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About the Author

Actor and director Al Pacino is a unique and enduring figure in the world of American stage and film. He grew up in New York City’s South Bronx, attended the High School of Performing Arts, and studied acting at the Herbert Berghof Studio with Charles F. Laughton and the Actors Studio with mentor Lee Strasberg.

He has been nominated for the Academy Award nine times, for movies including The Godfather, Dog Day Afternoon, Serpico, The Godfather Part II, and The Irishman, and won the Oscar for Best Actor in 1992 for Scent of a Woman. He has been nominated for nineteen Golden Globe Awards and won four; three Tony Awards and won two; and three Emmy Awards and won two. He has won one prestigious Obie Award.

Pacino is a Kennedy Center Honoree, and has been awarded the American Film Institute Life Achievement Award, the National Medal of Arts from President Obama, and the Golden Globe’s Cecil B. DeMille Award for lifetime achievement.
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To Charlie, to my granddad, and to my mom



1

A Blade of Grass



I was performing since I was just a little boy. My mother used to take me to the movies when I was as young as three or four. She did menial work and factory jobs during the day, and when she came home, the only company she had was her son. So she’d bring me with her to the movies. She didn’t know that she was supplying me with a future. I was immediately attached to watching actors on the screen. Since I never had playmates in our apartment and we didn’t have television yet, I would have nothing but time to think about the movie I had last seen. I’d go through the characters in my head, and I would bring them to life, one by one, in the apartment. I learned at an early age to make friends with my imagination. Sometimes being content in your solitude can be a mixed blessing, especially to other people you share your life with.

The movies were a place where my mother could hide in the dark and not have to share her Sonny Boy with anyone else. That was her nickname for me, the one she gave me first, before everyone else started calling me Sonny too. It was something she picked up from the movies, where she heard Al Jolson sing it in a song that became very popular. It went like this:

Climb up on my knee, Sonny Boy

Though you’re only three, Sonny Boy

You’ve no way of knowing

There’s no way of showing

What you mean to me, Sonny Boy



It stuck in her head for a dozen years, and at my birth in 1940, the song was still so vivid to my mother that she would sing it to me. I was my parents’ first child, my grandparents’ first grandchild. They made a big fuss over me.

My father was all of eighteen when I was born, and my mother was just a few years older. Suffice it to say that they were young, even for the time. I probably hadn’t even turned two years old when they split up. The first couple of years of my life my mother and I spent constantly moving around, no stability and no certainty. We lived together in furnished rooms in Harlem and then moved into her parents’ apartment in the South Bronx. We hardly got any support from my father. Eventually, we were allotted five dollars a month by a court, which was just enough to cover our room and board at her parents’ place.

Many years later, when I was fourteen, my mother took my father to court again to plead for more money, which he said he didn’t have and which we didn’t get. I thought the judge was very unfair to my mom. It would take decades for the courts to have some sense about a single mother’s needs.

To find the earliest memory I have of being together with both of my parents, I have to go back to when I’m about three or four years old. I’m watching some movie with my mother in the balcony of the Dover Theatre. The story is some sort of melodrama for adults, and my mother is totally transfixed. I know I am watching something that’s really meant for grown-ups, and I imagine there is a certain thrill in that, in being a little kid at my mother’s side and sharing this time with her. But I can’t quite follow the plot, and my attention wanders. I look down from the balcony, into the rows of seats below us. And I see a man walking around there, looking for something. He is wearing the dress uniform of an MP—the military police, which my father served in during World War II.

He must have seemed familiar, because I instinctively shouted out, “Dada!” My mother shushed me. I didn’t understand why. How could you say shush? I shouted for him again. “Dada!” She kept whispering, “Shh—quiet!” because he was looking for my mother. They were having problems, and she didn’t want him to find her, but now she had been found.

When the film was over, I remember walking on the dark street at night with my mother and father, the marquee of the Dover Theatre receding behind us. Each parent held one of my hands as I walked between them. Out of my right eye I saw a holster on my father’s waist with a huge gun pouring out of it, with a pearl-white handle. Years later, when I played a cop in the film Heat, my character carried a gun with a handle like that. Even as a little child, I could understand: That’s powerful. That’s dangerous. And then my father was gone. He went off to the war and came back, but not to us.

Later in life, when I was acting in my first Broadway show, my relatives from my father’s side of the family came to see me. I was this young, avant-garde actor who had spent most of his time in Greenwich Village and gradually worked his way onto Broadway. After the show, a couple of my aunts and a kid or two of theirs paid me a surprise visit in the hallway backstage. They started showering me with kisses, hugging me and congratulating me. They were Pacinos, and though I knew them from making the occasional visit to my grandmother on my father’s side, I was somewhat bashful.

But as we made small talk, something came up in conversation that struck me to the bone. They said something about “the time that you were with us.” I said, “What do you mean, when I was with you?” They said, “When you were with us, remember? Oh yeah, Sonny Boy, when you were hardly more than a baby, not quite a year and a half old, you lived with your grandma and grandpa—your daddy’s mother and father.”

I said, “How long did I live there?”

About eight months, they said, nearly a year.

And suddenly things started to come together in my head. I was taken away from my mother for eight months while my father was away in the war. But I wasn’t sent to an orphanage or put in a foster home; I was mercifully given over to a blood relative—my father’s mother, my grandmother, who was an absolute gift from God. I have had lifesavers throughout my time on this planet, and she was perhaps the first.

This realization knocked me over. I had a sudden clarity about the inexplicable things I had done in my life this far, at twenty-eight years old—the checkered way I lived, the choices I made, and the ways I dealt with things. It was a revelation to learn that I had been given away, at least temporarily, at the age of sixteen months. To have been totally dependent on my mother, knowing nothing else, and then sent off to a whole different life—that’s a powerful rupture. Shortly after that, I went into therapy. I certainly had things that needed to be dealt with.

My dad’s mother was Josephine, and she was probably the most wonderful person I’ve ever known in my life. She was a goddess. She just had this angelic countenance. She was the kind of woman who, in the old days, would go down to Ellis Island and wait for the new arrivals, Italians and anyone else who didn’t know English, so she could help them. She cared and fought for me so much that she was given visitation rights to me in my parents’ divorce settlement. Her husband, my grandfather and namesake, Alfred Pacino, arrived in New York from Italy in the early 1900s. They had an arranged marriage, and my grandfather worked as a house painter. He was a drunk, which made him moody and unpredictable.

I have no memory of that time I spent in their household, away from my mother. I imagine my mother had guilty feelings about the arrangement. She must have. Sure, I wasn’t separated from my mother for a very long time, but at that young age, eight months was long enough.

When my son Anton was a little boy, not yet two years old, I can remember a time when we were together on Seventy-Ninth Street and Broadway and his mother wasn’t there. He had a look on his face like he was completely lost. I thought to myself, It’s because he doesn’t know where his mother is. He was actually looking for her—looking past other people on the street to see if he could find her. He was close to the age I was when I lived with my father’s parents. I never saw my son so lost at sea, before or since. I picked him up and told him, “Mama is coming, don’t worry.” That’s what he needed to hear.

My mother’s parents lived in a six-story tenement on Bryant Avenue in the South Bronx, in an apartment on the top floor, where the rents were cheapest. It was a hive of constant activity, with just three rooms, all of which were used as bedrooms. These were small rooms, but not small to me. Sometimes we would have as many as six or seven of us living there at a time. We lived in shifts. Nobody had a room all to themselves, and for long stretches of time, I slept between my grandparents. Other times, when I slept in a daybed in what was supposed to be the living room, I never knew who might end up camped out next to me—a relative passing through town, or my mother’s brother, back from his own stint in the war. He had been in the Pacific, and like so many other men who had seen combat, he wouldn’t talk about his experience in the war. He would take wooden matchsticks and put them in his ears to drown out the explosions he couldn’t stop hearing.

My mother’s father was born Vincenzo Giovanni Gerardi, and he came from an old Sicilian town whose name, I would later learn, was Corleone. When he was four years old, he came over to America, possibly illegally, where he became James Gerard. By then he had already lost his mother; his father, who was a bit of a dictator, had gotten remarried and moved with his children and new wife to Harlem. My grandfather had a wild, Dickensian upbringing, but to me he was the first real father figure I had.

When I was six, I came home from my first day of school and found my grandfather shaving in our bathroom. He was in front of the mirror, in his BVD shirt with his suspenders down at his sides. I was standing in the open bathroom doorway. I wanted to share a story with him.

“Granddad, this kid in school did a very bad thing. So I went and told the teacher and she punished that kid.”

Without missing a stroke as he continued to shave, my grandfather said to me simply, “So you’re a rat, huh?” It was a casual observation, as if he were saying, “You like the piano? I didn’t know that.” But his words hit me right in the solar plexus. I could feel myself slinking down the sides of the bathroom doorway. I was crestfallen. I couldn’t breathe. That’s all he said. And I never ratted on anybody in my life again. Although right now as I write this, I’m ratting on myself.

His wife, Kate, was my granny. She had blond hair and blue eyes like Mae West, a kind of rarity among Italians, which sort of set her apart from all my relatives. She may have had some German blood on her side. When I was around age two, I guess, she would sit me on her kitchen table and spoon-feed baby food to me as she told extravagant, made-up stories in which I was the main character. That had to have made an impact. When I got a little older, I would find her cooking in the kitchen, peeling potatoes, and I would eat them raw. They had little nutritional value, but I loved the way they tasted. Sometimes she gave me dog biscuits and I ate those too.

My grandmother was known for her kitchen. She made Italian food, of course, but we weren’t in an Italian neighborhood. As a matter of fact, we were the only Italians living in our neighborhood. Perhaps there was one across the street, a guy named Dominic, a jolly kid, who had a harelip. When I’d be going out the door, Grandma would stop me right in my tracks with her wet cloth, which always seemed to be in one of her hands, to say, “Wipe the gravy off your face. People will think you’re Italian.” There was a kind of stigma against Italians when we first started coming over to America, and it only escalated when World War II started. America had just spent four years fighting against Italy, and though many Italian Americans had gone overseas to battle their own brethren and help bring down Mussolini, others were labeled enemy aliens and put in internment camps. When Italian Americans came back from the war, they intermarried with other groups at sky-high rates.

The other families in our tenement were from all over Eastern Europe and other parts of the world. You heard a cacophony of dialects. You heard everyone. Our little stretch between Longfellow Avenue and Bryant Avenue, from 171st Street up to 174th Street, was a mixture of nationalities and ethnicities. In the summertime, when we went on the roof of our tenement to cool off because there was no air-conditioning, you’d hear the murmur of different languages in a variety of accents. It was a glorious time: a lot of poor people from various ghettos had moved in, and we were making something out of the Bronx. The farther north you went, the more prosperous the families were. We were not prosperous. We were getting by. My grandfather was a plasterer who had to work every day. In those days, plasterers were highly sought after. He had developed an expertise and was appreciated for what he did. He built a wall in the alleyway for our landlord, who loved the wall he built so much that he kept our family’s rent at $38.80 a month for as long as we lived there.

Until I was a little older, I wasn’t allowed out of the tenement by myself—we lived in the back, and the neighborhood was somewhat unsafe—and I had no siblings. We had no TV and not much in the way of entertainment, aside from a few Al Jolson records that I used to mime along to for my family’s enjoyment when I was three or four. My only companions, aside from my grandparents, my mother, and a little dog named Trixie, were the characters I brought to life from those movies my mother took me to. I had to have been the only five-year-old who was brought to The Lost Weekend. I was quite taken with Ray Milland’s performance as a self-destructive alcoholic, which won him an Oscar. When he is struggling to get dry and suffering from the d.t.’s, he hallucinates the sight of a bat swooping from a corner of his hospital room and attacking a mouse going up the wall. Milland could make you believe he was caught in the terror of this delusion. I couldn’t forget the scene when he’s sober, searching frantically for the booze that he squirreled away when he was drunk but can’t remember where he hid it. I would try to perform it myself, pretending to ransack an invisible apartment as I scavenged through unseen cabinets, drawers, and hampers. I got so good at this little routine that I would do it on request for my relatives. They would roar with laughter. I guess it struck them as funny to see a five-year-old pretending to scramble through an imaginary kitchen with a kind of life-or-death intensity. That was an energy within myself that I was already discovering I could channel. Even at five years old, I would think, What are they laughing at? This man is fighting for his life.

My mother had a sensitivity for these things. I think it’s why she was drawn to these kinds of films. She was a beautiful woman, but she was delicate, with fragile emotions. She would occasionally visit a psychiatrist, when Granddad had the money to pay for her sessions. I wasn’t aware that my mother was having problems until one day when I was six years old. I was getting ready to go out and play in the streets, sitting in a chair in the kitchen while my mother laced up my little shoes for me and put a sweater on me to keep me warm. I noticed that she was crying, and I wondered what was the matter, but I didn’t understand how to ask her. She was kissing me all over, and right before I left the apartment, she gave me a great big hug. It was unusual, but I was eager to get downstairs and meet up with the other kids, and I gave it no more thought.

We had been outside for about an hour when we saw a commotion in the street. People were running toward my grandparents’ tenement. Someone said to me, “I think it’s your mother.” I didn’t believe it. I thought, How could they say a thing like that? My mother? That’s not true. I started running with them. There was an ambulance in front of the building, and there, coming out the front doors, carried on a stretcher, was my mother. She had attempted suicide.

This was not explained to me; I had to piece together what had happened for myself. I knew afterward she was sent to recover at Bellevue Hospital, where people who did that sort of thing were kept for a while. It’s a period of time that is kind of a blank to me, but I do remember sitting around the kitchen table in my grandparents’ apartment where the grown-ups were discussing what they were going to do. I couldn’t quite grasp it, but I pretended to be a grown-up with them. Years later, I made the film Dog Day Afternoon, and one of its final images, showing John Cazale’s character getting brought away on a stretcher, already dead, would make me think of the moment I saw my mother brought out to that ambulance and taken away. But I don’t think she wanted to die then, not yet. She came back to our household alive, and I went out into the streets.

[image: ]

AS A KID, IT WAS THE RELATIONSHIPS WITH MY FRIENDS ON THE street that sustained me and gave me hope. I ran with a crew that included my three best friends, Cliffy, Bruce, and Petey. Every day was a fresh adventure. We were on the prowl, hungry for life. In hindsight I realize I might have had more love from my family than the other three did. I think that might have made all the difference. I made it out alive, and they didn’t.

To this day, one of my favorite memories is coming down the stairs and out onto the street in front of my tenement building on a Saturday morning in the springtime. I couldn’t have been more than ten years old. The street was empty and the day was bright. I remember looking down the block, and there was Bruce, about fifty yards away. I felt this joy inside me that has stuck with me forever. The day was clear and crisp, and everything was quiet and still. He turned and smiled, and I smiled, too, because we knew we were alive. The day was full of potential. Something was going to happen.

Every few blocks were the vacant lots where the Victory gardens had been planted at the height of World War II. Once Eleanor Roosevelt got her Victory garden built at the White House, they started popping up everywhere, even in the South Bronx. But by the time we got to them, after the war, they were wrecked, full of debris—the flowers had gone off to heaven. Along the edges of these lots were sidewalks. Once in a while, when you looked down at the sidewalk, you’d see a blade of grass growing up out of the concrete. That’s what my friend Lee Strasberg once called talent: a blade of grass growing up out of a block of concrete.

These Victory gardens filled with rubbish became our assembly halls and playgrounds. They made pretty good baseball fields, if you gathered up the garbage to make your bases.

Often I’d be playing baseball in one of those lots, and at around five o’clock I’d spot Granddad in the distance, passing by as he made his way home from work. No matter where I was in that lot, as soon as I caught a glimpse of him, I’d zip across to meet him at the sidewalk just before he could pass by, to shake him down for enough loose change to get an ice cream.

He’d look down at me and reach into his pocket, his hand going way down to what felt like the bottom of his pant leg, finally returning with my big gift: a shiny nickel. I’d quickly say “Thanks, Granddad” and run off.

If I noticed him walking by as I was up at bat I’d yell out to get his attention, hoping he’d see me crack the ball and get on base. He’d stop and watch for a minute, and every time he was standing there I would strike out. Every single time. When I went home, I would tell him that after he left, I got a triple, and he’d nod his head and smile.

In the neighborhood, I seemed to cheat death on a regular basis. I was like a cat with many more than nine lives. I had more mishaps and accidents than I can count, so from that bundle I’ll pick a few that stick out and have significance. One winter day, I was skating on the ice over the Bronx River. We didn’t have ice skates, so I was wearing a pair of sneakers, doing pirouettes, showing off for my friend Jesus Diaz, who was standing at the shore. One moment I was laughing and he was cheering me on, then suddenly I broke through the surface and plunged into the freezing waters below. Every time I tried to crawl out, the ice wouldn’t hold up and I kept falling back into the freezing water. I think I would have drowned that day if it wasn’t for Jesus Diaz. He managed to find a long stick twice the size of himself, spread himself out as far as he could from the shore, and use that stick to pull me to safety. I was soaking wet and freezing, so he got me out of the cold and into the apartment he shared with his family, in the tenement where his dad was the superintendent. Jesus Diaz gave me his own clothes to wear.

At around the same age, I had one of the most embarrassing experiences of my life. I’m even squeamish to tell it now, but why not? That’s what we’re here for. I couldn’t have been more than ten years old, and I was walking on a thin iron fence, doing my tightrope dance. It had been raining all morning, and sure enough, I slipped and fell, and the iron bar hit me directly between my legs. I was in such pain that I could hardly walk home. An older guy saw me groaning in the street, picked me up, and carried me to my Aunt Marie’s apartment. She was my mother’s younger sister, who lived on the third floor in the same building as my grandparents. The Samaritan threw me on a bed and said, “Take care, man.”

It was customary for doctors to go to people’s houses in those days, even though their offices were just down the street. While my family waited for Dr. Tanenbaum to come by, I lay there on the bed with my pants completely down around my ankles as the three women in my life—my mother, my aunt, and my grandmother— poked and prodded at my penis in a semipanic. I thought, God, please take me now, as I heard them whispering things to one another as they conducted their inspection. My penis remained attached, along with the trauma. To this day I’m haunted by the thought of it.

Our South Bronx neighborhood had a full complement of extreme characters, and most of them were innocent. We had a guy who appeared to be in his late thirties or early forties, with a mixture of red and black hair, who dressed in a suit and a collared shirt with a loose, tattered tie. He looked like he went to a Sunday service and ashes had spilled all over him. He would quietly walk the streets by himself and hardly ever spoke; when he did, the only thing he said was “You don’t kill time—time kills you.” That was it. If he would have come up to us even once and said, “How are you guys?” we would have been shocked. Sure, I was a little suspicious of him, as we all were. We were like a pack of wild animals and we knew he stood apart from our species. Our instinct told us he was separate, so we didn’t inquire about it. We just accepted him. There was more sense of privacy back then compared to our world now, a certain propriety and distance that people gave one another. Perhaps it’s still there in smaller towns, and it’s something I’ve always carried with me in life.

But darkness could lurk around the wrong corner. One time, when I was around eight or nine, I was by myself on Bryant Avenue, throwing a ball against the wall of my tenement building. This kid I knew, let’s call him Steve, was coming back from a big bus depot by the El station, where we used to play inside the empty buses and collect the colorful paper transfers and pretend they were money. Steve had a weird, blank look on his face, like he was really stunned. I said, “Hey, Steve, what’s the matter?” 

He looked straight through me and said, “Some guy peed in my mouth.”

I said, “Why would somebody pee in your mouth?”

He said, “I don’t know.”

“He peed in your mouth.”

“Yeah, down at the bus depot.”

Steve didn’t know what was happening, and at my young age, neither did I. I didn’t have the nuance or experience. Later in life, I would understand what I think might really have happened to him. It was the kind of thing that could have happened on any street in any town, and it had happened here. I found a way to move on from it in my brain. There are things that we happen upon as we grow up, and though they strike us, we can’t quite compute them, or remember much about them unless we are put into some hypnotic state. But we absorb them all the same. I knew at the time that something really wrong had occurred and that Steve seemed kind of broken by it, helpless.

All I knew was that with friends like Cliffy, Bruce, and Petey, I never felt helpless. When we got a little older, eleven or twelve, we formed gangs and explored the neighborhood, venturing out past the end of our block, seeking out new horizons. You went to one place and some gang beat you up. You went to another place, you got attacked by another gang. Pretty soon, you learned the boundaries of your own turf and you stayed put as much as you could.

We did anything fun we could afford to do. We spent hours at a time lying flat on our stomachs as we fished in the sewer gratings at the ends of our blocks, hoping for the gleam of something shiny down there in the grime that might be a lost coin. This was not an idle pursuit—fifty cents was a game changer. We’d scale to the tops of tenements and jump from one roof to another. On Saturday nights, when we saw guys just a few years older than us who had graduated to dating girls, and they’d be taking their dates out to the movies or the subway, we’d get up on the storefront roofs and pelt them with trash. Sometimes we’d split up a head of lettuce and toss it at them. A string bean thrown from twenty feet away could really sting. We opened up hydrants in the summer, which made us heroes to all the young mothers who let their small children play in the water. It would get pretty hot in the South Bronx in mid-July. We hitched to the backs of buses, jumped over turnstiles in the subway. If we wanted food, we’d steal it. We never paid for anything.

Making mischief and running away from authority figures was our pastime. We tried to join the Boy Scouts, but we knew we couldn’t afford to pay for their uniforms or go to their summer camps. Their meetings were held in the local public schools, so we’d gather with them in a gymnasium where some scout leader would try to tell us what to do. We’d just break into laughter until we were made to leave. We could never have been Boy Scouts: we didn’t know how to.

We lived and breathed the old street games like kick the can, stickball, and ringolevio. To play ringolevio, you’d split into two teams, and you’d chase your opponents and try to capture them by throwing your arms around them and saying, “Ringolevio, one, two, three,” three times in a row. Then that person would be thrown into a jail, in a marked-off circle at the center of the schoolyard. But if you could stick one foot in your team’s jail and shout out, “Free all!” then the whole gang would get sprung. It was the greatest feeling in the world if you somehow were able to accomplish it. Kids were known to jump off buildings just to try to get a foot in that circle and scream out, “Free all!”

Where I came from, we were always either being chased or doing the chasing. When we’d see cops, we’d yell out to one another, “Hey, what’s a penny made out of?” And then we’d all scream, “Dirty copper!” Those cops would either yawn or laugh or take off after us, depending on whatever mood they were in. But we all knew the neighborhood cop on our beat; he walked with us, kept a watch on us, encouraged us to have fun. I don’t know how much violence he stopped, but we grew to love him, and he got a kick out of us. I always thought the guy had a crush on my mother. He’d ask me questions about her, and even at age eleven, I sort of knew why.

In my little gang, in addition to me, Bruce, Petey, and Cliffy, there were a few others—Jesus Diaz, Bibby, Johnny Rivera, Smoky, Salty, and Kenny Lipper, who would one day go on to become a deputy mayor of New York City under Ed Koch. (I later did a film called City Hall, which I acted in with John Cusack and was solidly directed by Harold Becker, that was based on his experience.)

We also had a kid named Hymie in our group, who today would be described as special needs. He was older than us and very strong. Other gangs would think twice when they saw him. At night I’d walk home with him and together we’d sing “I Wonder Who’s Kissing Her Now.” That was an old World War II song about a soldier thinking of his girl back home. Hymie would follow me up all the flights of stairs in my apartment building, and then as he left, he would go down the stairs singing, “I wonder who’s—” and I would sing back, “kissing her now.” When Hymie turned sixteen, he became violent; he started attacking his mother, and they put him away in an institution. We never saw him again. We missed him.

There was a boy in our neighborhood named Philly, who was being bullied by another kid. There was a slang term at the time: if you wore your collar turned up, you were “rocky” or “a rock”— you were cool. The kid kept calling Philly a rock: he’d say to him, “You think you’re a rock?” The bully did it so much that Philly just lost it. He started banging his head against a brick wall, over and over again, shouting, “I’m a rock, I’m a rock.” After that, Philly got taken out of school and put into a place of rehabilitation. He was never the same after that. He’d sit in a chair and stare off in a daze, never speaking to anyone. His mother sat next to him.

Cliffy, Bruce, Petey, and me—we were the top four bananas. They called me Sonny, and Pacchi, their nickname for Pacino. They also called me Pistachio, because I liked pistachio ice cream. If we had to choose someone as our leader, it would be Cliffy or Petey. Petey was a tough Irish kid. But Cliffy was a savant, a true original, fearless, and even at thirteen never without a copy of Dostoevsky in his back pocket. This kid had the potential to be whatever he wanted in life. He had the talent. He had the looks. He had an IQ through the roof, which he used to boast about. And he had four older brothers who beat the shit out of him every day. He was full of trickery. You never had to ask him, What are we going to do today? He always had a scheme.

We would go up to the rooftops of the tenements when we wanted to hang out, and also because they offered us escape routes if we were being chased. Up on that roof were TV antennas mounted all along a twelve-inch ledge that ran the perimeter of the building. Sometimes we’d get up on that ledge like we were in a high-wire act and walk along it. We’d move like cats, five stories high, and when we’d come to one of those antennas we’d stop to steady ourselves before we went another stretch. Cliffy moved with joyful abandon, shouting, “See me?” He’d fly like he was a frenzied bird. I did it myself a few times but not the way Cliffy did.

We’d go over by the Bronx Zoo, to what they used to call Monkey Island, where we would go to a secluded area and climb up the giant ropes that had been tied around tree branches there by some distant ancestors of ours. We’d swing ourselves on those ropes out over the pond there, let go, and frolic in the water. Bruce came out of there with a leech stuck to his body, sucking his blood. Some of the guys who were older than us would stand on a large, flat rock that went out into the water and hold contests to see who could jerk off the farthest. Everything was a contest to them: “I’ll bet you a nickel you won’t eat that cigarette butt that’s been lying on the ground, and the orange peel next to it.” And sure enough, someone would take that bet. I would stay out of those games and let them do their thing. Somehow I always seemed to be observing things; only occasionally would I participate in them.

One time Cliffy saw a squirrel run up in a tree, so he threw a rock at it. The poor squirrel fell to the ground with a thud, dead, and Cliffy started crying. He didn’t think he would kill it. We buried the squirrel and said prayers over it. Another time, I came home with an injured sparrow I had found and brought it to my mother, and we really took care of it. After a while this sparrow got used to us. It would fly around the apartment and land on our shoulders. We just had to make sure to keep the dog away from it. We all really took a liking to it. My mom used to kiss it, and we built it a little birdcage. She gave it food to build its strength back up, and she nurtured it, petted it, and loved it. Finally we had to let it go, because it needed to be free, we thought. We brought it back to where all the other sparrows were and set it loose. It was smaller than the other sparrows around, and we were later to find out that they usually rejected birds that had been domesticated. The idea that our friend had likely been killed by his own kind because of his time with us broke our hearts. I later read Tennessee Williams’s Orpheus Descending, and when I came upon his line about the little birds that “don’t have no legs at all and they live their whole lives on the wing, and they sleep on the wind,” I thought of that sparrow.
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MY GRANDMOTHER’S METHOD FOR CLEANING OUR KITCHEN WINDOW, the way of most tenement dwellers, was to open it up, sit on the windowsill, and wash the window from the outside, while her backside dangled precariously out of the window frame five stories above the ground. When I stood in the kitchen and looked out that window, I could see down into the alleyway, the one where my grandfather had built the wall that separated our alleyway from the alleyway of the building next to ours. If you climbed over that wall, there was a corridor that led to a whole system of exits and entrances, a world unto itself, full of passages connected to courtyards and circular spaces. When I started smoking cigarettes somewhere between age ten and eleven, I made sure I was in an alleyway where no one would see me, because I knew that smoking was not allowed. I would imagine tawdry things were done down there, whatever was forbidden. It had that feeling, but it wasn’t frightening, it was inviting. The first time I kissed a girl it was down there in those alleys. I didn’t know what I was doing, but I thought something spectacular had happened. I thought I lost my virginity. Sadly not.

Often when I looked down into that alley from my apartment window, I would see my friends—a pack of wild, pubescent wolves with sly smiles—looking up at me, calling out, “Come on down, Sonny Boy! We got something for ya!” One morning Cliffy showed up with a huge German shepherd. He yelled up, “Hey, Sonny, wanna look at my dog? He’s my new friend, and his name is Hans!” I wanted to jump right out the window to get down there and have a look at this gigantic canine specimen, but I was all the way on the top floor.

Cliffy wasn’t known for stealing dogs. Cars were more his thing. At around fourteen, he stole a city bus. Once, he stole a garbage truck. He still had that copy of Dostoyevsky with him when he did it. He also used to burglarize houses—he could no longer go to New Jersey because he was wanted by the police there. He would tease me because I never did any of the drugs that he was into. He’d say, “Sonny doesn’t need drugs—he’s high on himself!”

Sports were an area that divided me from the rest of the gang. My grandfather had instilled a love of sports in me: he was a lifelong baseball fan and a boxing fan. He grew up rooting for the New York Yankees before they were even the Yankees—they were called the Highlanders first, and as a poor kid he would watch their games through holes in the fence at Hilltop Park or the Polo Grounds, where the New York Giants played. Later the Yankees would get their own stadium, which would be known as the House That Ruth Built. That stadium is in the background of a scene in Serpico, which Sidney Lumet shot with such beauty, where Serpico meets with the crew of corrupt cops, all gathered like a den of thieves. The day that scene was shot was the morning Tuesday Weld and I broke up, and if you notice the look on my face, you can tell that guy looks pretty sad.

My grandfather always cheered for the underdog, and that seems to be my plight too. I always root for the losers, until they start winning, and then I say to myself, Oh man, I’m not rooting for them anymore.

When he could afford to, Granddad would take me to baseball games, and we’d sit way up in the grandstand—the cheap seats. We knew, of course, that there were box seats that cost more money and got you closer to the field. That was another thing entirely— we didn’t belong to that class. I didn’t think of myself as being disadvantaged—it was just another block in the neighborhood, another tribe. It might as well have been another country. The difference between Cliffy and me was that Cliffy would see those same box seats and want to go down there. If there was a line to get into a movie, he wouldn’t wait—he’d cut in front of someone and just go right in. He was daring in that way. It was like nobody existed but him, a solipsist if I ever saw one. When I think about it, I might be on that continuum too.

I was an athlete myself at that age. I was fast and agile, and I bounced around when I moved. I played baseball for the PAL team in my neighborhood. Sports were of no interest to Cliffy and the guys, so it was almost like I lived two lives: my life with the gang, and my life with the guys I played ball with. For a time I thought I might grow up to be a professional baseball player, until I saw some of those guys go out for the farm team of the Yankees—they couldn’t even get looked at, and they were far better than me, let me tell you. I’m in awe of professional athletes. You’ve got to climb a mountain to get there, and they have all summited Mount Everest as far as I’m concerned.

The guys in the gang were where my life was, but I would go without them, on my own, to play in my games. One day I was coming back from a game in a bad neighborhood when my glove got stolen from me. A group of four or five guys not much older than I was got the jump on me; they had knives and God knows what else, and they said, “Give us the glove.” They knew I had no money, and I knew I was losing the glove. My grandfather had bought it for me, and I went home in tears and told him that they had stolen it and I didn’t know what to do. I knew he couldn’t afford another one, and that trying to find those guys who had taken it from me would have meant a war. If only I’d had Cliffy, Petey, and Bruce with me it never would have happened in the first place. It wasn’t just comfortable for us to be together in our group—it was necessary, because otherwise we were vulnerable, defenseless.

At the edge of the Bronx River, about four blocks from our homes, sat the Dutch Houses. They were ancient buildings, built by the Dutch people when they settled in this country, now dilapidated but not quite abandoned. Herman Wouk talked about them in his novel City Boy, describing the surrounding territory as an area of “odorous heaps.” When we felt really daring, we would venture out to the Dutchies. Their ruins were populated by wayward kids and runaways—Boonies, we called them, because they were on Boone Avenue. They lived down there in shacks, and they carried diseases, and the lore was that they had poison on the ends of their homemade weapons.

Wild, untamed plant life grew along the riverbeds: thick weeds as high as your head and bamboo trees that kids would cut down, chop up, and carve into knives, bows, and arrows. Rafts were run up and down the Bronx River, to move the kinds of products you couldn’t sell in stores. We’d spy on shady merchants who slipped in and out to conduct their mysterious transactions, and men who showed up to do who knows what with the women they brought along.

You’d hear the occasional muffled gunshot, usually from a homemade gun fashioned from wood and rubber bands. It was a variation on a slingshot: if you added a .22-caliber bullet and ignited the shell, it would usually go sideways; if you were unlucky, it would fly up toward your head. You shot them at cans, bottles, and rocks, but they had a presence. If you carried one, it gave you the extra step you needed and it could get you in trouble. The whole place had danger written all over it, but that was fun for us.

One day I was on Bryant Avenue when I saw the rest of the gang limping back from the Dutchies looking defeated. Cliffy was covered in blood. When he noticed the shocked reaction on my face, he shouted, “It’s not me! It’s Petey’s blood!” Behind him was Petey, whose blood was gushing like a geyser from a wound on his wrist. They had been deep in the Dutchies, making their way down a hill, when Cliffy suddenly screamed, “Look out, there’s a Boony there!” He shouted out a name that was notorious in that area. Even now I can’t bring myself to say it. Cliffy had only been kidding, but the other kids scrambled in every direction. Petey knew he had to move quickly, but unfortunately he stumbled and fell, and he hit the ground hard. He landed on something sharp and jagged that sliced through his left wrist. The cut was so deep that it went all the way down to the nerves. It was horrible.

The doctors were eventually able to fix him up, but they stitched him up in a botched way, so he couldn’t move correctly. I would imagine if it happened today, that kind of injury could be taken care of properly—it would cost you, but they’d do it right. But there he was with a hand that he couldn’t move anymore. The dark world of poverty had left him crippled. When Petey played ball with us, he’d have to take his glove off the hand he just caught with and use it to throw the ball back. Cliffy always blamed himself for what happened to Petey, all because of his dumb prank.
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IN THE EVENING I’M TAKING A BATH IN MY GRANDPARENTS’ APARTMENT when I hear a rumbling in the alleyway downstairs. From five stories below, the voices are reaching up to my bathroom window:

“Sonny!”

“Hey, Pacchi!”

“Sonn-ayyyyyyyy!”

These are the cries of my friends in the alley calling to me. They are gathering for another round of escapades—the late shift. I’m ten or eleven years old, but they want me to join in with them. They are howling like wildcats. There’s no bell for them to ring and no phone they can call me on, so this is how they communicate. They are up to something—something exciting—and I want to be with them.

But something else is preventing me from leaping out of the tub, throwing on my clothes, and reuniting with them. I don’t mean my conscience; I mean my mother. She is telling me I am not allowed. She says it’s late and tomorrow is a school day and any boys who come to shout out in the alley at that time of night aren’t the sort of boys I should be spending my time with, and anyway, the answer is no.

I hate her for this. She is cutting me off from my connection to the world. These friends are the source of my identity. They are everything in my life that means something to me at this time, and my mother won’t let me be with them. I loathe her for it. And then one day I’m fifty-two, looking in the vanity mirror at my face, fat with shaving cream, racking my brains for someone to thank in an acceptance speech for an award I’m about to receive. I think back to that moment and I realize that I’m still here because of my mother. Of course that’s who I have to thank, and I never thanked her for it. She’s the one who kept a lid on all of this, who parried me away from the path that led to delinquency, danger, and violence, to the needle, that lethal delight called heroin that killed my three closest friends. Petey, Cliffy, Bruce—they all died from drugs. I was not exactly under strict surveillance, but my mother paid attention to where I was in a way that my friends’ families didn’t, and we all knew it. I believe she saved my life.
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I COULD TELL THAT MY MOTHER’S FAMILY DID NOT HAVE THE greatest image of my father, but my grandparents were careful not to say anything negative about him in my presence. My mother, however, let slip certain things from time to time that made it clear she did not respect him or feel that he took care of me. That kind of talk can hurt children. When you come from a split home, you already feel like an orphan. That point of view from an adult can lead to lasting prejudice—it can poison the well forever, and it’s something we should be very careful of. And I’m sure that hearing it from her had some effect on me. But even at that age, I was determined not to let her influence my feelings about my dad. I wanted to form a picture of him myself.

When I was nine years old, my dad took me around the neighborhood where he was living in East Harlem. He and my mother had been divorced for a few years, and since he had gotten back from the war, he had made a new life for himself. He was in his late twenties and had gotten himself a college education on the GI Bill. He was working as an accountant and doing pretty well for himself, from what I understood. I would occasionally see him on holidays and birthdays, and he had a new apartment, a new wife, a new child. But he still wanted to have me in his life somehow. So he took me around his block, stopping at the storefronts and local hangouts, showing me off to his friends. “This is my son,” he would say to them. “Hey, son,” they would say back. But I didn’t know who any of these people were. They were of a different breed. They were Italians, and they looked like relatives I had met, but they had a certain manner I wasn’t familiar with. They were older and they sipped anisette out of tiny espresso cups at storefront cafés. They were cool and they liked me, but I just wanted to go home to the Bronx and be with my own friends. I felt like my dad was putting me on display.

I thought this was just supposed to be a daytime visit, but somewhere between the walk around the block and my father’s house I learned it was now an overnight stay. I was going to be sleeping at his place, a long, narrow railroad apartment where I was put to bed at one of its far-apart ends. When I woke up in the middle of the night, I was completely disoriented. Everything felt wrong. I couldn’t see the room they had me in. The bed they gave me to sleep on wasn’t my own. The sounds coming up from the street were totally alien. I heard some sort of scratching in the wall that I thought had to be mice or rats.

I began creeping my way through the dark to reach my father. Every door I passed could have danger behind it. Every room I entered was full of obstacles. When I got to the rear of the railroad apartment, I found him sleeping in the bed he shared with his new wife. Its bed frame came up to my belly, and all I could make out in the darkness were lumps of different sizes under the covers. I couldn’t tell which were his and which were hers, but I knew I didn’t want to stir this woman who, based on how she had looked at me and talked to me during the day, seemed to regard me as some sort of pigeon that got separated from its flock and was sure to be carrying a lethal disease.

So I shook the sheets, which of course woke them both up. But I wanted more than anything to get out of there, and I didn’t know how. I just stuttered, “Can I—can I go home?” And that weary man got up in the middle of the night and got me in his car. He actually had a car, which to me was like having an airplane. And he drove me back home, which was relatively far away by car. It would’ve been faster by subway.

When we pulled up at my family’s tenement, my father shut off the engine and spoke to me as we sat there. He was trying to tell me his side of the story. He said, “I was trying to do my best, but your grandmother was always getting in the way.” In his awkward, unrehearsed way, he was trying to reach out to me. But he was talking to a nine-year-old, and I just couldn’t absorb it. I was so relieved when I got upstairs to my grandparents. I thought, My dad isn’t such a bad guy. I mean, look what he did—he brought me all the way home when he didn’t have to. But I honestly just wanted to get out. He was a stranger to me.

At school the teachers used to tell my mother, “Your son also needs a father.” She was enraged. You mean we’ve got to be together and suffer and fight and argue, and my kid hears all of that?

I’ve since had friends throughout my life who liked their dads, or even had strong bonds with both of their parents. But others didn’t have good relationships with their fathers. Some grew up seeing their drunken fathers beat the shit out of their mothers. I’ve even known people whose hatred for their father was so intense that they’d get physically sick being around them. I just never had a father. He was absent. I’m so lucky I had my grandfather. But when I think about it now, it must have been pretty painful that my father couldn’t have a relationship with me. He was Italian, and I was his first and only son, so I know it must have haunted him. At the same time, I realized I was spared, in a way, not having that guy around. If I was brought up by that guy, I wouldn’t be me. But I have three half sisters, his daughters, who I got to know, and all had good words about him. I could see how much they loved him.

I had other people in my life who were looking out for me and guiding me, even if I didn’t realize it at the time. My junior high teacher, an attractive middle-aged woman named Blanche Rothstein, selected me to start reading passages from the Bible at our student assemblies. I didn’t come from a particularly religious family. My mother sent me to catechism class, and I wore my little white suit for my First Holy Communion. But I was fearful that maybe I was so good that the Virgin Mary would come down and make me a saint. I said no, I don’t want to be a saint. I actually got scared by that, and that’s the truth, so I never went back for my confirmation. That, and because the nuns beat you for no reason.

But when I read from the book of Psalms in a big, booming voice— “He that walketh uprightly, and worketh righteousness, and speaketh the truth in his heart”—I could feel how powerful the words were. Because words can make you fly. They can come to life. Like my friend Charlie used to say, the word made flesh, to borrow another biblical phrase. That’s what I thought acting was, just saying beautiful words and trying to entertain people with them.

Soon I was performing in school plays like The Melting Pot, a little pageant celebrating the many nations whose people had contributed to the greatness of America. I was one of the children chosen to stand in front of a huge melting pot in the middle of the stage. I was there to represent Italy, along with a ten-year-old girl with dark hair and olive skin. I looked across the melting pot at her and I thought, Is that what Italians look like?

When our class did The King and I, I played Louis, the son of the heroine, Anna. Another kid who played the young Prince of Siam and I sang a song together about how we were puzzled by the ways that grown-ups behaved.

I didn’t take acting very seriously—it was just a way to goof off, get out my energy, and especially get out of classes. But I somehow got a reputation for being a guy that you simply had to have in these school productions. I guess I must have been okay at it, because a guy came up to me after one performance and said, “Hey, kid, you’re the next Marlon Brando!” I looked at him and said, “Who’s Marlon Brando?”

At the end of the year, our junior high class held an assembly to vote on various student prizes, and I was chosen Most Likely to Succeed. I was disappointed because I wanted to be Most Handsome. But this guy Willy Rams won it—he was one of those guys who used to do one-armed push-ups and walk around on his hands. He was a nice kid. But Most Likely to Succeed, which they gave me, was just a popularity contest. All it meant was that a lot of people had heard of you. Who wants to be heard of anyway?

Blanche Rothstein, my junior high school teacher, had bigger plans for me. One day she scaled the five flights of stairs in our tenement to reach our apartment because she wanted to speak to my grandmother. She was there not to discipline me but to embolden me: “This boy must be allowed to continue to act,” she told








[image: Penguin Random House]

THIS IS JUST THE BEGINNING

Find us online and join the conversation



TWITTER / X
twitter.com/penguinukbooks



FACEBOOK
facebook.com/penguinbooks



INSTAGRAM
instagram.com/penguinukbooks



YOUTUBE
youtube.com/penguinbooks



PINTEREST
pinterest.com/penguinukbooks



LINKEDIN
linkedin.com/company/penguin-random-house-uk



TIKTOK
tiktok.com/@penguinukbooks




For the latest books, recommendations, author interviews and more
Sign up to the Penguin Newsletter

Find out more about the author and discover
your next read at Penguin.co.uk


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/follow_penguin_logo.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/images/p013.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
Sonny Boy






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


