say?”

“Everyone heard me,” Aunt Shirley answered. “I think that smoke bomb was like Moses’ burning bush. It sent us a message.”

“We have to ask Pharaoh to let our people go?” Mary Charlotte asked. “Honestly, I don’t think Egypt has Pharaohs anymore. And unless a lot has changed since I was at the nunnery, I think God stopped using plagues a while ago.” 

“No, I think the message is for us to look at…alternative family business arrangements,” Aunt Shirley said.

“But we’re mobsters,” Charlie said. “The only thing I know how to do is pick up stuff that’s fallen off trucks and run numbers. Even though we’re a gentle family, without all the violence and stuff.”

“Well, I moved away from the family business,” Jeremy said. “Cupcakes have certainly worked for me.”

“I’ve always wanted to sail the world in a boat,” Aunt Shirley said. “It doesn’t have to be a big boat. Just large enough for a captain and a couple of family members and a wine rack.”

“What would you want to do Uncle Tommy?” Annalisa asked. “If you weren’t working for the family.”

Uncle Tommy stood flat-footed and stoic at the back of the crowd, the sun glinting off his glasses. He made an imposing figure, muscles apparent even under his suit. 

“I respectfully refuse to answer,” Uncle Tommy said. 

“Oh, come on,” Harry said. “I told you about my flower cart dream. What do you want to be? A dancer? A stock broker? A professional wrestler? Honestly, you’d be great at professional wrestling.”

Uncle Tommy paused. “Actually, I’m going to school part time,” he said. “I’m studying the actuarial sciences.”

“The acta…what?” Charlie asked. 

“Math,” Annalisa interrupted. “He wants to be a math geek.”

“Actually, it’s more than math. It’s dealing with the theories of risk and uncertainty. Not too far off from what I’m doing now. And please refrain from calling me a geek,” Uncle Tommy said.

“Sorry, Uncle Tommy,” Annalisa said. “Geek is actually a term of endearment with the younger crowd. It’s not a bad thing.”

“Hey,” Harry said, frantically patting his short pockets. “Where’s my lucky penny?” He paled, and sat down as his knees wobbled. “I’ve lost my lucky penny. The clover’s fifth leaf has struck again.”

“Did you really want your own flower cart?” Aunt Shirley asked, putting a hand gently on his head.

“I did,” Harry said. “I realized that I really wanted my own flower cart. It sounds corny and strange, but it was really my dream.”

“Then you go for it,” Aunt Shirley said, handing him the penny. “You left it on the picnic table when the fire trucks got here. I grabbed it before it got lost in the commotion.”

“Aunt Shirley, you’re a life saver,” Harry said, a huge grin on his face. He stood up and gave her a hug. “What would I do without you?”

“So what have we learned today?” Aunt Shirley asked.

“Leave fireworks to the professionals,” Charlie said. “They carry a high danger risk.”

“Follow your dreams,” Harry said. “And flower carts are a perfectly acceptable dream for anyone, including a mobster. Oh, and if you have a lucky penny, try really hard to hang on to it.”

“No one is entirely normal,” Jeremy said with conviction. He leaned over to kiss Carla. “And I don’t think we’ll ever…ever have to worry about this family being too normal.”

“Psychology and superstitions have more in common than I’d like to admit,” Annalisa said. 

“Mortality tables are an accurate way of predicting life expectancy for the average person,” Uncle Tommy said.

Everyone looked at him, and Uncle Tommy shrugged. “I studied this morning,” he said. “Before the picnic.”

“That talk about life expectancy makes my skin crawl,” Uncle Frank said. “No offense, Tommy. It’s probably because I’ve got one foot in the grave already.” Uncle Frank raised his lemonade cup in a toast. “To this fine country, and the opportunities it gives us. May we discover what our dreams are, and work hard to fulfill them. Whatever they may be.”

“Amen!” Mary Charlotte yelled.


A Mobster’s Guide to Cranberry Sauce

“It’s not a food.”

“Yes it is.”

“No, it’s not. You can’t call that gelatinous mass sitting on that plate a member of any known food group. And look at that color. That color red does not exist anywhere in the natural world.”

“Fruit.”

“Excuse me?”

“Fruit. It’s a fruit.”

“Really?” Harry prodded the quivering mass on the plate with a sterling silver serving spoon. A shudder passed through it, waves on an open sea. He shook his head and set the spoon on the plate. “I don’t think so.”

“Yes, it’s really a fruit. I saw the can in the kitchen. Aunt Shirley slid it out onto the plate and I asked her what it was. She said fruit. And I read it on the can.” Charlie straightened the silverware next to his plate so that they were perfectly aligned with each other. 

“Fruit does not come in a can.”

“Well apparently this fruit does.”

“Look at it. It has grooves in it. Fruit does not have grooves.”

“It’s processed, for goodness sake. They take the fruit, mash it up, and stick it in a can for you.”

“And add other stuff.”

“How do you know that?”

“Look at it. It looks like the gravy over there. It’s thick as mud. Thicker.” Harry sat back, smoothing the napkin across his lap. He adjusted his tie, unaccustomed to the tightness at his throat. 

“I think you’re delusional.”

“I think you’re a drama queen.”

They both took a moment to straighten their ties and smooth their hair down over their heads. Harry squinted at the far end of the table, then cleared his throat. 

“Did you see the way Jeremy was looking at Uncle Frank earlier?”

“What?”

“Jeremy. There’s something fishy going on with him.”

Charlie sat up straighter, trying to feign disinterest. He lowered his voice and leaned toward Harry. “Fishy how?”

Harry lowered his voice. “He gave Uncle Frank a look.” 

Charlie furrowed his brow. “A look.”

“Yes, a knowing kind of look. If you know what I mean.” Harry nodded, glancing at the end of the table, then returned his gaze to his plate.

Charlie sat back in his chair, less interested now. “No, Harry, I’m really not sure what you mean. Does this have anything to do with fruit?”

Harry snorted. “Don’t be dense. Of course it doesn’t have anything to do with fruit.”

“Jeremy did bring the can, you know.”

Harry squinted his eyes at Charlie. “He did? Really?”

“Really. I saw him give it to Aunt Shirley. He had it in a brown paper bag.”

“The bag he’s been carrying around all afternoon?”

“That’s the one.”

“I thought it was the booze. In the bag.” Harry looked down at the other end of the table, where Jeremy had his head down, speaking quietly to Uncle Frank. The edge of the paper bag peeked out from under the edge of the table. 

“He must have it sitting on his lap,” Harry said. “I’m telling you, it’s booze. He’s a drinker, that one.”

Charlie leaned forward. “He’s got a glass of red wine sitting in front of his plate. Looks like he’s taken three sips out of the whole thing. I don’t think that qualifies him as a drinker.”

“I think he’s planning something.”

“Or, for goodness sakes, he’s not planning anything. He’s a businessman.”

“You, of all people, are questioning my sense of wrongness? Really?”

“OK, let’s not get into all that. For the sake of argument, let’s say Jeremy is planning something. He’s got a bag sitting on his lap, where at least one can of fruit resided earlier.”

“I bet it’s a piece.”

Uncle Tommy, who was sitting next to Harry, raised an eyebrow at him without interrupting his conversation with the pretty blonde woman he had brought as a date.

“You think Jeremy brought a piece and a can of fruit to Thanksgiving dinner so he could take someone out after dessert?”

Harry bit his lip.

Charlie hit him on the side of the head with his napkin. “This is family. And Thanksgiving. Don’t be dense.”

“Stop calling me dense.”

“I’m not calling you dense,” Charlie responding. “It’s just your behavior that’s dense.”

“Maybe he’s here to poison one of us. With the fruit.” Harry stared anxiously at the small serving plate set in front of them. The tube of cranberry shined under the lights, quivering slightly.

“You’ve got a point there. No one has touched it,” Charlie said, peering at the plate. “The turkey’s half gone already and nobody’s touched that thing. Maybe it is poisoned.”

Harry cleared his throat loudly and pushed his chair back from the table. “Excuse me!” he said. “I have to get something from the kitchen. I’ll be right back.”

Everyone turned to watch as Harry dropped his napkin, hitting his head on the edge of the table as he bent to retrieve it. He muttered under his breath, throwing the napkin on his chair and headed towards the kitchen.

Charlie smiled, his full-on smile that he usually saved for the ladies, especially that Connie Patchachi who worked at the deli. He thought this particular smile held the ability to both distract and charm at the same time.

“Are you OK?” Uncle Tommy said, his voice low and deep. “You look like somebody just stepped on your foot.”

“Fine!” Charlie said, pushing his own chair away from the table. He dropped his napkin to his chair and straightened his tie. “Fine. I’ll just see what’s up with Harry.” 

He paused and leaned down to Tommy. “Uncle Tommy, that is one fine suit you’re wearing. You are a fine-looking man. Any woman would be glad to have you.” Charlie mentally kicked himself for fumbling his words, smiled at Tommy’s girlfriend, then headed for the kitchen.

Uncle Tommy ignored him and turned back to his hot girlfriend, Aunt Shirley rolled her eyes and reached for the salt. Thankfully, everyone else, including Jeremy and Uncle Frank, resumed their conversations. Annalisa, the youngest member of the family at the dinner table, lined up glazed carrots on her fork. 

“Criminy,” Charlie gasped as he closed the kitchen door behind him. “I’m losing my nerve.” He leaned heavily against the marble-topped countertop, breathing hard. “When did I get so soft?”

“After that job at Kluck’s Cleaners,” Harry said. “It was when that little old Italian grandmother with that giant mole on her face pointed a gun at you, and you—”

“Stop,” Charlie said, putting up a hand. “We were never to talk about that. Remember?”

Harry frowned. “Sorry. I got caught up in the moment.”

“What are you doing in here?”

Harry opened the cabinet under the sink and began to rummage around the garbage canister, moving things around with a big wooden spoon.

“I’m looking for the fruit can.”

“Well, you could have told me that. You left me hanging out there. I made a spectacle of myself.”

“I want to check out that can. Maybe Jeremy left a clue. My money’s still on the poison angle.”

Charlie stood next to Harry, and they both looked in the garbage can, which was lined with a bright white liner. 

“There’s not too much in here,” Harry remarked, poking at an empty pickle jar. “Aunt Shirley needs to recycle better. This shouldn’t be in here.” He fished the pickle jar out of the trash and stuck the wooden spoon in the sink

“I don’t know about this whole poison theory…” Charlie started.

“Oh, come on now. It’ll put our minds at ease. Then we can relax and enjoy the rest of our meal. Let’s check in the garage. I’m sure Aunt Shirley took the trash out there.”

Harry barged through the kitchen door to the attached garage, fumbling around for the light switch with one hand. “Good God, it’s cold in here,” he said, finding the switch. The garage was instantly bathed in brilliant light from four tiers of overhead fluorescents overhead. Both Harry and Charlie clapped their hands over their eyes, Harry yelping when the pickle jar collided with his forehead.

“Good God, it’s bright in here,” Charlie commented, opening his eyes as they adjusted to the light.

Rubbing his head, Harry shuffled over to the empty recycle bin next to the wall and dropped the pickle jar in with a thud. “It was Julian, God rest his soul. I helped him build that gun case right before he passed on. He was a stickler for good lighting. You should see the basement, where he had his workshop. It’s like you’re working on the surface of the sun.”

Charlie stuck his hands under his suit coat for warmth and stood over a large green trash bin. “This must be it. Go ahead, open it up.”

“Why me?” Harry asked, slowly hopping from one foot to the other, blowing warmth into his hands. “I did the one in the kitchen.”

“Because it was your idea.”

“But you’re out here with me.”

“Oh for goodness sake, let’s do it together.” Charlie removed the top of the plastic garbage can with a whoosh. The two of them peered inside. 

“She really keeps a neat house,” Harry said, nodding with approval. “Even her garbage is tidy.”

Three big white garbage bags sat in the container, tightly closed with a plastic drawstring. The sweet smell of air freshener wafted out. 

“My garbage doesn’t smell like this,” Harry said.

“Mine smells so bad I keep it outside, behind the garage,” Charlie said.

Harry reached into the container, loosened the top bag and widened the opening. “Here it is, right on the top,” he said, picking up the cranberry container with two fingers. He held it up to the light.

After a moment, Harry turned it around, looking at the back. “So, how are we going to see if it was poisoned?”

“Turn it around, see if it’s got any holes in it.” 

Harry turned it over and over. “Nope. I don’t see any holes.”

Charlie tilted his head to the side and reached for the can. “Let me see it.”

A corner of the label was peeling away from the can. Charlie pulled at it, and the paper came off in one fell swoop, fluttering into the garbage container.

“Holy cow,” Harry said, stepping closer. “What’s that?”

“There’s a label underneath.”

“Is it rat poison?” 

“No, it’s not rat poison,” Charlie said, squinting at the can. “It’s got almost nothing on it at all. Just this lettering that says Thanksgiving Cranberry Sauce #12.” 

“What the heck does that mean?” Harry asked.

A sound traveled out of the kitchen, and both Harry and Charlie jumped, eyes wide. Harry pushed the garbage lid back on and Charlie turned the lights off as they jostled each other as they stepped through the doorway, closing the door behind them. 

Aunt Shirley was swinging through the dining room door, an empty gravy boat in her hand. 

“Why were you two in the garage?” she asked, walking over the stove to get more gravy.

“We weren’t in the garage!” Charlie yelled, sticking the empty can behind his back.

“The door to the garage was standing wide open!”

“Why are we yelling?” Harry said.

“This isn’t yelling, it’s having a conversation!” Shirley responded, facing them.

“Pickles!” Harry yelled. Charlie and Aunt Shirley stared at him. “I had to put the pickle jar in your recycling bin. I found the pickle jar in the trash and had to put it in your recycling container. It was my civic duty.”

Aunt Shirley stood with her hands wrapped around the gravy boat.

“You came in here to put the pickle jar into the recycling bin?” she asked, voice even.

Harry nodded vigorously.

“Are you feeling well?”

“Right as rain,” Harry responded, nodding again.

Aunt Shirley turned to Charlie. “And you? What’s your story?”

“Business as usual,” Charlie said, swallowing hard.

Uncle Tommy pushed the dining room door open and stepped into the kitchen, his huge frame filling the doorway. He stood quietly, assessing the situation. 

“Need help with the gravy?” he finally asked.

“Well, we’re done in here,” Harry said, grabbing Charlie’s upper arm and herding him past Uncle Tommy’s hulking frame and into the dining room. “Good luck with that gravy.”

Harry and Charlie sat down, pushing up to the table. Charlie discreetly let the empty cranberry can slip from his fingers to the floor under his chair. 

“It’s gone,” Harry said, staring at the table.

Charlie stared at the empty spot on the table.

“Sweet Mother of Jesus help me!” Harry yelled, looking down at his plate. A neat circular slice of cranberry sat on his plate, between the stuffing and green bean casserole. “There’s fruit on my plate!”

Everyone stopped talking, and Uncle Tommy and Aunt Shirley rushed out of the kitchen.

“There’s fruit on my plate too!” Charlie yelled, pushing his plate away from him. His wineglass rocked violently. 

Uncle Tommy reached calmly over Charlie’s shoulder and righted the wineglass. He put his hands on Harry and Charlie’s shoulders.

“Can I talk to you gentlemen in the kitchen please?” he asked, his voice silky smooth.

“NO!” Harry shouted, glancing down the table. “We know what’s going on here, and you can just forget about it. You might think we’re expendable, or we did something wrong, or whatever. I’m NOT eating the cranberry sauce!”

“What’s wrong with the cranberry sauce?” Jeremy asked with a frown. “Is there something wrong with the cranberry sauce?”

“It’s poison, I’m telling you, it’s poison!” Harry yelled. He squirmed out of Uncle Tommy’s grasp, walked over to Jeremy’s seat and grabbed the paper bag off his lap.

“Hey!” Jeremy said, still holding onto the bag. They struggled, the bag bouncing off of Uncle Frank’s head with solid clunks. “That’s my bag!”

“Ouch!” Uncle Frank said, rubbing his head.

“It’s a plot,” Harry said, gasping for breath as he and Jeremy struggled. “It’s a plot against me and Charlie.”

Uncle Tommy’s hand appeared over Harry’s hand and pulled him away. 

“That’s enough, now. You’re disrupting dinner.” He held Harry firmly by the back of the neck.

“Um, Harry,” Charlie said, his voice higher than normal. “Look at this.”

“Poison, I tell you—” Uncle Tommy applied pressure to Harry’s neck and Harry squeaked, then quieted down.

“They all have got fruit on their plate,” Charlie said, looking down at the table.

Everyone looked at the table. A small circle of cranberry graced every plate.

“Jeremy wanted everyone to try it,” Uncle Tommy’s girlfriend said. “He was really insistent. We passed it all around while you were in the kitchen.” She jabbed at her circle of cranberry with a fork. It quivered. 

Jeremy fumbled with his bag, and tin cans tumbled out, hitting the carpeting one by one. 

Uncle Frank leaned down, squinting. “Look,” he said. “It’s fruit.”

“Well, so much for the surprise,” Jeremy said, his voice shaking. He bent down and tried shoving cans back into the ripped bag. There was a hole in the back, and cans were dropping out the back as quickly as Jeremy could shove them in. His eyes welled up. 

“What’s this all about?” Uncle Frank asked, picking up a can. Cranberry Sauce No. 10 was neatly printed on the label. A can rolled away from Jeremy’s chair and across the dining room floor. 

Jeremy stopped, his shoulders slumped. “It’s my experiment,” he said with a glum expression. “I wanted to have everyone try it. It’s my new business.”

A collective gasp sounded throughout the dining room. Aunt Shirley put a hand to her mouth in horror.

“Business?” Uncle Tommy said, letting go of Harry’s neck and stepping closer to Jeremy. “You’re changing businesses?”

“Not that kind of business,” Jeremy said, putting a can on the table and gesturing. “It’s my new business making cranberry sauce. It’s something I invented. I wanted the family to try it out first. I was afraid to tell you before I got it off the ground. See here, this is a Number Five. It’s got a slightly orange flavor to offset the cranberry’s natural sharp taste.”

“It’s not poison?” Harry asked.

Jeremy snorted. “Of course it’s not poison. Why would I want to poison you and Charlie?”

Uncle Frank rolled his eyes. “Because they’re a pair of dorks?” He turned to Jeremy. “Is this for real? Do you really want to make the cranberries?”

Jeremy nodded slowly.

“Hmmmm….” Uncle Frank said, picking up his fork. He took a small slice of cranberry and ate it, chewing thoughtfully. He nodded. “Nice.” He took another slice. “Cinnamon?”

Jeremy nodded and smiled, blushing. “Yes, with a hint of nutmeg. It’s my Thanksgiving specialty.”

Everyone but Uncle Tommy, Harry and Charlie hesitantly picked up their forks, and tried the portions on their plates. They nodded their appreciation. 

Uncle Tommy still stood, then reached down and sampled the cranberry on his plate. He looked over at Jeremy solemnly. “Well done,” Uncle Tommy said. He turned to Harry and Charlie. “I think you too should try it too.”

“But it quivers…” Harry started. Uncle Tommy placed a hand on Harry’s neck and led him to his seat. 

“Try it,” Uncle Tommy said, forcing him to sit down. Uncle Tommy sat back down between his girlfriend and Harry.

Harry and Charlie picked up their forks, and ate small slices. 

“Surprisingly satisfying,” Charlie said.

“It’s got a unique flavor,” Harry said, swallowing. 

Uncle Tommy smiled then turned his attention once again to his girlfriend.

“Isn’t this nice?” Aunt Shirley said. “A new business in the family. How exciting.”

“I tell you, there is never a dull moment in this family,” someone said from the other end of the table. 

“Is this what the therapist means by dysfunctional? Do other families behave like this?” Annalisa looked up at Aunt Shirley. 

“It’s just family,” Aunt Shirley said, patting her on the head, then passed the gravy boat counterclockwise. 

“Cranberry?” Harry asked, picking up the half empty serving plate and offering it to Charlie.
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