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FOREWORD

When I wrote Carlito’s Way, I wanted to instill the same values in the book as espoused by the Positano brothers here: that sense of the “Stand-Up Guy” conveyed in all these works can be best described as a keen awareness of what is possible and even natural in the Street Smart environment.

The “Stand-Up Guy” didn’t rat out his friends, or even his enemies. He was silent but deadly, and no bravado here. It just happens that the Street Smart guide to success has deep roots in Carlito’s Way.

My “Carlito Brigante” was a man born of the streets, who used his wits—now sharpened and also saddened by his serving time in prison—to re-emerge on the same mean streets he was raised in. Carlito lived the Stand-Up Guy! He stood by his friends and could not evade his roots of poverty, gangs, and drugs. But Carlito’s world was my world, though I successfully evaded it and prospered.

I’m not proud of this, but it reminds me of an incident as a teenager in Harlem. You had to be Street Smart in Harlem, you just had to be. Or you were dead.

I was about fifteen to sixteen years old fishing in the lake on 106th Street. A Harlem gang, the Copians, came on bicycles. One of the punks came over and said to me, “Let me hold a quarter, motherfucker.”

I said, “Your father, motherfucker.”

He smacked me in the face. His “back up” came over on the bikes. I said, “Any one of you motherfuckers come around my way, I’ll pop y’all.”

This guy then pulled out a zip gun (a homemade and dangerous pistol made of wood and scrap metal) and I had to turn tail. They called me “Fast Eddie” ‘cause I ran track back then, but when I was scared, I was even faster!

They chased me up to 110th Street, but I got away.

The next day, my closest buddy Orlando and I went on the roof, and we saw the Copians going up and down the block looking for me. Someone ratted on me and told them where I lived. I connected with my main man, one of the baddest guys in Harlem, Johnny Guinn. The Copians biked over later that day when he and I were hanging out. Johnny grabbed one of their “stingy brim” hats, threw it on the street, and we saw it get run over by a car. Soon, they all started laughing, as if it was a big joke all around.

“We was just kiddin’!”

Guinn wasn’t falling for it. “That’s my boy (me). You ain’t touching nobody.”

No one messed with me after that.

I learned that in the street, you needed “back up”; friends who are always there for you. It goes both ways. I have stayed friends with some of these cats over fifty years. Sadly, most have passed, but you never forget who had your back when you needed them. I’ve been blessed.

Such is the way of the street.

One day, I was sentencing a very dangerous defendant. This guy had a very long rap sheet and was a hard ass among hard asses. So, he asked to approach the bench. I was a little nervous!

“Your Honor, may I approach the bench?” he asks.

I was curious!

“You may approach the bench.”

He saunters on up and asks his question. I craned my neck downward. The court was perfectly quiet.

“Your Honor, I just want to know when I will be up for parole?”

I had to lean off the front of the bench, just for effect. Nice and personal!

Bad Ass craned up his neck, accordingly.

“Sucker, your parole officer hasn’t been born yet.”

He got the point, and the quote became a legendary response for both jurists and defendants.

I learned from bitter personal experiences that one hand washes the other in life. On the street, maybe that’s not so true. A favor will kill you faster than a bullet, so watch whom you grant them to. That’s Street Smart written in stone. Pass it on. No use getting into empty trouble or a lost cause.

Street Smart is intuition mixed with common sense, but not necessarily intelligence. There are plenty of smart people, educated types, who you’ll surely meet. But, you’ll meet very few Street Smart guys.

The biggest asset I brought to the bench was my exposure to the streets. It served me well on the bench for thirty years and over 60,000 cases. What I learned on the streets, you can’t get out of a book, law school, or college. I learned about the criminal mind, human nature, all of it.

Ain’t no wise guy gonna run a game on me, and after reading Street Smart, no wise guy is gonna run a game on you, neither.

[image: ]

The Honorable New York State Supreme Court Judge Edwin Torres, Author of Carlito’s Way





WELCOME TO THE ASPHALT JUNGLE

This book is not the usual Horatio Alger “happy horseshit” notion of the self-help, self-image, self-reliant school of getting ahead. In some ways, this book is a little tart and blunt, so it is not eternally “happy,” and definitely not “horseshit.” Its contents are based on countless hours of successes, failures, conversations, and confrontations. They’re not derived from reading a “how to” book.

It won’t tell you that everything will be alright if you just work even harder, network like a fiend, lean on business contacts, tie on the old-school tie, smile harder, and think optimistically. You can buy the other “self-improvement” books for that reason. Other advisors, gurus, books, “influencers,” DVDs, and internet sites were obsolete before the various and sundry waves of COVID hit you in your home and business, and now, these other advisors have become dangerous. Whether or not the world tomorrow gets a “magic bullet” killing COVID, this is the present reality.

Instead, what our “Street Scholars” are telling you, directly and without a filter, is that using your Street Smart to spot, seize, exploit, and create a lucky break is mandatory not just for success, but for survival. To our knowledge, no other “personal advice” book has ever connected success to survival; but in today’s world, it seems more relevant and crucial than ever.

Before we introduce ourselves and these Scholars, let’s get to definitions….

We define “success” as such: being exemplary in your field, accomplishing goals amidst any obstacles and trepidation, and taking advantage of these achievements to improve humanity and the world they inhabit. Wealth and access to people in high places are only a few pieces of the jigsaw puzzle. There are other definitions, but this is not a book on philosophy. For that, feel free to read Plato or Socrates, who both practiced their own version of Street Smart back in their day.

These Street Scholars, who will tell you how they directly achieved success, come from every walk of life that you can imagine: several races, ethnicities, and income levels.

So, what exactly are our Street Scholars directly recounting to you in these pages?

They’re telling you, after a brief introduction from us about our own street education, that they not only believe in the concept of being Street Smart, but that they also use it every day of their successful lives. They further tell you exact examples of how being Street Smart has been useful to them, without mincing words. For the purpose of emphasis, the rules of present-day political correctness and cancel/woke culture are suspended here. So, for those who might be offended, we apologize in advance. These “chapters” are their Street Smart Memoirs. They use, for the most part, their own words—raw but powerful. Amazingly, their stories overlap in many ways but also are distinctly different.

These Street Smart Memoirs are powerful and perhaps even relatable, because you may very well have been aware of being Street Smart in your life.

You have always said that you spotted a brilliant idea like Stephen A. Schwarzman, Bill Gates, Warren Buffett, or those young tech billionaires, and you didn’t take advantage of such an opportunity. Especially in the era of COVID, or post-COVID, you may have heard other people tell themselves, regarding a person, industry, or firm that did not survive the years of COVID, “Unlucky bastards, better them than me!”

The traditional “personal advice” books and speakers don’t seem to work post-COVID. The old ways of attaining success were: attend “personal advisor” workshops; view movies and videos in conference centers dispensing personal advice; “glad-hand” possible influential people during luncheons and fundraisers; “read” facial gestures and body language for clues; smile and think positive thoughts; work the “magical” overtime and over-weekend hours for guaranteed success; struggle with that school tie; grin inanely like the village idiot; and network, network, network!

During COVID, it was almost impossible to go to “personal advisors,” except on the internet; it was also legally and physically risky to network personally; attend big meetings of any type; observe facial and body language through triple-masked faces; gauge the strength and sincerity of handshakes through gloves or telephones; read body language through a MOPP suit, or hold brainstorm sessions in person. “Optimistic” thinking, which was wishful thinking on an international basis, was worse than merely ineffective…it may have killed millions.

Now the obsolete becomes dangerous in a real way. You can be true to the old ways, but as Benjamin Franklin said in Poor Richard’s Almanack, “Who has deceived thee as oft as thyself?”

With that out of the way, let’s continue reading the treatise that you really did help to write. The topic at hand: how famous, accomplished, and successful people in various fields spotted, seized, exploited, and created their lucky breaks.

So, what got people through difficult and troubling times? Being Street Smart, able to spot an opportunity and navigate accordingly in wholly unlucky times. Stephen A. Schwarzman, philanthropist and co-founder of Blackstone, perhaps says it best in his own book, What It Takes: Lessons in the Pursuit of Excellence: “For me, the greatest rewards in life have come from creating something new, unexpected, and impactful. I am constantly in pursuit of excellence. When people ask me how I succeed, my basic answer is always the same: I see a unique opportunity, and I go for it with everything I have. And I never give up.”1

When first conceived, being Street Smart was applicable merely to business success. But as you’ll soon read, being Street Smart applies to success in all other walks of life. You’ll discover that it’s not the number of degrees and diplomas you have hanging on your wall, but the number of times you’ve been knocked on your ass and found the will to get up again, strategize, and put yourself back in the game.

The concept of a primer actually comes from the early American history of Ben Franklin, hailed as an intellectual and practical war leader. He also suffered from the dreadful gout, which some say may have affected his writings (and perhaps even United States history).

A primer is a short book that contains everyday wisdom on how to adapt to the world. In Franklin’s time, both New York and Philadelphia were frontline battlegrounds, and the actual frontier—meaning wild animals and hostile enemies—was a stone’s throw away. Franklin and a small staff toiled away at creating a primer, which were originally just corny religious sayings, into a practical, lifesaving guide to survival. These writings were immediate bestsellers, rolling off printing presses in the little towns and villages.

That’s why we call this book a primer. COVID, certain violent world events, and high crime make survival critical. Boiling down the blubber from the usual self-help or self-improvement book just yields useless fatty oils today. Success means survival, and many have not survived in this era. The difference between survival and failure is the use of Street Smart. The three dozen or so Street Scholars you meet here are directly, and without a soft buffer, passing on the primer. Like Ben Franklin, they do not mince words. Because while the advice of merely one successful person is worthy of respect, the synchronized advice of several dozen successful people is much more compelling, impactful, and far-reaching.





STREET SMART DIARY

Olde Brooklyn Style

It’s how it all began. Thankfully, we were not “fortunate” enough to have grown up in a privileged and comfortable neighborhood or household. We had a very untraditional way of learning in Brooklyn that was nowhere near the Ivy League colleges of Yale and Harvard. We could only dream about these places and read about them in our history books. We had no connections to prestigious institutions like this or role models to emulate. We couldn’t go to sleepaway camp and swim in the lake or play tennis on the clay or grass courts. Instead, we went to the asphalt schoolyard to play punchball, stickball, stoopball, kickball, and arc softball. We received an education that can’t be replicated anywhere else.

During the hazy and hot days of summer, we cooled ourselves under the fire hydrant that had a cap adapter drilled with many holes, made by the fire department, that created a great sprinkler and cooling system. We would lie in the street and bathe in the cold fire-hydrant waterfalls. We would wash the passing cars as a token of neighborhood etiquette, making sure their windows were up to protect them from the strong water stream of the hydrant.

The opposite was also true. If we didn’t like you as a neighbor, you and your passengers would receive a free shower along with the car.

We knew nothing of country club swimming pools, but we were still happy and content. You don’t miss what you never had. This was our camp, our learning outside of the classroom, on the toughest playing field of them all. The ice cream from the Good Humor truck was our version of s’mores. The unforgiving and unpredictable streets gave us street kids an advantage for what was to come later in life. This was our version of being able to live on a handful of rice.

Elementary school nuns taught us how to read and write, but not speak eloquently. Our accent, language, body movements, and word inflection were our defining traits. We had to go to elocution lessons to learn how to pronounce our words and “drop the slang.” Brooklyn College professors were more than happy and accommodating to turn us into “Little Lord Fauntleroys,” at least until we were angered by someone, and then the “Brooklyn brogue” reappeared. Proper pronunciation went right out the window. We transformed from speaking the Queen’s English back to Kings County Brooklyn English. Our high school English teacher from Xaverian High School, Mr. Jim Martin, once told our class, “The only difference between you and the prep school boys is that they talk and dress better than you do.”

We received our education in the best classroom of them all: the concrete stoop. Six cool steps where the biggest of us kids would sit at the top in the “power pecking order” while the smaller ones took their places at the bottom rung. This is the place where we learned about loyalty, love, shrewdness, forgiveness, tolerance, compassion, and so many of the vital subjects that comprised our Street Smart education. Every neighborhood had their stoop—our version of a university—where ideas were exchanged and plans were made. We all taught each other these important and life-saving skills, sharing our dreams with one another and with our families while sitting on the stoop, fixated on the summer Van Gogh sky, wondering one day where we’d all end up. Growing up, it was our classroom and university.

That was the unique thing about the streets; none of us were experts in all the important survival areas, but at least we exposed one another to our talents and shared the many tidbits of surviving the asphalt jungle. We were essentially pack animals. The local stores and shops knew us. They were our watchdogs. One bad move and your parents were told the next time they made their trip to the bakery or butcher. That was an unbelievably efficient way of policing the area. Everyone’s parents went to the same shops and stores, so there was no escaping the word getting out. Everyone’s parents looked out for the other kids, not just their own. It wasn’t unusual to be reprimanded more than once for the same offense: your pal’s mom down the block and again by your own parents, with the addition of a kick in the ass when you arrived home.

Brooklyn has evolved over the many decades. Unlike Philadelphia, Chicago, Detroit, and Boston (all of which served as valuable training grounds in their own right), Brooklyn has probably conferred the most degrees for being Street Smart of any city in the country and, probably, the world. Barbra Streisand, Neil Diamond, Donna Karan, Joe Torre, Dr. Salvatore Ferrera, and so many others are considered “graduates” of Street Smart education.

The candy store was another interesting place. It was the command central of the neighborhood. In between chocolate egg creams and tuna salad on a Kaiser roll, the kids would get the latest on the sporting world and what teams won and lost. Many times, the local bookies would act like sports newscasters regarding baseball, football, horse racing, and the like. Tennis, squash, golf, and soccer were foreign games to us, and these were way above our social strata. No betting on these sports, as most of us had no clue about how these games were played and we lacked a point of reference. These sports were for kids that came from educated homes, means, and wealth. We could only dream that one day we could go from caddying and washing cars at the country club to actually being a member.

Sonya and Milton, an elderly Romanian Jewish couple, owned our neighborhood candy store. They made the best chocolate egg creams on a hot summer day and the best chicken soup during an extreme cold front. The candy store was never very busy, so we always wondered how Sonya and Milton made a living.

It appeared that little kids were not the only customers in the candy store. So were “big kids,” like our fathers and uncles. This became painfully clear one summer day. We accompanied our father to the candy store, where Dad met a couple of his buddies. We left Dad in the store after seeing some of our friends. Suddenly, the empty candy shop was taken over by police cars from our local 66th precinct, sirens blazing and people yelling as lookouts, trying to warn everybody that the cops were about to invade.

It turns out that chocolate egg creams and tuna salad sandwiches weren’t the only items on the menu.

This was the day we learned how they made their actual living: the shop was a front for the local bookies to take bets on horse racing and arrange for loan sharking. We were stunned, seeing all the policemen and well-dressed detectives putting our handcuffed neighbors in the paddy wagon.

When they went to bust Dad, we hysterically explained to them that this was our father and that our mother wasn’t around. Who would take care of us? The sergeant heard us out and realized that it wouldn’t look good for little kids to come out of the police wagon. He looked at us, stared at my father, and told us to get lost and disappear from his sight. We beat them on this account, and Dad came a hair close to having to explain to Mom why she would have to bail him out at the police precinct. His friends were not as fortunate.

Anyway, this set a precedent. Fathers who planned on playing the ponies knew never to go and place a bet at the candy store without bringing one of their young kids. It was the best form of protection against incarceration. What it did demonstrate to Dad was that we could keep our mouths shut better than anyone. He saw that his sons possessed one of the most important traits to survive the mean streets. We never even told Mom—or anyone else, for that matter. But Mom Positano will be finding out once she reads this passage….

Now, all the “mom and pop” shops have been replaced with higher-end ritzy and preppy boutiques. A cup of coffee has been replaced with fancy caffeinated and non-caffeinated beverages, many of which are tongue twisters and difficult to pronounce. What happened to just asking for a simple cup of coffee?

Our Old Neighborhood

The neighborhood was an interesting place: a real melting pot. Italian and Jewish cultures were the two biggest ethnic communities. The Italian street guys were very protective of their Jewish neighbors. We were mishpocha, meaning family.

Religion played a big part in growing up. All the parishes and synagogues in the city acted like independent states. People knew who you were, where you lived, and what you were made of depending on your parish or synagogue. Social casting at its best. If you came from a certain parish, it defined who you were socially and economically. It was simple. People in certain parishes lived in beautiful homes while others lived above a candy or shoe store. God forbid a kid from a poorer parish would hook up with a kid from a richer one. This was a version of the UN with the priests and rabbis acting as ambassadors and senators. The way you prayed at one parish was different from other parishes. We thought God and the saints played by different rules from house of worship to house of worship. The local priests and rabbis would have no problem accepting a dinner invitation from the wealthy congregants, but they also wouldn’t hesitate to oversee the funeral services of the poorer, less elite, and working-class worshippers. But breaking bread with us was very unlikely except at the communion breakfast, where powdered eggs and burnt potatoes were the fare of the gathering. Remember, we were from the wrong side of the tracks.

The relationship between our communities was very special. Orthodox Jewish girls always had a thing for Italian street guys and vice versa. The poor darlings couldn’t have too much fun with Zach or Moshe, but with Tony and Johnny, the sky was the limit for one very good reason: these girls had to be very careful about their virtuous behavior within their community. One indiscretion, and they’d be ostracized and no one from their clan would want to marry them. Translated, this meant a boring existence. However, when they hung out with us, their secret was safe. We respected these girls as fine young ladies, and as gentlemen, we never even attempted to “go the distance” or cross the line of decent and respectable behavior. They could dance and party as well as any other girl. What most impressed the guys were the beautiful clothes they wore. They were fashion plates. No sneakers, cut-off jeans with patches, daisy duke shorts, or tank-tops for these girls. They were impeccably dressed with gorgeous skirts, blouses, and elegant fashion shoes. It was an oasis to the eyes of an Italian street boy. We only saw clothing like this in our Mom’s fashion magazines.

This was the Brooklyn version of the movie Dirty Dancing. Nobody ever snitched. We were just having some good clean fun, but never on a Friday after sundown, because we knew the traditions and the customs associated with Shabbos. There has always been a strong attraction between the opposite sexes of both groups.

Streetwise Italian men always loved the sophistication found in Jewish women. It was about lifestyle, culture, tradition, and knowing how to dress to the nines. Jewish women loved the rough, tough, and tumble found in Italian street boys. In Yiddish, an Italian guy is known as “Italyeinish zachor.” The ladies always felt safe and secure, and there was no doubt that the Italians were always protective of their Jewish neighbors dating back to World War II Italy, especially in towns like Positano and Sorrento.

Our mother, Frances, always says that the best and most stable marriage on the Positano and Bagnuola sides of the family was between our cousin, the educator and loyal Yankee fan, Roger Aiello and his bride of over fifty years, the former Betty Postrion. When they first started dating, Roger had to change his name to a faux Jewish name, and hence Roger Aiello became Roger Gershon during the courtship, because Betty’s mom would not have approved of the match otherwise. This was before the controversial TV program Bridget Loves Bernie was in vogue. Betty’s mom loved Roger “Gershon,” and eventually she was told the truth that her daughter had fallen in love with a thaliana (Yiddish word for Italian man). It had a lot of do with the fact that Roger came from Bensonhurst originally, where mixed religious marriages were more commonplace than in other locals. This was plainly accepted because Jew and Italian cultures shared what can only be seen now as an old-fashioned worship of family and family ties. Organized religion sometimes took second place based on the circumstances.

There was also a lot of anti-Semitism in the neighborhood, but we didn’t allow it on our block and especially in front of our Jewish lady friends. Their community was a pillar of strength. They ran all the major businesses in the neighborhood and were the most formally educated. We took an anti-Semitic kid to task after he insulted one of our lady friends for being Jewish. What made it worse was that she had just lost her brother in a fraternity hazing accident in upstate New York. The word spread very fast that this type of activity would not be tolerated. In our neighborhood, Italians protected the Jewish communities and vice versa, which is still true to this day, but in a different way and manner.

During the late ’60s, there was an Italian American movement called Italian American Unity Day. All of these paisani would get together in Manhattan’s Columbus Circle to demonstrate Italian unity and pride. Unfortunately, the day was also an excuse for some of the local hoodlums to terrorize the merchants, which was the complete antithesis of what the day was supposed to represent. One of their gang rules was that on this Unity Day, all neighborhood businesses had to close down for the afternoon out of “respect” for the Italian community. The Jewish merchants were terrified and were often threatened that if they didn’t close their shops, their store windows would be broken and vandalized with graffiti.

One of our favorite Jewish merchants in the neighborhood was named Maxie, owner of Maxie’s Dry Goods. He was blind as a bat and had spectacles as thick as Coca-Cola bottles. A young local hoodlum visited Maxie the day before the rally, trying to shake him down. Maxie refused to be scared because he had our group as a protection agency. He summoned us to his store to tell us about the threats. We wouldn’t dare let anything happen to Maxie’s store. Where else could we buy our mothers their handkerchiefs or hair combs on credit for Mother’s Day? We took it upon ourselves to go to the social club in the area and speak with the local mob chieftain. We were assured that nothing would happen to Maxie’s store, and nothing did. We never stiffed Maxie; even if we bought something on credit and couldn’t pay for it, we’d make good by washing the windows of the store. Let’s just say that when all was said and done, Maxie always had the cleanest windows in the entire neighborhood.

The Chinese laundry was a different story. It seemed that no one in the area embraced or socially interacted with the Chinese merchants very much, most likely because it appeared that they didn’t seem to understand our traditions. Even though we didn’t always see eye to eye, us Italians and our Jewish neighbors knew that the Asian community was incredibly hardworking and industrious.

The owner of the laundry was warned about staying open for Unity Day. This laundry was known for their hand pressing. They would hand press sheets and shirts in the front of the store for the public to see. On this Italian American Unity Day, the Chinese laundry owner was pressing and starching his shirts. In one instant, three fellows went to the foot of his door and let fly a barrage of water balloons, not bullets, on all of the shirts and sheets he was pressing. Interestingly, the next year, the Chinese laundry observed Unity Day and remained closed.

The Chinese were best known for their laundries and, of course, the local Chinese restaurant, Taeng Fong, located on Bay Parkway across from Smolenski’s kosher deli.

To an Italian family, the idea of going out to eat in a Chinese restaurant, or any restaurant for that matter, was as foreign as one could imagine. That was usually reserved for gatherings at Bamonte’s on Withers St. in Brooklyn after a family funeral. As a matter of fact, if it weren’t for our reformed Jewish neighbors, most Italians would have never eaten Chinese food. Sunday night was the night that our Jewish friends would flock to the Chinese restaurant. There was always a line out the door. Like the Italians, Jewish people knew where to eat.

Italians owe a lot to the Jewish faith and vice versa. We loved their adherence to and respect for traditions and family values, their cohesiveness as a group, and we were totally intrigued by their outlook on death and dying. They handled death with a great mystique. If you were dead at eight in the morning, you were in the ground by three in the afternoon. No fancy double-spring mattresses in the casket, but instead, a simple and degradable pine box. No fancy three-piece suit, Hermès tie, and shirt, but instead, a simple burial shroud. No Aunt Millie or Uncle Tony trying to pull Grandma Nettie out of her open casket the morning of the funeral, but instead, a closed casket. No embalming, eye make-up, lipstick, lip glue, or anything else like that.

One of the funeral directors who would visit the neighborhood regularly was an Italian guy named Joe. Joe was extremely unusual because, unlike most funeral directors of Italian extraction, he worked in one of the major Jewish funeral chapels in the city. His pick-ups were always the easiest, as he would refer to his Jewish bodies as the “in and outs.” We had once asked him, kidding around, if there was a difference between Jewish and gentile bodies. He gave an answer stating that Jewish cadavers had the most crooked and worst-looking feet and toes. He really did believe this, but we thought that distinction belonged to Italian grandparents with their overlapping second and third toes and huge bunions stuffed into an ill-fitting shoe.

In addition, he was a crazy opera fan. After picking up his bodies, he would blast Italian opera tapes and sing along in the hearse going north and south on West End Avenue while his Jewish customers were trying to rest in peace.

Next to the priest and mobster, the funeral director was the most respected guy in our neighborhood. Keep in mind, we say “respected,” not liked or even welcomed into the home. Italians had these superstitions about inviting the mortician over to the house for a cup of espresso or a quick bite. This was taboo. The undertaker was persona non grata. He got to see all your body parts and dirty secrets when you died. In the end, you couldn’t hide anything from him. He wasn’t welcome in the home because one had the distinct impression that when he was speaking with you, he was also sizing you up for the right casket size and funeral attire for a later date.

We will never forget that when our maternal grandfather, Danny Bagnuola, the gravedigger, was dying, one of our aunts innocently invited “Goomba” Jimmy Anastasio, the family undertaker, to visit from Lorimer Street in the Greenpoint area in Brooklyn. We will never forget how crazy Grandpa got when he saw Goomba Jimmy ringing his doorbell for a social visit. He already realized that his days were numbered, as he was suffering from end stage lung cancer. To the Italian people, knowing who was going to take care of you in death was just as important as who took care of you in life. Our family had this obsession that only Goomba Jimmy could see our bodies and prepare our corpses for burial.

Jimmy had a young grandson named Andrew who was the complete opposite of Joe from the Jewish chapel. Andy was inheriting his grandfather’s funeral business. He frequently visited the morgue to pick up his customers. Andy dressed like a GQ model—tailored suits, monogrammed shirts, silk ties, and Napoleon shoes. He treated his bodies with the same sense of style and fashion. He personally embalmed the bodies, washed them, dressed them, manicured their nails, and coiffed their hair. His bodies looked better in death than they had in life.

One day, Andy went to his funeral parlor to check on a wake in progress. Because he spent so much time there, it wasn’t unusual for him to have his suits and shirts delivered to the funeral home. He checked all the clothes that were delivered and noticed that his favorite suit was missing. After frantically calling the cleaners, they assured him that by the evening his suit would appear.

Well…it sorta did….

Two hours passed, and Andy still had no suit. He went around the chapel to check on the various wakes in progress.

After searching through two services, he entered a third parlor, and as he stood in the door, he noticed something familiar about the man lying in the casket. Andy approached slowly, and to his amazement, he found his favorite custom-tailored suit on the body of one of his customers. He internally went ballistic, leaving the parlor in a huff, and summoned his dresser about finding his favorite suit on one of the customers. The dresser explained that the suit had to be “cut” on the body because it was way too small for the obese deceased man and he had mistakenly thought the designer suit belonged to the stiff. Andy screamed at him, making the point that the man now wearing his favorite suit happened to weigh fifty pounds more than Andy did, which would explain why the suit had to be split down the back of the jacket and the pants. Even Andy had to admit, though, that this was one well-dressed good-looking corpse.

The local funeral parlor wasn’t always about death. It did have other benefits. As teenagers, a group of us started a rock band. A huge problem was that there was no place to rehearse in Brooklyn, especially for kids like us. We didn’t have a garage, and no way would our parents let us drag our instruments and amps into their houses (as if we had any space in our tiny apartment, anyway). However, one of our bandmates’ fathers owned the neighborhood funeral home, which turned out to be more beneficial for us aspiring rock stars than we thought.

One day after softball practice, we went back to the funeral home for ice water from the cooler, and we saw one of the workers rolling a casket out of the elevator in preparation for a wake. Our friend said that the casket room upstairs was where bereaved families would go to pick out the best casket for their loved ones to rest as comfortable as one can in the afterlife with their double mattress spring lining that would guarantee eternal comfort.

We all had a Street Smart thought: Band rehearsal in the casket room. It was available, cheap, and we couldn’t wake anyone up. They were already dead.

Why not? The room had great acoustics and a natural reverb. It was air-conditioned, had a high ceiling, and was spacious. So, we moved a Gretsch drum set, Marshall guitar amps, a Fender bass, and a Farfisa organ all up into the casket room. This was our version of the Grateful Dead.

It was a great place to rock out.

Well…almost.

During a wake (and rehearsal), some of the grieving family members complained about a steady thumping sound clearly emanating from the bass drum pedal. Our musical venture was at risk.

It did work for a while, until we got a little adventuresome. To create a better vibe amongst all the depressing caskets, we thought adding a strobe light would really lighten the mood. The owner of the funeral home didn’t exactly agree with us. His face turned red and rightfully so. The lights flashing from the upstairs windows made his business look like a Brooklyn disco, one that was definitely visible to the bereaved guests. “Casket Room” concerts had now come to an end, just like the funeral for the fellow downstairs that was laid out. Of course, the dead don’t complain.

The Street Smart lesson we learned? Don’t push the envelope when you already have a sweet deal going. We were lucky enough to have the casket room rehearsal space, but we messed it up by adding the unnecessary light show. Instinct and experience should dictate the next move, if any.

Italians also like to use a wake as a place to meet potential spouses. Everyone is dressed to the nines and on their best behavior. Hey, you are going to see the best in most of these mourners. Many a match was made at an Italian wake, as well as many a personal vendetta resolved, because of the deceased’s wishes for family members and friends to resolve their differences. Nobody, however, would ever fess up that they met their future spouse at Aunt Millie’s wake.

One morning, our Uncle Joe was being buried. His widow, Aunt Rosie Ansanelli, was inconsolable, and she became very emotional and demanding at the last moment. Joe’s casket was a “halfie,” meaning that it was only opened from above the waist and up. Rosie made this big scene and she demanded to see that Joe was buried in his favorite trousers and shoes. She had memories of going to a funeral in her younger years where the deceased was being buried without shoes and pants on—a sin in Aunt Rosie’s eyes (and an embarrassing one, too). That specific funeral had been put together in a “rush job,” hastily coordinated to accommodate one of the grieving family members leaving town, and in such a rush, the dresser neglected to add shoes and pants to the deceased’s ensemble. He erroneously assumed that nobody would ever know. Luckily, Joe was buried with both on.

Italians have these funny quirks about burials and wakes. They’re notorious for burying their loved ones with some object that the deceased loved during their lifetime. You may see pictures, jewelry, sacred religious ornaments, and baseballs lined neatly in the casket before it is finally sealed.

These quirks also explain why Aunt Rosie went nuclear (again) when she realized Uncle Joe was going to be buried without his favorite hat. Not wanting her husband to go into the afterlife without it, Aunt Rosie sent one of her cousins to the house to retrieve the hat. However, Joe’s dog and closest companion Pepe wasn’t so keen on giving up his best friend’s hat and wouldn’t give in so easily. After nearly being bitten and attacked, Aunt Rosie’s cousin raced back to the funeral parlor with no hat. Goombah Jimmy had to think fast, and without telling Joe’s widow, took one of his own hats and put it on the deceased, right before his casket was sealed. Aunt Rosie spent the rest of her days convinced that her husband was buried with his absolute favorite hat.

Speaking of Aunt Rosie, who passed in her nineties, she had wits sharper than a straight-edge razor. She got to be so old because, frankly, she outlived most everyone else by intimidation. She earned the family nickname, “The General.” Basically, all the men in the family were scared shitless of her and never had the balls to confront her or disagree with her.

An Italian’s biggest concern (second to where they would retire), was where they were going to be buried. Aunt Rosie saw this fear as an opportunity and took full advantage. Through shrewd horse trading, she amassed many cemetery plots in the various and sundry New York area Catholic and civil cemeteries. Some were left to her as a bequest, it was rumored, through card sharking our most dimwitted neighbors and kin. As Aunt Rosie stated it, “The law is the law, but swag is swag,” which puts her in the elite of New York civil service, government, and the judiciary. The “swag” here was the cemetery plots. Everyone needs one eventually. That’s the law part. But you had to get them through Aunt Rosie.

Accordingly, she parsed them out miserly and played by her own rules. It absolutely terrified some husbands to be buried with their wives, thinking they’d nag them through three or more feet of New York soil. The dead are usually quiet enough, but why take chances? Being buried for eternity with some husbands was too much for some wives. If he was sloppy or crude, he would probably be the same after he died. Now this went the same for gumbas and goomaras, essentially lovers. The same for dismal siblings. For some reason, being buried with Mom and Dad was usually a safe bet.

To avoid unpleasant interment, some people begged Aunt Rosie for alternate resting requirements, usually for a trade or some cash or an insurance policy. But that could be arranged, as complaints were muffled by either satisfaction or the cold earth of the grave. The dead don’t complain. This we noticed right off hand.

But there were other considerations. Like the geographic earth—besides the usual where to bury in what named cemetery. Location, location, location is what the realtors desire, and here it was really so because once planted, the choices became limited enough. St. John’s, St. Raymond’s, Calvary, and Green-Wood were all A-List cemeteries in New York that were part of her real estate grave portfolio. She would have even impressed Count Dracula and his Carfax Abbey with her stakes in these places.

If you were born in Brooklyn, Queens, or the Bronx, you wanted to be buried as close to home as possible when the time came. Family and friends could always visit, and loved ones would never be separated from each other, even in the afterlife. So, Staten Island and New Jersey weren’t the most desirable places for us Brooklynites to be put six feet under. Those from Manhattan couldn’t seem to care less.

Accordingly, Aunt Rosie kept supply and demand sharpened by intimidation, making sure that people were kept on her limited good side. This deferment to her wishes, honed by death and aging, held her in good stead until she died as well. This was how the General kept law and order in the family. Rock once told this story to Woody Allen, who found it hysterically funny and ironic.

***

Religion played a central role in our neighborhood. Going to a Catholic school made it very difficult not to be a practicing Catholic. Whether you liked it or not, you were going to practice your faith. One of the mandatory things was confession. This was what Catholic kids feared most. The school made it mandatory that once a month we would be paraded across the street to St. Athanasius, forced to wait in lines, and confess our sins, whether we had any or not. As a matter of record, we can’t be accused of being disrespectful to religion, as we came from a prominent religious family where one of our uncles, Father John Positano, was a very well-known and respected clergyman.

What scared us the most was which priest would hear our confessions. Sometimes, this created havoc. There were our favorite priests that everyone would try to get on their line outside of the confessional, and then there were the one or two priests from Hell that everyone would try to avoid. In a small church, it was very easy to tell who the popular priest was. All you had to do was look at the line outside one of the confessional boxes.

Another problem we had with confession was
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