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Tell me:
Which is the way I take;
Out of what door do I go,
Where and to whom?


THEODORE ROETHKE
from “The Lost Son”
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Prologue

MY NAME IS ANTHONY BENEDETTO, and I live what might be called a secret life. By this I don’t mean that I’m some kind of sophisticated criminal—a safecracker, a cybercrook—masquerading as a good citizen. I’m not a former spy or undercover FBI agent who’s been sent to live in hiding with a new identity. Just the opposite, in fact. Those would be exotic lives, and my life is plain and ordinary, a smooth stone among a billion stones on a beach. I have a good marriage, a lovely daughter, a home on six acres in the hills of central Vermont. I work as a painter—portraits mostly—and though I make a respectable living at it, I am neither wealthy nor, outside a small circle of critics and artists, well-known. I dress in jeans and running shoes, flannel shirts in winter and T-shirts in summer, and I drive a two-year-old Toyota Camry that has, on its bumper, only a small SAVE TIBET sticker far over on the passenger side below the rear lights. Even that, I sometimes think of scraping away.

If you passed me on the streets of this sleepy little town, you’d see an average-looking middle-aged man burdened by the usual cares and lifted by the small pleasures of the modern domestic whirl. What I mean when I say “secret life” is that I often feel the visible part of me is a plain wrapper that hides a gem. I feel that way about people in general: there is the wrapping, and then there is a sort of finer essence. She is tall, sexy, greedy; he is loud, brilliant, addicted to amphetamines. We are crude, generous, beautiful, vicious; we wear a patchwork disguise made from a hundred talents, habits, and needs, and underneath it lies this spark of something else, something larger than our labels and flaws. You can see that spark clearly in children before the coat of the personality grows too thick. You can sense it when you first fall in love, before the beloved’s failings and troubles swell up into view; and then, later, if you’ve come to terms with the failings and troubles and have built a mature affection. It’s not that I don’t see the evil, pettiness, and pain in the world; believe me, I’ve seen it, I see it. It’s just that I also seem to have an eye for the secret essence that lies beyond that, the gem in plain wrapping.

This is a story of the rescue of one soul. It’s the story of an ordinary kid who had all the shell burned off him, all the armor. Something like that happens to most people in the course of a life, I think, though not usually at such a young age. It takes different forms: the death of a parent, spouse, or close friend; divorce, disappointment, disability. Afterward, you go through the world naked and raw, skinless, hopeless. Sometimes the pain only grows worse as the years pass, and you end your life in a cold pool of despair. Other times—if you are lucky, or blessed, or, as the Buddhists would say, if your karma is good—someone comes along and heals you, or helps you heal yourself.

I have lived now, healed and at peace, for half a life without ever feeling much inclination to tell this story. But two winters ago, after eighteen childless years of marriage, my wife, Regina, gave birth to a daughter. Our luck, our blessing, our good karma. And then, just about the time Rosalie reached the age where she was beginning to learn words, I was overtaken by an urge to write this down, to make it public. For her to read someday, I suppose. For myself. For the people who raised me.


One

THE STORY DOES NOT take place here in Vermont, but in a small city called Revere, Massachusetts, which lies against the coastline just north of Boston. Three miles by two miles, with a salt marsh along its northern edge and low hills rising like welts in an irregular pattern across its middle, Revere must seem to the outside eye like an uninspiring place. The houses stand very close to each other and close to the street—plain, wood-frame houses with chain-link fences or low brick walls surrounding front yards you can walk across in six steps. These days the city has a crowded, urban feeling to it: sirens in the air, lines of automobiles and trucks at the stoplights and intersections, thin streams of weeds in the tar gutters.

But forty years ago, Revere was a different place. There were amusements and food stands along its curve of sandy beach, making it a sort of slightly less famous Coney Island. And there were still some open lots pocking the narrow streets, blushes of wildness on the tame city skin. Not far from where I lived, a mile west of the beach, was a large tract of undeveloped land we called “the Farms,” though nothing had been cultivated there since before the Korean War. For my friends and me, for city kids like us, the Farms was a landscape from a childhood fable: pastures, boulders, half-acre ponds, fallow fields where we turned over stones and planks and pieces of corrugated metal and reached down quick and sure as hunters to take hold of dozing snakes—brown, green, black. The snakes would slither and writhe along our bare wrists, and snap their toothless gums against the sides of our fingers, and end up imprisoned in mayonnaise jars with holes banged into the metal tops. We carried them home like bounty from a war with the wilderness, and sold them to younger boys for ten or fifteen cents apiece.

The automobile had not yet quite been elevated to the position of worship it now holds. The streets were freer and quieter. Hidden behind the shingled, painted houses were backyards in the European style, with vegetable gardens given preference over lawns, with fruit trees and grape arbors, and ceramic saints standing watch over a few square feet of flower bed.

Revere is a thoroughly modern place now, a corner of blue-collar America with chain stores and strip malls and yellow buses lined up in front of flat-roofed schools. A hundred new homes have been squeezed onto the Farms, streets cut there, sewer and electric lines brought in. But in some way I have never really understood, the city had a mysterious quality to it in those days, as if it lay outside time, beyond the range of vision of the contemporary American eye. Provincial is a word you might have used to describe it. But provincial means that a community believes itself to be living at the center of the universe, that it refuses to make an idol of the metropolis. Revere was provincial then, in that way. And, I suppose, proud of it.

Even in the days when Jupiter Street was quiet enough for nine uninterrupted innings of a local game called blockball, even then there was an underside to the life we believed we were living. The collection of bad characters known as the underworld, or the mafia, or the mob, had a number of nests in Revere. These people, in my experience, in the experience of almost everyone in the city, had little in common with the fantasy underworld you see these days on movie and television screens. For most of us, the face of the mafia was found in nothing more terrifying than a coterie of local bookmakers—neighbors, family friends, the guy beside you in the pew at nine o’clock Mass—men who made their living from the yearning of their neighbors toward some higher, softer life. In this way perhaps they were not so different from modern-day suburban portfolio managers.

The people in our neighborhood did not have executive jobs, did not commute into the city in suits and nice dresses, reading neatly folded copies of the Wall Street Journal, did not have parents and grandparents who had gone to college, and, with one or two exceptions, did not go to college themselves. They rode the subway into offices and warehouses in Boston, or drove their five-year-old Chevies to the factories in Lynn—where my father worked, in fact—and spent their lives in bland cubicles or hot, loud workrooms, performing the same few tasks again and again as their youth dribbled away. On Fridays they took a dollar from their pay envelope, walked down to the butcher shop on Park Avenue, and had a quiet conversation there with a man we called “Zingy.” Zingy would take the money, record the lucky number—a wife’s birthday, a father’s license plate—then sell his loyal customer half a pound of mortadella and a package of Lucky Strikes. And the workingman would go home to his cluttered life in his drafty house and fall asleep clutching a tendril of a dream that he might “hit,” that “the number” would come in for him and his family that one time, and then all the world’s harsher edges would be rubbed smooth.

Of course, in Revere and elsewhere, one of the things that has changed in the last forty years is that the government has taken over Zingy’s job. Now people walk down to a corner store and print out their lucky number on a blue-edged lottery form, and carry away the receipt (something that, after certain highly publicized arrests, Zingy stopped offering). But they go to sleep holding tight to the same dream. Only now, a portion of the profits goes to the state, to be spent by bureaucrats and politicians, whereas in earlier times the money went from the bookies upward—or, more accurately, downward—to a handful of violent, sly men in smoky private clubs, to be spent on jewelry for their girlfriends and vacations in Las Vegas.

The bookmakers were the mob’s menial laborers, though, and didn’t have exotic girlfriends or take exotic trips. Without exception, the ones I knew were affable, modest men who had stumbled into their profession by accident, or taken it up as a second job, the way someone else might put in a few hours delivering lost airport luggage or standing the night watch at an office building. But they were part of the fabric of Revere, too.

Occasionally, the uglier side of that fabric was turned to the light. In the 1960s there was a turf war going on in Greater Boston among different factions of the underworld—the Irish, the Jews, the various bands of Italians. This was closer to the movie version, to that brutal, hateful way of life modern moviegoers seem so attracted to—as if it isn’t quite real and could never affect them. We would be listening to the news in our kitchen at breakfast and hear that a body had been found in a nearby city, or in Revere, a mile or two miles away—in the trunk of a car, on a street corner, behind a liquor store. Shot once in the back of the head, never any witnesses. Whenever these reports were broadcast, my mother would turn the radio off. I remember her bare freckled arm reaching up to the windowsill and twisting the nickel-sized black dial on the transistor radio, as though she might keep that aspect of Revere from my father and me, and maybe from herself as well. As if protecting us from life’s unpleasant truths was as simple as slicing away the mealy sections of an overripe cantaloupe and bringing to the table only the juicy golden heart of it. “That’s not Revere,” she would say. As if she were insisting: That is not cantaloupe, that part we scrape into the metal bowl and carry out to the garbage pail.

I understand why she did that. Like most of the people in Revere, she and my father went about their lives in a straightforward, honest fashion, and didn’t much appreciate the fact that the Boston newspapers and TV stations gave so much attention to the mafia, and so little to the ordinary heroism of the household, the factory, and the street. I’ve inherited some of my parents’ attitudes. I don’t much appreciate the fact that, to this day, the Italian-American way of life has been reduced to a television cliché: thugs with pinkie rings slurping spaghetti and talking tough. My story has nothing to do with that cliché. Almost nothing.

But the mob was a part of Revere in those days; it’s pointless to deny that. The Martoglios shouting at each other at the top of Hancock Street when I delivered the Revere Journal on Wednesday afternoons was part of Revere. The dog track, the horse track, the hard guys and losers in the bars behind the beach, the crooked deals worked out near City Hall, the lusts, hatreds, feuds, petty boasts—it was all as much a part of that place as the neighbor who shoveled away the snow the city plow had left at the bottom of your driveway on the night of a storm, when you were off visiting your mother or sister or friend in the hospital; or the happy shouts of young families on the amusement rides; or my grandparents’ neighbor Rafaelo Losco, who once, in the middle of a conversation with my mother, when I was five or six years old, broke from his cherry tree a yard-long branch heavy with ripe fruit, and handed it across the back fence to me.

Though I sometimes want to, I cannot paint a place, or a family, or a life—my place, my family, my life—in the pretty hues of cheap jewelry. I can’t give only one-half of the truth here, because what I want to say to my daughter is not: Life is a sweet cantaloupe, honey; smile and be glad, eat. But: Life can be bitter and unfair and mean, and most people rise part of the way above that, and some people transcend it completely and have enough strength left over to reach out a hand to someone else, light to light, goodness to good, and I grew up among people like that—not in sentimental novels or on the movie screen, but in fact. They were imperfect people, who struggled to see the decency and hope in each other, and if I can be like them, even partly like them, I will, and so should you. A road across the territory between too extremes, a middle way—that’s what I want to offer her. Between denial on the one hand and despair on the other, between sappiness and cynicism. A plain road, across good land.


Two

WE LIVED—MY MOTHER, father, and I—in a wood-shingled, gambrel-roofed house on Jupiter Street, in the western part of Revere, a seven-minute drive from the Atlantic Ocean. Domenic and Lia, my father’s parents, owned the house; we rented the rooms on the second floor: kitchen, two small bedrooms, living room, bath. In winter the old iron radiators clanked and hissed, and my father tacked ribbons of speckled gray felt to the window frames. From the middle of June to Labor Day, we sweated in our beds.

On the morning after one of those June nights, we had just sat down to breakfast when the buzzer sounded at the door. I was eleven years old, there were three days left of school, and the morning air was touched, as it often was, with the salty breath of the ocean. I remember it blowing in through the screens, the soft, excited voice of summer, whispering something about an afternoon at the beach. And I remember the buzzer sounding, harsh and brittle, just as the food was being served. My mother let out an exasperated sigh at the ugliness of the noise. My father frowned, looked over at me, lifted his chin in the direction of the hallway. I trotted along the squeaking wood floor and pushed the plastic button at the top of the stairs. The handle clicked, the door swung inward, and one of my father’s five brothers stood there with the sun shining through the porch screens on his bald head, one hand in the pocket of his fine silk pants, the other arm held slightly away from his body.

He looked up at me, blinked, pursed his lips, but did not make any move to step across the threshold. Something played beneath the muscles of his face, some half-suppressed comic pulse. “What are you doin?” he said, jingling the change in his pants pocket.

“Eating.”

“What, eatin? What are you doin, eatin?”

“Pancakes.”

He squeezed his eyebrows together, puckered the muscles at the corners of his lips. He still had not moved. His face was a mask of perfect seriousness, a battered and misshapen face, prototype for some Rush-more of the bankrupt and brokenhearted. He said, “Fluffy or flat?”

“My mother makes them nice, fluffy. She heats the syrup on the stove and melts the butter in it.”

“What’s the syrup?”

“Regular Jemima.”

“And she heats it up, you shuah? That’s what a gourmay cook in Paris would do. You positive?”

I nodded.

He jingled his change again, tugged twice at his big nose. “What else?”

“Three more days of school left.”

“School? What, school? What three more days? You’re not goin today. You’re skippin. We need to ride around.”

“I have to.”

“Have to, my eyeball. You’re skippin. How’s your girl?”

“I don’t have a girl.”

“No?”

“No, Uncle.”

“Then who was that gorgeous blonde I seen you walkin with down Broadway last night, then?”

“Aunt Ulla,” I said.

At this, he almost smiled. He made a big fist and lifted it slowly into the yellow light. “You’re goin around with my wife? I’ll come afta ya.”

“Tonio, who is it?” my mother called from the kitchen.

“Uncle Peter.”

“Well, tell him to come up; your pancakes are getting cold.”

“He likes them flat, you make them fluffy. He won’t come.”

“Listen to this kid, willya?” he said from the bottom of the steps.

“Aunt Ulla loves me, not you,” I told him. “You’re finished. We’re running away to California without you.”

He was starting up the steep wooden stairs now, shined shoes scuffing each tread, his head lowered, his nose like the rudder of a ship, holding him more or less on course. “California,” he said when he was halfway up, the next to the last syllable pronounced “fawn.” Cali-fawn-ya. “Where you gonna get the dough?”

“From you. She raided your bank account.”

“What bank account?” he said, and the twist of a smile appeared on his mouth at last. “Who told you I have a bank account?”

He squeezed his hands into fists, huge scarred fists with which he had, at one time, fashioned his small moment of fame. He plodded up the last two steps and swung a roundhouse right, three-quarters speed. I reached up my left arm and half-blocked it, half-slipped the punch as he had taught me … only his other hand was driving an uppercut into my belly and would have caught me, hard, but just as it reached the front of my shirt, he popped the fingers open, flashed a silver dollar, slipped it into my pocket. In the next instant he had picked me up in one arm and was carrying me along the hallway as if I were a two-year-old. He hoisted me over the back of the chair and set me down there, gently, then touched my father on the side of the neck with the backs of three fingers, kissed my mother, took the empty seat at one end of the table.

“Gus,” he said, swinging his eyes to my father and pulling twice more on his nose. “Gus, I had this unbleevable dream.”


Three

AT ONE TIME IT had seemed that this uncle, Peter Domenic Benedetto, would break the mold he had been born into, the hard pattern of life in his city by the beach. For a few years it had appeared that even the cables of loyalty to a neighborhood and affection for a family—those twin steel bonds of the working class—could not hold him. Born fourth in a family of nine children, he seemed an ordinary enough boy at first. But shortly after he started school, some hidden gene bloomed in him, some inheritance from a deep ancestral past of field-workers and stone workers: he grew and grew. In the third grade he was a head taller than the tallest of his classmates; he had the arms and shoulders of a miniature man. By the sixth grade, he stood five feet eight inches tall. By the ninth grade, he was two inches over six feet, 180 pounds; he’d been introduced to boxing, and was already something of a local legend, sprinting up the steep hill of South Cambridge Street with a brick in each hand, knocking out school-yard bullies, happily and naturally taking on the role of protector of his family’s good name.

He was not especially nice-looking—the big nose, the slightly protruding brow—not especially adept at schoolwork. But he had the gift of being remarkably at ease with people, all types of people, in all kinds of situations, and he had his phenomenal strength and an exquisite singing voice. His voice was at the high end of the tenor range, delicate, complicated, almost girlish in certain notes. In his middle age, the years when I saw him almost every day, that voice became a source of great shame to him; his rugged face was also a source of shame, as was the fact that he had worked his way up through the Golden Gloves finals, far up into the heavyweight ranks, only to be beaten senseless in his twenty-eighth professional fight, the fight that would have made him a national star instead of a local one. It was typical of him, probably typical of all of us, to be ashamed of what might elsewhere be considered a source of pride. We lived—men and women both—by our own skewed set of commandments: unblemished toughness, unquestioned self-sacrifice, generosity carried to the point of the absurd. Anything short of perfection was, for us, a species of failure. All our strength came from that, and all our wreckage.

For my uncle, that defeat in the ring marked the farthest stretching point of the cables of the city of Revere. After that brief foray into the outside world (he had been beaten at Madison Square Garden with his father, brothers, and one sister in attendance; he’d been knocked down twice in the first round by a black contender from New Jersey named Edgar Wellison; his nose had been broken, his lips rearranged. My father told me he had somehow stayed on his feet until the final minute of the tenth round, then fallen over sideways like a wooden soldier and spent the next six days in the hospital), Uncle Peter retreated to familiar territory and settled without a great deal of visible regret into the life he was living when he visited us on that June morning. The doctors advised him never to box again, and he never really resisted them. Though he joked about his fighting days with some grace and humility, he never brought up the subject first, never showed off old newspaper clippings, would even sometimes step outside for a few puffs from a cigarette when the subject came up. He sang in church and nowhere else, and then, after his only child reached the age of First Communion, stopped going to church. On his sprint up the slippery, dirty, bloodstained heavyweight hill, he had seen things and met people his siblings could only imagine—he’d been to exotic places like Nevada and Arizona, shaken hands with senators and show-business personalities, been treated to drinks and meals at fancy Manhattan clubs—and in one of those places he’d had the great misfortune of meeting Ulla Berensen, the sexy blond daughter of Norwegian immigrants. He courted her with lavish gifts he could not afford and elaborate promises he would never be able to keep, married her, brought her back to the clapboard house on Venice Avenue his boxing earnings had paid for, fathered a daughter named Rosalie, who became my close childhood companion, and for the next forty years he made money with his back, working odd days here and there as a laborer for friends who owned small construction companies.

One of the first things you noticed when you were introduced to Uncle Peter was that he could not be still for more than a few seconds at a time—it was no doubt a part of what had made him such a good boxer. He drove around the city on mysterious errands of his own making, took day trips to Rockingham Park to bet on the thoroughbreds when he should have been working, mowing the lawn, or taking Rosalie to the beach; he shifted and swung and danced (he was, my mother told me, a marvelous dancer) around any room he inhabited. Even on that morning, he sat at our kitchen table for only a minute or two, and then was up and pacing, setting his coffee cup on the counter and tracing a tight arc out to the edge of the hallway, swinging back, retrieving the cup, lifting it to his misshapen lips and setting it down again without drinking, going up behind my father and massaging the muscles on the tops of his shoulders for two seconds, winking at me, raising his eyebrows at my mother, swinging around, peering out the curtained kitchen windows at the Sawyers’ house, studying the faded shellac of the hallway and a crack in the porcelain sink, sitting back down and stealing a sip from the cup, running a palm over his bald head as if to check for some miraculous second growth of thick black hair.

Even as a child I sensed that he had acquaintances from the darker worlds. What, exactly, those friendships meant to him—personally, financially—I don’t think any of us ever really knew. Maybe they were his way of staying connected to what he saw as a larger life, something more impressive than the loan payments and trimmed lawns of the ordinary dimension. Maybe he owed some kind of illicit debt and spent his life doing favors for those people, working to pay it off. I don’t know. Sometimes when we visited him at his house on a Saturday evening, or on Sunday after Mass, there would be a car parked out front at the curb, on the NO PARKING side, and a Joey or Mickey or, most often, a person he called “Johnny Blink,” in the living room, oozing over the armchair like a toad in syrup. Even as a boy I understood that these relationships, this peculiar lifestyle of his, caused some trouble between Uncle Peter and Aunt Ulla. More and more as time went on, she would be upstairs when we visited, incommunicado, a terrible breach of family etiquette. A headache, Uncle Peter would say with his broken smile. One of her headaches. Or she had gone to church to say a novena, supposedly, or was visiting relatives up in Maine.

A man of infectious, indefatigable optimism, my uncle nevertheless seemed slightly tentative when you saw him with his wife, slightly diminished, as if she refused to buy a ticket for his grand performance and he knew it. At other times, too, he carried with him the scent of tragedy. It was as if he were a symbol of what might happen if we dared to reach past the boundaries of our place and our own people, a reminder of the kind of punishments that could be meted out by the non-Revere nations, by the moneyed tribes of the western suburbs and beyond.

But on that fine June morning he was lit up like a sparkler on the Fourth of July. He’d had a dream, an unbleevable dream, and had carried it down like a box of expensive silks from the bedroom on Venice Avenue. “Gus,” he said, getting to his feet again and starting to pace. “Anna. I saw the numbah last night in my sleep. One, two, six. That’s the numbah today, I know it like I know my own shoe size. How much can you put on it?”
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