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Thanksgiving Day is almost upon us, and I haven’t yet had the nerve to tell Uncle Mario and Aunt 

Carolyn, who host it, that I may not arrive until a quarter past noon. That’ll make me more than an 

hour late, which by my rough arithmetic translates into 12 chilled shrimp, 15 mozzarella balls, four 

meatballs, a medium-size plate of stuffed mushrooms and a sizable wedge of frittata. 

That’s an unthinkable magnitude of forgiveness to ask for. 

The Bruni family has a schedule, you see. A pace. It’s like a forced march, only this one has 

prosciutto. We get going at 11 a.m. because we have no other choice if we’re to cram in all the 

necessary appetizers — and what I’ve described above isn’t even half of them — before we sit down 

to the main meal. It must commence by 1:30 p.m., so that we can do the dessert buffet at 3:15, the 

spread of sandwiches at 5:30 and the return of the dessert buffet at 6:45. 

“Buffet” doesn’t really cover it, though. My sister is making three pumpkin pies, and she’s one of 

maybe 10 guests bringing sweets. Aunt Vicki is baking another six pies — three apple and three 

pecan — to complement the cookies, brownies, cupcakes, cakes and tubs of ice cream that various 

other relatives contribute. We’re something like 40 people this year, but still. This could feed 400. 

Italian-Americans are a gluttonous tribe, and when we look at the calendar, we don’t see big 

moments and small ones, peaks and valleys. We see occasions to eat a lot and occasions to eat even 

more than that. It’s a hallmark of Bruni Thanksgivings that there’s never just one of anything: no 

single vegetable, no solitary starch, no gargantuan turkey carrying the whole protein load. 

There’s usually an equally mammoth ham in the mix. There’s stuffing from inside the bird as well as 

stuffing from outside. One casserole of sweet potatoes has marshmallow on top; the other dispenses 

with that sugary hood. Someone might like a particular version best, so it must be there, along with 

the yams. And pasta must appear at some point, of course. We’re Italian. We have a duty. 

Every so often there’s a suggestion that we cut back. This never goes over well. Here’s the problem: 

Aunt Carolyn eliminates the mozzarella balls and someone invariably asks, “Where are the 

mozzarella balls?” She doesn’t do the stuffed mushrooms and someone desperately searches every 

room and every table surface for them, as if searching for a lost kitten. She ditches the yams and 

someone goes into a funk. A yam funk won’t do. It’s Thanksgiving! So she serves everything that she 

did on previous years and maybe, to amuse herself, something additional, which she’s then 

committed to serving forevermore. 

There were Thanksgivings past when I considered all of this absurdly wasteful, outrageously 

unhealthy, even obscene. Now I just smile gratefully and chew. I’ve realized it’s less about gluttony 

than about generosity. The calories are proxies for something else. 

Aunt Carolyn and Uncle Mario spread out everything that they do so that there can be no doubt 

about how much they treasure us. The rest of us bring everything that we do so that there can be no 

doubt about how much we treasure them. 

We Italian-Americans exalt food because we Italian-Americans exalt family. They’re intertwined. 

Indistinguishable. If the eating doesn’t stop, the togetherness never ends. 

Adapted from: http://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/26/opinion/frank-bruni-on-thanksgiving-an-abundance-thats-about-
much-more-than-food.html?_r=1  



 

Glossary 

 

 

(idiom - informal) to be very unhappy and without hope. 

 

 

(noun phrase) a typical characteristic or feature of a person or 
thing. 

 

 

(noun) something that you have to do because it is part of your 
job, or something that you feel is the right thing to do. 

 

 

(adjective) twisted together or closely connected so as to be 
difficult to separate. 

 

 

(noun) the courage or confidence necessary to do something 
difficult, unpleasant, or rude. 

 

 

(phrasal verb - informal) to force a lot of things into a small 
space or to do many things in a short period of time. 

 
 


