
Maccheroni on the Table 

Challis Popkey 

 

I had never seen a pot that big. It looked like the basin my mom washed my brother and 

me in when it was summer in Sun Valley.  

 Summer in Sicily is hotter, damper, saltier, and the pot was filled with fresh maccheroni 

as wide as my pinky. Benedetto’s mother had hand crafted the noodles that morning, rolling 

them into Play Doh snakes before boiling them alive in the salted washbasin.  

 We were celebrating the end of our week in Alcamo and consequently my year in Italy. It 

was a week filled with cannolis, boat trips over turquoise water, secret caves, arancine, and 

dance clubs on the beach. The plywood dancefloors eventually petered off and melted into sand. 

The moon showered us in her soft blue light and the lights of distant towns twinkled at us from 

along the coast. That top-40 music I despise in the States didn’t bother me when harmonized 

with the playful mediterranean waves crashing behind us. Why did it have to be so perfect? 

 I should have been happy, I should have felt blessed, helping the women strain the ten 

pounds of noodles and add simmering homemade tomato sauce, la sarsa. I should have 

indulged in the grana cheese sprinkled on top, or the mollica (toasted bread crumbs) that the 

Sicilians prefered. Instead I felt a hole in my stomach, dread growing stronger and realer with 

every passing minute. I’d spent the past year riding night trains, biking tipsy down alleys so 

foggy I couldn’t see my front wheel and working for a lonely potbellied Tuscan man in his 

deserted seaside hotel, but I had never felt this scared.  

 I sat next to him. Giancarlo. How the hell was I supposed to get on that plane in the 

morning? Palermo to JFK. Saying the words inside my head gave me shivers, goosebumps in the 

salty summer night. Just one week ago I was ready to leave.  

 Benedetto’s sister and mother emerged from the strings of hanging beads with two pots 

of steaming pasta. They dumped them directly onto the olive wood table, noodles spilling out 

before us in two volcanos erupting with flavor and pride.  



 We ate in the traditional way — no plates. Benedetto’s toothless father explained to the 

three Americans how maccheroni should always be eaten.  With a fork, you pull your own 

noodles from the steaming piles of pasta. Take too much, the noodles get cold “e non hanno più 

senso” (it doesn’t make sense to eat them). Take too little and you gotta come back for seconds. 

I’d learned this week that there were always seconds in Sicily. Hosts were considered failures if 

their guests were able to finish everything on the table.  

Once you have your personal mound of maccheroni in front of you, add mollica or grana, 

and enjoy the communal act of eating, the art of conversation.  Enjoy that last night together. 

Last night. 

 I forced a smile when they told me how much they envied me. “Tomorrow you’re in New 

York! Ma che sogno!” The piles of noodles were like stacks of pancakes, the tomato sauce was 

Italian syrup. Minchia, in 24 hours I could actually order pancakes and maple syrup. That hole 

of dread grew, engulfing any hunger I had mustered up. I forced myself to laugh as the boys 

fought it out for who could devour the most noodles and still eat dessert. I forced thoughts of 

airplanes, SUVs and the International House of Pancakes out of my head. 

 His hand on my leg.  

 I wish I could have grabbed more noodles from the pile. I wish I could have tasted them. 

I knew I was going back to the land of Kraft Mac n’ Cheese, where sauce is an orange powder 

and noodles are short and hollow. Just add milk. After a year filled with so many rich meats, 

savory sauces, Ferrara’s pumpkin stuffed ravioli and ricotta filled sweets, it should have been the 

perfect last cena. I hated myself for not going back for seconds.   

 That night we didn’t go dancing with the rest. We made love in his parents’ bed. I cried. 

And on his lips I was finally able to taste the maccheroni. 


