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  CHAPTER 1: Angelu: Wednesday, April 27, 1921

 

 

            Angelu looked out over the city in wonder. Below him, Philadelphia extended in every direction, sprawling streets forming a crowded gridwork as far as he could see. He was standing atop the tower of Philadelphia’s City Hall, the largest building Angelu had ever imagined, much less seen. From up here, on a narrow circular catwalk just below the statue of William Penn, the city’s founder, one could see for miles. To the south was Little Italy, to the west farms and countryside, to the north more city, and to the east the river and the mysterious land called New Jersey.

            He loved it up here.

            Nor was he alone.

            At least a dozen people had made the long climb up the staircase from ground level with him and now crowded the observation deck, peering over the chain link fence at the five-hundred-foot drop to the courtyard below. While many of them looked nervous, all Angelu experienced was exhilaration. Up here, away from the noise of the streets, he felt almost like a bird, free to fly up close to God.

            Still, he hadn’t come here simply to sightsee.

            He was on a mission.

            “Angelu?”

            He smiled at the sound of her voice. He liked the way she talked, her accent and cadence so different from his own.

            “Here,” he said, waving.

            Sarah Hannifin wore her red hair up today and tucked under a wide brimmed hat with flowers and a little fake bird mounted atop it. She was wrapped in a woolen coat that reached to her shoes and her hands were tucked into warm black leather gloves. Angelu found all this funny; it wasn’t that cold up here and the spring wind that whipped the tower from the north felt bracing rather than bitter.

            Still, he’d heard that women could be delicate. At least, Butchy sometimes said so, though not kindly. Butchy Sacco was rarely kind.

            “Hello, Sarah,” he said in English. He was gradually improving with that language, in no small part thanks to these clandestine meetings with Peter’s teacher. Out of respect for her, Angelu did his best to speak her native tongue when in her presence. He wondered if that made her his teacher, as well.

            “Hello, yourself,” Sarah said brightly. “Have you been waiting long?”

            “Only one hundred and sixty-two seconds.”

            “What?”

            “Never mind. That’s a funny hat.”

            Sarah grinned. “Yes, I suppose it is. I brought it just to keep the sun off my face.”

            “Are the flowers real? I know the bird isn’t.”

            “The flowers are silk. But the bird’s actually trained to stand perfectly still like that.”

            Angelu’s eyes widened. “Scherzi?” Then he caught himself. “Scusa. Um… are you... joking?”

            “Yes, I am.” Then she laughed and so Angelu did, too. He really liked this girl. More to the point, he liked the idea of her, of having her in Peter’s and, by extension, his own life. While lately, Angelu had been finding girls more and more… interesting, he couldn’t really imagine ever courting one himself. They seemed complicated, and he’d never been one for complications in his life. Well, that was without counting these secret meetings.

            “Can we get ice cream, later?” he asked Sarah.

            “Don’t we always?”

            “I was afraid you’d think it was too cold.”

            “It’s never too cold for ice cream.”

            Angelu agreed completely. In fact, Uncle Jack had scolded him twice for dipping into the wares at the parlor where he worked. But he was there, and the ice cream was there, and they were usually alone together, and so…

            He’d put on a bit of weight over the last year.

            “I like it up here,” he said, looking east at the Delaware River and New Jersey beyond it.

            “I thought you might. That’s why I suggested it.”

            “I’ve never been this high up before. There was a high hill outside our village in Sicily, but not so high as here.”

            “When it was built, it was supposed to be the tallest building in the world.”

            “And is it?”

            “No. A couple of buildings topped it before it was even completed. Now I think the tallest is the Woolworth Building in New York, but I’m not sure. Still, it’s pretty tall.”

            Angelu nodded appreciatively. “Do people ever fall off?”

            “Not that I’m aware of. But don’t climb the fence, all right?”

            “Si. I will no climb.”

            “How’s Peter?”

            Angelu shrugged. “Bene. He still works for Signore… um, Mister Carney, driving his truck all night. Then he sleeps all day. I no much see him. We do dinner at the new house. Well, for me is dinner. For him, I not know the word in English. In Sicilianu it’s called pranzu di mattina.”

            “Breakfast?”

            “Se, that’s it! Are you learning Sicilianu?” Angelu asked this eagerly. It would be a relief not to speak so much English. It tired him.

            “No. I just guessed from the context.”

            “The what?”

            “It’s not important. Is he still working six nights a week?”

            “Do he not tell you?”

            “He doesn’t like to talk about his work. I think he’s afraid I’ll judge him.”

            “Will you?”

            “No.”

            “Se. He drives every night except Wednesday when he’s with you. No matter what, he no miss a visit with his Sarah.”

            She smiled at that, not the amused smile she’d shown him earlier but something sweeter and more coquettish. Angelu liked that smile rather a lot. But then it faltered, as if she’d just reminded herself of something unpleasant. Tentatively, she asked, “Is the work he does… dangerous?”

            Angelu shrugged. “I no think. No worse than for the sugar company last year.”

            “He was nearly hijacked last year!”

            “Se. But he no get hurt.”

            “Angelu, you’re missing my point.”

            “I no miss. You worry about him.”

            “Well, yes.”

            “But my brother prove he take care of himself.”

            “No one should have to prove it that way.”

            This confused Angelu. What other way was there to prove yourself but to find yourself in a position to do so? Sarah’s reaction made no sense. Were all women like this? Surely not. Mamma wasn’t. “Peter is safe, Sarah,” he said.

            She didn’t look convinced.

            “So,” Angelu said, brightening. “Ice cream now?”

            “In a moment. I want to tell you something first. It’s why I asked that we meet in this interesting place.”

            “Okay. What?”

            “I think I’m finally going to tell him how I feel.”

            Angelu grinned. “Really?”

            She nodded, though to Angelu’s eyes she looked less than certain about it. “Well, it’s high time I did something. Otherwise, your brother and his Old-World sensibilities are going to leave me an old maid. It’s been years, Angelu. At first, he made it clear we couldn’t be together because of that ridiculous ‘kind should stay with kind’ argument. Later on, whenever I hinted even a little, he would tell me he wasn’t educated enough to consider marrying anyone. So, I kept educating him. Now that he reads and writes at near college level and could hold his own in a debate on just about any modern subject, it’s his job that’s in the way. I’m not even supposed to know he’s a bootlegger! That’s a secret he and my father are still determined to keep, as if I’m an idiot. It’s maddening!”

            Angelu listened to the rant patiently. Then, when Sarah finished and looked at him, red-faced, he answered her in the only way he knew how. “He love you.”

            She swallowed and asked, a little desperately, “Are you sure?”

            He nodded. “He talk about you much. I no remember the last time your name not come up. He spends these years looking for way to be worthy of you.”

            “But he is worthy of me, Angelu! More than worthy! Outside of my father, he’s the noblest man I’ve ever known.”

            “Even for a criminal?”

            “I read the papers. I hear the talk on the street. And I certainly know my father’s opinions on the subject. Peter doesn’t rob banks. He drives a truck for a man who imports and distributes alcohol, something that, just eighteen months ago, was completely legitimate. This new amendment is unjust and should be fought.”

            Angelu considered that. It sounded like the kind of rationalization that John might employ, if he were still around, to excuse or explain his way of thinking. For his own part, Angelu had never been much for such self-delusion. What was the point, after all, in fooling yourself? But maybe that was just him being a cretinu again.

            “So, you’d marry him even now?” he asked Sarah.

            “In an instant!” she declared. “That’s why I’m going to take him out on a picnic this Sunday, weather permitting. We’ll go to the park to have our lesson in the spring sunshine. And that’s when I’ll tell him how I feel, how I’ve always felt.” She did her best to smile but couldn’t quite manage it. “I hate to admit it, but I’m scared.”

            “Of what?”

            “Of what he’ll say. What if he doesn’t feel the same way I do?”

            “He does.”

            “What if he doesn’t want to be with me?”

            “He does.”

            “What if he doesn’t say it back?”

            “Say what back?”

            Sarah swallowed again, her cheeks going red. “Do you know what?” she asked, looking away from him.

            “What?”

            “I think it’s time for ice cream.”

            Angelu grinned. “Bravu! But… Sarah?”

            “Yes, Angelu.”

            “He’ll say it back.”

            After leaving City Hall and visiting a nearby parlor for the promised ice cream, Angelu bid a fond good-bye to Sarah and returned to Uncle Johnny’s to start his afternoon shift. Butchy, who manned the soda counter in the morning, glared at him as he walked in the door. “You’re late.”

            “No, I’m not,” Angelu replied. “My shift starts a one o’clock. It’s now one minute and eleven seconds before.”

            Butchy’s scowl deepened. “You were almost late.”

            “How can anybody be almost late?” Angelu asked.

            “Never mind. Business is slow today. It’s too chilly for ice cream.”

            Angelu thought back to the chocolate sundae he’d shared with Sarah. “No, it’s not.”

            “If you say so. Hurry up and change your clothes. I need some lunch.”

            “Okay.”

            Ten minutes later, Angelu was dressed in his striped shirt, bowtie, and white apron, and with the new false moustache he’d bought for himself in the novelty store on Passyunk Avenue pasted under his nose. Butchy left at once and Angelu, alone in the parlor, took the time to polish the brass appointments—something Butchy never did.

            It was three twenty-nine in the afternoon when Peter came in.

            “Working hard, fratuzzu?” he asked, smiling wearily.

            Angelu looked up and wiped sweat from his brow. “What other kind of working is there?”

            “Right as always.” Peter found a stool and settled onto it with a sigh.

            “You’re up early,” Angelu observed.

            “I couldn’t sleep. Thinking too much.”

            “About what?”

            “I got arrested last night.”

            “You did?”

            “Well, me and A.J. The police pulled us over on our way to a stop up in Andorra. They opened the back, found the load, and arrested us both on the spot.”

            Angelu thought of Sarah and blanched. “But… you’re here.”

            Peter laughed. “Se. They took us to the local station. While A.J. cursed them, I asked to use the telephone. I called Mr. Carney and he told me to have him speak to the arresting officer. Ten minutes later, we were both set free. In fact, they drove us to the impound, made certain we got our truck back, and then sent us on our way.”

            “Signore Carney is held in such respect by the police?” Angelu asked, astonished.

            “So it seems. And he’s also a man of his word. The cops even apologized to us. I don’t know who Carney is paying off or how much, but it’s obviously someone very highly positioned in the city government… and a lot.”

            Angelu nodded. “And this is what kept you from sleeping?”

            “Partly.” Then, after a moment, Peter added, “A.J.’s a bigger problem.”

            “Is he still lazy, not helping to load or unload the truck?”

            “That’s part of it, se. He’s the boss’s son and he knows it, so anything he doesn’t feel like doing, he doesn’t do. In that respect, he reminds me of Luciu Foresta. But he’s also short tempered and, well, a cretinu.”

            “You mean he’s like me?”

            Peter met Angelu’s eyes. “I keep telling you, luminu. You’re not a cretinu. A.J. just doesn’t have your kind soul and open heart. He’s bitter and holds grudges. He doesn’t like me for no other reason than that Mr. Carney does.”

            “Sounds like Butchy.”

            “A bit. But where Butchy’s resentful, A.J.’s vengeful. If I give him the chance, he might make some kind of move against me. Anyway, it all makes for a long night, driving with him.”

            “Maybe I shouldn’t have told Sarah how safe your job is.”

            Peter’s eyes lit up. “You saw Sarah today?”

            Angelu nodded.

            “That makes twice this month, doesn’t it?”

            “Three times. We met at the top of city hall and then got ice cream on Market Street.”

            “A little chilly for that,” Peter remarked with a smile.

            “Not if you’re passionate about it,” Angelu replied with all seriousness.

            “You two have become good friends.”

            Angelu shrugged. “It seems only right that I should get to know the girl my brother’s in love with.”

            “I’ve told you. It’s not like that.”

            “And I’ve told you that it is. You’re both taking your time about it, but before long you’ll see. You’re going to marry that girl.”

            “Angelu, I’m a bootlegger and an ignorant immigrant. Sarah Hannifin is a woman of breeding and education. I’m no match for her. Besides, kind should stay with kind.”

            “Sarah says that’s Old-World thinking.”

            “You’ve talked to Sarah about this?” Peter looked uneasy, maybe even alarmed.

            Again, Angelu shrugged. “She mentioned you saying it to her and that she disagrees with it.”

            “She does?”

            “Assolutamenti!”

            “What else do you two talk about?”

            “Today, or every time?”

            “I don’t know,” Peter said. “Today. What did you talk about today?”

            “She asked about your job. I told her it was going well. She asked me if it’s safe. I told her it is. I hope that wasn’t a lie.”

            “It wasn’t. I’m safe enough. What else?”

            Angelu replied, “Over ice cream she told me she bought a new dress. She’s going to wear it on Sunday. Sounds pretty.”

            “That’s all?”

            “Isn’t that enough?”

            “I suppose,” Peter said, looking vaguely disappointed.

            “Peter, why don’t you just court her? Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do when you like a girl?”

            “It… wouldn’t work for us. We’re too different.”

            “This is America. Here, everybody’s different.”

            Peter offered a derisive snort that reminded Angelu of Mamma. She used to do that. “You know better. In this city, at least, there’s us and there’s them. Sarah and I are oil and vinegar. We don’t mix.”

            “But oil and vinegar do mix, Peter!” Angelu retorted. “It just takes a little elbow grease and the result’s always delicious!”

            For a moment, Peter looked taken aback. Then, with a laugh, he remarked, “Angelu, you’ve just out-metaphored me.”

            “What’s a metaphor?” Angelu asked.

            “Never mind.”

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER 2: Peter: Thursday, April 28, 1921

 

 

            The next day, Peter found himself once again sharing his route with A.J. Carney. On this occasion, he was behind the wheel, as the boss’s son had announced he would be riding shotgun. Not that Peter minded. He liked driving well enough and, ever since the incident with the sugar company, firearms made him uncomfortable.

            They pulled out of the yard and headed north toward their first stop in Germantown. Today, their load included gin and beer, all of it tagged for unlicensed saloons—lately called “speakeasies”—as well as a few factory locations belonging to companies that quietly ignored Prohibition. The route would take then to more than a dozen stops with each stop running late because, if he remained true to form, A.J. would smugly sit out the heavy lifting.

            But this evening, before they’d gone even a mile up the road, A.J. did him one better.

            “Pull over,” he said. “Right here.”

            “Why?”

            “Do it.”

            Peter obeyed, bringing the truck to a rumbling halt at the curb. Around them, houses and shops lined both sides of the street, fronted by busy sidewalks and the occasional clatter of a trolley—typical weekday evening’s bustle in Philadelphia. A Chevrolet Roadster was parked in front of them, with a woman in a fur too warm for the weather standing beside it.

            “What’s going on?” Peter asked.

            “I’m getting out,” A.J. told him flatly. “You’re finishing the shift on your own.”

            Peter looked hard at him but said nothing.

            A.J. smirked. “You got a problem, dago?”

            “You’re my problem,” Peter said.

            The pig-eyed man laughed. “Yeah? Well that’s one problem you won’t be solving any time soon. Here’s how it’s going to be. I’m going to take a bottle of gin out of the back. You’ll make the deliveries and be back here to pick me up at five a.m. Don’t be late. Then we’ll drive back to the yard together with no one the wiser.”

            “I can’t get back here by five,” Peter said matter-of-factly. “Not if I’m unloading the truck by myself.”

            “You’ll manage it. Otherwise, I’ll tell my pop you swiped a bottle of gin and that’ll be it for you. Don’t play games with me, dago. Someday, I’ll be running this company and if you still want to be working for me when that happens, you best remember who’s in charge today.”

            Peter said nothing.

            Grinning, A.J. climbed out of the truck. Peter heard him saunter around to the back and open the doors—something that they were never to do on an open street. Moments later, he approached the fur-clad woman with a bottle in his hand and a broad, triumphant smile on his face. He hadn’t even bothered to close the back.

            Peter watched them climb into the Roadster and speed off. As he stepped from the cab, went to the back, and pulled down the heavy truck door, he noticed that a few pedestrians had stopped to peer in at his wares. One of them even smiled and touched the side of his nose conspiratorially. Peter ignored him.

            He made the evening deliveries, moving through each as quickly as he could. Most of the customers didn’t look twice at him, and only a couple spared one of their employees to assist with the unloading. Fortunately, A.J. hadn’t been much help to him even when they were together, and Peter had learned a while back how to pace himself so that he didn’t leave any one stop too exhausted to face the next.

            He skipped supper, not wanting to spare the time, stopping only for a quarter roll of salami and a wedge of cheese at a local shop, both of which he ate on the road. Along the way, he kept one eye on his watch, though he could see there was little hope of his making A.J.’s deadline. It was already nearing midnight.

            It was while he contemplated this, driving along a dark, winding road in Whitpain, northwest of the city, that a car came suddenly out of a side street and struck him broadside. It was a big limousine, one of the Pierce Arrows that Peter had heard about but never before seen. And it was heavy enough to stave in the passenger side door and send the truck careening off the road and into a hillside before Peter could pull the brake. The impact threw him against the steering wheel but, aside from that, he suffered no real harm. Looking up, he realized the truck had missed a big poplar tree by no more than a handspan. A close call.

            Regaining his senses, he climbed out of the cab. The truck’s front end was partway up the hill, putting it on a steep angle. He considered opening the back to check the load but was afraid the crates would come sliding out. So, he kept it closed. Instead, he headed for the limousine, which now blocked most of the road, its hood crumpled and steam rising noisily from what had to be, at best, a cracked radiator.

            It was an open car and, as Peter approached, he counted three occupants. The only light came from a single cracked headlamp. Even so, Peter could tell that the driver was the one most badly hurt. His face had struck the dash and was bleeding badly, his head lolling to and fro from shock as he gasped and moaned. The two men in the backseat had fared better. One wore a style that Albert Carney would appreciate—tailored suit, leather spats, and straw hat. The other was dressed more like a laborer, like Peter himself, in simple canvas trousers, cotton long-sleeved shirt, and linen vest. Both were clearly dazed but recovering.

            Peter went to the driver first. He put a hand on the man’s head to stop him moving. He’d seen enough injuries, both in Sicily and in America, to know to first stabilize the neck. “Hold still,” he told the fellow, who looked up at him blearily as Peter pressed a handkerchief to the gash across his nose and forehead. He’d need stitches, no question. But he’d survive.

            “You there!” a gruff voice called. “What the hell are you playing at?”

            “Your driver’s hurt,” Peter replied, not looking up from the man he was tending. Dear God but didn’t forehead cuts bleed a lot?

            “Yeah! That’s because you fucking hurt him!”

            He heard a car door open, the rear one on the passenger side. Finally, he glanced up. The laborer was glaring daggers, his face red with rage. “A dago!” he exclaimed. “I should have known! You see this, Marlton? We got hit by a goddamn dago!” Marlton, presumably the second passenger, was older and clearly still stunned.

            “You hit me,” Peter said.

            “Is that right? Well, that’s not the way I remember it!”

            “Look at the cars. Yours got hit in the front. Mine got hit in the side. You hit me.”

            “Well, what’re you doing on this road anyhow?”

            “My job,” Peter said with deliberate calm. “It’s a public road.”

            But reason wasn’t this fellow’s strong suit. Enraged, he slammed his fist down on the limousine’s seat back. “I don’t take lip from the likes of you! Do you know how much this car cost me?”

            “It looks expensive,” Peter said, still keeping his tone level. At the same time, he took one of the driver’s hands and placed it over the handkerchief pressed to his forehead. “Don’t move your neck,” he told the man. Then, satisfied that the driver had the wherewithal to look after himself for a bit, he straightened and faced the laborer, who was coming around the car’s ruined frontage with clenched fists, his face twisted into a mask of fury.

            “Goddamn guinea wop!” he roared. “Look what you did to my car!”

            Then he threw a fist at Peter’s head.

            It was a sweeping roundhouse with a lot of power behind it. But he’d telegraphed it well in advance, allowing Peter time to duck underneath. An instant later, Peter’s right fist found the man’s solar plexus. It was a quick, hard jab that had years of riveting and loading work behind it. With a dry wheeze, the laborer doubled over. As he did, Peter sidestepped and dropped him with a left to the face. The man hit the pavement at Peter’s feet, his nose a bloody mess.

            “What did I just see?” exclaimed the man called Marlton, who’d evidently regained his senses just in time to witness the brief fight.

            “He swung first,” Peter replied defensively, knowing it would be all too easy for the felled laborer to turn the tables with a lie.

            “I saw that. Henry Plunkett threw his signature haymaker and you handled him like a punk! If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed it.”

            Peter, who had no idea who Henry Plunkett was, faced the man. “Are you hurt?” he asked.

            “I’m right as rain. Never mind me. And never mind this accident. It was all Plunkett’s fault anyway. He was hurling commands to his new driver there, distracting him. I saw that, too. The name’s Max Marlton, by the way. What’s your name, kid?”

            “Peter Donatello.”

            “Donatello. That’s too long, too long by half. How about… Donny, maybe. Pete Donny!”

            “What?”

            Marlton laughed, which seemed the absolute last thing anyone should be doing in this situation. With an impatient sigh, Peter turned his attention back to the driver, who was still docilely following his instructions. The bleeding from the man’s forehead and nose seemed to have tapered off. That was another thing about head wounds: they tended to bleed a lot until you put pressure on them. But, once you did, it usually stopped. Nobody ever bled to death from a cut face.

            “How is he?” Marlton asked. Apparently, he was done laughing.

            “He’ll be okay,” Peter replied. “But we need a telephone.”

            “I’ve got one at my place,” Marlton said, motioning his thumb at the side road from which the limousine had appeared. “About a quarter mile back.”

            “One of us needs to walk up there and use it. I don’t think my truck’s drivable, and I know your motorcar’s done.”

            “It’s not mine,” Marlton said dismissively, climbing out of the Pierce Arrow’s expansive rear seat. “I’m just fine. I’ll make the walk. Are you going to be all right? Plunkett looks like he’s coming around.”

            Peter glanced down at the laborer, who was sitting up now, testing his nose. “Fucking dago,” the injured man muttered, though it was easy to see that the fight had gone out of him.

            “I’ll be fine,” Peter told Marlton.

            An hour later, the police and an ambulance were on the scene. The driver, whose name was Bishop, was promptly removed from the limousine and placed on a stretcher. He was conscious but in obvious pain. As the medics tended to him, the cops began interviewing everyone involved and, as Peter had feared, Plunkett did his best to spin the accident as Peter’s fault. “He was coming up the road like a demon from Hell, boys,” he said in a phlegmy, nasal voice. “At my instruction, my man pulled out, and he should’ve had plenty of time. But that goddamn wop must have sped up even more. This is all on him.”

            Fortunately, at that moment, Marlton chimed in. “Officers, I’m afraid Mr. Plunkett’s confused.” Plunkett whirled on him so fast that, in his
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