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         This book is dedicated to the inimitable Bob Smith. At one time or another during the past ten years, he insisted I tell this
            story and never lost faith. He is one of the brightest, bravest, most honorable men I have ever known. Sidney Butcher lives
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         There is no such thing as the Mafia . . .

         
         
         
         
         —J. Edgar Hoover
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         AUTHOR'S NOTE

         
         
         
         
         
         All references to events such as the sinking of the Normandie at her pier in mid town Manhattan, the televised Kefauver hearings, and the beginning of the Korean War are historically accurate.
            The attitudes and desires of the Mafia leadership living at the time, as well as their relationships with one another, are
            also factual. Finally, the animosity between Frank Costello and Vito Genovese, the hatred Albert Anastasia had for Vincent
            Mangano, and the friendship between Costello and Anastasia is well documented and revisited in the novel. The remaining characters—the
            street gangs and their friends, relatives, and enemies—are composites of people I knew at the time or had heard about, and
            therefore, this is a work of fiction.




         

         
         
         
         
         
         THE FIVE CRIME FAMILIES

         
         
         
         
         
         From 1928 to 1931, Salvatore Maranzano and Joseph Masseria, the two most powerful Mob bosses in New York, clashed in a brutal
            and bloody power struggle known as the Castellammarese War. The war was named after Maranzano's hometown of Castellammare
            del Golfo, Sicily, and ended with Masseria dead and Maranzano proclaiming himself capo de tutti capi—"boss of all bosses." He then decreed that all gangsters, not just in New York but all over the country, would answer to
            a ruling body called the Commission. This Commission would consist of five families—Luciano, Mangano, Bonanno, Profaci, and
            Lucchese—each named for their leaders.
         

         
         
         
         
         Following are the members of the two families and the street gangs that are the focal point of the story:





         
         
         
         
         
         LUCIANO FAMILY

         
         
         
         
         "Lucky" Luciano (capo, deported 1945)

         
         
         
         
         Frank Costello (capo, replaced Luciano)

         
         
         
         
         Vito Genovese (Costello's underboss)

         
         
         
         
         Giorgio "Gee-gee" Petrone (caporegime)

         
         
         
         
         "Touch" Grillo (Petrone's underboss)

         
         
         
         
         Paul Drago (caporegime)

         
         
         
         
         Carlo Ricci (Drago's underboss)

         
         
         
         
         Chucky Law (soldier)

         
         
         
         
         Joseph "Joe Adonis" Doto (caporegime)





         
         
         
         
         
         MANGANO FAMILY

         
         
         
         
         Vincent Mangano (capo)

         
         
         
         
         Albert Anastasia (Mangano's underboss)

         
         
         
         
         Gino Vesta (caporegime)

         
         
         
         
         Angelo Maserelli (Vesta's underboss)

         
         
         
         
         Matty Cavallo (soldier)

         
         
         
         
         Dino Cavallo (soldier)

         
         
         
         
         Bo Barbera (soldier)

         
         
         
         
         Carlo Gambino (caporegime)





         
         
         
         
         
         THE STREET GANGS



         
         
         
         
         THE RATTLERS

         
         
         
         
         Nick Colucci (leader)

         
         
         
         
         Sal Russomano

         
         
         
         
         Al Russomano

         
         
         
         
         Pete "Stank" Stankovitch

         
         
         
         
         Junior Heinkle





         
         
         
         
         
         THE ICEMEN

         
         
         
         
         Vinny Vesta (leader)

         
         
         
         
         Dominick "Boychick" Delfina

         
         
         
         
         Louis "Little Louie" Antonio

         
         
         
         
         Benny Veal

         
         
         
         
         Attillio "Stuff" Maserelli

         
         
         
         
         Ralph "Red" O'Mara

         
         
         
         
         Antonio "Bouncer" Camilli

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER ONE

         
         
         
         
         SUMMER 1950

         
         
         
         
         
         THE FIRST TIME I laid eyes on the kid, he was sitting on his fire escape four stories above the street. It was almost
            midnight, and he was squinting through wire-rimmed glasses, holding a flashlight and reading a book. I had just crawled out
            onto my adjacent fourth-floor fire escape and was settling onto the mat my mother had placed on its steel grating. The kid
            was so focused on his book, he didn't seem to see or even hear me.
         

         
         
         
         
         Our fire escapes were only three feet apart and were on the front of a tenement facing Eleventh Avenue at the corner of Thirty-sixth Street. If tenements were the dominant
            feature of Hell's Kitchen, then fire escapes were the dominant feature of the tenements. There was one outside every living
            room window on all the upper floors.
         

         
         
         
         
         That night it was sweltering hot. Summer had hit New York in late May and turned the asphalt streets of Hell's Kitchen into
            the devil's anvil. By noon the temperatures sailed into the mid-nineties, the humidity matched the rise, and the Hudson River,
            one block away, didn't help. The tar on the streets had stopped bubbling by six, but at midnight the mercury still hadn't
            led with an eight. Inside the apartment it was worse, and the only hope for relief was the one-foot journey from the oppressive
            interior to the fire escape outside. It held the promise of a slight temperature drop, the hope of a wayward breeze.
         

         
         
         
         
         Stripped down to jockey shorts and a T-shirt, I sat against the brick wall, pulled my knees up to my chest, and peered over
            at the skinny kid who had just moved into our building—Sidney Butcher. He was wearing pajamas and a yarmulke, and he was sitting
            on a pillow with his legs crossed. The book was resting on his thighs, and while one hand steadied it, the other aimed the
            flashlight. Completely unnoticed, I studied him in the reflected glow of the corner streetlight. He was so thin that he looked
            like a stick figure. I figured he might weigh a hundred pounds and was probably no more than five-two or -three. His black
            curly hair flowed over his ears, and his skin was very pale. In profile, his head seemed too large for his body and his slightly
            curved nose seemed too large for his face. It wasn't an unattractive face, but it was dramatically different from the swarthy
            Sicilian faces that dominated our building and the rest of the neighborhood. I would soon learn that he had just turned sixteen,
            had been sick most of his life, and was almost totally self-educated.
         

         
         
         
         
         My curiosity finally got the better of me, and I said, "Hi."

         
         
         
         
         Sidney was startled. He flinched and his head popped up. He stared straight ahead for several seconds—and then his head slowly
            swiveled toward me, his eyes focusing. They looked round and owlish behind the glasses, and he seemed puzzled. He finally
            managed to stammer, "Uhh . . . h-hi . . . " It was a thin voice, almost a whisper.
         

         
         
         
         
         "So . . . what're you readin?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         Sidney hesitated, then glanced down at the book and back up to me as if it should be obvious. "A book," he said.

         
         
         
         
         "I can see that . . . ," I responded, then added, "You do this a lot—read in the dark?"

         
         
         
         
         Sidney answered with a negative head shake and held out the flashlight. He seemed to be suggesting that since he had a flashlight,
            he wasn't actually reading in the dark. I decided not to pursue the technicality and indicated the book. "What's it about?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "The Odyssey."

         
         
         
         
         That stopped me cold. The Odyssey', I'd heard of The Odyssey . Homer, but I never knew anybody who actually wanted to read it . . . and certainly not in the dark with a flashlight. I
            cocked my head and said, "You're shittin' me . . ."
         

         
         
         
         
         Sidney responded with a pained expression and shook his head. "Uh-uh," he said. He sounded upset—like I didn't believe him.
            I thought I'd hurt the kid's feelings, so I stuck my hand through the steel grating and said, "Vinny . . . Vinny Vesta."
         

         
         
         
         
         Sidney stared at my hand like he'd never seen one, then looked back up at me and shook it. The corners of his mouth turned
            up slightly and he said, "Sidney. Sidney Butcher."
         

         
         
         
         
         Full on, I thought his face had a cherubic quality, which even then struck me as ridiculous, since everyone knows there's
            no such thing as a skinny cherub. Nonetheless, to me it seemed angelic. I smiled back and said, "Right. Well . . . nice to
            meet you."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Me too," answered Sidney. His smile got wider, his grip tightened, and he pumped my hand a few times. There was something
            about the way he did it that gave me the feeling this kid was different—very different—and that it had nothing to do with
            the way he looked. My thought was interrupted by a woman's voice that came from inside Sidney's apartment. It had a warm,
            lightly Eastern European accent. "Sidney, who are you talking?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "The boy next door," he answered.

         
         
         
         
         "Talk tomorrow," she called out. "It's late."

         
         
         
         
         "Okay, Mom," he responded over his shoulder, and looked back at me. "See you tomorrow?" he asked hopefully. It sounded more
            like a plea.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Sure," I said automatically—not sure at all—and Sidney disappeared into his apartment. That was the way it started. That
            was the beginning. It was that simple.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         I had just graduated from high school along with five other members of my street gang. We were known as the Icemen—five Sicilians,
            one black, and an Irishman. Five of us were eighteen; the sixth, who would be a senior in high school next fall, was seventeen;
            and the seventh didn't know how old he was since he had never had a birth certificate. I was their leader—not because we'd
            ever had an election, this was just the way it had always been. As we grew up together, I was always a bit taller and stronger
            than the others, and by the time I was sixteen I was a well-muscled six feet one and 188 pounds. I thought God must have loved
            me—I was blessed with my father's brawny body and his Sicilian features: dark complexion, black wavy hair, and an arrow-straight
            nose. My mother said I had a face that belonged on a Roman coin. She was prejudiced, but she may have been right—the girls
            liked me as much as I liked them.
         

         
         
         
         
         Three of my gang's seven fathers were in the Mob, and a fourth was a perennial wannabe. The fifth and sixth were "civilians,"
            and the seventh was a shell-shocked World War II vet. We had all grown up together and since our preteens had been doing what
            Mob kids and their friends do. We hit warehouses, stockyards, railroad terminals, the airport—anything that carried value
            and didn't move. Recently we had heard that LaGuardia's freight terminal was a prime target, so I put it on our list. It was
            the beginning of what I'd come to know as the Mafia Summer, but in the middle of June, all was quiet . . .
         

         
         
         
         
         
         In Mob history, however, "quiet" is a relative term. If there were no screaming headlines about gang wars, or blood in the
            streets as the result of spectacular assassinations, then it was "quiet." As far as the public was concerned, the monster
            was sleeping. It wasn't—it was resting.
         

         
         
         
         
         At the time, there were five organized crime families in New York—Luciano, Mangano, Lucchese, Profaci, and Bonanno—each named
            after its leader. They in turn were responsible to a Commission, which was their board of directors, made up of the leaders
            of the families. By far the largest and most powerful was the Luciano family, but its founder, Charles "Lucky" Luciano, had
            been deported to Italy in 1945, and he left control of the family to Frank Costello, the Mob's "inside man." Costello owned
            half the judges, politicians, and cops in New York and rented the rest. Everyone knew he was a mobster, but it didn't matter.
            He was a celebrity, and New Yorkers love celebrities—famous or infamous.
         

         
         
         
         
         The one exception was Vito Genovese, a very powerful caporegime (crew captain) in the same family who felt Luciano should
            have chosen him as capo (boss) of the family. Genovese was almost universally disliked, but he was extremely clever and a
            heavyweight earner for the family, generating millions for his crew, a percentage of which was kicked upstairs to Costello
            and Luciano. Not only was Genovese jealous of Costello's relationship with Luciano, he couldn't bear the fact that he was
            disliked as much as Costello was respected. He vowed vengeance, and he had been plotting to overthrow Costello for five years.
            It hadn't happened yet because Costello was too powerful and too well entrenched, but in May 1950 Genovese saw a chance to
            move while the attention of the five families, law enforcement, and the entire nation was focused elsewhere.
         

         
         
         
         
         In May 1950, Senator Estes Kefauver formed the Special Committee to Investigate Organized Crime in Interstate Commerce and
            announced he would hold hearings in fourteen major U.S. cities. There was to be a vast difference, however, between previous
            hearings and those held by Kefauver. The Kefauver hearings would be broadcast on a new medium called "television." For the
            first time, the nation would become aware of a juggernaught called organized crime that was cutting across almost every facet
            of their daily lives. The Mob was petrified of the upcoming electronic attention and the consequences, and the Commission
            issued an edict: Violence that would draw even more unwanted attention to the Mob would not be tolerated. Unfortunately, not only would this fail to stop Genovese, he would use it to eliminate Frank Costello and take over the Luciano crime family. Even more unfortunate, his plan involved using my father—and
            me.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was present for almost all of the events that took place that summer and found out about those I didn't witness shortly
            thereafter: My father's immediate crew . . . my crew . . . Frank Costello, the capo of the Luciano family . . . spies and
            informers, a multitude of police reports, and, finally, "the civilians"—six nuns, a hooker, two doormen, a funeral director,
            two wives, and the mistress of one of the players—all had stories to tell about the maneuverings between my family and the
            rival Luciano family. Secret meetings were revealed. Private conversations reported. Sources divulged and motives uncovered.
            Although some would rather have left the details unknown, with help I prevailed. But even with all the information I garnered
            at the time, it would take several years before the real repercussions finally became clear: The leadership of the Mafia would
            change hands, and its future would be altered for the next quarter century.
         

         
         
         
         
         But it all started with Sidney. Sidney's father was a tailor, and in an incredible twist of fate, at the end of May 1950,
            the Butchers, a Jewish family from Queens, moved into a Hell's Kitchen tenement directly across the hall from a Sicilian family
            in the Mob . . . us. At the time we met on our side-by-side fire escapes, it was unimaginable that we would become friends
            and inconceivable that the friendship would make us closer than brothers. It was a bond that would change both our lives,
            the lives of every member of my gang, and the lives of family, enemies, and lovers.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TWO

         
         
         
         
         THAT NIGHT I went to bed a bit bemused. Sydney was interesting, not like anyone I had ever met, but since we seemed to
            have absolutely nothing in common, I didn't figure I'd be seeing much of him in spite of our proximity. I was wrong. At eleven
            the next morning, I walked out of our tenement and Sidney was sitting at the top of the staircase.
         

         
         
         
         
         It was a typical Saturday. Four kids were playing stoopball against the steps of the building next door, and a few young girls
            were skipping rope farther down the sidewalk. On the Thirty-sixth Street side of the building, another bunch of teenagers
            were playing stickball, our street version of baseball. We used a broomstick for a bat, and the ball was a very old, very
            bald tennis ball. The "diamond" was the narrow alley in the middle of the street, flanked by parked cars on either side. Home
            plate was a manhole cover. On that day, first base was the fender of a 1936 Dodge, second base was a burlap bag, and third
            base was a battered Studebaker of indeterminate vintage. As in baseball, there was a pitcher and a catcher, but there was
            no budding Allie Reynolds on the mound. Instead of throwing a fastball, curve, or knuckler, the pitcher had to bounce the
            ball in front of the plate and one-hop it to the batter. There was no umpire, so there were no called balls and strikes—but
            a swing and a miss was a strike, and three strikes made you history. The rest of the rules remained normal except that a ground-rule
            double was called when you "fendered the ball." This meant you had bounced the tennis ball up over a tire and wedged it between
            the mud and metal on the underside of a fender. Usually it took some twisting and grunting for the fielder to get it the hell out of there—so while this was going on, you were held to a "ground-rule double" at the burlap bag. It made perfect
            sense to us, though to baseball purists we were probably considered both heretical and demented—but purists played on grass,
            and the closest suitable grass was in Central Park. It might as well have been in Poughkeepsie.
         

         
         
         
         
         Sidney was totally engrossed in a noisy craps game being played at the bottom of the steps by three members of my crew: Dominick
            "Boychick" Delfina, Benny Veal, and Attillio "Stuff" Maserelli. Like me, they were all wearing chinos, T-shirts, and sneakers.
            At nine o'clock it was already ninety degrees, but Sidney was wearing a sweater over a long-sleeved, open-necked white shirt,
            well-pressed tan corduroy trousers, brown brogans, and his perennial yarmulke. If he had added a tie, he would be dressed
            for church, which, as it turned out, he was. He'd just returned from shul. His hand was resting on a stack of four books bound
            by a piece of clothesline. The shooters didn't notice me coming out of the building, but Sidney did. He looked up, timidly
            raised his hand, and said, "Hi."
         

         
         
         
         
         I looked down, my eyes narrowing automatically, and said, "How're you doin' . . ."

         
         
         
         
         He seemed glad that I remembered him and said, "Fine," then added, "You?"

         
         
         
         
         "Okay," I said, and took out a pack of Lucky Strikes. I shook out a cigarette and indicated the sweater. "Aren't you hot?"
            I asked.
         

         
         
         
         
         Sidney shook his head. "Uh-uh. My doctor says I have thin blood."

         
         
         
         
         "Must be pure water," I commented, and lit a cigarette. I inhaled deeply, then shot a pair of smoke plumes through my nostrils.
            I nudged his books with my toe and asked, "What's with all the books?"
         

         
         
         
         
         Sidney picked up the stack and held it out. "They're from the library. I'm taking them back."

         
         
         
         
         "Oh," I said. Trafficking in library books was a foreign concept to me. I looked back down at the craps game.

         
         
         
         
         Benny had just rolled the dice, and the point was eight. "Eight! Eight, the point!" he exclaimed in an intentionally clipped
            street accent. He threw down a five-dollar bill and added, "An ol' Abe says yes!" As he shook the dice next to his ear, his
            ebony skin glowed with a light sheen of perspiration. Benny was black as a raven and faster than a finger snap. Boychick was
            convinced he could outrun a bullet.
         

         
         
         
         
         Stuff immediately threw down a dollar and said, "A buck on the hard eight." Stuff Maserelli was five feet five and had hit
            200 pounds by his fifteenth birthday. By his eighteenth, he was 240. He had a round, swarthy face, dark brown hair, and eyes
            to match. No neck, no waist, and strong as a sumo.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Yer covered," said Boychick, and he turned to Benny. "And I got yer fin." He slammed a single on top of Stuff's dollar and
            another five on top of Benny's five. Boychick was my number two. He got the name Boychick from his mother's Jewish family
            when he was a toddler. The moniker stuck, but the last time he'd seen the inside of a synagogue was when he was four. Everyone
            who met him was startled by his hatchet face and narrow-set black eyes. He had a hair-trigger temper and a pair of deadly
            fists that were making a name for him as an up-and-coming 146-pound welterweight.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Comin' out," howled Benny, and threw the dice.

         
         
         
         
         Stuff yelled, "Lemme see a pair a fours, baby!"

         
         
         
         
         "Bad bet," said Sidney.

         
         
         
         
         I looked down at him and said, "Huh?"

         
         
         
         
         "The hard eight. It's a bad bet," Sidney repeated with all the confidence of Arnie Rothstein, the world-class gambler who
            reportedly fixed the 1919 World Series.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was stunned. If anyone in my crew had made that observation, it would have been an obvious comment (anyone but Stuff, who
            was a notoriously bad crapshooter), but an emaciated kid in a yarmulke who read The Odyssey? No way.
         

         
         
         
         
         "You're right," I said, eyes narrowing again. "But how do you know?"

         
         
         
         
         Sidney got up, grabbed the stack of books by the end of the clothesline, and shrugged as if it were no big deal. "Hoyle. It's
            a book about all the games. Cards, dice, chess . . . I read it."
         

         
         
         
         
         I shook my head in disbelief. "And you remember the odds in a crap game?"

         
         
         
         
         "Uh-huh. It's really only math. Math is easy for me."

         
         
         
         
         I looked at the books and back to Sidney. If math was easy, what else was easy? My father had a lot of axioms. His favorite
            was "Knowledge is power." Suddenly my impression of Sidney changed: The kid knew shit. I was about to ask what the rest of
            the library books were about when Benny exhorted the dice with a bellow.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Five'n three, two'n six, come to papa!" He threw the ivories and rolled a five and three . . . . eight—the point. "Hallelujah
            big time!" Benny chortled. He swept up Stuff's five, and Boychick scooped up the singles. Benny looked up and spotted me at
            the top of the steps.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Hey, m'man, you like to donate to the cause before we head out?"

         
         
         
         
         Before I could answer, Stuff noticed Sidney. His eyebrows shot up and he asked, "Who's he?"

         
         
         
         
         "Uh . . . Sidney," I murmured. "Sidney Butcher. He just moved in across the hall."

         
         
         
         
         The three of them gave Sidney a desultory wave, and Boychick said, "I'm starvin' over here. Let's get some chow."

         
         
         
         
         "Right," I said. I turned back to Sidney and on an impulse asked, "You wanna come along? It's on the way to the library."

         
         
         
         
         "Really? I mean . . . sure!" He followed me down the steps and across the sidewalk, where I held up my hands in a I and called
            out, "Time." In the street, the pitcher relaxed, the batter lowered his broomstick, and the rest of the players waved deferentially
            as we crossed their playing field. This was our turf. On it we were kings, and to the even younger kids we were gods. Growing
            up, I'd often heard the Kitchen referred to as a ghetto. It wasn't—not to me and not to my crew. It sure as hell wasn't Sutton
            Place, but it was ours, it was home. I stepped back up on the curb and waved to the kids, and we all proceeded on our way.
         

         
         
         
         
         Our Saturday morning routine had been a tradition for us for as far back as I could remember—brunch at our favorite eatery
            on the corner of Eighth Avenue and Forty-first Street. We walked east on Thirty-sixth Street, turned north on Eighth Avenue,
            and passed the array of outdoor stands that lined both sides of the street. The stands stood in front of the stores and were
            packed with everything from fresh fruit to live chickens. Roll-down canvas awnings shielded the stands from the sun, and the
            air was alive with the fragrant aroma of freshly sprayed fruit and vegetables. The sidewalks were teeming with women who were
            picking, squeezing, and choosing the succulent ingredients that would make up elaborate weekend spreads—and then adding them
            to already overloaded shopping bags. The din of dozens of vendors hawking their wares was mixed with raucous haggling and
            punctuated by the relentless banging of metal bins that hung under round overhead scales.
         

         
         
         
         
         On the way past a particularly dazzling display of ruby red apples, Stuff's hand shot out and retrieved a sample. Even if
            the vendor had been watching, he probably would have missed it. Benny may have had the fastest legs in Hell's Kitchen, but
            Stuff had the fastest hands and nimblest fingers. Boychick loved to say he could strip off your shorts while you were still
            wearing your pants. Stuff bit noisily into his purloined prize and nodded approvingly while we discussed the moves and countermoves
            in The Asphalt Jungle, a movie we had seen the night before. It was about a robbery, and the crew in the movie had set up a million-dollar score
            with a "planner," a "boxman," a "driver," and "muscle." We all loved it because this was what we did. We planned robberies
            and carried them out. Not million-dollar ones—but it was the same concept. In John Huston's film noir, Sterling Hayden's plan
            didn't work. I thought Sterling and his crew made stupid mistakes, which was why they had failed. I figured I could've made
            it work. Boychick was dubious, but Benny, who thought I was a genius, agreed that I would have come up with a better plan.
            Stuff was noncommittal. He thought the best thing about the movie was the music—and a blonde who had a bit part, name of Marilyn
            Monroe. Through all the back-and-forth, Sidney tried desperately to follow the conversation, but it was obvious he might as
            well have been listening to a bunch of aliens.
         

         
         
         
         
         Eight blocks later, we arrived on the corner of Eighth Avenue and Forty-first Street opposite a huge construction site that
            would soon become the Port Authority Bus Terminal and walked up to Barney's Sabrett hot dog stand. Barney was a happy-go-lucky
            dwarf of uncertain age who sported a Hercule Poirot mustache, a goatee, and a face full of laugh lines. He'd been on the same
            corner for as long as anyone could remember and wore a chefs hat, a butcher's apron, and riding boots. His two-wheeled cart
            had a signature blue-and-yellow Sabrett umbrella, and he was standing on a three-legged stool high enough to let him oversee
            his culinary domain. As far as we were concerned, Barney had the best sauerkraut dogs in New York. Topped with relish, mustard,
            catsup, and onions, they were a gastronomic home run. Washed down with a chocolate Yoohoo, they were in the same league as
            sex.
         

         
         
         
         
         Waiting for us at the cart were two more members of my crew: "Red" O'Mara, a stoic, fair-skinned Irishman who thought any
            sentence containing more than six words was a dissertation, and "Bouncer" Camilli, a naive, well-meaning seventeen-year-old
            with sunken cheeks, a stutter, and a wispy body. We called him Bouncer because when he walked he kind of bounced along on
            the balls of his feet. He was my second cousin and part of the crew because I felt sorry for him. Red was in my crew because
            he was fearless, fiercely loyal, and had the instincts of a cobra. He had a habit of whittling wooden matchsticks with his
            switchblade knife—exactly what he was doing when we walked up.
         

         
         
         
         
         We all greeted Red and Bouncer, but Red just stared at Sidney with a bewildered look that silently asked, "What the hell is
            that?" The eternally affable Bouncer, probably sensing a kindred spirit, stepped forward and extended his hand. "B-Bouncer
            . . . ," he said, "B-Bouncer Camilli."
         

         
         
         
         
         Sidney took Bouncer's hand and shyly introduced himself.

         
         
         
         
         "I see y-you're wearin' a yarmy-lukey," said Bouncer, proud that he knew the name of Sidney's little black skullcap.

         
         
         
         
         "Yarmulke," Sidney corrected as gently as he could.

         
         
         
         
         Boychick, his attention span stretched by the polite exchange, clapped his hands together and said, "Enough already. Let's
            do it." He turned to Barney and fired off his order. "A dog with the works, extra kraut, and a Yoohoo."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Goin' along," chirped Benny.

         
         
         
         
         Red held up the hand with the switchblade and said, "Also."

         
         
         
         
         "Three with the works," Stuff said, "and two Yoohoos. Heavy on the kraut and onions, and don't spare the relish."

         
         
         
         
         I turned to Sidney and asked, "Sidney?"

         
         
         
         
         "Do they have cream soda?", he asked timidly.

         
         
         
         
         "A dog, a Yoohoo, and a cream soda," I told Barney, who acknowledged with a nod. I pulled a roll of bills out of my pocket,
            peeled off a twenty, and handed it to Barney as the last member of my crew arrived.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Little Louie" Antonio had light skin, was blue-eyed-handsome, and sported a Gable-like mustache. Little Louie wasn't actually
            little. He was six feet three inches tall and rail thin, but he had an older stepbrother who was also named Louie. The older
            stepbrother, who was five feet five, was called "Big Louie" because their father—the original Louie—was only five feet three.
            It got confusing only if you weren't from Hell's Kitchen. Louie greeted us all, then focused on Sidney. "What? A mascot?"
            he asked.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Sidney Butcher," I explained. "He's on his way to the library."

         
         
         
         
         "Oh," said Louie as if this made all the sense in the world. A born comic, Louie studied Sidney for a few seconds, then, failing
            to come up with one of his wisecracks, he stuck out his hand and settled for, "Hi, Sid."
         

         
         
         
         
         Sidney took the extended hand, but nothing came out of his mouth. From the moment he had laid eyes on Louie, he had been completely
            speechless. Louie was dressed in a three-piece suit, a cuff-linked shirt, a broad tie, and wingtip shoes, all black. He looked
            like George Raft—one of Louie's heroes, along with Humphrey Bogart, Jimmy Cagney, or anyone else who played a wiseguy. Louie
            could imitate them all flawlessly, and he used his Cagney impression when he turned back to Barney and ordered. He rocked
            forward on his toes and pointed both index fingers at the smiling dwarf. Then he pursed his lips and sneered, "I want yoo
            . . . to get for meee . . . nnnnh . . . one fully loaded dog . . . nnnh . . . with extra kraut and a Yoohooo . . ."
         

         
         
         
         
         Barney had heard it all before and he loved it, but he waved his arms in disapproval and chided, "What the hell are you still
            doing with these bums? I keep saying, 'Get an agent—take a shot,' you could make good bread with that act! What's the problem?
            What're you waiting for?"
         

         
         
         
         
         Louie chuckled and dropped his act. "All in time, Barney." He leaned back, painted the sky with his palm theatrically, and
            announced, "Someday you'll see my name in lights, baby."
         

         
         
         
         
         Sidney watched the exchange in complete fascination. Louie was standing in the sun, wearing an all-black outfit and not showing
            a drop of perspiration. Sidney looked up at me in awe and whispered, "He must have really thin blood. My doctor's never going to believe it."
         

         
         
         
         
         Barney delivered the order to our waiting hands, and we devoured his creations like characters in Oliver Twist. Sidney finished his cream soda, thanked me, said good-bye to all of us, and headed crosstown toward the New York Public Library
            on Fifth Avenue and Forty-second Street, happily swinging four books tied to the end of a clothesline. I shook my head and
            tried to figure out why the hell anybody would want to go to a library on Saturday morning.
         

         
         
         
         
         In four days I'd find out. In a week I'd be going with him.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER THREE

         
         
         
         
         THE SUMMER OF 195O was destined to produce three more heat waves, astounding revelations from the Kefauver committee
            on organized crime, and a parade down Broadway because trolley service in Buffalo ended. (Go figure.) Meanwhile, somewhere in a place called Korea, a war started. But on the Saturday that Sidney first joined
            us for lunch at our favorite Sabrett stand, the opening of the Brooklyn Battery Tunnel was the talk of the town, and Louie
            was excited because he'd read that a new musical about gamblers was coming to Broadway—and since all the gamblers we knew
            were Mob guys, the show was about us. They were calling it Guys and Dolls.

         
         
         
         
         Just before noon on Wednesday, the gang was waiting for me outside the tenement next to a 1941 Ford "woody" station wagon
            that belonged to Louie's father. A weak breeze had come up, but with the thermometer inching past ninety-three, all it did
            was taunt you. Everyone was wearing chinos, T-shirts, and sneakers—except Louie, who was in his standard black outfit. Stuff
            had made a run to Barney's and was carrying a pair of large bags that contained a dozen hot dogs and eight Yoohoos. We were
            about to leave for LaGuardia Airport to case a possible hit on its freight terminal. Stuff had computed the time factor and
            figured there was an outside chance we might have to skip lunch . . . unthinkable.
         

         
         
         
         
         During the prior three days, I hadn't seen Sidney on the street or on the fire escape. He'd had an asthma attack and his mother
            had been keeping him indoors, but just as I left the tenements, I spotted him shuffling along the street, tears streaming
            down his face. His yarmulke was gone, his clothes were disheveled, and his eyes were glued to the sidewalk. He was clutching
            a few books in his arms as if they were a lifeline. He didn't seem to notice us until I called out, "Sidney! What the hell
            happened?" I ran down the steps to meet him, the rest of the guys gathering behind me.
         

         
         
         
         
         Sidney stopped, looked up, and stammered, "I—I was on my way h-home from the 1-library . . . ," he said. He choked up, took
            out a handkerchief, and wiped his nose.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Sidney, for Christ's sake, relax. You sound like Bouncer. Just tell me what happened."

         
         
         
         
         He nodded, calmed down a bit, and took a deep breath. "They tried to take my books . . ."

         
         
         
         
         "They? Who, they?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         "They called me names and tried to take my books . . ."

         
         
         
         
         "Sidney—what'd they look like?"

         
         
         
         
         He shook his head. "I d-don't know. . . . There were three . . . I never saw them before . . ."

         
         
         
         
         "What'd they look like?" I repeated, starting to get frustrated.

         
         
         
         
         "They were older than me . . . and they pushed me down on the street . . . they kicked me when I wouldn't give them my books,
            so they stole my yarmulke."
         

         
         
         
         
         I grabbed him by his arms and yelled, "Goddammit, Sidney, what'd they look like?"

         
         
         
         
         His eyes seemed to focus and he said, "One was blond and a little bigger than you . . . and the other two looked like maybe
            they were brothers . . . the blond one had a gold tooth."
         

         
         
         
         
         The gold tooth cinched it. I knew who they were. The blond with the gold tooth had to be Nick Colucci. He led the Rattlers,
            a street gang from Chelsea, and the two guys who looked like brothers were probably the Russomanos, two of his crew. To confirm
            it, I said, "The blond had a scarred chin."
         

         
         
         
         
         Sidney thought for a second and then nodded. "He was the one who kept calling me names and stole my yarmulke . . ."

         
         
         
         
         I felt the rage well up and balled my fists. Here was a kid who read Homer, could quote the odds in a craps game, and spent
            Saturday in the library. He was small, weak, obviously sick—he'd probably walk around an ant—but the bastards had beat him
            up. Clenching my teeth, I said, "Sidney, here's what I want you to do . . . Go upstairs and forget about this. The guys who
            pushed you around are punks. I'll deal with them and get your yarmulke back. It'll never happen again . . . I promise."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Okay, Vinny. But I don't want you to get into trouble because of me . . . I mean, you don't have to—you hardly know me."

         
         
         
         
         "I know you . . . leave it at that. Now go upstairs and forget about this."

         
         
         
         
         He stared at me for several seconds and nodded, the corners of his mouth curving up in the barest trace of a smile. " 'Kay,"
            he murmured, and walked up the tenement steps.
         

         
         
         
         
         I turned to the guys and said, "Red and Benny, you're with me. We're goin' huntin' . . . The rest of you go back to Benny's
            and wait for us. When we get back we'll go to LaGuardia."
         

         
         
         
         
         Boychick's eyes narrowed. He couldn't believe it. "You serious?"

         
         
         
         
         "I'm serious."

         
         
         
         
         "You thinkin' 'bout messin' up Colucci?" Benny asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Maybe. It's up to him."

         
         
         
         
         Louie glanced up the steps as Sidney disappeared through the door and said, "I don't get it."

         
         
         
         
         "What?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         Louie held out his hands, palms up. "Like he said, you hardly know him."

         
         
         
         
         Stuff shook his head. "I don't get it, either," he said.

         
         
         
         
         I could see that they were all baffled. Why the hell would I want to go to war with Colucci's Rattlers over a scrawny kid
            in a yarmulke I'd just met? Everyone except Red was looking for a reason. Red had absolutely no sympathetic feelings for Sidney—he
            simply relished the thought of a fight. Violence was in his nature. He smiled and spoke his first and only words: "I love
            it."
         

         
         
         
         
         Benny shook his head knowingly. When he looked back at me, he shrugged in a way that said, "If that's what you want." Red,
            Benny, and I turned and headed downtown. Boychick stood on the steps with Stuff, Louie, and Bouncer. He still couldn't believe
            what I was doing. "He hardly knows the kid!" he exclaimed. Stuff and Louie nodded in agreement.
         

         
         
         
         
         Bouncer said, "I k-kinda 1-like him."

         
         
         
         
         The other three looked at him as if he had just grown antlers.

         
         
         
         
         Though we were bitter rivals with Colucci and his gang, and attached to different families—they belonged to the Luciano family;
            we were with the Mangano family—we occasionally did business with each other. So I knew they belonged to a social club in
            Chelsea off Tenth Avenue and Seventeenth Street and usually had lunch at the hoagie shop next door. The three of us grabbed
            a cab and hopped out a block away on Eighteenth. I wanted time to check out the place while we strolled down to the shop.
            It had a small outdoor patio with several awning tables and a draft beer setup that was the talk of the neighborhood: a row
            of eight taps on a short portable bar that dispensed lagers from around the world. All of the tables were full, and there
            was quite a bit of foot traffic because of the lunch hour. Colucci and the Russomanos were seated at an outdoor table, eating
            huge hoagies and sucking up oversize schooners of draft beer. The Russomanos were a pair of sneaky-quick brothers with ferretlike
            faces and pencil-thin mustaches who thought they were tougher than they were. Their hobby of choice was setting cats on fire.
            Their table was next to the sidewalk, but they didn't see us until we were right on top of them. When he saw me staring down
            at him, Nick's eyes widened, confusion spreading across his face.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Enjoying your lunch?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         Nick slowly put down his sandwich and glanced over my shoulder at Benny and Red. He was too street smart to think this was
            about lunch.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Yeah," he said, "why?"

         
         
         
         
         "Because the kid you beat up this morning ain't enjoying his."

         
         
         
         
         "I'm all choked up. What's it to ya?"

         
         
         
         
         "He's a friend of mine."

         
         
         
         
         "Since when you like Jews?" he scoffed.

         
         
         
         
         "This one? About four days," I said.

         
         
         
         
         Nick's father was Sicilian, but he had been killed when Nick was an infant, and his mother had moved in with her older brother,
            Fred Heinkle. She never remarried, and the Heinkle family had raised Nick. His mother as well as the entire family was first-generation
            German, and they were all fiercely pro-Nazi—before, during, and after World War II. The Heinkles were the only family Nick
            Colucci had ever known, and he was poisoned by their prejudices.
         

         
         
         
         
         "What's yer point?" he asked.

         
         
         
         
         "You stole his yarmulke. I want it back."

         
         
         
         
         "Yer shittin' me!" Nick said in total disbelief.

         
         
         
         
         I shook my head. "You can either give it to me or I can take it. Your call."

         
         
         
         
         Nick stared at me for a few seconds and then at Benny and Red. He was weighing his options—"Get up or give in." He shot a
            look at the Russomanos, who had put down their hoagies and were leaning forward. Their beady eyes were dancing in their sockets,
            and their thin mustaches were twitching. Never had they looked more like ferrets. Nick looked back at me, and I could almost
            hear the wheels grinding in his head. The fight would be three against three . . . even. Nick didn't like even, he liked uneven—two
            or three to one was perfect. His shifty eyes darted around the crowded patio, and he must have realized that most of the customers
            were from the neighborhood. He knew them, and more important, they knew him. If he made a move and we took him down, he would lose face—something no crew leader could afford. As the tension in his eyes
            faded, I knew I'd won. He wasn't going to take the chance of being embarrassed over some "Jew-boy's fucking skullcap." It
            was what I'd figured, and the reason I'd chosen to confront him where it was crowded and he was well-known.
         

         
         
         
         
         With an unpleasant grin he said, "Okay, pal . . . you can have it." He reached into his back pocket, pulled out the yarmulke,
            and handed it to me.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Thanks, Nick . . . it's always a pleasure," I said, smiling down at him.

         
         
         
         
         "Yer gonna live to regret this, Vesta."

         
         
         
         
         "I look forward to it. In the meantime, if the Jew we're talkin' about ever comes back without his yarmulke again, first I'm
            gonna send you a very nice wheelchair—and then I'm gonna make sure you need it."
         

         
         
         
         
         We took a cab back to my tenement, and I told Benny and Red to wait while I went upstairs. I knocked on Sidney's door. When
            he answered it, I held out the yarmulke. He stared at it in awe but didn't reach out to take it.
         

         
         
         
         
         I pushed it toward him and said, "Take it. With the stealer's compliments. He said to tell you he's no longer interested in
            yarmulkes. It was a phase he was going through, and he said he's sorry."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Wow," Sidney said.

         
         
         
         
         "Please—take it . . . and then tell me why the hell you'd take a beating rather than give up a few library books."

         
         
         
         
         He took the yarmulke and said, "They're books . . . books are important. My pop says they're the most important thing in the
            world. Everything that anybody ever learned is in them. My rabbi says so, too."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Sidney, lemme explain something to you. This ain't Queens—it's the Kitchen. Here there's principle and there's practical.
            Principle may say to do the right thing, but practical says it could be the last thing you ever do. So I want you to think practical . . . okay?"
         

         
         
         
         
         He nodded reluctantly. "Okay."

         
         
         
         
         "Good. Go finish your books."

         
         
         
         
         "You want to see them?"

         
         
         
         
         "I gotta go meet the guys."

         
         
         
         
         "Maybe later?"

         
         
         
         
         At that moment, he looked so frail and needy that I couldn't shut him down, so I sighed and said, "Maybe later."

         
         
         
         
         He broke into an incandescent grin, and I hurried back down the stairs. Benny and Red were waiting, and we turned north toward
            Benny Veal's latest pad, which was the basement-floor apartment of an old brownstone on West Thirty-seventh Street between
            Ninth and Tenth avenues.
         

         
         
         
         
         In a typical arrangement, a short flight of stairs led to a doorway below sidewalk level, with three windows flanking the
            door. One half of the large front room was a seating area with overstuffed chairs, a pair of facing couches, and a coffee
            table made out of an old oak door. In the right front corner next to the windows, a heavy punching bag was suspended next
            to a speed bag. A deer horn chandelier hung overhead, throw rugs were positioned around the floor, and posters from gangster
            films decorated the walls. The back half of the room contained a player piano and an antique pool table. It was comfortable,
            and it doubled as our hangout.
         

         
         
         
         
         Benny was probably eighteen or nineteen years old, but he didn't know for sure because he never had a birth certificate. He
            was an unwanted Depression baby born in the back room of a Harlem speakeasy, where his mother sang and his father was a bartender.
            During World War II, his father was drafted, and on D-Day he was in the first wave of landings on Omaha Beach. He was badly
            wounded, and when Benny's mother found out he was also severely shell-shocked, she divorced him. A month later she gave Benny
            to the state. Five years later, in the summer of 1950, his father was still a mentally incapacitated vet confined to a VA
            Hospital and his mother was a drugged-out singer in one of Harlem's lesser nightclubs. He knew who his parents were, but obviously
            neither one could tell him exactly when he was born. He was shuffled between relatives and Juvenile Hall as he grew up, then
            dropped out of high school and hit the streets when he was sixteen. I'd met him a few years earlier—recognized a street-smart,
            natural athlete—and made him a member of my crew.
         

         
         
         
         
         When we got to Benny's, I noticed Louie's father's station wagon parked out front and saw Stuff coming from the opposite direction
            with Angie, his basset hound, at his side. We walked in together, and I went to the phone to call my father's office. He was
            due back from Las Vegas and I wanted to see if he'd returned. The player piano was banging out "Mr. Sandman."
         

         
         
         
         
         Boychick was at the pool table, Bouncer and Louie were plopped on the couch—Bouncer reading a comic book and Louie perusing
            Screen magazine. As usual, Louie was dressed in his all-black outfit, and although he had taken off his jacket, his shirtsleeves
            were buttoned, his tie was cinched up tight, and his trousers held knife-edge creases. He looked up from his magazine, grimacing
            when he saw the basset hound at Stuff's heels. He held out his hand, but it didn't do any good. Without hesitation the mutt
            jumped up next to Louie and dropped her head on his lap. Louie yelped, bolted off the couch, and swiped his pants. Angie stayed
            on the couch.
         

         
         
         
         
         "The mutt stinks! Don't you ever wash it?" Louie barked. Stuff shrugged. "Angie don't like water."

         
         
         
         
         Bouncer petted Angie and asked, "So how c-come Angie ain't got f-fleas if you never wash her?"

         
         
         
         
         "That's why she ain't got fleas," Stuff replied. "Fleas love water."

         
         
         
         
         "Who the hell told you that?" asked Louie.

         
         
         
         
         "Has she got fleas?"

         
         
         
         
         "No."

         
         
         
         
         "See?"

         
         
         
         
         The logic was irrefutable. Stuff went to the player piano, switched it off, and started ripping through an up-tempo rendition
            of Ellington's "Satin Doll." Stuff's musical talent was as big as his body. It never ceased to amaze us, because he'd never
            taken more than a few lessons while he was in grade school—but if he heard it, he could play it. If he'd been born anywhere
            in mid-America, his family would be preparing him for a scholarship to a conservatory, maybe even to Juilliard. I dialed the
            phone as Boychick put up his pool cue and called out: "Benny, spot me a sec."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Right," said Benny, and went over to stand behind the heavy bag. He held it as Boychick unleashed a set of combinations.

         
         
         
         
         "Gonna be fight in' more'n more now summer's comin'," said Benny.

         
         
         
         
         "Yeah. They got me set for a smoker or two up in Harlem. Maybe more."

         
         
         
         
         "Don't matter. Gonna kill 'em all."

         
         
         
         
         "Naturally," said Boychick.

         
         
         
         
         "How 'bout me for corner man?"

         
         
         
         
         I heard the request as I hung up the phone and saw that Boychick had stopped punching. He looked a bit taken aback by the
            request and studied Benny for a beat to be sure it wasn't a joke.
         

         
         
         
         
         "You think you can handle it?"

         
         
         
         
         "Sure," said Benny. "Watched all your fights. Saw what they do, and I listen. Can't be no cut man or nothin' yet, but I could
            be your corner man."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Why?"

         
         
         
         
         "Jus' think in'," said Benny.

         
         
         
         
         "What?"

         
         
         
         
         Benny said, "At some point we best have some kinda legit thing goin', even if onny to cover where our money comes from. When
            you was a kid you did real good in the Golden Gloves. Now you doin' good fightin' smokers. Startin' to make some noise."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Yeah . . . ?" said Boychick, having no idea where this was going.

         
         
         
         
         "Pretty soon managers gonna be all over you. They handle you right, you got a shot at the welterweight title. You gonna need
            trainers and workout guys. There I'm tops. I get to be one of them, okay?" He looked expectantly, waiting for an answer.
         

         
         
         
         
         We all thought that Benny was probably the best natural athlete we'd ever seen, and Boychick realized he could probably be
            a great trainer. It took less than two seconds for him to make a decision. He smiled, put his gloved hand on Benny's shoulder,
            and said, "Ya got it. When I get a manager, you're on the payroll. Permanent."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Okay, let's do it," I called out, and they all followed me back up the stairs.

         
         
         
         
         The seven of us piled into the old station wagon and drove out to LaGuardia Airport. We had heard through the grapevine that
            the cargo terminal at LaGuardia was pretty easy pickings, so I had decided to check it out. During our senior year in high
            school, we had been pulling two or three jobs a month, but with graduation behind us and the summer ahead, we figured we should
            be picking up the pace. The jobs were always carefully cased and planned, with a minimum of danger and an even smaller chance
            of getting caught. But the fact of the matter was, we pulled off only half the jobs I cased. I had been born with a genius
            for selecting targets, spotting their weaknesses, and then creating plans to knock them off. Some of the jobs, however, were
            either too big, too small, or too dicey for us, so I sold them to the other young crews on the West Side and earned us easy
            cash with little effort.
         

         
         
         
         
         The other crews, including the asshole Colucci's crew, loved the plans because they were always successful and reaped them
            a lot of money—as much as half of which was kicked upstairs to the bosses for the right to work in their various territories.
            This made the crew members "earners." A good earner got noticed by the bosses and was marked as a "comer." A comer could eventually
            get the opportunity to be "made," and when you were made, you were formally inducted into the family as a "soldier." That
            was the dream, the end of the rainbow, the pot of gold.
         

         
         
         
         
         When we got to LaGuardia, it didn't take me long to figure out that hitting the freight terminal was a bad idea. The terminal
            was wide open with no cover, had floodlights all over the place, six cameras, a ton of workers, and operated twenty-four hours
            a day. The airport was almost entirely surrounded on three sides by water, which meant there was only one way out—the way
            you came in. If you were spotted, you were trapped. I made a mental note of the layout—the fences, gates, guards, and security
            cameras—then told Louie to take us home. We dropped off Red, Benny, and Bouncer first, then pulled up in front of my building
            at six o'clock.
         

         
         
         
         
         "What time you wanna meet?" asked Boychick.

         
         
         
         
         "The show's on at ten, so maybe we meet outside at nine-thirty."

         
         
         
         
         I got out of the car, leaned back into the passenger-side window, and said, "Suits and ties on everybody, and everybody looks
            sharp." I smiled and added, "We embarrass ourselves in any way and my ol' man will kill me—right before he kills you three."
         

         
         
         
         
         Boychick laughed and gave me a slap on the back, and Louie drove off.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER FOUR

         
         
         
         
         I WALKED INTO OUR building and was immediately assailed by the lingering scent of garlic from earlier dinners prepared
            by the predominantly Italian tenants. I climbed the four flights of stairs, inhaled the powerful aroma that was the building's
            permanent perfume, and entered our right-front "railroad flat." It was one of four apartments on each floor—two in front,
            two in back. Long and narrow, it consisted of a living room in front, a kitchen-dining area in the middle, and a short hall
            that led to two bedrooms and a bath. Many of the tenements in the area had one common bath at the end of their hallways, but
            the flats in our building had private baths in each of them. We affectionately called them "luxury dumps."
         

         
         
         
         
         I could tell by the simmering coffeepot on the stove that my mother had left to help out with bingo night at our church and
            my father hadn't returned yet. There was a note on the table.


         

         
         
         
         
         Gino and Vincenzo, 

         
         
         
         
         If you're hungry, heat the pasta.

         
         
         
         
         There's also salami and I got fresh bread.

         
         
         
         
         You can make a sandwich.

         
         
         
         
         M.



         
         
         
         
         If my mother wrote the same note to both my father and me, she always signed it "M." "M." could either be Mama or Mickey (short
            for Michelena). This, she thought, would avoid confusion. My mother hated confusion.
         

         
         
         
         
         I walked across the nicely furnished living room, where a pair of wing chairs with matching end tables faced a couch and Queen
            Anne coffee table. The group sat on a large Oriental rug in front of a fake fireplace, and on the wall opposite the fireplace
            there was a drop-leaf table flanked by side chairs—the side chairs were also Queen Anne. My mother loved Queen Anne, but my
            father thought it was too feminine for the tenement, so they compromised by making the wing chairs leather. I was pretty sure
            that neither of them thought it really worked, but I was too smart to get into it.
         

         
         
         
         
         Our front living room window was open, but it didn't help. The room was stifling. There was no breeze, the temperature still
            hovered in the low nineties, and the air smelled of asphalt. I thought Sidney might be outside on his fire escape, so I leaned
            out the window and looked for him. Somewhere behind the warren of windows a baby was crying, and four stories below I saw
            a street-cleaning truck go by, but Sidney's fire escape was empty. A door opened and closed behind me. I ducked back inside
            and went into the kitchen. Standing at the kitchen table reading the note was my father, Gino.
         

         
         
         
         
         He was six feet two inches tall, weighed 225 pounds, and very little of it was fat. He had raven eyes, a square jaw, and the
            arrow-straight nose that I had inherited. The combination gave him a dangerous, darkly handsome appearance. He was born in
            Sicily at the turn of the century and arrived at Ellis Island in 1928. Shortly thereafter he became a member of the Vincent
            Mangano family, one of New York's original five crime families. His mentor was Albert Anastasia, Mangano's underboss and probably
            the most violent killer in Mob history.
         

         
         
         
         
         I greeted him with a warm, "Hi, Pop."

         
         
         
         
         He was wearing a conservative suit, shirt, and tie, topped by a snap-brim hat. Except for his white shirt, the entire outfit
            was in complementary shades of tan. His wingtip shoes were the color of cocoa, and as always he looked sharp. He smiled at
            the note, looked up, removed his hat, and took off his suit coat. There was a .45 automatic in a shoulder holster under his
            left arm. He put the coat and hat on a chair and said, "Vincenzo—you hungry?" His voice was baritone, mellow, and moderately
            accented.
         

         
         
         
         
         I shook my head and took a bottle of milk out of the fridge. "Uh-uh," I said. There was a set of mugs lined up in front of
            the round compressor on top of our old Kelvinator refrigerator, and I retrieved a pair. "How was your trip?"
         

         
         
         
         
         My father sat at the table and said, "Las Vegas is hotter than New York. How people live there is a mystery."

         
         
         
         
         "How was the Desert Inn?" I knew it had opened in April and was the reason for his trip.

         
         
         
         
         "Loud," he said, and pointed to his ear and his eye. "Here and here."

         
         
         
         
         "What do you think?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         He paused and then, in a gesture that was his trademark, thoughtfully caressed the side of his nose with his index finger.
            "The families think Vegas is the new golden goose." He shrugged and said, "Possible," then changed the subject. "And you?"
         

         
         
         
         
         I poured coffee in the two mugs and said, "We cased LaGuardia's freight terminal today."

         
         
         
         
         "Anything?"

         
         
         
         
         I shook my head. "Too tight. We'd need an inside man—which we don't have."

         
         
         
         
         He sipped his coffee. "Smart," he said, and removed a small white envelope from his shirt pocket. He handed it to me and said,
            "Enjoy."
         

         
         
         
         
         As promised, my father had arranged for tickets to see Tony Bennett, our favorite singer, at the world-famous Copacabana on
            East Sixtieth Street. The Copa was a Mob-owned club, and my father was close to one of the silent partners, Frank Costello.
            That—added to the fact that Little Louie's father, the original Louis Antonio, was the maitre d'— guaranteed us reservations
            and a prime table. There were just four tickets in the envelope, but Bouncer was still underage at seventeen, Benny couldn't
            get in because he was black, and Red wouldn't put on a suit for the pope. It would be Boychick, Louie, Stuff, and me.
         

         
         
         
         
         I smiled gratefully and said, "Thanks, Pop. The guys've been patzo ever since I dropped it on 'em."
         

         
         
         
         
         A moment later Angelo Maserelli came out of the hallway, zipping up his fly.

         
         
         
         
         Angelo was the underboss of my father's crew, and he ran a stretch of the West Side docks for him. At five feet six and 260
            pounds, he looked like a fireplug with a head: forty-eight inches around—chest, waist, and hips. His dark gray suit jacket
            was draped over his arm, and he was wearing an unbuttoned vest over a white-on-white shirt. A leather holster with a .45 automatic
            was jammed between his spine and his belt, his tie was loose, and the top button of his shirt was undone, but the collar still
            seemed to be choking him. Angelo looked like Stuff's father—and he was. He was married to a fiercely religious Catholic who
            went to Mass every day and Rosary Society every Thursday night, never ate meat on Friday, and was damn near as big as he was.
            Angelo never went to church, didn't own a rosary, and ate whatever he wanted. He was an atheist married to a saint.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Hey, kid," Angelo said as he buttoned his vest and put on his jacket. "What's up?"

         
         
         
         
         I shrugged and said, "A bust-out on LaGuardia, but we've got a line on a possible liquor truck heist."

         
         
         
         
         "What's the setup?"

         
         
         
         
         "We're still workin' on it."

         
         
         
         
         Angelo looked at my father and smiled. "The kid's got a tight lip. That's good. What time you wanna be picked up?"

         
         
         
         
         "Eight-thirty is good," he said.

         
         
         
         
         "See ya then . . ." Angelo opened the door and grinned at me. "Take care, tight lips. Enjoy Tony." He waved and left.

         
         
         
         
         My father asked, "Anything else since I've been gone?"

         
         
         
         
         "Yeah, I met the kid next door."

         
         
         
         
         "The Butchers' son . . . Sidney."

         
         
         
         
         That stopped me cold. "How do you know him?" I asked.

         
         
         
         
         He shook his head. "I don't. When I heard the apartment had been rented, I had them checked out. The man's a tailor. Honest.
            A good man. The son is in bad health, no?"
         

         
         
         
         
         "Yeah. But he's a good kid. Smart. I like him."

         
         
         
         
         "Try not to be a bad influence."

         
         
         
         
         "No problem."

         
         
         
         
         "Bene. Grazie . . . " He finished his coffee, we both got up, gave each other an abbraccio, and I went to change my clothes.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER FIVE

         
         
         
         
         AT NINE - THIRTY, we made our way through the usual crowd lined up outside the Copa. The entrance was cordoned off by
            a dozen brass stanchions linked together by red, velvet-covered chains, but when the bouncer out front spotted us, he immediately
            waved us to the head of the line and ushered us through the door. As soon as we were in the entry way, Louie's father left
            his maitre d's station and came over to greet us.
         

         
         
         
         
         Louis Antonio was five feet three inches tall, with a pencil-thin mustache and shiny, slicked-back hair. He reminded me of
            an Italian Adolphe Menjou. He was the maitre d' at the Copa, but he also ran a "book" on the side, and while not really a
            member of my father's crew, he was a close associate.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Gentlemen," he said graciously with a slight bow.

         
         
         
         
         "Hi, Pop," said Louie, towering over his father.

         
         
         
         
         "No 'Pop,'" Louis scolded. "Dignity!"

         
         
         
         
         "Right," Louie said apologetically.

         
         
         
         
         He smiled and looked at us. "Hello, boys."

         
         
         
         
         I smiled back and said playfully, "Men . . . accuracy."

         
         
         
         
         Louis laughed and said, "Point taken." He waved us toward the tables.

         
         
         
         
         The club was packed, but since it was a weeknight the crowd was mostly tourists, businessmen, or conventioneers. Louie and
            I had been to the Copa on many occasions with our fathers, but it was the first time Boychick and Stuff had been there, and
            their eyes swept the room in amazement as we made our way to a ringside table.
         

         
         
         
         
         We sat, and Louis snapped his fingers. A waiter immediately rushed over, and Louis said, "Take very good care of them and
            bring me the check. These"—he glanced at us and smiled—"men—are friends of mine."
         

         
         
         
         
         Feeling mature, we decided against our usual beers: I ordered a Scotch and soda, Boychick ordered "two," and Louie politely
            requested a bourbon and branch water, something he had picked up in a Bogart movie. Stuff ordered cognac because he thought
            it was dignified. A few minutes later the waiter returned with our order, and we toasted each other and drank. Boychick, Louie,
            and I sipped our drinks and nodded approvingly, but Stuff, who had never heard of sipping anything, tossed his down and almost
            choked.
         

         
         
         
         
         A minute later the lights dimmed—we heard a drumroll, and the orchestra began the first few bars of "Because of You," Tony's
            first million-record seller. The audience exploded into a chorus of cheers, whistles, and applause, and a backstage announcer
            thundered out, "Ladies and gentlemen, Tony Bennett!" It didn't seem possible, but the ovation got even louder as Tony walked
            onto the stage, picked up the mike, and bowed. When the audience finally began to quiet down, the orchestra returned to the
            top of "Because of You," and Tony started singing. Everyone was mesmerized for the next hour and a half.
         

         
         
         
         
         After the show ended, I got up and headed backstage. My father had arranged for me to meet Tony. He knew how crowded the dressing
            room would be, so the plan was for me to go back alone and get autographs for the rest of the gang. As he predicted, the dressing
            room was packed with friends and celebrities, but Tony was very gracious and we chatted amiably while he signed seven photos
            for my crew and me.
         

         
         
         
         
         I came out starry-eyed, ogling the photos, when I rounded the corner of a backstage hallway and collided head-on with a girl
            coming the other way. The collision sent us both to the floor like a pair of string-cut puppets. After a few awkward apologies,
            we grinned, untangled, and got up. There wasn't much light backstage, but there was no mistaking the fact that she was a knockout:
            candy apple lips, cascading honey blond hair, and ice blue eyes that were damn near level with mine. She was tall—showgirl
            tall—and I had been a sucker for showgirl types since the first time I had discovered Billy Minsky's Burlesque House. But
            this girl was light-years ahead of anything I'd ever seen on Billy's stage. I recognized her skimpy outfit with the plunging
            neckline, black fishnet stockings, and stiletto heels. Hatcheck girl, I thought, somewhere in her mid- to late twenties. Suddenly
            I realized that she was staring at me. I thought she might be sizing me up—maybe even trying to figure out how old / was—and became self-conscious about my age.
            I hoped she was just trying to figure out what I was doing backstage. She broke the silence with an incredibly sultry smile,
            suggesting she liked what she saw, and said, "Nice bumping into you."
         

         
         
         
         
         I managed a stilted, "Ah . . . me too," as she walked away to begin her nine-p.m.-to-four-a.m. shift. I wasn't sure how long
            it had taken her to perfect that walk, but the end more than justified the means.
         

         
         
         
         
         Just as she disappeared through the door at the end of the hall, I noticed a shiny object on the floor and bent to pick it
            up. It was a Ronson cigarette lighter inscribed "T.D.," and she must have lost it in the collision. It took me ten minutes
            to find out that "T.D." stood for Terry Dvorak and another ten for me to get her address from Louis Antonio: Seventy-sixth
            Street off Lexington—the Upper East Side. Impressive . . . and a universe away from Hell's Kitchen.
         

         
         
         
         
         It was only eleven-thirty when we left the Copa, and since we were dressed for a night on the town, the four of us headed
            for Bop City to catch Billy Eckstine, went on to Birdland to hear Dizzy Gillespie blow the lacquer off his skyward-bent trumpet,
            then headed home.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         My apartment felt like a pizza oven when I walked in at two-fifteen. I stripped to my shorts, climbed out onto the fire escape,
            and settled onto the mattress. Sidney was sitting on his adjacent fire escape, again reading a book by flashlight. The huge
            volume rested against his thighs, and he was wearing the same outfit he had worn the first time I had seen him: pajamas and
            a yarmulke.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Hi, Vinny," he said as soon as I was comfortably seated with my back against the wall.

         
         
         
         
         I leaned toward the iron sidebars and said, "You're still up? It's after two."

         
         
         
         
         "I know. I've been waiting for you . . . this afternoon you said you might want to see my books later."

         
         
         
         
         "Yeah, but—"

         
         
         
         
         "My pop bought me a new book today," he said excitedly. "It's really good!"

         
         
         
         
         "Sidney, you're either gonna go blind from readin' in the dark or broke from buy in' flashlight batteries."

         
         
         
         
         Sidney ignored the comment and said, "It's about the Renaissance."

         
         
         
         
         "Yeah?"

         
         
         
         
         He leaned toward me conspiratorially and said, "It's got lots of nude pictures."

         
         
         
         
         "No kiddin'," I said, a bit more interested. "Lemme see."

         
         
         
         
         Sidney switched on his flashlight and held out the volume. It might have been new to him, but it was a very old book. About
            fifteen by twelve inches and two inches thick, it had the battered remains of a leather cover, and I could still make out
            the faded gold tooling that had once made it an expensive buy.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Pop got it from his friend at the bookstore on Second Avenue," Sidney explained. "It cost a whole dollar, but his friend
            gave him ten cents off because they belong to the same temple." He opened it to a two-page spread of the Sistine ceiling and
            announced proudly, "Michelangelo!"
         

         
         
         
         
         "Incredible," I murmured, awestruck. "My old man said he saw it once. Said it took Michelangelo years."

         
         
         
         
         Sidney nodded as his flashlight flickered. His latest set of batteries was about to fade, and he closed the book. "If you
            want, tomorrow I could show you more—and maybe later you could come to the library with me."
         

         
         
         
         
         He sounded so hopeful, I was forced to think about it. There was no question the kid fascinated me, and no question he might
            prove useful in the future. Besides that, I couldn't help liking the little guy. He was kind of like a stray puppy you find
            in the street and can't bring yourself to abandon. What the hell, I thought. "I'm gonna be busy tomorrow," I said. "But .
            . . maybe Friday."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Really!"

         
         
         
         
         "Really," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "Wow! When?"

         
         
         
         
         "I dunno . . . in the morning. Ten or eleven o'clock. Now get some sleep." I rolled over on my side and closed my eyes.

         
         
         
         
         A few moments later he said, "Vinny . . . ?"

         
         
         
         
         "Yeah . . ."

         
         
         
         
         "Thanks for getting my yarmulke."

         
         
         
         
         "No problem."

         
         
         
         
         "Right . . . G'night, Vinny."

         
         
         
         
         "G'night, Sidney."

         
         
         
         
         That was the night I decided to go to the library with Sidney the first time—the night that changed everything.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER SIX

         
         
         
         
         THE NEXT AFTERNOON I was going on a mission, and I dressed to impress—gray gabardine slacks with a knife-edge crease,
            a black silk shirt, and spit-shined ebony loafers. I took a cab to the Upper East Side and showed up at Terry Dvorak's sixth-floor
            apartment at one p.m. with the lost lighter, ulterior motives, and high hopes. I knew she probably hadn't gotten to bed much
            before five in the morning, so I purposely allowed for eight hours' sleep before I pressed the button outside her door. I
            was surprised by a set of chimes that rang out the first eight notes of "Georgia on My Mind" and even more surprised when
            several seconds later the door opened. She was dressed in cobalt blue hip-hugging shorts, a white silk blouse, and tennis
            sneakers. If anything, she looked sexier than she had when wearing the fishnet stockings and stiletto heels. I had been practicing
            a few opening lines all morning, but they melted away when she scanned me from head to toe and flashed that sultry smile.
            The moment seemed suspended until she finally said, "Hi . . . " Her voice had a soft, lilting southern drawl that made "Hi"
            sound like "Hah." If I had closed my eyes, I could have been listening to Dinah Shore.
         

         
         
         
         
         At that moment the best reply I could come up with was a simple "Hi . . . " I feebly held out the cigarette lighter.

         
         
         
         
         She accepted it and said, "Thank you . . . I'd thought I'd lost it . . ."

         
         
         
         
         "It was in the hallway," I managed, and then added unnecessarily, "Where we fell."

         
         
         
         
         She chuckled at the memory and slipped the lighter into the back pocket of her shorts. Funny, I thought, she doesn't seem
            surprised to see me.
         

         
         
         
         
         "I was about to go out for a bite of breakfast," she said, then raised an eyebrow and added, "Care to join me?"

         
         
         
         
         "Sure," I said, unable to stop a million-dollar grin.

         
         
         
         
         "I'll get my purse," she said, and walked toward her bedroom. I looked around and saw that the apartment was a typical Upper
            East Side one-bedroom affair . . . roomy, beautifully furnished, and expensive. The color palette was black and white—sofa
            and chairs in black; ebony coffee, end, and side tables; white wall-to-wall carpeting that swallowed your shoes—and lots of
            mirrors. It could have been a set in the Thin Man movies, with William Powell and Myrna Loy sipping straight-up martinis out
            of crystal stemware. It was obvious the girl who lived here made serious money.
         

         
         
         
         
         She returned with her purse and took me to a small cafe on Third Avenue. Over a two-hour late breakfast we gently probed all
            the subjects that two people who are attracted to each other explore: backgrounds, feelings, thoughts, and ambitions. But
            through it all, our age difference never came up.
         

         
         
         
         
         I learned that she was a grocer's daughter from Brunswick, Georgia, and had hitched a ride into the Big Apple right out of
            high school. She wanted to be "on Broadway"—in anything. Musical, comedy, drama, revue, it didn't matter. Chorus line, showgirl,
            or walk-on—she'd do it. The parts had been far between and short-lived, but she had gotten a few, and when she did, she'd
            send a picture taken with the cast back to her hometown paper to prove that she'd "made it." During the long stretches between acting parts, she had been a model, a waitress, a salesgirl, and ultimately a hatcheck girl
            at the world-famous Copacabana, the job that finally paid off.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Copa was a Mob hangout, and the wiseguys loved to flash their bankrolls in front of the "three B's"—big, blond, and beautiful.
            Terry was all three, and at the age of twenty-nine she was at the height of her powers. I thought that she looked like Lana
            Turner, only taller—a lot taller—five feet nine without the spikes, and with them she topped six feet. She was formidable,
            but she said it was still all she could do to fend off the wandering fingers of the wiseguys who gleefully stuffed cash down
            the front of her costume's viciously plunging neckline.
         

         
         
         
         
         At one point I commented that Dvorak was a pretty unusual name. She laughed and told me that everyone she met asked her if
            she was related to the composer. She said it used to drive her crazy, so she finally looked him up and found out he was Czechoslovakian,
            his name was Anton, and he was famous. She chuckled and added that from then on, she told everyone they were distant cousins.
            It seemed that in Terry's small-town insular world, fame was as important as life—even if it was only the false, reflected
            fame of a nonexistent relative.
         

         
         
         
         
         We continued talking during a walk to Central Park and a stroll around the lake. At five o'clock we roamed through the zoo
            and split a giant pretzel with mustard from a food cart . . . magic.
         

         
         
         
         
         I took her home at six.

         
         
         
         
         She took me to bed at seven.

         
         
         
         
         More magic.

         
         
         
         
         By the time I was eighteen, I had been to bed with my share of girls, but this was a woman—a completely different animal .
            . . which was a pretty fair description of her sexual appetite. At eight o'clock we were still in bed, glistening with sweat
            from an intense round of what Terry called "party time"—but to me felt more like combat. The air-conditioning wasn't very
            efficient when the city topped ninety, and it was even less effective when challenged by the added heat of serious lust. I
            grabbed a handful of sheet and wiped my face.
         

         
         
         
         
         Terry laughed, brushed my cheek with her lips, and slipped out of bed. "I've got to dress for work, sugah."

         
         
         
         
         "Right," I said. "I'll move along."

         
         
         
         
         She went into the bathroom, and I heard her turn on the shower. I got up to get dressed, and by the time I finished, she came back out in a robe and walked me to the door.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Big day," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "Very big day," she agreed.

         
         
         
         
         I opened the door and said, "Tomorrow?"

         
         
         
         
         "Call me, sugah."

         
         
         
         
         "Right," I said.

         
         
         
         
         She leaned in and kissed me, and I saw that stunning smile for the third time. She winked, then closed the door. I thought
            I'd fallen through a time warp to paradise.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         I dropped by Benny's at nine and found him shooting pool with Red and Boychick. Bouncer had gone home, Louie was reading Photoplay, and Stuff was at the piano, thundering through Stan Kenton's "Artistry in Rhythm."
         

         
         
         
         
         Louie looked up when I walked in and asked, "Where ya been all day?"

         
         
         
         
         Stuff left the piano, and Benny, Red, and Boychick put up their pool cues and arrayed themselves around the sitting area.

         
         
         
         
         "I had to drop off the lighter I found last night."

         
         
         
         
         Louie cocked an eyebrow and said, "An all-day delivery? Where's this hatcheck live—in Buffalo?"

         
         
         
         
         "We went for a walk in the park," I said defensively. I was being protective, and they immediately became suspicious.

         
         
         
         
         "Yeah . . . so . . . ?" said Boychick, rotating his open hand, indicating he wanted me to continue.

         
         
         
         
         "And we had a bite to eat," I said with a shrug.

         
         
         
         
         "So . . . ," said Stuff, smiling expansively, "what we got is . . . a drop-off of a lighter, a walk in the park, and a bite
            to eat . . . for over eight hours with the sexiest hatcheck alive." He sniggered and looked at the guys.
         

         
         
         
         
         Louie pulled his lips back in a broad, full-toothed grin, forced his eyes wide open, and in a perfect imitation of Burt Lancaster
            said, "Stuff, my boy, you have a very dirty mind! Yessir, I say—a very dirty mind!"
         

         
         
         
         
         Benny looked at me admiringly and spat out, "I am impressed! And I ain't even seen the chippie!"

         
         
         
         
         "Okay, knock it off," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "That all ya got ta say?" Boychick objected.

         
         
         
         
         "No," I said. "I'm gonna grab a bite and hit the sack." I got up and walked out, leaving them suspecting more than they knew,
            but knowing that what they suspected was true.
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