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Then Face to Face:
How I Came to Write the Story
My life changed in 1993 when my husband, Al, had a paralyzing stroke and lost his ability to speak. A Spanish language professor by vocation, and cook by hobby, Al had been chief provider and head kitchen chef. I was left totally in charge of holding the home and family together—or so it felt. We had an eight-year-old daughter a generation younger than her siblings, and I wanted desperately to give her a normal life. I didn’t know how to do a lot of things, including cooking and meal-planning, and everything was dropped in my lap. I had to start sorting out the pieces.
Getting used to shopping and cooking was the easy part. Raising a daughter who was now angry over being so different—not only over having parents who were a generation older than those of her classmates, but having a father who couldn’t speak to her or take her fishing, or even go to her school concerts—this was overwhelming.

Being a “can-do” person who always expects to find a solution, I started seeking an extended family for Mary. Both sets of grandparents were gone, her siblings no longer lived at home, her cousins were grown. There didn’t seem to be any option in the  immediate area. But distance shouldn’t stop us. What about cousins in Italy?

The idea was exciting! I got out my in-laws’ address book which included names of relatives they’d left behind in Italy. I knew there was a widowed cousin still living. I wrote to him and asked if the three of us could come visit. Al’s being in a wheelchair shouldn’t stop me. I’d get help in the airport. The fact that I couldn’t speak Italian—presently—shouldn’t be an obstacle. I would learn it. Not surprisingly, the cousin was overjoyed to hear from us, and, yes, he’d love to have us visit. For a year and a half I worked on the language with tapes and a textbook and was finally ready.

My hopes for a warm, fuzzy relationship with a close-knit Italian family and long gatherings around the dinner table were dashed when we arrived and discovered that the family members didn’t get along. I now had newly discovered relatives whom I loved, and my heart was heavy to think that they barely spoke to each other. Since writing had become my way of finding sanity and peace, there was nothing for me to do but turn them into characters in a book and do with them what I wanted. Thus began the story, Then Face to Face.
