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Synopsis

In her recent novel, Then Face to Face, Carol Panerio, a Spearfish author, tells of Dante Carlucci, a lonely widower in an Italian village. Recent heart problems make him desperate to reconcile with his son’s family before he passes from this world, but continual self-sabotage keeps him alienated. 

The novel opens as Dante invites his estranged family to a traditional holiday gathering with all the relatives. Grudgingly they come, and the atmosphere crackles as his son Mario, daughter-in-law, and teenage granddaughter, speak only to their more distant relations. His five-year-old grandson, Stefano, watches, sensing the hostility between his parents and his beloved grandfather.  

When Dante later agrees to care for Stefano while the boy’s mother works, the child’s wisdom begins to open Dante’s thought to change. A family disaster widens the chink in the old man’s armor of self-justification. He uncovers a critical flaw in his life and steps out of his stubborn pattern.

An argument he has with Mario in his carpentry shop provides insight into their difficulties when they worked together in previous years:


Mario began to pace. “. . . I knew I’d never be good enough. I would never measure up to you. I knew the wood would never be cut quite right, or sanded smooth enough, or varnished without ridges. You would never be satisfied.”

“But we all have to learn.”

“It wasn’t just the carpentry. It was everything. You expected me to be like you, but I’m not you.” He threw up his hands. “I could feel you measuring me. Was I friendly enough? Smart enough? Responsible enough? You compared me to everybody . . . cousin Paolo, the neighbor’s son . . . but especially cousin Paolo.” Mario punctuated his words with slicing jerks of his hands.

“No,” he continued. “I never quite measured up. I couldn’t stand having you look at me to see how you could plane off what you didn’t want, sand my edges smooth enough to pass inspection.”

Dante’s slow change is excruciating, but never without hope. The final scene shows that a single step can soften and begin to resolve even the most intractable situations.






