
Yes, It’s “Giulio.” 

MY REAL NAME IS GIULIO VINCENT.  I was named after both of 
my grandfathers,  but the only name I have that I  willingly chose is my 
Confirmation name — Charles.  I wanted it to be Jeremy or Jordan or Chad 
(short,  of  course,  for Chadwick),  but my father insisted that the name I 
choose be that of my Confirmation “sponsor,” and that it not based on a 
One Life to Live character, a New Kid on the Block, or a classmate at school 
whose sweaters I really liked.  Chad had great sweaters.  “But that’s just 
how it’s done,” my father warned.  So I chose as my sponsor the uncle 
whom I liked most, who had the least Italian name in the family: my Irish 
uncle Charlie.  “Charles” to me was elegant and regal.  It had class and 
style.  It was the type of name you could write with a sterling silver Cross 
pen and feel good about.  The capital C loops around in what’s almost a 
circle before it joins with the small teardrop loop of the cursive lower-case 
h.  Ah, I love the name, but there are just too many of them to use on a 
daily basis, so Charles hasn’t really seen the light since 1991.  In my longest 
form, then, I am Giulio Vincent Charles Gambuto.   

As a kid, I never cared for the name Giulio.  Apparently in Italy 
Giulio is a fairly common name, or at least my understanding is that it’s 
not any less common than Harry is here, or Rick, or Bob — the type of 
name you don’t see too often and that usually has no more than two entries 
in your cell phone contact list.  It’s not like Michael or Chris or Jennifer.  It’s 
Giulio.  But on Staten Island in the early 90s, there were no Giulios — just 
Joes, Anthonys, Johns, Davids, Kevins, and, of course, one Chad.    
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I was never supposed to be named Giulio.  My mother wanted to 
name me Jason.  But according to Italian-American tradition, by which my 
family abides in fits and spurts and when it bests suits, the first-born son is 
named for his father’s father — in my case, Grandpa Giulio.  The 1970s, 
however,  were  not  a  very  smooth  time  for  Julius  Joseph  and  Maria 
Immaculata.   By  all  accounts,  my  father’s  mother,  Nanna  Josephine  or 
“Nannie” for short, did not care for my mother.  Sweet, mild-mannered, 
with long blonde hair from her crown to her calves, my mother grew up in 
New Howard Beach, Queens, as opposed to Old Howard Beach, where my 
father was raised — the dividing line being Cross Bay Boulevard, home of 
New Park Pizza, Lenny’s Clam Bar, and Sugar Bun Bakery.  Since she was 
from New Howard, her family was much more American and had a little 
more money (i.e., her father had three better-paying jobs, but three jobs all 
the same).  How dare Maria deign to cross Cross Bay Boulevard and fall in 
love with Josephine’s son.  It was also general consensus that Nannie was a 
bit of a nutjob.  Who knows what’s true and what isn’t all these years later, 
but family lore has it that Josephine used to beat the living crap out of my 
father,  which  sent  him  running  across  Cross  Bay  Boulevard  to  New 
Howard and to my mother.  

Either  way,  by 1978,  Maria  and Nannie were not  on the best  of 
terms,  and so  when I  was  born,  “Jason” became Giulio  because  Italian 
tradition  demanded  it,  but  Giulio  with  a  Gi-  became  “Julio”  with  a  J,  
because Maria wanted to “make it more American” (i.e., fuck with Nannie).  
While  my birth certificate  reads “Giulio,”  every other  official  document 
reads “Julio” —  pronounced, of course, with a hard J, just like Grandpa 
and my father, Julius (as well as Julio Gallo, of Ernest & Julio fame).  It 
never occurred to Maria Immaculata that anyone would confuse the matter 
— you were either Italian or Italian in Old or New Howard Beach — nor 
that the Hispanic version of my name would lead to a lifetime of awkward 
introductions,  as  “Hi,  I’m  Julio”  is  usually  followed  by  one  of  three 
responses:
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1.  “Hi, Hulio, good to meet you.”  (Iqualmente.)
2.  “I have a Mexican friend.”  (¡Fantástico!)
or 3.  “Are you sure?”  (You know, I guess I’m not sure.  Thank God 

you  questioned  it  or  I  would  have  gone  through  my  whole  life 
mispronouncing my very own name.)  

(Yes, I’m pretty fucking sure.)  

If you ever want to understand the Latino experience in America, introduce 
yourself  as  Juan or  José  or  Pablo at  a  party,  and watch people  literally 
speak as if you’re not standing there, full-on Ralph Ellison-style.  Use all 
three — “I’m Juan José Pablo” — if you really want to fuck with them.  
They’ll  just kind of smile and point you to the nearest lawnmower.  I’ll 
never understand it, just as Nannie never understood why the letter-swap 
was so important to my mother, insisting on the Italian Giulio on every 
Christmas card, birthday card, and letter she ever wrote me throughout the 
Nannie-Maria Cold War of the 1980s, 90s, and oughts.     

Nannie was 90 years old at 50.  She was the youngest by a decade 
of any of our living grandparents, but she carried herself as the eldest.  She 
moaned and groaned and crowed about everything from a headache to a 
sore back to a torn shoulder.  She had thick binocular glasses and wore a 
matronly snap-up housecoat as often as she could.  She never combed her 
hair, except for formal affairs when she went to the local beauty shop for a 
blow-out and showed up looking like Larry King.  We used to go to her 
house on occasion when my father dared to cross the Verrazanno-Narrows 
Bridge and pay the $7 toll to visit.  His greeting: “What’s wrong with you 
today?”  Nannie would stir the pasta sauce with one arm in a brace, walk 
with a cane that she surely didn’t need, and feign deafness until the gossip 
around the table was too good to miss.  Then she would pick up her aching 
head and ask you to repeat yourself.  “I can’t hear anymore.”  “You can 
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hear!  You hear what you want to hear!”  She loved to cook but hated to 
clean, which was always incredibly evident to my mother and anyone else 
whoever walked through her house.  As if the aroma of spices and butcher-
cut meat would excuse the dustballs  blowing through the dining room.  
Everyone has different priorities.  A clean house and good hair were not 
high on Nannie’s list.

“Remember,” my mother would say as she buttoned up my coat 
before a visit, “if you have to go to the bathroom at your grandmother’s 
house, make sure you put toilet paper all over the seat.  Or just, please, pee.  
Just stand there and pee.  Don’t do anything else.”  My mother avoided 
visiting her in-laws because they avoided visiting her.  She said when they 
learned to look on a map and discover where Staten Island is,  then she 
would go back to Queens to see them.  We might as well have moved to 
California or China.  They were never going to cross the bridge to see us.  
And so my mother was never going to cross the bridge to see them.  We 
would all agree to never visit.

Whenever we arrived at Nanna and Grandpa’s,  we always went 
through the back door.  I think my father enjoyed opening up the fence and 
walking the length of the driveway.  He could assess the house, case it out, 
make  sure  it  was  safe  before  entering.   On  his  way,  the  next  door 
neighbor’s dogs would howl, and their owner would come out onto her 
porch to calm them and shout a quick hello.  “God, I haven’t seen you in so 
long!  Is that your son?”  As if my father had left me at home and picked up 
some other ten-year-old along the side of  the road.   “No,  he’s  with his 
mother.  This is Jack, the paperboy.”  I would wave and cling to my father 
so the dogs didn’t tear my head from my spine as they jumped up against 
the  metal  fence.   “A-put  your  damn-a  dogs  into  the  house!”  Grandpa 
Giulio would yell.  And the neighbor would smile at my father as if to say, 
“I can’t believe I’ve lived next door for thirty years without killing your 
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father with a blunt or not-so-blunt object.  Tell the old man to please shut 
the fuck up.”  

The driveway led to a free-standing garage with a roof pitched low 
enough  over  the  swimming  pool  that  you  could  climb  up  onto  it  and 
cannon-ball right into the water.  My grandfather sat inside the garage day-
after-day in an electronic swing and watched television on a small rabbit-
ear TV set on top of an overturned milk carton.   Italians don’t use garages 
for cars.  That would be a profound waste of storage space.  They park cars 
in the driveway so the neighbors always know what they’re driving and so 
that they’re closer to the hose when washed and waxed.  The garage is 
used for stuff, crap — Christmas decorations, the treadmill you ran on once, 
and shit you buy at Costco.  My grandfather’s garage was for tools, and 
pool  floats,  and old yellow-and-red Café  Bustelo coffee  cans filled with 
screwdrivers and Italian coins.  It looked like a mess to the untrained eye, 
but it was in fact neatly organized by user — an aisle for the grandkids 
(training-wheeled  bikes,  inflatable  swimmies,  pool  towels),  one  for  my 
grandmother  (holiday  lights,  Wesson  oil  overstock,  cans  of  crushed 
tomatoes),  and  one  for  himself  (unused  electric  tools,  orange  extension 
cords, assorted homeless hardware).  We always said hello to him first.  He 
was easier to greet  than Nanna,  and he hardly spoke English so it  was 
quick.  He would kiss me, shake my father’s hand, and warn us about my 
grandmother’s daily ailment.  “She-a no can-a see today.”  We could then 
enter the back door of the house appropriately braced for a full medical 
report and her sudden blindness.

If it was a cold day and the unheated garage proved a poor den, we 
would enter through the front door, directly into the living room, where 
Grandpa would sit  in his  leather recliner and watch his  “programs” — 
Italian porno six hours daily with a break for Ricki Lake at 3pm.  He loved 
his porno tapes.  I think because they connected him to all that was free 
and  wild  and  sexy  about  Italy.   Or  he  was  just  old,  horny,  and  loved 
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hearing “Aye, Giuseppe!” screaming from the television.  He called them 
his  “love  films.”   My  grandmother  called  them  “Disgusting!   Your 
grandfather is absolutely disgusting!”

“Dad, turn that shit off.  I got my kid here.”
“Ah, what?  It’s a-love!  With no love, there’s-a no family.”

And with that,  my father  would reach for  the remote control,  a 
device with which he was intimately familiar, and click the VCR off.  White 
fuzz.

“He don’t gotta see this bullshit.”
“A what a-bullshit?  It’s a-love!  How you think-a you get here?!”

Grandpa  Giulio  was  definitively  my  Italian  grandfather,  but  he 
never said things like “pronto” when he answered the phone.  He didn’t 
watch Fellini films or sing Italian dairy farmer songs from the homeland in 
the backyard.  And his house wasn’t an Italian villa, by any stretch.  It was 
a simple, grey-shingled A-frame house with the Virgin Mary on the front 
lawn — trapped behind a piece of  weatherproof plexiglass.   Inside,  the 
house had all those comforting details that reminded you that not more 
than 50 years ago, Grandpa lived in an entirely different country.  The table 
was  always  set  with  white  cloth  towel  napkins  that  have  the  subdued 
colored stripe on them — the type that you see in high-end eno- or vino-
tecas now where ravioli cost $24/plate.  A cross with rosary beads hung in 
every  room.   Every  bedroom  had  a  cold  linoleum  floor  and  a  single 
wooden poster bed that was draped in a knit blanket, like you’d see at any 
pensione in Rome or Naples or Montepulciano.  Years later when I would 
finally visit Italy with college friends, I avoided staying in any hotel that 
felt too American, too modern, or too well done.  I wanted to sleep in a 
small poster bed in someone’s house with a knit blanket and a cross on the 
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wall.  I wanted a woman in a housecoat to yell, “Giulio, vieni!  La colazione è 
pronta!” and I would run to breakfast.

Grandpa only drank homemade wine from a large jug — I don’t 
know  who  made  it,  and  I  know  he  wasn’t  squashing  grapes  in  the 
backyard — and black coffee in a tiny glass with a slice of lemon after 
dinner.  The tiny glass came with a tiny spoon, on which sat a tiny sugar 
cube.  He ate mostly pasta, bread, and cheese.  Seafood was reserved for 
the high holidays.  One Christmas Eve, he held a fried octopus over his 
open jaw, to the cheering and shrieking of my young cousins, and dropped 
it whole into his mouth.  Crunch.  The smile that came afterward always 
said to me that despite the chasm between what he expected his experience 
to be in the States and what it actually was, what made him most happy 
was  that  shrieking.   The  wine  was  housed  in  The  Big  Closet  in  the 
basement, which was also well stocked with blue Ronzoni boxes — the tall 
blue rectangular ones that showcase their particular brand of pasta through 
a small plastic window — and A&W Cream Soda.  Grandpa Giulio loved 
A&W Cream Soda.  Nothing, except perhaps cell phones in his last years, 
fascinated  him  more  than  the  great  American  innovation  that  made  it 
possible to mass produce two liters  of  cream soda in plastic  bottles.   It 
wasn’t Sprite or Coke or even New Coke.  Those were syrupy carbonates 
for movie-goers and ordinary middle Americans, meant to be enjoyed with 
a Twix bar,  popcorn,  or a lawsuit.   But A&W Cream Soda was a direct 
descendant of true European half-and-half and vanilla creations made in 
Italy, along with gelato and real pizza; and I imagined that in every small 
Italian house in the Motherland there were small Italian bottles of cream 
soda lining the small Italian pantry closets.  Thank God for the American 
Dr Pepper Snapple Bottling Group (NYSE: DPS) that brought the two-liter 
version to Queens, New York.

My  favorite  times  with  Grandpa  Giulio  as  a  kid  were  ones  he 
would never have remembered.  They were the days when he would send 
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me downstairs to The Big Closet to get a new bottle of cream soda.  I would 
run through the kitchen, down the back stairs, past the laundry room, into 
the second kitchen in the basement — Italians always have two kitchens, 
two refrigerators, and two stoves; you never know when family will bring 
friends to the house and you’ll have to cook an impromptu feast for an 
army of relatives you despise.  I would slide across the linoleum floor and 
open the louver doors to The Big Closet.  And like you’d see in a Target ad 
now, perfectly graphic-designed and displayed, six jugs of wine sat on the 
floor in a perfect line,  their handles all  facing forward; above them, the 
A&W Cream Soda bottles, arranged so that their labels all faced out; and 
then the shelf of plastic Ronzoni windows.  If there was ever a famine, a 
flood, or an apocalyptic attack, I  invite you to Nanna and Grandpa’s to 
subsist  solely  on  tri-color  rotini  and  cream  soda.   It  will  be  the  best 
apocalypse  you’ve  ever  had.   I’d  grab a  new 2-liter  and dash upstairs, 
making sure to be quick about it but not to run.  If you ran, the soda would 
shake and when Grandpa opened it  it  would have too much foam and 
spray all over the plastic liner on the dining room table.  I would present it 
to him like an award, listening as he twisted the plastic bottle cap.  You 
know that hisssss from a soda bottle.  It was such joy to me.  And he would 
pour it into a small Italian glass, and I would drink and drink and drink.  If 
I drank too much of it, I’d have to pee in that dirty bathroom.  But I didn’t 
care.  I would risk my genital hygiene.  I loved him so.  

I was named after Grandpa Giulio.  And after Grandpa Vinny.

Grandpa Vinny, father of my mom — Maria Immaculata Theresa 
Perrone Gambuto DeNicolo — was a cross between Archie Bunker and 
Beaver Cleaver.  He was the ultimate American.  There were no flags in his 
front yard, just a good, sensible storm door and wrought-iron bars on the 
windows to keep out cats and would-be thieves.  He and Grandma Margie 
used to vacation in Las Vegas once a year.  They owned, never leased, only 
American cars.  And they used to take my mother and her brothers and 
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sister to the Catskills for Borscht-Belt-style antics each summer when she 
was a child.  They sold their house in New Howard Beach in 1987 for a 
windfall  profit  and moved to  an  active  adult  55+  community  in  South 
Jersey, called “Holiday City.”  They would play Holiday shuffleboard at the 
Holiday clubhouse; they’d go to Atlantic City for sport; and they only ever 
had pasta  on Sunday afternoons and holidays — a nod to  their  Italian 
parents and grandparents, none of whose stories they remember, one of 
whom was apparently even a Greek Jew whose family fled from the tip of 
Greece to the heel of Italy.  But we don’t talk about that.  If you were to ask 
Grandpa Vinny about his Italian heritage, what legacy he’s most proud of, 
or even where in Italy his ancestors lived, he would tell you something far 
more important — how much he hates black people.  In fact, he’d take any 
opportunity  to  tell  you how horribly  lazy  they are,  how awful  welfare 
programs are for the greater good, and why he felt forced out of Queens 
when the neighborhood “changed.”  The election of President Obama, just 
a few years before Grandpa Vinny died, left him in tears that the whole 
country had now “gone bad.”  

Once I hit thirty, I  started to appreciate him as a function of the 
place and time in which he himself had become a man, and in the latter 
years of his life, I would usually laugh off his fierce racism — there was no 
changing a ninety-year-old man — or tell him about my black neighbors 
and friends.  I loved the rise it would get out of him, not because I wanted 
to make his blood boil or be responsible for his death from an untimely 
heart attack that conversation might ignite, but more because I was, and 
still am, proud that the world has changed so much and that I could sit 
with him and my Jewish boyfriend at the Christmas table.  It warms me 
that  with  Archie  at  the  head,  we  could  all  raise  a  glass  of  boxed  red 
together.  He used to light up when he saw Mickey, The Jew, walk in the 
house, and he would do what he did with all of his grandchildren-in-law: 
he’d fuck up his name.  My brother-in-law Dom was “Don;” my cousin’s 
wife Lauren was “Laura;” and Mickey was always “Nicky.”  That he never 
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flinched to shake Mickey’s hand flies in the face of every fear I ever had 
about bringing Mickey into our clan.  

What I loved about Grandpa Vinny most was his laugh.  He had a 
hearty laugh that  reached deep down into his  chest.   He had the same 
sense of humor that my mother, my sisters, and I have.  We laugh at smart 
jokes, people tripping, and a really good impression of Grandma Margie.  
When he would laugh, he smiled wide and his teeth would shine.  He had 
very American teeth.  And they were as white and straight as he was.  If 
you look at photos of him and my grandmother dancing through the 1950s, 
or in swimsuits in Lake George, there’s that smile — the one that says, “I 
work hard and I love my family.”  It was there when he woke up, when he 
watched Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?, and when he pretended not to hear 
what  my grandmother  was  saying as  she  rattled on about  the  price  of 
string  beans  at  Pathmark  or  why  they  needed  to  get  a  new  modern 
microwave  oven  because  “stainless  steel  is  all  they’re  showing  now.”  
Whenever I would see him, I would make him tell me stories about his life, 
stories that I knew I only had a few more years left to hear before they got 
telephone-gamed by aunts and uncles after  a dramatic funeral  with too 
many flowers.  His favorite stories to tell were romantic tales of whisking 
my grandmother off to dinner in New York City when they were courting.  
Of having dancing dates with his young betrothed.  Of what wild drinkers 
he and Grandma were back in their day.  

He was old-school like that.  He would call the living room, the 
“parlor.”   He would say things like,  “Children should be seen and not 
heard;” and he always pronounced “the boiler room” “the berler room.”  A 
toilet  was  a  “terlet.”   An oil  change “erl.”   Grandpa Vinny grew up in 
Brooklyn during the Great Depression and liked to remind us of that fact 
whenever we would flit  away cash on such nowadays frivolities as cell 
phone minutes, movies-on-demand, or organic strawberries.  “You kids act 
like there’s an endless amount of money in the world.  I got news for you.  
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There isn’t.”  For years he would tell us about how he grew up in the Ninth 
Ward in Brooklyn.  I had never heard of the Ninth Ward. It sounded so 
Southern, so New Orleans, so Katrina.  I imagined that it was somewhere 
east toward Queens in a section of Brooklyn that I couldn’t quite place on a 
map, like Mill Basin or Ridgewood.  It was only when I looked it up online 
a few years ago did we discover that he grew up in what is now called 
“Prospect  Heights,” the epicenter of  Hipster  Brooklyn.   Brooklyn in the 
early part of the twentieth century was divided into twenty-eight wards, I 
now know after intense research (Siri).  Grandpa’s Ninth Ward was bound 
by  Flatbush  Avenue,  Franklin  and  Atlantic  Avenues,  the  City  Line  at 
Flatbush  Avenue,  Fourth  Avenue  and  Union  Street.   Same  city,  same 
borough, but nearly a hundred years earlier there was no Park Slope, no 
Cobble  Hill,  no DUMBO.  “DUMBO?  What’s  DUMBO?  That  was the 
Brooklyn Waterfront  in my day.   You didn’t  go down there.   You’d get 
raped.”  Surely by black people.  

In the last years of his life, that Grandpa Vinny was a blatant racist 
didn’t worry me so much.  He was 91, and he couldn’t get up off the couch 
by  himself.   My  baby  nephews  could  steady  themselves  better  than 
Grandpa Vinny could.  And seeing him so fragile, so vulnerable and so 
baby-like reminded me that like a child, he could be taught something new.  
So I showed him his old house in the Ninth Ward on Google Maps Street 
View.  I taught him about the business of putting on theater.  I explained to 
him how I make money freelancing from a laptop at Starbucks.  And like 
my nephews, he would soak it all up.  Joseph, my oldest nephew, could — 
at one — say “apple” with the clarity of a three-year-old, and Grandpa 
Vinny then knew it to be “a  God-damn expensive computer.”  My sisters 
would tell him all about the business of hair salons and what it takes to get 
a teaching license in the New York City public school system.  In his last 
year, he knew how a Web cam works, what you might use an iPad for, and 
what a Bugaboo stroller is, though he remained horrified by the price tag of 
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any of them.  Back in his day, a loaf of bread, likely baked by Grandpa 
Giulio, cost seventeen cents on Flatbush Avenue.  

Just weeks before he died, I calculated that my nephew Marco, his 
great-grandson, will graduate college in the year 2032.  Grandpa Vinny just 
stared at me.  His big blue eyes opened wide.  And his smile beamed across 
the room.  He chuckled from deep in his gut, amazed at the world around 
him.  “Wow.  2032.” 

It was for these two men that I am named, Giulio and Vincent.
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