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“It’s so unfair,” grumbled eight-year-old Morgan under her breath as she removed the last book from the moving box and stuffed it onto the waiting shelf before tossing the empty box aside. “Why did he have to sell our house and make us move here?” Despite the fact that no one was within earshot to hear her complaints, and knowing her complaints wouldn’t change anything anyway, it felt good to give voice to her feelings of injustice.

The target of her indignation was her father, whose decision to leave her and her mother for his younger, curvaceous secretary was the cause of this recent upheaval in her life.

When her father broke the news of the affair and said he wanted a divorce, it was the first time Morgan was a witness to one of her parents’ many fights. It was also the last time she ever saw her father. She didn’t miss him, though, because he had never been much of a presence in her life to begin with. He was all but a stranger to her, just a man who was too busy with work to spend time at home and connect with his young daughter. Most of all, it was his fault she and her mother had to move from the four-bedroom brick home in an upscale Somerset County, New Jersey neighborhood to this two-bedroom apartment in Edison where she didn’t have any friends. If that wasn’t enough, her mother would now have to go back to work, which meant after-school care for Morgan. She kicked the empty box in frustration and dropped down on her bed to sulk.

It was hard not to feel sorry for herself as she imagined some other little girl enjoying her old spacious bedroom with its two-toned lavender walls, recessed wall shelves, window seat, and walk-in closet. Morgan’s new bedroom had plain white walls, a regular closet, and was much smaller than the one left behind, requiring her to jettison a lot of her belongings before the move. Most of the things she put in the donation box for the Salvation Army were things she hadn’t played with for a long time and wouldn’t even miss; nevertheless, she was annoyed by the fact that she was forced to get rid of them because there wasn’t enough room in the apartment. She didn’t understand why they had to move out of their house just because her father didn’t want to live with them anymore. It was all so unfair.

After several minutes, she grew tired of sulking and decided it would be a good time to explore her new surroundings while her mother was busy settling into her own bedroom. Morgan reckoned she’d have time to slip out of the apartment undetected, take a quick look around, and be back before her mother noticed she was gone. She crept on tiptoe to the front door, unbolted the lock, and turned the knob without a sound. She paused long enough to confirm that her mother hadn’t heard anything and then slipped out.

It was a crisp, Sunday morning in early September and the sun was shining through the east window at the far end of the third-floor corridor. Morgan was surprised to see, silhouetted in front of the window, a man sitting outside Number Two in a raspberry-colored camp chair, his legs stretched out in front of him, sipping a bottle of water, and reading a book. He was dressed in a pair of tan slacks, a cobalt-blue button-down shirt, and brown Ted Baker shoes, and appeared to be quite comfortable sitting alone in the hallway.

“Hello,” said Morgan as she walked toward him. “Are you locked out of your apartment?”

“No,” the man replied, dropping the bottle of water into the chair’s cup holder, tucking a bookmark into place, and laying the book on his lap. He looked up and saw a sweet-faced little girl with soft, natural brown curls and light brown eyes gazing at him with a mixture of curiosity and bewilderment, seemingly unfazed that she was talking to a stranger. He smiled at her.

“Oh,” said Morgan. “Then how come you’re sitting out here in the hall? Are you waiting for someone?”

“I guess you could say that. My mother lives here.” He pointed toward the door of Number Two.

“Oh,” Morgan said again. “So, I guess she’s not home and you’re waiting for her to come back?”

The man shook his head. “I’m pretty sure she’s home. She won’t let me in.”

Morgan gasped in surprise. “How come? Is she mad at you? Are you out here because you’re in trouble?” Although Morgan was no stranger to ‘time out’, the man looked too old to be punished in such a fashion.

“I suppose you could say that, yes.”

“How long will you have to stay out here before you can go back in?”

“Well, I won’t be going ‘back in” because I’ve never been in there in the first place.”

This was all very confusing to Morgan. She furrowed her brow and said, “I don’t get it.”

The man chuckled. “I don’t get it either. My name is Jake, by the way.” He extended his hand to her. “What’s yours?”

“Morgan.” She shook his hand with mature confidence.

“That’s a pretty name.”

“It was my great-grandma’s last name. She’s dead now. My mother loved her a lot and said she was a neat lady. I never knew her, though.”

“That’s too bad. It must be an honor to be named after a ‘neat lady’.”

“It is,” she affirmed.

“Where do you live?” Jake asked.

Morgan swung around and pointed to the door, opposite, at the other end of the hall. “Number Three. We just moved in.”

“How do you like it here so far?”

A shadow passed across Morgan’s face. “I don’t,” she pouted. “My dad left so me and my mom had to move out of our house. I don’t have any friends here yet. I start a new school tomorrow and I’m kind of scared.”

“That’s understandable,” Jake sympathized.

Morgan sighed. “Do you have a dad? Is he in there too?”

Jake, who had little experience with kids, was charmed by her curiosity and affable nature. “I did, but he left too. I was younger than you when it happened. I don’t remember him at all.”

“Do all dads leave?” asked Morgan with a note of sadness in her voice.

“No, a lot of them stay. I guess you and I are just a couple of unfortunate kids whose dad decided to leave.”

“Where did you grow up?”

“Right here in Edison.”

“Do you work in Edison, too?”

“I do. I’m a nurse.”

Morgan wrinkled her nose. “You’re a nurse? Aren’t nurses supposed to be girls?”

Jake laughed. “Most of them are, but there are a lot of male nurses as well.”

“How come you didn’t want to be a doctor instead?”

Jake shrugged. “Lots of reasons. I like what I do, I’m very happy.”

Nodding, Morgan said, “My mom’s a paralegal. She worked for a lawyer until I was born and then she quit. She has to go back to work now, she starts her new job tomorrow. She said she never wanted to be a lawyer; she likes being a paralegal. I guess it’s sort of like you not wanting to be a doctor.”

“I guess it is.”

“What are you reading?” Morgan asked, tilting her head to read the title.

Before Jake could answer, the door to Number Four opened and a stern-faced woman emerged. She cast a look of puritanical disdain toward Jake, who greeted her kindly as she passed by on her way to the stairs. She said nothing to him in return.

“She looks mean,” Morgan whispered to Jake. “I don’t want her to be my neighbor.”

“She’s narrow-minded, that’s all,” Jake told her.

“What does that mean?”

Jake smiled. “Never mind. You asked what I’m reading?” He picked up the book and handed it to her. It was Crime and Punishment by Fyodor Dostoyevsky.

“This looks hard,” she declared after thumbing through its pages. She handed it back to Jake.

“The names are a bit difficult, because they’re Russian, but it’s a good story. I read it in college and decided it was time to read it again.”

“I should go now. Do you want to come meet my mom?” Morgan asked.

Jake was amused at the speed at which Morgan’s mind transitioned from one subject to the next. “Sure, I’d like to meet her.” He got up, put the book on the seat of his camp chair, and followed Morgan to Number Three.

As soon as Morgan opened the door, a frantic voice hollered from somewhere inside, “Where have you been? Don’t ever leave again without asking.” At that moment, a slender woman in her early thirties stepped into view. A look of panic flashed across her face when she saw her daughter standing in the living room with a strange man. “What’s going on?” she cried as she crossed the floor in a few quick strides, grabbing Morgan by the hand and tucking the child behind her. “Who are you?”

In a calm, unassuming voice, Jake replied, “I’m Jacob Danville, I go by Jake. My mother Kaye lives in Number Two down the hall. Morgan saw me sitting outside the apartment and thought I was locked out. She was trying to be helpful. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He extended his hand to her.

Morgan’s mother continued to stand as a barrier between Jake and Morgan, holding her daughter behind her. “Hello, Jake,” she said, sounding stiff. “I’m Abby.” She took one small, cautious step toward him and extended her free hand. It was a stretch for Jake to shake it without moving in closer as well. He leaned forward, not wanting to alarm her any more than she already was.

“Her real name is Sabbath,” Morgan chimed in, peeking out from behind her mother. “She just goes by Abby.”

“Sabbath?” asked Jake. “I have to say I’ve never heard that name before.”

“Yeah, well, my parents were a bit eccentric,” Abby replied, scowling down at her daughter.

“I know a little bit about eccentric parents myself,” Jake confessed. Abby said nothing. “Morgan tells me you’ve just moved in,” he went on. Seeing no boxes he added, “Looks like you’ve settled in well.” Again, Abby said nothing, she merely nodded. It was clear she was unnerved having a stranger in her home. Jake tipped his head and smiled. “Well, I’d better get going, I didn’t mean to intrude. It was nice meeting you both. I’m here every Sunday so we may see each other now and then.”

Morgan stepped around her mother and said, “My mom made cookies yesterday, do you want some? They’re chocolate chip and they’re really good.” Her eyes grew wide as she mentioned the cookies.

Abby was surprised by her daughter’s boldness. It was obvious Morgan hadn’t learned the lessons Abby had tried to instill in her from the time she could walk about talking to strangers, let alone inviting one into their home and asking him to stay for cookies. “He said he had to go,” Abby said to Morgan through clenched teeth.

“I’m sorry if I’ve made things awkward for you, Abby,” Jake apologized. “Thanks for the offer, Morgan, I’m sure your mother’s cookies are delicious. I’ll have to take a rain check.” He turned to leave.

Abby held her breath for a moment and was surprised to hear herself say, “I could send some with you, if you’d like.” What? Why did she say that? Why didn’t she just let him go? Was she trying to make up for having been standoffish toward him when he had been nothing but cordial with her? He had to understand that, as a mother of a young child, she needed to be cautious when it came to strangers. Yet no alarm bells were going off in her head with Jake. Was she allowing herself to let down her guard a little because he was polite and charming, not to mention good-looking? Either way, the offer had been made. “They’re oatmeal chocolate chip,” she added.

Jake appreciated the effort she was making, despite her evident unease. “Sure, that would be nice. Thank you,” he said.

Morgan misinterpreted the exchange that had taken place between her mother and Jake; she assumed he had changed his mind and decided to stay after all. “Oh goody!” she exclaimed. “Can we have juice with our cookies, Mom?”

Jake bowed his head, stifling a laugh. “Kids, huh?” he said.

Morgan was now in the dining room. “Come sit by me, Jake,” she called out to him.

“I’m sorry,” Jake apologized to Abby again in a whisper. “I’ll be going.”

When he reached the door, Abby said, biting her lip, “You’re welcome to stay.” She was so far out of her comfort zone it was as though someone else was doing the talking for her. She looked into his eyes, ‘the windows to the soul’ her mother always said, and a sudden feeling of reassurance washed over her. “Really, it’s fine,” she told him, and meant it.

“Okay,” said Jake, and he followed her to the dining room, which was also neat and tidy, as was the kitchen beyond.

“Sit here, Jake,” said Morgan, patting the seat next to her on one side of the dining room table. After Jake sat down, she slid her chair over until it was right up against his.

Abby went to the kitchen and returned with a tray carrying three tumblers, a glass pitcher of orange juice, a large plate of homemade cookies, and a small stack of paper napkins. Placing the tray on the table, she rolled her eyes when she saw that her daughter’s chair abutted Jake’s. “Morgan, scoot back over. You don’t need to suffocate our guest. Sorry,” she said to Jake.

“It’s okay. I like her enthusiasm.”

Abby poured the juice as everyone helped themselves to the cookies. “So, tell us about yourself, Jake,” Abby prompted. “Where are you from, what do you do for a living, all the usual details.” She tried to make her request sound as innocuous as possible while hoping to get as much information out of him that she could. He was a handsome, well-dressed, mild-mannered man with jet black hair, skin the color of creamy coffee, and beautiful hazel eyes. He came across as pleasant and polite; still, she remained guarded. What can you really know about a person after just five minutes?

“I grew up here in Edison. My father left when I was four, I have no brothers or sisters. I graduated from Rutgers with a BS in nursing, and went on and got my Masters. I work at Grace Mercy Hospital and teach a couple of basic courses at the community college each fall and spring semester. I’m not married.”

Abby was surprised at how much information he provided in such a few short sentences. “And you’re a good son who visits his mother every Sunday,” she couldn’t help pointing out.

“I’m afraid my mother would disagree with you.”

His response, which was neither sad nor bitter just stated as fact, took Abby by surprise. “She would? Why?” She regretted the question as soon as she asked it. “Sorry,” she added, flushed with embarrassment. “That’s none of my business.”

“There’s no need to be sorry, you haven’t offended me. To tell you the truth, we haven’t seen or talked to each other in years.”

Abby was confused. “I don’t understand. You come every Sunday but she won’t see you?” Jake nodded. “Why would you... oops,” she stopped herself again, slapping her hand over her mouth. “I’m getting too personal, please forgive me.”

“No, it’s fine. I know it sounds strange. She’s my mother and she’s all I’ve got, family-wise. To be honest, I stopped worrying about how odd and futile my visits are a long time ago. It’s more of a habit now, the thing I do on Sunday afternoons. It gives me a chance to read and unwind for an hour.” He gave a casual shrug. “I’d like to think she appreciates my visits, even though she’s not a part of them.”

Abby couldn’t decide who she thought was odder—the mother who ignored her child or the child who waged a continuous, futile battle to be a part of her life. Jake’s candor, after knowing her for a matter of minutes, was also odd to Abby. She was more of a private person, sharing personal details only when necessary. “I’m sure she does,” was all she could think of to say, followed by a moment of awkward silence.

As luck would have it, Morgan piped up and changed the subject. “Do you have a dog?”

Jake laughed. “As a matter of fact, I do. She’s a miniature schnauzer named Gretchen. You’d like her, she’s cute and friendly like you.”

Morgan grinned, showing the missing lateral incisors on her lower set of teeth. “Will you bring her next week?” she asked with excitement. “I could take care of her here while you sit outside your mom’s apartment, if you want.”

“Morgan!” Abby scolded. “Boy, you must think we have no tact at all in our house,” she said to Jake with a mortified chuckle.

“Don’t worry about it,” Jake replied to Abby. Turning to Morgan, he said, “If it’s all right with your mom, I’ll bring Gretchen. If she says no, that’s the final answer, okay? She’s the boss and we have to play by her rules.”

Abby knew if she said yes, Jake would become a part of her and her daughter’s lives; would that be a good thing or not? So far, he seemed like a decent guy. But anyone can put their best foot forward in the short term. “You don’t even know how to take care of a dog,” said Abby to Morgan, looking for a way out.

“Well, Jake will be right out in the hall,” Morgan argued with a pleading look on her face. “She can be my new friend.”

Abby knew how difficult the move had been on her daughter. Morgan had no friends in the area and wouldn’t know anyone at all in her new third grade class. It wasn’t surprising she attached herself to Jake so quickly. After a moment’s deliberation, Abby conceded. “Okay, fine,” she said as Morgan whooped with excitement.

“She’s a well-behaved dog,” Jake assured Abby. “She loves being the center of attention, so I think the two of them will get along well together.”

The ensuing conversation over the next several minutes centered on Gretchen, with Morgan asking question after question about the dog. Jake even showed her a picture of Gretchen he had in his wallet. Morgan trembled with anticipation.

Sometime later, Jake said, “It’s time I should be going, I have a few errands to run.” He returned his empty glass to the tray, along with his crumb-filled napkin, and stood up. “I enjoyed meeting you both. I look forward to seeing you again next week. I know Gretchen will be excited too,” he said to Morgan, tapping her under her chin.

Abby and Morgan escorted Jake to the door. “Thank you for indulging my daughter,” Abby whispered to him. “It’s nice that she has something positive to look forward to. The recent changes haven’t been easy on her.”

“My pleasure. And thank you for your hospitality.” He leaned in and brushed a kiss on her cheek. Abby blushed as she watched him walk down the hall where he collected his chair, book, and empty bottle of water. With his belongings in hand, he turned and waved goodbye. Abby smiled at him as Morgan waved with enthusiasm and hollered, “Bye, Jake! See you next week!”

Jake passed the woman who lived in Number Four as she returned to her apartment. “Have a good day, Mrs. Albrecht,” he said as she hurried past. Once again, she ignored him.

Abby shut the door to her apartment and returned to the dining room to put the cookies and juice away and to wash the dirty glasses, musing how her afternoon had taken such an unexpected turn and how she had handled it with uncharacteristic openness. It was hard to believe she played host to a total stranger that was brought into her home by her eight-year-old daughter and that she had even agreed to let him bring his dog the following week for Morgan to play with. Why had she become so compliant all of a sudden? It was so unlike her. She had to admit Jake had a knack for making her feel at ease.

Her musings were interrupted moments later when she heard a knock at her door. Had Jake come back? She was surprised to see the woman who had snubbed Jake in the hall standing at the door. She was tall, angular, and sour-faced. Even her snow-white hair seemed tense.

“My name is Gladys Albrecht,” the woman said in clipped tones. “I live across the hall.”

“Oh, hello, Mrs. Albrecht. My name is Abby Wilson. My daughter Morgan and I are your new neighbors. Nice to meet you.”

Mrs. Albrecht didn’t seem to think it was nice at all. “I’d just like to say that I think it’s inappropriate and dangerous for your little girl to associate with a queer.” She lowered her voice and growled the last word. Her stern face evidenced her unyielding nature and general lack of a sense of humor.

Morgan, who thought Jake had come back, was standing nearby yet unseen by Mrs. Albrecht and could hear what was being said. Queer? What’s that? she thought. Mrs. Albrecht said the word with such venom in her voice that Morgan knew it had to be something bad.

Abby was taken aback by the woman’s brazen rudeness, interjecting her own prejudices onto Abby, a total stranger, and by the fact that she thought Jake was gay. Where did that come from? “Thank you for your concern,” Abby said, trying to keep her temper. “Have a good day.” With that, she closed the door.

“Mom, what’s a queer?” asked Morgan, startling Abby.

Look what you started, you meddlesome old busybody, thought Abby before answering her daughter’s question. “The way Mrs. Albrecht intended, it’s a derogatory word for a homosexual.”

“What’s derogatory?”

“It means rude and offensive.” Like that sour old woman.

“Then what’s a homosexual?”

Each answer Abby gave her daughter seemed to spawn more questions. She wondered how long this would go on. She tried never to quell Morgan’s curiosity and even encouraged her natural inquisitiveness. In her opinion, asking questions was the best way to learn. “It’s a person who loves someone of the same sex, like a man loving a man or a woman loving a woman.”

“What’s wrong with that?” the guileless Morgan asked. “I thought we’re supposed to love everyone.”

Abby gave her daughter an indulgent smile. “I don’t mean the general ‘love thy neighbor’ type of love. I’m talking about falling in love, like a husband and wife.”

“That’s funny,” Morgan giggled, not out of derision but out of innocence. “Is Jake like that?”

“I don’t know, sweetheart. Even though there are people like that, it doesn’t make them weird or wrong; it’s just how they are.”

Morgan tried to imagine how that would work. “Do they get married?”

“I’m sure there are a lot of homosexuals who would like to get married but they can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because the law says they can’t.”

“There’s a law?” asked Morgan, wrinkling her nose. “That’s dumb. Why don’t they get rid of that law?”

“It’s not that easy. People don’t like change; new ideas scare them. And politicians don’t like to ruffle feathers. I think things will get better though.” After all, it was 1997 and broad-minded Bill Clinton was in the White House. “It will take some time, that’s all.”

“It doesn’t seem fair,” Morgan said. “Why do people care if two boys or two girls want to get married? Why is it their business?”

Abby appreciated her young daughter’s progressive ideas. “That’s a good question but I’m afraid I can’t answer that. There are lots of people out there who spend a lot of their time worrying about what everyone else is doing instead of focusing that energy on bettering themselves. You hang onto those feelings, kiddo, and maybe you can be a force for good when you get older.”

As Morgan nodded, she thought about the other thing Mrs. Albrecht had said about Jake. “Why did Mrs. Albrecht say Jake is dangerous?” she asked with a nervous note to her voice. “Should I be afraid of him?”

“No, I don’t think so,” said Abby, keeping her earlier reservations about Jake to herself. “Mrs. Albrecht is just an opinionated old woman.” She stopped herself from adding, with a big mouth.

“Jake said she’s ‘narrow-minded’, is that the same thing?”

“Pretty much. Look, Morgan, don’t let her change your mind about Jake. He seems like a nice man and we can make up our own minds about him as we get to know him better.” Although Abby liked to believe she was forward thinking, she had never known a gay man before and having one in her life, and in her daughter’s life, was something new. She needed to sort through her feelings and didn’t need the likes of Mrs. Albrecht muddying up the waters.
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Guy Marchetti was a second-generation American; his paternal grandparents emigrated from a small, war-torn village outside of Milan not long after Grandfather Marchetti returned from fighting in The Great War. He and his wife settled in a small Italian neighborhood in Raritan Township, New Jersey (later renamed Edison Township in 1954 in honor of the inventor Thomas Alva Edison) where Guy’s father, Enrico, was born a year later. Enrico began working in his father’s bodega at the age of five and took it over after his father’s death. He fell in love with Angela Faraldo, the daughter of the florist next door, who was two years his senior. Her parents also emigrated from Italy, Genoa specifically, before she was born. After Enrico and Angela were married, Angela’s parents moved out of the apartment over the florist shop so the newlyweds would have a place to live, gave the shop to their daughter, and moved to Florida. Guy and his younger sister Sofia were both born and raised in that same apartment. The family lived a modest lifestyle, never getting ahead yet never succumbing to debt like many of their neighbors.

Guy hated everything about his life; everything, except watching the local gangsters in the neighborhood.

Guy became fascinated with gangsters from the first time he ever saw one, which was in the fall of 1945 when he was ten years old and began to stock shelves in his father’s store after school. A swarthy, well-dressed man came into the store and walked right up to Enrico, who was working behind the counter. Guy watched with interest as Enrico passed a plain white envelope over to the man, who took it and left. Not a word was spoken between them.

“Who was that?” Guy asked his father.

“I don’t know his name,” his father answered.

“What did you give him?”

“Money.”

The answer intrigued Guy. “Why did you give him money if you don’t know who he is?”

“He came to collect for someone else. Someone I have to pay every month.”

“Why?” Guy knew it wasn’t for the rent; his parents owned both the store and florist shop next door.

Enrico sized up his son, deciding whether to tell him the truth or not. “It’s called ‘protection money’. I pay and they look out for us as well as the other stores in the neighborhood.”

Guy didn’t understand. “Isn’t that what the police are supposed to do?” he asked.

Enrico gave Guy a weary smile. “It’s complicated.”

The following day at school Guy told his friend Giovanni about it.

“Of course, everyone in the neighborhood pays,” Giovanni said as though this was common knowledge. Giovanni was eleven and the youngest of five brothers in a family who embraced their Sicilian heritage. He couldn’t remember a time that he didn’t know about his father’s monthly payoff to the local gangsters. It was as much a part of his family’s life as pasta for dinner every evening and mass twice a week. It’s just how things were.

“Why does everyone pay?” Guy asked, amazed that his friend was so wise to the grown-up goings-on in the neighborhood.

Giovanni laughed. “Because bad things will happen if you don’t. I heard about a guy on Baker Street that didn’t pay and his dog was shot and his car was set on fire. He paid after that.” He laughed again. “Stupid jerk. Everyone knows you gotta pay.”

After that, Guy started to pay close attention to the man who came to his father’s shop to collect each month. Like a succinctly choreographed dance, the man would walk in, go straight to the counter, Enrico would hand him the envelope of money, and the man would leave without a word ever passing between them. It went down the same way month after month.

Guy plucked up the courage to follow the man on his rounds later that spring as he went from one local business to the next, picking up unmarked envelopes full of cash at each stop. He exchanged a few words at a couple of places; as a rule, though, his routine was the same as it was in Guy’s father’s store. The man made more than a dozen stops in a three-block radius and by the time he was finished, his suit coat pockets were bulging. Afterward, he climbed into his large, dark sedan and drove to a small café half a mile away, with eleven-year-old Guy running behind him. Several men were hanging around outside—some sitting, some standing—and all were dressed in nice suits, similar to the one worn by the man Guy had followed. The man exchanged a few pleasantries with the others before disappearing inside. Despite Guy wanting to slip in after him to see what he would do with all that money, he didn’t dare walk past the group of intimidating-looking men. What if they asked what he was doing there? ‘Curiosity’ was not an answer they seemed ready to indulge. Instead, he watched them from a distance.

There was something fascinating about those imposing men in their expensive clothes as they talked and laughed outside the café, as though they were kings of the world. The sophistication and camaraderie they conveyed was strange yet appealing to young Guy. He knew then and there that this was the world he wanted and needed to be a part of. He could see it had more to offer and was definitely more glamorous than being a shopkeeper all his life, the life his father currently lived and envisioned for Guy as well. Guy wanted no part of that mundane future. No, he had far bigger ambitions than that.

The following month, Guy once again tailed the man on his route and then back to the café. With a shiny quarter in his pocket, and a stiff upper lip, he started to follow the man into the café.

“Hey, kid,” said one of the four men who were seated outside. “Where do you think you’re going?” The other men laughed, as if it were some sort of joke that Guy wasn’t in on.

“I wanna get a milkshake,” answered Guy, surprised that he was more flattered than scared that one of them had spoken to him.

“Come here,” the man beckoned. Guy was more than happy to oblige. He was talking to a gangster! “You got any money?”

“Yes, I do,” Guy proclaimed, producing the quarter from his pants pocket that he had stolen out of his mother’s purse. Before Guy knew what happened, the quarter was in the gangster’s hand.

“Not anymore, you don’t!” the gangster taunted.

Guy’s face turned red. “Give it back,” he snarled with as much bravado as he could muster. “That’s not yours, it’s mine. Now give it back.”

“It’s mine now, kid. Whaddya gonna do about it?” He leaned in close to Guy’s face, daring Guy to cross him.

Guy weighed his options. If he cried and ran, which was his first instinct, he would be perceived as a baby by the gangsters. He couldn’t have that; he wanted their approval. That meant he had to show them he could be as tough and determined as they were. Therefore, he held his ground. “I’m gonna stand here until you give it back.” He stared the man square in the eyes and stuck out his shaking hand.

“Give the kid his quarter back, Dom,” said one of the other men in a low, passive tone. He had salt-and-pepper hair, a square jaw, and an authoritative air about him. Guy guessed he must be the boss because the next thing Guy knew, the quarter was back in his hand.

“Thanks,” Guy said, not to Dom but to the man who gave the order.

“No problem, kid,” the boss replied. “Now go get your milkshake.”

At that moment, the man Guy had followed to the café reemerged. “Hello,” Guy said to him as though they had a close relationship with each other. He wanted the other gangsters to see that he knew one of them.

“Friend of yours?” asked the boss, a bemused smile on his face.

“Nah, that’s just Enrico Marchetti’s kid.” He didn’t return Guy’s greeting; instead, he pulled up a nearby chair and sat with the group.

“You’re out of your neighborhood, son,” said the boss. “Why did you come all the way down here for a milkshake when I know you can get one right across the street from your apartment?”

Guy was impressed that the boss knew where he lived. “I wanted to come here instead. It’s more interesting.”

A couple of the men laughed. The man Guy followed said, “Go home to your pop, kid. Ain’t you got some shelves to stock?”

Guy glared at him for a moment before turning back to the boss. “Can I stay?”

“Sure, kid, you can stay. Go get your milkshake, and tell ‘em it’s on me. You can keep your quarter.”

Guy grinned as he eagerly re-pocketed the quarter. “Thanks, mister! Who should I tell them is paying?”

Everyone laughed at that, even the boss. “You tell ‘em Mr. Gardenia is paying.”

Guy got his free milkshake, courtesy of Mr. Gardenia, as well as a part-time job at the café wiping tables, sweeping floors, and taking out the trash, earning him two whole dollars each week. In addition, Mr. Gardenia (Lou to his friends) took a liking to Guy and paid for a shake each time Guy’s chores were finished. When the weather was good, Guy would sit outside at a nearby table, enjoying his shake and the conversation of the men even more. He came to know them all—Tony, the man who collected from his father; Dom, the man who had taken his quarter; Dino, a large, gregarious man with a missing ear; and Mikey, a mean-looking man of few words who never gave Guy the time of day. There were others, but that group seemed to make up the upper echelon of what Guy soon learned was the Martino Mob, with Lou at its head. The Martino Mob was a small yet powerful crime family headquartered in Edison and whose territory covered most of northern New Jersey.

Guy’s father was livid when, a couple of months later, he found out his son was hanging out with the gangsters. He confronted Guy in the back of the store and forbade him from ever going to the café again. “Keep away from them, Guy,” he warned, jabbing a finger in Guy’s face to emphasize his point, “I mean it.”

“But I got a job,” Guy retorted in anger. “I work there. And Mr. Gardenia won’t be happy if I stop coming.” He figured if he dropped the mob boss’s name, his father would back off.

“You’ve got a job, working here in my store,” countered Enrico.

“Yeah, well, Mr. Gardenia pays me, you don’t. You’re using me for free because I’m your son and it’s not fair.”

Enrico knew it was less about the money and more about Guy’s naïve fascination with the mob. He had seen it before with his own friends. In fact, he himself had been a bit awestruck by the same mob when it was run by Lou Gardenia’s father-in-law, Anthony Martino, back when Enrico was a kid. Lucky for him, his father, in whom he held the highest respect, had a strong influence over him and when Enrico was told to stay away, he obeyed. He wouldn’t be so lucky with his own son. Guy had gotten a taste of the mob’s world and Enrico could tell he was enamored with it. It would be difficult to get Guy to see the truth about the company he was involved with. Further, Enrico knew that his family and businesses would suffer retribution if he got between Guy and Lou Gardenia. In anger, he grabbed his son by the shoulders and shook him. “You think you’re such a big shot now, do you? You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into, Guy!” he yelled. “This isn’t some game, and it affects others besides you. I’ve managed to keep them at a distance for years and now you’ve associated our good family name with theirs. If your mother ever finds out, she’ll tan your hide.”

Eyes filled with tears, Guy shouted back, “No she won’t. Cuz if she does, I’ll tell Lou.” It was the first time he ever dared used Mr. Gardenia’s first name. He knew he had crossed a line he shouldn’t have by threatening his parents like that; all the same, he didn’t care. He was going to become a gangster, with all its collective perks and the deference that came along with it, and he wasn’t about to let anyone stop him, not even his own parents.

Enrico, incensed by his son’s threat, pushed Guy away as though he were hot to the touch. “You shame me,” he snarled, his eyes blazing with revulsion. He turned and walked away.

The following day, Guy told Mr. Gardenia about
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