
When I was five years old, my grandmother slipped and fell down her cellar stairs, 
which resulted in a cerebral hemorrhage and a lifesaving lobotomy. She made a 
miraculous recovery, but when she woke up from her coma, certain things were off. 
She was obsessed with the color red. She insisted on changing her birthday from 
January 12 to January 11. Having emigrated from Italy when she was a young woman, 
my grandmother was bilingual, but after the surgery she inevitably picked the wrong 
language with which to address any given interlocutor. 

And finally, when my grandmother woke up from her coma, she refused to speak to her 
sister, my great-aunt Connie. Grandma and Aunt Con were a year and a half apart in 
age. They had been best friends their entire lives, had married a pair of best friends, 
shared a single backyard, and raised my grandmother’s many children together (Aunt 
Con and her husband had been unlucky in fertility). But whatever the doctors had cut 
out of my grandmother’s brain left a violent enmity toward her sister—I mean literally 
physically violent. The two could never be in the same room together again. 

That was thirty years ago. 

We are a large, tight-knit Italian family, and observe many of the stereotypes that might 
be made about Italian Americans (noisy gatherings around banquet tables of carbs, 
nosy frequent check-ins with cousins and second cousins, endless strategic gossip). 
My grandmother’s brain trauma broke this ecosystem in two. She could be mean, lash 
out, spoil parties. She had become a burden, requiring constant medical attention and 
perpetual babysitting. And the person most suited to provide that care—the person 
who most wanted to do it, her sister—was no longer allowed in her presence. 

I was only five and didn’t yet realize that not every family has a “crazy” grandma. At the 
same time, I was entranced by my grandmother, who told so many stories yet seemed 
to be keeping so many secrets. What was the truth about her sudden hatred for her 
sister and best friend? Why couldn’t she explain it? In my childish optimism I thought I 
could, someday, get it out of her. 

I’ve known I wanted to write since I was a little girl, and it started because I wanted to 
try to understand my grandmother. When I was eight, I started my first “novel,” tapped 
out after school on my dad’s then-cutting-edge desktop, which took six minutes to 
boot up. The “novel” was a fictionalization of my grandmother’s life I called An Italian 
Girl. This false start and many other such attempts to channel her closed-off truth were 
all wisely (if frustratingly) relegated to digital trash bins. 

Twenty years later, I abandoned hope of ever bridging the medical barrier between us 
and started, instead, to seriously write a novel. The Seven or Eight Deaths of Stella 
Fortuna, which I began in 2013, worked from an outline of what I knew about my 
grandmother’s difficult life but was populated by imagined characters, most notably 
Stella, who took on a life of her own and filled in for me what I could never know about 
my real grandmother. (For example, her personality, which had been carved out by a 
scalpel.) Through sinking myself into research, I learned the textures and truths of the 
time and place where she was born, the mythologies of the world she grew up in. By 
writing the novel, I was able to trick myself into thinking I’d relived my grandmother’s 
experience—that I’d somehow reached her. Instead, I’d created Stella.

In 2015, I took a leave of absence from my job and spent the winter in the Calabrian 

A NoTe FrOm ThE AuThOr village where my grandmother was born. The goal of my trip was research: to interview 
the oldest people in town to collect their memories of the early twentieth century, to learn 
more about things I hadn’t been able to read in books, like the Evil Eye incantations 
my family has passed down orally, the strange rumors about the American occupation 
during World War II, and the nuts and bolts of the cottage silk-worming industry that 
had once thrived in the Italian south. I visited the local historical museum, open only 
by request, to page through hundreds of emigrant visa records. 

Most revelatory was the morning I spent at the municipio, the town hall, where I 
tracked down, among many other family records, my grandmother’s birth certificate. It 
was dated January 11, 1920. 

I actually felt a wave of nausea when I saw the date. After her lobotomy, when my 
grandmother whimsically changed her birthday to January 11, she had in fact been 
correcting a mistake. Why had her birthday been changed from the twelfth to the 
eleventh? And why had she hid the fact from her family for at least half a century? I 
did eventually learn the answer, as have you. This was one of the true anecdotes I 
borrowed from my grandmother’s life story to include in my fictional Stella Fortuna’s.

But. More to the point: 

What else was my “crazy” grandmother right about? What else had she been trying to 
tell us—what other truths had we been writing off? And why were we never willing to 
listen to her before? 

In the end, The Seven or Eight Deaths of Stella Fortuna is purely a work of fiction. 
Although it’s inspired by hardships my grandmother endured, and in particular by the 
heartbreaking rift between her and her sister, there were just too many questions I 
couldn’t answer, and too many truths I wanted to invent for her. Above all, I found 
as I was writing that the character of Stella had started to stand for more than just 
my grandmother. Life was not easy for impoverished immigrants, nor for women 
living rightlessly in a patriarchy, and hard lives make people do hard things. But our 
grandmothers gave us our lives, however ugly the things they suffered to do so. The 
women who came before us suppressed all kinds of secrets because they had to, 
secrets that cost them in years, bitterness, tears, sometimes their lives. They deserve 
to be remembered and understood better than they are.

In the end, I was never able to explain to my grandmother how much her life inspired 
and taught me. She passed away at age ninety-eight just short of my being able to 
show her this finished text. But I am grateful that I was able to write it, and now to be 
able to share it. If I have one hope for this novel, it is that it might inspire other people 
to reconsider the difficult grandmothers in their lives—to maybe restore dignity to their 
fascinating and misunderstood legacies.  


