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CHAPTER 1 

JOSIE 
 

 

PHOENIX, ARIZONA—APRIL 2002 

 

J 
osephine Reilly cradles her sleeping infant daughter, Anna. The 

cabin’s recirculated air drifts stale beneath her nose. Space on 

the plane is tight and tests her endurance; another minute may 

collapse her resolve. The plane sinks lower, and the Saguaro 

cacti dotting the mountains come into view as do the cars whizzing 

by on the freeway below. Michael, just two, grows irritable from 

being confined—several trips to the lavatory are not enough to 

break the four hours of monotony. The flight attendants rush up 

and down the aisle, collecting leftovers and ordering all to return 

their seatbacks to their original positions. The forward movement 

of Josie’s chair jostles Anna. She emits a loud cry, arches her back 

and pushes her feet into her mother’s lap. 

“Shhhh.” Josie presses the pacifier firmly between Anna’s lips, 

hoping it will relieve the building pressure in her ears.   

Michael peers out his window, mesmerized by the swift current 

of desert passing beneath his feet. “Mama,” he says, “almost there?”  

“Yes, Michael, almost there.”   

Josie thinks about her mother. She should not have gotten this sick so 

fast. Her eyes cloud over from a surge of tears. How could they have 

missed it? Chronic indigestion, abdominal pain, backaches—months 

of warnings obscured by over-the-counter remedies. Was her physi-

cian incompetent, unable to map a constellation of symptoms that 

would have pointed him toward an accurate diagnosis? Or was it 
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her cancer? The sneaky culprit hid behind her stomach, wrapping 

itself around her pancreas and vital organs in an insidious maze. 

“Too late,” her oncologist said. Stage IV. A week ago he gave her 

six months. Then after more testing, he revised the terms and six 

months morphed into two months or less.   

The plane touches down and slows. It jars Michael forward 

and then back. “Whoa  ...  fun!” he says. His red-brown hair is soft 

and overdue for a trim. Josie remembers her father’s offer, he 

promised to take Michael to the barber while they are here. At least 

it will give her father something to do besides hold vigil by her 

mother’s bed.   

While the plane taxis, Josie pulls a note from her pocket. God in 

his heaven, through death, recovers His own. Josie reads her mother’s 

words over and over, but they give her little comfort. He will eventu-

ally call all of us home, her mother wrote—but where was His warn-

ing? Josie had expected a sign that would have alerted her to His 

plans.   

Above her, the fasten seatbelt light dings and turns off, indicat-

ing the end of her flight, but the beginning of her real journey. She 

watches the people around her stand-up and shuffle into the aisles. 

Their faces, eager and pale, are seeking a sun that has been hiding 

for months under cloudy Midwestern skies. However, she will not 

find a refuge here from reality. She is here to do what they asked, 

“they” being her parents. She’ll be responsible for administering her 

mother’s morphine, lifting her out of bed, taking her to the bath-

room, bathing her and more. It will be arduous, round-the-clock 

attention. Her nursing experience, limited to emergency care, did 

not prepare her for this sort of work. Nevertheless, Josie’s specialty 

doesn’t matter. She would care for her mother to the best of her 

ability—no matter how overwhelming it was sure to become.  
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The difference, though, was the inevitability of death. In the 

ER, lives were to be saved, not lost; there would be no life-saving 

interventions here. Above all, deaths in the ER belonged to other 

people’s families. This one belonged to hers.  

 

JOSIE NAVIGATES THE DOUBLE-STROLLER around the airport’s 

milling crowds to find a passable track through the long stretch of 

terminal. They arrive at the elevators and enter.  

“Water, Mama ... want water.” Michael reaches out his arms in 

search of a drink.  

“I know, sweetheart, I’m thirsty too.” She rummages through 

the diaper bag and finds all she has left to offer him is a bag of 

cracker crumbs. “We’ll find you some water as soon as we meet 

your Aunt Nora.”  

Michael has no understanding as to why they are here, nor 

does his sister. Despite Josie’s best efforts, they will not remember 

their time here with their grandmother. Josie hasn’t any recollection 

of her own grandmother and thinks it strange how history repeats 

itself. Her grandmother died when she was two—the same will 

now be true for Michael.   

They exit the elevator and begin their search for Nora. Josie 

finds her waiting by the last baggage claim carousel. Nora’s long 

black hair is cut in a short pixie, cropped to the base of her neck. 

She wonders why Nora didn’t mention it. Despite the physical dis-

tance between them, the two sisters were close, bonded together 

like an old pair of glasses—each having their own independent lens 

but connected by the same frame.  

“Josie!” Nora waves and walks toward her. “What’s the mat-

ter?” She stops and examines Josie’s face.   
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“The hair,” she says, transfixed by the change in Nora’s ap-

pearance. She’s older than Josie by twelve years but the new hair-

style makes her look much younger. Although, it could be the result 

of Nora’s faithful use of sunscreen. She wore it religiously since she 

moved to the Valley of the Sun fifteen years before.   

“Oh, do you like it? I did it yesterday,” Nora says, fussing 

through its layers with her fingers.   

“I do ... but why?”  

“I didn’t have time for it anymore, taking care of Mom and all. 

It’ll grow back later.”  

After Mom is gone, Josie thinks.  

Anna and Michael are restless in the stroller. Nora bends down 

to unsnap the buckles securing them.   

“What are you doing?” Josie asks.  

“Can’t you see they want out?” Nora asks.   

“Well, no kidding, but you’re letting caged animals free.”    

“Will you relax? I’ve got ‘em.” Nora releases Anna first and 

then Michael. Holding Anna in her right arm, she plunks a new 

teddy bear into Michael’s hands with her left. He clasps his arms 

around the soft white bear and Nora gives him a tender hug.  

“What about me?” Josie asks.  

“What, did I buy you a bear?” Nora smiles and reaches out her 

free arm to hug her sister.  

In the middle of their embrace, Josie begins to break down. 

The imaginary box she uses to contain her emotions is giving way 

to her grief.  

“Maybe I should’ve gotten you one.” Nora pulls back to see 

her face.  

Josie covers her eyes and looks down at the ground, hoping no 

one notices her crying. The bags descend in rapid succession with 

methodical plops and thuds off the belt and onto the cycling carou-
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sel. Fortunately for her, those nearby appear more interested in 

watching for their luggage than watching her cry.  

“Seriously, you’ve got to pull yourself together before you see 

her.” Nora hugs her again with one arm, this time tighter while still 

holding Anna with the other. Michael is toddling around them, 

squeezing his new bear and patting its back like a baby.  

Nora reaches into her back pocket. “Here, take these.” She 

hands Josie a couple of tissues. “I had them ready for you.”   

Josie takes the folded tissue and dabs smudges of mascara 

from under her eyes. “I guess I should’ve worn waterproof.”    

Nora nods and gives a twist of a smile. “We’ll be okay.”  

“I know, but my kids were supposed to experience having a 

grandmother. I never knew Grandma. I wanted things to be differ-

ent for them than it was for me.”   

“That’s life ... what can I say?”   

“I’m sorry, I’m ...”   

“It’s okay, Jos. It’s not your fault I haven’t been able to have 

kids of my own. We have to make the best of the hand we’ve been 

dealt. And at least they have Mom now.”    

“Water, Mama,” Michael reminds Josie.  

“Nora, could you take Michael for a drink of water while I wait 

for the bags?”  

“Sure.”   

Nora continues to hold Anna and walks Michael to a nearby 

water fountain. Josie’s eyes meander from the baggage carousel to 

the faces of the surrounding throng of passengers. Her gaze comes 

back around to her children and Nora. In one-part reality and an-

other part dream, she feels a pull into the distant past. She sees her 

mother as a young woman in the embodiment of Nora––the curve 

of her lips when she smiles, the inflection of her voice, and the  

loving way she embraces her children. The genetic blueprint of her 
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mother’s face and shape appear stamped onto Nora’s body and 

manner. It lasts mere seconds but those reflections of her mother 

present in Nora make Josie feel lost, a stranger to herself. Their 

mother hasn’t died yet but Josie already feels like an orphaned 

child.    

Nora returns with the children and sets them into their stroller, 

buckling them back in. “Are you ready to do this?” she asks.  

“I think so,” Josie says, but closing her eyes, she hopes for a 

different answer, a different time, a different place. She breathes 

deep, opens her eyes and nods once more.  

“Remember my promise,” Nora says, “I’ll take care of the kids. 

You focus on taking care of Mom. That’s why you’re here.”   

The two sisters flash a wordless glance at one another. They 

read each other’s thoughts as they have many times before. From 

this day forward, they will not have their parents to count on any-

more. The role of parent and child has reached the point of rever-

sal ... whether they are ready for it or not.  

 

THEY ARRIVE AT HER PARENTS’ DESERT CONDO shortly before  

7 p.m. It is perfect, just one-story for their retirement years and a 

small, manicured yard. Giovanna chose it because of its likeness to 

pictures in magazines of small Italian villas even down to the olive 

tree at the front gate and a flagstone path to the door.  

Nora walks in ahead with Michael. Josie holds Anna and stops 

to read the handwritten sign on the door, Hidden Camera. She laughs 

to herself. Apparently, her mother feels it will repel would-be rob-

bers. There is no camera or security system, only her mother’s su-

perstitious Sicilian nature keeping them safe from her imagined 

predators.  

Before she opens the door, Josie straightens Anna’s cotton 

dress down over her chubby thighs and combs Anna’s curls with 
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her fingers. “There, you look beautiful,” she whispers. Then tells her-

self, Suck it up.   

Upon entering the house, the melancholy sweetness of memo-

ries and laughter from earlier visits brush the perimeters of her mind. 

The cherished family painting still hangs in the entry hall—the one 

her mother will never sell at any price. Giovanna painted it during 

the height of her art career—a career producing hundreds of water-

color and acrylic landscapes, farms and seascapes. This particular 

painting was of the Upstate New York farm once owned by Gio-

vanna’s father, Giuseppe Rizzo. He lost the farm during the Great 

Depression but she kept the painting in remembrance––a tribute 

more bitter than sweet.  

Each brushstroke conveyed a story—the story of Giovanna 

Rizzo before she became a mother and wife, of the little girl who at 

age seven picked onions in the fields and fed the pigs in the barn. It 

also depicted a time she grieved deeply. Her father died soon after 

losing the family farm when the bank foreclosed on him during the 

lowest point of the Depression Era. While his doctors said he died 

from a stroke, she always told Josie that he died from the stress of 

losing his livelihood, despondent at being unable to provide for his 

family.   

The familiar aroma of fresh basil and garlic wafts through the 

air. Josie’s father’s signature marinara sauce and meatballs are sim-

mering on the kitchen stove. Its scent reminds her of Sunday dinners 

during her youth. Her parents, siblings and extended family would 

gather around the large dining room table, passing baskets of garlic 

bread and carafes of homemade wine.   

Carmelo La Fortuna is waiting for his daughters in the living 

room, watching the evening news from his leather recliner. When the 

girls first enter, he is unaware of their presence. Josie notices the dark 

sunken wells beneath her father’s eyes and thinks he looks about half 
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the size of his former self. The room is dim except for a few slivers 

of light creeping through the drawn blinds.  

“Pa,” Josie says.   

He looks up at her. In what feels like slow motion, his aging 

body rises stiffly from the chair and reaches for her. “Josie ... we’ve 

been waiting for you.”  

Nora takes Anna from Josie’s arms and, like a mother embrac-

ing a small child, Josie holds her father. “I came as soon as I could.”   

The sound of grief rises in his throat. He begins to weep.  

“It’s all right, Pa. I’m here. I’ll help you.” She encloses him 

tighter within her arms.  

After a minute, Carmelo steps back from her embrace. He 

wipes his eyes with the handkerchief he takes from his pocket. He 

looks to the children. “So beautiful.” He smiles and touches Anna’s 

brown curls, giving her a kiss on the cheek.  

“Nannu,” Michael says. His voice echoes off the room’s cathe-

dral ceiling.   

“I’m so glad he remembers me.” Carmelo bends down to greet 

him. 

“Of course,” Josie says. “Michael, please give Nannu a kiss 

hello.”   

Michael leans in and gives his grandfather a wet peck on the 

check. “Ouch!” Michael pulls back. “Nannu’s face scratchy.”   

Carmelo rubs his hand over his beard. It is evident he’s lost 

track of caring for himself. “How’s Declan? Your mother and I wish 

he could’ve come.”  

“Perhaps later, we’ll see.” Her parents loved Declan and fell for 

him almost as fast as she did. Tough, smart, handsome—every par-

ent’s ideal husband for their daughter to marry. Sadly, she knew 

Declan could not come now. As an attorney for a prominent Minne-

sota law firm, he wasn’t able to leave during critical periods—he had 
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several important meetings in the coming days. His clients paid his 

firm big money for representation; if he wasn’t up to the task they 

would seek it elsewhere. She hoped her parents could understand.  

Anna grows fidgety in Nora’s arms and reaches for Josie.   

“Josie, go see your mother––the children will lift her spirits.” 

Her father nods toward the bedroom where her mother is resting.  

Josie takes Anna from Nora and walks with her down the short 

hallway. She lingers outside the bedroom door, afraid to go in. She 

can’t shake the feeling that the vibrancy her mother brought into 

their world is vanishing. Whispers, instead of laughter, now perme-

ate the house so as not to disturb the dying.   

Her brother Tony sits in the rocking chair beside her mother’s 

bed. “Josie,” he says and gets up from the rocker. He comes toward 

the doorway where she is standing and embraces her. “It’s so good 

to see you. Ma’s been waiting for you.”  

Tony is Giovanna’s only son and, to her mother’s dismay, he is 

“divorced”––a word she utters with shame. He did not seek an an-

nulment. Giovanna still held her children to the same stringent 

Catholic beliefs she grew up with. In truth, Tony should not have 

married. He was a successful local guitarist with an ample female 

following—temptation for him was everywhere.   

Tony and Josie approach the bed where their mother is sleep-

ing. It scares her to see her mother so pale and lifeless. Briefly, her 

mind drifts to the past. She can see her mother painting landscapes 

from the backyard of her childhood home––the sweet smell of her 

acrylics, the scratching sound of her pallet knife against the canvas, 

and the number two pencil tucked behind her ear. Anna begins to 

babble softly. Giovanna wakes up.   

“Josie?” she asks.  

“Yes, it’s me.” She bends down to kiss her mother’s cheek.  
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Michael ambles up to the bed. “Nonna?” His body shifts and 

leans against Josie’s. He hasn’t seen his grandmother since Anna 

was born and the pictures from that visit show a colorful portrait of 

a woman full of life. Giovanna no longer looks like the same 

woman.  

“Michael, it’s all right. Give Nonna a kiss,” Josie says.  

“He’s scared, Josie. Don’t push him ... give him time.” Gio-

vanna smiles at Michael and then turns her eyes to Anna. “Look at 

how beautiful they are. They’re growing so fast.” She gazes at them 

for a few seconds and then tries to sit up.  

“Mom, hold on,” Tony says, “let me help.”  

While Tony positions Giovanna at the side of her bed, Josie 

glances about the bedroom. It is quiet, no television or radio play-

ing and it smells clean like fresh-laundered sheets. Nothing has 

changed since her last visit. Her mother’s prayer cards lie in a small 

pile on the bedside stand and her rosary still dangles from a hook 

next to her side of the bed.   

Nora enters. “Dinner’s about ready, Mom. Do you want some-

thing to eat, some pasta or soup?”  

“No, nothing, just bring me a fresh glass of ice water, please.” 

“Okay, later then?” Nora raises her brows. “You’ve got to keep 

up your strength.”  

Giovanna gives her a mirthless shrug, “For what?”    

Nora shakes her head and turns to Josie, “Let me take the kids 

and get them started with something to eat. I picked up the baby 

food you wanted for Anna before you got here today. I bought 

some snacks for Michael too—the ones you said he could eat—

Goldfish crackers and cheese sticks. I double-checked the labels, no 

peanuts or tree nuts in them.”   

“Thanks for checking, we don’t need him to have an allergic 

reaction today.” Josie hands Anna over to Nora and directs Michael 

to go with them.   



THE UNCOMMITTED 

— 11 — 

“All right, but bring them back when they’re done so I can en-

joy their company,” Giovanna says, appearing frustrated with Nora 

as she takes the children out the door.  

Once they are gone, Giovanna turns again to Tony, “I think I’d 

like to stand up.”  

“Are you sure about this? Perhaps you should allow yourself a 

few more minutes to adjust,” he says.     

“Please, I’m ready. I want to be in my chair when the children 

return. I think it frightens Michael to see me in bed ... like I’m al-

ready dead.”  

“Mom—” Josie says, reacting to her mother’s black tone.  

“Never you mind,” she snaps, “Tony, c’mon now—”   

Tony concedes. Although she is sick, her will is strong. He lifts 

her carefully into a standing position. For the first time in her life, 

Josie sees her mother as breakable. Her thin hand reaches for 

Josie’s. She can feel the bony contours of her mother’s fingers, her 

palms and her wrists and each hollow space in between. Their 

mother had always been so strong but now her hair is completely 

white, her skin colorless and drained of life. Josie places her arms 

gently around her and provides the strength for both of them.   

“I’m glad you’re here,” Giovanna says.   

“Me too, Mom.”  

“I was so worried about you and the children. It’s too bad you 

had to fly all this way alone without Declan.”   

No matter how old Josie gets, her mother still feels she needs a 

security guard. But then Giovanna drops it. She doesn’t harp on 

Josie traveling “alone” with her children or the three of them ven-

turing across country without a male escort for protection. She just 

lets it go.  

And that night, Giovanna isn’t the one bustling around locking 

and relocking the doors, checking and rechecking to see if all the 
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windows and blinds are shut. It is Nora and Josie sweeping the 

floors and making sure everything is in its place the way Giovanna 

liked it before going to bed. Those little obsessions of their mother’s 

they once considered annoying, they now miss because she can’t do 

any of them—nor will she be able to ever again.  

 

THE CLOCK AT HER BEDSIDE SHOWS IT IS TWO in the morning. 

Josie is wide-awake, staring at the ceiling and walls from her bed. A 

slurry of thoughts churn through her mind—her parents, the future 

and Declan. It’s the beginning of a new phase in her life—a phase 

where her mother will not be there to warn her or protect her from 

all those things that can bring her harm. The more Josie thinks 

about how her life is going to change, the more her mind refuses to 

give in to sleep. She doesn’t know whether to feel relief or fear that 

her mother’s long-held and suspicious convictions about strangers, 

traveling and more will no longer haunt her days. She questions her 

abilities—will she be equipped to handle an adult life without her 

mother’s apprehensions about her safety?  

Her stomach is in knots and her heart aches––fear has become 

a way of living. How will she go on? She knows she’ll have to repro-

gram her ways of thinking, renounce the abundant and—most of 

the time—irrational thought processes her mother has impressed on 

her. But why? Why was her mother always so guarded about the 

ever-ominous unknown? Did she have good reason? Reasons she 

chose not to share with her vulnerable daughter?  

Josie gets up from bed, snaps on the bedside lamp and puts on 

her robe. She goes into the kitchen for a cup of water and a few sal-

tine crackers and sits down at the table. She takes a look around the 

kitchen. Apart from the hum of the dishwasher, she is alone. In the 

corner gathering dust, she sees a yellowed newspaper and thinks it 
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must’ve missed the nearby recycle bin. She picks it up and one of 

her mother’s prayer cards falls to the floor. She wonders how it got 

inserted between the sheets of newspaper and how long it was 

there. Why was it not with her mother’s collection of prayer cards 

by her bed?   

Josie reaches down to pick up the card and observes its faded 

picture under the light. It is a painting of a friar, holding the infant 

Jesus. Its inscription: Saint Anthony, Patron of the Lost. 


