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			For the Sins of the Father shall be visited upon the children, 
unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me,
and walk not according to my commandments.

			—Exodus 20:5

		

	
		
			
			Roy Albert DeMeo was born in 1942 in Brooklyn, New York, to working-class Italian immigrant parents. In his late teens he started a small loan-sharking operation to supplement his after-school jobs. In the early 1960s, he became involved with John Gotti and other members of the Gambino crime family, rising rapidly through the ranks to become a Gambino soldier under Anthony Gaggi. When Carlo Gambino died in 1976, newly appointed successor Paul Castellano promoted Roy to the rank of capo, a made member of the family. Roy's business sense made him a valuable financial asset to Castellano, allowing him to develop lucrative enterprises in pornography, loan-sharking, smuggling, and car theft. Roy was the mastermind behind the biggest auto theft ring in New York history. By the late 1970s he had also become one of the most feared assassins in the city. He was murdered by his own associates in 1983 as part of Castellano's purge of family members who had attracted FBI scrutiny. In the years following his death, dozens of murders were attributed to him by former associates who sought plea bargains with the government. Though most of the allegations were never proven, Roy acquired a posthumous infamy through informants' lurid descriptions of the manner in which he disposed of victims' bodies to avoid detection. Roy DeMeo is survived by his wife, Gina; son, Albert; and two daughters, all of whom have gone on to pursue successful legitimate careers.
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			CHARON'S CROSSING
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			I come to lead you to the other shore,
Into eternal dark, into fire and ice.

			—DANTE, The Inferno

			So far everything had gone according to plan. Each afternoon for the last few weeks, I had ridden my bicycle past the surveillance vehicles in front of our house. A mile or two later I had stopped at various neighborhood hangouts for a soda or a snack, wound through the familiar Massapequa streets, and then disappeared onto the bike trails that weave through the green woods along the Sound. Just a local thirteen-year-old on a bike. The trails were too narrow for a car to follow. My only company was other bicyclists and the occasional jogger.

			Every day my route varied, and every day I emerged from the woods in a different location to stand vigil beside a different neighborhood pay phone. That afternoon the call had finally come. I was relieved to be taking action at last.

			I had told my mother that I would be spending a few days with Dad. She knew he was away on business, had been for over a month. More than that, she neither knew nor wanted to know. It was safer that way—safer for our family, safer for her sanity. She requested no details, and I offered none. She had long ago made peace with the fact that as the only son, I was the man of the family in my father's absence. I came and went as I chose. No questions asked.

			After dinner that night I went to the cabinet in my father's study and removed the cash he'd asked for. Then I went to my room and began packing: enough clothes to last me for a couple of weeks, copies of the evening newspapers, and, of course, my gun. I'd been carrying it for months now, carefully concealed in my clothing. My father didn't like my carrying it, but as he'd explained to me, it was necessary. Our family couldn't hide in the house all day. So I hid the revolver from my sisters, and I hid the fear from myself. It's what a man does, my father had taught me.

			I double-checked the items I'd packed, sealed them tightly inside a plastic garbage bag, slipped into my swim trunks, and lay down on top of the bed to wait. The alarm clock was set for 3:30 A.M., but I couldn't sleep. Instead I lay there in the warm darkness, damp with humidity, and watched the glowing dial on my bedside clock inch away the hours, millisecond by millisecond.

			At 3:25 I turned off the alarm switch and rose silently, picking up the garbage bag from the carpet. I slipped down the hall in my bare feet, past my sisters' rooms, pausing only by the master bedroom to listen for my mother. I held my breath as seconds passed. Utter stillness. Good. Moving stealthily down the stairs, I made my way through the kitchen and down to the basement, past the target range and my sister's art studio to the boiler room.

			The next part was tricky. I would need my flashlight. Turning on the small beam, I aimed it carefully at the windowsill. My hand did not shake. I slipped a flat clip onto the wire that triggered the alarm system; then, taking a deep breath, I unlatched the window and slid it open. To my great relief, the alarm did not go off. I climbed through the window, into the storage area under the backyard decking, and reached back through for the garbage bag filled with my belongings. I could smell the salt air on the wind. I closed the window, removed the clip, and crept toward the door. On the other side were the steps that led to the canal behind our house.

			As I opened the door, I heard Major whine. Pausing for a moment, I whispered, “It's all right, boy,” as he put his muzzle out to lick my hand. Ordering him to stay, I paused once more, searching the night air for signs of intruders. Nothing. Down the ramp in the darkness, to the floating dock at the back of our house. I sat down on the edge of the boards, my ankles dangling in the water, and began to tie the garbage bag around my body.

			It was beautiful that night. The summer air was velvet and warm, the darkness broken only by occasional pinpoints of light, shining down on the water from neighbors' back docks. Yet I was immune to the beauty that surrounded me, focused only on the task at hand. Jerking on the rope to make sure I had tied the bag securely, I slipped silently into the chilly water. I made certain there was no splash.

			I began to swim, my muscles warming quickly to the exercise. The only sounds disturbing the stillness were my own breathing, the parting of the water as I stroked, and the faint roar of the Atlantic, less than a mile away. My eyes adjusted rapidly to the darkness, and I focused on the empty shoreline three hundred yards ahead. As I drew nearer, the outline of vegetation came into view, illuminated faintly by the carriage lamp in a neighbor's yard. Not much farther.

			Finally my fingers touched sand, and I staggered onto the dim shore, the stirring reeds ghostly in the darkness. I untied the bag, wrapped my arms around it like a sleeping child, and climbed carefully up the embankment through the shoulder-high grass. A few yards later I emerged onto a small residential street that dead-ended onto the canal. In the darkness a car was waiting, lights out and engine purring smoothly. I climbed wordlessly inside, tossing the dripping garbage bag into the back seat as I did so, then turned to look at the driver. He had grown a beard to disguise his appearance, but even in the gloom of the car, the profile was familiar.

			“Anybody see you?”

			“No.”

			Driving quietly into the night, he reached across the seat and patted me, his arm resting on my shoulders.

			“Good job, Al.”

			I leaned my head back against the soft leather upholstery, breathed in the familiar aftershave, and closed my eyes.

			I was safe. I was with my father.
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			FAMILY
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			Let us go then, you and I,
When the evening is spread out against the sky
Like a patient etherized upon a table;
Let us go, through certain half-deserted streets,
The muttering retreats
Of restless nights in one-night cheap hotels
And sawdust restaurants with oyster-shells:
Streets that follow like a tedious argument
Of insidious intent
To lead you to an overwhelming question … 
Oh, do not ask, “What is it?”
Let us go and make our visit.

			—T. S. ELIOT, The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock

			My earliest memory is of blindness. I was four years old when I woke up in a hospital crib with patches over my eyes, darkness all around, utterly alone. Confused and disoriented, for a moment I could not understand where I was or why my parents had left me there alone. Then I remembered: I'd had an operation to fix my crossed eye. Fear and loneliness whispered in the invisible room where I lay, and I cried out for my mother and father. When the bandages came off a few days later, the first image to emerge from the blur was my father's worried face. Looking back, it seems fitting. I have spent more than thirty years since then struggling to bring him into focus.

			—

			I was born in a quiet residential Brooklyn neighborhood in 1966, the second child of parents barely out of their teens. I had an older sister named Debra and a teenage stepbrother in my Uncle Joe. My grandfather DeMeo had died when Joe was a baby, and when Grandma DeMeo returned to her native Italy without Joe, my parents took him in as their own. The five of us formed a happy, traditional Italian-American family. A year later we moved to suburban Massapequa, where my younger sister Lisa was born. Grandma returned to Brooklyn shortly before Lisa was born and moved in with her closest friend, Mrs. Profaci—“Mrs. P,” as I called her. Once again, the family was complete.

			Mrs. P lived just down the street from the two-story brick duplex where my father had grown up. It was a green neighborhood in the springtime, with tall, well-established foliage and small shrines to the Virgin Mary in nearly every front yard. The Profacis' towering brick mansion dominated the quiet street. Twice a year until I was five or six, my father took me there to spend the night with my grandmother, down Flatbush Avenue, through a maze of side streets, and up to the corner lot where Mrs. Profaci's house stood. The Profaci home was like another world, a realm of elegant timelessness. The living room was filled with delicately curved gilt French furniture, always perfectly maintained. Pale satin drapes and lace panels covered the windows. Mrs. P was equally elegant in her high heels and pearls. The scent of Chanel No. 5 would wisp into my nostrils whenever she bent to kiss me. With her silver blond hair swept into a French twist, she seemed a human embodiment of the golden furniture that filled her home.

			Mrs. P didn't own a television, so our evenings there were spent in quiet conversation in the kitchen after dinner. Grandma and Mrs. P spoke Italian to each other, but they spoke English to me. Grandma loved to talk about Mrs. P's brother-in-law, Joseph Profaci.Grandma admired everything about him—his custom-made clothing; his luxurious car; the lavish gifts he made to his family; and most of all, the way everyone looked up to him. “Your grandfather was just an ordinary working man, Albert,” she would tell me. “But Joseph Profaci—he was something special. I pray God your father is half the man someday.” One time I asked Mrs. P how her brother-in-law got so rich, but she changed the subject. Mrs. P didn't seem to like talking about him.

			I lived in Massapequa, Long Island, for ten of my first eleven years. It was a wonderful place to grow up. The streets of our neighborhood were wide and clean, the sidewalks lined with children's bikes. It was the kind of place where you could sleep outside on a summer night and feel perfectly safe. My early years there were filled with joy and contentment. At the core of my sense of security was my father.

			No one could have asked for a better father than mine. He was a husky man with dark hair and kind brown eyes, and though he was only five feet, nine inches tall, he was a giant to me. He could pick me up and toss me around as effortlessly as a cotton ball, and he often did. I loved to ride on his shoulders. He spent more time with me than any of the other fathers in the neighborhood spent with their kids. Most of the other fathers were firemen, policemen, teachers, or small business owners who worked on the island and had to be at work by nine o'clock every morning. My dad was different; he was home in the mornings, so he walked me to school while my mother cleaned the house and started lunch. When the other kids were kissing their moms good-bye, I was hugging my dad. Sometimes he brought me a doughnut when he came to pick me up a couple of hours later. I wasn't exactly sure what my father did for a living, and I didn't care. I just liked being with him.

			On sunny weekends my father took my sisters and me for hikes in the nearby nature conservancy. Dad loved being outdoors with us. Dad; our German shepherd, Major; my sisters; and I would all head out after breakfast carrying bags of stale bread my mother packed for us. The path behind our neighbors' house led to a trail through the trees and about half a mile down to a preserve with woods and a small lake. The lake was filled with ducks and swans, and my sisters and I would crouch down near the water's edge and coax the birds with pieces of stale bread. Afterward we would hike through the woods until we got tired. When we were ready to rest, we headed for the big log near our favorite tree to sit down. My father always carried a switchblade. One afternoon my father took the knife from his pocket and carved all of our names on the tree, along with the date. After that we thought of it as our tree, and we visited it whenever we could. It was a DeMeo family secret, our special place in the woods.

			Sometimes my dad took me for rides in the car with him on the weekends. One Saturday he told me he was taking me to the airport to meet someone named Uncle Vinny. “Uncle Vinny isn't a blood relation, Allie, just a friend of mine,” he told me when we pulled into the terminal. I was too interested in watching the planes take off and land to pay much attention when my father introduced me to Vinny.

			“How ya doin', Albert?” Vinny asked as he bent to shake my hand. He had on a blue uniform with his name embroidered on his shirt. We went back into the cargo section with Vinny so my father could talk to him, but I couldn't hear a word they said over the roar of the planes. I explored the dusty cargo area while Dad and Uncle Vinny talked. Vinny looked very earnest and waved his hands around a lot while my father shook his head the way he did when I was naughty. Finally Uncle Vinny gave my father an envelope, and we left.

			It wasn't long until I saw Uncle Vinny again. Early the next Saturday morning Vinny drove up in a station wagon filled with crates of fresh fruit. My sisters and I lined up on the curb to watch as he carried the wooden crates into our house. We had never seen so much fruit. Along with the ordinary bananas and oranges, there were exotic fruits like guava that not even my mother had ever seen. My mother shook her head as she sorted through the crates, murmuring that there was enough here for half the neighborhood. Uncle Vinny smiled sweetly and murmured, “A little gift for you and the children, Mrs. DeMeo.” The following Sunday he brought us boxes of imported chocolate. The weekend after that he brought beautiful London Fog raincoats for us kids. Trailing behind him back out to the car that afternoon, I asked him where he got all this stuff.

			“They're F-O-T, Albert,” he told me. When I looked blank, he winked at me and said, “You know, F-O-T. Fallen off trucks.” I was amazed. How could the truck drivers be so stupid? This was a lot of stuff. It must be worth an awful lot of money. Uncle Vinny had brought more coats than we needed, so my mom gave the extras to Barbara and Jim, my parents' best friends on the block, for their kids. Jim was a policeman who didn't make much money, so Barbara was really excited to get the coats. Vinny continued dropping things off for us at least once a week, and after a while I started wondering why the truck drivers didn't just pick this stuff up if it wasn't damaged.

			Finally I asked my father about it. He eyed me for a moment, then smiled and said, “Son, can you keep a secret? Man to man?”

			Of course, I could. I was proud that my father trusted me.

			“Your uncle Vinny steals things. He's a nice guy, but he steals just about anything he can lay his hands on. And he bets on horses a lot, so I loaned him some money, and he can't pay it back because he keeps betting. This is his way of repaying me. I don't ask him where the stuff comes from. I don't want to know.”

			Uncle Vinny was a thief? But he seemed so nice, and I could tell my father liked him. If my father liked him, he must be all right.

			Saturdays were good, but Sunday was the best day of the week. My father got up early on Sundays to cook us breakfast. My Sunday alarm was the sound of the juice machine as my father squeezed fresh orange juice to go with the meal. I piled into the kitchen with my sisters one late spring morning to find the table loaded down with stacks of pancakes, butter and warm syrup, homemade hash browns, eggs to order, and bacon and sausage. We ate until our stomachs hurt as my father sat and watched, smiling to see our enjoyment. Afterward my mother chased us upstairs to get ready for church.

			In half an hour, we were all back downstairs in our Sunday best. My sisters had lovely dresses and patent leather shoes, and I wore a nice suit and tie, with my shoes polished and my nails manicured. While Dad cleaned up from the morning's cooking, my mother drove us to the local Lutheran church and walked us each to our respective classes. Then she left to do errands while my sisters and I attended Sunday school and mass. She never came with us. Mom had been raised Lutheran, and Dad had been raised Catholic. Neither of them practiced their religion anymore, but they wanted us to grow up with a belief in God and good morals: conscientious, well mannered, honest, and respectful. I was polite and well behaved in church, but I found most of the lessons boring. Afterward, my mother picked us all up in the Cadillac and took us home to prepare for dinner and company.

			Uncle Joe drove up in his limo and pulled into the driveway shortly after we got back from church. Joe had salvaged the limo from a junkyard for a hundred dollars and had done the body work himself. I'd sat with my father and sisters at the junkyard every Saturday for weeks, watching Joe work on the car. He used a crane to flip it on one side, worked on it a while, then flipped it on the other side and continued. We kids thought it was the coolest thing we'd ever seen. The limo was a shiny black 1960 Fleetwood Cadillac with all the luxuries: leather seats, radio, intercom, and phone. When Uncle Joe finally got it done, he used it to chauffeur us kids around on Sunday afternoons. One Sunday he took us to Coney Island Joe's for the best burgers and hot dogs in town; the next Sunday he piled us in with a dozen neighborhood kids and took us for ice cream. We all argued over who got to ride shotgun. We had double-scoop cones and then rode back home to eat Sunday dinner. My sisters had each invited a friend to eat with us. I didn't want to invite anybody. I liked to hang out in the workshop or yard with Dad and Uncle Joe, chatting about guy things like cars. Barbara and Jim walked over later in the afternoon and brought their children with them. Jim never pulled Sunday patrol. He came downstairs with Dad and Joe and me while Barbara went inside to help my mother.

			Sunday was “sauce” day for our extended Italian family. My mother had been cooking for hours in the big downstairs kitchen by the time we got back with Joe: chopping ingredients for marinara sauce, mixing flour for homemade pasta, and grinding sausage for Italian meatballs. Barbara washed and mixed the salad greens and sliced the bread. Uncle Vinny had delivered several baskets of fresh bread that morning. Mom had made desserts the day before while we were out with Dad: brownies, pie, and three kinds of cookies. Dad had also made his specialty while we were at church—zabaglione, an egg custard made with muscatel wine and served warm over fruit. I came in the house every hour or so to sample the goodies. The aromas surrounding me in the warm kitchen gave me a heady rush. Mikey Hammer and his wife walked into the kitchen at about four o'clock. Like Uncle Vinny, Mikey wasn't really a relative, but he seemed like one. My parents knew him from the old days in Brooklyn. Uncle Mikey was one of my favorite uncles. He was stout and strong, with gray hair and hands like slabs. He was also nearly deaf. I had to shout at him to say hello. Mikey's wife and my mom started talking about gardening, so Uncle Mikey headed down to the basement where the men were talking cars.

			Everything was perfect until my grandmother got up from her nap. Grandma DeMeo had arrived in state the afternoon before while I was out with Dad. My first hint that she was spending the night had been the sight of her huge undergarment hanging on the bathroom door at bedtime. My grandmother always wore a large girdle-brassiere combination made up of whalebone stays that was strong enough to stand up on its own. I could not understand why anyone would wear such a torture device. Her entrance cast a gloom over the cheery kitchen. She sat ramrod straight on the Naugahyde chair, her hair perfectly arranged and her face fully made up. Grandma was a statuesque woman, full busted and vain to a fault. She seemed to fill the room. Suddenly stricken with claustrophobia, I went out into the backyard to see my dad.

			Just as my mother was finishing dinner, my aunt Marie arrived with my cousins. My father made me visit with them. Benny, the oldest, was ten years older than I was and had an attitude that made me uncomfortable. He was always looking around our house; and every time my father got a new car, Benny would look at me and smirk. I didn't understand why he watched me with that knowing grin. Sitting down on the bench by our big redwood picnic table that evening, he stared at my father as if he were fascinated. There was something about the way he looked at my father that I didn't like. I went back inside where my grandmother was setting the dining room table for dinner.

			Grandma had brought a big casserole with her special lasagna, and as she placed it on the lace tablecloth, an idea came to me. When she went back into the kitchen, I ran to my room and got the rubber dog droppings I had bought from my favorite joke store. Creeping back down the hall, I arranged them carefully on Grandma's prized lasagna. She was nearly finished setting the table before she noticed. Clutching her chest, she turned purple and started screaming obscenities in Italian. Grabbing a wooden spoon, she raced down the stairs and into the yard in search of the dog. By the time I caught up with her, she had the poor creature by the collar, beating him as the dog whimpered in terror. My father shouted, “What the hell are you doing? Let go of that dog!” Letting go of its collar, she gave it one last kick and started back in the house.

			“You see what he do!” she raged as my father followed her upstairs. Storming once more into the dining room, she pointed at the casserole. “The stupid animal, he poop all over my lasagna!”

			I had been pulling on her sleeve for over a minute by then, and she finally noticed. “What you want, Albert?” she said, shaking me loose.

			“Grandma, it wasn't the dog, it was me. I did it. I got fake dog poop from the store.”

			Her face twisted. “You do what? Why, you …” and grabbing me by the wrist, she sank her teeth into my forearm so deeply she drew blood and then began beating me over the head with the wooden spoon she still held in her other hand.

			My mother had come out of the kitchen by that time, and I heard her cry out, “Mama, for God's sake!” The next thing I knew, my father was carrying me into the kitchen while my mother tried to calm my grandmother.

			To distract Grandma from her hysterics over the ruined lasagna, Mom suggested we eat outdoors instead, as it was such a beautiful evening. Barbara and Uncle Mikey's wife quickly took the hint and began carrying the food and dishes outside to the picnic table where the men sat. It was a huge redwood table that Dad had had custom built for us. It was ten feet long and could seat nearly twenty people. My mother got Grandma settled in a chair in a warm spot and continued setting things up for dinner.

			It was beautiful in the yard that evening. Barbara's kids were playing on the big swing set and slide; Lisa was in the playhouse Dad had built next to it, in the shade of the big tree. I wanted to go swimming, but Dad said the water was too cold. Dad and I had built a fifteen- by thirty-foot above-ground pool with a wooden deck the summer before. We'd also dug a rose bed for my mother around the front and sides of the house, so the entire yard smelled like roses in the evening air. Giant yellow sunflowers twice my height framed the picnic table. My grandmother was oblivious to all the beauty. She kept lamenting how sick she was, how unloved, how neglected.

			“Albert,” she said, “you almost kill me today with your tricks. You'll see. One of these mornings I'm gonna wake up, and I'll be dead!” She looked strong as an ox to me. I headed over to the slide and began climbing. My father went back in the house to bring out another bottle of wine.

			I was halfway up the slide when I noticed a sick-looking squirrel at the base of the big tree nearby. Something about the animal didn't look right, so I went over to where the adults were sitting and said there was something wrong with the squirrel by the tree. Within seconds, all hell broke loose.

			Everyone rushed over to look, and as soon as my grandmother saw it, she began screaming hysterically in Italian, “Roy, come quickly, there's a squirrel with rabies!” My aunt began shooing us kids away to the other side of the yard as my father ran back outside to see what all the yelling was about.

			It only took a glance for him to see that my grandmother was right. He lunged for the big redwood table and pushed it over on its side, shouting at everyone to get behind the barrier. Food and dinnerware went flying in all directions. We all crouched behind the table as my dad ran into the garage and raced back out a few seconds later carrying his rifle. By then the squirrel was spooked by all the excitement and was running excitedly around the yard. My grandmother, who had been screaming the whole time, kept shouting at the top of her lungs, “Shoot, Roy, shoot!” as my father took aim.

			Meanwhile my father was yelling, “Stay down! Stay down!” as he opened fire on the squirrel. The bullets caught the squirrel as it raced up the redwood decking toward the pool, going straight through the squirrel's body and into the side of the pool. As the squirrel went limp, water began pouring through the sides of the pool. Dad ran back into the garage to put the gun away and find something to stop the water while we children raced over to see if the squirrel was really dead. While we ran, my father kept shouting, “Stay away from it, kids! Don't touch it! It's still dangerous!”

			All the time this was going on, my grandmother was screaming at the top of her lungs in a mixture of Italian and English, “He killed him! Oh my God, Roy killed him!”

			Running back toward the pool with rags to stuff in the holes, my father shouted furiously, “You told me to shoot! You wanted me to shoot!” as my grandmother continued to wail.

			Meanwhile my mother, who had been in the kitchen with Barbara, heard the gunfire and ran to the back door in panic just in time to hear Grandma screaming, “Roy killed him!” I looked up to see my mother standing in the doorway with horror all over her face, calling out to my father.

			“Oh my God, Roy! Roy! Tell me you didn't shoot somebody! You wouldn't!”

			My parents sent us kids inside while the adults cleaned up the mess, plugged the holes in the pool, and buried the rabid squirrel. Benny and I went downstairs to watch TV in the den while the girls watched the upstairs TV in the living room. There was a movie on called The Valachi Papers, starring Charles Bronson as Joe Valachi, one of the first men to inform on the Mafia to the FBI. I wouldn't have paid much attention to it if Benny hadn't kept looking over at me. I wondered what was wrong with him. About half an hour into the film, there was a scene where Joseph Profaci, the boss of the Mob family, is choosing the men who will work for him. Cousin Benny turned to me with a big grin on his face and said, “You know who that is, don't you? That's Mrs. P's brother-in-law!”

			“Oh, uh-huh,” I replied. “Grandma talks about him sometimes.” I didn't know what he was getting at.

			Benny started laughing. I knew that he was laughing at me, but I didn't understand what the joke was. I always felt like Benny meant something he wasn't saying. When he introduced me to someone, he never said, “This is my cousin Albert.” He always said, “This is Albert, you know, Roy DeMeo's son, like I told you about,” and the person would look me over like some kind of lab specimen.

			A little while later Dad and Uncle Joe brought home hamburgers and hot dogs from the local diner, and we all ate in silence upstairs around the kitchen table. All except for Grandma, who couldn't eat a thing. She kept saying over and over that her heart was beating so hard, she was sure she was having another heart attack, that no one ever thought of her comfort and safety. For once even my father was too tired to try to talk her out of it. I was relieved when Aunt Marie said good night and took Grandma and my cousins home. Uncle Mikey and his wife left a short while later, with Jim and Barbara close behind.

			Everyone looked tired and a little sad, so my father said, “How about some jokes, Albert?” Nearly every Sunday I told jokes in the living room after we finished eating. The ritual was always the same: Everyone would help my mother clear the table, and while she stacked dishes in the dishwasher, Dad would pop a huge kettle of Jiffy Pop popcorn and take it in the living room. By then I would be ready with my comedy box of items from the joke store down the street. I had all kinds of funny glasses in there: Groucho Marx glasses with a moustache and nose, X-ray glasses, glasses with eyeballs attached to coiled wires, even Chinese glasses with slanted eyes. That night I put on the moustache glasses and did my best impression of Groucho. Everyone laughed, even my sisters, and suddenly everyone felt better.

			Then my father picked up Lisa's favorite teddy bear from its perch on the back of the couch and started teasing her, saying it was his bear now. It was her favorite game. She screamed, “Daddy!” and dove for the bear as my dad pulled it away. The chase was on, my dad running and dodging around the living room with Lisa in hot pursuit. When she got close, Dad grabbed her and tossed her in the air while my mother protested that he would make her throw up so soon after eating. He responded by picking me up in the other arm and tickling us both. Only when we had screamed and giggled ourselves into exhaustion did he put us down. By then it was time for The Wonderful World of Disney. Mom sent us to change into our pajamas, and when we came back, we dog piled on the couch with Dad to munch popcorn and watch TV. The excitement of the day was getting to me by then, and I found myself dozing on my father's broad chest. Lisa was already sound asleep on his other shoulder. I snuggled closer, Dad's chest hairs prickling my ear through his knit shirt. Picking us both up together, one in each arm, he carried us down the hall through the darkness. Still holding Lisa in the other arm, he placed me gently on the bed and pulled the covers up under my chin. I slept deeply that night, filled to the brim with food and contentment.

			—

			Most weekends we would all be together at home with my mother and sisters. Sometimes, though, my father had to get some business done on Saturdays. When I was about five years old, he started taking me with him on some of his Saturday errands. Most of them were on Long Island, to the car dealership Dad owned down the highway or to small shops and office buildings. I loved riding in the big car and meeting the interesting people he knew. It was on those Saturday outings that I gradually became acquainted with the long series of “uncles” that became an ongoing part of my life. They liked me, and I liked them, too. I was especially interested in their nicknames.

			There was my uncle Frankie, also known as Frankie the Wop. He was perched on a wobbly wooden chair on a sidewalk in front of a grocery store the day I met him, drinking milk and eating Kit Kat bars. When my father introduced us, Uncle Frankie grinned at me and handed me an entire box of Kit Kats. I was thrilled. Uncle Frankie was the biggest man I had ever seen. A guy who knew him told me Frankie weighed four hundred pounds. Uncle Frankie did business with my father. Or so my father told me, though Frankie never seemed to do much of anything but eat. His favorite pastime was going to “all you can eat” establishments and staying there all day. My father told me Uncle Frankie would eat until his stomach touched the table. After a while, the restaurants where they knew him actually paid Uncle Frankie to go away.

			One day Uncle Frankie went to the bathroom at one of the restaurants, and while he was sitting on the toilet, a mosquito flew in. Uncle Frankie panicked and tried to wave it away with a wooden toilet brush. When that didn't work, he reached for the spray cleaner and tried spraying it. That didn't work, either, and he really started to panic. He was afraid to even get up from the toilet, for fear it would attract the mosquito's attention, especially since he'd be stuck bare-bottomed in a stall where he could barely turn around. Finally, in desperation, he pulled out his .38 revolver and shot the mosquito. When the cops arrived a few minutes later to arrest him for discharging a firearm, they were astonished. He'd gotten the mosquito in a single shot.

			I met another Uncle Frankie on our Saturday outings, too. This Uncle Frankie was nicknamed Frankie Elbows. My dad said that was because his arms were so long, everyone joked that his elbows dragged on the ground like a chimpanzee's. Frankie Elbows was a mortician who sometimes helped my father with his business.

			One uncle who never came to our house was my uncle Nino. His real name was Anthony Gaggi, and he was a business associate of my father. I'd heard his name around the house from as far back as I could remember. Sometimes at night my dad would come home with a toy or a little money and say it was from Uncle Nino. I was about six years old when I finally got to meet him.

			My father had taken me in the car to the city one Saturday, where he'd stopped to talk to a few people he knew. We were on our way home for dinner when my father stopped to make a call at a pay phone in Manhattan. When he got back in, he told me we needed to make one more stop before we went home. We drove a couple more miles to a tailor shop near the financial district. By the time my father parked the car and we got out, it was nearly dark.

			As we walked toward the tailor shop, a man stepped out of the entrance onto the sidewalk. He was middle-aged, expensively dressed in an Italian suit, with black receding hair. There was a feeling of power surrounding him that I sensed right away. In spite of the deepening gloom, he wore black sunglasses that completely hid his eyes. I remember thinking how odd it was. I had never seen anyone wear sunglasses at night. How could he see when it was already so dark outside?

			Nino turned as we approached and greeted my father warmly, embracing him and slapping him on the back. My father kept watching Uncle Nino's face and smiling at him. It was the first time I had seen my father seem anxious to please someone. Nino bent to me next and introduced himself as my uncle Nino. He was very nice, very friendly. I kissed him obediently on the cheek as I had been taught to do, the standard gesture of respect. Nino smiled at me, and I wondered if his eyes were smiling, too. Later I asked my father what color Nino's eyes were. Dark brown, he told me. I didn't see Nino's eyes that night, or any other night for that matter. He never once took off those dark glasses.

			After laughing with my father and showing off the new coat his wife had had made for him, Uncle Nino and my father began strolling down the street, chatting in low voices as we walked. I walked quietly by my father's side, listening to their curious conversation without comprehension.

			“Did you take care of that thing we talked about?” Uncle Nino asked my dad.

			“It's done.”

			“And the other thing?”

			“Just as we discussed.”

			“Bene.” Then, turning to me, Uncle Nino asked, “So Albert, I hear you started school. How is that going?”

			I said it was going pretty good. After a few more minutes of polite chatter, Nino bid us good-bye and continued down the street.

			Back in the car a few minutes later, I turned to my father. “Is Uncle Nino your boss, Daddy?”

			My father considered the question for a minute. “Not exactly. He's more of an associate. We work for the same family.”

			This was interesting. “Uncle Nino works for our family?”

			“Not our family, son, not the way you mean. Uncle Nino's been around a little longer than I have, so I pay attention to what he says. It's important to pay attention to more experienced men.”

			I nodded thoughtfully. Uncle Nino must be very important if my father turned to him for advice. My father knew everything.

		

	
		
			
			two

			PRIMARY LESSONS

			[image: image]

			Train up a child in the way he should go;
and when he is old, he will
not depart from it.

			—PROVERBS 22:6

			 When I was in the first grade, our teacher asked us to tell the class what our fathers did for a living. The other children got up one at a time and explained that their dads were doctors or businessmen. When it was my turn, to my great embarrassment, I didn't know what to say. I wasn't sure what my dad did. Worse yet, a couple of the kids from my block looked at each other and smiled funny when I went up to share. So I asked my mother to take me to the library, and I got one of those children's books on “What Daddies Do” and tried to find my father's job. But the more I looked, the more confused I became. My father carried a gun, but he wasn't a policeman. He must be doing something dangerous; else why did he carry a gun? He wore a suit, but he didn't work in an office. He didn't have an office, and the suits he wore weren't like the ones worn by other fathers. He wore custom-made suits, and he never wore a starched shirt and a tie. As I looked through the book, my stomach began to hurt, yet I didn't ask my mother.

			I began to notice differences when I was at home, too. My playmates' fathers were referred to by their profession: Jimmy's dad was a policeman, Tony's a mechanic. But no one in the neighborhood ever said a word about what my father did for a living. Most fathers talked about what they did at the office or the precinct when they stopped by on a Saturday to chat. They asked each other how it was going at work. None of the other men asked my father about his work. I wondered why.

			Even in our house, no one talked about Dad's business. One evening, at Sunday-night dinner, my aunt Marie asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up. I promptly replied, “I want to do what Daddy does.”

			She and my mother exchanged a look; and after a silence, my mother prompted me, “No, you don't, Al. You should pick something you want to do.” Looking at my plate, I was at a loss for words.

			So the next time someone asked me what my father did, I made something up. I was taking my first step toward the most basic survival mechanism in a crime family: lying. While other children were listening to fairy tales, I was learning to tell them. Since no one was giving me any answers, I provided my own and tried to believe they were true. If anyone asked, I said my father was a car salesman.

			Other small oddities began to strike me as well. I wondered why my father left for work so late in the day, sometimes

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			
			For my father,
that he may find redemption
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