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I BEGAN THIS JOURNEY at the age of seventeen, working on a short story for a writing elective in high school. Mrs Bachtel was one of those teachers I dreamt about, because she so easily connected with the teenage mess that was me. That’s not saying I was any more or less special than my peers. We were all a mess. It is what defines us as Gen Xers. Most importantly, Mrs Bachtel pushed me to get into an author’s head, dive into the stories we read and find the meaning behind a great novel, which is how I came to love Kurt Vonnegut and Slaughterhouse Five. Most importantly, she demanded I improve my craft and never lose my passion for writing after surprisingly choosing to head off to business school. In the Spring of 1992 I promised myself that the story about youth culture and racial tension within a parochial school would be expanded into a novel.

Fast forward a few score and seven years and I was living a life full of excuses by talking myself out of fulfilling that promise. Though never sitting down at a keyboard, I had written about 50% of the unnamed novel in my head, carrying it everywhere, adding to and tweaking it by allowing the world to shape the story. What brought it all together was after becoming a father, I had a burning desire to fill in the gaps of my family history and in particular the Italian immigrants that spent years battling Francisco Franco, Adolf Hitler and most importantly, Musollini and his fascist regime. Thanks to a cousin from Italy, who was equally curious, he found more than we dreamt possible, including information on a foiled plot to assassinate Hitler. We learned my grandfather was arrested four times for various antifascist activities.While proud of his courage, it was difficult seeing his first mugshot at 18, when he was so fresh and vibrant, with a handsome blonde crew cut, only at 25, his last mugshot, looking old, run down and with the receding hairline of a man 40 years his elder. It’s impossible to understand that level of stress; seeing a brother murdered, others in exile, on the run from fascists and communists and eventually hiding two young boys from the mayhem of war The research was conducted around the time I saw the Foo Fighters perform at Fenway Park on my birthday in 2015. When Dave Grohl laid into Best of You and belted out the line “It’s real, the pain you feel. Your trust, you must confess.” I knew what I had to do and the very next day I began typing the story you’re about to read.

Not too long after I wrapped up an early draft my daughter was diagnosed with cancer, which thrust me into a life altering adventure. Her story is another novel waiting to happen, but in order to usher her through an intense treatment regiment, required a personal change from me. I had to be more efficient with my words, delicate with my tone and ready to switch gears at a moment’s notice. With so much downtime within the walls of Boston Children’s Hospital, I became a stronger writer and leveraged those lost hours of sleep to create a piece of art that I can be confident enough to share. Maybe, if I’m lucky, Mrs Bachtel will read it. 

Cancer tought me to cherish each moment and to live in the present. Now, after four years of being in the weeds, I'm allowed to reflect on those times to grow. You'll find each chapter is led with a time stamp, specific to a day or broader period of time, like a season. Try reflecting on how your life looked then. What were the headlines dominating the news cycle? How was your fashion defined? Admit it, an oversized Champion sweatshirt was involved. Do you still think about your favorite teachers or coaches? Who were your favorite bands? Which ones changed your life? Who did you grow up wanting to be? Did you have dreams, goals, plans? Were you able to accomplish them? 

I also spent time creating playlists, because music is how I cope during times of triumph and tragedy. Music is the one constant that has dutifully remained by my side, or matter of factly, in my ears. Throughout this story you will encounter many references to music that tie into pop culture or certain eras of the 70s, 80s and 90s. Many of my life’s memories are time-stamped by particular songs. For example, I can tell you exactly where I was when I first heard Nirvana’s “Smells Like Teen Spirit” (My bedroom) or listened to Public Enemy’s “It Take A Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back” (The back of a school bus, heading to a baseball game) plus moments such as when a very young Mighty Mighty Bosstones were featured in ads for Converse and opened my eyes to the richness of the Boston music scene. I remember my first concert, EMF (Completely regrettable), which occurred during my senior year in high school, because my mother wouldn’t allow me to attend concerts prior to that, due to some horrible thing she envisioned occurring while I enjoyed a right of passage. Later, while gaining control of my own choices, I saw the venue Great Woods nearly burn down during Lollapalooza 2 and a riot break out at the Boston Garden during a Nine Inch Nails show—all memories emblazoned for a lifetime. 

With a large music collection of CDs and vinyl, well over 10K digital songs lingering on a hard drive and a monthly fee to a streaming service, it’s safe to say I have defined myself by various musical experiences. It is not only how I remember periods of my life, but specific individuals as well. My Mom introduced me to Neil Young. My dad, Bob Seger. My sister, Led Zeppelin. The first album I ever chose (a gift from my father), AC/DC’s Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap sits in a basket in my office.  

I noticed during a stretch of writing that I had been singing specific songs aloud or listening to tracks in-between sessions, while still encapsulated by the character development. Suddenly it hit me that their experiences within the story were being defined by these songs, some even written with a complimentary song very much in mind. 

The tracks mentioned within the story are meant to pull you further in. If you engage you’ll discover breadcrumbs that serve to foreshadow the mystery of the Serafini family and in some chapter, pay homage to their beloved city of Boston. Momo’s Playlist is designed to serve as a soundtrack to the story, offering a front row seat inside the creative process and allowing you, upon completion, to relive it in an entirely new way. Most readers put books down after first read, never to pick them up again, but it’s my intention, should you access the playlist, to flip the expectations of a book on its head and offer a deeper, more immersive, reading experience. Think of it as an amalgam of independently curated music brought together to tell a singular story—a new breed of concept album.

Find Momo’s Playlist, under the book title, at Amazon Music, Spotify, YouTube and Tidal.

Find me on Twitter: @MSGiro

Theme Song: I Wanna Be Adored - Stone Roses
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Holy Acrimony
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JULY 5, 1998

Pia Serafini shuffled unhurriedly across her bedroom towards the dresser in search of the earrings she received from her children twenty-six years prior for her 50th birthday. They pooled their funds to procure her favorite white pearls. She considered the studs lucky and only wore them when a delicate moment arose. It had been a while since one of those days surfaced, which induced a restlessness since her grandson, Momo, visited unexpectedly at an ungodly hour, bringing with him the news she had waited his lifetime to hear. Her choice to remain up all night baking didn’t help maintain clarity, leaving Pia unsure of what her future had in store, specifically if today would be met with the fate she had envisioned since she became a young mother during 1940s, war-stricken Italy.

By the time her phone rang at 7:00 Pia had been preparing for her departure. Undaunted, she maintained her morning routine and sat down at the small, circular, kitchen table that maintained its balance via an aging notepad under one leg. A cup of freshly percolated coffee and Stella D’oro Breakfast Treat took their place in front of her. Far from a religious woman, she said a prayer for Momo, wishing him safe passage and the conviction to make the right choices. 

As she exited her two-story walk-up, Pia placed a letter in the mailbox, before turning and speaking to the memories. “We knew today would come.” She murmured a little something and locked the door before heading towards Sherwood Court, a one-block journey to Shetland Street that would feel like an eternity in the shadow of the triple-deckers standing watch. 

Pia shuffled through the grimy city air and into the garage bay towards the cold, nondescript, office in the back of Dani’s, an auto repair shop around the corner in Roxbury, the once crown jewel of Boston neighborhoods that had worn down faster than the people who lived within its boundaries. Barely cracking 70 degrees, the rare July temperature matched a cold atmosphere inside. A sweater sat over her shoulders, which she grasped a little tighter while nervously moving past a customer waiting in a folding lawn chair for his service to be complete.  

At one point in its history their section of Roxbury, on either side of Clifton St, had been a flourishing Italian neighborhood, which relinquished its title decades later to the North End, a tourist haven adjacent to Boston’s more prestigious harborfront. With its diverse population of Germans, Latvians and Jews, all defined by the streets they resided, Roxbury evolved predominantly into a black community with transplants from the American south, Caribbean islands and Cape Verde. Lacking immunity from America’s struggle with change, the collective had been left behind to fend for itself, which is why Pia steadfastly remained part of the small village of familiar faces that fought to get there and refused to leave the only American neighborhood they knew. 

This walk had a painful familiarity with it. She had made it once before after her husband, Gianfranco, disappeared in a moment’s notice to alter the course of history, leaving behind two young boys to protect. While she had little control over his actions, this time a deluge of guilt had engulfed her as she bore the blame for what had happened to Momo. She could have prevented it years earlier, but in her unforgiving mind, it had to play out this way, choosing to cope with the fallout as she routinely had for decades.

Dani’s, with its unassuming and decaying brick facade, flaunting hauntingly dim overhead lights with a sense of pride, became a reflection of the souls that worked there, except Donato, a man who grew-up schoolboy classmates of her oldest son, Ercole. Donato would be a ray of sunshine who always offered a smile and warm embrace for Pia. Dani’s was named after Donato’s mother, a woman with a reputation in the neighborhood as the fixer. Though she didn’t know her way around cars, Dani would get the boys out of trouble with the cops, mend broken hearts or bring some necessary cheer via her famed buccellato, a raisin and anise cake from her hometown of Lucca. Dani passed ten years ago. That shrinking pocket of the Italian-American dream hadn’t been the same since.

Accompanied by a retreating 4’10’ frame and aided by a cane, Pia showed all 76 of her years. Long retired after 30 years of owning two bars, she still wore her kitchen dresses, accumulated by being the only cook the joints had ever seen. Though her purpose wasn’t there, Pia’s mind still lingered behind in the kitchen. Today’s visit was strictly business. A closet atheist, she had forgotten if the meeting had been God’s plan or hers.

“Ciao, Pia. How is my favorite lady this morning?” Donato peered up from under the hood of a white Lincoln Mark VIII. “What brings you here?” He knew the answer but played it as if her appearance came as a surprise. 

“Ciao, Prima. The old man, he ah call. Ask me to pay a visit,” she said in her hybrid accent that mixed one part broken English with a healthy serving of Boston’s unique dialect. Pia struggled to offer a grin without slowing the restricted pace afforded by her short, rotund, body. She nicknamed Donato, “Prima”, after the charismatic singer Louis Prima, who she saw a striking resemblance to in both features and personality. Prima always brought a smile to Pia’s face. Today was an exception.

“Pa’s in the back. I’m sure you know.”

“Of course.” 

Fausto, four years her senior, had become a long-time friend of the Serafini’s, having helped Gianfranco settle in America after being on the run from Mussolini's crumbling fascist regime. Fausto had been educated at Boston University before returning home, only to turn around and escape as Mussolini's grip on Italy began to take hold. A well-heeled and connected man, Fausto allowed Gianfranco to establish a life in Boston prior to sending for his family, who were lying in wait for a correspondence informing Pia that it was safe to join him. Fausto and Dani were Pia’s first friends in America. To this day she remained eternally loyal.

Pia let out a sigh as she opened the aged steel door with its dirt layered frosted glass panel. Her relationship with Fausto had taken the most dangerous of turns, which explained the lack of sleep figuring out how to navigate the murky waters ahead.

The grandmother of three reached into her purse. “I ahh made you some pizzelle. There’s a few extra in there to share with Prima.” She placed the beautiful cookies, reminiscent of an ice cream cone-shaped like a snowflake, on his desk before taking a seat on a wooden chair that looked as if it had been procured from the Boston Public Library a hundred years prior. The fresh hint of lemon wafting from the bag would be the only joyful character in that room. 

Fausto looked up from beneath a herringbone ascot cap and smiled, his thick accent long discarded decades prior in order to complete his transition to an American. “You never show up without food, no matter what. It’s why I love you, Pia.” 

“Oh you ahh love me for many more reasons than that, Fausto. We been friends a long time and I help you survive more than you can remembah. Don’t you ahh forget.” Her words were more than a reminiscing of the past, but rather a reminder of how she expected him to act in the immediate future.

“You’re right, but this time it’s not me who needs the help. We are in a real situation here, but this one’s on you, Pia. I don’t have an answer right now. Perhaps you already know what it is.”

“I say one thing, Fausto, that you probably won’t like. The boy, he’s far away. I saw him this morning. He’s gone. You won’t find him. He’s too smart for you.”

“So you know what happened last night?”

Pia flicked the back of her hand. “I don’t have to know nothing to know what happened. He had very little words for me. That’s all I needah to hear.”

“So you don’t know what he did?”

“I can tell by the look on your face, Fausto, that he hurt you bad. It ah take a lot to do that, which means I know what he did.”

“And he has to answer to that situation.”

“LIke I say, he is far away. Good luck.”

“What if I blame you?”

“Go ahead and blame me, you sonofabeetch. Since day one we always work well together. You make a mess, I clean it up. I protect you. You look out for me. I let you make your money. You share some of that money and say thank you. It’s been like that for evah. But then your nephew, the animal, stupid motherfucker, he go and do something that ruin everything. You knew this would happen. Don’t be so ahh stupeed.”

“I didn’t expect this.”

“You couldah stopped it, Fausto, but you let the animal take the boy and have his way. That boy, he ahh mine. I made sure he became what he is no matter how many people tried to mess it up. He so smart, so strong, but he has the demon. We teach him how to control it. He was going the right way to do good, even when you took a part of his life away. I was gonnah live with that, but you let Lenny have him, with his big, ugly, head and do what he want. I tell you he make a big mistake. You remember? Fausto, you remember? I told you about the regret. You laugh at me. Tell me too bad.”

“I didn’t expect this!” He shouted, slapping his hand on the desk and sending a pen holder tumbling. “Lenny treated him well and you know it. He treated him like a son.”

“A son? A son? You’re sick in the head, Fausto. He was nothing but a slave, doing the dirty work for men with no respect for me or my family. For anyone. They ahh not like you. They’re bad. Very bad. Everything change when you let Lenny takeover. You should have let Prima be the one.”

“Donato is never going to be anything, much less the one to take over. He’s my boy and is the closest thing to his mother that I have. I will not risk everything and lose my son too.” 

“Ever since Dani died you became a cruel person, Fausto. You lost your heart and let the Biscione sit alongside you. Prima is your only hope.”

“That’s not fair, Pia. My heart broke when Dani was taken away. It’s still broken. Her passing damn near ruined me.” 

“Near? Too bad, Fausto. Too bad.” 

“Basta!” He shouted while throwing his frustrated hands in the air. “It doesn’t matter anymore. I need the boy.”

“Like I say, you nevah gonnah find him. He’s gonnah outsmaht you. He probably come back some day looking for you. He’ll be ready. Will you?”

“He doesn’t know about me. To him I’m just an old man who brought you fresh pies from time to time.”

“You thinkah that, Fausto? You think he only know of the animal and his pet monkey, Ernie? What a stupeed American name. Ernie.” She bellowed, shaking her head. “Trust me, he know a lot more than you think.” 

“What does he know, Pia?”

“He know enough. He know enough.” she said with a sigh. “Probably more than even I want to know.”

“Well if you hear from the boy ever again you tell him Fausto Capretta would like to see him, right here in that chair,” he said, with increasing anger as he pointed at Pia.

She calmly stood up and hobbled her swollen legs towards the door. Looking back over her shoulder towards Fausto she had one last thing to say. “All those bodies, Fausto, the ones you put in my basement all those years. I ahh bet there’s room for a couple more.” Pia flashed her patented devilish grin and winked, leaving a man who feared nobody, frozen and speechless, unprepared to stop the monster he helped to unleash. She couldn’t protect everyone she loved from the past, but this time Pia would fulfill her purpose of liberating a lifetime of pain.

As Pia made her way back through the garage, Donato offered a cheerful goodbye. “It was so nice seeing you, Pia. Take care.”

Looking straight ahead she only had one thing to say. “I made some pizzelle. Don’t let the old man eat them all. He need to watch out for his health.”

—-
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MAY 21, 2003

That boy they’re speaking about five years ago is me, Massimo Serafini. It was never my intention to be involved in that fateful Independence Day, but years of building tension and hardy secrecy within my family, coupled with the manipulation and abuse of outside forces, led to instinct taking over, triggering a fight for survival as I desperately struggled to remain afloat, saving a bloodline mired in despotic conflict. 

These are the stories that changed a part of Boston which never crossed a news desk, much less found their way into history books. They’ve been scrubbed clean from the memories of those who remain on its blackened streets. 

Today I’m sitting alone at a table, in the Crottone Guesthouse, overlooking Italy’s Lake Como in a small town named Dongo, where almost 50 years prior to my conception a series of events would eventually lead me to a journey of self-discovery. An obligation to piece the puzzle together requires me to begin somewhere around the time of my liberation from wearing Underoos. 

Armed with a sinister morality I inhale the salted air, a free man. With my protectress in her bed, I hover over this notebook, assured of the memories earned as the exhaustive process of documenting these events begins. Unable to pause life, I await a directive from Molly, the one woman who has enabled me to tend to my demons, partners in a continuing legacy of delivering the most vulnerable among us from evil. Like it has for generations, this Serafini’s story begins with a girl and a very scared boy.

“Signor, desidera?” The padrone asked, catching me as she walked past.

“Un caffe, grazie.”

––––––––
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RUMORS OF WAR - Billy Bragg
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The Perpetuation
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SEPTEMBER 1984 

Like all Italian families, the last name is how everyone is judged and defined by the various tribes of too many vowels. For those who couldn’t decipher the origins of one’s surname a simple question, “North or South?”, would be asked. The answer came with 50/50 odds a cringe awaited on the other side. Northerners carried the stereotype of being educated and regal, elitists for lack of a better term. Southerners were considered primal and arrogant, trapped within the confines of their ignorance. Both were familiar with American stereotypes, all of them dangerous in their own right.  

The name Serafini allowed me to identify as Italian. Manners and respect for proper English could all be attributed to Mom’s extended colonial upbringing, sprinkled with old-time New England charm. However, as far as I was concerned, in typical Italian fashion, as a tall, brown-haired kid full of untamed passion I occasionally played to my own stereotype, yet an anomaly existed. I possessed an unusual blend of anxiety, shyness and arrogance that created tension with the aforementioned outgoing constituent. Those traits had no business living alongside one another and stood responsible for a chronology of disturbances that forced many a painful course correction.

My sister, JoJo, and I lived the lifestyle granted by court-ordered visitation rights that included bi-monthly weekends and holidays with Dad. He once told me my grandparents wanted to uphold the duty of providing their children with a meaningful life and reached their limit with the turmoil caused by living in a country divided. It was almost too perfect, but the truth lurked, weary of my presence. With my teens just over the horizon, information once concealed in a vault, soon would appear like a library of Choose Your Own Adventure books.

All of it sounded so much like the American dream, complete with a three-part documentary narrated by Tom Brokaw. Reinforcing just how much their story fit the narrative, my grandfather left first in order to establish himself and create the foundation upon which future generations would be built upon. He came from a family of sieve makers. Upon landing in Boston, which had a rich and diverse Italian community, Gianfranco taught himself the tiling trade and very quickly designed masterpieces within Boston’s newest luxury homes and high-end commercial structures. For nearly two years my grandfather worked non-stop in order to save up enough money so that he could eventually send for his wife and two boys. 

Pia grew up on a farm. She peddled cow’s milk via a bicycle with a mounted icebox. I eventually learned that she openly shared her questionable business practices with anyone who would listen. Nonna, as I called her, took tremendous pride in cheating tourists out of their money by insisting urban dwellers were incapable of recognizing the difference between rich, silky, farm-fresh or the manufactured milk of a newly industrialized country. Due to this steadfast belief, she sold hers halved with water, which doubled the profit of each cow. A shrewd move by a young woman, who in her own eyes, felt like a genius while everyone “Wassah stupeed!” 

After their arrival, with the family intact, Nonno, as any Italian grandfather would be called, had grown tired of toiling away on his knees. He had become a master, able to command high wages, but both grandparents considered themselves “of the people”, together sharing a dream to open a neighborhood bar. 

They purchased a location in the Brighton section, residing in Boston’s western edge and named it the Bright Spot. Nonno would manage the bar business and Nonna, a world-class comfort food chef, would run the kitchen. The long-term plan was for their boys, once of age, to take over and cement the Serafini legacy within a new homeland. 

However, the era that I grew up within involved an entirely different bar, named Columbo’s, located south of downtown Boston in the Roxbury neighborhood where the family conveniently lived above the watering hole. Sadly Nonno passed prior to my birth, a relationship I considered stolen from fate’s plan that lived within my imagination.

——
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I CONVINCED MYSELF the name had been a result of Nonna’s infatuation with Peter Falk. When I brought my theory to anyone’s attention the same response followed. “No. No. No” they would say with a chuckle. “The bar came with it as the established name and just like the Bright Spot your grandfather kept it. He wasn’t much for change.” I would be given a pat on my head and a few quarters to use in the jukebox before being sent on my way, suspicious of the collusion from Nonna, Dad and Zio Pino.

As I grew older and wiser, I pivoted to demanding answers. “Why can’t anyone just admit that the bar is named after a TV show? She enjoys being in on any joke. It makes sense.” I reasoned. Every time. “No. No. No...” My pursuit of the answer devolved into my pleading “Can we just lie?” “No. No. No...” Wash. Rinse. Repeat. Unable to make any progress with such a trivial matter pushed the limits of frustration. I knew a secret existed. Much to my surprise, the fantasies generated by a young boy’s blossoming mind stood no chance against the breathtaking actualities.

One Summer, Maria, my aunt, made a pilgrimage from her home in Italy and delivered the enlightenment I sought. Born and raised in Boston she chose to spend a few years abroad studying for her Masters degree. Maria fell in love with her newly adopted hometown of Perugia and never returned. The scarcity of the visits, along with her young age of 25, skyrocketed Maria to a sacred pedestal. Maria knew she sacrificed active involvement in our day-to-day lives, but maximized the seconds during each visit. 

Maria also won the short gene in the Serafini DNA lottery, yet carried a dashing and exotic look of cropped blonde locks that accompanied an Alfa Romeo hatchback; cool oozing from every fiber. She also loved unfamiliar sports such as bocce, but remained steadfastly loyal to her beloved Boston Bruins and Red Sox, thanks to Italian players named Esposito and Conigliaro. 

As much as family illuminates the essential skills and traditions of what it meant to be Italian, Maria emboldened us to take great pride in embracing our culture and supporting fellow Italians would be of the utmost importance. Most important to me, Maria also served as the only reliable source of family history. With the help of Nonna’s homemade wine, I heard stories that contained hints of information, only to be stonewalled when I sought a deeper understanding. I would patiently wait for Maria’s return to the states to aid my pursuit of the truth. She turned out to be my only relative who delved into our past. Due to the family’s tight-lipped secrecy, everything Maria shared came via penalty of vilification. She knew I loved the family deeply and possessing the answers to our past was of absolute importance, filling in the missing pieces of my composition. 

Standing outside the bar, under its sign affixed with the Miller High Life logo, I took advantage of the opportunity. “Maria, why is the bar named Columbo’s?” A simple question that permanently changed the Serafini narrative and mine in particular.

She took in a deep breath of air, pungent from the smell of the oil trucks across the street. “What have you been told?” She responded, amused by its randomness.  

“Nothing. That’s why I am asking you. I know there’s something behind it, but nobody will fess up. They never tell me anything.” 

Maria could hear the frustration in my voice, but cheerfully responded. “Let’s take a walk to the Prairie. I think it’s time you found out.” The Prairie, as we called it, was a large park not too far away, situated between Norfolk and Massachusetts Avenues. I always found humor in the moniker, but to a bunch of city kids, that park sat as the closest thing they had to experiencing the countryside. 

As we were walking down Norfolk Ave, Maria dove straight in. “The story of Colombo’s goes back to before it was theirs. The entire story starts at the Bright Spot. To be honest, it goes back to Italy. Let’s start there and see how much of this I can get through,” she said.

“So Columbo’s has nothing to do with Nonna being in love with Peter Falk?” 

Maria smiled and was filled with laughter. “I wish that were true, because of its easier to explain. The truth is much more complicated. When Nonna or your Dad tells you that they escaped the war it wasn’t because living in Italy during World War 2 had become too scary or dangerous as I’m sure they have led you to believe. Don’t worry, it was the same story I had been told when I was a kid. You're not alone here.”

“So it had nothing to do with soldiers fighting?” 

“Exactly. That part never bothered your grandparents. They dealt with it, hoping the Allies would prevail, guiding Europe and in particular, Italy towards a place of freedom and prosperity. The problem is that they weren’t innocent bystanders caught up in the horrible choices made by evil men. Your grandparents were actively involved in the war and considered enemies of both Mussolini and Hitler.” 

I happened to be young, but by my age knew enough about Hitler, Mussolini, Pearl Harbor and General Patton to understand that we were talking seriously about people and events that could never be forgotten. “Benito Mussolini? The bad guy? The guy from World War 2? And Adolf Hitler? The Fuhrer; also a bad guy?” 

On top of my schooling, I had an obsession with history. That passion was fed by a steady supply of books and encyclopedias, which were often devoured by an insatiable curiosity. I began regularly watching the news at the age of 9, which contributed to the development of a repository of historical information. 

“You’re right. They were bad guys,” Maria confirmed as if a young boy could sum it up better than any historian. “Your grandparents despised Mussolini and the fascists. They were running roughshod over the country and ruining the great potential of a country still reeling from the first World War. Though Mussolini gave birth to Fascism years prior, your grandfather knew that Hitler would eventually be running Italy and that meant a complete loss of freedom and possibly his life. All your grandfather ever wanted was for people to be left alone so they could live the way they deserve.”

“What do you mean by enemy? Did they fight each other?” 

“Sort of. In the north there were three powerful groups—the fascists, communists and anarchists?”

“Communists?” I responded, shocked to hear the word that dominated the 80’s. World War 2 did not rest atop the list of how I thought of communists. Communists were Russian and part of the Cold War with Brezhnev and Reagan, the Berlin Wall, Lake Placid and fallout shelters. 

“Yes. I know, it sounds odd, because that’s not how we know them today, but during that time there was so much resistance to the fascists, Italians were trapped bouncing between political extremes. As a result some were lured into Communism.” 

“How were the communists involved?” 

“They wanted to take control as much as the fascists and thought their way of thinking was better, but as much as their philosophy involved a life where everyone shared the rewards, the communists were just as corrupt and violent as the fascists. They only cared about the people as long as those people fell under their control. However, my father knew he couldn’t survive without a thinly veiled alliance, so he would fight the fascists alongside the communists. Problem being when they weren’t fighting the fascists that’s when things got truly scary, because the communists and anarchists hated each other to the core.” Maria’s history lesson left me awestruck. 

“Anarchists? Like the A with the circle around it and punk rock?” 

She laughed at my trivial observation. Maria had an infectious laugh that possessed an authenticity that one could feel. “Yeah, that’s been hijacked a bit by punk rockers, but what your grandfather wanted was much more noble. He wasn’t into chaos or disruption. The anarchists of his era just wanted to be left alone. They didn’t see a need for government, because they believed any government was a corrupt and coercive force. To be honest, he was right. Power, no matter what the political philosophy, corrupts almost everyone, robbing men of good intentions and inherent nobility. My dad thought people, if left to their own, would self-regulate, because with no taxes, no laws and no rules, one's pressure to survive would be removed and the inherent need to harm one another would disappear. Insert peace and harmony.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad.” 

“Not bad at all. However, his head floated too far into the clouds. The dream could never meet reality. I know you like history, Momo. Go back as far as you can and you’ll find stories of man’s brutality. Obviously before World War 2 came World War 1. This land, heck this city, started the war that formed America. It never ends and that man made problem follows us all. Men are inherently odious. They’re incapable of preserving peace and respecting one another, especially not when there is power to be had.”

“Well what made them leave? Something bad had to happen.” 

“It started after your grandfather witnessed the brutal murder of his brother and your namesake, Massimo, a young man who had just delivered a combustible speech centered on the atrocities being committed by the fascists.”

“Murdered? How? Did they shoot him?” 

“Murdered yes, but instead beaten to death. The fascists attempted to pin the blame on the communists, in order to draw attention away and start a skirmish between the two parties, but your grandfather knew better. The fascists wanted the communists and anarchists to destroy each other and manufacturing vengeance amongst their antagonists had proven an effective strategy at times.” 

“How old was he?”

“Twenty.” 

“Twenty!? That’s almost twice as old as I am. Does anyone find it weird that I’m named after an uncle who was murdered?”

“I know.” Maria said, shifting her tone towards a more solemn direction. “Papa never got over it. They took away his baby brother. The pain stayed with him forever. Deep down he wasn’t a violent person, but the man I grew up with remained angry. It’s hard to have peace with that day engraved upon your soul. No peace. No harmony. An anarchist's nightmare and in some ways you’re the hope for a better future for this family.”

I wanted this conversation to stop right there, because within one minute the entire future of the family was placed upon the shoulders of a 11 year old, but I couldn’t stop. “Was that it? Did he and Nonna decide to leave, because he couldn’t handle being sad?”

Nobody else could deliver this information as rationally as Maria—far enough away, yet close enough to the tales of those who lived it. “That occured before your Dad’s birth. It was your father and uncle that made them rethink their lifestyle. Nonno had been jailed four times previously. Nonna wound up on the wrong side of jail twice, her second being guilt by association. How could they continue living that way with two young boys in tow?”

“Jailed?”

“Jailed.” 

“What kind of jail? Regular jail, prison or a concentration camp?” I have never met a single person who spent a day in jail, but now my grandparents have been jailed on multiple occasions. My heart raced as I further became emotionally invested in the story. 

“More like a prison. It definitely wasn’t a concentration camp, although Italy had some, which nobody ever speaks of, because they don’t compare to the atrocities that occurred in Germany.”

“They obviously got out. Were they released? Did they go to court?” 

“There were no courts. They were put on a list as an enemy of Mussolini. Those on the list were simply rounded up and thrown in jail. No courts. No lawyers. No justice. Just jailed. That’s a fascist for you.” 

“What about this list? What did they do to get on it? They had to do something. Even when I get in trouble at school it’s because I actually broke a rule.” 

“This is where it gets truly interesting.” she said, half laughing. “Because it’s the moment the Serafini’s stamped their way onto history.”

“So we’re famous?” 

“In some circles, very,” Maria replied, which hadn’t been the answer I expected to hear about a quiet family devoid of a funny bone. “After the murder, Papa’s older brother had been on the run and fled to Brussels, along with many members of their faction. While they couldn’t be involved with the day to day operations of what took place back home, the group orchestrated large scale planning from afar. Your great uncle, Errico, came up with an elaborate plan to assassinate Hitler. They received information regarding a trip to Rome for a meeting between HItler and Mussolini. Flying had become too dangerous so Hitler traveled via rail, which left him vulnerable to attacks from smaller rebel groups. Errico needed your grandfather’s assistance and began sending letters, each revealing more and more details of the plot. According to Errico the plan was perfect. Then an unforeseen problem appeared. Their aliases were compromised and, you’ll love this name, the Organization for Vigilance and Repression of Anti-Fascism intercepted the correspondences and foiled the plot two days prior to execution.”

Barely taking a breath, Maria pushed on. “To answer your question. In true Serafini fashion, they never got out of jail legally. They escaped. The last jailing involved your grandmother being re-captured and tossed back inside, but your grandfather went deep underground, determined to never return, with the exception of the moment he helped Nonna escape the second time.” 

I genuinely couldn’t believe the details of the story. Murder? Jail? Assassination? None of this ever came up during our Easter dinner discussions. 

“How did Nonna escape twice? Wouldn’t they know how she pulled it off the first time and prevent the same thing from happening again?” I asked in the most naive way possible. It was jail after all. I had no idea how escaping from one worked, aside from what I gathered by watching Dukes of Hazzard.  

“It was a combination of things. Even if you worked in a jail you didn’t necessarily believe fully in Mussolini and his mission of spreading Fascism, so some guards turned a blind eye to political prisoners and they had their favorites. Italians loved an underdog. To many, Papa was considered a great man and the guards just let him and Nonna walk, because they felt he didn’t belong there. Face it, kid. At that time, the Serafini name commanded reverence with your grandparents having friends and foes on all sides.”

“This isn’t exactly how I dreamt of being famous. I still have plans of playing in Fenway Park one day.”

“And I’ll be sitting in the front row for your first game,” she said, smacking the lid to my Sox hat down.

“Now what about Nonna? You know, the second time. How did she get out?” 

“Slightly different. In that case the blame fell upon the inept guards. Her escape reads more like a movie...if that movie was written by Benny Hill. Fellow prisoners loaded her onto a garbage cart used to collect food scraps from the jail houses. They weren’t individual cells, but instead houses, like you would see at a less than fun Summer camp.” 

“What do you mean by less than fun?” I croaked.

Maria looked at me with as much seriousness as she ever had. “They were beaten. They were starved at times. They were tortured. The fascists wanted to eliminate the anarchists and knowing they had a leader of the opposition in their hands meant exhausting all means in an attempt to break their will and retrieve key pieces of intelligence.” 

Maria had gotten worked up and needed a moment to collect herself. She took a deep breath and stared directly into my eyes. “If you ever want to know why nobody ever tells you anything about the past, this is why. In the end they came out of it alive and soon thereafter your father was born. That was a victory in and of itself, but they were never the same afterwards. Their outlook on life, as a utopia, would never exist and it damn near ruined them.”

Emotionally I knew that moment required a better reaction, but as a child I operated on a literal plain. Details consumed me. 

“Can we please take a step back to the garbage carts?”

“The garbage man, a friend of your grandfather’s, coordinated the escape along with her fellow prisoners. The guards, who were supposed to watch over the garbage collection, didn’t care, because, well, it was garbage. What could go wrong with garbage? They counted on that contributing to a lack of mindfulness. Nonna loaded herself onto the cart and her fellow inmates piled the garbage over her until she disappeared. The buffoons at the gate had no reason to suspect any wrongdoing. She eventually met up with Papa, who waited nearby along with members of MI5, which is where the Brits enter this story. Apparently they were aiding the resistance and once he escaped, placed Papa under their protection.” Maria finished while clapping her hands together. 

“So what’s MI5?”

“Sort of like Britain’s version of the CIA.”

“Is that it? I mean, was escaping the jail what drove them here?” 

Maria looked at me funny. Not funny as in I asked a strange question, but rather she paused to carefully consider her answer. “No. This is probably the most important part of the story. It’s definitely the part where I see my dad most inside of you. Pay careful attention. It was only a matter of time until Mussolini would be toppled and he should return to be part of Italy’s liberation.”

“So what did he do?” 

Maria elevated her tone. “He cared about nothing more than Italy and seeing that butcher out of power. He loved the family dearly, but between his brother, jail and even a few assassination attempts on his own life, which I have yet to tell you about, he felt it his duty to finish the job.”

“What job?” 

“Your grandfather had to kill Mussolini.” 

Long after the divorce my mother had briefly mentioned something about Nonno’s possible involvement in Mussolini’s death. Dad once told her, though she wasn’t sure if he had been trying to impress a girl who knew nothing about Italians. With Maria conveying the same anecdote, I knew Dad told no lie. 

“You can ask a hundred people and receive a hundred different stories. All I can tell you is what Errico told me doesn’t exactly match up with what you read about in the history books. The communists were very much involved in working closely with the anarchists to hunt him down. They were sharing information about Mussolini’s whereabouts, but it was an ambitious friend from England who ensured Papa made good on his promise. He had been trapped in Milan, but with the US moving north he stood little chance of surviving so he did what he did best. He ran. Like the coward he was he ran. That’s all he could do. Ironically, like Papa, he tried to escape with the help of some friends. He hid within a convoy of fleeing Germans, but they were tracked down and captured. The Germans were spared and allowed to continue north. They had their prize. Stories will say the communists found him, but in truth credit goes to your grandfather and his cohorts. See, they never cared about the recognition for finding Mussolini. They just wanted him captured and killed. Simple, humble and decisive, like a true anarchist.”

Sitting there stunned, I hadn’t the energy to act like a typical kid, instead anxiously awaiting the climax of a good versus evil story. Trying to process the information, I felt grateful for Maria’s trust in my ability to handle a heavy saga. My entire thoughts on my family, especially the story of a man I never knew, had changed right before my eyes. “Do I dare ask what happened next?”

Maria held my hand. “They killed Mussolini. In fact they killed a lot of people, including Mussolini’s girlfriend, in a town called Dongo.” 

“Where’s Dongo?” 

“Near Lake Como. Your grandfather allowed the communists to take all of the glory and though he never told me to my face, I will go to my grave knowing my father, your grandfather, killed Benito Mussolini. A quiet man guided by vengeance. It’s quite the story. The fascists got their wish of driving him to the point of madness, except they never expected to be on the receiving end of it, which would go down as their biggest mistake. The anarchists took the bodies and drove to Milan, dumping the bodies in a square called Piazzale Loreto. Mussolini and his goons ruined your grandfather’s life, along with the lives of many others. He felt the last time anyone should see Mussolini would be as a corpse for the world to gaze upon. I’m not sure he felt particularly proud of that choice, but he most certainly expelled the burden from his shoulders.”

“You want to know what is funny?” I said, sadly chuckling on a city park bench, overlooking a playground full of children playing. “All I ever wanted to know was how Colombo’s got its name.”

Dai monti di Sarzana - Gigliola Negri (Italian anti-fascist folk song)
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10 SECONDS LATER

“Let’s go get an eclair,” she said so casually as we walked away from the Prairie and down Roxbury’s aging streets lined shoulder to shoulder with a mix of brick, stucco and wooden, triple-decker, structures. After all that, this is what Maria said and no words could have volunteered a more opportune re-entry to the present moment. Three blocks away stood Louis’ Bakery, located at the intersection of Burrell and Batchelder streets, notorious for having the best eclairs in the city. 

“There he is, Mr. Eclair,” Paula shouted. She was tall, slender and blonde. Blonde in the sense that some of her hair was blonde, however it donned a black strip running up the part. “How many today, sir and madame Maria?”

“One for me and another for the lady, please.” 

Paula responded with a wink. “That’s it, just one, hun? Ok, have it your way.” 

Hun was native to the Boston jargon. I was in a lady’s favor if she referred to me by hun. In fact, it didn’t matter if you were a boy, girl, man or woman, after being called hun you were granted special, insider privileges. 

Paula was endowed with a dialect that rooted her origins in Quincy. Primarily raised far south of the city I could decipher regional dialects with the best of them. A non-native assumed anyone from Massachusetts had a “Boston” accent. However, the dialects were unique and mattered greatly if you were from Charlestown or Dorchester, separated by a couple of miles and more unique if coming from the south shore, north shore, New Bedford or Fall River, which was blended with the Rhode Island accent, something that itself was a bastardized New York accent, the Cape, central or western Mass and so on. Locals didn’t have to ask where you were from. All of us proudly wore our accents like a badge of honor. To the rest of the country it was “Bahstan”. 

Deb walked out of the back. “Hey, sweetie, come try this.” It was a donut on a stick, dipped in strawberry white chocolate, that I gobbled right up. It felt like finding pirate treasure. Before I reached the point of swallowing I mustered a garbled “Thank you.” with my hand half-heartedly covering my mouth.

“Whaddaya think?”

“Delicious!” 

I lacked the refinement to finish what I was chewing and respond in kind fashion. It felt awkward to stand there in silence, while everyone stared at my chewing. I responded as quickly as possible, regardless of the physical challenge brought on by dispatching the cookie and clearly enunciating the words. 

When Deb called me sweetie I became smitten. Short, thin and pretty, Deb had simple, straight, brown hair and a soft face that never aged. Paula showed signs of attrition, but Deb gave me the impression that she possessed a map to the fountain of youth.

Working our way back to Columbo’s, Maria shared a legendary tail unique only to this neighborhood.“There’s a really funny story about the two of them, which involves being banned from the bar.” 

“Why aren’t they allowed in the bar? They’re so nice. Did they get into a fight?” My family may have not shared a thing beyond what I personally experienced within the confines of the bar, but one existential matter I possessed keen awareness of, involved the fights. Columbo’s had its own chip on its shoulder and the occasional melee would break out. Based on appearances the regulars sported black eyes, along with the night bartender, Jimmy, who had a keen ability of getting his face in-between a fist and a patron while attempting to break up a skirmish. Given the amount of black and blue on Jimmy’s face, I wondered if donnybrooks were a regularly scheduled Saturday tradition.

“No. Not quite,” Maria exclaimed, much to her amusement. 

“Then tell me. What?” I begged, knowing a juicy tale laid in wait. 

“I probably shouldn’t be telling you this. You’re probably too young and your father would kill me if he knew what I am about to say but it’s so funny and, well, you’ll find out sooner or later. I’m sure of that.” 

“Don’t count on it. The Serafini vault is always locked.” 

“True, but you need to promise me that you will never tell a soul at least until you’re 18. If you slip up, I’m not the person who told you. Capisco?” 

“Gotcha.” I said, enacting my proficiency in keeping secrets.  

“Do you know what a lesbian is?” 

“A gay woman.”

“Yikes, that was fast. How did you know that?”

Come on, you know my kooky GMum and all of her wacky artist friends. I learned the hard way though. She took me on a whale watch with a bunch of them and I told an off-color joke as we passed the New Bedford dike. It didn’t go over so well. I felt terrible.”

“Clearly you have a lot to learn. Sooooo, one day, they couldn’t control themselves. Deb and Paula decided to take their eagerness into the women’s bathroom.”

“To smooch?” 

“Yeah, to smooch... suddenly...” Maria rapidly giggled. “...suddenly...” Now besieged by uncontrollable laughter. 

“Suddenly a huge crash came from the bathroom.” Maria gasped, searching for air while laughing over her own words. “And as swiftly as she has ever moved, Nonna came running out of the kitchen, covered in flour and with a rolling pin in her hand. She pushed open the bathroom door and...” 

“And what? And what?” I shouted, slapping Maria on the arm, hoping the words would suddenly be prodded out. 

“And she caught them quickly trying to put their clothes on, but that wasn’t it. Nonna saw the sink, which had been broken clear from the wall and....water was gushing everywhere, because they ripped the sink right off the pipe.” 

“They broke the sink? What did Nonna do?” Maria, hysterical, couldn’t help but laugh at my simple questions. 

“Nonna screamed at them. ‘Get outta my bahhhhhh you lesbeans. Lesbeans!’ She chased them out the door with the rolling pin in her hand, onto the street and shouted across the neighborhood. ‘You ah nevah gonna lick anothah eclair in my bah!’”

Maria’s imitation of Nonna was executed with 100% accuracy and twice as funny as the real thing. “Now I get it, but wait a second, why were their clothes...? Oh! Oh my God.” My cheeks were flush with embarrassment. “What did the plumber say?” 

The stairs leading to the apartments was its least charming aspect. The stairwell was dark and creepy, with thick brown wood paneling, a haunting shade shy of black. We cut through Nonna’s apartment and straight onto her roof. It wasn’t the actual roof. That resided another level up, but a portion of the building located above the bar and covered with landscaping stones served as a “porch” that  overlooked the oil truck yard situated under a train bridge. 

As we sat there eating our “lesbean” eclairs, Maria began to tell me the story of Columbo’s. “When he opened the Bright Spot he only cared about one thing; that it was located in a nice neighborhood. The space was small, but it had an aura of cool, with bottles behind the bar that went on for days. To me it seemed like the type of place Frank Sinatra or Dean Martin would hang out in. Your Dad and Uncle Pino, as they became teenagers, helped out as best they could, but teenage boys had better things to do, like get in trouble. I can’t blame them, but it didn’t sit well with your grandfather. He expected more from them. However, one thing he didn’t know, yet never concerned himself with was that the Bright Spot sat smack in the middle of Frank Pagliuca’s territory.”

I didn’t know much about the mob, but I had a general awareness they were bad dudes who did terrible things. I had already seen The Godfather, having watched it with Dad one night. He figured that since it was on a UHF station at a reasonable hour I could handle the subject matter. It probably wasn’t his best parenting decision, but I watched the entire film, ending up permanently traumatized by the decapitated horse head in Jack Woltz’s bed. I grew up believing that the rite of passage for all Italian kids went from Sesame Street to Electric Company to The Godfather. 

Based on tales, I also knew who Frank Pagliuca was. “The mob guy?” 

“Pagliuca was a neighborhood guy. Nice guy. You were good to him and he was good to you. His people frequented the bar. They were respectful and Papa always liked respectful customers. On the bad side they partook in unpleasant activities, meaning they didn’t earn an honest living, which always rubbed Papa the wrong way.” 

“Wait, didn’t he and Nonna used to cheat tourists out of milk?” 

“You’re right, that wasn’t honest of them, but this is slightly different. One day a man about my age appeared. Papa didn’t recognize him and even more peculiar, he walked in an hour before the bar opened. Now, it wasn’t uncommon to fend off drunks who showed up too early, but this man had been well dressed and not in search of a drink. He didn’t mince his words, telling Papa that a percentage of the earnings were to be paid to him if he desired to remain open for business.”

“What did he do?” My excitement reignited. From war to lesbians to the mob. My life had changed indefinitely in one hour. 

“Your grandfather told him he wasn’t interested and insisted the man leave, which he did, but a couple of weeks later, another man came in, explained who he worked for and conveyed that the man he kicked out previously would come by every week and collect their 15%. This pissed Papa off and he began screaming at the guy, driving him right out the door. God he had a wicked temper and when it escaped the recipient of his hostility would have been better off fighting lions in the Colosseum.”

“Is that it?” I asked, slightly disappointed. 

Maria gave me a bit of a stink eye. “Will you please let me finish? This is where it gets good. A month later another man came in, this time with an entire entourage. Papa and Uncle Pino were setting up for the day. Impeccably dressed Pagliuca sported the finest suit those two immigrants had ever seen. According to Pino, the man had sadder eyes than Humphrey Bogart.”

“Casablanca. You can thank Mom for that.”

“Correct. Pagliuca arrogantly blew smoke directly in his face. Everyone there knew the game being played, which turned out to be a huge mistake. Nonno, your grandfather, my dad, a bar owner, was no stranger to cigarette smoke, but even he knew what an insult was. Pagliuca told Papa that he had no choice but to agree to the arrangement and if he didn’t comply the bar would be gone and the whole family would meet an untimely end. Pagliuca capped it off with another puff of smoke to his face and in true Serafini fashion, Papa combusted.”

Maria stopped to take a bite of her eclair, which to that point hadn’t been touched. “It startled the entourage so much that they drew their guns. Papa didn’t flinch. In fact he laughed. He laughed at a group of men ready to shoot him dead, explaining in his own special way that it wasn’t the first time a gun had been pointed at him nor the first time his life was in jeopardy. Pino swears Papa, with a sinister grimace, dared them to shoot. Papa passed along the story of the life he had left behind in Italy, experiencing the worst things a man could ever endure. He had seen death and didn’t care if they met again. He insisted that Pagliuca send word back to Italy to find out who he was, promising, once the necessary information had been obtained they would understand his position. All he said to them was “Ask who Le Setacciare (The Sieve) is.” Pino laughs every time he tells this, but Nonno, as angry as he was, politely asked them to leave, because he had to open for business.”

“That’s it? They never came back?” 

“Not once. The Bright Spot stood proudly as the only business that owed Pagliuca nothing. Without corroboration, I think they found out who Papa was and chose to leave him alone. They would never acknowledge it, but in their eyes he was an Italian hero, because in an ironic twist, the mafia despised Mussolini almost as much as he did.”

“I like this Le Setacciare fella, but what does it mean?”

“His parents. Your great grandparents made sieves for bakers and restaurants. They were so popular that Nonno got that nickname as a result.”

“So why Columbo’s...for the fifth time?” 

“I’m getting to it. Trust me. Fortunately for Pagliuca, Papa deemed the Bright Spot too small. He hated driving from Roxbury to Brighton and decided to find a place nearby, which is when they found this building. To answer your question, Papa was smart enough to know what he had just avoided. Roxbury had this large Italian section and though Pagliuca had some reach here, another outfit maintained the peace as they say.”

I had grown tired of waiting. “The answer, please.” 

“At last, to answer your question, Pino named the bar. The Colombo family from New York City was well known even to part-time car thieves. However, in his infinite wisdom Pino spelled it Columbo’s, just because he recognized that no one would know the difference. Ridiculous, yes, but he was a smart man. Even smarter was he let that local outfit run a sportsbook out of Columbo’s, just to keep the peace.”

“So wait, who’s this other outfit you mentioned?”

“Oh that’s a story for another day. I’ll wait until you’re 17, like it’s an R rated movie.”

“I hate knowing my grandfather never met me. How did he die?”

“That’s the part none of us really know. The last few years with him were rough. He got mad at the world and slowly lost it. According to Nonna he upped and left, feeling without purpose and needing to head back to Italy so he could fight a war that no longer existed. I’ve tried tracking him down, all the way from Senigallia to Brussels, but each investigation turned up empty. For all I know, he’s still close by.”

Maria leaned forward, placing her arms on her knees and woebegone in appearance. “If you really want to know why the rest of the family lives in silence, that’s it.

Iron Man - Nico Vega 
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Mom made some inexplicable decisions along the way; two of which dramatically shaped my being. This family trait that snaked its way into my timeline, began when my great-grandmother chose to marry a sadistic truck driver as opposed to an educated gentlemen, thus excommunicating her from the family fortune amassed during America’s prosperous whaling era. In addition to being immediately banished from the high society lifestyle she had grown accustomed, Mom’s grandmother endured a world of regret. As her family wrote an obituary 40 years ahead of schedule, that young mother was left on her own with nowhere to turn.

Great-grandfather’s physical and psychological damage spread over multiple generations. Nobody, including their daughter, my mother or her siblings escaped the brutal wrath of his sickened mind and uncivilized hands. They were all damaged long before my birth, the effects of which showed up in unusual ways. The trajectory of abuses and the effects were in grave need of a course correction, which is how Mom ended up remarried and relocated.

We lived 50 miles outside of Boston within a speck on the map called Lakeville, a town cursed with conspicuous character, from it’s history as home to great Native American battles, large ponds known for hosting a few corpses, the foggiest of cranberry bogs, a section that made trailer parks seem quaint called Pink Eye Village and burgeoning forests which served as a stronghold for Satanic cults. The epitome of rural America, Lakeville is where the crazy retired and often yelled at the TV.

Demanding tried and true childhood norms, I spent ample time wandering distant neighborhoods on my BMX bike, picking up friends along the way and doing just about anything our young minds could envision, especially activities where cheating death would be considered a small victory. We were hellbent on beating Satan to the punch. 

Feeding this sense of adventure, Jeff would accompany me on trips down an uneven dirt road that led to Assawompset Pond and the impossible to tame natural jump that we called Devil’s Notch. Our parent’s casual attitude towards child care provided ample opportunity to take matters, and lives, into our own hands. Assawompset, which had its own history of unsolved murders and Native American burial grounds would be no match for my two-wheeled corsair.

Confounding matters, contempt for protective gear remained high. We owned helmets and pads, but the laborious process of putting them on delayed our mission. Concussions and fatal injuries be damned, which resulted in a moment in time that engendered long-term personal havoc. 

“Today we tame this beast,” Jeff proclaimed, determined to stake our names in Assawompsett’s lore, because, good or bad, everyone walked away from it with a story. We sat on our seats, feet jittering on the pedals, contemplating which trick to pull off. While anxiously psyching ourselves up, we had nowhere else to go but down.

I surveyed the situation. Trees lined the left side, while a patch of sandy grass stretched to a bungalow style cottage on our right. Feeding a desire to welcome danger, I chose to circumvent norms. “OK, we’ve failed at every previous attempt. Who’s doing a 360o today?”

Jeff, my closest friend and nervous nellie, hesitated. “Ummmm, well, ahhhhh you can go.” 

“Why? You always suggest me, coward,” I said, annoyed at Jeff for backing out of his ambitious suggestion.

“Because you’re the stupid one. I prefer the cautious tactic of watching you risk your own life,” Jeff swiped as he quickly backed out. “Yes, I also like not breaking all of my bones. No way. That’s insane and I’m not willing to die and if I keep trying, it will happen.”

“Well I am willing to die,” I said, shaming him for his wimpish behavior. Rarely did we renege on our ambitions, especially ones where our bodies were on the line, but Jeff had a bad feeling; rightfully so. 

Gently I began to pedal before whipping the bike into a frenzy that would propel me high and far enough to spin the bike in a complete circle. I achieved a height of at least ten feet, but misjudged the rotation. After completing a quarter turn the rear tire clipped a tree, which sent the bike straight down as my body and spirit propelled forward into an unforgiving and violent crash. Everything went dark. When I regained consciousness I noticed Jeff hovering above, pleading for me to wake up. Apparently blood
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