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​WALDORF ASTORIA, NYC
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T
he air buzzed with quiet anticipation—low murmurs, clinking glasses, the soft hum of jazz drifting through the space—as we stepped into the grand ballroom of the Waldorf Astoria Hotel. 

My wife, Amy, and I moved toward the check-in table, scanning the seating chart for our assignment. Table 17. A prime spot, just behind the first row of tables that lined the dance floor.

I glanced around, my eyes quickly landing on familiar faces—friends, acquaintances, and a few old adversaries—their presence stirring echoes of past encounters. The night promised intrigue.

As we approached our table, I spotted Natalie sitting alone, her posture relaxed yet watchful. The moment her eyes met mine, she sprang to her feet, her voice rising with surprise. “I can’t believe it! How are you? I’ve been so looking forward to seeing you guys.”

I smiled, taking in the warmth in her expression. “I’m great. With so many familiar faces here, it feels like we’ve stepped back in time.”

She nodded, a wistful smile curving her lips. “The only thing missing is the Kid.”

I held her gaze for a beat before replying with quiet certainty. “Give it time.”

As Amy and Natalie exchanged a warm embrace, I eased into my seat, facing the dance floor. The chair to my right remained open for Amy, while Natalie took her place beside her—a familiar presence I had known for most of my life. An accomplished singer with striking features, she stood at five foot three, her enviable figure effortlessly drawing attention. I couldn’t ignore the absence of her husband, a man I had only met on a few occasions, but I decided against asking where he was. 

As more guests arrived, the space around our table filled with an eclectic mix of personalities. To Natalie’s right sat a couple I didn’t recognize, their conversation low but animated. Farther down the line sat my cousin Joanne and her friend Olivia—two faces my wife and I both knew well. Having recently separated from her husband, Joanne had chosen to bring Olivia along for company, a choice that felt fitting for the occasion.

To my left, one seat remained empty, waiting for its intended occupant. Beyond it sat another couple, also unfamiliar to me. But it was the woman, Annette, who immediately caught my attention. Her short blonde hair framed striking blue eyes, and she carried herself with an effortless grace—a refined sweetness that set her apart. Elegantly dressed and youthful in appearance, Annette exuded a quiet charm, one that I didn’t yet know would leave its mark on the evening. As it turned out, she was a distant cousin of the man we had gathered to celebrate—though I didn’t know it then—a connection that would unfold in ways I couldn’t anticipate.

After the introductions, my wife, Natalie, Joanne, Olivia, and I launched into reminiscing about the good old days. We had shared a history that stretched back to our teenage years in Los Angeles during the late 1970s—a time full of unforgettable moments. As the room steadily filled with guests, I noticed more and more familiar faces among the crowd.

People frequently stopped by our table to greet one of us, and it wasn’t long before our little corner of the room became a hub of activity. It wouldn’t have been surprising if the other guests at our table started thinking we were celebrities, given the sheer number of visitors and the attention we received. Of course, Natalie truly carried some star power thanks to her successful singing and acting career. But beyond that, we all shared a unique connection to someone who had profoundly impacted our lives—a bond that brought with it a certain air of importance.

Table 16, just to our left, was filled with a mix of current and former members of La Cosa Nostra from Los Angeles. I recognized most of them, and they certainly recognized me as well. At six feet three and 230 pounds, I wasn’t exactly someone who blended into the background. At forty-eight years young, I was no longer looking for any trouble, but I would never turn my back on it if it came my way.

To the left of Table 16 sat Table 15, where members of some of the Five Families from New York were gathered. The atmosphere around those tables carried an undeniable weight, a reminder of old alliances and reputations that could never truly fade. 

James Mallarino, the renowned heartthrob singer of the 1960s, occupied Table 7—situated right in front of ours, off the dance floor. His fame was tied not only to his own iconic career but also to his close connection with Paul Vicarro, the legendary singer and actor who defined an era in Hollywood. Though Paul was no longer with us, his influence remained deeply woven into all our lives. Jimmy shared the table with his wife, Elizabeth (Beth), family members from Philadelphia, and several pop singers of his generation. The table was large, mirroring his significant legacy. The event celebrated Jimmy’s achievement; the NY Actors Guild had named him Favorite Actor of the 1960s—a well-deserved honor. This gathering was nothing short of extraordinary, as every notable figure in Jimmy’s orbit seemed in attendance.

As we chatted, I leaned toward Amy to whisper something, but a loud voice from my left cut through the conversation. Turning, I saw a man from Table 16 towering over Annette, his tone sharp and aggressive as he barked, “You shouldn’t be here.”

His words were loud enough to draw attention, and he grabbed her left arm, pulling her up from her chair and drawing her close to emphasize his point.

“I want you to leave, and leave now,” he demanded.

Annette’s face froze in fear. I glanced at the man she had been sitting with, hoping he’d step in, but he remained motionless, paralyzed by uncertainty. It was clear he wouldn’t act.

I stood up, my voice firm as I said, “What the hell is wrong with you? Let her go.”

His response came immediate and hostile: “Mind your business and shut the fuck up.”

Not exactly the kind of words I responded very favorably to.

I knew he was connected to someone at Table 16, and though I had walked away from that life, I understood the potential consequences of intervening. Still, there was no way I could stand by and watch him intimidate and manhandle her. As I moved toward him, he released her, bracing himself for what was coming. Before things could escalate, several men from Table 16 quickly stepped in, forming a barrier between us. Vic, a captain in the Poporri family, seated at Table 16, approached and demanded we stop.

“Philly, you should know better,” he said, his tone carrying both authority and familiarity.

“What would you have me do?” I shot back. “Watch this moron smack the girl around?”

Vic sighed, brushing it off. “He’s had a few drinks. Just leave it alone.”

I nodded, agreeing to de-escalate, though the tension lingered. Vic turned to the man, who I learned was named Mitch, and ordered him back to their table. Mitch, a hot-headed associate in his early forties with a build that screamed overconfidence, reluctantly obeyed. He carried himself as if untouchable, but it was clear his invincibility would soon be tested.

I settled back into my seat as my wife Amy, Natalie, Joanne, Olivia, and I resumed our lively conversation. Suddenly, a wave of murmurs rippled through the room, and I caught the phrase “I don’t believe it” echoing around us. Turning to my right, I saw him—“the Kid”—walking in, accompanied by JJ, who was practically a fixture at his side these days.

It had been two years since I’d last seen him, as I’d been out of the country, though we spoke on the phone all the time. As he entered, the room seemed to come alive. People flocked to him, shaking his hand, greeting him warmly, and wrapping him in hugs.

My cousin Joanne, with a knowing tone, muttered, “Of course she has her arms around him.”

The “she” in question was a woman clinging to him as he made his way through the crowd. His reputation with the ladies was legendary, and, from experience, I could confirm it was well-earned.

The Kid eventually reached Table 7, where Jimmy, his family, and friends were seated. Before he could settle in, Joanne sprang to her feet, exclaiming, “Kid!”

He turned, his face lighting up. “Oh my God, I don’t believe it.” Making his way over to us, he added, “I had no idea you guys were flying in to be here. I only found out yesterday that I’d even make it.” He explained that he’d spent the past two weeks in Tokyo, working on a deal, and had only just returned.

Greeting Joanne, Olivia, and Natalie with hugs and kisses, he finally turned to Amy and me.

“You two, get over here,” he said with a grin, pulling us into a warm embrace. “It’s so good to have you guys home. I wish I could have been there when you got in.”

I smiled. “It’s good to be back.”

“We have so much to catch up on and go over,” the Kid said. “Tokyo was great; I had some very interesting meetings. You guys feel like learning Japanese? Just kidding.”

We both laughed.

After our warm reunion, the Kid’s gaze wandered over to Annette.

“Oh, my goodness, Annette, how are you? I haven’t seen you in forever.”

Annette’s response was barely audible—a soft “hi” as she kept her eyes low.

I couldn’t help but blurt out, “You know her?”

“Yeah,” he replied casually, “she’s Jimmy’s cousin. Why?”

I looked to see where Jimmy was, but he wasn’t around. I shook my head. “If I’d known she was connected to you or Jimmy, I would’ve handled it differently.”

At that, the Kid’s friendly demeanor shifted to one of concern. “Handled what? What are you talking about?” he asked, furrowing his brow.

“Damn, Kid,” I muttered. “I wish I’d known that earlier.”

Clearly puzzled now, he leaned in. “Philly, what’s going on? What happened?”

I took a deep breath and laid it all out for him: how Mitch had stormed over to our table, grabbed Annette, and threatened her right in front of everyone. As I recounted the incident, the Kid’s expression grew darker with each word—the warmth of our reunion quickly replaced by a simmering anger. I couldn’t help but notice that everyone at Table 16 had become visibly uneasy; their eyes flitted nervously between us, as if they shared our disquiet.

“Who was it?” the Kid finally demanded.

I gestured toward Mitch, who was leaning casually against a concrete column just steps from their table.

“Let me handle it,” I offered, ready to step in.

But the Kid shook his head quickly and firmly. “No, we’re not looking for trouble tonight,” he said calmly. “You and JJ stay here; I’ll go talk to him.”

There it was—a quiet resolve replacing the shock. The Kid’s protective instincts had taken over, and despite the unsettling circumstances, he wouldn’t let things escalate further tonight.

Turning to Annette, his tone softened. “Are you okay?” he asked.

She managed a tearful “yes,” though her eyes still glistened with uncertainty.

Sensing her discomfort, he probed further. “Do you know who he is?”

Annette hesitated before replying, explaining that she had seen him a few times years ago, back when her ex-husband was still in the picture. Her ex-husband had moved to LA and became associated with the Poporri family before landing in prison on a five-to-eight-year sentence for armed robbery.

I noticed the Kid taking off his sport jacket and watch, clearly preparing for a serious conversation. At forty-eight, he still carried himself with the strength and poise of a younger man, his presence commanding attention. As he walked over, the room seemed to still—everyone at Tables 16 and 15 looked up, silently watching the interaction unfold. Despite the tension, no one made a move or said a word.

JJ and I instinctively positioned ourselves a few feet away from the Kid, flanking him on his right and left sides, ready to step in if needed. When the Kid approached Mitch, the atmosphere grew heavier. 

Mitch, oblivious to who the Kid was or the significance of his presence, sneered. “What the fuck do you want?”

“I’m just a guy who wants to explain something to you,” the Kid calmly replied.

Mitch, still defiant, said, “Yeah? What’s that?”

At that moment, we saw the Kid’s left fist plunge into Mitch’s throat, forcing him to grab his throat with both hands. The Kid kicked him square in the balls so hard that we saw Mitch’s eyes about to bulge out of his head. The Kid snap-kicked him in the right knee, and he went down. It all took no more than ten seconds.

The room grew quieter as the exchange unfolded, with people standing nearby, including me, JJ, Jimmy, Vic, and a few of Vic’s men.

Vic eventually stepped forward, his voice cutting through the tension, “Jimmy”—who was back from his disappearance—“stop this.”

It was clear that only a select few could influence the Kid in moments like this—Jimmy being one of them. Their bond, forged over decades, was unshakable. Jimmy had been like an older brother to the Kid, guiding him since they’d first met when the Kid was just seven years old. That connection was something no one could break.

Jimmy stepped in. “Kid, stop. That’s enough. I think he’s got the message.”

The room’s tension seemed to ease as two of Vic’s men moved to assist Mitch, who was visibly hurt and unsteady on his feet. 

The Kid turned toward Mitch, fixing him with a sharp glare. “Hey, tough guy, don’t you want to know what I was going to tell you?”

Mitch appeared in a lot of pain, his knee probably broken, but he looked at the Kid.

“You’re not as tough as you think you are,” the Kid said, looking at the two guys holding Mitch up. “Get him out of my sight.”

Vic nodded to his guys, and they immediately did just that. The Kid looked at Vic, Vic looked back, and they both nodded. It was over, and everyone returned to their tables.

“I’ll be back,” the Kid said, and he headed over to Jimmy’s table.

As if the evening hadn’t taken such a dramatic turn, he greeted everyone at Table 7 with his usual charm, mingling effortlessly and leaving the tense moment behind.

We all took our seats again, and a pretty, wide-eyed woman in her thirties—Claire, who’d previously introduced herself—pushed her wine glass aside. “I’ve never seen anything like that!” Her cheeks were flushed, her tone somewhere between awe and disbelief.

I chuckled. “That was nothing. You should’ve seen him back in his prime.”

Graham, a lean man in a slate-gray suit seated at our table—also someone I’d just met—leaned forward, his voice low but clear. “Would you mind telling us about it? Sounds like there’s a good story there.”

I paused for a moment, reflecting on the countless memories I’d shared with the Kid over the years. “Sure, if you’re interested.”

The table seemed to collectively nod in the affirmative. So, I prepared to take them back in time, weaving together the stories that defined him, me, and those unforgettable younger days.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO
THE KID MOVES TO LA
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E
veryone at the table listened in anticipation of what I was going to say, so I cleared my throat and began. 

Let me start with the Kid’s real name, Dominic Argianno.

Dominic was the kind of kid who could be your closest ally—or your deadliest foe—depending on who you were. In the late ’70s and early ’80s, few dared mess with him. And even now, as you’ve just witnessed, that indomitable presence hasn’t faded one bit.

I paused, recalling the first time we crossed paths. 

I met Dominic back in 1975. We were both fifteen years old. I walked into our usual hangout—the Malibu Grill in LA—and there was this new kid, hanging out like he was sizing up the place. The Grill was the spot back then for teenagers who thought they were somebody in LA. We were a tough crowd, all of us between fifteen and twenty-five, dreaming about how we’d become the next “made guy.” We idolized the movie The Godfather—but we still blasted the Beach Boys, the Four Seasons, and, of course, Vicarro’s music. Vicarro was just on another level.

Dominic was a young face, new to the scene. Ralph—“Fat Man,” we called him, though never to his face—was one of the older guys, probably in his late thirties. He ran the Grill for the Poporri family and was a tough son of a bitch. When I realized Fat Man knew Dominic, I figured he must be all right. Still, I didn’t know much about him at that point.

Then one day, Rocco stopped by the Grill. When Rocco showed up, everyone took notice—he wasn’t just any guy. He was a captain in the Poporri family and one of Paul Vicarro’s closest men. And if you knew anything about LA back then, you knew Paul had all the clout. Rocco didn’t come around for idle chatter, so when I saw him talking to Dominic, I knew this Kid had connections. Rocco’s presence alone made everyone stop and pay attention.

I leaned back, letting the memories wash over me.

Paulo Vicarro—Paul—was a name you couldn’t ignore. He was a famous singer of his time, a true legend. But what made him fascinating wasn’t just his talent—it was the entourage of “made guys” that always surrounded him. Paul was the nephew of Carlo Poporri—Pop—head of the powerful Poporri family in LA. It was a strange mix: Hollywood glamour and the kind of loyalty that made you realize he was no ordinary celebrity.

As Dominic and I got to know each other, I remember asking him one day, “How do you know Rocco?”

Without hesitation, he replied, “He’s part of the family.” That single sentence hit me like a ton of bricks. No matter how tough I thought I was, I knew better than to mess with someone connected to Rocco. Rocco had a reputation that preceded him—he was as ruthless as they came. As a captain in the Poporri family, his name alone carried enough weight to make most people think twice. Few dared to challenge him, and I wasn’t about to be one of them. 

Dominic’s connection to someone like Rocco made it clear that this kid wasn’t just anyone. I once saw Rocco beat two guys half to death because he thought they were making jokes about Paul. Some of the other stories I heard about Rocco were even worse—like guys who crossed Rocco and were never seen again.

The Poporri family held sway over organized crime in California, with deep ties to the Barbieri family in New York. At the helm was Pop, who wielded significant power but answered only to Lorenzo Barbieri—the capo di tutti capi in New York. Their bond ran deep, rooted in their shared birthplace of Licata, Sicily. This connection solidified their alliance and ensured that Pop’s authority was rarely challenged. It was a dynamic that shaped the landscape of organized crime in LA during their reign.

As time went on, Dominic and I started talking more, and before long, we were hanging out regularly. He was a good kid—easy to talk to, with a natural charm that drew people in. Over the course of a year, our friendship grew stronger, and we became inseparable. We’d spend our days swapping stories and chasing girls, and let me tell you, even at sixteen, Dominic always had girls around him. He had that effortless magnetism that set him apart.

One day, two new guys started showing up at the Grill. A few of the older guys seemed to know them, but it was clear from the start that these two were trouble. They carried themselves with an air of intimidation, and it didn’t take long for them to start throwing their weight around. They’d boss people around, and most either complied, stopped coming to the Grill altogether, or ended up regretting it.

The leader of the pair was a guy named Mikey. He was built like a tank—a bodybuilder and a former Golden Gloves boxer. Tough as nails, with a temper to match, Mikey was the kind of guy who’d rather throw a punch than have a conversation. His hands were fast, no doubt about it, but as I’d later find out, there was someone whose hands would become even quicker. But that’s a story for later.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE
THE KID GETS A NICKNAME
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O
ne day at the Grill, Mikey was sitting at a table with two of his guys, eating and chatting. He called out to Dominic, who was sitting with me at the counter, and demanded that he bring him some mustard. I saw the look on Dominic’s face—he wasn’t used to being ordered around like that. It was clear Mikey didn’t know who Dominic was connected to, or he would have thought twice about it. 

Dominic hesitated for a moment but then got up and brought the yellow mustard over to Mikey’s table. When he handed it to him, Mikey stood up and said, “What the fuck, are you stupid? Don’t you know by now I like the spicy brown mustard? You are a fucking moron,” as he lifted Dominic by his shirt off the ground and pulled him in close. 

Again, Dominic said nothing. 

Mikey said, “Do you hear me, loser?” 

No response. 

Mikey was twenty-five. Dominic was sixteen. But Mikey didn’t care. He smacked Dominic so hard I thought he’d knocked some of his teeth out. Dominic went down, and Mikey walked over and kicked him in the gut. “Next time, you get me what I want.”

Everyone there just watched without saying a word. Dominic got up, limping and bleeding from the mouth as he started to walk away. I went to help him, but Mikey said to me, “Leave him the fuck alone or I’ll lay you out next.” 

I froze. I didn’t know what to do. Dominic was my friend, but at the same time, I didn’t want to get my face kicked in. 

Dominic looked at me and said, “It’s okay, Philly. I’ll be okay,” as he started to limp home alone. 

It wasn’t until later that I understood the full extent of Dominic’s background. He lived in Paul’s house, surrounded by Paul’s family members, and was treated as part of the family. What truly surprised me was learning about Dominic’s grandfather and his significant ties to the Barbieri family in New York. His grandfather had been a trusted captain for Lorenzo Barbieri, the head of the family, and often traveled to California on behalf of Lorenzo’s business interests. Through these trips, he formed a close friendship with Paul—a connection that would shape Dominic’s life. 

Dominic’s grandfather had begun bringing him along on these California trips ever since he was barely seven years old. As he grew older, Dominic’s participation was limited to school holidays—as restricted by his mother—but nothing could break the bond between them. Being his grandfather’s only grandson, their relationship proved as steadfast as it was rare. 

When Dominic turned fifteen, his ties to California deepened as he moved to California to live full-time in Paul’s house. He attended school with the rest of us and began to make a new life for himself, still looking forward to his grandfather’s visits. His grandfather, a man who not only navigated the treacherous maze of organized crime but also carefully laid the groundwork for Dominic’s potential role within the family, had indelibly marked his destiny. Those early experiences ran deep, defining Dominic in ways I hadn’t yet understood at the time. 

So that day, Dominic walked into Paul’s house bleeding from the mouth and looking beat up, and Paul saw him and said, “What the hell happened to you?” 

“I’ll be okay,” Dominic said. 

Paul was insistent that Dominic tell him what had happened. Let me also mention that Rocco was like part of the family as well, and although Rocco worked for Paul and took orders from him, he was still part of the Poporri family. More importantly, Rocco liked Dominic and thought of him like a little brother. 

Finally, with enough nagging, Dominic agreed to tell Paul what had happened, but he wanted Paul’s promise that Paul would do nothing. Dominic insisted that he wanted to handle this himself, in his own way, in his own time. Paul apparently agreed, so Dominic told him what happened and who beat him up. 

Later, Dominic told me, “As soon as I told them what happened, Rocco immediately blurted out, ‘I’m going to kill that prick.’ ” 

“Uncle Paul, you gave me your word,” Dominic said.

Paul said, “Okay, are you sure? I can have Rocco fix this.” 

Dominic said, “No.” 

Paul looked at Rocco and said, “Let this pass.”

“But Paul—” Rocco said.

Paul immediately cut him off, responding, “Let it go.” 

Rocco nodded his head yes.

The room hung on my every word, as I set the stage for how Dominic became “the Kid.” 

About two hours after the altercation with Dominic, I’m still hanging out at the Grill with a bunch of guys, including Mikey. Suddenly a black Cadillac rips around the corner, pulls up, and out comes Rocco, Johnny—another made guy—and two other guys I didn’t know. Everyone froze, because when these guys came around, you stood up and listened, even Mikey. 

It was a warm day, but for some reason, one of the two guys sitting in the back of the car that I didn’t know was wearing a trench coat. I found out why as they were leaving. Rocco immediately walked right up to Mikey and grabbed him by the throat. I was standing three feet away from Mikey, so I heard what was said. 

“I have been instructed not to kill you,” Rocco said. “That Kid you smacked around before has more balls than you’ll ever have. If it weren’t for him, you would be in the fucking ground right now. So, let me explain something that even a moron like you can understand.” 

Rocco is squeezing his throat so tight as he is talking that Mikey is starting to turn blue. “That Kid is very special to me, and when someone fucks with him, they are fucking with me. You so much as look at him cross-eyed again, I don’t care who tells me what not to do, I will beat you so badly you will beg me to put two fucking bullets in your head, do you understand me?” 

Mikey quickly nodded yes as best he could, with complete fear all over his face. Rocco let go, and Mikey took a big breath. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” Mikey said. 

“You know now.” 

As the four of them turned and walked back to the car, I noticed the guy with the trench coat slipping a sawed-off semi-automatic shotgun out from under his trench coat as he got in the car. Everyone at the Grill realized how close Mikey came to not breathing. 

And that’s how Dominic got his nickname “the Kid.” Rarely did anyone ever call him Dominic after that day. The name just stuck. 

After they left, everyone sat stunned. We all knew that no one was to touch this kid under any circumstances unless you wanted to deal with Rocco and his crew. I knew at that moment: this kid was going places. I just felt it. He could have had Mikey killed but decided not to. 

That night, I headed over to Paul’s house to check in on the Kid. The moment I walked in, I saw Rocco, his demeanor cold and distant. It was clear he wasn’t in a friendly mood. Rocco was the kind of guy whose approval mattered—a man you absolutely wanted to stay on the good side of. 

When I made it upstairs to the Kid’s room, we started to chat. He looked thoughtful, almost contemplative. Then he shared something that left me stunned. 

“Paul told me,” he began, “he spoke to my grandfather, and they decided if I want to learn how to handle things myself, I’m going to need some special training.” 

I asked what he meant by that, curiosity taking over, and he hesitated for a moment before continuing. “No one is supposed to know,” he said, lowering his voice. “Please don’t repeat it.” 

I could feel the weight of what he was about to say and hesitated myself, realizing the responsibility of knowing something so secretive. But the Kid trusted me enough to tell me anyway. 

Paul had orchestrated something extraordinary—something most people couldn’t even imagine. Through quiet influence and the kind of leverage that only decades in the shadows could earn, he secured the Kid a place in a covert, ultra-classified CIA field program hidden deep in Southern Nevada. This wasn’t your standard-issue training at “the Farm,” where typical agency recruits learned tradecraft. This was something altogether different—more intense, more selective, and far more secretive. 

It was a program whispered about in the corridors of Langley, reserved for a handful of elite operatives being groomed for off-the-books operations. Admission wasn’t just about skill—it required a sponsor with serious clout in the agency. Paul knew the right people to make it happen. He cashed in old favors, navigated back channels, and pulled strings buried so deep in the intelligence community they practically hummed with static. 

This wasn’t about survival in back alleys or handling neighborhood threats. The lessons here would be different—sharp, calculated, designed for a world where mistakes were fatal and the line between predator and prey blurred in the shadows. Paul and the Kid’s grandfather knew exactly what they were setting in motion. And when the Kid stepped into that training facility, he wouldn’t just be walking into another phase of his life—he’d be walking into something far more intense, far more defining, far more life changing.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
CIA TRAINING
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T
he Kid was only sixteen when he left, a teenager stepping into a world most could hardly imagine. The year at the Grill without the Kid felt strange—like a void in the rhythm of our group. I’d heard whispers that he’d been back once or twice on leave, but he never came around, nor did he call. I found myself wondering whether he was intentionally keeping his distance or if it was part of the strict discipline his training demanded. There were moments of doubt, wondering if he’d moved on from me and the guys altogether.

Life went on, and I focused on my own goals, hitting the gym regularly and getting bigger. But when I finally saw the Kid the following summer, at seventeen, it was as though I was looking at someone entirely new. The transformation was undeniable. He carried himself differently—more confident, more deliberate in his actions. You could see it in his eyes, in the way he sized up a situation with quiet strength. His demeanor was unshakeable, and it was obvious he’d grown tougher, both mentally and physically. 

He had started to build muscle—a sign that whatever he’d been through that year had left him stronger in every sense. The Kid wasn’t just back; he had evolved into someone who felt larger than life. It was clear that whatever training he’d undergone had shaped him into the person everyone now knew as “the Kid.”

When the Kid came by the Grill, he greeted me warmly, giving me a big hello, and we shared a firm hug. Everyone else chimed in with greetings, except for Mikey, who sat there with a cautious expression, unsure of how to react. While the Kid didn’t acknowledge Mikey directly, he made no effort to avoid his gaze either. The tension between them hung in the air, unspoken but palpable. After some small talk, the Kid turned to me and said, “Let’s go get some lunch.” I understood right away that he wasn’t interested in sticking around the Grill to eat, so we left together.

Once we were alone, I took the opportunity to ask him how things were going and what the training had been like. His answer, delivered with both candor and quiet pride, offered me a rare glimpse into a world that was reshaping him.

“Let me tell you,” he began, “the training is intense and extremely difficult, but I’m learning a lot. I put in twelve to fourteen hours a day, every day. It’s not all physical, but most of it is. I’ve got a private tutor keeping me on top of my schoolwork, though I’m not sure that part is going too well,” he admitted with a faint grin.

He leaned in, eyes glinting with a mix of intensity and pride as he laid out the details of his training. “They’re not just teaching me hand-to-hand combat—we’re mastering everything, from knives and batons to handguns and long rifles. But the real backbone of the program is Japanese Kenpo.”

He paused, letting the significance of his words sink in.

“Kenpo isn’t purely about brute force,” he explained, his eyes glinting. “It’s about balance—a blend of offense and defense that flows naturally. We practice rapid-fire combinations: punches, kicks, elbows, and knees, all chained together so that you can overwhelm an opponent before he has a chance to react. The throat—one of the most exposed, vulnerable points on the human body—is where I set my sights. Every day, without fail, I train my strikes to land there with precision. It’s not about brutality; it’s about efficiency. One clean shot, and it’s over. I don’t just practice the motion—I study the anatomy, the timing, the fear it provokes. Because in a real fight, hesitation is the enemy, and the throat is the shortcut to silence.”

His voice softened a fraction as he continued. “And it’s not just about striking. We learn to block and parry dynamically—not by stiff, static shields but by redirecting an attacker’s force, turning their momentum into an opening for our own counterattack.”

He shifted slightly, as though moving naturally into another part of the lesson. “A key part of Kenpo is the art of moving fluidly, effortlessly shifting between defense and offense. Every technique is honed for efficiency—every motion calculated to conserve energy and maximize impact. It’s all about understanding body mechanics, the right angles, and using leverage to my advantage.”

Then his tone grew even more measured, hinting at a deeper philosophy. “Beyond the physical techniques, Kenpo teaches us situational awareness. We learn to read an environment, to evaluate a threat in mere seconds, and decide whether to counter, evade, or neutralize an aggressor. And the stress drills—they mimic real-life encounters, forcing us to think and act quickly under pressure.”

He leaned back, a confident calm settling over him. “In short, Kenpo is about training ourselves to react instantly and decisively, no matter what comes our way. It’s not simply a martial art—it’s our lifeline.”

“I spend two hours every day, one hour when I wake up and another before bed, working on stretching and building speed. The Kenpo training is no joke; it’s really intense. When I started, they measured the speed and range of my punches and kicks. Just last week, they checked again, and I’m up 300 percent from when I started.”

His tone grew more reflective. “There’s a psychological element too—something I never really expected. It’s all about keeping calm under pressure and mastering your mind. Every sparring session leaves me with more aches, bruises, and scars than I ever thought possible. But strangely enough, I’m not afraid of the bruises anymore. I’m even looking forward to the next training session in two weeks.”

As I listened, I could see how much he’d grown—not just physically but mentally. The Kid had become someone entirely different, someone shaped by rigorous discipline and the challenges he’d faced head-on. It was clear this was just the beginning for him. 

When he was finished, I joked, “Are you ready to kick Mikey’s ass yet?” 

The Kid’s laugh was infectious as he replied, “No, not yet, but I’m sure as hell getting there. You’ll know when I’m ready. He’ll know too.” His confidence was unmistakable, and it was clear he had his own timeline for everything.

During his two weeks back, my cousin Joanne couldn’t hide her excitement whenever he was around. She’d always been crazy about him, and with just a week left before he had to leave, they finally started seeing each other. From that point on, I didn’t see much of him—he spent most of the next week with her, and I couldn’t blame him. When it was time for him to leave, he gave me a casual, “I’ll see you soon,” before heading off again.

True to form, the Kid kept his distance, and I wouldn’t see him for another six months, until one of his weekend trips back—a reminder that in his world, he was always moving forward, forever evolving.

Paul’s two daughters were older than the Kid, but the bond they shared was genuine—they all got along seamlessly, like family. Paul’s connections, however, were what truly set him apart. The story goes that in 1947, when Paul met Lucky Luciano in Cuba, the Kid’s grandfather was by his side. That moment, they say, marked a turning point for Paul, solidifying his influence with the family and earning him the respect of those in power.

Despite not being a made man himself, Paul’s relationships ran deep. His web of connections was so vast and intertwined with powerful figures that it gave him an almost mythical status. People assumed he was part of the mob because his authority and influence spoke volumes—even without an official title. I guess being Pop’s nephew didn’t hurt. It made his position unique, straddling the line between two worlds, yet firmly commanding respect in both. Something the Kid would look to emulate in the future.

By the time the Kid was eighteen, his time at the intense training school was nearing its end, though he still returned occasionally for short stints to refine his skills. His dedication to staying sharp didn’t waver—he trained daily at a local gym. When he was back in LA, I joined him, making it part of my routine too. He began teaching me hand-to-hand techniques I’d never even heard of growing up on the streets. The methods he shared gave me a true sense of confidence and fearlessness I hadn’t experienced before.

The Kid was spending almost all his time in LA by then, and our bond deepened. We were practically inseparable, sharing not just workouts but countless conversations and laughs. As I grew closer to him, I also found myself welcomed into Paul’s world. I started developing a better relationship with Paul’s family and got to know Rocco and Johnny on a different level. Rocco, who had always been a figure of quiet intimidation, began to warm up to me. There was something about those occasional smiles of his—they felt like rare, hard-earned moments of approval. Over time, I found myself able to relax in his presence, which was no small feat given his reputation. Life during those days felt like it was shifting, as if I were stepping into a world much larger than I had imagined.

It all felt surreal, attending a “graduation” unlike anything I’d ever imagined. Jimmy’s call had been intriguing enough, but once we arrived at the supposed steel-fabricating complex in Nevada, it became clear this was no ordinary event. Paul’s private plane had brought us there in style, but the setting—a hidden CIA training facility—set the tone for something extraordinary. The ceremony itself was understated, nothing like a traditional graduation. There was no cap and gown, no speeches, no crowd—just the Kid, Paul, Rocco, Johnny, Jimmy, and me, seated silently around a boxing ring. The atmosphere was charged, though quiet, as if everyone understood the significance of what was about to take place.

It wasn’t long before we learned that this “graduation” required the Kid to pass one final test. The “master,” who had personally overseen the Kid’s training, stepped into the ring to set the stage. He was an older gentleman, his movements deliberate and composed. He reminded me of the master from the TV show Kung Fu—wise, skilled, and commanding respect without speaking a single word. A fifth-degree martial artist with decades of experience, he was a figure that inspired both reverence and curiosity.

The tension in the room rose as three men entered the ring, all looking physically fit, fully equipped with protective gear—gloves, body pads, and headgear. The challenge was clear: the Kid would have to hold his own against these three men for a full minute. It sounded simple enough, but the setup made it clear that this was no small feat.

The rules for the bout were clear: once any one of the three opponents hit the canvas, they were immediately ruled out and barred from launching further attacks.

When the master signaled for the Kid to enter, there he came. At five foot eleven and 170 pounds, the Kid was in peak condition. His V-shaped frame was all muscle, lean and powerful, with not an ounce of fat on him. His arms—measuring a solid fifteen inches—were a testament to his training dedication. He looked every bit the part of someone who’d spent the last two years forging himself into
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