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CHAPTER ONE

 


Seated in an upscale Manhattan nightclub,
Salvatore Scalise sat, legs crossed, sipping his cocktail as he
casually smoked a celebratory cigar. The rich, deep brown color of
the Cuban only enhanced his mesmerizing eyes as they drank in the
provocative sights. Impeccably attired, Sal wore a black silk suit
and Italian leather shoes. His custom-made, burgundy linen shirt
was unbuttoned to reveal his muscular chest and a heavy gold
crucifix hanging from a solid gold chain. Deep in thought, Sal was
oblivious to the admiring stares of several attractive young women
lingering in his vicinity.

In a mirror, Sal had caught sight of the
gleam of his crucifix prompting him to recall a childhood memory.
Ironically, it was of going to church with his mother and
grandparents. Our Lady of Refuge was one of the oldest churches in
Sicily, and the people in his Palermo village of Altavilla attended
daily. On Sundays, his mother dressed him in his best clothes and
the family would attend Mass. Sitting in a pew, usually between his
mother and grandmother, Salvatore listened to Father Gagliano quote
the Bible and talk about God.

The curious boy would stare at the stained
glass windows depicting Christ’s crucifixion and wonder what could
warrant such a terrible fate. He’d listen as the priest spoke of
the road to salvation through confession of one’s sins and the
forgiveness of those who had sinned against you. Salvatore didn’t
understand Father Gagliano’s words then, but he does now. So if his
story sounds like a plea for forgiveness for all the men he’s
killed and all the terrible things he did, then perhaps it is.

In the farthest corner of Club Rapture, a
young D.J. stood in an elevated booth overlooking the congested
dance floor. “It’s a Family Affaaaa-air...” he enthusiastically
sang along, smiling wryly at the raucous crowd dancing beneath him.
Taking a lengthy hit from a joint, the self-assured maestro held it
for as long as possible before slowly exhaling a billowy cloud of
smoke. The smoke gradually ascended toward the mirrored disco-ball
that revolved in unison with the lights that flickered and flashed
overhead.

Sexy young girls swarmed the dance floor in
painted-on bell bottoms and halter tops, shaking their asses and
brazenly displaying their cleavage. Tongue-wagging, twenty-year-old
suitors dressed in tight polyester pants and half-unbuttoned
over-sized collared shirts pursued the adolescent hussies with the
determination of dogs in heat. Throughout the club, an assortment
of socialites, middle-class nobodies, gold-diggers, underworld
figures, and drug king-pins danced, drank, smoked pot, and snorted
cocaine in plain sight. It was 1970; anything goes.

Three well-dressed fellow soldiers from the
Mirragio crime family sat with Sal laughing it up as they puffed
their stogies, slammed shots, and shared exaggerated tales of
violent and inglorious exploits. Their hyperbole amused Sal
briefly, but the truth was he couldn’t have been less interested in
their inane conversation. Sal couldn’t help but wonder if it
wouldn’t be better to go deaf than to have to listen to these slags
drone on for the rest of the night.

The menacing character sitting on Sal’s
right was Jimmy “Spikes.” Jimmy was a slightly balding, heavy-set
sociopath who seldom spoke and never smiled. His tortured face and
malevolent demeanor reflected a soul devoid of humanity. Most
disconcerting about Jimmy were his eyes: cruel and spiteful. One
could only imagine the terror of seeing his psycho lamps approach
knowing you were about to be whacked.

On his left was Joey “Blinks.” They called
him Blinks because of a nervous facial tic: he blinked incessantly.
Joey was a shady, skinny little runt, with a pointy nose, and a
face between a weasel and a rat. Consequently, taking anything
Blinks said seriously was difficult. Twice divorced, Joey had
difficulty maintaining a steady relationship with a woman because
of his fondness for beating them.

Tony “Fats” sat directly across from Sal,
gleefully stuffing himself with an entire family-size platter of
Clams Casino. Tony’s mug favored that of a chipmunk with too many
nuts stuffed into its cheeks. It seemed the only time Fats was
truly happy was when he was eating. Anyone who didn’t know Tony
might have thought he was only capable of threatening a tray of
lasagna, but Sal knew better. In fact, he had the goods on all of
these men. That’s why he didn’t trust any of them.

“Hey Jimmy, tell the kid how you got your
nickname,” Joey requested as he downed a shot.

“Nah, that’s ancient fucking history.”

“C’mon, Jimmy, don’t be like that,” Joey
insisted as he gestured to the waitress for another round of
drinks. “It’s a party.”

“You know I made my fucking bones that
night. Shit, that was twenty-five years ago, before the kid was
even born, I bet.” Jimmy sipped his drink.

“Spikes, are you gonna tell the fucking
story or what?” Joey pestered.

“Keep your fucking shirt on, awright? Lemme
think...this was back when Don Lucho was just the Underboss. It was
a few years yet before Don Mancini dropped dead from a heart
attack. God, how time fucking flies, huh? Anyways, I just come up
and I was parta Carmine’s crew. I was, what, twenty-five I think at
the time. There was this uppity moulanyan bookie over in the South
Bronx who didn’t wanna kick up to the Mirragios. What the fuck was
his name?” Jimmy puffed his cigar. “Rico...Rico Jones, yeah that’s
it. That monkey had a pretty good operation going for himself. He
was pulling in ten, maybe twelve fucking grand a week. So Carmine
sends me and this other guy, this fucking mamaluke, Pauly ‘Mopes,’
to straighten him out.”

“Jimmy, get to the good stuff for
Chrissakes!” Tony demanded as he wolfed down another clam.

“Let him fucking finish,” Joey shouted
trying to talk over the music.

“So one night we grab this cocksucker, Rico
Jones, coming outta this shithole dive in Harlem. We throw him into
the car and run him over to this abandoned warehouse near the
railroad station. We tie him up and we’re working him over pretty
good, and the fucking mutt blacks out. So I splash some water on
the spook’s face, you know, to bring him around. And I ask him if
he’s gonna start making his payments. So the fucking shine, he
spits at me.”

Dramatically, Jimmy’s voice changed, and his
eyes glazed over with a sadistic look of satisfaction. “So I see
these railroad spikes lying on the ground near this pile of
garbage. I pick up two of ’em and I ram one right through his
fucking chest. Blood’s shooting outta him, and he’s kicking and
screaming like a little fucking cunt. So I ask him again if he’s
gonna kick up and he tells me to go fuck myself. This nigger’s got
a fucking spike sticking outta his chest and he tells me to go fuck
myself. Can you fucking believe that? So I jammed the other spike
into him. But I wish I woulda waited, ’cause it was over too quick.
I was really enjoying watching that prick suffer.”

Smiling, Joey turned to Sal. “That’s why
they call him Spikes. Pretty good fucking story, huh?”

“Yeah, that’s great,” Sal responded
indifferently.

“Spikes, tell him what happened to the other
guy, Pauly Mopes.”

“You tell him. I’m tired of talking.”

“Awright, as they was leaving the warehouse,
Jimmy put two into the back of his head.”

“Why?” Sal asked casually.

“Carmine found out Pauly was skimming the
count so he pushed a button on him. Two fucking mutts for the price
of one. That was a good night for you Spikes, huh?”

“Yeah, it was,” Jimmy muttered
contentedly.

Although Sal regarded these men as fools and
would have much rather been any place else, Mafia protocol dictated
that he be present as a show of respect to honor the birth of
Jimmy’s first child. Hoping he had viewed the time incorrectly
earlier, Sal nonchalantly stole a second glance of his wristwatch.
“Only twelve o’clock. Is this fucking night ever gonna end?” he
softly whispered to himself.

Out of the corner of his eye, Jimmy caught
Sal sneaking a second peek at his watch.

“Hey kid, your fucking watch broke or
something?” Jimmy queried in a venomous tone.

“Why do you ask me that?” Sal replied
guardedly.

Aggressively, Jimmy leaned toward him.
“’Cause that’s the second fucking time I saw you check it in the
last five minutes. What? We’re fucking boring you or something? You
got some other fucking place you need to be?”

“Nah Spikes, I’m just enjoying listening to
you guys. I don’t want the night to end,” Sal countered in a
lighthearted tone, purposely trying to agitate him.

Jimmy sneered.

“Ha-ha-ha!” Forcing a laugh, Joey tried to
ease the tension. “Ah, he’s a good kid, Spikes. He don’t mean
nothing by that, right?” Joey slapped Sal on the shoulder. “Hey
kid, if you liked those stories, lemme tell you about the time me
and Fats pulled this job up in Yonkers. Hey, how old are you,
anyways?”

“Twenty-three,” Sal responded tersely,
noting the unwanted hand still resting on his shoulder.

“Madonn! Twenty-three. Shit, when I was your
age I got more fucking ass than a toilet seat.”

“Yeah, I bet all the broads was chasing
after you,” Sal fired back sarcastically.

Snickering, Tony continued to shovel food
into his mouth. Joey slowly removed his hand from Sal’s shoulder
and continued speaking in a monotone voice. “Like I was saying
before kid, lemme tell you about the time me and Fats heisted this
jewelry store up in Yonkers.”

“Yeah, tell him that fucking story, Blinks.
That’s a good one. What a score we made that night.” With each
syllable uttered, food particles sprayed from Tony’s mouth.

With painstaking detail, Joey recounted the
events of the night of the robbery. Finding it difficult to
concentrate, Sal’s eyes eventually began to wander. As he searched
for more stimulating entertainment, Sal methodically surveyed the
dance floor and the bar area. It wasn’t long before his eyes
focused in on one particular young girl poised seductively on a
barstool

Shoulder-length, shiny, raven-black hair
caressed the pristine olive skin of her gorgeous face. Her big,
brown eyes sparkled like precious topaz. Kissable lips, full and
red, accentuated her alluring smile. French-manicured fingernails,
gold hoop earrings, and a sheer, tight, low-cut red dress
complemented her voluptuous breasts and curvy, athletic body.

Beside the petite beauty sat a much older,
rather portly, unattractive, pock-marked Puerto Rican man stroking
his dark handlebar mustache. When he smiled, the light caught
several gold teeth and his laugh resembled a hyena’s. His breath
reeked of whiskey and his clothes carried the stench of the cheap
cigar pressed between his lips.

The young sex kitten couldn’t help but be
enthralled by the amorous gaze of the delicious stranger seated
nearby. Sal’s perfectly groomed black-mane, cleft chin, flawless,
tanned skin, and sexy smile were too much for any woman to resist.
Playfully, she removed the maraschino cherry from her drink.
Grasping it up by the stem, the girl slowly ran the cherry around
her lips moistening them until they glistened. Passionately, she
licked at the savory red fruit, thrusting it back-and-forth and
up-and-down with every agile stroke of her soft, pink tongue.

Finally, the temptress wrapped her lips
around the cherry and tenderly sucked it off the stem into her
mouth. With her tongue, she pressed the fruit up against the roof
of her mouth until its fluid spurted out, and she swallowed. Using
the tip of a finger, she wiped a drop of the sweet juice off her
chin and erotically sucked the digit clean.

Pleased by the performance, Sal got the
attention of a familiar bartender. He held up two fingers and
pointed to the mismatched pair. The bartender nodded, then speedily
poured and delivered a round of drinks to the unlikely couple.

“What the fuck is this?” the man shouted
with a heavy Spanish accent.

“What does it look like?” the bartender
replied innocently.

“What the fuck are you trying to do, run up
my check? I ain’t paying for shit, maricon!”

“Take it easy. I ain’t doing nothing like
that. It’s already taken care of, pal.”

Reaching over the bar, the man took hold of
the bartender’s tie and strongly yanked the bartender toward him.
“Who bought us the fucking drinks, scumbag?”

Turning his head and slightly lifting his
chin, the bartender’s eyes shifted toward Sal’s table.

Twisting around in his seat, the man raised
his glass and shouted, “Salud!”

After gulping the whiskey, he slammed the
glass down onto the bar, and continued to ignore the little honey
seated next to him. Leaning back in his chair, Sal inconspicuously
raised his glass to the girl and took a sip. With a deep sigh, she
seductively ran her tongue around her pouty lips and silently
mouthed the words, “Thank you.”

In the reflection of the mirror behind the
bar, her companion spied her flirtatious actions. Enraged, he
seized the girl’s upper arms and violently shook her. “You fucking
whore! Do you want to suck his cock, too?” he shouted angrily in
Spanish.

The altercation drew the attention of
several patrons seated next to them as well as the men sitting with
Sal. Without hesitation, the man drew back and unleashed a stinging
backhand across her face. Her head snapped left, and then back
again, her hair finally falling disheveled and masking her face.
The girl just sat motionless, poised in a defensive posture,
holding the already reddened right side of her face.

Incensed, Sal turned to his companions and
barked, “Did youse fucking see that?”

“Fucking spics? So what? They’re animale,
anyway. Fuck ’em,” Joey replied.

“She didn’t fucking deserve that,” Sal
roared and slowly rose from his chair.

Reaching up and grabbing Sal’s forearm,
Jimmy strongly pulled Sal toward him. “Where the fuck do you think
you’re going?”

Ripping his limb free, Sal cautioned, “Hey
Jimmy, I think maybe you oughta mind your own fucking business.
Awright?”

Jimmy’s face tightened with rage. “We’re
here to celebrate the birth of my kid, not to get into a beef over
some little spic whore. Capisi?”

“Take it easy. I’m just gonna go see if the
girl’s, okay. Don’t worry about it. I’ll be right back.”

“Sit the fuck down!” Jimmy insisted as he
shot a lethal glare at the young upstart questioning his
judgment.

Smirking defiantly, Sal started to move away
from the table.

“Hey kid, hold up!” Tony blurted as he
struggled to sit up quickly. “I like this fucking joint. Why don’t
you just sit down? Have a drink or something. You want something to
eat?” Tony held up the huge platter with only one puny clam
remaining.

Seeing the lone clam, Sal scowled and set
off toward the man seated at the bar.

Dropping the platter onto the table, Tony
took a long puff of his cigar and dejectedly blew the smoke up into
the air. “Blinks, why the fuck didn’t you stop him? You know that
crazy bastard is gonna start some shit. I ain’t built for this
kinda action. If you know what I mean.”

“What the fuck do you want me to do Fats,
huh? This is Spike’s party. Talk to him.”

“Spikes, ain’t you gonna do nothing?” Tony
implored.

“Sometimes you just gotta let things do what
they do,” Jimmy countered, sounding almost philosophical.

As he descended upon the unsuspecting
couple, Sal rapidly concluded that his decision to confront this
individual might not be the wisest course of action. After all, as
Jimmy so eloquently pointed out, she was just a “spic.” None of the
“higher-ups” would condone his involvement, nor would they sanction
his intervening in a situation that held no profit potential for
them.

However, Sal was conflicted, because he was
raised by his mother and grandparents who had instilled in him a
deep respect for all women. Even though he knew that the smart move
would be to walk away, Sal could not allow this piece of shit to go
unpunished.

Marching right up to the man, Sal tapped him
firmly on his shoulder. “Excuse me.”

Slowly the man turned around.

“Is there a fucking problem here?” Sal
inquired in an accusatory manner.

The man’s beady eyes squinted and his face
contorted in a look of disdain as he gave Sal the once-over. “Who
the fuck are you?”

“Don’t worry about who I am. I saw what you
did. You shouldn’t be hitting on no female.”

“‘Female!’” The man laughed with false
bravado. “This is my bitch, pendejo. That means I can do whatever
the fuck I want to do to her. Comprende?” Puffing his smelly cigar,
he purposely blew the smoke directly into Sal’s face. “You know
cabron, if I was you, I’d get the fuck outta here while you still
got a chance.” Drawing back the left side of his jacket, the man
revealed a .38-caliber snub-nose revolver tucked into a shoulder
holster.

Seeing the weapon, Sal’s eyes sprung open,
the bridge of his nose creased, and his left cheek began to twitch
as the threat thundered in his ears. In an effort to control his
rage, Sal turned his attention to the girl. “Are you okay, Miss?”
he asked politely.

The terrified girl’s hand shook, causing the
ice in her glass to rattle like a maraca. Raising the drink to her
lips, she took a long sip. “Everything’s okay. You better go, but
thanks anyway,” she replied softly, flashing a nervous smile.

“Awright, have a good night.” Sal smiled and
turned to walk away.

Whack! Again, the man bashed her across the
face. “I didn’t fucking tell you to speak, cunt!”

Spinning back around, Sal bitch-slapped the
man across his face, almost knocking him off his stool. “Hurts,
don’t it, scumbag?”

“Fuck you!” the man shrieked in a
high-pitched voice and pulled his pistol.

Sal pounced on the hand clutching the
weapon. Using his overpowering strength, Sal turned the pistol
toward his adversary and forced the barrel down against his
genitals. “No, fuck you!” Sal snarled.

Slipping his finger over the man’s, Sal
pulled the trigger. The once-proud stallion, now a gelding, flew
off his bar stool and crashed to the floor. The man just laid
there, blood already flowing.

The thunderous beat of the music masked the
sound of the shot, rendering it barely audible, but the ruckus at
the bar created a ripple of concern. Security personnel disbursed
in an attempt to ascertain the situation. The D.J. was ordered to
lower the music, and the people on the dance floor slowed and then
stopped dancing entirely. The pretentious laughter and excessive
chatter of the socializing drunks ceased and the club became eerily
quiet. No one was really sure what had happened, but all heads
turned, and every eye was now focused on the bar area.

Knowing it was just a matter of seconds
before the inevitable stampede to the exits, Sal reached into his
pocket and pulled out a roll of big bills. Placing the wad of money
into the girl’s trembling hand, he closed her fingers tightly
around the cash.

“Grab a cab and go home now!” Sal whispered
commandingly into the girl’s ear and then urgently nudged her
toward the door.

Like a frightened rabbit, she took off
running and collided with a passing waitress carrying a tray full
of drinks. The tray flew into the air then crashed to the floor.
The sound of bursting glass reverberated like a minor explosion
throughout the silence of the club. Looking down, the waitress saw
the gruesome mess on the floor. Shocked, she unleashed a
blood-curdling scream igniting a panic.

People bolted from the dance floor toward
the nearest exits. Their panicked shrieks and shouts only created
more hysteria. Fleeing guests overturned tables, chairs were thrown
about and several women were trampled in the mad rush. Deftly
dodging frenzied patrons trying to escape the premises, Sal arrived
back at his table.

Blinking even faster than usual, Joey sat
up. “You couldn’t just let it alone, could you Sal?”

Sal’s eyes shined like a child’s on
Christmas morning. “He pulled on me, asshole. What the fuck did you
expect me to do?”

Jimmy almost managed a grin, but thwarted
the impulse. “You done good, Sally Boy. Let’s get the fuck outta
here.”

The men made their way through the chaos
surrounding them toward the back door. As they walked, Sal was
reminded of a story his father had shared with him when he was just
a boy. Although it was many years ago, Sal remembered the day well.
It was a hot summer afternoon and Peter Scalise had purchased two
vanilla cones with colored sprinkles from a Mister Softee truck
that worked the neighborhood.

The two sat on their front stoop enjoying
their treat while Peter explained this anecdote in Italian to his
naïve nine-year-old son. “One cold winter day, this big gust of
wind came along and blew this little bird right out of its nest.
This cow saw the baby bird shivering on the ground and she knew
that the little guy was gonna die unless she did something quick.
So the cow thought for minute and decided the best way to save the
bird was to take a shit on him. You know, to keep the little guy
warm, so he didn’t freeze to death.

“Anyways, the bird didn’t realize it was for
his own good and he started yelling for help. This coyote heard him
and came over and pulled him out. The little bird was so happy to
be free, he didn’t even care that it was a coyote that saved him.
Just before the bird could say ‘thanks,’ the coyote gobbled him up.
The point of this story being, not everyone who shits on you is
necessarily trying to hurt you. And not everyone who pulls you out
of shit is really trying to help. And if you should ever find
yourself up to your eyeballs in shit, keep your mouth shut. But you
gotta figure that out before you end up like the little bird.
Remember that, Salvatore,” his father had insisted. Sal always
would. Unfortunately, Sal had no idea how much his own life would
parallel that story.

Exiting by way of the back door, the four
men sliced through the moonless night scarcely casting shadows.
Reaching their long black Lincoln, they swiftly slipped away,
pandemonium in their wake.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER TWO

 


A light, early morning mist arose from a
stagnant body of water in the small village of Altavilla in
Palermo, Sicily. There was little movement on the narrow
cobblestone streets or in the village square by the remaining
inhabitants. World War II had long since ended, but the threat from
vendettas lingered like a pack of ravenous wolves. Infighting and
reprisals against those formerly loyal to “Il Duce” and his cohorts
had taken many lives and stained the streets with the blood of
anyone suspected of collaboration.

Once impressive, manicured residences that
had stood in stately elegance for over a century were now crumbling
buildings bearing the scars of hostilities forced upon them by an
abhorrent dictator. Remnants of fascist party emblems painted on
walls were riddled with bullets and defaced with slogans that
cursed the formerly powerful leader, serving as a warning to anyone
who might seek to ever again rule with an iron fist. The once proud
and gregarious Sicilian people had been reduced to a distrustful,
clandestine populace that longed for what was their way of life on
the beautiful island before the twisted dreams of world domination
sealed their collective fate.

In the distance, picturesque mountains
appeared surreal as the sun peeked over them, initiating another
glorious Mediterranean sunrise. Waves crashed against rocky cliffs,
shooting sea water high up into the air and the spray yielded a
majestic rainbow. Morning dew blanketed the lush green landscape.
Ocean breezes playfully kissed the leafy trees, producing a
soothing, rustling sound. An aromatic delight of traditional
Italian breakfasts could be detected as church bells rang, and
their tolls carried for miles across the countryside.

An old postman, whose uniform was as ancient
and fatigued as he, trudged up a dirt path to the home of the
Cogassi family. With his heavy bag shouldered, he made his way up
the rickety steps onto the porch. Mustering the strength to rap on
the front door, he knocked three times. The creaking door slowly
opened. Appearing from behind the weathered door and stepping out
onto the porch was Dominick Cogassi.

Despite his advanced age, Cogassi was quite
a distinguished looking gentleman. His thinning gray hair was
parted on the side and neatly combed. Though furrowed and wrinkled,
Cogassi’s face still suggested the vibrant good looks of his youth.
His once strong body was now ravaged by age, and riddled with
arthritis, causing him to walk slightly hunched. Although his
clothes were frayed and shoes were worn, they were neat and clean.
Antoinette, his adored wife of fifty-plus years, kept his garments
in as fine a condition as possible.

The Cogassi’s home was a simple two-bedroom
cottage in desperate need of a coat of paint, and the repair of a
leaky roof. A well in the overgrown front yard yielded clean
drinking water, and an antiquated outhouse provided relief from
nature’s callings. All the family’s meals were prepared by Signora
Cogassi on a wood-burning stove in the kitchen that also served as
their sole source of heat during the winter months. The furniture,
like everything else they owned, required constant mending.
Stuffing was coming out of the sofa, old broken kitchen chairs were
bound together with rope, cabinet doors hung open due to missing
screws, and the warped wooden flooring was lifting throughout the
house.

A short hefty fellow, the postman, had a
round face, bloodshot eyes, and a red bulbous nose, evidence of a
passion for wine. “Good morning, Signore Cogassi.”

“Good morning to you, Signore Pesci.”

“I have an interesting piece of
correspondence for you this morning.”

“What might that be?”

“It’s a certified letter from America. I
need you to sign for it before I can give it to you,” the postman
stated enthusiastically.

“A certified letter from America,” Cogassi
muttered, scratching his head.

“That’s right.”

After scrutinizing the return address
written in English, Cogassi signed the postman’s receipt and took
the letter. “Thank you.”

Tucking the receipt securely into his
pocket, the postman stared at the letter still clutched in
Cogassi’s hand. “Well, aren’t you going to open it? It’s a
certified letter from America.”

“I know. You’ve told me that already.”

“I didn’t know that you knew anyone in
America, Signore Cogassi.”

“I don’t, Signore Pesci.”

“Then that’s all the more reason why you
should open it. I know if I received a certified letter from
America I wouldn’t be able to open it fast enough. Even though I
can’t read English, like you or your lovely wife. Aren’t you even
the least bit curious about the letter?”

“Not really. I have many pressing chores to
attend to. Perhaps, I’ll open it tomorrow.”

“You don’t want to at least take a peek at
it?”

Well aware of the postman’s appetite for
gossip, Cogassi shrewdly concocted a plot to distract the busybody
from his interrogation. “Signore Pesci, how have you been feeling
lately? Are you well?”

“I feel fine. Why do you ask?” the postman
replied defensively.

“I can see in your tired eyes the strain of
your demanding job. Your bag certainly does look much heavier today
than most days. You must have many more stops to make today than
usual.”

“I do have a lot of deliveries today. And
come to think of it, I am feeling a little tired. You know, without
me, everyone in our village would be cut off from the rest of the
world. People don’t realize how much they depend on me,” the
postman declared emphatically.

“I understand, and I most definitely agree.
You certainly do have a great deal of responsibility and I know
that many people are waiting for their correspondence. As much as I
enjoy talking with you, I wouldn’t want to keep you from your
important duties. So I’ll say good day to you, Signore Pesci, and
let you finish your work.”

“Thank you, Signore Cogassi. You are a very
kind man. Good day to you.”

Stepping off the porch, the postman
confidently waddled back down the beaten trail to complete his
appointed rounds. Easing down onto a wooden chair, Cogassi drew his
glasses from his coat pocket, and carefully placed them on his
nose. Though weary from his morning chores, he could hardly contain
his excitement. “Who could be writing me from America?” Cogassi
asked himself aloud.

During the war, it was imperative for
Cogassi and his wife to acquire a better than rudimentary
understanding of the English language. With all the chaos and
disorder in Sicily after the Allied invasion, anyone who could
communicate and barter with the occupying forces for food and other
necessities would be better able to provide for their family.

The return address read: “Law Offices of
Gutstein & Gutstein, 429 Park Ave., New York, New York.”
Cogassi thought, This letter must be very important if lawyers are
writing to me from America. But why would lawyers from America
write me?

With the eagerness of a child on his
birthday, Cogassi tore open the letter. Something fell out of the
envelope and dropped down onto his lap. “What is this?” Cogassi
asked as he snatched up the official looking stub, and examined it
closely. “A ticket to New York!”

Intrigued, he now removed the letter from
the envelope and read. All at once, the answers to Cogassi’s
questions were revealed, and a nightmare from his past that he
believed had long since ended began anew. The correspondence in his
trembling hands was from the man whom he despised more than
Mussolini: the American soldier who had married Cogassi’s only
daughter nine years earlier. The man the Cogassi Family believed
was deceased, because after returning to America alone eight years
ago, he hadn’t sent for his wife and son though he had vowed to do
so once he got settled in the states. Moreover, the G.I.’s failure
to respond to any of the dozens of letters Marie had sent to him
over the next several years only confirmed their assumption of his
death.

Although the official cause of Marie’s
demise was influenza, Cogassi blamed this wretched individual for
his daughter’s untimely passing two years ago at the age of
twenty-five. Convinced that his beloved daughter had died of a
broken heart, Cogassi believed that it was brought on by an
unfulfilled promise and unrequited love.

Though he had forbidden anyone to speak this
man’s name aloud, Cogassi broke his own decree: “Peter Scalise,” he
grumbled hatefully, then turned his head and spat on the
ground.

Cogassi could manage only to call out
faintly for his wife. “Mama, he wants to take our grandson!” Using
all of the strength left in his tired body, Cogassi rose from the
chair. Urgently he made his way in the front door, through the
living room, and into the kitchen where his wife was preparing
breakfast.

In a hurried and excited voice he announced,
“Mama...” he wheezed, “...that son-of-a-bitch wants to take...”
Cogassi clutched his chest with one hand and steadied himself by
grasping the counter with the other as he tried to catch his
breath. The shock of the letter and a failing heart were almost too
much for him.

In her younger days, Antoinette Cogassi was
the embodiment of classic Italian beauty with long, lustrous black
hair, enchanting dark eyes, and smooth, supple skin. Now she showed
decline from years of hardship, oppression, and war. Shocked by her
husband’s use of profanity, Mama insisted sharply, “What’s wrong,
Papa! What is happening that has you so out of sorts this
early?”

With an unsteady hand, Cogassi dropped the
letter down onto the counter. “Read, Mama.”

Mama’s face drew ghostly pale. “What’s
wrong, Papa? You’re frightening me.”

“Read, please,” Cogassi muttered softly and
then fell despondently into a kitchen chair.

“Wait a moment,” Mama replied nervously as
she fumbled for her glasses. “I have to put on my reading glasses
first.” Unfolding the letter, she quickly looked it over. “This
letter is written in English. Where did it come from, Papa?”

“Please, just read the letter.”

“All right, Papa!” Mama silently read the
letter.

“Dear Mr. and Mrs. Cogassi:

“This letter is to inform you that our
client, Mr. Peter A. Scalise, is filing a petition seeking sole
custody of his son, Salvatore Scalise. Due to the fact that
Salvatore’s mother, Marie Scalise, has passed away. Mr. Scalise
wants his son to live with him in America. It is Mr. Scalise’s
contention that Salvatore would have a better life and more
opportunities in America than he would in his current place of
residence.

“You may feel compelled to contest this
request in court. However, Mr. Scalise wants us to inform you that
he feels such action would be an egregious error. Mr. Scalise has
sent along a ticket for Salvatore’s passage on a ship to New York
that is scheduled to depart from the Palermo harbor on May 30th. He
feels that three days is adequate time for you to make the
necessary preparations. Mr. Scalise has also contacted several of
his business associates in Palermo and enlisted their services to
observe this situation.

“In closing, Mr. Scalise wanted us to
strongly remind you of the dire consequences you would face if you
refused to adhere to his wishes. In fact, Mr. Scalise is prepared
to come to Sicily and retrieve his son if he isn’t on the ship. An
inconvenience that Mr. Scalise believes the two of you should
avoid.

“Cordially yours,

“David Gutstein Esq.”

As she finished the letter, Mama’s stressed
face slowly wilted like a rose on a bitter winter day. “Oh my God!
This can’t be true!” she shrieked like a frightened little girl.
“How can he still be alive after all this time? How can this
abandoner want to take our only reason for living, after all the
grief he has brought to our family?”

Cogassi sat slumped over with his head
hanging down by his knees. “Mama, you must tell him. I cannot do
it. How can I find the words to tell him when I do not understand
myself how this can be happening?” he requested in a low,
beseeching tone.

“Papa, why do we have to tell him now? Why
upset him before he’s had his breakfast. Can’t we just tell him
later?”

“No! Tell him now. He deserves to know now,
and we don’t have much time to get things in order.”

“But Papa...”

“Please! Let’s just get this over with
now.”

Taking several deep breaths to collect her
thoughts, Mama called out sheepishly to her grandson playing in the
other room, “Salvatore, please come here. We need to talk to
you.”

“Coming, Mama,” A sweet adolescent voice
respectfully responded from the bedroom.

Gliding into the kitchen came Salvatore, a
handsome nine-year-old boy with big brown, shining eyes, neatly
combed black hair, and a thin, athletic body. He wore clean
hand-me-down clothes and worn but well-maintained shoes. “Is
breakfast ready yet? I’m very hungry,” he inquired politely.

“Sit down, my love. I need to talk to you.”
Mama pulled out her grandson’s usual chair at the table.

“What’s wrong, Mama?” the boy asked as he
hopped up into his seat.

“Nothing’s wrong, my love.” Forcing a smile,
Mama explained, “Salvatore, we have good news for you. What we have
to tell you may come as a bit of a shock, so I want you to listen
carefully to what I have to say. All right?”

“Yes, Mama.”

“Papa and I really don’t know the best way
to tell you this, so we’ll just tell you the best we can. We know
that you are a big boy now and you will understand.” Sharing a look
of anguish with her husband Mama continued. “Your father...” She
cleared her throat. “...your father wrote us and he wants you to go
to America to live with him.”

“My father?” Salvatore cried out in
disbelief.

“Yes, I know we told you that your father
was dead. I’m so sorry, my prince. We told you that because we
believed it was so. He was supposed to send for you and your mother
many years ago, but he never did. Your mother sent him many
letters, but he never answered any of them. What else could we
believe? But now, we know he is alive, and he wants you to live
with him in America. Isn’t that wonderful?”

“No! I won’t go! I want to stay here with
you and Papa. My father is dead.”

“Your father isn’t dead,” Mama repeated
sternly. “He sent you a ticket to America. You will be traveling on
a big boat to New York in three days to live with him. You’ve
always wanted to go on a big boat. Doesn’t that sound like
fun?”

“No! You can’t make me go.” In protest,
Salvatore slapped his plate off the table.

Picking up the plate, Mama gently placed it
back on the table. “I’m so sorry, my prince. But we have no
choice.”

“Why? Why do I have to go, Mama?”

“Because he is your father, he is alive, and
a boy should be with his father. Salvatore, you will understand
everything when you are older. There will be many children your age
to play with, the schools will teach you English, and you’ll have
many opportunities. Many more than you would have here with us.
Trust your Mama and Papa? You’ll see.”

Salvatore’s lower lip quivered and he
labored to speak. “You don’t love me anymore? What did I do? I’m
sorry, Mama! I’ll be good! I promise.”

Mama gasped loudly. “Oh no, my love! Of
course, we love you, with all of our hearts. We’ll always love you.
You’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Then why are you sending me away? Why do
you want me to go?”

One tear, then another, gently fell from
Mama’s eyes and ran down her cheeks. “We don’t want you to go. We
never want you to leave us. We want you to stay here and live with
us forever.”

“Then why do I have to go?”

“It’s that father of yours!” Mama said
disgustedly. “He’s making us send you to America to live with
him.”

“Please, don’t make me go. I want to stay
here with you and Papa,” the boy pleaded as he wiped his tears.

“Please understand, my prince. We have no
choice.” Mama lovingly stroked his hair.

With the agility of a cat, the boy leaped
out of the chair and raced out of the room screaming, “You can’t
make me go!”

Collapsing into a chair next to her husband,
Mama removed a handkerchief from under her sleeve. After wiping her
tears, Mama gently blew her nose. “How can he go to America, Papa?
He’s only nine-years-old. He doesn’t even speak English. His
father, that no good bum, he’s with the Black Hand. All he cares
about is chasing women and gambling. He doesn’t care about the boy.
Now, after all this time, he wants to be a father. He’s only doing
this to spite us.”

“I knew the day that snake slithered into
our lives to pick up our precious Marie for their first date that
he was no good. He didn’t bring her any flowers or candy. He just
wanted to go. No talking, no sitting, nothing. I should have ended
it then! The night she came home and told us that they wanted to
get married, I should have sent her away to live with my brother in
Piazza. That rotten bum didn’t even have enough respect to come to
me and ask for my permission to marry my only daughter. I let Marie
marry him against my better judgment because I wanted her to be
happy. And this is what I get for trying to be an understanding
father.”

“We could never have prevented Marie from
marrying him.” Mama gazed adoringly into her husband’s eyes. “She
was deeply in love and nothing was going to keep her from being
with him. I remember her wedding day like it was yesterday, Papa.
Marie was so beautiful. She couldn’t have stopped smiling even if
she wanted to. Don’t blame yourself, Papa. If Marie had never
married, we wouldn’t have Salvatore.”

“I know, Mama. But after Marie died, I
didn’t think I could go on. I didn’t want to live. No father should
outlive his only child. But having Salvatore here was...was like a
part of Marie lived on in him. And now that bastard wants to take
him, too.” Bursting into tears, Cogassi placed his hands over his
face.

“Please don’t cry, Papa.” Rising to her
feet, Mama gently pulled her husband’s hands away from his face.
“We must try to think of some way to keep Salvatore here.”

“We have done all we can, Mama. The rest is
in God’s hands. If we do not send Salvatore to America, Scalise
said he will come here himself and get him. You read the letter. He
said if he has to come here he will make us pay dearly for his
inconvenience. I believe him!”

“Why did you take the letter, Papa? You
should have refused it. Sent it back to wherever it came from.”

“That sneaky bastard sent it certified mail,
in an envelope from a lawyer’s office in New York. If I had thought
it was from him, I never would have signed for it.”

“Maybe we can just ignore the letter, Papa.
Pretend we never got it. What could he do to us that would be worse
than taking our only grandson, our little prince?”

“We have no choice, Mama! Scalise’s a killer
and a thief. How can we stand up to him? Even if we try to hide
Salvatore, that animal still has many friends here. Only God knows
what they would do to us for refusing to honor Scalise’s request.
Even our own friends would turn their backs on us out of fear. He
probably has people watching us right now.”

“I can’t believe this is happening, Papa.
How is Salvatore going to make such a journey alone? He’s just a
little boy.”

“Many of our people have traveled to America
alone.” Cogassi removed a handkerchief from his back pocket and
wiped his eyes. “Some of them much younger then Salvatore, but I’ll
see to it that someone responsible on the boat will watch after our
grandson for us. If I can’t find anyone that I trust, then I’ll
demand that the captain himself look after him. And I won’t take no
for an answer! That is the best I can do, Mama.”

“I know, Papa. I always knew the day would
come when Salvatore would leave us. I just never believed it would
be so soon. We were lucky to have him as long as we did. Marie did
a wonderful job raising him.”

As he stared out the window into the
distance, tears welled up in Cogassi’s eyes. Mama held the Rosary
around her neck in one hand and crossed herself with the other.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER THREE

 


It was a warm spring day and the Palermo
harbor teemed with activity as seafaring vessels navigated the
waterways and channels of the busy port, churning up the gorgeous
blue-green Mediterranean Sea. Tan, sweaty, well-built fishermen
attentively checked to ensure that their rigging was secure before
unloading their bountiful catches. Merchants and old women haggled
with the fish-mongers for the best prices. Cargo transports were
loaded by young stevedores eager to finish their day’s work. Large
shipments of the valuable translucent oil from pressed olives,
along with barrels of the region’s red and white foot-stomped
fermented grapes, were readied for transport. Travelers hurried to
their assigned departure locations while others searched for
arriving family and friends. The sun was bright in the late
afternoon sky, and its rays danced on the surface of the water.

Carrying her grandson’s small suitcase in
one hand, Mama held Salvatore’s hand firmly in her other for fear
he would bolt. As they made their way to their designated dock, the
boy purposely dragged his feet in hopes that the passenger ship
would sail without him. Mama almost had to pull him along.
“Salvatore, come along, dear. We don’t want to be late. Did you
have a good time yesterday at your going away party?”

“Yes, Mama.”

“Did you like all the new clothes we bought
you? And the presents your friends gave you?”

“Yes, Mama.” Hesitating briefly, Salvatore
cried out, “I don’t want to go to America. I’m afraid.”

“Salvatore, you have nothing to be afraid
of,” Cogassi stated confidently, as he yet again checked the same
pocket to ensure he had his grandson’s paperwork, passport, and his
ticket for passage. “In fact, we are blessed that Signore Zeoli and
his family will be traveling on the same boat as you. His trip to
America completely slipped my mind with all the excitement from the
letter. We’re very fortunate that the Zeoli’s are visiting
relatives in New York and have consented to watch over you.
Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Yes, Papa.”

“You’ve known Signore Zeoli and his family
since you were a baby. You like him?”

“Yes, Papa.”

“You trust your Papa to make sure that
you’ll be looked after? Don’t you?”

“Yes, Papa.”

“Good! Then there’s nothing to be afraid of.
I’ve known Signore Zeoli my entire life and as far as I’m
concerned, you couldn’t be in better hands.” Cogassi gently cupped
his grandson’s chin in his sizable hand. “Salvatore, make sure you
listen carefully to what Signore Zeoli has to say to you. I’ve had
to entrust my good friend with concerns that I wanted to instruct
you on myself. Things I didn’t have a chance to properly teach you
because of lack of time. Understand?”

Salvatore nodded slowly. “I had a bad dream
last night. If I go to America something bad will happen to me.
I’ll die. I know it!”

Mama stopped abruptly. “Do not say such
things! Nothing bad is going to happen to you, my love. You will
like living in America. It’s a glorious place. You’ll make new
friends and see great things. Oh, I almost forgot! I have one more
gift for you, my prince. We wanted to give it to you right before
you got on the boat.”

Reaching into her coat pocket, Mama pulled
out a small box and carefully opened it. “Papa and I got you this
beautiful crucifix.” Mama removed the solid gold rope necklace from
the box and easily slid the heavy chain over her grandson’s
head.

“Mama, it’s much too big for me,” Salvatore
noted looking down at the chain.

Mama smiled. “We know. We bought it like
that so you would be able to wear it now and when you’re all grown
up. Father Gagliano blessed it himself. He said as long as you wore
it, the Heavenly Father would protect you and ease your fears.
Promise me you’ll never take it off.”

“I promise.”

“Do you like it?” Mama asked softly.

“I love it. Thank you.” Salvatore looked up
at his grandfather. “Thank you, Papa.”

Cogassi smiled warmly. “You’re welcome.”

“Don’t forget your promise, Salvatore.”

“I won’t, Mama.”

“And promise me you’ll never forget your
mother or...or your Mama and Papa.”

“I’ll never forget my mother, or you and
Papa. I swear.”

“I know you won’t.” Mama gently kissed her
grandson’s cheek.

“Please don’t make me go, Mama. What if I
get sick? Who will take care of me?”

“Salvatore, that is enough,” Cogassi
scolded, fighting back his own tears. “Please do not make this any
harder on us than it is. This is the most difficult thing we have
ever had to do. We wired your father and told him you were coming.
Now stop crying and be a man.”

“I don’t want to be a man. I want to stay
here with you and Mama.”

“You’re already a man, my love.” Mama hugged
her grandson. “You’re brave, kind, caring, honest, and respectful
to others. These are all the qualities a man should have. And you
have them all. Don’t ever change, my little prince.”

“I won’t,” Salvatore swore, hugging back as
if never wanting to let go.

Glancing up through the crowd, Cogassi
recognized his old friend standing exactly where they had agreed to
meet. “There’s Signore Zeoli. Come along now, Mama.”

“Thank you again for your kindness, old
friend.” Cogassi greeted Zeoli with a firm handshake.

“No need to thank me, Dominick. Salvatore is
a good boy. I’m very glad to help,” Zeoli replied graciously.

“Hello, Signore Zeoli,” Salvatore said,
subdued.

A retired businessman, Signore Zeoli was
very well-respected in the community. He was up in years, with a
slight build, graying hair, a handsome face, and strong arms. Zeoli
greeted the boy with a friendly smile. “Hello, Salvatore. We don’t
have much time before the ship departs, so I’ll let your
grandparents say their ‘good-byes’ to you in private. I’ll be at
the top of the gangplank waiting for you. I’ll be standing right
there with the rest of my family.” Pointing out his family, Zeoli
waved to them, and they waved back. “Okay?”

“Yes, Signore Zeoli.”

“Dominick, I’ll see you and Antoinette in
four weeks.” Zeoli shook Cogassi’s hand once more.

“Thank you, again.” Cogassi smiled.

Throwing her arms around Zeoli, Mama gave
him a big hug. “Tell Helen I said ‘Hello,’ and wish everyone well.
Have a good trip, Vincenzo.”

“Thank you, Antoinette. We will.” Zeoli made
his way up onto the ship and joined his family at the railing.

The boat sounded its horn with three quick
blasts, signaling all passengers to board. “You must get on the
ship now, Salvatore.” Cogassi kissed his grandson’s cheek. “I love
you with all my heart. You have brought me much joy, and you have
given me a reason to live since your mother passed...” Cogassi
burst into tears. He quickly turned his back so the boy couldn’t
see him weep. Reaching into his pocket, Cogassi drew his
handkerchief and wiped his eyes.

“Here my love.” Mama tried to distract
Salvatore by handing him his little suitcase. “Don’t forget I’ve
packed the picture of all of us together in front of the church.”
Suddenly, Mama’s voice grew urgent. “Listen to me carefully,
Salvatore. Treasure it! Keep the photo near you at all times. That
way we will always be with you and can watch over you. I promise
you that no harm will ever come to you as long as your mother and
your Mama and Papa are with you. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Mama.”

“Remember, we love you more than anything
else in the world.” Squeezing Salvatore again, Mama kissed his
cheek, and then hesitantly nudged him toward the gangplank. “Have a
good trip, my Prince. Be a good boy. Mind the Zeoli’s. And don’t
forget to write us as soon as you get to America.”

“Yes, Mama.”

Feeling as if his feet were in quicksand,
Salvatore slogged his way up the gangplank. As he made his way up
onto the ship, he was nearly trampled by the other passenger’s
exuberance as they joyfully hurried past him. Finally, making it to
the top, Salvatore hesitantly stepped onto the deck. Shuffling
several more feet, he ultimately settled next to Zeoli.

Showing great empathy for the little boy
whose eyes now overflowed with tears, Zeoli implored
compassionately, “Do not be sad, Salvatore. I’ve been to America
many times. You will come to love it. I’m sure you can come back
and visit as often as you like. Be a good boy and wave ‘good-bye’
to your grandparents.”

Salvatore managed a wave. The ship sounded
its horn for the final time and the gangplank was drawn up. As the
last link to his home was removed, Salvatore’s heart began to race
until it pounded in his chest. The stark reality of leaving the
only home he had ever known transformed his melancholy to terror.
Feeling as if his world were crumbling around him, the boy tossed
his suitcase onto the deck and lunged for the railing. With the
dexterity of a spider monkey, Salvatore climbed the iron rail
screaming at the top of his lungs, “I don’t want to leave! I want
to stay here with you! Mama! Papa!”

Zeoli reacted quickly, latching onto
Salvatore’s midsection by wrapping his arms around him just before
he could get over the rail. Though using all of his strength, Zeoli
found it difficult to stop him from jumping into the water.

As the ship began to drift away from the
dock, Salvatore’s cries grew louder, “I don’t want to go! Mama!
Papa! Please! I’ll be good! I promise!” His frantic pleas were
muffled by the heartfelt cries and joyous shouts of good-byes being
exchanged between the passengers and their families.

“Oh my God! No, Salvatore, you’ll hurt
yourself,” Mama shouted hysterically seeing his desperate act. The
emotional strain was too much. Clutching her rosary, Mama fainted,
falling limply into the arms of her weakened husband.

Zeoli was able to constrain Salvatore long
enough for the ship to exit the harbor. The farther the ship
traveled, the weaker he became, until finally, his tired little
body gave out. Eventually, Salvatore surrendered: there was no
chance of returning. Exhaling deeply, the boy brushed away the
remaining tears. “I don’t know where to go, Signore Zeoli. Where
will I sleep?”

Relieved, Zeoli’s lips curled up into a
smile. “Well, let me have a look at your ticket, and then we can
locate your room.” Studiously, Zeoli scanned all the pertinent
documents. “It says here that you’ll be sleeping in cabin number
333. That’s not very far from where my family and I will be
staying.”

Salvatore tried to smile, but he could only
manage a yawn. “I’m very tired.”

“I know. You look worn out. Come with me.”
Zeoli turned to his wife. “Helen, take the boys to our cabin. I’ll
take Salvatore to his and help him get settled. Then you can come
by and say ‘good-night’ to him. Okay?”

Blonde, shapely, and very attractive, Helen
was both kind and patient. “That will be fine,” she replied
cheerfully. “Is that okay with you, Salvatore?”

“Yes!”

From his many trips to the United States,
Zeoli was familiar with the layout of these boats. Taking the boy’s
hand, Zeoli led him down a flight of stairs and to the end of a
long hallway. They passed numerous cabin doors, checking the
numbers on each until they found his designated quarters.

“Here we are...room number 333.” Zeoli
opened the door and the boy rushed in past him. Salvatore wasted
little time in inspecting every inch of his cabin.

“Do you like your room, Salvatore?”

“Yes.”

“Good. It’s a fine cabin.”

Laying the suitcase on the bed, Zeoli began
to unpack the meager contents. Neatly, he placed all of Salvatore’s
belongings into a small dresser adjacent to his bed. Climbing up
onto the mattress, the boy reached into his suitcase and snatched
up the framed picture his grandmother packed for him and promptly
placed the photo on a nightstand.

“What do you have there, Salvatore?”

“It’s a picture of my mother, my Mama, my
Papa, and me. My Mama told me if I keep it near me nothing will
ever harm me.”

“That’s absolutely right. Your family will
always watch over you.” Shutting the dresser drawer, Zeoli sat down
on the bed. “Sit down, Salvatore. I would like to talk to you for a
moment.”

The boy hopped up onto the bed next to
Zeoli.

“You know, Salvatore. You might not
understand this right now, but you are very lucky to be going to
America.”

“Why does everyone keep telling me
that?”

“I guess it’s because you’re getting an
opportunity to live in the greatest country in the world. I know
you feel sad and you miss your Mama and Papa, and I know they miss
you, too. They want the best for you. That’s why they’re sending
you to America to live with your father.”

“I don’t know my father. What if I don’t
like him? What if he’s mean? Can I go back home?”

Fighting back a laugh, Zeoli continued, “You
have to give him a chance, Salvatore. It will take some time for
you and your father to get to know one another. People in America
are just like the people in our village. There are good people and
bad people. You must give each person a chance. Believe me, it’s
very difficult for someone to pretend for very long to be something
they are not. Do you understand what I am trying to tell you?”

“Yes. My Papa taught me many things about
people when I was little.”

“Good. Your Papa wanted me to teach you
about how things work in America. Since I’ve been there many times,
he thought I could help you to better understand the people there.
Your Papa felt he didn’t have enough time to adequately prepare
you. Would you like that, Salvatore?”

“Yes.”

The sound of light tapping on the door drew
Zeoli’s attention. “Come in,” he yelled out politely.

The door opened and Helen peeked in. “May I
come in, Salvatore?”

“Yes!”

Stepping into the cabin, Helen looked
around. “You have a very nice room, Salvatore.” Sitting down on the
bed, she pointed out, “Your bed is big and comfortable, and look,
you have a lamp right next to your bed. If you want, we can leave
the light on all night, not that you need the light on. I know
you’re a big boy. I mean so you can find your way around in case
you need to use the bathroom in the middle of the night. Would you
like the light on?”

“Yes, I want the light on, please.”

“Okay.”

“Well, I guess I’ll get going then.
Good-night, Salvatore. Signora Zeoli will help you get ready for
bed, brush your teeth, and tuck you in. I’ll be by in the morning
to collect you for breakfast. You’ll be eating all your meals with
us, and tomorrow, you can play with my sons all day. That’s the way
your Papa wanted it. Is that okay with you?”

“Yes, Signore Zeoli.”

“Okay, I’ll see you in the morning.” Zeoli
closed the door behind him.

“Here you are.” Helen handed the boy his
sleeping clothes.

“Thank you.” Softly, the boy treaded into
the bathroom. He brushed his teeth then slipped into the
pajamas.

Fetching a hand towel from the bathroom,
Helen smartly placed it over the lamp shade so the room wasn’t so
bright. “Is this too dark?”

“No. I like it like this.”

“Good. Then up you go.”

Salvatore dove under the covers. Helen
tightened them up around his body so he was snugly tucked in.
Taking a seat on the edge of the bed, she lovingly stroked his
hair. “Are you comfortable?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I’ll sit with you until you fall
asleep. I want you to have sweet dreams. We’ll be in New York
before you know it. I promise you, everything is going to be fine.
Good-night, Salvatore,” Helen whispered as she tenderly kissed his
forehead.

“Good-night,” Salvatore whispered back.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 


As the ship neared the coastline of New
York, the first discernable landmark could be seen, and the sight
of it took the passenger’s breath away: the Statue of Liberty.
Proudly, she stood perched atop her base on her solitary island
gazing serenely out to sea, welcoming all newcomers with her torch
held high, illuminating a land of opportunity. The huddled masses
stood on deck mesmerized by the icon of American freedom. For many,
coming to the United States was the culmination of a lifetime of
hope and perseverance realized.

A wave of sadness washed over Salvatore as
he stared at the fabled statue. Wiping away tears, he remembered
his mother telling him bedtime stories of how one day they would
travel to the United States on a big boat, and that Lady Liberty,
as well as his father, would be there to welcome them.

After tucking Salvatore in at night, Marie
would delight her wide-eyed son with tales of how the three of them
would live in the country, in a big beautiful house with a white
picket fence, noting that Salvatore could tend the chickens,
rabbits, ducks, and all the other animals they would keep. Marie
even hinted that perhaps someday he might have a little brother or
sister to play with.

The sound of the ship’s horn roused him from
his daydream and the reality of arrival in America consumed his
thoughts. Although Salvatore was in awe of his first glimpse of New
York , his fears slowly subsided, and a curious anticipation crept
in. He heard the shouts of longshoremen laboring along the
waterfront, and he clearly saw the crane operators deftly unloading
cargo from the bellies of tremendous iron freighters. Tugboats
assisted arriving ships, while other tugs helped direct enormous
ocean liners onto their designated courses as they headed out to
sea. The New York skyline combined with the ocean’s familiar scent,
and the keening seagulls circling the gigantic fishing boats, made
for a very engrossing scene.

Once the ship was secured and the gangplank
was in place, the anxious passengers disembarked, baggage firmly in
hand. Excitedly, they dispersed into a sea of overjoyed people.
Some held signs welcoming the new arrivals, while others saw their
relative’s beaming faces and rushed to greet them. The touching
scenes of reunited families and loved ones only made Salvatore more
homesick.

Carrying his own bag as well as Salvatore’s
small suitcase, Zeoli led his contingent from the ship and made
their way through a myriad of people en route to the predetermined
location where they would meet the much ballyhooed Mr. Scalise.

Impatiently smoking a cigarette near a
lamp-post, next to a bench, across from a giant, “WELCOME TO NEW
YORK,” sign was Peter Scalise. Checking his watch for the fourth
time in as many minutes, he spied an approaching group of five.
Seeing the youngest boy’s face made Peter’s lips curl up into a
smile.

Even after all the years, he recognized his
son’s face from an old photo enclosed in one of the numerous
letters he had received from Marie many years ago. Only
three-years-old when the photograph was taken, Salvatore’s big,
brown, gorgeous eyes were easily recognizable, even in this massive
crowd.

Though Peter never responded to any of
Marie’s correspondence, he curiously kept all of her letters and
photographs to remind him of what he had sacrificed to honor his
blood oath to Don Bruno and La Cosa Nostra.

Now a mature man of twenty-eight, Peter
Scalise was svelte but muscular, with a head of perfectly styled,
thick black hair. Possessing piercing brown eyes and smooth, tanned
skin, Peter also had a strong jawline, a regal nose, and a dazzling
smile. His well-manicured fingernails complemented the gleam of his
diamond rings and the flash of his gold watch. Peter’s dapper
ensemble consisted of a custom-made gray cashmere suit, a matching
silk shirt, and tie, all sharply drawn together by a pair of grey,
Italian leather shoes.

There was dignity to his manner and Peter
carried himself with a quiet confidence befitting a “made man” in
the Brooklyn crime family. With his style and good-looks, Peter
could have easily been mistaken for a movie star.

Flicking his cigarette away, Peter made his
way toward the group. Aware that no one spoke English, he politely
addressed the older gentleman out in front of the procession in
Italian.

“Hello. You must be Signore Zeoli? I am
Peter Scalise. Salvatore’s grandparents wired me that you would be
bringing my son home to me.” They shook hands like two men forced
to: Peter’s too-tight grip was met by a reluctant, limp hand from
Zeoli.

“Hello, Signore Scalise. I am Vincenzo
Zeoli. This is my wife, Helen.”

After ogling Helen for several moments,
Peter offered her his hand. “Hello, Signora Zeoli. It’s very nice
to meet you.”

“It’s very nice to meet you, too, Signore
Scalise.” Helen smiled as she shook Peter’s hand.

“I hope you had a good trip?” Peter asked
cordially.

“Yes, the journey was very nice. Thank
you.”

“I hope the boy wasn’t too much
trouble?”

Helen gazed sweetly at Salvatore. “None at
all, Salvatore’s a wonderful, polite, handsome young man.”

“Well, he does take after his father,” Peter
boasted, smiling smugly.

Noting Peter’s appreciation for his wife,
Zeoli tactfully stepped between them. “Signore Scalise, I would
like you to meet my children. This is my oldest son, Vincenzo Jr.,
and this is Michael.”

“Hello.” Peter politely shook their hands.
Shifting his focus from the group to the angst-ridden little boy
clinging to Zeoli’s pant leg, Peter continued, “And this must be my
son.”

Salvatore slid behind Zeoli’s leg and used
it as if it were a shield to ward off the unsettling stranger.
Bending over and reaching around Zeoli’s leg, Peter almost had to
wrestle his son out from behind it. “Come here, you little monkey!”
Peter playfully scooped up his son and kissed his cheek.
Salvatore’s body was stiff, and he slowly kicked his feet in
protest until Peter set him firmly back on the ground.

“I want to thank you, Signore Zeoli, for
watching after my son.” Reaching into his pocket, Peter pulled out
a roll of bills. “I would like to give you something for your
trouble.”

Stepping back and raising his hands palms
forward as if insulted, Zeoli insisted, “No! I will not accept any
money from you.”

“Why? This is how we show appreciation in
America for someone who does something nice for them.”

“I did not do this for you, Signore Scalise!
I did this for my good friend, Dominick Cogassi.”

Confirming that the insult had hit its mark,
Peter pursed his lips and nodded slowly. “I see.” Returning the
money to his pocket he continued, “Well, thanks anyway.” Taking a
secure hold of his son’s hand, Peter ordered sternly, “Pick up your
suitcase! We need to leave now, Salvatore.”

Frightened by his father’s tone, the boy
immediately grasped the handle of his bag and picked it up.
Attempting to make a hasty departure, Peter started to walk away,
but Salvatore resisted, pulling away from him. “Let’s go,
Salvatore. Now!”

Seeing fear in the boy’s eyes and wanting to
console him, Zeoli moved in to hug him. “Good-bye, Salvatore. We’ll
all miss you.”

“Excuse me!” Peter stated rudely and raised
his elbow driving Zeoli away from the boy.

Understandably offended, Zeoli hollered
loudly at the now fleeing pair. “Take care of Salvatore. He’s a
good boy. His grandparents miss him very much, you know.”

Flipping his hand backward over his shoulder
in disgust, Peter mocked, “Yeah, yeah, like they’re ever gonna see
him again.”

As he was being dragged through the crowd,
Salvatore looked back over his shoulder several times trying to
keep the last friendly faces he recognized in view. Once at the
car, Peter unlocked the trunk and snatched the suitcase from his
son’s hand. Tossing the bag in, Peter slammed the trunk shut.
“Well, don’t you have anything to say to me?”

Peering up at the virtual stranger Salvatore
asked timidly,

“What should I call you? I don’t know what
to call you.”

“What do you mean, what should you call me?
Call me, ‘Dad,’ or ‘Pop.’ That’s what I am, you know.”

Annoyed, Peter picked Salvatore up and
tossed him into the front seat, and then slammed the car door shut.
Walking around to the driver’s side, Peter got in and cranked the
ignition key of his shiny, new black Cadillac. The engine roared
and they screeched away, stirring up a cloud of dust.

Peter fumbled with the car radio until he
found a popular station playing a Frank Sinatra song. He sang along
to the catchy tune while recklessly speeding around any cars in
front of him and cutting off other drivers in the heavy New York
traffic.

Sitting up in his seat, Salvatore craned his
neck to see through the window, as he struggled to catch an
eye-full of anything new or exciting. The boy was astonished by all
the automobiles, the massive skyscrapers, and the colorful throngs
of people, but he was especially impressed by the city’s speed and
pace.

Turning onto Arthur Avenue, a well-known
street in the heart of the Bronx’s “Little Italy,” Peter announced,
“We’re home.”

Salvatore squirmed in his seat and shifted
his feet nervously.

“Look at this fucking spot,” Peter muttered
happily in English.

Almost driving over several children playing
in the street, Peter made an illegal U-turn and squeezed into a
parking space right in front of a five-story brick apartment
building. Turning off the motor, he rolled up his window and
stepped out onto the street. Peter walked around to the passenger
door and opened it. “Let’s go, Salvatore. We’re home. Get out.”

The frightened boy sat motionless, staring
straight ahead as if paralyzed by the whole ordeal.

“Come on! There’s nothing to be afraid of.
Get out of the car!” Peter insisted again, but still Salvatore
didn’t budge.

Reaching his arm into the car, Peter secured
a handful of Salvatore’s shirt and yanked him out of the front
seat. The boy flew out of the car but managed to land on his feet.
Standing on the pavement, tucking his shirt back into his pants,
Salvatore scanned the entire neighborhood from top to bottom.

Keenly, he observed dozens of strange and
unsightly television antennae rising from every rooftop as if to
impale the horizon. Rusty iron fire escapes zigzagged down the face
of each apartment building. Weighed down by the day’s wash,
clotheslines extended from one building to another. Some structures
were so close to one another, Salvatore noted, that if a kid had a
running start, he could leap from one rooftop to the other. One
building across the street had a full pigeon coup, constructed of
wood and chicken wire, standing on its roof.

The familiar voice of the Italian crooner
reverberating from the second story window across the street made
him smile. On Sundays, Salvatore’s Papa enjoyed the soothing sounds
of Enrico Caruso on their beat-up Victrolla. Merchants lined the
sidewalks on both sides of the street selling fruits, vegetables,
and other sundries. Parked cars extended as far as one could see in
either direction. Young boys, not much older than Salvatore, played
stickball in the middle of the street. Little girls jumped rope and
played hop-scotch along the busy sidewalks. The neighborhood
overflowed with Italian restaurants and bakeries. The
mouth-watering aromas of fine Italian cuisine wafted down the block
exciting one’s olfactory senses.

Completely dumbfounded by his surroundings,
Salvatore looked up at his father and proclaimed, “There are sure
are a lot of people in this village.”

“Village? Didn’t your grandparents teach you
anything? Salvatore, you need to learn English. You live in America
now. Understand?” Shaking his head, Peter remarked curtly in
English, “This kid’s got no idea how lucky he is that I pulled his
ass outta that one-horse fucking town.”

Noting the time on his watch, Peter whistled
loudly to get the attention of the boys playing in the street. As
anticipated, every boy turned in his direction. Peter pointed out
two specific boys. “You and you, come here.”

Identifying himself, then his friend
standing next to him, the first boy asked, “You mean us two, Mr.
Scalise?”

“Yeah, youse two. Come here. I wanna talk to
youse.”

Cautiously the two boys approached. Peering
down at the two filthy street urchins, each wearing soiled, dingy
white t-shirts and ripped blue jeans, Peter asked indifferently,
“What’s your names?”

“I’m Mikey Delia and this guy here is
Anthony DiGregorio,” the first boy replied anxiously.

“Yeah, I recognize youse guys. Youse live
around here, right?”

“Yeah, we live a block over,” Mikey said
coyly.

“How old are youse?”

“We’re both nine,” Anthony stammered.

“Good. Youse are about the same age as him.
This is my son, Salvatore. He just moved here.”

“How you doing, kid?” Mikey asked
coolly.

Salvatore just stared at the strange
boy.

“Is he retarded or something, Mr. Scalise?”
Mikey bluntly asked.

“Nah, you little jerk-off. He don’t speak no
English. Youse guys speak Italian, right?”

The boys both nodded.

“Good. I want youse to keep an eye on him
till he gets to know how things work around here. Show him how to
play stickball and teach him how to speak good English, like us.
Understand?”

Again, the boys nodded.

“Bring him upstairs to my apartment in a
couplea hours. I got something important to take carea. Do a good
job and youse can come out to eat with him and me later.
Awright?”

“Okay, Mr. Scalise,” Mikey answered
enthusiastically.

“Hi Salvatore, I’m Anthony. Come with us.
We’re going to teach you how to play stickball,” Anthony explained
in Italian.

Unsure of what to do, Salvatore looked
helplessly to his father.

“It’s okay,” Peter insisted, shooing him
away. “Go ahead and play with these boys. They’ll take care of you
for a few hours.”

Still Salvatore didn’t move, prompting Peter
to shout decisively, “You have nothing to be afraid of. Now go
ahead!”

Reluctantly, Salvatore strolled away with
the strange boys.

Opening the trunk, Peter snatched up
Salvatore’s small bag and carried it upstairs to his apartment
where he would tend to his pressing matter of a nap.

After several hours of standing around
watching the other boys play, Salvatore started to creep toward the
building his father had entered. When it was Anthony’s turn to hit,
he picked up the cut-off broomstick, taped up about twelve inches
on one end for a good grip, and took a few practice swings. Just as
he was preparing to step into the batter’s box, his eyes caught a
glimpse of Salvatore walking away. Anthony called out to him, “Hey,
Salvatore. Where are you going? Come back and try to hit the
ball!”

Salvatore shook his head.

“Come on, give it a try. It’s better than
just standing around watching.”

Finally, a look of acquiescence overcame
Salvatore’s face and he yelled back, “Okay.”

Hurrying back over to the game, Anthony
handed Salvatore the stick. Outraged by this most unusual breech of
stickball etiquette, one of the boys on the opposing team hollered,
“Hey, what the hell are you doing, fucko? This is an important
game, Anthony. We’re all tied up. I don’t want some kid just off
the boat fucking up our game.”

“Hey, asshole, do you wanna get Mr. Scalise
mad at us ’cause you won’t let him hit?” Mikey gladly pointed
out.

“Yeah, okay! Let’s go! Get him up there,
Anthony,” the boy nervously responded understanding the implied
threat.

Leading Salvatore over to a manhole cover in
the middle of the street, Anthony explained, “This is home plate.”
Pointing to a box drawn out in chalk he continued, “This is the
batter’s box. You stand in it until that guy...” Anthony singled
him out, “...the pitcher throws the ball and it crosses the plate.
When it does, you swing as hard as you can, and try to hit the
ball. Understand?”

Sal nodded.

“After you hit the ball, you run to first,
second, third, and then home.” Anthony identified each of the bases
as he spoke. “Okay?”

“I know,” Salvatore answered confidently.
“I’ve been watching.”

Settling into the batter’s box, Salvatore
brought the stick back over his shoulder as he’d seen the others do
and waited for the pitch. He swung and missed. The rival team
laughed and cheered Sal’s failure. Unsettled, Salvatore readied
himself again. Once more he swung and missed the ball. Again, the
other team laughed and cheered, only this time much louder,
prompting Salvatore to drop his head and walk away.

“I don’t like this game. I don’t want to
play anymore,” Salvatore complained as he tried to hand the stick
back to Anthony.

“No, Salvatore, you have to try. Get back in
the box.” Taking hold of his shoulders, Anthony forcefully guided
Salvatore back into the batter’s box. “Nobody in the Bronx likes a
quitter. Just keep your eye on the ball and hit it.”

Once more Salvatore stood at the ready with
a very determined look. The pitcher glared directly into his eyes,
taunting him. Smiling, the boy mumbled just loud enough for
Salvatore to hear. “Now I’m gonna strike your ass out, kid. I don’t
give a shit who your father is.”

Although he didn’t understand a word of
English, Salvatore instinctively knew that the boy’s words were
unkind. Gritting his teeth, he squeezed the stick, and brought it
back behind his shoulder. This time, Salvatore swung as hard as
possible, and the pink rubber Spalding rocketed off the stick and
flew an entire city block. Jumping up-and-down, cheering and
hollering, his teammates yelled, “Run, Sal! Run!”

Shocked by the feat, Salvatore sprinted
around the bases as quickly as his new slick shoes allowed and made
it home before the other team could retrieve the ball and throw it
home.

Elated to be ahead in the game for the first
time, Mikey strutted toward Salvatore proud as a peacock and
grinning from ear-to-ear. Throwing his arm around him like they had
been buddies for years, Mike proclaimed loudly in Italian, “Anybody
who can hit like that can be my friend any day! But from now on,
your new nickname is going to be ‘Sally Boy.’ Understand?”

“Nice hit, Sally Boy.” Anthony commended his
new friend as he shook his hand fast.

Feeling immensely proud, Salvatore glanced
up at Peter’s building. The boy could see his father watching them
from a third floor window, smoking a cigarette and drinking a beer.
Peter’s usually perfectly coiffed hair was slightly messed and his
face revealed pillow creases from his nap.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 


The first five years of the turbulent decade
of the sixties had seen some of the most violent and radical
changes in American history. A young president had been
assassinated; the civil rights and counterculture movements were
born; the Gemini 3 space program had launched; the Beatles led a
new British invasion; and a bloody war in Indochina had broken out.
The Beach Boys swept the nation, The Sound of Music was a hit at
the box office, and the return of National League Baseball to New
York saw the Metropolitans playing their hearts out in a new
ballpark in Flushing.

Despite the changes, the “old neighborhood”
fought tooth-and-nail to maintain its cherished way of life. Arthur
Avenue was still a predominantly Italian neighborhood where you
didn’t have to lock your doors at night to feel safe. The egg
creams were the best, kids played in the johnny-pump in the summer,
and everyone instinctively understood that the sacred code of the
streets governed this concrete jungle.

The Scalise’s apartment was a rather nice
two-bedroom walk-up, freshly painted a light cream with all new
furniture and appliances to match, courtesy of a warehouse heist in
Brooklyn. Two beige side chairs surrounded a mahogany coffee table
in the living room, while mahogany end tables on both sides of the
couch displayed identical lamps. The beige carpets and drapes were
a nice accent and complemented the furniture. The kitchen,
bedrooms, and bathroom were also decorated with the same attention
to detail and appealing decor. Excellent taste was not limited to
just Peter’s clothing, or his women.

The passing years had been kind to Peter,
now thirty-eight, though his appetite for young women and
late-night carousing had taken their toll. Once dark black, Peter’s
hair was graying slightly at the temples and his face revealed some
worry lines. A poor diet and slowing metabolism led to a tiny “beer
belly,” which he sucked in whenever he saw a beautiful woman.

Eight summers had come and gone since
Salvatore’s teary-eyed departure from his grandparents’ home in
Sicily. His two best friends, Mikey Delia and Anthony DiGregorio,
whom he met the day he arrived from Sicily, helped ease his
assimilation into New York life. The three boys were inseparable,
acting more like brothers than friends, and they even managed to
garner the nickname “The Three Musketeers,” from many of their
neighbors. They had developed a special bond, and helped one
another to celebrate or rise above the minor victories and
disappointments associated with growing up on the Bronx’s mean
streets.

Though Peter wasn’t around as much as he
should have been when Salvatore was growing up, he did the best he
could, and more than made up for his shortcomings as a father in
many other ways. At the start of each school year, Sal always had
new clothes to wear. Unlike his friends, Sal was seldom without
spending money. To help keep an eye on his son, Peter arranged for
the kindly Italian grandmothers in the neighborhood to look after
the boy. Salvatore seldom got out of line, but when he did, his
misdeeds were quickly reported to his father. Peter wasted little
time in disciplining him, ensuring that the behavior was rarely
repeated.

To show his appreciation, Peter handsomely
rewarded the elderly women for their efforts, and they delighted in
taking turns delivering trays of lasagna, veal cutlet parmagiana,
meatballs, sausage, and a slew of other home-cooked Italian dishes
to the Scalise’s apartment. It made the women happy to know that
Sal and Peter always had wholesome, healthy food in the icebox.

As Salvatore got older, he learned to read
and write English, the value of a trusted friend, and how to fight
his own battles. Peter refused to intercede on his son’s behalf,
believing it would make him stronger. Sometimes Sal won, sometimes
he lost, but he always faced his problems head-on, and he quickly
acquired the skills and determination necessary to thrive in his
new environment. Moreover, Salvatore grew from a naive, frightened
boy newly off the boat to become a strapping, confident young
man.

When Sal was old enough, Peter schooled him
on street etiquette, drumming into his son’s head the most
important rules of all: never turn your back on a friend, never rat
on a buddy, and always know when to keep your mouth shut. The
culmination of Sal’s education came when Peter bestowed upon him
the most valuable knowledge he possessed, right out of Peter’s own
playbook from thirty years of negotiating the streets of New York:
how to use your wits rather than your fists. The birds and the bees
and other unimportant stuff like that, Peter just assumed Sal would
figure that out on his own, like Peter had to do, when he was
coming up.

Now seventeen, Salvatore had grown and
developed into a tall, handsome, well-built, young man with a
powerful punch and a wealth of street smarts. One look at him could
easily explain why he was so popular with the girls: thick, black,
neatly combed hair, his cleft chin, soulful brown eyes, a sexy
smile, and a well-defined body.

Striding confidently into the living room,
Sal wore his prized club jacket. It was black leather with a big
Italian flag centered on the back. Above the flag, arranged in an
arch, was the word “GOLDEN” written in gold-colored capital
letters. Below the flag in a rocking-shape, also written in gold
capital letters, was the word “GUINEAS.” Sal had been an active
member since he was fourteen, and he was proud of his membership in
one of the toughest and most feared street gangs in the Bronx.

Lying stretched out on a comfortable beige
sofa, Peter had several brown throw pillows tucked under his head
as he intently watched his beloved “Bronx Bombers” trounce their
arch rivals, the Boston Red Sox, on a brand new color
television.

Peering down at his father, Sal asked with a
heavy Bronx accent, “Hey Pop, I’m gonna go get something to eat
over at Tony’s. You want me to bring you back something or
what?”

“Nah, I wanna get some rest. I gotta keep my
strength up. This young piece of ass I’m seeing is wearing me
out.”

“Yeah, I know.” Sal knocked on the wall. “I
can hear everything through these walls. So which broad is it gonna
be tonight, Pop? The blonde or the redhead?”

Peter’s eyes darted up from the television
onto his son. “Hey, why are you so concerned with what I’m doing,
huh? Worry about yourself, wise guy.”

“Sorry Pop. I was just trying to make
conversation.”

“Yeah, well, don’t. I like my privacy.
Understand? I don’t wanna be bothered. You know, that’s the reason
me and your mother never had no chance. Her pain-in-the-ass
parents, may they rest in peace, was always asking me stupid
fucking questions: ‘Where are you going?’ ‘What are you doing?’ If
it wasn’t for the fact your mother was so beautiful, we never
woulda lasted as long as we did.”

Wincing internally at the callous remark
about his beloved grandparents, Sal recalled the day he received
the Western Union telegram from Signore Zeoli informing him that
they had died. His Papa died less than six months after Salvatore’s
emotional departure on the ship to New York, and his Mama passed
away one week later, to the day. Lost forever was the innocence of
his youth, and Sal remembered being angered by his father’s
indifference to the tragic news.

Keeping his promise to his grandparents, Sal
treasured the picture of his mother, his Mama and Papa, and himself
in front of the village church, and he never took off the crucifix
they had given to him. The photograph sat on the nightstand by the
head of his bed. Sometimes he would lie awake and stare at the
picture, feeling sorry for the little boy in the photo, and the
loss he had endured. Whenever he felt sad or alone, Sal would
quietly talk to the photo of his family sharing the events of his
day with them. Every evening, without fail, before he went to
sleep, he would bid them a good-night.

Without missing a beat in the conversation,
Sal continued, “Hey Pop, I’ve been thinking about a lotta stuff
lately.”

“Like what?” Peter asked indifferently.

“Mostly about you and mom, and stuff like
that. You know, she never really told me that much about you and
her. Can I ask you a question?”

Annoyed, Peter responded in kind,
“What?”

“How old were you when you and mom met?”

“I was nineteen when I met your mother.
Jesus, that was back in ‘45. We got married three months later, on
December 7th. Pretty smart, huh? That way I would never forget our
anniversary. Marie was only seventeen when we met. God, she was the
most beautiful girl I ever seen.”

“How long was you and mom together before
you left Sicily, Pop?”

“Lemme see, I came back to the states about
six months after you was born. You was a cute little guy. Madonn!
You had these big fucking ears. Thank God you eventually grew into
’em. You was always smiling and you had these big brown eyes. I
knew you was gonna be handsome. Just like your Pop.”

“So what happened, Pop?”

“What do you mean ‘what happened’?”

“How come you didn’t, you know, take me and
mom with you? Why didn’t you send for us later?”

Peter sat up fast. “Hey, you got an awful
lotta fucking questions considering I ain’t had my supper yet. What
the hell are you doing home, anyways? Why ain’t you hanging out
with those punk friends of yours?”

“I’m gonna meet up with the fellas later at
Frankie ‘Knuckle’s’ house.” Drawing a comb from his back pocket,
Sal turned to a mirror on the wall and ran the comb through his
hair. “We’re having a going away party for ‘Louie Rags.’”

“‘Louie Rags!’” Peter laughed. “Where the
fuck is that mamaluke going? The can?”

“Nah Pop, he got drafted. He’s going to
Vietnam.”

“Vietnam, hum? Too bad.” Leaning back on the
sofa, Peter scratched his head. “That fucking cidrule can barely
make it home at night in this neighborhood without shittin’ his
pants. How the fuck is he gonna survive over there?”

Taking a seat beside his father, Sal placed
his hand on his Peter’s shoulder. “I don’t know, Pop. But when they
tell you, ‘you gotta go,’ you gotta go.”

Peter firmly removed his son’s hand. “I know
all about it jerk-off. How do you think I got to Sicily and met
your mother, as a fucking piecea luggage?”

“‘Piecea luggage’? That’s funny. Hey Pop,
did you and mom really love each other or what?”

“What do you mean ‘or what’?”

“Well, did youse?”

“Yeah, we loved each other,” Peter said
softly.

“So what happened, Pop?”

“Why do you keep fucking asking me ‘what
happened’?”

“’Cause I wanna know.”

“Salvatore, ain’t you got nothing better to
do than break my fucking balls?”

“C’mon Pop, I’ve been living here for nine
years, and I don’t know nothing about you and mom. I just wanna
know what happened.”

“I don’t know what you want me to tell you.
We got married, and things didn’t work out. What’s the big fucking
mystery?”

“Can’t you tell me nothing? Pop,
please.”

“You don’t understand, Salvatore. Sometimes
things got a way of getting screwed up, even if you don’t want ’em
to. Sometimes women get in the way. No matter how much you love
’em. That’s the hard truth. Some men ain’t meant to be tied
down.”

“Yeah, but Pop, mom cried all the time. I
mean, she really loved you. I just don’t get it.”

“There’s nothing to get. Someday you’ll see
how things are. Every man has to figure out his own place in this
world. My place was here. I had to honor my commitments! Someday
you’ll understand that it’s better to be the shepherd than a
sheep.”

“What about the letters? My Mama and Papa
told me about all these letters my mother sent you. Did you get
’em?”

“I guess. I don’t remember, Salvatore. It
was a long fucking time ago.”

“How come you never answered ’em?”

“That’s nonea your fucking business! Hey, I
ain’t gotta explain myself to some wet behind the ears little punk
kid like you. Understand?”

“But Pop...”

“Salvatore, don’t go fucking looking for
answers that ain’t there.”

“I’m not. I’m just trying to understand
things.”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

“I don’t know. I’m confused.”

“Look, you’re a smart, kid. You’re getting
older. Soon you’ll be a man. Things are changing around here, and
not for the better. You gotta be careful, Salvatore. You hear what
I’m saying?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about the neighborhood. It’s
fucking changing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t you fucking listen to me? When I was
a kid the neighborhood was a place to be respected and protected.
Now you got spics moving in, soon it’ll be the moulanyans. After
that, this neighborhood won’t be worth shit. We gotta hold on to
what’s ours, before we ain’t got nothing left to hold on to.
Capisi?”

Understanding that this was his father’s way
of expressing his concern for him, Sal smiled. Being “old-school,”
Sal knew his father lacked the capacity to say, “I love you.” This
was very understandable considering that when Peter was young he
was disciplined by the sting of the strap whenever his father
drank, or if he stepped out of line.

“You don’t have to worry about me, Pop. I
can take carea myself.”

“What? You think that jacket makes you a
tough guy? Youse guys ain’t tough. Shit, when I was your age, I
coulda kicked all your fucking asses.”

“When you was my age, Pop?” Sal laughed at
the notion.

“You heard me.” Standing quickly, Peter
shadowboxed around the living room, throwing punches like a
seasoned pugilist. “When I was your age, I was the best fighter in
the neighborhood, and I got the most trim. I used to get laid
almost every night. Now I get a piece three or four times a week.
Only now they’re much better looking broads, so it’s a wash.”

“Hey Pop, not for nothing, but I see somea
the skirts you get. They ain’t that great,” Sal countered
glibly.

Peter stopped throwing punches and turned
toward his son. Grabbing two fistfuls of Sal’s jacket, Peter jerked
him up off the couch to his feet. The two stood nose to nose. “Not
that great, huh? Why you little fucking hump? Who do you think
you’re talking to?”

With speed and agility, Peter threw a
headlock on Sal and wrestled him down onto the floor. Lying on top
of his son, Peter squeezed Sal’s head as he futilely tried to break
free.

“C’mon, Pop! You’re gonna mess up my
hair.”

“Stop your crying, you little sissy. You’re
some fucking tough guy, huh? You can’t even get away from an old
man.”

“I could, but I don’t wanna hurt you.”

Peter laughed. “Ah, shut the fuck up!”

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER SIX

 


Strolling up to the entrance of Tony’s
Pizzeria, Sal opened the heavy glass door and stepped inside.
Tony’s was a regular haunt for the neighborhood fellas, and they
routinely gathered there after school to grab a slice, shoot the
breeze, meet up with girls, or to just hang out. If any of the guys
were ever looking for something to do, they could usually find a
familiar face there, and if they ever found themselves in a jam,
they could always find back-up.

Booths lined the walls on both sides, and
small four-tops filled the center of the dining area, leaving a
clear path from door to counter. Each table had the usual pizza
condiments in shakers neatly arranged in the center. There was a
pinball machine, a jukebox, and a cigarette machine in the corner.
Stacked pizza boxes rose from behind the counter to the ceiling,
and the four ovens ran continuously, serving up the Bronx’s best
pies. The aromas of the sauces, meats and cheeses made your mouth
water from a block away.

Sal smiled when he saw his friends Mikey
Delia and Anthony DiGregorio sitting in a corner booth, eating
slices and drinking cokes. Like Sal, they wore the colors of the
Golden Guineas. The three were initiated into the club together,
and for the past three years fought side-by-side to protect their
turf.

Regarded as the neighborhood wise-ass, Mikey
was never at a loss for words or a contrary opinion about any
subject. Irritating people was something he truly enjoyed. A young,
tough, brawler, Mikey had a chip on his shoulder the size of the
EmpireStateBuilding.

Like all the other members of the Golden
Guineas, he was the son of Italian immigrants and a product of an
unforgiving upbringing. A belligerent attitude kept Mike in
constant conflict with the people around him, and for some bizarre
reason, made him very popular with the girls. They were drawn to
his “bad-boy” demeanor. Exceptionally handsome, Mike had dark,
black hair, stunning baby blue eyes, and a muscular body.

When Mikey was ten, his mother ran off with
another man, leaving him to be raised by his abusive, alcoholic
father. With no one else to blame for his failed marriage, Mike’s
father directed his anger toward his only son. Whenever Mike’s
father tied one on, he would take out his frustrations by beating
Mikey with his belt. Even though the leather strap stung, Mikey
never cried because he was a tough little kid and he didn’t want to
give his father the satisfaction of knowing he was hurt.

However, when his mother left, she took any
confidence or self-respect the confused boy had. His mother was the
only person who ever made him feel that he had any value as a human
being. Psychologically, Mikey never recovered from being abandoned,
and the traumatic experience caused him to develop a deep-seated
resentment toward all women. This underlying malice has since
shaped every interaction Mike has had with a girl, rendering him
incapable of fostering a meaningful, loving relationship of any
kind.

Anthony DiGregorio was the complete opposite
of his friend. Thin and wiry, Anthony had brown eyes, black hair,
and a happy-go-lucky attitude. Although he wasn’t as well-built as
Mike, Anthony was still quite capable when the fists started to
fly, and he was fearless if a friend was in danger. His only fault
was he was a little too trusting. Anthony hadn’t acquired the
high-degree of street smarts, or the killer instinct, that so many
of his brethren had developed.

Anthony’s mother was overly protective of
her only child, and his father resented the fact that his son hung
around with “street punks.” He certainly took more than his share
of harassing from the fellas because his parents were so strict
with him, but Anthony’s good nature allowed him to laugh it off.
Fortunately, his sensitivity afforded him the luxury of attracting
the pretty girls who admired those qualities.

“What’s going on fellas?” Sal asked happily
as he slid into the booth next to Anthony.

“We’ve been waiting for like an hour. Where
the fuck you been?” Mikey chided, peering up from his plate.

“I was talking to my Pop.”

“So how’s that asshole doing?”

“What the fuck did you just say, Mike?”

“You heard me.”

“You better watch your fucking mouth,
jerk-off,” Sal cautioned, sticking his finger in Mikey’s face.

“Why so fucking sensitive all of a sudden?
You know I’m just breaking balls.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

“Hey, I was only fucking around with you.
Why you acting like a fucking mamaluke?”

“Maybe I’m just not in the mood to be fucked
with.”

“What’s your fucking problem, asshole?”

“I ain’t got a problem, Mike.”

“It sounds like you do.”

“The problem is not everybody wants to hear
what’s coming outta your fucking pie hole. Especially, when its
fulla chewed up pizza.”

“Sal, c’mon, how fucking long we know each
other? This is what I do, pisan. You know that.”

“Oh, I know. But I’m telling you Mikey, one
of these days you’re gonna say the wrong thing to the wrong fucking
guy, and you’re gonna get your ass stomped good. Maybe worse.”

“Well, you been telling me that for years
and it ain’t happened yet.”

“Give it time.”

“‘Give it time.’ You say that like you’re
hoping it happens or something.”

“I ain’t hoping nothing. But if it does, it
won’t surprise me. That’s all I’m saying.”

“Well, if anybody wants a shot at my title,
they can come and see me anytime. I ain’t that fucking hard to
find.”

“‘Title shot.’” Sal laughed. “Who the fuck
do you think you are, Rocky Marciano?”

“No, but a lotta people tell me I fight like
Jake LaMotta.”

“The Bronx Bull, huh? I forgot what a tough
monkey you are.”

“I’m tough enough.”

“You know, Mike. My Pop always told me that
no matter how tough you think you are, there’s always gonna be
somebody out there tougher. The trick is you gotta be smarter than
the other mug. Out think him. See?”

“Fuck that shit. If I can’t beat a guy with
my fists then he better fucking kill me. ’Cause if he don’t, the
next time I see that motherfucker, I’m gonna do him in.”

“Why do you gotta be like that Mike?”

“’Cause that’s the way it is around here.
You know that. And besides, I don’t really give a fuck one way or
the other.”

“That’s always been your problem, Mikey. You
just don’t give a fuck about nothing.”

“So what! Who the fuck do you think you are,
Sal? My mother?”

Listening to what has lately become the
usual banter among his friends, Anthony ate fast, trying to finish
so they could leave and get to Louie’s going away party. Seeing
some sauce running down Anthony’s chin, Sal tossed his friend a
stack of napkins. “Anthony, take it easy. You’re eating like a
fucking gavone?”

“Yeah, slow the fuck down. It ain’t going
anywhere,” Mikey added sarcastically, his own mouth stuffed.

“This is the way I eat,” Anthony said as he
wiped his mouth.

“If you eat pussy like you eat pizza, you’re
screwed.”

“Fuck you, Mike!”

With the quickness of a mongoose, Sal
snatched Mike’s soda off the table and took a sip. “Hey Mikey, you
still seeing Nicole’s friend, Gina?”

“Her and about six other broads. Why?”

“I was just wondering if Nicole’s gonna be
at the party tonight.”

“There’s gonna be a lotta people there.
Frankie invited the whole fucking neighborhood. What do you care if
Nicole’s gonna be there or not?”

“Madonn! Why is it every time I ask you a
question you gotta crack wise? Can’t you just give me a simple
answer? Just say ‘yeah,’ ‘no,’ or ‘don’t know.’ It ain’t that
fucking hard.”

“I could. But then I wouldn’t have any fun.
Would I?”

“Hey fucko, is Nicole gonna be there or
not?”

“Yeah, I think so. I don’t know. Why the
fuck are you asking me about her, Sal?”

“I’m just asking.”

“Oh, I see what’s going on here.” Mikey sat
up fast as if he figured out something. “You got a thing for her,
huh?”

Shaking his head, Sal just looked away.

“Well, you can forget about her, Sal. She’s
a fucking cock-tease. Besides she’s going with that asshole, Sonny
Giordano.”

“Yeah Sal, he’s a bad motherfucker.” Anthony
burped loudly. “I heard he once stabbed a guy just for whistling
too loud.”

“Yeah, he’s a real fucking tough guy. Philly
C from over on Webster Avenue knows Nicole pretty good. He told me
the only reason Nicole goes with Sonny is ’cause he threatened to
beat-up her little brother if she don’t. She only goes out with
that piecea shit to protect the kid. Can you fucking believe
that?”

“So fucking what! She’s just another dumb
bitch. She deserves whatever she gets.”

“No Mike, she don’t! Philly C told me that
Nicole told him she thinks I’m cute. She said she would go out with
me if it wasn’t for that fucking jamoke. So what do you think about
that, buddy boys?”

“I think Philly C is fulla shit. That’s what
I think,” Mikey stated with a hint of jealousy.

“Who asked you, anyway? What do you think,
Anthony?”

“Sal, I gotta be honest with you. I think
maybe you oughta forget about her. Any broad that beautiful is
nothing but trouble. Besides, what about Sonny? He ain’t just gonna
step aside and let you move in on his girl.”

“She ain’t his girl!” Sal slammed the soda
down.

Recapturing his soda, Mikey took a sip.
“Sal, let’s just say for the hell of it that Philly C is right and
Nicole does want you to give her the ol’ brascholl. How are you
gonna get that fucking maniac outta the way, huh? I don’t know.
Let’s say, Sonny’s skull gets crushed by a brick falling offa roof.
Or maybe somebody drops an ash can on him. Then you’d have a
chance. But he’s only half the problem. What about Sonny’s old man,
Sal?”

“Did you forget who my Pop is?”

“Sal, Sonny’s old man’s here in the Bronx.
Your Pop’s over there in Brooklyn. That shit matters. You know
that.”

“Fuck Sonny! Fuck his father! And fuck
anybody else you wanna throw in.”

“Fuck this guy. Fuck that guy.” Tauntingly,
Mikey wagged his finger in Sal’s face. “That’s always been your
problem, Sal. You just don’t give a fuck. How does it feel asshole,
huh?”

“Fuck you, too.”

“Yo fellas, let’s get going, huh. I wanna
get to the party before all the good pussy is taken and all that’s
left is the battona’s.”

Shaking his head in disgust, Sal fired back,
“Why do you gotta talk about girls like that all the time, huh? How
would you like it if somebody talked about your sister like
that?”

“I ain’t got no sister, Sal.”

“I know, jerk-off. I mean, what if you did?
Would you want somebody to treat your sister the way you treat
girls? Like a whore?”

“Like I said before, I ain’t got no sister.
Second, if the broads don’t like the way I treat ’em, fuck ’em.
They can go find somebody else. But they don’t. They keep coming
back to Mikey D. Why do you think that is, Sal?”

“That’s not the point.”

“What’s your point, Sal? ’Cause I don’t see
it. I like pussy. I like to eat it. I like to fuck it. What? You
want me to apologize for that?”

“You’re such a fucking mook, you know that?
I don’t even know why the fuck I hang out with you.”

“’Cause you love me,” Mikey said
grinning.

“Nah, that’s not it.”

“What’s your fucking problem, Sal? You’re
mad ’cause you know I’m right.”

“Change the fucking subject, Mikey. Awright.
’Cause you’re really starting to piss me off. I wanna have a good
time tonight. Who the fuck knows when we’re gonna get to see Louie
again after he leaves. So let’s just go to the party.”

Rising from the booth, Sal picked up the
garbage from the table and threw it in the trash.

Getting up right after him, Anthony and
Mikey followed Sal toward the door. Slightly raising his chin in a
show of familiarity to the guys behind the counter, Sal said
courteously, “Hey Tony, Ray, we’ll see youse later, okay?”

The guys nodded back in a mutual show
respect.

 


* * * * *

 



CHAPTER SEVEN

 


Having already forgotten their minor
disagreement, the three friends strolled down the sidewalk with the
vitality of youth, chomping at the bit to get to the party. The sun
was setting and the familiar shadows of the neighborhood were
creeping in. Street lights were coming on and the closer they got
to Frankie’s house, the more apparent it became by the number of
people loitering about in the street drinking beer, talking to
girls, and smoking, that Louie’s going away party was a huge
success.

Anthony lagged behind the gait of his
friends to watch the sun set. When he tried to catch up, he noticed
that his shoelace had come undone. “Yo fellas, hold up. I gotta tie
my shoe.”

Sal and Mikey stopped and turned to watch
their friend.

“Hurry up, asshole!” Mikey snapped.

“Yeah, I’m hurrying,” Anthony said,
frustrated, as he put his foot up on the rear tire of a parked car.
While hunching over to tie his lace he heard faint moans coming
from the back seat of the Pontiac sedan. Cautiously, Anthony put
his face up to the partially lowered window and peeked inside. A
streetlight barely illuminated the two prone silhouettes in the
back seat. Excitedly, he waved his friends back to the car, trying
not to alarm the couple in the back seat. “Yo, come here. Hurry
up,” Anthony urged as quietly as possible.

Turning to Sal, Mikey threatened, “This
better be good or I’m gonna smack the shit outta him. I swear to
God!”

As they walked back to where Anthony stood,
he pointed at the car, and whispered, “Take a gander at this,
fellas.”

“What?” Mikey asked, annoyed.

“Look in the back seat,” Anthony blurted,
and then covered his mouth to smother a laugh.

Shoving Anthony out of the way, Mike
fearlessly stuck his head inside the window, startling the two
unsuspecting teens laid out in the back. “Well, well, what do we
got here, Romeo and Cleopatra?” Mikey said, laughing at the now
alarmed couple. Withdrawing from the window, he turned to Sal.
“This is fucking beautiful. Cheesy’s getting a piece.”

“Cheesy’s” real name was James O’Scanlon.
Jimmy was a tall, skinny, sixteen-year-old Irish kid from the
neighborhood who everybody knew and had great affection for. He had
bright red hair, freckles, and a face like a pepperoni pizza. He
got the nickname “Cheese Doodle” from some girls who were eating
them at a party, and noticed how similar one looked in comparison
to him. Over the years, the moniker mutated into several different
variations, finally settling on Cheesy.

Lying sprawled out on top of a chubby,
homely, redheaded girl, with a pale complexion, and thick glasses,
Jimmy’s jeans were down around his ankles, and his lily white ass
glowed in the back seat like a full moon on a clear, dark
night.

“Ah, leave him alone. How many times do you
figure he’s gonna get some in his life?” Sal said sympathetically,
as he stepped to the window and got a good look at the girl’s face.
“Whoa!” Startled by her appearance, Sal jerked his head back.

“How you doing, Sally Boy?” Jimmy asked
cheerfully.

“What’s going on, Cheesy?” Sal responded
casually.

“I’m kinda in the middle of something
here.”

“I see that, Cheese. I’m prouda you!”

“Thanks, Sal.”

“Why ain’t you at Louie’s party?”

“I was. This is my date.”

“Cool!”

“Hey Sal, any chance you could maybe give us
a little privacy.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Thanks, Sal.”

“See you later, Cheese.”

Just as Sal was about to step away from the
car, he stuck his head back into the window. “Yo Cheese, lemme ask
you something. You do know whose car this is, right?”

“Yeah, it’s Ralphie Barbagallo’s. He won’t
mind.”

“You’re right, Ralphie wouldn’t mind. But
this ain’t Ralphie’s car no more. Ralphie sold it to, Gino.”

“This is Gino Scaparetti’s car?” Jimmy said
fearfully.

“You didn’t know that, huh?”

“I thought it was Ralphie’s.”

“I’m not telling you what to do or nothing.
But if Gino catches you doing what you’re doing in his back seat,
you’re gonna need like five doctors to put you back together again.
Capisi?”

“Yeah, thanks for the heads-up, Sal. Don’t
worry, I’ll hurry up.”

“Awright, take it easy, Cheese Balls.”
Smiling at the uncomfortable looking girl, Sal said politely, “It
was nice meeting...”

Mikey forcefully shouldered Sal away from
the car and stuck his head even farther into the window this time.
“Hey Cheesy, I hope you ain’t planning on having any kids with this
fucking broad?”

Feeling like a circus freak side-show, the
girl finally snapped, “Why shouldn’t we have kids?”

“’Cause between the two a youse, your kid’s
gonna be one scary, ugly, redheaded bastard!” Mikey stepped back
from the car. “Fellas, after seeing those two Irish mutts fucking,
I really need a drink.”

The three swiftly covered the remaining
half-a-block and finally arrived at the party. They entered a
basement through a screen door into Frankie Knuckles parents’
house. The home was a well-maintained, two-family dwelling where
many of the club’s parties were held. Frankie’s parents reluctantly
allowed him to tear out some of the walls in the basement to
accommodate the many people who showed up regularly for the social
gatherings he hosted.

The walls were now unpainted cinder-block,
and there was a slight mildew odor present. One year ago, during a
heavy rain storm, the basement was flooded. After tearing out all
the water soaked sheetrock, Frankie and the guys cleaned up as best
they could. Then they loaded the basement with discarded, but still
very usable, sofas and love-seats, which they acquired from
neighbors.

Now the downstairs was a young man’s party
paradise, complete with a new Victrolla, lots of records, and a
refrigerator full of alcohol. Attending a party in Frankie’s
basement was considered a rite of passage amongst the fellas,
because over the year’s dozens of pretty girls from the
neighborhood, and almost every one of the guys, had lost their
virginity in Frankie’s basement.

Sal, Mikey, and Anthony were greeted like
movie stars as they made the rounds shaking hands and kissing
girls. Taking note of the many couples that had already hooked up,
Mikey stopped to watch as they passionately made-out, touched each
other, and some doing quite a bit more, anywhere they could find a
spot to sit or stand. Biting his balled-up fist in anticipation of
his future conquest, Mikey tilted his head toward his friends and
remarked, “M’m m’m m’m, check out all this sweet pussy.”

Two attractive, young Italian girls standing
within earshot, inadvertently overheard Mike’s disparaging comment.
”What did you just say?” the first girl asked condescendingly.

“Didn’t your mother teach you no manners?”
the second girl added, expressing a great deal of attitude.

“What? I know youse ain’t talking to me like
that,” Mikey responded in a threatening tone.

As a precaution, Sal stepped in between Mike
and the girls. “Look, I’m sorry youse heard that. He didn’t know
youse was listening.”

Rolling her eyes and smacking her lips the
first girl sounded off, “That shouldn’t make a difference if we was
listening or not. He shouldn’t say such stupid things.”

Mike stuck his finger right in the girl’s
faces and warned, “You better watch your fucking mouth, bitch.
Don’t think ’cause you’re a girl I won’t fucking drop you.”

“Take it easy, Mike. That ain’t gonna
happen.” Holding back his friend, Sal turned toward the girls and
respectfully suggested, “Listen, we’re all here to have a good time
and wish Louie well, right? So why don’t youse have a drink, maybe
go over there, and forget about what he said. Don’t let this ruin
your night. Okay?”

Impressed, the first girl remarked,
“Finally, a gentleman amongst all this mess.”

Seeing that Sal’s approach was effective,
Anthony tried to follow his friend’s lead. “Sorry about him, girls.
Mike don’t understand how sensitive girls are about their anomalies
and stuff like that.”

“What? What the hell are you talking about?”
the second girl asked confused.

Wedging his head right in between Anthony
and the girls, Mikey shouted, “He’s talking about your
pussies...your tits...your fuck-holes. Your anomalies! Get it?”

“No, I wasn’t!” Anthony insisted,
red-faced.

“You’re an asshole! You know that? You’re
all assholes,” the first girl shrieked. Then the two flustered
females stormed off, shoving other guests out of their path.

“Mikey, what the fuck’s wrong with you? What
do you got, a fucking mental problem or something?”

“Sal, I was just trying to have some
fun.”

“That’s your idea of fun?”

Trying to save face, Anthony jumped in on
the conversation. “Fuck those bitches, Sal! They got a
super...superior...superiority complexion, anyways.”

“Do you even know what the fuck that
is?”

“Kinda.” Anthony shrugged.

“I know what that is, I’m ambidextrous,”
Mikey declared, flashing a big grin.

“What a pair of fucking cidrules. I can’t
believe youse are my friends. C’mon, let’s find Louie.” Sal started
to weave through the crowd then stopped. “Yo fellas, hold up.
Remember last year when we was rumbling with that moulanyan gang,
the Black Spades, over by the Botanical Gardens?”

Mikey nodded. Anthony said, “Yeah, I
remember. What the hell made you think about that?”

“I don’t know. It just kinda popped into my
head. I gotta tell you guys something. Something I ain’t never told
nobody before.”

“What?” Mike asked.

“The rumble was just getting started and
everybody was squaring off with somebody. You know what I’m talking
about, right? That fucked up time right before the action starts,
when you got those butterflies in your stomach and shit.”

Anthony nodded. Mikey said, “Yeah.”

“Anyways, somebody throws the first punch
and all hell breaks loose. I end up fighting this one big, ugly
fucking jigaboo. So I move in and hit him with two quick jabs right
in his jaw. Bang! Bang!” Sal threw two lightning quick left jabs.
“I don’t even think the moulanyan knew what fucking hit him. ’Cause
I’m bobbing and weaving and he’s just standing there bleeding. So I
move in again and pop him two more times. Now, the fucking nigga’s
bleeding like a stuffed pig. I almost felt bad for the monkey. I
even thought about ditching his ass to find somebody else to fight.
At least that’s what I was about to do, when the spook pulled out
this big fucking blade tucked in his belt, from behind his
back.”

“Blade? That rumble was supposed to be
skin-on-skin.”

“I know. But try telling that to some crazy
fucking coon swinging a big knife. He wasn’t in the mood for
talking. Anyways, the shine has this huge blade and all I’m holding
is my fucking brascholl. So he comes at me fast, trying to stick
me, but I make him miss and take him down. Now the spear-chucker’s
on top of me. He starts to come down with the knife and I grab his
arm. I’m holding him off pretty good, but I can feel my arm
starting to give. I thought it was all over for me, man. That was
the first time I was ever really scared in a fight. Just as the tip
of the blade was about to go into my chest, from outta nowhere,
somebody pulls the tutsoon offa me and cracks him with a fucking
pipe. I’m telling you that darkies head split open like a fucking
watermelon. I look up, and there’s Louie standing there smiling,
with that big stupid grin of his. I’ll never forget what Louie did
for me that night. I owe Rag’s my life.”

“I woulda saved your ass, Sal. But I was
busy fighting three fucking jungle-bunnies myself,” Mikey declared,
in a slighted tone.

“I’m not trying to say nothing. I’m just
saying.”

“How come you never told us that story
before?”

“It never came up, Anthony.”

“That’s all you got to say?” Mikey yelled
and got right up into Sal’s face. “It never came up.”

Pushing his friend away, Sal shouted,
“What’s your fucking problem, Mike?”

“I ain’t got no problem. I was just
wondering if there was anything else you never told us.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

“He’s got a point, Sal.”

“You too, Anthony? What the fuck’s wrong
with youse?”

“Is there anything else, Sal?” Mike asked
again, loudly.

“No!”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. But if I should happen to
think of something, youse’ll be the first ones to know.
Awright?”

Looking up through the sea of people, Mikey
could see Louie’s face above the tops of the heads of the shorter
guests. “Hey, there’s Louie. He’s over there.”

“C’mon, let’s go,” Sal said with a
smile.

The three then proceeded to squeeze, push,
and contort their way through the mass of bodies. As they got
closer, they could see Louie’s girlfriend, Anna-Marie, sitting on a
sofa next to him, crying into her tissue laden hands. Two of her
close friends sat on either side of her, trying in vain to console
her. One girl gently stroked Anna-Marie’s hair, while the other
girl rubbed her back, but nothing seemed to ease the girl’s
sorrows.

Everybody in the neighborhood thought of
Louie Ragossa and Anna-Marie DeAngelo as the perfect couple. They
were truly in love and virtually inseparable since they met two
years ago at a school dance. Anna-Marie, or “A.M.” as her friends
called her, was a sweet, kind, academically-gifted girl. She got
straight A’s and she adored children and animals. Her dream was to
go to college to become a veterinarian and raise a family of her
own one day.

Widely regarded as the quintessential
class-clown and an all-around great guy, Louie routinely made
everyone laugh with his impressions of famous actors, friends, and
neighborhood characters. Standing over six feet, Louie had a
medium-build, dark brown hair, and bedroom eyes. Like most of the
fellas in the neighborhood, he wasn’t very interested in school and
only sporadically showed up for class.

Knowing college wasn’t in his future, Louie
studied very hard and took the test to become a fireman. He scored
extremely well and was waiting to be called by the F.D.N.Y. when he
got his draft notice. Louie planned to propose to his girlfriend
after he was accepted into the fire-fighter academy. His dream was
to marry Anna-Marie and buy a house upstate in WestchesterCounty.
So much for the best laid plans of mice and men.

Greeting his good friend with a big hug, Sal
kissed him on the cheek. “Rags, how you doing, pisan?”

“I’m doing good, Sally Boy. Hey, thanks for
coming to say good-bye,” Louie responded in a sentimental tone.

“Are you fucking kidding me? I love you like
a brother, you silly bastard. Come here.” Sal grabbed Louie and
hugged him tightly once more.

“What the fuck, Rags.” Anthony hugged Louie.
“Why would you think we wasn’t gonna show? You’re a fucking legend
in the neighborhood. Nobody’s ever gonna forget you.”

“Thanks, Ant.”

“Well, it ain’t like you ever saved me and
Anthony’s life. Still, we never woulda skipped out on you.” Mikey
slapped Louie on the shoulder and shook his hand.

Seeming perplexed, Louie responded in kind,
“Yeah, thanks, Mikey.”

“Good luck in Vietnam. I feel sorry for
those little yellow bastards with you over there.”

“Yeah, save some of those little cocksuckers
for us, huh?” Anthony feebly joked.

“Yeah, I will.” Nervously, Louie peeked down
at his still crying girlfriend. “Look fellas, I don’t mean to sound
like a jerk-off or nothing, but would youse mind if we talked
later? I ain’t really paid any attention to A.M. all night.”

Although he knew his friend was lying, Sal
smiled and shook his hand anyway. “Yeah sure, we got all night,
right? You take carea yourself, Louie.”

Louie winked at Sal and shook his hand.
“Thanks. You too, Sally Boy.”

“Yeah, we’ll see youse later, Rags. Take
care.”

“Awright, Mikey.”

“See you later, Louie.” Anthony shook
Louie’s hand hard.

Once more, the three fought their way back
through to the center of the room. Confident they were far enough
away, Mikey grabbed Sal’s arm. “You see that, Sal? That’s why I
don’t go steady with just one broad. All they do is ruin your good
time and keep you from hanging out with your buddies. They fuck up
everything.”

“Whatever you say, Mikey,” Sal remarked
sarcastically. “She’s beautiful, smart, and she loves him so much
she can’t stop crying. Yeah, I can see how she’s really fucking up
his night.”

As he scanned the room, Anthony’s eyes were
drawn to a dark corner where three very attractive girls sat
together, casually talking on a love-seat. Recognizing the blonde
sitting in the middle, Anthony smiled. “Yo fellas, guess who made
it to the party?”

“Who?” Mikey asked.

“Nicole.”

“Where is she?” Sal inquired eagerly.

“Over there.” Anthony discretely nodded in
Nicole’s direction.

Trying not to appear obvious, Sal
nonchalantly turned in her direction. Even though Sal was
infatuated with Nicole, he believed, with good reason, that his
feelings for her were immaterial. Like everyone else, he thought
Nicole and Sonny were in a serious relationship. Now that Philly C
explained the truth behind their phony romance, Sal was determined
not to let this opportunity escape him.

Craftily ducking behind people to conceal
his presence and shield his impassioned stare, Sal intently studied
every inch of the blonde bombshell. Every time Nicole moved, her
long, luxurious, strawberry blonde hair swayed like wheat in a
windblown field. The delicate features of her flawless face were
only enhanced by her shimmering blue eyes and alabaster skin. When
Nicole shifted in her seat to find a more comfortable position, her
skirt rose up enough to highlight her shapely legs, and provide a
glimpse of her round derriere. Although she immediately adjusted
her attire, Sal could already feel his glorious manhood stirring
beneath his jeans.

As Nicole and her friends talked, one of her
girlfriends told a joke that made Nicole laugh causing her hair to
fall into her eyes. When she tossed back her hair, her head lifted
slightly, and she made direct eye contact with Sal through the sea
of faces. Instantly, Nicole’s face lit up and she smiled
warmly.

“Jesus Christ! I don’t fucking believe it,”
Anthony cried out jealously.

“Take it easy, Anthony. She just smiled at
him. That don’t mean nothing. She’s a fucking cheerleader. They
smile at everybody,” Mikey rudely pointed out.

Excitedly, Nicole motioned Sal to come to
her.

“Madonn! You lucky fucking bastard.” Mikey
shook his head in disbelief. “I never woulda believed it if I
didn’t see it with my own eyes.”

“I thought youse guys was supposed be my
best friends,” Sal remarked disappointed in their lack of faith. “I
never woulda lied to youse. Never! And just for the record, Mike.
Luck’s got nothing to do with it. I’ll see youse later. I got
better things to do than waste my time hanging out with you two
jerk-offs.”

“Sal, where you going?” Anthony foolishly
asked.

“Where do you think genius?”

As Sal stepped toward Nicole, Anthony
reached out trying to grab hold of his sleeve. “Don’t do it, Sal.
She ain’t worth the trouble.”

Sal pulled his arm away and continued toward
Nicole.

“I don’t know what he’s getting all bent
outta shape about?” Mikey said shrugging. “I didn’t mean nothing by
that. No sense in us just standing around watching, right? There’s
plenty of pussy here for everybody.”

“Yeah, I’ll see you later. I think I saw
Marissa sitting all alone.” The two then turned and went their
separate ways.

The basement was dimly lit, smoky, and
steaming with raging hormones as the party shifted into full swing.
Everyone was drinking heavily and the bullshit was piling up.
Joyful laughter emanated from every small, huddled group. Couples
slow grinded in the center of the room. A girl slapped the face of
a guy whose ideas of romance weren’t to her liking. Over in the
corner a minor scrap flared up over a female but was quickly broken
up. Joints were being passed around and several of the more
inexperienced drinkers raced outside to throw up.

Finally, battling his way through the crowd,
Sal stood before Nicole. “How you doing, Nicole?” he asked in his
sexiest voice.

As if planned, Nicole’s two friends receded
silently into the background.

“I’m doing much better now,” Nicole answered
softly.

Smiling, Sal asked coyly, “Oh, yeah. Why is
that?”

“Well, I was hoping you were going to show
up, and now you’re here.”

“You was waiting for me?”

“Yes, I was. Aren’t you going to sit
down?”

“Sure.” Taking a seat right next to her, Sal
asked, “So was you waiting long?”

“Not too long.”

“Good. Are you having a good time,
Nicole?”

“I’m having a great time. What about
you?”

“I am now.”

Nicole smiled. “I’m glad.”

“So what’ve you been up to lately? I ain’t
seen you around Tony’s in a while.”

“You know, school, cheerleading, stuff like
that. I’m getting ready to apply to college. What about you?”

Leaning in close to her, Sal looked deeply
into Nicole’s eyes, “I do what I do. You know how things are around
here.”

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

Embarrassed, Sal quickly withdrew. “Like
what?”

“Like the way you’re looking at me right
now.”

“Sorry.”

“No, that’s okay.”

“Does it bother you when I look at you?” Sal
purposely leaned in even closer.

Nicole giggled. “No. I like the way you look
at me.”

“You do, huh. Why is that?”

“I just do. It makes me feel...tell me what
you’re thinking when you look at me like that?”

“You really wanna know what I’m
thinking?”

Again, Nicole giggled. “Yes, Sal, I do.”

“God, I love your laugh. You sound just like
a little girl in a grown up girl’s body when you laugh.”

“Thank you. Don’t change the subject.”

“What was the question, again?” Sal
teased.

Nicole rolled her eyes and cried, “Sal!”

“I was thinking about this one time on this
school trip, we went to this museum, and we saw this painting of
this girl. I think her name was Mona Lisa. She was supposed to be
like one of the most beautiful girls in the world.”

“You’re thinking about her now? Thanks a
lot.”

“No! Not about her, Nicole. I was just
thinking that the guy who painted her, he shoulda painted you
instead.”

“Why is that?”

“’Cause you’re so much more beautiful than
her.”

“That is so sweet. Thank you, Sal,” Nicole
said warmly.

“You’re welcome. I was really hoping you was
gonna be here tonight, Nicole. I spoke to Philly C. Did he tell
you?”

“Yes, he told me,” Nicole said shyly. “I
wanted him to talk to you.”

“I ain’t gonna try and play it cool, Nicole.
Truth is I’ve been crazy about you for a long time. I’m really glad
you came tonight.”

Taking a deep breath, Nicole whispered
softly, “I’m really glad I came too.”

Tentatively, Sal leaned in and gently
pressed his lips against hers. Nicole stuck her tongue deep into
Sal’s mouth and strongly rolled over, pulling him down on top of
her.

The basement screen door flew open, smashing
against the wall, and almost swatting several girls standing near
it. Sonny Giordano stumbled through the doorway, holding a
half-empty bottle of Jack Daniels in one hand and a smoke in the
other. Two tough-looking guys dressed in jeans and black t-shirts
followed close behind him, unaware of the dangers that awaited
them.

Sonny was tall, with a swimmer’s physique.
He had better than average looks, dark brown hair, and a lazy eye
that no one talked about because of a rumor that he once stabbed a
guy for making a joke about it. Having a reputation as a notorious
liar, Sonny preferred to use a knife rather than his fists in
physical confrontations, and he frequently relied on his father’s
status as a means to intimidate any guy who stood up to him. Every
time Nicole tried to get away from him, Sonny would track her down,
and then make an embarrassing scene if she didn’t leave with him.
These immature tactics had worked very well for Sonny in the past,
but it seemed this time that his luck had finally run out.

One of the thugs accompanying Sonny
immediately recognized the distinctive colors worn by almost every
guy at the party. Grabbing Sonny by his shirt, the boy pinned him
up against the wall. “You never told us we was gonna be crashing a
Golden Guinea’s party. Are you fucking nuts?”

The other boy looked around nervously. “Yeah
Sonny, let’s get the fuck outta here. I ain’t looking for this
kinda trouble.”

Dropping his bottle of Jack Daniels and
cigarette, Sonny broke free of the boy’s grasp. “I know these
fucking guys. Awright? We’re friends. Youse ain’t got nothing to
worry about. Besides, these assholes know who my old man is.”

“Let’s just find your girl and get the fuck
outta here,” the first boy said hesitantly, sharing a look of
skepticism with his friend. “Awright, Sonny?”

“Now you’re talking like you got balls.
Let’s go.” Recognizing a face in the crowd, Sonny stumbled toward a
tall, robust fellow smoking a cigarette and pounding a beer. “How
you doing, Angelo?” Sonny asked as if they were friends.

Looking Sonny over with contempt, Angelo
responded rudely, “I’m doing good.”

“Hey, you see Nicole around?”

“Nah.” Angelo shook his head.

“She was supposed to be at a fucking slumber
party at that little bitch Lisa’s house. When I showed up there to
surprise Nicole, she wasn’t there. Nobody wanted to tell me where
she was...” Sonny laughed, “...but I got ’em to talk.”

“Yeah, that’s great, Sonny,” Angelo
remarked, indifferently.

“I guess I’ll just keep looking for
her.”

“Yeah, you do that, Sonny.”

Too drunk to understand that he was being
disrespected, Sonny smiled. “Thanks, Ang. You’re a good
friend.”

“Why don’t you try looking for her over
there?” Angelo suggested as he stiff-armed Sonny away from him.

Foolishly, the boys proceeded through the
party searching for Nicole. As they weaved their way through the
gathering, Sonny came upon Marissa sitting on a love-seat,
making-out with Anthony.

Knowing she was a close friend of Nicole’s,
he staggered toward them, and almost fell right into their laps.
Managing to regain his balance at the last second, Sonny forced
them apart. “Where’s Nicole?” he demanded like a spoiled child.

Looking up, Marissa shrieked, “What the
hell, Sonny?”

“I know she’s here. Don’t fucking lie to
me.”

“Why don’t you try looking for her
yourself?” Under her breath, Marissa mumbled, “Asshole!”

“What the fuck did you say?”

“Nothing,” Marissa replied innocently.

“Where’s Gina? She’s probably with
Nicole.”

“Sonny, I got better things to do than keep
tabs on my friends. I’m trying to have a good time, too, you
know?”

“Stupid bitch!” Drawing a switchblade from
his pocket, Sonny popped the blade open and waved it in Marissa’s
face. “After I find Nicole, I’m gonna come back here and take carea
you. You little cunt!” Sonny then folded the blade back in and
tucked the knife into his pocket. Turning to his friends, Sonny
ordered, “C’mon, let’s keep looking.” As Sonny and his friends
moved on, Anthony jumped to his feet.

“Where the hell are you going?” Marissa
shrieked.

“Sal’s with Nicole, I gotta warn him. I’ll
be right back.” Kissing Marissa one last time, Anthony chased after
Sonny. “Hey Sonny, how you doing?” Anthony shouted, trying to alert
Sal to Sonny’s presence.

“Leave me alone. I’m looking for somebody,”
Sonny muttered angrily.

“Sonny, who you looking for?” Anthony yelled
back even louder.

Coming to an abrupt stop, Sonny turned and
seized two fistfuls of Anthony’s shirt. “Shut the fuck up, asshole.
I’m looking for my girl, you little prick.” Lifting Anthony up off
the floor, Sonny tossed him into a group of people.

Out of the corner of his eye, Sonny caught a
glimpse of a familiar blonde making out with some guy on a
love-seat. As he focused his stare on the couple, Sonny could
plainly see Sal and Nicole going at it. “What the fuck?” he
muttered, rubbing his eyes in disbelief.

Plowing his way through the crowd, Sonny
pushed aside girls and carelessly bumped into guys spilling their
drinks. Standing before Sal and Nicole, Sonny ripped them apart and
shouted, “Nicole, what the fuck are you doing?”

Embarrassed, Nicole’s face turned bright red
and her jaw dropped. Sonny stuck his finger in Sal’s face. “What
the fuck do you think you’re doing with my girl?”

“I’m not your girl, Sonny!” Nicole cried out
in frustration, and then defensively leaned in behind Sal.

Sonny’s face tightened and his eyes blinked
rapidly. “I ain’t talking to you right now, Nicole. I’m talking to
this, asshole. What the fuck do you think you’re doing with my
girl, scumbag?”

Sal turned toward a now trembling Nicole. “I
know what’s been going on. He ain’t gonna bother you or your little
brother ever again. I promise.”

Breathing a sigh of relief, Nicole looked
deeply into Sal’s eyes and whispered, “Thank you.”

“Listen, jerk-off, everybody knows that
Nicole ain’t your girl. You’re just making a fool outta yourself by
telling everybody she is. So stop it! Awright? And I’m telling you
right now, Sonny. If you bother Nicole or her little brother ever
again, there ain’t gonna be enough of you left to bury. Now go
home, before you get hurt.”

“Do you believe this fucking guy? You got
some fucking balls. You know that? You’re fooling around with my
girl and you’re telling me to go home.”

“Didn’t you hear what she just said?”

“I don’t care what she said. She’s my girl!
You hear me?”

Scurrying to the record player, Marissa
lowered the volume. The entire party slowed and everyone huddled
around the two combatants. Several of the bigger guys congregated
to see the show, and if need be, keep order.

Standing slowly, Sal adjusted his pants.
“You know, Sonny, you got everybody in the neighborhood thinking
you’re such a tough guy. But you ain’t tough! You’re nothing but a
little punk hiding behind his old man.”

Sonny half-heartedly lunged at Sal, but he
was restrained. “You’re real fucking brave here with all your
boys.”

“I’m not the one who has to threaten a girl
just to get her to go out with me. You should be ashamed of
yourself, you stupid, cocked-eyed bastard.”

A loud “OOOH!” emanated from the crowd.

“You’re fucking dead! You hear me? I’m gonna
cut your fucking heart out!”

“You know something else, Sonny? Your breath
is so bad it could knock a buzzard offa shit pile.”

The crowd howled with laughter. One guy spit
beer out of his mouth spraying other people. Two more fell to the
floor laughing still holding their drinks. Again, Sonny tried to
lunge at Sal, but once more he was restrained, only this time, more
aggressively.

Entering the basement through the screen
door, Frankie was surprised to see that the party had stalled. At
twenty-years-old, Frankie was one of the oldest members of the
Golden Guineas, and by far their best fighter. Big, tough, and
mean, Frankie had very little tolerance for people he didn’t like.
He got his nickname Knuckles when he was fourteen, after he beat-up
a grown man twice his age. The bloody and battered man was
overheard confiding in his friends after his humiliating defeat,
“All I could see was these giant fucking knuckles hitting me in the
face.” Ever since, the name stuck.

“Hey, what the fuck’s going on here?”
Frankie asked some skinny drunk kid.

Too inebriated to speak, the boy just
shrugged.

“I’ll take carea this.” Frankie promptly
bullied his way through to the center of the action.

Approaching Sonny from behind and seizing
the back of his collar, Frankie lifted him up. “Sonny Giordano! I
shoulda fucking known. What the fuck’s wrong with you? I can’t
believe that you’re stupid enough to come to one of our parties and
start shit. What, do you got a fucking death wish or
something?”

“I didn’t do nothing!”

“This is a going away party for Louie,
scumbag. Now get the fuck outta here before I break your fucking
hole.”

“Fuck you, Frankie. He started it.”

“Fuck me, huh?” With his free hand, Frankie
punched Sonny squarely in his face. The force of the blow sent
Sonny sailing back into his two friends. The three then crashed
into a wall of people, knocking them to the floor.

Like a swarm of bees protecting their hive,
the angry mob quickly recovered, and they stung Sonny and his
friends with kicks and punches. The unwelcome intruders were pelted
by beer bottles, cans, and anything else the girls could find to
throw. Guys fired wild swings at the heads of the three fleeing
party crashers as they speedily backtracked toward the screen
door.

Amused by the mob’s ferocity, Mikey and
Anthony watched Sonny and his friends try to make it outside. Mikey
slapped Anthony on his shoulder and shouted, “C’mon, let’s wait for
these assholes outside.”

Racing toward the back door, Mikey picked up
a baseball bat that was leaning up against the door jamb. When the
three interlopers finally made it out of the basement, they were
greeted by more swinging fists and Mikey wielding a bat.

Separating Sonny from the melee, Sal dragged
him into the street. “You like to threaten girls, huh?”

Eager to see this confrontation, the
frenzied gathering followed the pair out into the street. Sal hit
Sonny with two punishing quick left jabs square in his face. Blood
spurted from Sonny’s nose and his eyes began to tear causing his
vision to become blurred. Sonny frantically wiped at his eyes and
the sight of his own blood on his hands sent him into a rage.
Reaching into his jacket pocket, Sonny pulled his switchblade.

“He’s got a blade!” Anthony’s voice sounded
out from the crowd.

The long knife gleamed in the faint streams
of light from the streetlamp. “Now you’re gonna die!” Sonny yelled
as he came at Sal.

Dodging the razor-sharp knife, Sal smartly
removed his jacket, and wrapped it around his arm. Using the
protected limb as a shield, Sal was able to ward off Sonny’s lethal
attacks. After sidestepping one of Sonny’s thrusts, Sal kicked him
hard in his stomach, momentarily hurting him. Shaking off the blow,
Sonny came at Sal again, swinging the knife like a lunatic. Sonny
made an off balance thrust at Sal’s midsection, which enabled Sal
to kick the hand holding the switchblade. The weapon flew into the
air and landed on the pavement. Alertly, Sal kicked the knife
toward a sewer drain. The switchblade skimmed across the blacktop
and fell into the dark hole.

“Now it’s just you and me, asshole!” Sal
yelled as he tossed his jacket into the crowd.

Panicked, Sonny swung wildly, but Sal easily
ducked his flailing fists and landed two more stiff jabs. Knowing
he was over-matched, Sonny rushed Sal, trying to put him in a
head-lock, but he only managed to scratch Sal’s neck. Sonny’s
fingernails cut deep into Sal’s skin drawing blood. Sal pushed
Sonny away, and danced around him like an experienced
prize-fighter. Sal connected with a vicious right-cross to the side
of Sonny’s head, stunning the taller opponent. Sal then followed up
with a left-hook and a right upper-cut to Sonny’s jaw. Literally
out on his feet, Sonny slowly swayed back-and-forth, unable to
raise his hands.

Like bloodthirsty spectators in the Roman
Coliseum, voices from the crowd yelled for Sal to finish him. As
Sal stepped toward Sonny, their eyes locked for a split-second, and
Sal could see the incoherent daze of a beaten adversary.
Mercifully, Sal halted his attack. Placing his hand on Sonny’s
chest, Sal pushed and Sonny fell backward hitting the ground like a
sack of dirt.

The three foolish trespassers lay in the
street, bloody and beaten. Looming over them, Frankie hollered,
“Leave ’em there in the gutter where they belong. Everybody back
inside. This is Louie’s night. Fuck ’em.”

The multitude of adolescent drunks slowly
filed back inside, hooting and hollering from the excitement of the
fight and their over-indulgence in alcohol. As they strolled past
the unconscious party crashers, many spit on them, while others
fired disparaging remarks about the three and their mothers.

Seeing Nicole standing on the sidewalk
holding his jacket, Sal approached her. “Are you okay?”

“I should be asking you that.” Nicole smiled
as she handed him back his coat.

“I’m okay.”

Taking Sal’s hand, Nicole whispered softly,
“Let’s go back inside.”

“Nicole, I really don’t want to.”

“Why? Did I do something wrong?” she asked
sounding concerned.

“Oh, no,” Sal said, torn. “It’s just
everybody’s gonna be mobbing us for the rest of the night. All
they’re gonna wanna do is talk about the fight. We’re not gonna
have any time to be alone. I was thinking maybe we could get outta
here?”

“What did you have in mind?” Nicole asked
shyly.

“We could go back to my house. My Pop won’t
be home for hours. We could hang out in my room. Listen to music.
Talk. I just wanna spend some time alone with you. So what do you
say?”

“That sounds nice.”

“Yeah. That’s great!”

“Sal, did you really mean what you said to
me before?”

“About what?”

Rising up onto her tippy-toes, Nicole
whispered something in his ear.

Sal smiled. “Of course I did.”

Nicole’s face lit up and she let out a sexy,
high-pitched scream. “Let’s go!”

Taking her hand, Sal and Nicole discreetly
wandered away from the party. As they searched for their friend to
congratulate him on his victory, Mikey and Anthony saw Sal moving
down the street with Nicole.

“Where the fuck are they going?” Mikey asked
jealously.

“I don’t know.”

“Hey Sal, where the hell are you going? The
party’s inside,” Mikey shouted through cupped hands.

“Yeah, I know. Have a good time,” Sal
hollered back.

“Damn! Why can’t that be me?” Anthony said
enviously.

“What a lucky fucking bastard. Let’s get
back inside. It’s always easier to get into a girl’s pants after a
fight, anyways.”

“That was a good fight Mike, huh?”

“It was pretty good. I’ve seen better.”

As they walked toward Frankie’s house, the
two occasionally glanced at their friend and Nicole strolling down
the street. Finally, Sal and Nicole turned the corner at the end of
the block and disappeared.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 


The morning sun shone on Sal’s face through
the partially open drapes of his bedroom window. Opening his eyes,
Sal was delighted to find Nicole sleeping next to him, her head
softly resting on his chest. After sliding off the covers, Sal
gently lifted her arm from his body and set it on the mattress. He
then slithered out from under Nicole’s head, easing it onto a
pillow, and crawled out of the bed, careful not to wake her.

Checking the scratches on his neck from his
scuffle with Sonny in the mirror, Sal whispered boastfully, “I
kicked that punk’s ass good.” After adjusting his crucifix so he
could admire the hickeys on his neck, Sal turned and gazed at the
angel asleep in his bed. “She deserves to be with me anyway.”

Treading softly to his bedroom door, Sal
stepped out of the room and quietly closed it behind him. As Sal
strolled into the kitchen in his underwear, he was surprised to
find his father sitting at the table dressed in his customary
dapper apparel, sipping coffee and reading the morning paper.

“How you doing, Pop?” Sal cheerfully
inquired pouring himself a cup.

“What time did you get in?” Peter asked
licking his thumb to turn the page.

“Pretty late, it was a good party.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“It’s kinda early for you to be up, Pop. You
going somewhere?”

Briefly Peter’s eyes shifted from the paper
onto his son. “Not that it’s any of your business. But yeah, I
gotta take carea some things. There’s a letter for you over there
on the counter.

Sal picked it up. “It looks pretty
official.”

“It’s from the government. Open the fucking
thing.”

Using a knife to open the letter, Sal
unfolded the document and read.

Hesitating only a few seconds, Peter
impatiently asked, “Well? What the fuck does it say?”

“It says I gotta register for the draft no
later than one week after my eighteenth birthday.”

“You turn eighteen in, what? Three
months?”

“Yeah, Pop.”

“So what’s with the sour puss?”

“They’re gonna send me to Vietnam.”

“Take it easy. Everybody your age is getting
these fucking letters. Besides, how much longer do you figure those
little yellow bastards can keep fighting, huh? This ain’t like my
war. Now that was a fucking war. It was the closest I’ve ever been
to hell.” Peter laughed. “Well that, and being married. Don’t worry
about it. It’ll probably all be over before your birthday,
anyways.”

“You think? That quick?”

“Why not?”

“But what if I do gotta go?” Sal asked
sheepishly.

“Then you go. You do what you gotta do, and
you come home.”

“It’s that easy, Pop?”

“No. But what choice do you got?”

“I guess you’re right.”

“I usually am. Ain’t’ I?” Folding up the
paper, Peter set it on the table. “I gotta get going. I wanna beat
the traffic out to Brooklyn.” Standing, Peter adjusted his jacket.
“Hey Valentino, make sure nonea the neighbors see your little
girlfriend leaving. If they do, she better be really pretty.”

“How did you...”

“I know everything.”

“Don’t worry, Pop. You’d be proud.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’ll see you later.”

Watching from the kitchen window, Sal waited
until his father walked across the street and got into his car.
Peter started the car and was gone in an instant. Hurrying back to
his room, Sal quietly stepped inside to find Nicole already awake.
She was lying balled up in the fetal position snuggled under the
covers. “I heard you and your father talking. I didn’t know what to
do,” she whispered sweetly.

“He left. You don’t have to whisper.”

Again, she whispered, “I want to. My whole
body feels tingly. I don’t want to lose this feeling.” Looking
sexier than ever, Nicole’s hair was slightly messed, and her face
still glowed from her very first night of love-making.

Still giddy, Sal remarked humorously, “God,
you look so beautiful lying there, naked, in my bed.”

“Then why are you standing out there?”
Nicole giggled.

“You know, I was just thinking the same
thing.” Jumping back into bed, Sal crawled under the covers and up
on top of her.

“God, I want you so bad,” Nicole purred,
licking Sal’s lips.

After giving Nicole several soft, moist
kisses on her lips, Sal tenderly kissed his way down to her
breasts. Taking hold of them, he wantonly licked and sucked each
fleshy mound, mindful not to favor one over the other. She moaned
approvingly as Sal slid his tongue across her navel and down
between her milky, white thighs. Nicole’s pussy was perfect with
only a small neatly trimmed patch of blonde hair above her already
wet vagina.

Forcefully, Sal jammed his tongue deep into
her, exploring every inch of her little fuck-hole. With every
penetrating thrust of his tongue, Nicole’s moans grew louder and
louder. Eventually, she fired off a seductive string of “OOOOOH’S”
and “AHHHHH’S” that drove Sal crazy.

“Oh, yes, Sal! I love it! Please, don’t
stop!” Nicole panted uncontrollably.

Wrapping his arms around Nicole’s thighs,
Sal brought his hands down between her legs and smoothly spread her
pussy lips, allowing his tongue better access to her clitoris.
Up-and-down, and side-to-side, Sal excitedly licked her wet, pink
pussy.

“Where did you learn to do that?” Nicole
asked in a trance-like tone.

Stopping momentarily, Sal responded
jokingly, “I read a book.”

Bringing her knees up toward her head,
Nicole spread her legs and set her feet down onto the mattress.
“Ooooooh, I’m gonna come! Oh my God! Sal, I’m gonna come!” Finally,
no longer able to hold back her deluge, Nicole’s body lurched up
and then back down and she declared, “I’m coming so hard.”

Like a raging river, her juices flowed into
Sal’s welcoming mouth. Relishing the fruits of his labor, he
swallowed every drop of her tasty climax. Sexy little whimpers
escaped Nicole’s mouth until the amazing feeling slowly subsided.
Reaching down between her legs, she gently lifted Sal’s head. “I
want you inside of me!”

Looking up at her beaming face, Sal said
softly, “Okay, baby, but if I’m hurting you again, stop me.
Awright?”

Nicole smiled. “Okay.”

Lifting himself off the mattress, Sal moved
his body up the bed. Nicole reached down between his legs and
grabbed hold of Sal’s cock, and jammed the head into her moist
cunt. “Fuck me, Sal! Fuck me hard.”

Sal gently thrust his body forward, allowing
the length of his shaft to penetrate deep into Nicole’s pussy, and
forcing her vagina to stretch from the sheer girth of his cock.
With great care, he pushed his member into her, careful to wait for
Nicole’s vaginal juices to moisten his shaft adequately, so as not
to hurt her pussy once more.

After several long, relaxed pumps, Nicole’s
dripping cunt lubricated Sal’s cock sufficiently enough for him to
accelerate his movements. With every exhilarating, powerful stroke
he delivered, Nicole breathe deeper and deeper. Madly, she thrashed
her head back-and-forth from the scintillating pounding her cunt
was taking, causing her long blonde hair to whip around as if in a
wind storm.

Furiously, Sal fucked her pussy until his
cock started to experience a familiar sensation, that funny feeling
all men recognize. Knowing he would soon blow his massive load, Sal
looked down at her. “I’m almost there, baby.”

Overcome by gratification, Nicole’s eyes
rolled into the back of her head. Licking her lips, she gently bit
her lower lip and whispered, “Okay, baby.” Her body quivered and
shook until she stammered, “Oh my God! I’m gonna come again!”

Holding back his impending orgasm, Sal
continued thumping Nicole’s pussy as hard as he could in an effort
to prolong the feeling. Finally, unable to hold back any longer Sal
blurted, “I’m gonna come!”

“Come baby! Come in me!”

With all his might Sal blew his entire wad,
overfilling Nicole’s pussy with his syrupy cum.

“I can feel your explosion inside of me! I
can feel everything!” she whispered.

Certain every drop of his semen was spent,
Sal rolled off of Nicole, and lay down next to her on the bed.
Winded from the joy of youthful, uninhibited, raw sex, they were
both breathing deeply. Turning over onto her side, Sal nestled up
to Nicole from behind, spooning her. Tenderly he kissed her
shoulder.

“That was so incredible, Sal.”

“It was.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“Did you really read a book to learn how to
do that?”

“Do what?” Sal asked playfully.

“You know what,” Nicole replied
bashfully.

“I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

“Please, don’t make me say it, Sal.”

“No, I didn’t have to read a book.”

“Then where did you learn how to do
that?”

“It just all kinda happened when I put my
mouth down there.”

“Do you like doing that, Sal?”

“Yeah, I like it a lot. Do you like it?”

“I love it!”

Sal smiled. “Awright.”

“I’m really sorry about your sheets last
night. I hope you father doesn’t ask you how they got...got blood
on them.”

“Don’t worry about it. My father don’t do
the laundry.”

“Are you sure it’s okay?”

“Nicole, please don’t worry about it.”

“Thanks for letting me take a shower last
night.”

“You don’t have to thank me. I just wanted
you to feel comfortable.”

“Are you glad we left the party last
night?”

“Definitely, why do you ask?”

“Well, it was a going away party for Louie,
and I know he’s a good friend of yours.”

“Believe me, Louie didn’t miss me, or
anybody else last night. He spent the whole night hanging out with
Anna-Marie anyway.”

“They make such a cute couple. I really
like, Louie. He’s so funny.”

“Yeah, Louie’s a great guy.”

“Sal, are you sure you don’t regret leaving
his party?”

“I’m sure, Nicole.”

“I just didn’t want my first time to be in
Frankie’s basement.”

“Believe me, it wasn’t gonna be. We woulda
waited.”

Nicole smiled. “Can I ask you a
question?”

“I thought that’s what you been doing,” Sal
joked.

Smacking her lips, Nicole cried out,
“Sal!”

“I’m sorry. Go ahead.”

“What’s the matter with your friend,
Mikey?”

“What do you mean?”

“He seems so angry all the time. I heard he
got into an argument at the party with two girls and he tried to
hit one of them.”

“That’s not true. Mikey’s a good guy. He’s
just got a lotta built up anger.”

“Most of my girlfriends think he’s really
cute. But they won’t go out with him because of the way they see
him treat other girls. Why does he treat girls like that?”

“He’s confused. After his mother left, he
took it really hard. He was only ten when she left. Mike cried
every day for a week. When his father found out, he told him if he
didn’t stop crying, he was gonna drown him in the tub. I know his
father, Nicole. He meant it. Mikey never cried again after
that.”

“That’s terrible.”

“That’s the way things are around here,
Nicole. You know that.”

“I know. But things don’t have to be like
that.” Nicole said, sounding troubled.

“What’s the matter, Nicole?”

“Nothing.”

“Yeah, something’s bothering you. Tell me
what’s wrong. Please.”

“I was just thinking...I mean...if you don’t
mind me asking...I was just wondering, you know, where do we go
from here?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean what are we...are we just friends?
Or are we going to be something more?”

“What do you think we should be?”

“I would like to be your girlfriend,” Nicole
suggested shyly.

“I want that, too! I’ve wanted it for a long
time.” Sal smiled. “Now that we took carea that, is there anything
else on your mind?”

“No, that’s it.” Seeing the photograph of
Salvatore, his mother, and his Mama and Papa on the night stand,
Nicole asked interested, “Is that you?”

“Yeah.”

“May I see it?”

“Sure.” Reaching over Nicole, Sal snatched
up the photo off his nightstand and handed it to her.

Nicole examined the photo closely. “You were
such a handsome little boy. And your eyes, my God, are so
beautiful. Even back then.”

“Thank you,” Sal said humbly.

“Who are these other people?”

“My mother and my grandparents.”

“Your mother is gorgeous. God, I wish I
looked like her.”

“Not for nothing, but I’m kinda glad that
you look the way you do. It would be sorta weird if you looked like
my mother. If you know what I mean.”

Giggling, Nicole explained, “I didn’t mean
it like that, silly. I just meant she looks so refined and
sophisticated. Where is she now, back in Sicily?”

“She’s dead. So are my grandparents,” Sal
replied softly.

“I’m so sorry, Sal.”

“I know. It’s okay. I’m fine. It happened a
long time ago.”

“Here, put it back,” Nicole insisted handing
the picture back to Sal.

“What’s the matter?”

“I don’t think anyone should touch this but
you.”

“Nicole, it’s okay. But I understand what
you’re saying.” Taking the photo, Sal stretched over Nicole again,
and placed it back in its customary spot.

Turning onto her back, Nicole looked up at
Sal. “I hope I didn’t make you sad by asking about your
family.”

“You didn’t.”

“Good, I’m glad. I don’t ever want to do
anything that would make you sad.”

“If I ever am sad, I know something we can
do to make me happy again.”

“You do, huh?” Nicole said seductively.

“Yeah, I do.”

 


* * * * *

 


APTER NINE

 


Standing in the kitchen with his arms folded
across his chest, Peter waited for his son to come out of the
bathroom. He was in unusually good spirits, because today wasn’t
just another day; it was his son’s eighteenth birthday. To
celebrate, Peter planned to take Sal to Yonkers Raceway to
capitalize on some tips he received from an acquaintance who worked
at the track as a horse trainer. “Hey fucko, hurry up. I don’t
wanna miss the first race,” Peter shouted impatiently.

“I’m hurrying, Pop. Take it easy,” Sal
yelled back, through a closed bathroom door.

“What the fuck are you doing in there?”
Peter said laughing. “You better not be choking your chicken!”

The bathroom door opened, and Sal stepped
out into the hall, dressed in his best clothes. Entering the
kitchen, he looked perturbed by his father’s insinuation. “That’s
really funny, Pop. How long did it take you to think that one
up?”

“Ah, shut the fuck up,” Peter fired back in
a lighthearted tone.

“I don’t know why I gotta get all dressed up
just to go to the track, anyways? It’s not like there’s gonna be
any people there we know.”

Adjusting his tie, Peter was dressed in a
charcoal grey, silk suit, with a black silk shirt, a matching silk
tie, and charcoal grey shoes. “You never know who you gonna run in
to, Salvatore. Take it from me, it’s always better to look good,
than to regret you didn’t. Remember that.”

“Yeah, whatever you say, Pop,” Sal responded
sarcastically.

“Get in the fucking car you little
mamaluke!” Peter yelled, opening the front door.

Behind his father’s back, Sal stuck out his
tongue and rolled his eyes.

The two made their way down the steps to the
street, got into Peter’s car, and sped off. Holding the steering
wheel with one hand, Peter ran his other through his hair several
times before checking himself out in the rear-view mirror. With a
big smile, Peter waxed nostalgic, “I remember the first time you
rode in this car. You was just a little guy, right off the fucking
boat. Remember? You had no fucking clue which end was up. Now look
at you, you’re almost a grown man.”

Surprised by his father’s sentimentality,
Sal teased, “Hey Pop, you, awright? Did you hit your head or
something?”

“I was just thinking about...ah, shut the
fuck up.”

Sal snickered like a little boy. “Pop, I
still don’t get why I couldn’t bring Mikey and Anthony to the track
with us. It’s my birthday, right?”

“I didn’t want ’em with us, ’cause I didn’t
wanna see their ugly fucking mugs tonight. Awright?”

“Then why couldn’t I bring Nicole? She
woulda had a good time at the track. She loves horses.”

“‘She loves horses,’” Peter mocked in a
high-pitched voice. “Do you see me bringing a broad, huh? What? You
don’t think I got better things to do than spend the whole fucking
night watching you play kissy face with your little
girlfriend?”

“Jesus! I only turn eighteen once. I can’t
spend it with my friends. I can’t be with Nicole. I gotta tell you,
Pop, this birthday stinks already.”

“Ah, shut the fuck up!” Peter yelled as he
darted into a parking spot right in front of Tommy G’s Bar &
Grill.

Once a classy, popular mob hangout, Tommy
G’s was now just a local gin mill, but still a respected
neighborhood landmark. Many big-time Mafioso’s, including Charles
“Lucky” Luciano himself, frequented the establishment back in its
hey-day.

Flashing a look of disbelief, Sal turned
toward his father and cried out, “Why the hell are we stopping
here? I thought we was going to the track?”

“Take it easy. We are. I gotta talk to
somebody first. You wanna come in?”

“I’ll wait here.”

“Maybe you should come in.”

“I don’t wanna come in.”

“I think you should come in, Salvatore.”

“Pop, this joint is for the old rummy’s and
degenerate gamblers. I don’t wanna come in.”

“That’s the problem with kids your age. You
don’t respect nothing. I remember there was times when you couldn’t
even get in the fucking joint, ’cause it was so crowded with
wiseguys and beautiful broads.”

“When was that? When dinosaurs lived in the
Bronx?”

“Get outta the fucking car, you little
wise-ass!”

An irritated Sal scuffled out of the car.
Stepping out onto the street, he slammed the car door.

“Hey stunade, don’t slam my fucking
door.”

“Sorry! It was an accident.”

“You slam my fucking door again and you’re
gonna have an accident.” Touching the tip of his finger to his
tongue, Peter carefully worked a smudge off of the car’s hood.
“Let’s go. Get in there.”

Taking hold of the handle, Peter pulled the
heavy door open. “Go ahead.”

“You go first, Pop.”

Angrily biting his lower lip, Peter ordered,
“Get the fuck in there before I kick your ass.”

Kicking the ground like a little boy, Sal
reluctantly scooted through the entrance. As he stepped inside, an
assemblage of fifty or so of his friends consisting of every member
of the Golden Guinea’s, and all the pretty young girls from the
neighborhood, jumped out from the shadows and collectively
screamed, “Surprise!”

Sal struggled to contain his emotions
because he didn’t want to give his father the satisfaction of
knowing that he had fooled him.

Throwing his arm around his son, Peter shook
him hard. “You surprised, kid?”

Shaking his head, Sal muttered, “Not
really.”

“You’re fulla shit. You know that?”

Breaking into a tremendous smile, Sal
finally admitted, “Yeah! You got me good, Pop!”

“Happy birthday, Salvatore.” Peter smiled as
he hugged his son.

“Thanks, Pop.” Sal hugged back tightly.

“Go say ‘hello’ to your friends.”

As he stepped toward the crowd, Sal was
mobbed by all of his friends. Several of the guys jumped up on him
yelling, “Happy birthday, Sally Boy!” Sal gracefully caught the
over-enthusiastic party guests and set them down on their feet. The
rest of the fellas greeted the birthday boy with handshakes and
hugs while the female guests offered him pecks on the cheek.
Frankie Knuckles had to push several people out of the way so
Nicole could get to her man.

Finally, Nicole threw her arms around Sal,
and planted a passionate kiss on his lips. “Happy birthday,
handsome!”

Peter strolled toward the bar where his
Brooklyn Family associates already occupied every barstool and were
drinking heavily. A banner stretching above the bar from one end to
the other read: “Happy Birthday, Sally Boy.”

Although Peter could have held the party
anywhere he wished, he chose to have the party at Tommy G’s for old
time’s sake. The proprietor had a cleaning crew working on the
establishment for three straight days to ensure that Peter was
satisfied.

The bar had fifteen seats, usually occupied
by old, unshaven rummies. The faded paint peeled, several ceiling
tiles were missing, and the plumbing leaked, but the joint still
hadn’t lost its charm. Covering the entire wall behind the bar were
photos of great Italian-American heroes: Rocky Marciano, Joe
DiMaggio, Frank Sinatra, Rocky Graziano, Dean Martin, and Jake
LaMotta, just to name a few. There was a pool table, a jukebox, and
a cigarette machine. A worn out patch in the center of the floor
was where people danced, usually when they had too much booze, or
if some pretty girls wished to cut a rug.

Decked out in their customary gangster
apparel, Peter’s cronies sported expensive silk suits, custom-made
shirts, silk ties, diamond rings, and the standard gold watches.
One dangerous looking heavy-set wiseguy with an ugly scar on his
left cheek stood as Peter approached. The behemoth shook Peter’s
hand and asked in a low, gravelly voice, “How you doing, Peter?”
then he kissed Peter on the cheek, and presented him with a white
envelope, swollen with cash. “This is for Sally Boy.”

“Grazie, Rocko.” Peter graciously kissed
Rocko on his cheek. Tucking the envelope into his inside jacket
pocket, Peter proceeded down the line of now-standing men accepting
envelopes from each. Kissing each man on his cheek, Peter shook
their hand, and sincerely offered his thanks for their generosity
on behalf of Salvatore.

Over against one of the walls was a
tremendous buffet table covered with a white linen tablecloth. It
was heaping from one end to the other with Italian specialties that
smelled as heavenly as they appeared: antipasto, calamari, veal
parmagiana, manicotti, lasagna, sausage and peppers, meatballs,
sausage, and lots of Italian bread.

The sweet table was set up next to the food
and was jammed with tiramisu, cannolis, zabaglione, cream puffs,
and various other pastries. Every morsel of food and baked goods
was prepared by the same adorable Italian grandmothers who watched
over Sal when he was growing up.

Sal’s birthday cake was ceremoniously placed
in the center of the sweet table. It was a huge devil’s food cake,
with cannoli cream filling and fresh whipped cream frosting, with
“HAPPY BIRTHDAY SALVATORE” spelled out across the center.

Guests wasted little time forming a line and
loading up their plates. Crown Royal and Johnny Walker Black were
the libations of choice for Peter and his crew, while Sal’s buddies
sipped their seven-and-sevens and rum-and-cokes. Everyone was
eating and drinking and having a wonderful time. After the guests
had a chance to get some refreshments, Peter raised his hands and
cleared his throat.

Immediately, the bartender lowered the music
and everyone stopped what they were doing. The room fell silent and
all eyes focused on Peter. “I would like to make a toast to my son
on his eighteenth birthday.”

Everyone inched in closer.

“Where’s Salvatore?”

“Right here, Pop.” Stepping from the crowd,
Sal made his way over to his father and proudly stood beside
him.

“Salvatore, you’re a good son. I know if
your mother was alive, she would be very proud of you. And she
would tell you how much she loves you. The best thing I ever done
was bring you to America. I’ll always be happy about that. So
everybody, please raise your glass in honor of my son,
Salvatore...” Peter raised his glass and then everyone else did.
“...Chin Don!” Everyone drank.

The heartfelt toast was followed by a
thunderous round of applause. Peter threw his arm around his son
once more, and flashbulbs popped all around them. The music volume
was raised and the festivities resumed. Making his way back to
Nicole, she hugged Sal tightly once more.

“I’m so happy to be here with you, Sal!”

“Thanks. I’m glad to have you here!”

They were still locked in a tender embrace
when an already inebriated Anthony and Mikey finally approached.
Tapping Sal on his shoulder, Anthony managed to slur the words,
“Hey, Sally Boy. Happy birthday, man.”

Looking back over his shoulder, Sal dropped
his arms from around Nicole’s waist.

After shaking Sal’s hand, Anthony hugged him
and kissed his cheek.

“Thanks, Anthony.”

“How you doing, Nicole?”

“I’m fine, Anthony. And you?” Nicole said
with a polite smile.

“Happy birthday, man.” Mikey’s words were
more subdued than cheerful. He hugged and kissed his friend on the
cheek.

“Thanks, Mike.”

“What’s up, Nicole?”

“Hi, Mikey.”

“Where the hell have you guys been? I didn’t
see you when I came in. And I ain’t seen you in days.”

“Sal, we was outside in the back smoking,”
Mikey gestured as if he were puffing a joint.

“Come here, we need to talk to you.” Anthony
started to lead Sal away by his arm, then he stopped and asked,
“Nicole, do you mind if we borrow this guy for a little bit?”

“Go ahead. It’s okay.”

Standing in a distant corner of the bar,
Anthony explained, “Your Pop told us if you found out about the
party, he was gonna do something unspeak...unspeakable to us. Yeah,
that’s it. So we decided to keep our distance. You know, just in
case.”

“He was just fucking around with youse.
Youse are family.” Sal couldn’t help but notice Mikey just stared
at the floor. “Hey Mike, what’s the matter with you? You look like
somebody just told you the ‘Bombers’ was moving to Brooklyn.”

“I’m awright, Sal.”

“No you’re not. What’s the matter with you?
I know you ain’t worried about what my Pop said, are you?”

“Nah, that’s not it.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

“Yo Sal, this is your birthday party. I
really don’t wanna be the one to bring you down. So let’s just
leave it alone. Awright?”

“Oh, now you gotta tell me fucko. C’mon,
give. Tell me what’s got you so twisted that you can’t have a good
time at my fucking birthday party?”

“Louie Rags,” Mikey muttered softly.

“What about him?” Excitedly, Sal started
scanning the room for his friend. “Is he here?”

“Nah, he ain’t here.” Mike lit a
cigarette.

“Then what’s going on?”

“Those little yellow bastards whacked him.
He’s dead.”

“That’s a pretty fucking sick joke, Mikey.
Even for you.”

“He ain’t joking, Sally,” Anthony
stammered.

“When the fuck did this happen?”

“About a week ago, I think.” Anthony sipped
his drink. “Nobody knows nothing. I heard they brought him back in
a fucking bag. His own family couldn’t even see him.”

“Why not?”

“’Cause they fucked him up so bad, there
ain’t enougha him left to see.” Mikey puffed his cigarette.

“Those motherfuckers!” Sal gulped his
seven-and-seven.

Anthony nodded slowly. “I heard they got
Bobby G, and his cousin Victor, too.”

“Those cocksuckers killed Louie. He never
did nothing to nobody. They’re taking out everybody from the
neighborhood. Those scumbags are gonna pay for what they did, even
if I gotta go over there and clip every fucking one of ’em myself,”
Sal vowed with fire in his eyes.

“Me and Mikey was just saying the same thing
outside.”

“Oh, yeah! Then we should all go down there
tomorra and sign up. We gotta get even with those fucking gooks for
Louie and everybody else. They don’t deserve to live.”

“Hold up, Sal. I said we was just thinking
about it.”

“Thinking and doing is two different things,
Mikey. You always had a fucking problem understanding that.”

“Take it easy, Sally. This is your fucking
birthday party! Don’t go getting all discombobulated.”

“What?” Sal asked crossly.

“I know what it means.” Anthony smiled
confidently. “I looked that one up.”

“Yeah, don’t go getting all
discom...discombob...whatever the fuck Anthony said. This is your
night, kid.” Mikey slapped Sal on his back. “You got Nicole waiting
for you over there. The whole fucking neighborhood’s here for you.
I shoulda waited till tomorrow to tell you about Louie. Let’s just
get fucked up and have a good time. Awright? We owe it to Louie.
You know he woulda wanted you to have a good time at your party. We
can talk about all this shit tomorrow. Okay?”

“Here, have a smoke.” Anthony tossed Sal a
cigarette and lit it for him. “You need to calm down.” Raising his
glass, Anthony insisted, “I wanna make a toast to you, Sal.”

“I’m really not in the fucking mood.” Sal
took a puff and angrily blew the smoke up into the air.

“C’mon. Don’t be like that.”

“Yeah, whatever.” Sal reluctantly raised his
glass.

“To Sally Boy, a guy couldn’t have a better
friend in the world. No matter what happens to us in the future,
the three of us will always be tight, we’ll always protect each
other’s ass, and we won’t let nothing ever come between us. No
matter what. If anyone of us don’t honor this toast, then let ’em
get theirs. Chin Don!”

Arms extended, Mike and Anthony waited for
Sal to touch their glasses. Finally, Sal blurted, “And to Louie.
Salute!”

The three clinked glasses and drank.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER TEN

 


Dressed in his bathrobe and slippers, Peter
sat at the kitchen table sipping coffee and reading the morning
paper. Sal came out of his bedroom already dressed and carrying a
suitcase. Setting his bag down on the floor, Sal stood in the
kitchen quietly studying his father. After a few moments, Peter
could sense his son’s eyes upon him and he peered up from behind
his paper.

“Where the fuck you been? I ain’t hardly
seen you in three days,” Peter said sharply.

“I’ve been getting up early and doing some
things.”

“Did you have a good time at your party the
other night?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you get the money I left for you on
your dresser from the fellas?”

“Yeah, Pop. Thanks. That was really nice of
’em to give me so much dough, considering that I really don’t know
any of ’em.”

“You’re my kid, Salvatore. What the fuck did
you expect?” Glancing down at Sal’s suitcase, Peter asked, “Where
do you think you’re going with that?”

Sal cleared his throat. “I leave today,
Pop.”

“What do you mean ‘leave’?”

“I joined up.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“Pop, I leave today for boot-camp. I
enlisted in the Army.”

“Salvatore, it’s a little too early for you
to be breaking balls. Awright? Now tell me what’s going on?”

“I just told you. I went down to the
enlistment office two days ago and told the sergeant there I wanted
to go to Vietnam.”

“Madonn! Are you outta you fucking
mind?”

“Pop, why are you getting so mad? I thought
you’d understand.”

“Understand what?”

“You know, seeing as you fought in a
war.”

“You stupid son-of-a-bitch! Who the fuck do
you think you are? You don’t go behind my back and do something
like this without telling me. I didn’t wanna go off and fight in
some fucking war. Nobody in their right mind does. I got drafted. I
had to go!”

“Yeah, but you still went and did the right
thing.”

“It’s one thing if they call you, but you
don’t go looking for trouble. I know I taught you better than
that.”

“I’m sorry, Pop. But this is something I
gotta do.”

“Something you gotta do, huh? I saw you
talking to your little friends the other night. I know all about
Louie Rags. Look, I’m sorry your friend got killed. I really am,
Salvatore. That’s a tragic fucking thing for his family to have to
deal with. But that’s his family’s problem. Not yours.”

“Pop, you don’t understand. I ain’t just
doing this for Louie. It’s for Bobby G, Victor, Joey, Mario, Tommy,
Gus, Patsy, and all the other fellas from the neighborhood who went
there and ain’t coming home. Those guys wasn’t just my friends.
They was my family. My blood.”

“Your blood, huh? Listen to me, and listen
to me good, you little fucking hump. ’cause I’m gonna tell you
something that I ain’t never told nobody before. You won’t read
about it in a history book. And they won’t teach it to you in
school. Back in ‘42, at the beginning of the war, the F.B.I. had a
lot of problems protecting the harbors here in New York. There was
some incidents on the docks and they was afraid of sabotage, and
spies from Germany blowing up some of the ships. So the F.B.I., if
you can fucking believe it, they come to Lucky Luciano looking to
make a deal to help keep order on the docks. Charlie was doing a
stretch in Sing-Sing on some trumped up prostitution charge. They
said that in return for his help they would move him to a better
prison and lessen his sentence. So Charlie agrees to help. He gives
the order, and there ain’t no more fucking problems on the
docks.”

“How do you know about all this, Pop?”

“I ain’t finished. When the United States
decided to invade Sicily, the F.B.I. comes to Charlie again asking
for his help. So Lucky agrees and he has some Navy bigwigs deliver
our ‘friends’ in Sicily a message. A yellow handkerchief with a
white letter ‘L’ printed on it, signifying cooperation with Charles
‘Lucky’ Luciano and giving permission for our ‘friends’ to assist
the U.S. Military with the invasion. You see, Charlie thought he
owed it to his country to do what was right. But he was a sucker,
’cause even after all the things Charlie done for ’em, you know how
the Government repaid him for his help? They commuted his sentence.
Then they deported his fucking ass back to Sicily.”

“How does this have anything to do with
me?”

“Shut the fuck up. Not only did they
double-cross Lucky after he vouched for ’em, but when that asshole
Mussolini declared war on the United States, the government forced
almost every Italian school back here in America to close. They
told our people not to speak the language of our enemies, and they
tried to make us ashamed to be Italian. But this was the worst
part! They rounded up thousands of Italian-Americans and put ’em
into those fucking internment camps.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, but you won’t hear any of our people
bitching and moaning like the moulanyans or the spics. Italians are
above that nonsense. We’re bigger than that. ’Cause we’re smart
enough to understand that sometimes with great power there’s great
error. But believe me, everything I just told you is true, every
fucking word of it.”

“Why are you telling me all this?”

“’Cause I want you to understand that you
don’t owe nobody nothing. Not your friends. Not your country.
Nobody! I settled the bill for you when I shipped out. You’re paid
in full. Capisi?”

“Pop, I’m proud of what you did during the
war. I really am. But I gotta do this. The bus is gonna pick me up
around the corner in ten minutes. I just wanted to say ‘good-bye’
to you.”

Peter slowly shook his head in disgust. “You
didn’t hear a fucking word I said? Did you?”

“I heard you, Pop. But it don’t change
nothing.”

“What about your little girlfriend. How does
she feel about you going off to avenge your friends and leaving her
here all alone?”

“We talked. Nicole cried a lot. But she
understands. Nicole promised she’d wait for me.”

“Don’t bet on it, kid. I seen plenty of
broads make promises like that and not keep ’em. What makes you
think you’re so fucking special? You’re gonna lose her. And chances
are you’re probably gonna get killed, too. And for what? Ou
gots!”

“I gotta go, Pop.” Sal reached out to shake
his father’s hand.

Sneering at the gesture, Peter snapped the
newspaper raising it up in front of his face. Dejectedly, Sal
dropped his arm to his side and picked up his suitcase. He made his
way to the door and opened it. “I’ll be seeing you, Pop,” Sal said,
looking back one last time. “I’ll write you when I get to Vietnam.
You take carea yourself. Awright?” Stepping out into the hall, Sal
closed the door behind him.

Slamming the paper down hard onto the table,
Peter called out barely above his normal speaking voice,
“Salvatore! Salvatore, I don’t want you to go.”

Hearing his father’s words made Sal smile.
“See you, Pop,” he whispered softly.

With his suitcase firmly in hand, Sal
hurried down the three flights of stairs, stopping outside on his
stoop. Having great affection for his neighborhood, Sal inhaled
deeply as he gazed up-and-down Arthur Avenue. Fondly, he remembered
his first stickball game, his first day of school, and the first
time he kissed a girl on the corner. Then with a spring in his
step, Sal proceeded down the sidewalk into a dark and dangerous
future.

How different this was from when Salvatore
had been uprooted from his grandparents’ home in Sicily so many
years ago. Yet, once again, someone who loved him wanted him to
stay. Fighting back his tears, Peter hung out his window for as
long as possible, watching his son until he turned the corner at
the end of the block, and was gone from sight.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 


Each evening, the national and local
television news aired film footage of American military casualties.
The Vietnam War had become dinner theater as Americans watched
young, brave men fight and die. The sweltering temperatures of the
summer of 1968 paled in comparison to the heated debates on Capitol
Hill regarding America’s involvement in Southeast Asia. The growing
anti-war movement had found its way from the liberal big cities to
the conservative rural towns of the Midwest. As a result, even the
staunchest proponents of the war in Indochina were now second
guessing the United States involvement in this costly and divisive
conflict.

Falsely believing this campaign could be won
through a “war of attrition,” the Joint Chiefs of Staff had greatly
underestimated the fighting spirit of the North Vietnamese people.
This misguided philosophy, combined with the White House’s
policies: not to exceed troop levels of 550,000 combat soldiers in
Vietnam; not to invade the north; not to mine Hai Phong Harbor; and
not to allow American forces to pursue the enemy into Laos and
Cambodia, would prove to be their undoing.

Propped up by several pillows, Sal laid on
his bunk writing a letter that he knew would go unanswered. Having
returned from field operations several hours ago, he still wore the
muddy olive-drab green uniform that he had worn for several days
out in the bush. Curiously, the other men who shared Sal’s tent
were nowhere to be found. They were probably out getting drunk, or
releasing their pent-up frustrations in the numerous brothels and
night clubs that had sprung up on the outskirts of their base camp.
Although there was excessive drinking and a great deal of drug use
by a noteworthy percentage of the soldiers, when it was time to
saddle up, most of the men did their job with great efficiency and
skill.

First Platoon Leader, Second Lieutenant,
Jonathan Symonds, sat in his billet sipping Kentucky Bourbon to
steady his nerves as he wrote reports and letters to the families
of the American soldiers killed in action. Undoubtedly, Symonds
would state in his debriefing report to his superiors that Delta
Company’s mission was a tremendous success, with minimal loss of
American life, and a favorable kill ratio of four-to-one. Being as
diplomatic as possible, Symonds would then explain to the parents
of the fallen men how bravely their sons fought, and that they died
honorably in a worthy cause to keep the people of South Vietnam and
the world free from the threat of Communist expansion.

Delta Company was deployed by Huey’s, East
of Binh Long, on the border of Cambodia near the Ho Chi Minh Trail.
The well-known trail, which ran south from Laos down through
Cambodia to the gulf of Thailand, was the main supply and support
route for the North Vietnamese military. They funneled troops and
munitions to their units in the south through this passage. Delta’s
military objective was to set up a listening post and an ambush for
suspected enemy forces moving freely along the border. They were to
engage the enemy, take prisoners if possible, and gather
intelligence. Delta was slated to be in the field for three days,
after which time they were to hump several clicks to a
predetermined landing zone for pick up.

After two and a half days of dealing with
insects and mosquitoes the size of golf balls, boredom, excessive
heat, dehydration, snakes, and C-Rats, they found the elusive
enemy. Or rather, the enemy found them. A company-strength unit of
combined NVA and VC forces had set up an ambush for the
unsuspecting American soldiers as they made their way through the
jungle to their designated LZ for extraction.

Just before dawn, automatic gunfire from an
AK-47 shattered the jungle’s serenity. First Platoon took cover and
returned fire. After several hours of relentless fighting, the
momentum swung in the American forces favor when Sal and Platoon
Sergeant, Beckman, were able to call for a fire mission and
accurately rain artillery-fire down on the enemy’s position. The
two men then led a fire-team up a nearby ridge out-flanking the
opposing force and caught the enemy in a crossfire. In the
aftermath of the clash, four American soldiers lay dead and two
were wounded. However, “Charlie” suffered the greater number of
casualties, with fifteen confirmed KIA’s.

Sal’s uniform was stained with the dried
blood from a soldier he tried to save after the young man was shot
in the stomach. Though Sal assisted the medic as best he could, the
fatal wound inflicted by the Russian-made AK-47 eventually snuffed
out his life. Only eighteen-years-old, the boy died silently.
Moments from his end, he looked up at Sal, smiled, and was gone.
The ugliness of war had become a way of life for these skilled
jungle fighters. However, looking another human being directly in
their eyes and watching them die was something not even the most
battle-hardened veteran could ever really get used to.

The stress of combat had taken its toll and
greatly changed Sal’s appearance and gregarious personality. Once
possessing a lush, beautiful flowing black mane, Sal now had a
short, regulation G.I.-styled head of hair. Although his face was
tan and still very handsome, Sal’s warm, sexy brown eyes had taken
on a savage glint. His laser-like glare could burn through steel.
Combat veterans who had seen too much death and destruction
referred to it as the “thousand yard stare.”

Like most of his fellow soldiers, Sal slept
in a strong back tent designed to house twelve to fourteen men.
Basically, the tents were a framed structure made out of 2x4s with
canvas draped over them. The tops were secured by lashes and pegs,
and if you were lucky enough to have flooring, it was usually made
of wood.

The tents were gloomy, dirty, and musty, but
the men did their best to make their living quarters comfortable.
Their flimsy Army-issued cots lined the floor on both sides,
creating an aisle down the middle of the tent. Individual
footlockers rested at the base of their bunks and housed their
belongings. Some of the more resourceful grunts slept in homemade
hammocks with netting draped around them to keep the mosquitoes
away at night. Sweat-soaked towels, empty beer cans, dirty
uniforms, and pornographic material were strewn about. The canvas
reeked of mildew from the jungle’s incessant rain and heat.
Pictures of loved ones and mementos from home cluttered the shelves
and tables made out of discarded ammo crates and sandbags.

The framed picture Sal’s grandmother gave
him rested on an empty ammo crate he used as a nightstand. Though
Peter never wrote back, Sal tried to write his father at least once
a week. Holding his crucifix in his fingers, Sal slowly ran it
back-and-forth along the gold chain around his neck as he quietly
re-read a letter to himself to ensure its accuracy.

“How you doing, Pop?

“Things are pretty crazy here. I just got
back from patrol a couple of hours ago. We lost four men. The good
thing is we killed about fifteen or so of these gooks. They’re not
as stupid as everyone back home thinks. They got balls, too. I ran
into Joey ‘The Chin’ and ‘Fat’ Angelo from the neighborhood on
leave in Saigon. They’re pretty messed up. There’s a lot of drugs
and stuff here. But you don’t gotta worry about me ’cause I’m good
to go.

“I guess you’re still pretty mad at me for
leaving the way I did, but I really wouldn’t know, ’cause you never
answer any of my letters. That’s okay. You never answered any of my
mother’s letters either. I did what I thought was right, Pop. Even
though you don’t agree with my decision, it would be kind of nice
to hear from you sometime. I bet you must have been pretty pissed
off when you heard I re-upped for a second tour. I would’ve liked
to seen your face when you got the news. You can yell at me in a
year, when you see me. That is, if I don’t get zapped by some
slope.

“I lost touch with all the fellas from the
neighborhood a long time ago. I guess they’re all too busy to write
me. I hate to admit it, but you was right about Nicole not waiting
for me. She wrote me a letter about a month before I re-upped. She
said that it was immoral for her to be involved with somebody who
murders women and children. I don’t know what she’s talking about.
The only people we ever KIAed was the VC shooting at us first.
Something weird must have happened to her when she went to that
college upstate. We was talking about getting married when I got
home, and the next thing I know, she’s telling me she never wants
to see me again. I guess I’ll never figure out broads.

“Anyway Pop, I hope you’re doing okay. I
guess I’ll see you when I see you. Oh yeah, by the way, happy
birthday.

“Salvatore”

The loud, clumsy entrance of a vaguely
familiar soldier from his platoon disrupted Sal’s thoughts. Angel
Hernandez was a better-than-average looking, slender, dark-skinned
Puerto Rican, standing just under six-feet, with a peach fuzz
mustache, dark eyes, and a poor complexion.

Growing up in Spanish Harlem, Angel was
raised in a shit-hole tenement infested with cockroaches and rats.
The outside of the building was covered with graffiti, and the
first floor windows were boarded up for years because of an
electrical fire. The hallways reeked of urine. Junkies routinely
shot up in the stairwells. Winos slept on the front steps, and in
the winter they made their way inside to sleep anywhere warm. There
was very little, if any, heat in the winter, and no
air-conditioning in the scorching summers.

Angel’s father, Jose Hernandez, wasn’t much
of a father at all. A full-blown heroin addict, Jose was in-and-out
of the Bronx House of Detention so often he considered it his home
away from home...that is until one day he got shived by a fellow
inmate in a dispute over a card game for a lousy pack of smokes.
Jose died a bloody and painful death clutching his chest on the
floor of cell-block D.

Once a beautiful young girl, Ruby Hernandez
had dreams of becoming an actress. Ruby was active in the drama
club at her high school and was earning good grades until she
dropped out soon after meeting Jose. Shortly after that, Ruby found
herself hustling for money to buy scat and shooting up almost as
often as Jose. Six months later, Jose turned her out. Ruby began
turning tricks on the corner to support their habit, and to earn
grocery money to feed Angel and his younger half-brother,
Roberto.

When Angel was sixteen, his mother met her
ugly demise at the hands of an insane homeless man. The bastard
stabbed her in the face and chest forty-four times with a kitchen
knife. After Ruby’s death, Angel did the best he could to care for
Roberto himself. Working odd-jobs and menial duties around the
neighborhood, Angel even sold a little junk to support them.
However, after a phone call was made to Child Services by a
concerned neighbor, the State of New York took Roberto away. They
placed him in a foster home where Roberto was physically abused and
sexually molested by his foster parents. Truly, Roberto was the
only person Angel ever cared about. Having his brother taken from
him would torment Angel for the rest of his life.

Though he lacked any formal education, Angel
was still a slick operator with a line of bullshit second to none.
Confidence and the gift of gab got him over with the ladies, but
none of the other soldiers liked him. Having only been “in country”
a short time, Angel didn’t seem to want to listen to, or learn
from, the veteran soldiers in his squad.

Plopping down on a bunk, Angel silently
watched Sal for several moments. Finally, his face broke into a
smile and he asked, “Hey, what’s up, gringo?”

Briefly, Sal’s eyes darted up and then back
to his notebook.

“I’m Hernandez. Angel Hernandez.”

Sal ignored him.

“And you’re Salvatore Scalise?”

Still, Sal remained silent.

“Man, you don’t say much. Do you? Look bro,
I didn’t come here to fuck with you or nothing like that. I just
wanted to talk to you for a minute. Anyways, I just wanted to say
thanks.”

“Thanks for what, cherry?” Sal asked
apathetically.

“So you can fucking talk.”

“Thanks for what, asshole?”

“You saved my fucking ass out there today.
Don’t you remember?”

Briefly looking him over, Sal said,
“No.”

“Me and four other dudes was pinned down on
a hill. You and some other dudes killed all the motherfucking dudes
shooting at us, and got us the fuck outta there. Does you remember
now?”

“I killed a lotta motherfucker’s since I got
here. What the fuck makes you think I’d remember your sorry
ass?”

“Look at me, bro,” Angel insisted, jutting
his chin. “Have you ever seen a more beautiful specimen of a man in
your life?”

“I remember you now. You’re that jerk-off
that was pissing in his pants instead of returning fire.”

“That was water from my canteen!”

“It smelt like piss.”

“It was water, motherfucker!”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever you say FNG. How the
fuck did you end up over there? Youse was lucky to get outta there
with your brain housing group intact.”

“Symonds?” Angel shrugged. “I just followed
his stupid white ass like everyone else. Anyways, I just wanted to
say thanks. ’cause if it wasn’t for you, I’d be going home with a
flag draped over my pretty Puerto Rican ass. And believe me, all
the foxy mama’s back home would be crying on that day. So I thanks
you, and all my bitches back in the world thanks you.”

“You’re welcome. And by the way, you’re not
much to look at, so don’t go fucking fooling yourself.”

“Lighten up, bro. Shit, I just come here to
talk.” Angel lit a cigarette. “Yo Scalise, I gotta tell you, you
was like a fucking crazy man out there. You fight like this fucking
war is personal or something. What’s your story, bro?”

“You’re still fucking here?”

“C’mon, man. Don’t make me the fucking bad
guy. I was just thinking maybe we could hang out? You know, shoot
some stick. The least I can do is buy you a fucking beer.”

“You’re right. That is the least you can do.
But I don’t wanna be bothered. Understand?”

“Yo bro, I’m just trying to do the right
thing here and show you my appreciation for what you did for me.
Why you gotta fuck with me?”

“Fuck with you?” Sal slammed his notebook
down on his bunk. “How long you been in country, cherry?”

“Couplea weeks, almost a month.”

“You know what you are, fucking new guy?
You’re a dead man and you don’t even know it. You ain’t got no
friends. You ain’t got no family. You’re thousands a miles away
from home and nobody gives a fuck if you live or die. And you’re
gonna die. Screaming like a little-bitch with your fucking guts
hanging out.”

Angel swallowed hard and took a long puff of
his cigarette. “Look man, I ain’t no fucking punk-bitch, awright? I
ain’t scared a nothing. I’ve seen more fucked up shit and been in
more fucked up places than this back home.”

“Oh, yeah. Where’s that?”

Angel puffed out his chest and declared,
“Spanish Harlem, motherfucker! Born and raised.”

“So fucking what.”

“You know what that means, don’t you?”

“No!”

“We’re both from New York, bro. That makes
us homeys, ma man.”

“Homeys? We ain’t fucking homeys.”

“Shit yeah, we are. You’re from the Bronx,
I’m from Harlem. We’s like family,” Angel remarked, humorously.

Sal laughed. “Yeah, we’s just like brothers
from another mother.”

“Brothers, huh? That’s cool. Dig this,
hermano. We should be looking out for each other. You hear what I’m
saying? ’cause I’m telling you as sure as shit these backward ass
country motherfuckers don’t give a rat’s ass about you or me. Maybe
next time I’ll be the one to save your ass.”

“I fucking doubt it.”

“C’mon, bro. You gotta have at least one
friend you can count on over here. Right?”

“You got it all figured out, huh. I’ve seen
your act before, fucko. You ain’t fooling nobody with your tough
talk and bullshit. You’re just another dumb fucking spic going home
in a bag.”

“I ain’t trying to fool nobody. On the real,
I thought maybe I could learn something from you. Maybe enough to
get outta this fucking place someday. Alive! Now, I don’t think
that’s too much to ask from a homey. Is it?”

“Well, I guess I can’t blame you for wanting
to live.”

“That’s all I’m saying. Just give me a
chance. Awright? Let’s go have a few pops over at the club? And if
you still think I’m just another dumb fucking spic, I’ll disappear.
Cool?”

“Well, since you put it like that, what the
fuck. One drink can’t hurt.” Jumping to his feet, Sal and Angel
exited the tent and headed over to the NCO Club.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 


Sal and Angel stood in the doorway looking
around. This was the first time Angel had been inside and he felt a
little out of place, but he would never admit that. Having been
there several times, Sal knew what to expect. MPs were summoned
almost nightly to the NCO Club to break up fights, crap games, or
poker marathons that had grown violent.

Being a grizzled combat veteran, Sal’s
instincts took over and he scanned the room for potential problems.
The joint was swarming with young, rowdy soldiers dealing with the
mind-blowing reality of being in ‘Nam. Combat-fatigued boonie rats,
cherries just in from the “world,” burnt-out chopper pilots, and
overworked medical staff topped the list of the heavier drinkers.
This hodgepodge of problems clad in olive-drab partied every night
like there was literally no tomorrow.

The Club was basically one large
recreational area supported by two load-bearing columns with two
separate rest rooms. It had hardwood flooring, ceiling fans, and
brick walls covered with the neatly framed insignias of the various
units serving “in country.” It had several pool tables, a cigarette
machine, a jukebox, and a host of tables. Many of the men played
darts, cards, or pool, and they bet on everything. The bar was
festively decorated with white Christmas-type lights. The liquor
selection was better than anyone would expect, and every soldier
was routinely over-served to the point of being stinking drunk.

Sitting by himself at a table with a
half-empty bottle of Dewar’s and six full shot glasses, Sal tossed
down the shooters one after another like they were water, chasing
each one with a sip of beer. Shooting pool alone, Angel played on a
table several feet from Sal. Drunkenly leaning over the table to
line up his shot, Angel slowly drew back the stick and then shot.
He missed completely.

“Ah, fuck it! This stick don’t work so good,
anyways.” Lobbing the pool-cue onto the table, Angel staggered
toward Sal and purposely dropped to his knees. Gazing up at his new
friend, Angel proclaimed loudly, slurring his words, “I want you to
know, amigo. That no matter wherever you go, or whatever happens,
if you ever need me, I am your brother for life.”

Downing a shot and taking a sip of beer, Sal
turned to the drunken fool kneeling beside him. “Yeah, yeah, you’ve
been telling me that all night. Change the fucking record,
huh?”

“I swear! Someday, if I had to, I would lay
down my life in place of yours. You hear what I’m saying,
hermano?”

“I hear you, but I gotta tell you something.
I’m really not...the truth is...I ain’t never had any friends like
you before.”

Cocking his head as if confused, Angel
blurted, “You ain’t got no friends?”

“No, asshole. No friends like you.”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

“It means friends that wasn’t...you know,
Italian, or at least white.”

Climbing up off the floor, Angel fell
heavily into a chair next to Sal. “What are you trying to say,
hermano?”

“I ain’t trying to say nothing. I’m just
saying.”

“You don’t like spics?”

“I’m trying to say I don’t trust spics or
nigga’s. But ever since I came to this shitty place, I’ve had to
trust a lotta fucked-up motherfuckers. Motherfuckers, who if I was
back home, I wouldn’t piss on if they was on fire.”

“Si amigo, I understand what you trying to
say now.” Angel smiled.

“As much as I didn’t wanna like you, you
seem like you’re an okay guy. So lemme just make one thing
perfectly clear to you. Don’t ever, and I mean ever, fuck me
over.”

“You got nothing to worry about. I ain’t
never fucked over nobody in my life.”

“Come here!” Taking hold of the back of
Angel’s neck, Sal pulled Angel close to him. Speaking directly into
Angel’s ear, Sal yelled trying to talk over the music. “Angel, I’m
fucking serious. If you ever fuck me over, I’ll kill you. It’s as
simple as that.”

“I hear you, hermano. Can I ask you a
question that’s been bothering me?”

“Why not?”

“Why the fuck did you re-up? I mean you was
done with all this shit. I can’t wait to go home, and I just
fucking got here. What the fuck made a guy with smarts like you
wanna do a second tour, huh? Why the fuck would you do that?”

“I like the action,” Sal said smiling.

“C’mon, hermano.” Angel sipped his beer. “We
drank together. Shared stories. We’ve become amigos. I wanna
know.”

“About a month before my first tour was up,
my girl sent me a ‘Dear John’ letter. She said something about her
friends in college making her realize that she couldn’t go on
seeing someone like me and claim to have a soul. Can you fucking
believe that shit?”

“Is that the reason? Some fucking cunt?”

“Nah, that’s not it,”

“C’mon, I really wanna know.”

“I had this friend, Adam Horowitz, a Jewish
kid from Brooklyn. He was a great fucking guy, one hell of a
soldier, too. The best jungle fighter I ever seen. We used to call
him ‘Moses’ ’cause he always wanted to be out on point. He used to
say it was his job to lead his people safely through the
jungle.”

“He sounds like a crazy motherfucker to
me.”

“I still remember when I first shipped in. I
was greener than a motherfucker. Just like you. Moses could see
that my life expectancy was short. Just like yours. So Adam, he
kinda took me under his wing, and taught me everything he knew. How
to call in air strikes, artillery fire, and go out on point and not
get the shit blown outta me. He gave me a chance to make it outta
here alive. I’ll always love him for that. I still remember the day
they sent his ass home.”

“He went fucking home? You should be happy
for him.”

“Yeah, he went home, awright. In a fucking
body bag! Adam got zapped two weeks before he was supposed to ship
out on that freedom bird.”

“Damn! That’s fucked up.” Angel downed a
shot.

“Me and Adam really got to be good friends.
We talked about going into business together when we got home. We
was gonna open up the first Jew-Talian restaurant in history. Matzo
ball soup and manicottis! What a fucking combo, huh? Moses thought
it woulda went over really big in New York. To be honest with you,
I think he was right.”

“It’s too bad your friend got wasted, Sal.
But that’s the way life is, I guess. You lose a friend, you make a
friend.”

“I guess. But a guy like Adam? He didn’t
fucking deserve to die.”

“So he’s the reason you re-upped?”

“Nah, I already told you.” Sal winked and
smiled. “I like the fucking action.”

Out of nowhere, a very large soldier
purposely barreled into Angel’s chair trying to knock him over.
Standing well over six-feet, the big dumb bully was three
hundred-plus pounds of mostly muscle, but his over-indulgence in
alcohol had produced a spare tire. Well-known as a brawler, most of
the men stayed out of his way. They knew that the punk got off
beating up on his fellow soldiers, preferring to spend time in the
stockade, rather than risk his life out in the bush. Momentarily
stunned, Angel quickly regained his senses. Staring up at the human
Mac truck in combat boots, Angel shouted, “Hey, what’s your fucking
problem, cabron?”

“What did you just call me, asshole?”

Setting his drink down on the table Sal
slowly stood. “He called you a ‘cabron.’”

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing good.”

“Oh, yeah? That little fucking wet-back
better apologize or else.”

“Or else what?” Sal fired back in a menacing
tone.

Though the soldier dwarfed Sal, he
hesitated. He could see in the eyes of the smaller man the gaze of
a deadly human weapon. Sal’s time in Vietnam had taught him that
fear only got men killed. Sal swore a long time ago that he would
rather die than ever back down, or surrender to anyone, ever. In a
show of support, the soldier’s companions gathered around him.

“McLaughlin. That’s your fucking name?” Sal
asked as he checked his name tag.

“Yeah, that’s my fucking name.”

“Well, McLaughlin, I think you owe my friend
here an apology.”

“I don’t apologize to no wet-backs.”

“Wet-backs are Mexicans. Angel’s Puerto
Rican.”

“I don’t apologize to no spics, either.”

“Look, you’re a big, tough Irishman. We get
it. Awright? Why do you wanna pick on this little guy? He’s what,
like a-hundred and sixty pounds, soaking wet with a fucking
hard-on. Just do the right thing and say you’re sorry. Then we can
all get on with our fucking lives.”

“I ain’t saying ‘sorry’ to nobody,
asshole.”

“You’re a real fucking tough guy, ain’t
you?”

“Yeah, I am. So what are you gonna do about
it...” Glancing down at Sal’s name tag McLaughlin continued,
“...Scalise. Isn’t that a wop name?”

Sensing that neither man was going to
relent, Angel stood to broker a truce. The moment he got to his
feet, McLaughlin strongly shoved Angel back down into his chair.
“Nobody told you to get up, scumbag!”

Looking up, Angel pleaded. “Look man, we
don’t want any fucking trouble. We was just about to leave,
anyways. Here, youse can have our table.”

“Then why don’t you two assholes get moving,
’cause you’re stinking the fucking place up.” McLaughlin sniffed
the air. “It smells like a cross between a rancid pizza and a stale
fucking burrito in here.”

McLaughlin’s friends burst out laughing.

“That’s pretty funny, but I still got a
shooter.”

“Don’t let a swallow of scotch cost you your
life, grease-ball,” McLaughlin taunted.

Again, McLaughlin’s friends howled with
laughter.

Gazing over the faces of the men surrounding
him, Sal plotted his next move. “You’re a pretty funny guy. I like
funny guys. So I’ll tell you what I’m gonna do. Outta respect for
your size and in honor of our new friendship I’m gonna make a toast
to you.”

“We ain’t friends, meatball.”

“I know,” Sal responded in a serious
tone.

“On second thought, I think a little Guinea
should have to toast a full-grown Irishman,” McLaughlin stated,
confidence soaring.

“Angel, stand up. Let’s raise our glass in a
toast to our new friend.”

Though confused, Angel stood and raised his
glass. Speaking with a thick Irish brogue, Sal recited this
unsentimental toast: “Here’s to the Irish. God love ’em. Their men
are drunks and their women are whores.”

“You son-of-a-bitch!” McLaughlin roared as
he fired a punch at Sal’s head.

Ducking the powerful right hook, Sal
connected with a vicious right-left combination to McLaughlin’s
chin, stunning the big man briefly. After shaking off his cobwebs,
McLaughlin threw a bone crushing right cross that grazed Sal’s jaw.
Though it didn’t land flush, its force knocked Sal to the floor.
McLaughlin raised his beefy leg and slammed it to the floor trying
to squash Sal, but he rolled away and scrambled to his feet. Using
his speed and agility, Sal landed a straight left and a right hook
to McLaughlin’s head that buckled his knees. Sal then delivered a
jaw-crushing right upper cut that lifted the colossus off his feet.
Like a felled redwood, McLaughlin hit the floor unconscious.
Glaring down at the deplorable heap of humanity, Sal shouted, “Big
fucking tough guy, huh? Next time, watch where the fuck you’re
walking. You stupid mick, donkey, asshole.”

Sal now faced the crowd. “Any of youse
assholes want somea this?”

Collectively the group stepped back, hands
raised. One soldier yelled out, “No way, man!”

“Let’s get the fuck outta here,” Angel said,
laughing at the unconscious bully. Picking up the bottle of scotch
from the table, Angel tucked it into his shirt.

“Why not, I finished my drink,” Sal replied
coolly.

Stumbling out the front door, the two made
their way to Angel’s tent. After making themselves comfortable on
separate bunks, Angel lit a candle, and turned on a small
transistor radio and set the volume on low.

“You knocked that big motherfucker out cold!
Damn, that was something to see. I would pay to see that again.”
Angel laughed, taking a long sip of scotch, and then he handed the
bottle to Sal.

Reaching under his pillow, Angel pulled out
a plastic bag containing several rolled joints. Removing one from
the bag, he lit it, and took a good long hit. “This is some good
shit, man.”

After taking another hit, Angel passed the
joint to Sal, who inhaled deeply. “Yeah, it’s not bad.” Sal smiled.
“I’m starting to feel it already.”

“Now it’s really party time. I just gotta
get my shit first.” Drawing a small knife from his pocket, Angel
dropped to the floor, and carefully pried up several narrow floor
boards. Reaching under the floor, he removed a small tin box.
Again, Angel stuck his arm under the floor and retrieved a small
satchel then sat back down on the bunk. He separated the lid from
the tin box and placed it on an ammo crate near his bunk. Removing
a folded-up piece of paper, Angel carefully unfolded it, revealing
a good quantity of a whitish powder.

“I ain’t putting any of that shit in my
veins.”

“Lighten up, hermano! You’re telling me you
ain’t never shot smack before? What are you fucking shitting me,
man?”

“Do I look like a fucking junkie?”

“I ain’t no fucking junkie. I just use it to
get by. Look man, I didn’t ask to come to this fucked up place. So
if I gotta be here with these zipper heads trying to kill me all
day, every day, I wanna be as fucked up as possible, whenever
possible. I don’t wanna feel nothing if I get hit. And if I get
killed, then it really don’t fucking matter if I’m high or not. Do
it?”

“Yeah, but that shit can really fuck you up.
I mean it can take over your whole fucking life.”

“Only if you let it get a hold of you,
troop. Otherwise it’s as safe as booze or smokes. I’ve been
shooting up for years. It ain’t hurt me none.”

“Yeah, but this shit really ain’t my
thing.”

“Look, hermano, they’re sending us back into
the shit in a couplea days. ‘Till then, I’m gonna get as high as I
can, get me some yellow pussy, and have a good time.”

“You do whatever you wanna do. I ain’t
having nothing to do with it.”

“Whatever you say, my brother, but you don’t
know what you’re missing.”

Rolling up his sleeve, Angel untied the
satchel and removed a spoon, a syringe, and a rubber hose. Tying
off his arm with the rubber hose, he then carefully transferred
heroin to the spoon. Angel held the spoon over the candle until the
powder liquefied. He loaded his syringe, and then injected the
needle into a bulging vein in the fold above his forearm. Carefully
drawing back the plunger, he allowed his blood to mix with the
heroin, and then he depressed the hypodermic needle. Angel appeared
to drift off, a peaceful smile upon his face. Intrigued by the
speed and effect of the innocuous looking powder, Sal asked, “What
does it feel like?”

“It’s like...like getting into some really
good pussy.”

Picking up the syringe, Sal examined it
closely. “I ain’t never saw one of these up close. To be honest
with you, I ain’t never saw nobody shoot up before either.”

“It’s the best trip you’re ever gonna have
in this fucking hell hole.”

“I heard about guys having some fucked up
hallucinations and shit.”

“What could be more fucked up than the shit
we’ve already seen here?” Angel asked serenely.

Appearing torn, Sal finally relented, “Fuck
it! Shoot me up, motherfucker.”

“You got it, bro.” After tying Sal off with
the rubber hose, Angel cooked up some heroin, loaded the syringe,
and injected Sal’s arm.

Sal swooned, falling back onto the bunk. He
hallucinated that he was at a strip club back in the Bronx,
surrounded by all of his friends. The club had a small stage, a
stripper pole, and a bar. Music played loudly as beautiful
half-naked girls, not much older than Sal and his friends, danced
around teasing them. The young beauties stuck their perky bare
breasts into the guys’ smiling faces. Several of the girls gently
massaged some of the fellas’ hard swollen cocks over their tight
jeans. Mikey and Anthony sat on either side of Sal, greedily
squeezing bosoms and caressing firm asses.

“This is fucking living huh, Sal?” Mikey
boasted as he fondled a pair of perfect tits.

Two girls had their enormous breasts lying
right on Anthony’s face. “Sal, when I die, I wanna go just like
this.”

One gorgeous blonde took Sal by his hand and
led him toward a door in the back of the room. All the guys watched
Sal walk away until Mikey finally yelled out, “Hey Sally, where the
fuck you going?”

Looking back over his shoulder, Sal shouted,
“I don’t know. But I hope there’s a bed.”

The girl opened the door and led Sal through
it. When he stepped past the doorway, Sal was transformed into a
six-year-old boy back in Sicily. Young Salvatore and his mother
played in the front yard of his grandparents’ home. They laughed
and sang, enjoying the beautiful sunny day. “You can’t catch me!
You can’t catch me!” Salvatore teased as he ran away from his
mother as quickly as his little legs would carry him.

“I’m going to get you, Salvatore.” Chasing
after her son, Marie followed him around the yard, laughing at her
son’s high-pitched giggle. Taking several more steps, Marie
abruptly stopped and called out in a desperate voice,
“Salvatore!”

Salvatore turned and saw his mother
clutching her arm precisely where Angel shot the poison into Sal’s
arm. Marie shook her head and slowly keeled over. Rushing back,
Salvatore took her hand. “Are you okay, mommy?”

Appearing sad and disappointed, Marie shook
her head and whispered, “No, Salvatore! No!”

Suddenly, Marie turned black and decrepit
and disappeared before her son’s eyes. Salvatore reached out,
trying to touch his now-gone mother. The boy cried, frantically
calling out to her in Italian. “Mommy, where are you? Where are
you, mommy?”

Without warning, ominous black clouds
blotted out the sun. The sky darkened and a wind storm arose. Trees
swayed side-to-side; shingles were blown off roofs, and debris
careened everywhere, causing the now weeping child to cover his
face. Peeking through his tiny fingers, Salvatore searched for his
mother while calling out to her, “Mommy, I’m scared. Where are
you?”

As he wandered through a grove of trees,
Salvatore found himself alone at his mother’s grave. Dropping down
onto his knees near the headstone, the boy wailed. The earth on top
of his mother’s grave began to separate and break apart, and a
woman’s decayed hand tore up through the soil and seized the arm
injected with the poison. The hand tried to yank Salvatore down
under the dirt. Fighting back with all of his strength, the boy
struggled to keep from being pulled into the grave. Finally able to
break free, Salvatore fell backwards.

Sitting up quickly, Sal awoke from his
hallucination drenched in sweat. He was breathing heavily and
disoriented. With an unsteady hand he reached for the bottle of
scotch resting on an ammo crate. “Jesus fucking Christ!” Sal
whispered to himself.

Looking around, he could see Angel sprawled
out unconscious on a chair fashioned out of sandbags. After taking
a long sip from the bottle, Sal slowly laid back down.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 


The thick leafy canopy of the jungle blocked
out most of the sun; only shards of sunlight cut through. Dirt
kicked up by the soldiers’ scuffling boots appeared to hang,
suspended in the sparse shafts of light. Nearby, a brook lazed
through green moss-covered rocks surrounding its banks. The clear
water seemed to hum a sad song as it traveled carelessly to its
final destination. Giant mosquitoes feasted on the exposed skin of
every man. Snakes, scorpions, and ants lurked under every rock and
fallen tree.

Leading the platoon through the dense
foliage, with his M-16 securely in hand, Sal negotiated the
unfamiliar territory with an experienced combat eye. Instinctively,
he shifted his focus from the jungle floor to the next wall of
green ahead of him, alert for ambushes, booby traps, mines, or an
enemy bunker. Following close behind him, Angel tried to walk in
Sal’s exact footsteps for fear of setting off some type of
explosive device.

The rest of the platoon, approximately forty
men, attempted to keep their intervals so as not to create a
target-rich environment for a lone sniper or a concentrated enemy
attack. One young muscular soldier carried his M-60 automatic
machine gun across his straining shoulders. The metallic belt of
rounds crisscrossed his body appearing like a suit of armor.
Another man held an M-79 grenade launcher, poised to fire it down
range at the first sign of a conflict.

In addition to their designated weapon, each
man carried at a minimum: several grenades, two full ammo pouches,
two colored smoke canisters, a bandage, poncho, shovel, flashlight,
and a full canteen secured to their web gear.

A young soldier accidentally tripped over
some tree roots and fell into the thick brush. As he struggled to
right himself, his heavy pack rendered him as helpless as a turtle
on its back. Eventually, several other men had to assist him in
breaking free from the foliage’s suffocating grip. The men made
every effort possible to avoid the tall, thick, elephant grass
littering the jungle floor. If it rubbed up against your bare skin,
it stung like a swarm of hornets.

Some of the more superstitious grunts had a
variety of good luck charms and religious paraphernalia hanging
around their necks and strapped to their steel pots. The men’s
sweat-soaked rucksacks and helmets felt twice as heavy in the
stifling heat. Perspiration streamed down their faces and no matter
how much water they consumed, the heat and humidity sucked up their
strength and stamina like a sponge. Dehydration left each man
feeling weak and lightheaded. This constant battle with the
elements, coupled with the anxiety of knowing an elusive enemy was
waiting, only worsened an already stressful situation.

Without warning, the quiet of the jungle was
violated by the whistle of a mortar round. It exploded near two
men, who were blown up into the air. They fell to the ground
bleeding and broken. Someone shouted, “Incoming!”

The men scrambled to cover. Dirt, rocks,
sticks, and leaves pelted them as they crawled behind stumps and
trees. Another mortar round exploded several feet from where Sal
and Angel had just been standing before they dove beneath a dead
tree trunk. The concussion from the blast ripped small trees and
vegetation from the ground hurling them up into the air.

Soldiers fired their M-16s and threw
grenades at what appeared to be enemy positions ahead in the brush.
The M-60 gunner lit up the jungle with three-second bursts of
suppressive fire, as bullets and tracer rounds ricocheted off rocks
and trees. There was a great deal of shouting, smoke, and
confusion. The ground shook from the continuous pounding of the
mortar rounds. Fearful shouts of “Medic! Medic!” sounded out from
every wounded G.I.

Enemy shells exploded all around the
American forces. Bodies of young soldiers were ripped apart by
direct hits. The lower portion of a human leg, boot still attached,
landed several feet from Angel. He stared at the dismembered limb,
its shinbone and calf bone protruding. “We gotta get the fuck outta
here, man! I don’t wanna die! Not in this fucking place!” Angel
shrieked.

Stupidly, Angel tried to get up, prompting
Sal to secure him in a choke hold. Gasping for breath, Angel
desperately tugged at the forearm. Sal slightly eased his grip and
yelled, “Just relax! This is war, motherfucker! If you can survive
this, you can survive anything.”

Crouching behind a tree several meters away
was Sergeant Beckman. Snatching the handset from the radio
operator, Beckman hollered, “Get Six on the line!” Trying to talk
over the raging battle, the sergeant urgently shouted into the
handset. “Charlie Six, this is Charlie Three. We’re pinned down and
are under an enemy mortar attack. We need a priority fire mission
now, over.”

“Charlie Three this is Charlie Six. What are
your fire mission coordinates, over?”

Scanning his map, Beckman relayed the
enemy’s position. “Charlie Six this is Charlie Three. Fire mission
coordinates are 76359er. I say again, 76359er, over.”

“Roger that, Charlie Three, 76359er. First
round is on its way. We’ll need you to adjust fire, over.”

“Charlie Six this is Charlie Three, roger
that, over.”

The first artillery round fell farther
behind the enemy’s position than expected. The sergeant shouted
back into the handset, “Charlie Six this is Charlie Three, adjust
fire. Adjust fire. Down fifty, over.”

“Roger that Charlie Three, adjusting fire,
down fifty, over.”

Elated to see the next round fall directly
on the enemy’s position and inflict casualties, Beckman screamed,
“You’re right on ’em! Fire for effect. I say again, fire for
effect!”

“Roger that Charlie Three, fire for effect.
Keep your head down, this is Six, out.”

Tossing the handset back to the radio
operator, Beckman yelled to his men, “Get down! Here it comes!”

American artillery fire relentlessly
pummeled the enemy’s position. The jungle ahead of First Platoon
exploded into flames and fear. Trees were blown out of the ground;
bushes and shrubs were propelled across the jungle like dust in a
wind storm; rocks, small rooted plants, and dirt were shot up high
into the air. Screams of wounded VC and NVA soldiers ascended above
billowy clouds of black smoke.

After fifteen minutes of non-stop shelling
and small arms fire on both sides, the raging battle slowed, then
ceased. As usual, Beckman was the first to his feet, shouting, “All
right assholes, the fun’s over. On your feet. Where’s Doc? We got
men here that need medical attention.”

Platoon Sergeant Donald Beckman was one of
those rare and unique individuals who were truly unforgettable. He
stood six-feet-four and weighed three hundred pounds. A career
soldier, Beckman had a crew-cut, a mischievous grin, dangerous
eyes, and a long scar on the left side of his face. While on leave
in Saigon one night, he got into a fight with a drunken Marine over
one particular young Vietnamese girl in his favorite brothel. When
Beckman turned his head, the angry jar-head broke a beer bottle
across his face giving him the nasty reminder of their encounter.
Ironically, Beckman didn’t seem to care about the scar because he
told anyone who asked that he got it during maneuvers in the “bad
bush.”

Warily emerging from the devastation, the
Platoon gathered its equipment. Handing Beckman several body bags,
the Medic muttered in a subdued tone, “Here you go, Sarge,” and he
knelt down beside a severely injured soldier to treat his wounds.
Beckman in turn gave the bags to another soldier and barked,
“Geraci, bag ’em, and tag ’em! Baginsky, Kelly, grab three FNG’s
and help Geraci carry the dead and wounded. Move assholes!”

As ordered, the men solemnly loaded the
remains of their dead comrades into the thick black plastic bags
and sealed them. Approaching from behind, Beckman slapped Sal on
the back. “Scalise, get on point. Get us the fuck outta here and
watch out for booby traps.” Turning to the other men, the sergeant
yelled, “Let’s move, motherfuckers.”

The jungle was eerily quiet and the distinct
odors of scorched earth, cut leaves, sweat, and gun oil lingered in
the air. Like a jungle cat, Sal maneuvered through the thick brush
until he came across a suspicious spot of green leaves atop a patch
of burnt ground in a clearing.

Raising his clinched fist, the men
immediately stopped and covered. Silently, Sal waved Angel up to
his position. Pointing down to the fresh green leaves, Sal used
only hand gestures to explain that he would lift the greenery and
Angel was to cover him. Nodding he understood, Sal positioned
himself. On the count of three, Sal quickly lifted the foliage.
Jumping up and surprising everyone was a small boy. Startled, Angel
fired off a shot at the boy’s head, but Sal managed to strike the
muzzle of Angel’s M-16 and divert the round.

“Damn Angel! You almost shot the little
guy.”

“Good! What the fuck is he doing here,
anyway?” Angel shouted, shaken.

Having learned to speak Vietnamese fluently
from a Montagnard soldier Sal befriended during his first tour of
duty, he questioned the frightened little boy in his native
language. “Are you all right?”

“My foot hurts,” the boy answered
softly.

Peering down at the foot, Sal could see a
large gash. “Sit down. I’ll take care of it for you.” Kneeling
down, Sal cleaned the boy’s foot using water from his canteen and
an antibacterial agent. Sal then drew a bandage from its pouch and
efficiently dressed the wound.

“What are you doing out here,” Sal asked
curiously.

“I was looking for my dog. I must find him!”
the boy answered, sounding sincere.

“Why were you hiding under the leaves?”

“I was afraid that you might be Vietcong
soldiers.”

“Where do you live?”

The boy pointed east. “I live in the
WatooVillage by the river.”

Sal removed a map from his pack and examined
it. Angered by the delay, Sergeant Beckman moved in on the
situation. “What the fuck’s going on here, Scalise? We need to be
at Check Point Victor Tango in thirty mikes for extraction. What’s
the fucking hold up?”

Trying to impress the sergeant, Angel
sounded out, “We found this little kid. He’s hurt.”

“Nobody’s fucking talking to you, cherry.
I’m talking to him. Scalise, this ain’t no fucking children’s
hospital. Leave the little dink for the rats. Move out.”

“C’mon Beck, he’s all banged up. He lives in
a village about two clicks down river. We’re going right by it. I
can carry him the whole way.”

“Scalise, I always thought you was a badass
from New York. Turns out you’re sweet, like a little flower,”
Beckman mocked, sounding like a little girl. Then his voice became
gruff and amplified, “Carry the little fucker if you wanna. We need
to didi now.” Turning to Angel, Beckman snapped, “Hernandez, you’re
on point. Move your sorry fucking ass troop.”

Scurrying out front of the Platoon, Angel
assumed point. Slinging his M-16 to his pack, Sal scooped up the
boy and carried him in his arms like a bride across the threshold.
After humping several hundred meters, Angel spotted something.
Raising his fist, everyone stopped and covered. Angel waved Sal up
to his position. Laying the boy down on the ground along with his
pack and weapon, Sal drew his .45 from its holster, and quickly
moved up to Angel.

“What do you see?” Sal whispered.

Angel shook his head. “Nothing, forget it. I
thought it was a fucking bunker.”

Suddenly, a burst of automatic gunfire rang
out, followed by a single shot. Racing back to the boy, Sal was
horrified to find three of his fellow soldiers lying dead on the
ground and the boy shot through the head still clutching Sal’s
M-16. “What the fuck happened?”

Rifling through the dead boy’s clothes,
Beckman still held his .45-cal pistol in his hand as smoke rose
from the barrel. The sergeant quickly found enemy documents,
papers, and other intelligence carefully hidden in the boy’s
clothing. “Scalise, I gotta fucking hand it to you. You sure can
pick ’em. This little fucker was a sapper. He must’ve got caught up
in our artillery fire and couldn’t make it back to his tunnel.”

Dropping down to his knees, Sal frantically
checked the fallen men’s vital signs. The sergeant angrily shoved
Sal away from the bodies of the dead soldiers. “Forget ’em asshole.
They’re fucking gone. Scalise, get back on point. And don’t pick up
anymore fucking strays. Doc take care of these poor bastards. I
need people to carry these bodies. Let’s move!”

Sal snatched up his rifle and pack, and
staggered away from the bullet-riddled bodies of his fellow
soldiers, wrongly blaming himself for their deaths.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 


Sal sat on his bunk gulping scotch from a
bottle while Angel slumped in a chair puffing on a joint. “Hermano,
it’s been two fucking days and you’re still thinking about that
fucking gook kid? The little dink deserved what he got. I only wish
it was me who greased that little cocksucker insteada Beck.”

“Fuck him!” Sal took a long hit from the
joint. “I’m thinking about the poor bastards that got wasted ’cause
I was fucking stupid enough to try and help that little
fucker.”

“Don’t sweat it, homey. Those motherfuckers
was gonna get it sooner or later. This place is a fucking trip,
man. You can’t trust nobody up in this motherfucker. Death’s right
around the corner for all of us, hermano.”

“I heard that.”

Sitting up, Angel took the joint back.
“Hermano, I been thinking about some serious shit lately.”

“Like what?”

“I been thinking about what we should do
when we didi outta this motherfucker. I thought maybe we could go
into business for ourselves. Kinda like the way you and that Jew
was gonna do.”

“Angel, don’t be thinking too much.
Awright?”

“Hold up! You’ve been telling me since I met
you that the smart guys always got a plan. Well, I got a fucking
plan. I know dudes back in Harlem, some real fucking heavy hitters.
And I know that you know your way around the Bronx. I figure we
could set up shop, and go into business for ourselves. We could
make a fucking killing dealing horse back home.”

“All I’m thinking about right now is getting
over to the Lucky Dragon to get me some pussy. We’ve been shooting
up so much lately I ain’t had a woman in months. I’m fucking backed
up.”

“Ain’t you even gonna talk to me about
it?”

“There ain’t nothing to talk about. If we’re
lucky enough to get outta here, I figure you’ll go your way and
I’ll go mine. All that friends-for-life bullshit sounds good in the
movies, but the truth is, it’s a dog-eat-dog motherfucking world.
You ain’t figured that out yet?”

“I see how things is, hermano. I guess after
all the good times we done had, and after all the shit we been
through, I’ll always just be a dumb fucking spic to you.”

Sal laughed. “Angel, what the fuck crawled
up your ass? Chances are, neither one of us is gonna make it outta
this fucking meat grinder in one piece. And I’m telling you just
like a virgin on prom night, we’re gonna end up getting fucked, one
way or another. So stop fucking talking about going home. You’re
gonna fucking jinx us.” Standing, Sal finished off the scotch and
tossed the empty bottle onto his bunk. “I really need to get some
man. So let’s do it to it.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right. The funny thing
about pussy is we spend the first nine-months of our lives trying
to get outta it, and the resta our lives trying to get back into
it.”

“Ain’t that the motherfucking truth?”

Stepping out of the tent, Sal and Angel
fleetly covered the distance between their base camp and one of the
most popular brothels in their sector: the Lucky Dragon. Formerly
known as the PierreHotel, the Pierre was once a beautiful, haughty
French hotel. It catered to esteemed French dignitaries, government
leaders, and VIP’s from all over the world. When France pulled out
of Southeast Asia after suffering a humiliating defeat at
Dienbienphu in May of 1954, the proprietor closed its doors for
good. Consequently, he fled Indochina for the safety of Paris,
leaving the hotel to be taken over by the local Vietminh crime
bosses. The elegant locale soon became a place of prostitution,
gambling, and narcotics trafficking.

Entering through the stylish front doors,
Sal and Angel were greeted by an old Vietnamese woman seated behind
what was once the front desk. A crudely stated sign on the wall
above her head read in English: “Over One Million G.I’s Served.”
After collecting their twenty-dollar “entertainment fee,” the woman
directed them to sit in a waiting room.

Several minutes later, a very young,
attractive Vietnamese girl of about sixteen motioned them to follow
her. Leading them down a hall, she stopped in front of two
individual rooms. In broken English, the girl instructed them to
enter their rooms, close the door, and wait.

Swaggering into his room, Angel flashed Sal
an adolescent smile and a thumbs up. Strolling into his, Sal closed
the door, and got comfortable on the bed. Minutes later the door
slowly creaked open and an even younger girl, looking more
Polynesian than Vietnamese, tiptoed into the room dressed in a
seductive teddy. Pin-straight, shoulder-length, shiny black hair
outlined her stunning face. Her exotic dark eyes were accompanied
by an innocent smile, well-developed breasts, and a hard, sexy
body.

Sal rose quickly from the bed and went to
her. Romantically, he embraced the adolescent beauty and asked
sweetly, “How you doing?”

The girl trembled as if unaccustomed to
kindness or possibly frightened by the impending acts of
perversion. Light from a full moon shown through the window onto
the girl’s face making it easier to gage her age and prompting Sal
to inquire, “Hey, how old are you?”

Wearing too much makeup in a feeble attempt
to look older, the frightened little mouse squeaked out with a
Vietnamese accent, “Sixteen.”

“Hell no! How old are you really?”

“Fourteen.”

“Tell that lady to send me another girl. I
ain’t...I can’t...I’m sorry.” Sal hurriedly headed toward the door
as if he were going to leave. Chasing after him, the girl took hold
of Sal’s uniform and stopped him. “Please don’t go!”

“Look, it ain’t personal. I think you’re
very cute. It’s just...I can’t do this.”

“Why not? I’m a woman and you’re a man.”

Holding back a laugh, Sal kindly explained,
“I know. But I’m too old for you.”

“If you refuse me, they will beat me, and
throw me out into the street.”

Sal shook his head in disgust. “I don’t
wanna see you get hurt. But I don’t know what else to do.” Sal sat
down on the edge of the bed and scratched his head. Gazing down on
his troubled face, the Asian beauty asked sheepishly, “You do not
find me desirable?”

Nodding, Sal stated enthusiastically, “I
find you very desirable. It’s just that where I come from we
don’t...you’re just too young for me.”

“I’ve been with many American men much older
than you.”

“What the hell are you doing here, anyways?”
Sal fired back, angered by her circumstances.

“I do not have any place to go.”

“Where’s your family?”

“I’ve been working all day. May I please sit
down?”

“Sure. Lay down. Relax.”

Stretching out on the bed, the girl
requested politely, “Please lie down next to me.”

“Awright,” Sal replied kindly and slid into
bed next to her.

“My family fled to Laos after the Tet lunar
New Year.”

“Why didn’t you go with ’em?”

“I was on my way to meet them. But something
terrible happened to me.”

“What happened?”

“I stopped to buy some fruit for our
journey, when a young boy who had a grenade hidden in his clothes
blew himself up. He was trying to kill some American soldiers
seated in a nearby cafe. I was sent to a hospital. My family didn’t
know where I was. They were told by the American nurses at the
hospital that I was killed in the explosion. My family had little
time, so they left for Laos. The nurses at the hospital promised my
mother they would see that I was given a proper burial.”

“That’s terrible. Do you have any idea where
your family is?”

“Yes, I know exactly where they are. They
live with my uncle in a small village just across the border.”

“So why don’t you just head over there?”

“It’s very dangerous. If I can save up
enough money I can bribe the soldiers and pay a guide to take me
safely across the border so I can be with my family.”

“How much do you need?”

“One hundred American dollars,” the girl
said, sounding desperate.

“How much do you got?”

“They pay me one dollar per customer here. I
have twenty dollars saved.”

“Jesus Christ!”

“Why are you angry?”

“It ain’t right that you gotta do this. I
guess it ain’t right for me to be here either. But that’s a
different story completely.”

“You are a very nice man. I can see kindness
and honor in your eyes,” the girl said as she reached out and
gently stroked Sal’s cheeks.

“You can see all that just from looking into
my eyes, huh?”

“Yes.”

“Tomorrow I’ll be out in the jungle hunting
and killing your people. What do you think about me now?”

Affectionately, she smiled. “I think you are
a good man who is in a very, very bad place.”

“You’re pretty smart for a little girl.”
Reaching into his pocket Sal pulled out every dollar he had left.
“Here, I got a hundred and twenty dollars. It’s all I got. It’s
yours. Just promise me that you’ll use the money to find your
family.”

“I cannot take your money.”

“Sure you can. If you don’t, I’ll just use
it for something stupid, or lose it gambling. I’d rather see it go
for something good. Please, take it. Find your family. My God,
you’re just a baby. You deserve a better life than this.” Sal
placed the money into the girl’s hand and closed her fingers
tightly around the cash.

“I will. I promise. Only a man of honor
would do this for a stranger.”

The sound of squeaking bedsprings could be
heard from Angel’s room. Slowly, Sal’s eyes moved over the girl’s
body. “Yeah, I’m a real prince.”

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 


The sun hadn’t even made its presence felt
by the time Delta Company loaded up onto the choppers. The Huey’s
lifted-off from the base camp heliports and sliced through the
moon-lit sky like birds of prey. The aircrafts were cramped, and
each soldier struggled to find a comfortable position. Eventually,
the blade slap fell into a rhythmic, almost hypnotic cadence, and
the men’s minds began to drift. The flight was long and uneventful,
giving the soldiers too much time to think about wives,
girlfriends, and families: thoughts that might freeze up new
recruits in a fire-fight and get themselves or someone else
killed.

As the sun climbed over the horizon it
ignited another scorching hot, humid day in the jungle. Unbeknownst
to the men of First Platoon, they were on a mission that would soon
dramatically alter the course of many lives. Shattering the quiet
on the lead Huey, Sergeant Beckman shouted, “Get ready, assholes.
We’re going in.”

The helicopter descended quickly. Promptly,
that Huey was followed by the next chopper, and so on. Leveling off
several feet above the ground, the experienced combat pilots slowed
their forward progress, maintaining just enough speed to avoid
being a stationary target. M-60 door gunners opened up, spraying
the surrounding terrain with cover-fire. Leaping from the
helicopters, the men sprinted from the LZ toward the concealment of
the jungle. After the last man had jumped, the Huey’s quickly
ascended with the M-60 gunners continuing to pepper the
landscape.

Instinctively, every veteran soldier knew by
the uneasy feeling in his stomach that they were deep in enemy
territory. The jungle held many dangers, but the knowledge that the
crafty enemy had the ultimate home-field advantage caused them the
greatest discomfort. Knowing that a VC ambush might be waiting
behind the next, never ending wall of green was quite
unnerving.

These fears, whether real or imagined, made
every man tighten up just a little more. Understanding that there
were only two ways out of the bush, either on your feet or in a
bag, each man carried on.

Beckman raised his hand and shouted, “First
Platoon over here!” The men fell into formation as the sergeant
singled out his favorite target. “Scalise, I want you on point. Big
fucking surprise, huh?”

“You know Beck, just once I’d like you to
forget my name.”

“I’m gonna make you famous, Scalise. You’re
gonna be the Guinea’s answer to Sergeant York and Audie
Murphy.”

“Fuck you,” Sal fired back in lighthearted
tone.

“Scalise, if you wasn’t my best point man,
I’d kick your little wop ass all the way back to the Bronx,” the
sergeant threatened in a jovial tone.

“You mean you’d try, fat man.”

“Come here, Sal. I wanna talk to you for a
second.”

“‘Sal?’ You never call me ‘Sal.’ This must
be pretty fucking important.”

Leading Sal away from the Platoon, the
sergeant looked around to ensure that they were out of earshot.

“What’s the matter, Beck? You’re acting
like...like you’re fucking scared or something.”

“Shut the fuck up, Scalise. Look, I know
we’re gonna run into something pretty fucking hairy out there. Our
Platoon is the bait to bring ’em out. The Intel on this is all
screwed up and that asshole Lieutenant Symonds is dumber than shit.
He volunteered our Platoon to lead out on this operation against my
advisement not to. That bootlicker must be looking to make Captain
with our blood.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“You’re the only one I can count on. Take us
out slow and don’t let the men get too spread out. They’re fucking
out there. If they catch us with our pants down there’s gonna be a
fucking massacre. I ain’t gonna leave here with our tails between
our legs like the fucking French. So don’t let our strength get cut
in half. Roger that?”

“Yeah, I roger that.”

“Keep the radio operator close and your grid
map handy if we need air support.”

“No problem.” Sal started to move out.

Taking hold of Sal’s arm, Beckman hesitantly
confessed, “Yeah, I am. Scared, I mean. If you had any fucking
sense in that thick guinea skull of yours, you’d be too.”

“Thanks for the pep talk, Beck.” Feeling
even more ill at ease, Sal made his way over to the radio operator.
Bobby Thompson was a tall, thin, good-looking, nineteen-year-old
kid from Philadelphia. “What’s up, Sal?” Bobby asked.

“I don’t fucking know, man. Nonea this shit
feels right to me. Bobby, you better stick close. If things get
shitty, we’re gonna need arty and air support to get the fuck outta
here with our balls intact.”

“Roger that. I’ll be right behind you,”
Bobby assured.

After negotiating several hundred meters of
unforgiving terrain, Sal looked back over his shoulder. Making
every effort possible to keep the men moving at their proper
intervals, Sal noted, through no fault of his own, that the platoon
had thinned out far too much. Most of the men were falling farther
behind than advisable. Faintly, Sal could hear Beckman’s steady
flow of obscenities and insults directed at the slower men. Sal
watched as the sergeant fell back, disappearing into the dense
brush behind him.

 


Stalling for time to give the other men a
chance to re-establish their intervals, Sal removed his canteen
from his web gear. Swallowing a few mouthfuls of the precious
liquid, he turned to Bobby. “You want a sip?”

“No thanks, Sal.”

A terrible, sharp whizzing sliced the air.
Tracer rounds whistled by their heads and men dropped all around,
screaming, “I’m hit! I’m hit!” Knowing that First Platoon had
wandered into the trap, Sal screamed as loud as he could to alert
the men further back, “Take cover! Take cover!”

Enemy mortar rounds fell like a sudden
downpour from the sky. Agonizing shrieks of “Medic!” rose over the
distinctive rat-a-tat-tat of the enemy’s AK-47 automatic gunfire.
Streaking toward cover, Sal and Bobby took up a position in the
high ground near a cluster of trees. They laid down three-second
bursts of suppressive fire while Sal attempted to assess the
Platoon’s situation. Gut instinct told him that he and First
Platoon were in deep shit. Pulling his map from his pocket, Sal
intently studied it. “We need air support right now! Call it in,
Bobby, coordinates 09er326.”

Excitedly, Bobby repeated the coordinates
back to Sal, “09er326, you got it!” Urgently, he yelled into the
handset, “Charlie Six this is Charlie Three, over.” He waited for a
response. “Charlie Six this is Charlie Three, over...Charlie Six
this is Charlie Three, over.” Bobby turned to Sal. “They’re not
responding!”

“Keep fucking trying. This is it, man!”
Firing several more bursts of gunfire, Sal pulled the pin on one of
his grenades and hurled it down range toward an enemy muzzle
flash.

“Charlie Six this is Charlie Three. If you
can hear me we need air support at coordinates 09er326. We have
encountered a large enemy force and are in danger of being
over-run, over.”

“Bobby, where the fuck is Beck? He should be
up here by now.”

“I don’t know, Sal.” Bobby looked around.
“Maybe he’s dead!”

As he surveyed the surrounding terrain, Sal
recognized that First Platoon was vulnerable on their left. Worried
the enemy would maneuver into a position that would give them the
advantage, Sal ordered, “Bobby Get Six on the horn. We need air
support right now! We gotta protect our left flank. If they get us
in a crossfire, we are truly fucked. I ain’t fucking going out like
that!”

Finally, Six responded: “Charlie Three this
is Charlie Six, over.”

“Thank God!” Bobby shouted back. “Charlie
Six this is Charlie Three. We need air support ASAP. We’re getting
the shit blown out of us, over.”

“Charlie Three this is Charlie Six. We were
experiencing technical problems. We did receive your initial
transmissions and have birds on the way. They should be there
shortly but you’re gonna have to talk them in and drop smoke,
over.”

“Roger that, Charlie Six.” Looking up, Bobby
saw a squadron of F-100 Supersabre’s rapidly approaching. “Charlie
Six this is Charlie Three. We got the birds in sight and are
dropping smoke, over.”

“Hang in there, Charlie Three. If you need
us we’ll be here. This is Six, out.”

Ripping a canister of colored smoke off his
web gear, Sal popped it and tossed it as far ahead of his position
as he could. Speedily, he popped another and another, tossing them
down range. The green mist slowly rose up into the air, marking the
furthest forward progress of First Platoon, and giving the pilots
an accurate indicator of the enemy’s position.

The veteran combat pilots descended quickly.
The aircraft came in fast and low, firing deadly salvos of rockets,
and spraying the enemy ground troops with their 50-caliber guns.
Other planes dropped their payloads directly onto the NVA soldiers
who had dug-in positions.

Sal scanned the sky and noticed that several
fixed-wing aircraft were coming in at too much of a direct angle to
First Platoon’s position. Fearing that the pilots would drop their
ordinates too early, and that they might strike the American
troops, Sal hollered, “Hey Bobby, those guys, they’re bringing it
in pretty damn close. Call’em off to our whiskey right now!”

“No problem, Sal. This is Charlie Three to
Squadron Leader. Charlie Three to Squadron Leader, over”

“Charlie Three this is Squadron Leader,
‘Silk Daddy,’ over.”

“Silk Daddy, this is Charlie Three. We need
your two approaching aircraft from the North to pull off about a
hundred yards to our whiskey. They’re bringing it in a little too
tight, over.”

“Charlie Three, that’s me and my wing-man
you’re referring to. We see your smoke and we have those little
people in sight. We are adjusting to target, over.”

Skillfully, the pilots performed a left
banking maneuver allowing the streaking fighter-bombers to drop
their napalm and white-phosphorous directly onto the NVA forces.
The jungle burst into flames and all that could be heard were the
blood-curdling screams of burning enemy soldiers. Eventually the
giant blaze receded into small scattered brush fires and the
distressing shrieks of anguish faded to a smoldering silence.

“Damn, that was some good flying! Tell that
son-of-a-bitch drinks are on us,” Sal yelled, excitedly.

“Silk Daddy, beers are on us! Thanks,
over.”

“Charlie Three, glad to be of service. Oh,
by the way, I was just wondering if you guys know where you
are.”

Bobby shrugged, “Vietnam?”

“That’s a negative, Charlie Three. You’re in
Cambodia, over.”

“What the fuck are we doing in Cambodia?”
Sal asked, confused.

“I got no fucking idea. But with that
asshole Symonds in charge, we’re lucky we’re not in China.” Talking
back into his handset Bobby continued, “Silk Daddy, this is Charlie
Three. We are aware of our position. Have a safe trip home,
over.”

Before disengaging, the two aircraft circled
First Platoon’s position one last time. “Charlie Three, this is
Silk Daddy, just an FYI. Last intelligence I saw showed the enemy
had a heavy troop build-up on the border. You boys might wanna
think about making a hasty departure at your earliest convenience,
over.”

“Silk Daddy, this is Charlie Three, roger
that. Thanks for the help, out.”

Spotting Angel on a hill near his position,
Sal tapped Bobby on his shoulder. “Follow me!”

Amidst a hail of bullets, the two men
sprinted over to Angel’s position. Firing back as he ran, Sal
peppered the surrounding jungle. Cowering behind a large dirt
mound, Angel lay motionless. Dropping down right next to him, Sal
hollered angrily, “Why ain’t you firing, asshole?”

“Sal, are you fucking crazy! What the fuck
are you doing?”

“I’m saving your ass again, you stupid
bastard. Fire your fucking weapon!”

Angel held his weapon away from his body and
fired it indiscriminately down range, blindly spraying whatever was
in front of him.

Sal laughed. “You’d think by the way they’re
shooting at you, Charlie must know you’re Puerto Rican.”

“Yeah, well, if I’m gonna die, I’m glad it’s
gonna be with your crazy ass.”

“Oh yeah, why is that?”

“’Cause if we’re going to hell, I bet you’ll
know where to get the best pizza.”

Sal smiled. “You got that right.”

Foolishly, Angel rose up to fire his weapon
and took an enemy round in his left upper chest. The force of the
round knocked him to the ground. Clutching his wound, Angel yelled,
“I’m hit, Sal!”

Reacting quickly, Sal tore open a bandage
and pressed it down on the bullet hole. “Medic! Medic!” he screamed
loudly.

Angel coughed and some blood came out of his
mouth and trickled down his chin. “Sal, am I gonna be awright?”

Forcing a smile, Sal responded, “You’re
gonna be fine. Don’t worry about it. I’ve seen plenty of guys worse
off than you make it. You’re good to go.”

The Medic arrived, sweating profusely and
covered in the blood of other wounded soldiers. Dropping down to
his knees, he removed Sal’s bandage and inspected the severity of
the wound. “Holy fuck!”

“Is it that bad?” Angel asked meekly.

“No, it’s not bad at all.” Firing a
disapproving look at the Medic, Sal instructed his friend, “Just
lie there and be quiet so he can fix you.”

The Medic removed a small plastic bag
containing a needle and tore it open. Discarding the cap, he jabbed
Angel’s leg, administering morphine for the pain, and then covered
the wound with a large bandage.

“I didn’t even get a chance to shoot up
today. What a fucking bummer. This shit hurts like a
motherfucker.”

“Don’t talk, man. Save your strength.” Sal
turned to Bobby and shouted, “Get me a fucking medevac! Now!”

“Charlie Six this is Charlie Three. We need
a medevac at coordinates 09er326, over.” Listening momentarily,
Bobby looked to Sal. “We got one on the way.”

“Sal, you ain’t gonna forget me? Are
you?”

“Hell no! We’re fucking brothers,
remember?”

“Yeah, brothers!” Angel stammered, forcing a
smile.

“Angel, you gotta hold on. Okay?”

Sal watched as the medevac touched down in a
nearby clearing. Swiftly, he and the medic loaded Angel onto the
Huey. Angel reached up and held Sal’s hand tightly. “I guess this
is it, hermano.”

“Angel, you gotta fight if you wanna live.
Show me somea that Spanish Harlem toughness you’re always bragging
about.”

Angel laughed and more blood spurted from
his mouth.

“Don’t give up! Awright. I’ll see you soon.
Don’t worry about it!” Slapping the side of the Huey, Sal screamed
to the pilot, “Get him the fuck outta here!”

The pilot nodded and the Huey lifted-off.
Tears welled in Sal’s eyes as he watched his friend being
air-lifted out with what could only be a fatal wound. Gradually,
Sal shifted his focus from the sky back down to the battle raging
around him. In a surreal moment, the sounds of war fell silent, and
all Sal could see were some patches of white smoke shaped like men
slowly drift across the battlefield. Images of his friend, Adam,
the three soldiers shot by the Vietnamese boy, and the fear on
Angel’s face flashed through his mind. Wiping his tears, Sal
gritted his teeth and took off running toward the enemy. Firing his
weapon wildly, Sal screamed, “Motherfuckers!”

The enemy returned fire, squeezing off round
after round at the foolish American sprinting toward them.
Miraculously, as if protected by some unseen force, Sal didn’t get
hit. Bullets whistled by him only narrowly missing their mark.
Running right up on the enemy’s position, Sal jumped into their
foxhole and shot everyone in it. Five men lay dead on the ground.
Three more NVA soldiers jumped into the foxhole. Battling them
hand-to-hand, Sal managed to wrestle them to the ground and draw
his bayonet from its sheath. Slicing one man’s throat, Sal then
killed another by ramming the long blade through his chest. Sal
then picked up an AK-47 and he riddled the last man’s body with
bullets. “You killed Angel. You killed him!” Sal screamed as he
continued to shoot up the bodies.

Jumping into the hole, Bobby snuck up on Sal
from behind and grabbed him in a bear hug. “Sal, they’re dead!
They’re all fucking dead.”

In one swift move, Sal broke free from
Bobby’s grasp. Spinning around, Sal raised the weapon up and
pointed it directly at Bobby’s face. “Don’t shoot!” Bobby yelled,
fearfully.

Breathing heavily and covered from head to
toe in the blood of the men he just massacred, Sal muttered
dangerously, “Don’t ever fucking do that again!”

“You got it, Sal!” Lowering his hands, Bobby
smartly jumped out of the foxhole, putting some distance between
himself and Sal.

The devastating air strike, coupled with
Sal’s fearless attack, served to stymie the enemy’s resolve. The
remaining enemy forces scattered into the jungle and the fighting
ceased as suddenly as it began.

Climbing out of the foxhole, Sal took a seat
on the sandbags surrounding it. His thoughts were of Angel and the
look on his face just before the Huey lifted-off. As other soldiers
began to mill around, Sal placed his hands over his face to shield
his sorrow. Like scavengers, the men in his unit rifled through the
uniforms of the dead VC and NVA soldiers searching for documents,
papers, souvenirs, and anything else they thought was of value.

Lieutenant Symonds, a tall, young, thin
twenty-one-year-old kid fresh out of R.O.T.C. approached Sal with a
big shit-eating grin on his face. “Scalise, that was one of the
stupidest acts of bravery I’ve witnessed since I came to this
God-forsaken place. I can’t believe you’re not KIA after that
stunt.”

Dropping his hands, Sal fired a deadly stare
at Symonds.

“I’m gonna put you in for a commendation as
soon as we get back to base camp. If I had two Battalions of men
like you, Scalise, I could win this war myself. You really are one
crazy fucking grease-ball.”

“What the fuck did you just call me?”

“I didn’t mean anything by that, Scalise.
I...I heard Sergeant Beckman call you much worse!”

Now frightened, Symonds took several steps
backwards as Sal slowly moved toward him. “I’m an officer! You
don’t want to get into any trouble. Do you?” Symonds pleaded
frantically.

“You’re the one that’s in trouble!” Lunging
at the Lieutenant, Sal seized him around the throat, and wrestled
him down into the foxhole. Out of sight from the other men, all the
overmatched Symonds could do was faintly call out, “Somebody, help
me! Please!” While Symonds lay on the ground, Sal continued to
pummel the defenseless officer. Sal rose to his feet and kicked him
several times in his ribs with his blood-soaked boots. Amused by
the spectacle, other soldiers amassed around the foxhole. Finally,
Bobby jumped back into the hole and pulled Sal off of the
Lieutenant. “Sal, that’s enough! He’s had enough!”

Symonds lay on the ground unconscious,
covered in his own blood. Still fired-up, Sal paced in the hole
ranting, “It’s not enough! He’s getting good men wasted, like Angel
and Adam, ’cause he’s fucking stupid! You hear what I’m saying?
It’s not enough!”

Stepping down into the foxhole, Sergeant
Beckman wisely positioned himself between Sal and the Lieutenant.
Hunching over his body, Beckman checked Symonds injuries. With
little sympathy for the young officer, Beckman pointed out, “Maybe
it’s not enough, Scalise. But you ain’t gonna hit the LT anymore.
You put it on him pretty good. He ain’t ever gonna forget this
day.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever you say.” Climbing
back out of the foxhole, Sal started to collect his belongings.

Glaring up at the men standing around
watching, Beckman yelled, “Get the fucking medic over here. The LT
needs attention.” Pointing out two specific individuals, he
ordered, “I need you two men to carry the Lieutenant to the LZ.
We’ll deal with this shit when we get back to base camp. Listen up,
police up all your shit, and don’t leave nothing for the gooks. We
got choppers coming in to get us the fuck outta here. Let’s move,
motherfuckers!”

Scrambling to gather up their weapons, ammo,
and anything of value to the enemy, First Platoon hastily trekked
to the LZ. They loaded back onto the choppers and the American
forces were gone in minutes. All that remained to tell the tale of
the battle and the bloodshed were the scarred landscape and the
small brush fires still burning in the jungle.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 


A sign on the front of an unassuming
two-story brick edifice that looked more like an office building
than a Military Prison announced, “STOCKADE.” Inside one of the
many cells, Sal sat on a bunk smoking a cigarette with his feet up
on an old wooden chair. The cage was drab and sterile with a view
of nothing but the row of steel bars of the empty cells across from
him.

Entering the confinement area, a guard
unlocked the barred door for a man dressed in light-colored
civilian clothes and carrying a file. The curious stranger was
well-built, better than average looking, six-foot tall, clean
shaven, with short grayish hair, steely blue eyes, and a pale
complexion. Locking Sal’s cell door behind him, the guard then left
the area.

“Scalise, my name is Wilson,” the man said
cordially, offering his hand.

Sal walked past him.

Feeling snubbed, Wilson muttered,
“Okay?”

“Are you my lawyer?” Sal inquired angrily as
he paced from one end of the cell to the other.

“No, I’m not your lawyer.”

“Then what the fuck do you want?”

Taking a seat on the chair, Wilson opened
the file and looked it over. “I see here you like to hit
officers?”

“Are you an officer?” Sal taunted.

“No.”

“Then what the fuck do you want from
me?”

“You know, you probably would’ve gotten a
medal for what you did out in the field that day. I gotta tell you,
it was pretty damn heroic. Instead, you’re going to prison. Quite a
turn of events, huh?”

“Who the fuck are you, man?”

“Who I am isn’t important right now. All I
want to know from you is this...do you want to go to prison?”

“What kind of a stupid fucking question is
that?” Sal fired back as he drew a lighter and a pack of cigarettes
from his pocket. Lighting the cigarette, he continued to pace
back-and-forth like a caged animal.

“It’s a simple question. Even a dumb fuck
like you can answer it,” Wilson responded in a relaxed tone.

Flicking the cigarette through the bars down
onto the floor, Sal slowly moved behind Wilson. “Are you fucking
crazy? You come into my cell and start fucking with me, knowing I
got nothing to lose if I crack your fucking skull wide open.”

“Just answer the question.”

“I ain’t answering nothing, scumbag.”

“You don’t want to answer the question?
That’s odd. Is it because you’re just a stupid fucking grease-ball
who can’t put his thoughts into words, or you don’t feel like
talking?”

With an angry roar, Sal attacked Wilson from
behind and choked him. “I’m gonna fucking kill you!”

Coolly reaching up, Wilson took hold of
Sal’s wrists and easily broke his grip. Rising from the chair,
Wilson twisted Sal’s wrists counterclockwise, until finally, Sal
had to flip his body to the ground to avoid having them snapped.
Sal hit the concrete floor hard, but he sprung right back to his
feet, ready for another go. Wilson connected with several short
quick punches to Sal’s face. Then Wilson took hold of Sal’s arm and
flipped him to the floor.

Calmly, Wilson sat back down on the chair.
Lying on the floor bleeding and confused, Sal struggled to
comprehend what had just happened. Gazing down at him, Wilson asked
sedately, “Well, Scalise, are you going to answer my question?”

“Who the fuck are you?” Sal shouted with
daggers in his eyes. Climbing up from the floor, Sal brushed
himself off. “Now, I understand. You’re with the fucking agency,
ain’t you? Yeah, that’s it. You’re CI-motherfucking-A. What the
fuck does the agency want with me? I’m a soldier. I don’t kill
women and children.”

Rising quickly, Wilson kicked Sal in his
face and landed two devastating body blows. Again, Wilson took hold
of Sal’s arm and flipped him to the floor. “Now, are you ready to
answer my question?” Wilson asked as he sat back down.

“Fuck you!” Sal snarled and spit at
Wilson.

Glaring down at the droplets of blood that
now stained his pant leg, Wilson explained, “I’m really getting
tired of kicking your fucking dumb wop ass, Scalise. So why don’t
you do us both a favor and answer my question so we can get on with
this.”

“What the fuck do you want from me, man?”
Sal’s tone suggested that he had enough.

Helping him up, Wilson set Sal down on his
bunk. “Look, Scalise, I’ve lost some good men, and I don’t have
time to wait for replacements. My operations can’t afford to be
shut down for any length of time. And truthfully, I really don’t
have the patience to wait for some fool to decide if he wants to be
a free man or not. I know everything there is to know about you. I
can use a good soldier like you on my team. I can arrange to have
all the charges against you dropped, but if I do, your ass belongs
to me. Roger that, troop?”

“I’m listening.”

“You have six months left on your second
tour. If you join my team, it’ll be like you never hit that asshole
Symonds. When your time is up, you can re-up, go home, or do
whatever the fuck you wanna do. So what do you say? Are you in or
out?” Removing a handkerchief from his back pocket, Wilson tossed
it to Sal. “Here, wipe your mouth. It’s bleeding.”

“If I join your team, will you teach me some
of that gook martial art shit?”

“That and a whole lot more. Chances are
you’ll probably get killed anyway. But if you don’t, after six
months on my team, you’ll be one bad ass wop.”

“Are you intentionally trying to piss me
off?”

“Yes, I am. Be advised, Scalise. If you pull
any of that cowboy shit with me that you pulled out in the field, I
swear to God, I’ll cut your spaghetti eating ass up into little
fucking pieces and mail you back home to the Bronx. Roger
that?”

“Yeah, yeah, I get the picture. When can you
get me the fuck outta here?”

“Let’s go.”

“What? Just like that?”

“Are you hard of hearing, asshole? I said,
‘Let’s go.’ Your ass belongs to me now.” Turning ever so slightly
toward the bars, Wilson yelled, “Guard.”

The M.P. reappeared and opened the cell
door. Wilson led Sal out of the front door, down the steps, and
into a waiting jeep.

“What about my gear?”

“It’s all there.” Wilson tilted his head
toward the back seat.

“Is this everything?” Sal asked
concerned.

“Yeah, I packed it myself.”

“I had a picture...”

“Are you fucking stupid...I said I packed
everything, troop.”

“How did you know I would come with
you?”

“Because it’s my business to know what every
dink, slope, gook, wop, mick, nigger, chink, jap, frenchy, wetback,
limey, and spic around me are going to do before they do it.”

“Where the fuck do you people come
from?”

“That’s classified, asshole. Oh, by the way.
Symonds might have severe brain damage. It’s okay if you want to
thank me now for saving your ass from a lengthy prison term in
FortLeavenworth.”

“Thanks.” Sal rolled his eyes.

Sneering at the insincere apology, Wilson
jammed the jeep into gear and sped off. Several minutes later they
arrived at a helipad where an unmarked, OD green Huey was prepared
for departure. With his bag in hand, Sal followed Wilson into the
chopper. They strapped themselves in, and the pilot lifted-off into
the darkening skies.

Exhausted from his ordeal, Sal closed his
eyes, hoping to grab a short cat-nap. After what seemed like a
twenty-minute flight, he was awakened when the helicopter sharply
descended and set down in a clearing in a remote part of the
jungle. Stepping out of the helicopter, the two men crouched
slightly until they cleared the blades.

Apparently a make-shift base camp, the
compound was made up of four bamboo huts in close proximity to each
other. There was a latrine and a structure that resembled a mess
hall. “Where are we?” Sal asked, restlessly.

“This is our Area of Operations for Special
Training in Laos.”

“So what exactly do you and your men
do?”

“Everything will be revealed to you on a
need-to-know basis. Roger that?”

“Yeah.” Sal set his bag down on the
ground.

“Outstanding,” Wilson answered with
attitude.

Approaching from one of the huts was a tall,
thin young man, dressed in jungle fatigues. He had short, neatly
combed hair, a clean-shaven face, piercing eyes and a bad attitude.
Looking Sal over as if he were tonight’s main course, he coldly
asked Wilson, “This our new meat?”

“Affirmative. Scalise, I want you to meet
Smith. He’ll be overseeing your training for the next several
weeks. Smith will be instructing you in hand-to-hand combat and
martial arts warfare.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Smithy.” Sal said
casually as he shook Smith’s hand.

Abruptly, Smith stopped shaking and
cautioned menacingly. “My name is Smith. Understand? You refer to
me only as Smith.”

“Awright!” Sal quickly withdrew his hand
from the cold-blooded creature.

Out of the corner of his eye, Sal noticed
three other young, clean-cut, tall, thin men dressed in jungle
fatigues heading toward them. They were practically carbon copies
of Smith, right down to his icy demeanor.

Introducing them one at a time, Wilson
continued, “Scalise, this is Jones. He’ll be instructing you on
small weapons warfare.” They shook hands. “This is Murphy. He’ll be
your instructor for close-and long-range assassination.” They
shook. “And last but not least, this is Levy. He’ll be instructing
you on covert military tactics and reconnaissance.” Shaking the
last man’s hand, Sal turned to Wilson and asked facetiously,
“What’ll you be teaching me?”

“I’ll be instructing you on special op’s
interrogation tactics and procedures.”

The men chuckled briefly and then eerily
stopped simultaneously.

“Grab your gear and follow me, Scalise.
You’ll be bunking in my hooch,” Smith ordered curtly.

Sal followed Smith into one of the bamboo
huts. Pointing to a cot with a rolled up mattress lying on top of
it, Smith explained, “That’s your rack. You can stow your gear in
that foot locker.”

Glancing down at the empty foot locker at
the base of his bunk, Sal noted the name stenciled on the lid.
“Who’s Horan, Robert J.?”

Smith got right up into Sal’s face and
barked, “Are you fucking stupid or something? That’s classified,
asshole!”

“Awright, take it easy.”

“I guess you don’t fully understand your
role in our little operation. You’re only here because you’re
expendable. That means we don’t give a rat’s ass if you live or die
as long as you do what you’re told. Roger that, troop?”

“Yeah,” Sal responded angrily.

“I’m really going to enjoy giving you your
first lesson in the martial arts. Get your sleep tonight, Scalise.
You’re gonna need it. We start tomorrow at 0500. Capisi?”
Mockingly, Smith exaggerated the accent of his last word.

“Yeah, I understand,” Sal said as he glared
into Smith’s cruel, dark eyes.

 


* * * * *

 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 


The next morning at 0500 hours precisely,
Sal stood in the center of the small camp facing Smith. The three
other men Jones, Murphy, and Levy were positioned in a broken
circle around the two combatants who prepared for a martial arts
lesson. Seated at a desk in one of the bamboo huts, Wilson pored
over paperwork and documents. Sporadically, he lifted his head to
keep a watchful eye on the training exercise about to take
place.

Unsheathing his knife, Smith handed it to
Sal and ordered gruffly, “Here, take this weapon and try to kill
me.”

Perplexed by the request, Sal hesitantly
took possession of the long blade. “Look, just ’cause I don’t like
you, that don’t mean I wanna kill you,” Sal remarked
confidently.

“You don’t like me?” Smith taunted. “That’s
too bad, ’cause I was really starting to like you. Or should I say,
I was really enjoying fucking your mother in her sweet little ass
last night. Now come and try to kill me, you cocksucking Guinea
bastard.”

Strongly lunging forward, Sal tried to run
Smith through with the blade. However, Smith easily side-stepped
Sal’s amateurish attack, and delivered a powerful roundhouse kick
to Sal’s ribs. The force of the blow sent Sal sailing toward Jones,
who in turn took hold of Sal’s arm, and flipped him to the ground.
With the resilience of a cat, Sal bounced back to his feet, weapon
in hand, and charged Smith once more. Wildly swinging the knife,
Sal slashed and cut at the elusive man, but Smith deftly avoided
every thrust. Sal then stumbled over a rock causing him to make an
awkward stab which enabled Smith to seize the hand clutching the
weapon. Cranking Sal’s wrist, Smith forced him to drop the knife.
With lighting fast reflexes, Smith then administered a lethal choke
hold.

Though Sal fought back valiantly, he was
weakened by the lack of oxygen, and fell to one knee. Smith
continued to apply pressure until he could easily wrestle his
semiconscious foe to the ground. Tugging at the arm around his
throat, Sal desperately tried to keep from blacking out. Just
before Sal was about to lose consciousness, Smith loosened his
grip, allowing him to breath freely. “Are you okay, Scalise?” Smith
asked calmly.

“Yeah,” Sal said, nodding.

“Lesson number one, never lose your temper.
Always be in control of your emotions. Even if your adversary is
callous enough to insult your deceased mother. Anger only makes you
stupid and gets you killed. Roger that, troop?”

Again, Sal nodded.

“Good. I’m going to let up now. This
particular exercise is over.”

Rising to his feet, Smith then helped Sal to
his.

“You have a lot of potential as a
close-quarters combatant, Scalise. However, if you can’t learn to
think, rather than react, your life expectancy in this particular
theatre of operations will be short. Roger that?”

Rubbing his reddened throat, Sal said
softly, “Yes.”

“Good. Let’s try it again. Only this time
don’t allow yourself to become unbalanced. I’m gonna show you a
very simple and effective way to break free from this type of choke
hold. Do you have any questions?”

“Yeah, how did you know about my
mother?”

“I saw the picture you put out near your
bunk.” In an unusually kind tone, Smith asked, “It means a great
deal to you? Doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, it does.”

Seeing the break in the action, Wilson rose
from his desk screaming, “What the hell is going on out there? This
isn’t a fucking social gathering.”

Smith’s face immediately became hard and he
yelled, “Come on, Scalise. You have a lot to learn. Come at me
again.”

The next several weeks went by very fast.
Every waking moment Sal spent being trained, tested, and coached by
Wilson’s team members in kung-fu, karate, jujitsu, small weapons,
military tactics, and reconnaissance. Retaining every bit of
knowledge and technique he was taught, Sal excelled in his martial
arts training to the point where he was able to take Smith down on
more than one occasion. Ultimately, Sal graduated from Wilson’s
school of assassination and warfare with a Ph.D. in murder.

Participating in several minor operations,
Sal performed magnificently and his hard work managed to garner him
a noteworthy amount of respect from the rest of the team members.
However, the bulk of the operations he engaged in were the
transportation of undisclosed medical materials being shipped to
the United States. Secretly, Sal suspected that Wilson and his men
were actually involved in the illegal distribution of narcotics.
Having no proof of their activity and knowing the consequences he
would face if he were to object, Sal decided that the smart move
for now was to remain silent.

Over time, Sal’s opinion of the other team
members changed from contempt to respect. Wilson and his men were
remarkably dedicated, but there was also something very strange
about them. They only addressed each other by their last names,
they never allowed themselves to be photographed, and they never
spoke about themselves or their families. Killing didn’t bother
these men at all, though after a while, it didn’t matter much to
Sal either. Coming to the end of his tour and feeling that he had
finally had enough of this shit, Sal only wanted to go home.

One evening after receiving a high priority
radio transmission requesting the CIA’s involvement in a field
interrogation, Wilson, Smith, and Sal got on a chopper and
lifted-off into the darkening sky above Laos. Wearing jungle
fatigues without name tags or unit affiliation, each man carried an
M-16, an ammo pouch, and a knife, standard-operating-procedure
while in the field.

Curiously, Wilson carried a small pack that
he had securely slung over his shoulder. Having learned that
anything these extremely regimented men did that was out of the
ordinary had significance, Sal stared suspiciously at the bag
because he didn’t recognize it.

Their highly classified mission was to
conduct field interrogations of VC infiltrators suspected of
conducting reconnaissance missions for a major NVA offensive along
the Cambodian border. However, no training in the world could have
prepared Sal for what he would witness and reluctantly take part
in.

The Huey touched down in a remote clearing
ten-meters from a hut in which the North Vietnamese POW’s were
held. Jumping out of the chopper, Wilson, Smith, and Sal made their
way into the hut. Gagged with cloth and bound to chairs with rope
were the four men designated to be questioned. Their wrists were
tied to the armrests, and their lower extremities were secured to
the front legs of their chairs. Standing behind them clutching
M-16s were two young, strong-looking Special Forces E-5 Sergeants.
Having already been subjected to punishing interrogation
techniques, the prisoner’s faces were bruised and cut. In charge of
the prisoners was a handsome, muscular Special Forces Captain.
Proceeding up to the Captain and extending his arm to shake, Wilson
said congenially, “I’m Wilson.”

“I’m Captain Rand.”

“Have you ascertained any information from
the prisoners?” Wilson inquired studying the captives’ faces.

“No sir. We were in the process of
interrogating these men when we were ordered to stand down and
await your arrival.”

“Excellent. Which one of these individuals
is the most expendable in your opinion, Captain?”

“What exactly do you mean by
‘expendable’?”

“Which one do you believe knows the least
about their operation and is of no use to us?”

Pointing to the farthest prisoner on the
left, the Captain stated confidently, “That one there. He spilled
his guts already. But the others, they’re much more disciplined and
better trained.”

“Good,” Wilson said politely. “Maybe you
gentlemen should wait outside.”

The battle-tested Special Forces soldiers
rolled their eyes. Confidently the Captain replied, “Well stay. We
need to hear everything these monkeys have to say, anyway.”

“Suit yourself.” Wilson opened his bag and
laid its contents out on a tabletop. Long, sharp, dangerous-looking
cutting instruments were neatly tucked into individual pouches.
Each covered by clear plastic so every ghastly implement could be
identified. Taking out one long, gleaming blade with a steel
handle, Wilson slowly walked over to the POW the Captain had
pointed out. With one clean stroke, Wilson sliced the man’s throat,
severing the jugular vein and carotid arteries. Everyone in the
room but Smith was nauseated by the stream of blood flowing down
the front of the man’s chest. Feeling his evening meal starting to
come up, Sal quickly began breathing exercises he had learned to
steady his nerves.

Horrified by what they had witnessed, the
three remaining prisoners squirmed and rocked in their seats
causing their chairs to lift off the floor and slowly bounce across
the room.

“I think they may be willing to discuss the
specifics of their mission with us now, Captain,” Wilson declared
as he pulled down the first man’s gag and asked him in Vietnamese.
“Are you ready to talk to us?”

“No!” the man shouted.

Grasping a handful of the man’s hair, Wilson
used it like a handle to hold the man’s head very still. Raising
the blade, Wilson then loped off the man’s right ear. Blood sprayed
the floor as the man shrieked. Without conscience, Wilson hacked
off the man’s other ear and then asked calmly, “Do you feel like
talking now?”

The captive still refused. Taking hold of
the man’s right hand Wilson steadied it, and then skillfully
severed the man’s pointer finger at its second knuckle. The digit
fell to the floor as blood shot out from what remained of the
finger.

“You only have nine more chances left to
answer my questions. Then I have to start at your feet and work my
way up,” Wilson gleefully pointed out to the suffering man.

Clearing his throat loudly, the Captain
suggested, “I think maybe my men and I should wait outside after
all.”

“That’s a good idea,” Smith fired back
sarcastically.

“Captain, would you be kind enough to leave
us your canteen. These types of interrogations can parch a man,”
Wilson requested in a civilized tone.

Removing his canteen from his web gear, the
Captain placed it on the table. Opening the door of the hut, Smith
allowed the three Special Forces soldiers to leave and then slammed
it shut behind them. Sensing this may be his only opportunity to
get out, Sal dashed toward the door.

“Where do you think you’re going, Scalise?”
Smith asked belligerently.

“I don’t think I need to be here. I mean,
there’s nothing I can learn from this.”

Rubbing his hands together, Wilson flashed a
sinister smile. “Oh, yes there is. This is part of your training,
Scalise. You once asked me what I’d be instructing you on. Well,
this is it, asshole: covert interrogation techniques and
procedures. Pick up a fucking knife.”

“Are you outta your fucking mind?”

With blinding speed, Smith snatched the
weapon from Sal’s hands and trained both his and Sal’s M-16 on him.
“Do as you’re told, Scalise, or you’re gonna be KIA as of right
now.”

Not believing the threat, Sal responded
fearlessly, “That’s fine with me asshole. Go ahead.”

Tightening his grip on the weapons, Smith
squeezed both triggers. Automatic gunfire shot up the floor and
chewed up the bamboo walls behind Sal. Bullets whizzed by Sal’s
head and body, narrowly missing their mark on purpose.

“You sick motherfuckers!” As smoke rose from
the barrels of the weapons, Sal’s eyes glazed over. “You wanna see
crazy? I’ll show you fucking crazy!” Snatching up one of the knives
from Wilson’s pouch, Sal approached the bleeding man, raised the
knife, and hacked off three more of the man’s fingers. Blood
covered the floor and shot up, spattering Sal’s face. Wiping his
eyes, Sal barked at the nearly dead man in Vietnamese, “Tell me
what I want to know or I’ll cut you to pieces!”

Defiantly, the man shook his head. As if no
longer in control of his senses, Sal savagely swung the blade,
slicing through the man’s throat. The spark of life drained from
the poor bastard as quickly as the blood now gushing from his
throat. With murderous eyes, Sal turned toward the next man ready
to do some slicing on him. “You’re next, asshole!” Sal threatened
loudly in Vietnamese.

The terrified man shook then unleashed a
tremendous groan along with large amount of fecal matter. A stench
immediately filled the room. Scrunching up his face as he sniffed
the air, Smith ordered. “Hold up, Scalise. We got a shitter.”

Taking the knife still clutched in Sal’s
strong hand, Wilson ordered, “Release the instrument, Scalise. I’ll
take over from here. You did very well. Much better than the last
man who was here before you.”

“You’re talking about Horan, Robert J. Ain’t
you?”

“How did you know about him, Scalise?”
Wilson asked, surprised.

“That’s classified, asshole!” Turning to
Smith, Sal demanded, “Gimme back my fucking weapon.”

Wilson nodded and Smith tossed Sal back his
M-16.

“Allow me to congratulate you on a fine job,
Scalise. This may seem ruthless to you now. But if you possess the
will to cut up a man like a piece of steak, it doesn’t matter how
tough he is, he’ll tell you anything you want to know. Now that
you’ve seen what I do up close and personal I’ll finish your
training back at our camp,” Wilson calmly explained.

“Sounds like a lot a fun.”

“Don’t dismiss the importance of our
techniques so quickly. Someday you might have to employ this
practice to save your life or the lives of your fellow
soldiers.”

“I don’t think so,” Sal mumbled under his
breath.

Covered in the blood of his comrades, the
third man was sweating profusely as tears ran down his face. Taking
down his gag, Wilson forced the man to sit in his own shit-filled
pants while he intensely interrogated him. Smith noted everything
the prisoner had to say about their mission, their objective, the
means in which they planned to perform the operation, and the names
of all conspirators.

When the prisoner was finished, the captive
politely requested a drink of water. Satisfied with what he had
learned, Wilson picked up the canteen off the table, loosened the
ropes restraining the man’s hands, and presented the prisoner with
the canteen.

After gulping several mouthfuls of water,
the POW reached up to hand the canteen back to Wilson, but
“accidentally” dropped it. Strangely, no one had noticed that the
man’s foot ties had loosened during this lengthy ordeal. When
Wilson bent over to pick up the canteen, the prisoner kicked him in
his face. The force of the blow sent Wilson flying across the
hut.

Picking up a knife off the table, the crazed
POW rushed Smith, who was reading the notes from the interrogation
with his back turned toward the prisoner. With no time to spare,
Sal managed to raise his weapon and squeeze off a burst of
automatic-fire, striking the POW in his shoulder and the side of
his head. The rounds propelled the prisoner’s weakened body away
from Smith and he hit the floor. Seeing the knife still clutched in
the dead man’s hand, Smith realized that Sal had just saved his
life

“I guess I owe you one, Scalise,” Smith
remarked with humility.

“Yeah, a big one,” Sal gladly pointed
out.

Picking himself up off the floor, Wilson
ordered, “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

Stepping out of the hut, Sal quickly headed
toward their chopper. Disgusted by the ordeal, he hopped up into
the Huey, strapped himself in, and closed his eyes.

Approaching the Special Forces Captain with
the interrogation notes in hand, Wilson explained, “This is a
detailed report of everything the prisoner divulged. I’d put an
accuracy level of ninety-eight percent or better on this
information. There’s one more POW in there. We have no use for him.
He’s yours.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Leading Smith away from the chopper, Wilson
asked quietly, “How did Scalise find out about Horan?”

“I have no idea, sir,” Smith said
shrugging.

“I don’t think it would be very prudent to
allow Scalise to ever get back to the world. He knows too much. We
can’t afford to have his stupid ass running around the states with
intimate details of our operation.”

“I don’t believe he’d be any kind of a
security threat to us, sir. All that poor bastard really wants to
do is go home.”

“When I want your fucking opinion I’ll give
it to you. Roger that, troop?” Wilson roared.

“Yes, sir!”

“We have our rendezvous with the Colonel
next week. I think that would be an opportune time for our I-talian
friend to go MIA. Wouldn’t you agree, Smith?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Let’s go.”

Climbing onto the chopper, Wilson and Smith
strapped themselves in, and the pilot lifted-off into the
night.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 


In the dark early morning hours Sal, Wilson,
Smith, Jones, and Murphy were deployed by chopper to a remote
region of the North Vietnamese jungle. Clad in jungle fatigues, and
faces striped with black camouflage paint, each man carried an
over-filled duffel bag in addition to their weapon.

Out on point, Wilson easily negotiated the
familiar terrain. After humping several clicks the team came upon a
village deep in the jungle. As they continued through the dense
brush into a clearing, Wilson was greeted by a North Vietnamese
soldier standing guard. Wilson exchanged salutations with the
sentry, and the team was permitted to pass. After leading his men
past several burnt out structures, Wilson and the team entered a
newly constructed bamboo hut.

Several NVA soldiers sat on crudely
fashioned benches and chairs with their trademark AK-47s firmly in
hand. Their body language suggested anxiety and they seemed to be
waiting for something to happen. Seated behind a big desk shuffling
papers was a distinguished-looking older Vietnamese gentleman
wearing a black silk robe over his NVA Officer’s uniform.

Wilson made his way to the desk and politely
addressed the man in Vietnamese, “How are you, Colonel Nguyen?”

Looking up, the Colonel smiled. “I’m doing
well. It’s good to see you again, Wilson.” The Colonel rose from
his chair and shook Wilson’s hands.

“It’s good to see you too. We have
everything you asked for.” Opening his bag, Wilson emptied its
contents onto the table. Nicely bundled stacks of US currency
overflowed the desktop. The Colonel ran his hands over the money
and then picked up a package of hundred-dollar bills. “Wilson, I
would like to ask you a question that has been troubling me for
some time now.”

“What would that be, Colonel?”

“Don’t you care at all that this money will
go for arms and munitions to kill your fellow countrymen?”

Wilson smirked. “Colonel, I don’t care where
the money is going. It’s entirely your business. I just want our
product so we can be on our way.”

Stepping out from behind his desk, the
Colonel looked Sal up-and-down with contempt. “You Americans
honestly believe that you are masters of your destiny. When this
struggle is over, our history will tell of how the People’s Army
defeated the once great American military. Even though you are a
superior fighting force, we will teach you a valuable lesson that
you won’t soon forget.”

Sal raised his weapon, pointing the muzzle
directly at the Colonel’s head. In a flash, every NVA soldier was
on their feet, locked-and-loaded, with their AK-47s leveled at the
team.

“We didn’t come here for a history lesson,
asshole! Just give us the junk so we can go.”

“Scalise! Put down that fucking weapon,”
Wilson shouted angrily.

Sal slowly lowered his weapon and flashed a
contemptuous smile at the Colonel.

“You Americans have so much anger and
violence in you. Eventually, it will bring about your
destruction.”

“Colonel, I’m terribly sorry for his
actions. Please accept my apologies.”

“No need to apologize, Wilson. I probably
would have done the same if the situation were reversed.”

“Be that as it may, we’ll take our
merchandise now, Colonel.”

Motioning to one of his soldiers, the
Colonel signaled them to bring in the duffel bags containing the
heroin.

“Check it out,” Wilson instructed Smith.

Smith opened his pack and removed a pouch
containing purity testing equipment. He then set up two vials and
poured a clear liquid into each. After opening two separate kilo
bags of heroin with a pocket knife, Smith scooped out a small
portion of the powder from each, and placed it in the clear liquid.
The liquid turned blue. Looking up, Smith nodded, “It’s pure,
sir.”

“Thank you, Colonel. I’ll see you again in
six months.” Wilson shook the Colonel’s hand once more.

“Six months it is,” The Colonel replied
coldly.

Exiting the hut and eager to put distance
between themselves and the village, Wilson navigated the harsh
terrain with speed and silence. After covering a good portion of
ground, Wilson heard something suspicious ahead in the dark brush.
Knowing that they were not friendlies, Wilson raised his fist and
the team covered, as a Vietcong patrol came into view. As he
listened, Wilson could hear the patrol leader arguing with one of
his soldiers about where Colonel Nguyen wanted them to set up their
ambush for the Americans.

Feeling the harsh sting of betrayal,
Wilson’s face tightened in rage, as he resigned himself to the fact
that his long-time business associate had planned a double-cross.
Wilson thought, Why didn’t they just take us out in the village?
They probably would have if Scalise hadn’t made a move on the
Colonel. They figured we were expecting something. Scalise must’ve
spooked them. Nguyen didn’t want to be caught in the middle of the
action.

Understanding that his business dealings
with the Colonel were now over, and that he must find a new
supplier, Wilson refocused his efforts on getting out of the area.
The team hid in the brush until the patrol left the area. When he
felt it was safe, Wilson motioned the team to move out. With a
sense of urgency the men trekked to the pick-up-point and
waited.

“What time is the extraction? The sun will
be up soon,” Sal asked impatiently as he checked his watch.

Wilson sat on a large rock honing the blade
of his sizable knife on a sharpening stone. “Let me ask you
something, Scalise. What the fuck’s wrong with you? You’re bullshit
heroics back in the village put not only our operation in jeopardy
but the entire team. I can never allow that to happen. Ever! So I
would really like to know, what the fuck were you thinking when you
drew down on the Colonel?”

“Fuck him!”

“That’s all you got to say? I warned you
what I’d do if you pulled any of that cowboy shit with me. Didn’t
I?”

“Hey, I’m not taking any shit from some
fucking gook warlord. That motherfucker was an NVA officer and
we’re buying smack from him. I didn’t say nothing before but I’m
telling you right now, what youse are doing, it ain’t fucking
right.”

“Listen troop, we don’t like it either. But
this junk finances our operations and keeps us in business,” Smith
fired back coldly.

“Is that so?”

“Those fucking assholes in Washington wanna
fight this war with one hand tied behind their backs. All that
approach to warfare gets you is dead. So if they won’t let us win,
we might as well get rich.”

Suddenly, Sal felt queasy, much like he
would right before an ambush. His mind raced and he thought, Why
are they telling me all this? Why now? Trying to clarify his
position, Sal explained passionately, “Look, I don’t really give a
shit. Awright? Do whatever the fuck you wanna do. You’re absolutely
right, it’s your business. It doesn’t concern me at all. You got no
reason to worry about me.”

“No reason to worry about you, huh?” Wilson
lifted his head revealing a disturbing gleam in his eyes. “You just
want to get back to your rat-hole apartment in the Bronx. Don’t you
grease-ball?”

“That was the deal we made when you got me
outta the stockade.”

“Well that contract has been terminated, and
so has your usefulness to this team.”

“Fuck you!” Sal readied his weapon.

“There’s no need for that, Scalise. You’re a
highly trained soldier now. A real fucking killing machine from
what Smith tells me. Perhaps you could even give me a run for my
money. But I doubt it.”

“Look, I’m fourteen days short. I ain’t
gonna do nothing that’ll compromise you or your operations. I
swear. I just wanna go home. So back the fuck off,” Sal pled as he
moved toward Wilson at a non-threatening pace.

Laughing, Wilson blurted, “Whoever said that
you were going home?”

With an angry roar, Sal kicked Wilson
squarely in his face. Wilson flew backwards off the rock and he hit
the ground with a thud. Turning toward Murphy and Jones, Smith
ordered, “Use your knives. We don’t want to attract any
unfriendlies.”

Placing their M-16s on the ground, Murphy
and Jones drew their bayonets and they rushed Sal. Using his newly
acquired martial arts skills, Sal became a whirlwind of kicks and
punches, making quick work of the two would-be assassins. Bloody
and beaten, Murphy and Jones fell to the ground.

“Bravo, Scalise. I taught you well. It’s a
shame to have to kill someone with your talents.” Smith drew his
bayonet.

“No! He’s mine,” Wilson yelled as he rose up
onto his knees and wiped the blood from his mouth onto his sleeve.
“You were a fucking dead man the moment I laid eyes on you,
Scalise. We were never gonna let you leave the ‘Nam alive.”

“I was ready for this, asshole. I knew back
in that cell that someday it would come down to you and me.”

“Now you’re gonna die.” Wilson smiled,
showing his blood-stained teeth.

“Let’s do this.”

Distracted by the sound of a helicopter
flying up the valley, Smith shouted, “Kill him quick! Before the
chopper gets here.”

Like a wild bull, Wilson attacked Sal with a
flurry of vicious kicks and punches. However, Sal was able to
thwart Wilson’s initial assault and deliver a roundhouse kick
squarely to Wilson’s ribs, knocking him to the ground. Springing
right back to his feet, Wilson kicked Sal in his chest, driving him
back several steps. Countering quickly, Sal struck Wilson in his
solar plexus and he dropped to one knee. Realizing that he couldn’t
defeat Sal fairly, Wilson snatched up a handful of dirt and threw
it up into his eyes, temporarily blinding Sal. Wilson kicked Sal in
his midsection, and then delivered a vicious right upper-cut
knocking Sal to the ground. Managing to wipe the dirt from his
eyes, Sal quickly got back to his feet.

As they circled around each other like
gladiators in the Coliseum, they knew only one man could survive.
Bloody and injured they engaged once more. Finally, Wilson wrestled
Sal to the ground and administered a lethal choke hold. Feeling
light-headed, Sal knew that he was finished if he lost
consciousness. All at once the hours of training and punishment he
received at the hands of Smith kicked in. Remembering the simple
counter that Smith had taught him to break free from this choke
hold, Sal sunk his teeth deep into Wilson’s arm. Blood spewed from
the limb as Wilson screamed. Sal escaped from Wilson’s grasp, and
reversed position earning a firm grip on Wilson’s neck. In one
strong, decisive twist, the vertebrae cracked and the light of life
drained from Wilson’s eyes. Releasing his hold on Wilson, Sal
rolled away and quickly retrieved his weapon.

“I guess this is what you call a Mexican
stand-off,” Smith declared, amused by Sal’s victory.

“You coulda shot me. Why didn’t you?”

“You saved my life. I owed you one. Besides,
we were getting tired of working for that asshole, anyway. Wilson
makes us even. Fair enough, Scalise?”

Sal nodded as the chopper touched down.

“We get to keep the merchandise and you get
to live. You must have a Guardian Angel looking out for you or
something.”

Sal smirked.

“Narcotics is a dirty business, Scalise.
Sometimes your most dangerous adversary isn’t your enemy. Sometimes
it’s the guy standing on the rung just below you on the ladder of
power. Remember that.”

“I didn’t know you CIA guys were so fucking
philosophical.”

“So what are you gonna to do now?”

“I’m going home. And I don’t want nothing to
stop me. Understand? If you guys know what’s good for you, you’ll
leave all this shit in the field.”

“You want a lift? We’ll be glad to drop you
at your old base camp.”

“Get on the fucking chopper and take that
piecea shit with you.”

Promptly, Murphy and Jones gathered up the
duffel bags of heroin. They each grabbed one of Wilson’s arms and
dragged his body to the Huey.

As he headed toward the helicopter, Smith
stopped and started to remove something from his pack.

Pointing his weapon at Smith’s head, Sal
warned, “That’s enougha that.”

“Don’t get nervous, I’m just getting
something from my pack.” Smith removed a small pouch and tossed it
to Sal. “Here, I think this belongs to you.”

Letting the bag hit his chest, Sal watched
it fall to the ground at his feet. “What the fuck is this?”

“Call it a going away present. You know
Scalise, things got a way of evening out. Maybe someday when you
least expect it, when you’re at your most vulnerable, one of us
will show up in the Bronx and pay you a visit. You won’t hear us
coming and you won’t be so healthy when we leave. I can promise you
that.”

“Go fuck yourself. You’re not soldiers.
You’re fucking garbage. Be advised, if I ever do see any of youse
back in the world, I’m gonna fucking kill you. Capisi?” Remembering
their first encounter, Sal exaggeratedly enunciated his last word.
“Now get on the fucking chopper before I light your ass up.”

Climbing into the helicopter, Smith flashed
Sal a disconcerting smile. The Huey ascended and the remaining team
members were gone in seconds. The morning light over the horizon
gave Sal confidence. Slinging his weapon onto his shoulder, he
picked up the bag Smith had thrown to him. Sal untied the string
and removed the contents to find the cherished framed photograph
his grandmother had given him. Smiling, he tucked it into his
pack.

Though he knew his chances of making it
through the enemy patrols and brutal terrain were slim, Sal also
understood that his odds of surviving the journey through the
hostile jungle were better than his chances of getting home on that
chopper with Smith. Determined to make it back to the Bronx, Sal
took a deep breath, and darted into the dense, black brush.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 


The eardrum-shattering scream of commercial
jet aircraft taking-off and landing were a stark contrast to the
soothing female voice announcing flight changes and delays. Weighed
down by his heavy medals and citations, Sal wore a well-pressed
Class-A uniform and patent leather shoes. His face beamed,
reflecting a feeling of pride in himself and his heroic service.
With his lone green duffel bag slung over his shoulder, Sal
strolled through the New York airport as if he were taking a
morning constitutional.

As he made his way through the terminal, Sal
encountered several passing long-haired hippies in ripped blue
jeans, leather sandals, and tie-dyed t-shirts. Knowing that the
majority of returning soldiers were cursed, ridiculed, and even
spat upon, Sal refused to give them the satisfaction of making him
feel uncomfortable. As the hippies fired looks of contempt in his
direction, Sal reciprocated with an unemotional gaze of
indifference.

Marching out of the nearest exit, Sal hailed
a taxi. One speedily arrived and came to a screeching stop. Opening
the back door, Sal tossed his bulky green bag onto the seat and
climbed in closing the door. The driver, a heavy-set, older black
gentleman with gray thinning hair and several missing teeth, wasn’t
exactly the welcome wagon. Peering up into the rear-view mirror,
the cabby set the fare flag. “Where to, soldier boy?” he inquired
rudely.

“The Bronx, Arthur Avenue.”

“You just coming home from overseas?”

“Yeah.”

“You survived Vietnam just to come back to
that?” the driver remarked unkindly.

“Shut the fuck up and drive, asshole.”

The cabby slammed the vehicle into gear and
stammered mockingly, “You gots it, General.” The vehicle tore away
from the curb, frightening some pigeons gathered on the
sidewalk.

As the cab weaved in-and-out of traffic, Sal
scanned his surroundings happily, recalling his first trip through
New York as a boy while riding in his father’s car. Putting his
head back, Sal closed his eyes and drifted off into a light sleep.
Before he even had time to dream, the vehicle came to an abrupt
halt. Sal’s body drifted forward, and then slammed back hard
against the seat.

“We’re here. Which building is your’s, young
man?” the cabby yelled, trying to wake him.

Taking a few moments to get his bearings,
Sal looked around for his father’s car, hoping he still owned the
same black Cadillac, and was home. A big smile broke over his face
the moment he located the familiar vehicle parked in its usual spot
right in front of the building.

“This is good. I’ll get out here.” Sal
peeked at the fare meter. It read six dollars and ten cents.
Pulling out a roll of bills from his pocket, Sal handed the cabby a
ten dollar bill. “Keep the change, mister,” he said politely.

“Thank you, sir.”

Duffel bag in hand, Sal stepped out of the
cab and the vehicle pulled away. He stood in the middle of the
street for several moments savoring the feeling of being home and
reacquainting himself with the old neighborhood. Sal smiled as he
looked up-and-down the block. Boys played stickball in the street.
Young girls jumped rope, and played hopscotch along the busy
sidewalk. The familiar mouth-watering aromas of the restaurants and
bakeries were still present. Inhaling deeply, Sal relished the
bouquet of Italian cuisine. “It’s like nothing changed at all,” he
whispered to himself.

Slinging his bag over his shoulder, Sal
proceeded to the front entrance of his father’s apartment building
and climbed the steps to the third floor. Standing before his
father’s door, Sal remembered his contested departure several years
ago. Sal knocked and listened as footsteps approached the door. He
saw the knob turn, and the door slowly opened. The moment Peter
laid eyes on his son, his face lit up like fireworks on the fourth
of July. “Madonn da mi! Salvatore, is that really you?” Peter
shouted with elation.

“How you doing, Pop?” Sal smiled.

“Welcome home! God, I’ve missed you!” Peter
rushed his son and hugged him tightly.

“I’ve missed you, too.”

“Come in! Come in!” Releasing Sal from his
bear hug, Peter ushered him inside. “Sit down, Salvatore,” Peter
insisted as he pulled out a chair at the kitchen table.

Setting his bag on the floor, Sal took a
seat. Excitedly, Peter hovered over him like an over-protective
grandmother. “You want something to eat? Something to drink? What?
What can I get for you?”

“I’m good to go, Pop. Why don’t you just sit
down?”

“You sure.”

“I’m sure. Just sit down. Okay?”

“Why didn’t you call me? I woulda picked you
up from the airport,” Peter asked as he sat down next to his
son.

“It’s okay. I took a cab.”

“So how’ve you been?”

“I’m okay. I’m doing pretty good.”

“You sure you’re okay, Salvatore?”

“Yeah. Why do you ask me that, Pop?” Sal
asked defensively.

“Your eyes...you look different to me.
That’s all.” Peter had seen this look before: in the hard stare of
the young soldiers he served with in World War II, and in the
chilling glare of his sociopathic Mob associates.

“I’m just tired. It was a long flight.”

“Yeah, that’s it. Forget I said anything.
You wanna take a nap or something?”

“I think maybe I will grab a little
sack-time. If that’s okay?”

“You know where your room is.”

“You sure you don’t mind, Pop?”

“I don’t mind. Why the fuck would I mind.
It’s your room. Actually, this works out pretty good. I gotta take
carea some things, anyways. It oughta take me couplea, two, three
hours. When I get back, I’ll heat up some manicottis and wake you.
Then we can eat, and catch up. Awright?”

“Manicottis?” Sal said, surprised.

“The old ladies...they still drop off food
and take carea things around here for me.”

“Okay, Pop. That sounds good.” Sal picked up
his bag and started down the hall toward his old bedroom.

“Salvatore, the sheets was just washed.
Everything’s clean. The old ladies, they took carea everything for
you. Awright?”

“Okay, Pop.”

“Salvatore?”

Sal stopped, “Yeah?”

“It’s really good to have you home.”

“Thanks Pop. It’s good to be home.”

Entering his room, Sal set his bag down on
the bed. He opened the duffel bag and dug through his belongings
until he found the framed picture that he had securely wrapped in
several t-shirts. The photograph that had crisscrossed the world
with him, kept him safe from harm and meant so much to him.
Unfurling it, Sal stared at the picture. “We’re home. Can you
believe we made it outta that place?” he whispered sweetly.

Carefully, he set the photo back on the
nightstand in the spot it had occupied for years while he was
growing up. Removing his uniform, Sal neatly laid it on a chair
next to his dresser. He got into bed and propped several pillows
under his head. After finding a comfortable position, Sal closed
his eyes and quickly drifted off into a deep sleep. Sal dreamt that
he was a little boy back in Sicily.

Young Salvatore played with his mother in
the front yard of his grandparents’ home. Marie chased after her
son, playfully teasing him in Italian. “I’m going to catch you,
Salvatore! I’m right behind you.”

Salvatore’s Mama and Papa sat on the porch
merrily laughing at their antics. Finally, Marie caught her son
from behind and threw her arms around him. Still locked in an
embrace, the two fell to the ground laughing. Marie tickled
Salvatore’s tummy and his adorable high-pitched giggle made Marie
laugh, too. As they lay in the tall grass, Marie gazed deeply into
her son’s eyes and said softly, “I love you very, very much,
Salvatore.”

“I love you too, Mommy.” Salvatore flashed a
mischievous smile and then he burst into laughter. Rising quickly,
he ran away from his mother. “You can’t catch me!” He taunted as he
raced across the yard.

“Oh yes, I can. I’m going to get you.” Once
again Marie chased after her son. “I’m right behind you, Salvatore.
I’m gonna get you.”

As Marie started to gain on him, Salvatore
made a beeline toward the outhouse. The moment the boy turned the
corner, his dream transformed him into a seventeen-year-old kid
fleeing for his life down a dark, damp Bronx alley. Mikey and
Anthony ran along with him from a group of shadowy figures. Looking
back over his shoulder, Mike yelled to his friends, “C’mon, hurry
up! They’re right behind us!”

As they reached the end of the alley, the
three boys found a ten-foot-high brick wall before them.
Frantically, they tried to scale it, but to no avail. There was no
escape and nowhere else to run. The mob of shadowy figures rushed
them, howling like wild banshees.

“We might as well fucking go out swinging,”
Mikey shouted fists up.

Panicked, Anthony ranted, “I’m gonna die?
Ain’t I, Sally Boy? I didn’t do nothing! Why do I gotta die? I
didn’t do nothing!”

“I can’t move my fucking arms! I can’t lift
my arms!” Sal cried out in frustration.

Seeing Sal struggling, Mikey yelled,
“Anthony, grab his fucking arm.”

Taking hold of Sal’s arms, the two strained
to raise them, but the limbs wouldn’t budge from his side. Mikey
could only shake his head. “I can’t fucking believe you, Sal. Just
when we needed you the most you won’t even try to help us.”

“I can’t lift my fucking arms,” Sal hollered
back, still fighting to raise them.

A strange peace suddenly came over Anthony’s
face. Turning to Sal, Anthony stated very understandingly, “That’s
awright, Sally Boy. I don’t blame you. You had to do what you had
to do. Right?”

Confused by his friend’s statement, Sal
screamed, “What the hell are you talking about?”

The hostile rabble came in fast and hard,
pinning the three boys up against the wall. Two large figures
seized Mikey’s arms, rendering him helpless. Another figure pulled
out a long knife and repeatedly stabbed Mike in his chest. Blood
shot from Mikey’s torso covering him and the ground.

“Mikey! Leave him alone! No!” Sal shouted in
horror.

Two other figures took Anthony and pushed
him face first up against the wall. A pistol was put to the back of
his head and a shot rang out. “Anthony, no!” Sal cried as he
watched in shock as his friends body fell to the ground.

The angry mob tossed Sal around like a rag
doll, beating and kicking him until he was almost unconscious. Then
inexplicably they stopped and collectively stepped back. Winded
from the scuffle, Sal stood breathing heavily. A shadowy figure
emerged from the crowd carrying a sawed-off shotgun and pointed the
weapon directly at Sal’s face. Intently, Sal stared at the trigger
finger. Clearly Sal could see blood rush from the digit as pressure
was slowly applied. As the finger tightened, Sal yelled,
“Noooo!”

“Salvatore, wake up! Wake up!” Peter shouted
as he shook his son.

Opening his eyes, Sal found his father
sitting on the edge of the bed, still clutching his shoulders. “You
awright?” Peter asked, sympathetically.

“Yeah, I’m okay.” Sal wiped the sweat from
his brow.

“You was having a bad dream. That’s
all.”

“I know, Pop.”

“What were you dreaming about?”

“I...I don’t remember.”

“You hungry?” Peter asked, doubting his
son’s answer.

“Yeah.”

“Awright. Go wash up. I’ll put the food on
the table.”

“Okay, Pop.”

Sal staggered into the bathroom and splashed
some cold water on his face. Gazing up into the mirror, he softly
mumbled, “That was one fucked up dream.” After drying his face and
hands on a towel, Sal headed toward the kitchen. To his pleasant
surprise, the table was already set with piping hot manicotti,
fresh Italian bread, grated cheese, and two glasses of wine.

“Madonn! When did you become so civilized,
Pop?” Sal teased.

“I’ve been seeing this really classy broad
for a while now. Maybe something rubbed off.”

“You ain’t going soft on me?”

“That’ll be the fucking day. Sit down,
wiseguy.”

“That’s my, Pop,” Sal said, laughing.

Peter carefully spooned several manicottis
onto Sal’s plate and covered them with sauce. Placing two on his,
Peter added some sauce, grated some cheese onto the manicotti, and
they began to eat. “So what was it like for you over there,
Salvatore?”

“What do you mean, Pop?” Sal asked as he
grated cheese onto his food.

“What the fuck do you think I mean?”

“It was the same for everybody.”

“You didn’t answer my question,
Salvatore.”

“What do you want me to say?” Sal sipped his
wine. “It was a bad time for everybody.”

“Ain’t you gonna tell me nothing?”

“What could I tell you that you don’t
already know? You know what it was like.”

“Yeah, I guess I do.”

“What about all the letters I sent you?
Didn’t you get ’em?”

“Yeah, but I never opened ’em, Salvatore. I
was still mad at you.”

“That’s okay, Pop. Don’t worry about
it.”

“So what do you wanna do? Now that you’re
home, I mean. You wanna stay here? I won’t mind if you wanna move
back in.”

“Maybe, for a little while, but I really
gotta find my own place.”

“I understand. But you know you can stay
here as long as you want, right?”

“I know, Pop. Thanks.”

“What about work? You wanna come to work
with me. I could talk to Don Bruno.”

“Ming! That’s a really nice offer. But I
think I’m gonna take it slow for a little while. You know, catch my
breath and figure out some things. I got some money saved up.”

“Your friend, Anthony DiGregorio, he’s
working for the Mirragios now. Did you know that?”

“Nah, I lost touch with everybody.”

“I don’t know what happened to the other
one.”

“You mean, Mikey?”

“Yeah, I ain’t seen him around lately.”

“I ain’t worried about him. Mikey could
always take carea himself. He’s probably doing better than all of
us.”

“What about clothes? I got some really nice
suits that just fell offa truck. If you want ’em, they’re
yours.”

“Thanks. It’ll be nice to wear something
besides green.”

Peter sipped his wine. “Salvatore, if you
need anything else, all you gotta do is ask. You know that,
right?”

Sal smiled, “I know.”

“Now let’s get down to the important stuff.
Tell me about the broads. What was they like over there? I bet they
was fucking beautiful, huh? I always had a thing for those Chinese
broads.”

“They wasn’t Chinese, Pop. They was
Vietnamese.”

“I know, jerk-off. I meant the Oriental
broads.”

Sal laughed, “It’s good to be home,
Pop.”

“Ah, shut the fuck up,” Peter remarked
playfully.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 


After an exhaustive search, Sal found a
furnished apartment on the East Side of the Bronx in the Bedford
section, not too far from his old Arthur Avenue neighborhood. The
apartment needed to be painted, and the carpets shampooed, but it
had potential. It had one bedroom, a small kitchen with a stove, a
bathroom with a tub, and a living room. After conferring with his
father and getting Peter to agree to help fix it up, Sal decided
this would be his new home. Less than one month after arriving home
from, Sal signed the lease agreement and moved in.

Once again the kindly Italian grandmother’s
played a part in Sal’s new life. They insisted on helping and they
did a wonderful job converting his apartment from a minimal shelter
to a very comfortable and attractive home. They shopped for the bed
linens, towels, curtains, and some quality pots and pans. They
filled his refrigerator with wholesome food and stocked the
cabinets with the common necessities for a functioning household.
To show his appreciation, Sal generously compensated the women for
their efforts and Peter couldn’t resist slipping them some extra
cash on the side. It wasn’t that Sal didn’t take care of them, it
was just Peter’s way.

Having selected the best shade to accent
each room, Peter managed to supervise the entire painting of the
apartment without ever picking up a brush. Talking much of the time
Sal worked, they tossed back a few drinks and reminisced about
Sal’s childhood. They laughed, recalling the antics he had pulled
along with the other neighborhood characters, especially Mikey and
Anthony. This time together allowed Peter and Sal to reconnect and
helped their relationship to blossom into one of mutual respect and
appreciation for one another.

Preferring to keep a low profile, Sal
purposely limited his exposure by only going out during daylight
hours, just in case someone from Wilson’s Unit might be seeking
payback. He wasn’t scared, but Sal didn’t want any surprises, and
was leery of any new faces in his neighborhood. Sometimes Sal would
go for days without eating or having any meaningful interaction
with another human being. He filled his idle time with trips to the
Bronx Zoo, comforted by the peace and serenity of sitting and
watching the animals. Finding it difficult to sleep through the
night because of his dreadful recurring nightmares, Sal often woke
sweating, shaking, and many times screaming. Occasionally, Sal
dreamt about the young soldier who died silently in his arms. Of
all his night terrors, that was the one that troubled Sal the most,
but he didn’t fully understand why.

As part of his daily routine, Sal would sit
in a corner booth of the Starlight Diner, drinking coffee and
reading the paper. He made it a point to always face the front door
and he felt relatively safe relaxing because there was no back
entrance, only an emergency fire exit door. The big front window
made it easy for him to watch the pretty girls walk by and to keep
tabs on people entering and leaving. Now and again, thoughts of
Angel ran through Sal’s mind and he couldn’t help but wonder if by
some stroke of luck, his friend actually survived his chest
wound.

One day, much like every other day, while
Sal sat alone drinking coffee, his attention was captured by the
sight of a young girl seated at a nearby table reading a book. The
afternoon sunlight shone through the window onto her honey blonde
hair, making it appear like spun gold. Possessing a perfect face,
like that of a goddess, her twinkling azure eyes were as
captivating as any star-filled evening sky. A tight, low-cut blouse
accented her tear-drop breasts and a short skirt revealed her long
shapely legs, crossed under the table.

Finding it difficult not to stare, Sal was
completely defenseless, because her angelic beauty called to him.
Overcome by the feeling that he had seen her somewhere before,
Sal’s inner voice feverishly debated whether or not he should
approach her. As she gazed up from her book, their eyes locked and
she smiled at him. At that moment, Sal’s apprehensions were
dissolved by a smile as glorious as any Mediterranean sunset.
Scooting out of the booth, Sal made his way over to her table and
politely asked, “How you doing?”

Looking up, she replied softly, “I’m fine.
How are you?”

“Would you mind if I joined you?” Sal
smiled.

“If you wish.” Trying to conceal her
excitement, she asked playfully, “Do you always approach women like
this?”

“What do you mean ‘like this’?”

“You wait for them to sit alone reading a
book and then you make your move on them.”

“No, no! I haven’t really...you seemed
like...you have a...I wasn’t making a move on you.”

“You’re very smooth,” she teased, smiling
affectionately.

Slowly, Sal started to get up.

“Where are you going? You’re never going to
get anywhere if you give up that easily.”

“Honestly, I’m not trying to get anywhere. I
just thought maybe we could talk.”

“That would be nice.”

Again, Sal sat down.

“What would you like to talk about? Oh, by
the way my name is Chrissy...Chrissy Brown.”

“I’m Salvatore Scalise. It’s nice to meet
you.” Sal shook Chrissy’s hand. It was soft and cool, very much to
his liking.

“So, do you work around here? Or do you go
to school?”

“Oh, nothing like that. I’m just kinda
getting used to being home.”

“Where have you been?”

“Vietnam.” Sal said, puzzled.

“Oh!” Chrissy sighed, softly.

“I guess you’re one of those protesters,
huh? Look, I’m sorry I bothered you.” Again, Sal started to get
up.

“No, that’s not it. Please don’t go.”

“Well, what’s wrong then?”

“My brother...my brother was killed over
there. I don’t understand why he had to die at such a young
age.”

“No one can understand what it’s all about,
unless they’ve been there. I wish I could explain it to you. But I
can’t. I’m sorry. Try and remember all the good things about him.
That way, he’ll always live in your heart. I know what it’s like to
lose a family member. Please accept my condolences.”

Chrissy smiled. “You’re very kind. I’ve
tried to put the whole war out of my mind. But it’s everywhere. Was
it rough for you over there?”

“You know, you look very familiar to me.”
Leaning forward, Sal studied her face. “I can’t quite put my finger
on it, but I feel as if I’ve seen you somewhere before. Does that
sound strange to you?”

“No, not really.”

“Why not?”

“I’m a little embarrassed to admit this.
People tell me I look like a young Grace Kelly,” Chrissy explained
coyly. “Personally, I don’t see it. I mean, after all, she’s one of
the most beautiful women in Hollywood.”

“I think you’re even more beautiful than
her.”

Chrissy’s face lit up. “That’s a very nice
compliment. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Your smile, it’s so
beautiful. I could look at your smile for a million years and never
get tired of it.”

Gently placing her hand on her heart Chrissy
said softly, “I don’t know what to say to that, Salvatore. No one’s
ever spoken to me like that before.”

“Why don’t you call me ‘Sal’?”

“All right, Sal”

“I was gonna go for a walk in the park.
Would you like to come with me?” Reaching across the table, Sal
gently took her hand.

“I’d love to...but I have a class.” Chrissy
said, torn.

“You’re a teacher?”

“No, I’m a student at Fordham. But I am
studying to become one.”

“That’s good, I was maybe thinking about
going back to school on that G.I. Bill.”

“That’s a wonderful idea. I could help you
find a school and pick a major.”

Sal laughed. “I can’t really see myself
picking a major. But thanks anyway. You better get to your class.
It was really nice meeting you, Chrissy.” Shaking her hand once
more, Sal got up from the table and promptly left the diner. Utter
disbelief came across Chrissy’s face as she tried to comprehend
what had just happened. Rising from her chair, she flew out of the
front door calling out, “Sal! Sal, wait.”

Sal stopped and turned toward the voice
calling him. “What’s up?”

“Why are you always running away from
me?”

“You said you had a class.”

“So where are you going now? If you don’t
mind my asking?”

“I already told you. I’m going for a
walk.”

“Where?”

“The Botanical Gardens.”

“Would you mind very much if I tagged
along?”

“Not at all.”

“Thank you.”

“What about your class?”

“I know this sounds terrible but I thought
you were just trying to...”

“To what?”

“...to get me into...” Chrissy whispered,
“...bed”

“Take it easy. I ain’t that easy. Besides,
we just met,” Sal smiled and a winked at her.

“I’m sorry, but it seems like that’s all any
guy wants to do these days. That’s probably why I don’t have a
boyfriend.”

“I guess it’s all that ‘free love’ I’m
always hearing about. I’ve only been back a couplea months. I don’t
really know that much about it.”

Appearing slightly chagrined, Chrissy took
Sal’s arm. “Are we still going?”

“Sure, why not?”

After hailing a cab, Sal opened the door for
Chrissy and they both got into the back seat. The ride to the park
was short but enjoyable. Sal paid the fare, helped Chrissy out of
the cab, and they proceeded into the park. Leisurely they strolled
toward the water making small talk. As they approached the duck
pond, Chrissy stopped and took Sal’s arm. “Sal, I’ve seen you at
the diner before.”

“Really.”

“Every time I saw you it was like you...you
seemed as if you had the weight of the world on your
shoulders.”

“Not the weight of the world. Just the
memories of a time and place I’d like to forget.”

Spotting a hotdog vendor in the distance,
Sal had an idea. “I’ll be right back.” Sal ran over to the cart and
bought some bread. As he trotted back, he could see Chrissy had
already moved near the water’s edge and a large group of waterfowl
were swimming toward her.

“Here, feed ’em.” Sal handed Chrissy some
bread. Tossing a piece of bread to the ducks, Sal professed, “I
like the ducks. They swim around. They eat the bread. They don’t
bother nobody. They got a pretty good life. You know?”

“I guess you’re right.” Chrissy laughed. “I
never really thought about it that much.”

“I never really knew how beautiful this
place was when I was a kid. I mean, I came here a lot.” Sal gazed
directly into Chrissy’s eyes. “But I never took the time to
appreciate how beautiful it is. You know what I’m saying?”

“I understand, Sal.” Clearly smitten,
Chrissy responded softly. “I try never to take anyone or anything
for granted. If you do, happiness could be staring you right in the
face, and you would never know it.”

After throwing their last pieces of bread to
the ducks, Sal teased. “Should we keep walking? Or do you got a
class you need to get to?”

Chrissy smiled. “I’d like to walk with
you.”

“Would you mind if I held your hand?” Sal
asked politely.

“Not at all,” Chrissy said sweetly.

The two walked around the pond holding hands
and laughing all the while. After circling the pond twice, Sal
suggested they take a seat on a bench. Tenderly, Sal reached out
and brushed away some hair that had fallen into Chrissy’s eyes. “I
can’t remember the last day I had that was this nice.”

“It’s not over, Sal? Is it?”

“Yeah, it is.”

“Why?” Chrissy asked softly.

Looking up at the horizon, Sal pointed out,
“’Cause the sun is starting to set and the park is gonna close
soon.”

“Sal,” Chrissy smacked her lips. “I meant am
I going to see you again?”

“Do you wanna see me again?” Sal asked
confidently.

“Of course I do. Don’t you want to see me
again?”

“Definitely. Did you really think you were
gonna get rid’a me that easy?”

Beaming, Chrissy slowly leaned in close to
Sal and gently pressed her lips to his.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 


Standing in his bathroom before the mirror,
Sal nimbly twisted his black silk tie into a Windsor knot. Wearing
only a grey dress shirt and boxers, he eagerly anticipated meeting
his childhood friend, Anthony DiGregorio. Pretending to be asleep,
Chrissy lay naked in bed watching him get dressed.

“Hey sexy, where do you think you’re going
without saying ‘good-bye’?”

“I thought you was asleep. I was trying to
be quiet.”

“I was up. I like watching you get dressed.
Where are you going?”

“I gotta go see a friend from the old
neighborhood.”

“Is that the guy you called the other
day?”

“Yeah.”

“Does your friend have a name?” Chrissy
teased.

“Yeah, he’s got a name.”

“May I ask what it is?”

“His name is Anthony.”

“Anthony what?”

Sal laughed. “What are we playing twenty
questions here?”

“Of course not. I’m just curious.”

“His name is Anthony DiGregorio. I’ve known
him since we was kids. It was really good to talk to him again.
Growing up, Anthony and Mikey was like brothers to me.”

Chrissy smiled, “I’m really glad you’re
reconnecting with your old friends.”

“I am too,” Sal said happily.

“So are we still on for later?”

“Yeah sure, but...”

“But?”

“If I’m going back to work, then I’m not
gonna be around as much as I have been lately.”

“I know.” Chrissy said softly.

“What’s the matter, Chrissy?”

“I don’t know why you won’t let me talk to
my father. I know he can help you.”

“Baby, we talked about this already. I gotta
do this on my own. Understand?” Sal sat down on the bed next to her
and gently stroked Chrissy’s hair. “I love you. You know that,
right?”

“I love you, too. I just wish you would let
me help you.”

“That’s not the way I am. Chrissy, a man
can’t change what he is. You have a great family and a good
education. You deserve the world. How am I supposed to give you all
the things...”

“Love isn’t about things, Sal! It’s about
two people who want to share their lives together and raise a
family. When I look into your eyes, I see that little boy in the
picture over there. I see love. I know what’s in your heart, baby.
That’s why I love you so much.”

Glancing over at the picture, Sal gently
kissed her forehead. “That little boy doesn’t exist anymore.”

“Yes, Sal, he does. He’s lost. You just have
to find him again,” Chrissy whispered lovingly.

“Baby, I love you more than anything. But do
you really wanna spend the rest of your life with me, knowing the
things I’ve done?”

“Sal, you never talk about the things you
did in Vietnam.”

“We’ve been together, what, three
months?”

“Three and a half months, thank you very
much.” Chrissy smiled.

“You sleep here...maybe four nights a week,
right? You see the nightmares that wake me up. It don’t take much
imagination to put two and two together. Does it?”

“Sal, you’re not responsible for what you
did over there. You had no choice. You have to forgive
yourself.”

“Please, stop, huh? You don’t even know what
the hell you’re talking about.”

“Maybe so, but you have to fight for
anything worth having in this world. I do know that much. Sal, I
know someday you’ll be a great father to our children. We’ll have a
beautiful home, a nice dog, and a polite cat.”

“Hold up.” Sal stood. “When did I ever say I
wanted a cat?”

Pulling Sal toward her, Chrissy rubbed her
breasts up against him. “We can talk about the cat later.
Okay?”

Sal laughed. “God, I love you.”

“Come back to bed,” Chrissy urged
enticingly. “Your friend can wait a little while longer. Can’t he?”
Reaching up Chrissy gently stroked Sal’s member over his underwear.
“There’s something I want to do to you.”

“You do, huh?” Removing his shirt and tie,
Sal tossed them onto a nearby chair. Slowly, Chrissy lowered Sal’s
boxers.

“You see what you do to me?”

“I like having this effect on you.”

“Well, what are you gonna do about it?”

Sitting up on the edge of the bed, Chrissy
tossed back her hair, and licked her palm several times. Grasping
Sal’s cock she quickly stroked it while simultaneously sucking it.
In an attempt to force the entire length of his member deep down
into her throat, Chrissy strongly thrust her head forward. Gagging
momentarily, she pulled back laughing. “Oh my God, that went
far.”

Taking hold of Sal’s cock once more, Chrissy
ran her tongue back-and-forth along Sal’s shaft moistening it with
her saliva. As she continued sucking Sal’s dick, Chrissy reached
down between her legs and fingered her clitoris making her pussy
wet. Firing off a seductive string of sexy moans, Chrissy said
passionately, “I want you to come in my mouth, baby. I love the
taste of your cum. It’s so sweet.”

Feeling his impending load, Sal was no
longer able to hold back. “I’m gonna come!”

Wrapping her lips around the head of Sal’s
cock, Chrissy jerked him as fast as she could. Sal’s body shuttered
as he let loose and Chrissy swallowed as much of Sal’s cum as she
could, but some spurted out, and rolled down her chin dripping down
onto her tits. Breathing deeply and feeling lightheaded, Sal stood
motionless, savoring the exhilaration of the experience. Gazing up
at him, Chrissy asked demurely, “Did you enjoy that, baby?”

“You know I did.”

Seeing some of Sal’s cum on her tits,
Chrissy seductively wiped it up with the tips of her fingers and
then sucked the semen off each one.

“Lay back on the bed,” Sal insisted.

“I thought you had to be somewhere?” Chrissy
said playfully, knowing that Sal couldn’t resist having her.

“He can wait. Lay down.” Dropping down onto
his knees, Sal wrapped his arms around Chrissy’s thighs and gently
pulled her toward him. Planting his face between her legs, Sal
licked Chrissy’s wet pussy and sucked her clitoris. As if
possessed, Sal drove his tongue deep into her cunt and
tongue-fucked her relentlessly.

The amazing sensation between Chrissy’s legs
caused her to tremble and shake. Her head trashed back-and-forth in
a frenzy of sexual ecstasy. “Oh my God! Sal, that feels so good!
Don’t stop,” Chrissy whimpered softly.

Feeling his cock getting hard again, Sal
took hold of Chrissy’s ankles and stood. Resting her legs against
his chest, Sal jammed the head of his cock into Chrissy’s inviting
pussy. With one forward thrust he plunged his entire length deep
into her cunt. Chrissy moaned as her pussy was forced to stretch
from the sheer girth of Sal’s member. “Oh my God! You’re so deep.
You feel so good!”

Wiping the sweat from his brow, Sal pounded
away at her pussy until he was out of breath. “Baby, stand up. I
want you from behind.”

“Help me up,” she whispered softly.

Lifting her up off the bed, Sal tenderly
kissed and licked Chrissy’s neck driving her wild. Spinning her
around, Sal bent Chrissy over and moved behind her. He rammed his
cock deep into her wet vagina and quickly resumed the thumping he
was giving her before. Every time Sal slammed his cock into
Chrissy’s pussy, his balls would slap up against her stomach, and
her ass cheeks rippled. Sal couldn’t resist slapping and squeezing
her round, firm ass repeatedly. “Do you like that?” he asked.

“Yes, smack me harder.” Chrissy moaned
gratefully.

Sal slapped her ass several more times, then
he reached up under her body and squeezed her pert nipples with his
finger tips making Chrissy quiver with excitement. Taking hold of
her small waist, Sal forcefully pulled her into him every time he
thrust his cock into her. Chrissy was almost rendered unconscious
from the hammering she was taking from behind. Her pussy dripped so
much that the carpet at their feet became soaked with her
juices.

The familiar sensation in Sal’s cock told
him that it wouldn’t be long before he would pop. Feeling Sal’s
member swell inside her Chrissy stammered faintly between pants.
“You’re close? I can feel it.”

“God, you’re so tight. You almost there,
baby?” Sal asked, trying to hold back so they could come
together.

“I gonna come! Fuck me harder.”

Knowing she was close to orgasm, Sal
continued to pound Chrissy’s pussy as hard as he could. Out of
breath and delirious, Chrissy managed to cry out, “Oh my, God! I’m
coming, I’m coming so hard!”

Continuing his long penetrating thrusts, Sal
was no longer able to hold back. With a subtle moan, he unleashed
his tremendous load into Chrissy’s already dripping cunt. “I’m
coming, baby! Can you feel it?”

“Yes! I can feel everything,” Chrissy sighed
softly.

Exhausted from the endeavor of raw, animal
sex, the two lovers remained motionless breathing deeply for
several moments. Finally, Sal pulled his cock out of Chrissy and
lifted her up into his arms. Locked in an embrace, they looked
deeply into each other’s eyes. “Did you enjoy that, baby?” Sal
asked, breathing heavily.

“Oh yes,” Chrissy whispered.

#

Strutting down the street looking dapper in
one of the suits his father had given him, Sal felt optimistic
about his meeting with Anthony. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky and
the sun was shining. The only sound that could be heard was the
birds singing in the trees.

As Sal neared the Mirragio Club, he
immediately recognized his friend leaning up against a new black
sedan, smoking a cigarette. Anthony’s face broke into an ear-to-ear
grin the moment he saw Sal. Crushing out his butt on the sidewalk,
the two friends rushed to greet each other with a big hug and a
kiss on the cheek.

“Sally Boy! How the fuck you been?”

“I’m doing good, Anthony. How’ve you
been?”

“Fucking great! I’m glad to see that you
made it back in one fucking piece.”

“Thanks. And thanks for meeting me. I really
appreciate it.”

“What, are you fucking kidding me? I’ve
known you since we was like fucking nine. I would never turn my
back on blood.”

“It’s nice to hear you say that.”

“Well, it’s true.”

“Good ’cause I need a favor.”

“Madonn! You don’t waste any time, huh?”

“Anthony, I don’t mean to come off sounding
like a mamaluke, but I’m jammed up.”

“Awright, let’s talk in the car.”

Walking around to the driver’s side, Anthony
got in and slid over, unlocking the passenger side door. Sal
climbed into the passenger seat closing the door behind him.

“So what can I do for you, Sally?” Anthony
asked as he lit a cigarette.

“This is your car?” Sal was impressed as he
checked out the plush interior.

“It’s in my fiancée’s mother’s name, but it
belongs to me. I own it.”

“You’re a real fucking big shot now,
huh?”

“It beats working for a living.”

“It’s nice to see you doing so good,
Anthony.”

“Hey, I told Lisa all about you after I got
off of the phone with you the other day. She can’t wait to meet
you. She’s got this knockout girlfriend she wants to set you up
with. I’m telling you, Sal, if I wasn’t with Lisa, I’d be all over
this bitch myself. She’s got big fucking tits, a beautiful body,
and long blonde hair. I remembered how you like the blondes. And
from what I hear, she sucks cock like a champ. Plus, Lisa told me
she swallows. You can thank me later.”

“Thanks, I really appreciate it. But I’m
already seeing somebody.”

“Oh, yeah. Is it serious?”

“I think it is.”

“Forget about that other bitch. Then the
four of us should all go out to dinner some night. It’ll be a nice
welcome home celebration. And I’m paying! Okay? What do you
say?”

“Yeah, I think she’d like that.”

“So, what can I do for you?”

“I know we ain’t seen each other in a
couplea years, and this is kinda outta the blue, but I was kinda
hoping, you know, you could maybe get me in with the
Mirragios.”

“What about your, Pop?”

“No!” Sal replied emphatically.

“You don’t wanna work for him, huh?”

“No. So what do you think? Can you help me
or what?”

“I don’t know, Sal. I mean I’ve only been
with the Mirragios for a little while myself. The best I can do is
introduce you.” Anthony puffed his cigarette. “But I gotta tell
you, these guys, they don’t fuck around.”

“Neither do I.”

“Sally Boy, I can tell just by looking into
your eyes that you was into some fucked-up shit over there. No
disrespect, I’ve known you a long fucking time, and I can see that
there’s something very different about you. I ain’t got a problem
with whatever you did over there, but these guys ain’t fucking
cowboys. They’re businessmen.”

“I know, Anthony. I ain’t looking for
nothing heavy. I was thinking I could start out as a driver, a
bodyguard, something. I just need to make some ‘scarole. I got
bills, pisan.”

“Things changed a lot since you was away.”
Anthony reached up, touching the crucifix hanging from his rear
mirror. “Everybody we come up with is either in the can, or dead.
You heard about Mikey, right?”

“Nah, I ain’t heard nothing.”

“I didn’t wanna say nothing about it when we
was on the phone ’cause Lisa was listening. She gets all emotional
when she hears about shit like that.”

“What the fuck happened to Mike?”

“Nobody really knows for sure. The story on
the street is that he got all coked up and started running his big
fucking mouth. I don’t know. He musta said the wrong fucking thing
to the wrong fucking guy. They found him in some dumpster in Jersey
with his tongue cut out and a knife sticking outta his fucking
chest. I heard he got stabbed like twenty five times. Getting
clipped was bad enough, but ending up in a pile a garbage in that
shithole, Jersey, made it even twice as bad. I ain’t going out like
that, Sally.”

Staring off into the distance, Sal reflected
upon the disturbing dream he had about Mikey when he first came
home from Vietnam. Confused by Sal’s silence regarding the tragic
news about their friend, Anthony asked, “Sal, you awright?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m good. Look, you don’t have
to worry about me, Anthony. Just introduce me and that’ll be all
the involvement you got. I promise.”

“Sal, did you hear what I just said? Mikey’s
dead. Don’t you even fucking care?”

“Of course I care! What the fuck do you want
me to do about it? How many times did I tell him to keep that big
fucking trap of his closed when we was coming up, huh?”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right about that. He
never did listen to what anybody had to say. But he was like a
fucking brother to me. I miss him. I miss him a lot, Sal.” Anthony
declared, voice cracking.

“I miss him, too. You and Mikey was the only
brothers I’ll ever have. But there ain’t nothing we can do about
it.”

“Maybe you’re right. But as far as the
Mirragios go, I really don’t want anything coming back on me. The
Don’s consigliere just retired so Carmine’s probably gonna get
bumped up. I’m starting to get noticed. I wanna move up. I got
fucking plans for my future.”

“I swear!” Sal vowed raising his right hand.
“I ain’t gonna do nothing to fuck you up with these guys.”

“Yeah, sure whatever you want, Sal. I’ll
introduce you to Carmine Mattazolo. He’s Don Lucho’s Underboss. For
whatever its worth, I’ll even put in a good word for you. How’s
that?”

“Grazei, that’s all I’m asking.”

“Let’s go inside and have a drink, Sally
Boy. God, I fucking missed you.”

“I missed you, too.”

Stepping out of the car, Anthony led Sal to
the front entrance of the Mirragios Private Italian Club. There was
an entry door nestled in between two sizable plate glass windows.
Except these windows were black and you couldn’t see inside the
club from the street. At the bottom right corner of each glass pane
was the warning: “PRIVATE CLUB MEMBERS ONLY” in gold lettering.

Rich, dark, wood paneling covered the walls
and several eye-catching paintings of the gorgeous landscapes and
seascapes of Sicily were hung. The furniture consisted of several
stylish but simple card tables encircled by comfortable leather
chairs. A booth at the back was reserved for the “Don” himself. The
hardwood floors were freshly refinished and in the farthest corner
was a good sized bar. All the drinks, coffee, and espresso were
prepared by an old man who worked the bar. His services to the club
helped him pay down his sizable gambling debt to the Mirragios. The
old man’s duties included tending bar, cleaning the club, and
taking care of all necessary chores from sun up to sun down.

The Mirragio crime family was one of five
Mafia Families that ran New York City. Each family oversaw one
particular borough, and the Mirragios controlled BronxCounty. They
commanded virtually all the illegal activities there including:
gambling, prostitution, loan-sharking, unions, protection, and the
biggest money maker of them all, narcotics. Anything they didn’t
control directly had to be sanctioned by them, and they took a cut.
Anyone who didn’t adhere to these rules, or make their pay-offs on
time, usually didn’t stay healthy very long.

Four well-dressed Mafiosi sat around a table
playing cards and sipping drinks. Anthony led Sal over to the game
and addressed the group collectively, “How you doing, fellas?”

After acknowledging Anthony’s presence by
raising their chins, the men suspiciously looked Sal over.

“Fellas, this is my good friend, Salvatore
Scalise. I’ve known him since we was kids.” Anthony proceeded to
point out each individual seated at the table. “Sal, this is Jimmy
Spikes. That guy eating the sandwich over there is Tony Fats. The
guy next to him is Joey Blinks. And this is Nicky ‘Skirts.’ They
call him Skirts ’cause he likes to wear dresses.” Anthony chuckled.
“I’m just kidding. They call him Skirts ’cause he gets all the
young broads.”

“It’s nice to meet you guys,” Sal stated
cordially.

Nicky was by far the most handsome man at
the table. Extremely well-dressed, Nicky had baby blue eyes, neatly
styled thick, black hair, a toned body, and a smile that made the
young girls go crazy. As he looked Sal over with contempt, Nicky
asked rudely, “What was your name again, kid?”

“Salvatore.”

“You like girls, Salvatore?”

The other men at the table laughed.

“Why do you ask me that?” Sal responded in a
serious tone.

“I’m just asking.”

“Yeah, of course I like girls.”

“Good, ’cause we don’t want any finooks
hanging around the club. You know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I know what you mean.” Sal fired a
steely glare at Nicky.

“Stop breaking fucking balls, Nicky!”
Anthony pulled Sal away from the table. “Forget about him, Sal.
I’ll introduce you to Carmine when he gets here. Let’s take a seat
and I’ll get us a couplea drinks.” Directing Sal where to sit,
Anthony went to the bar and returned to the table with two glasses
of scotch on the rocks.

“Anthony, what’s up with that fucking
cidrule?” Sal asked as he lit a cigarette.

“He’s Carmine’s nephew. Sometimes he can be
a real fucking jerk-off.”

“I promised you that I wouldn’t fuck you up
with these guys. And I’m gonna keep that promise. I swear. But I
ain’t gonna forget what he said to me.” Sal puffed his
cigarette.

“That’s fine with me, Sally Boy. I ain’t
never liked that piecea shit.” Anthony glanced at his watch. “Damn,
Carmine shoulda been here already.”

“They’ll get here when they get here.
Relax.” Sipping his drink Sal inquired casually, “So, what do those
guys call you, Anthony?”

Shrugging, Anthony replied innocently. “They
don’t call me nothing.”

“C’mon, give. They call everybody something
around here. What do they call you?”

“They just call me, Anthony.”

“What? You want me to go ask those fucking
guys?”

“Awright, you’d figure they’d at least call
me Tony Two, or Skinny Tony, right?”

Rolling his eyes, Sal asked impatiently,
“Anthony, what the fuck do they call you?”

Looking uneasy, Anthony finally admitted,
“They call me Cuddles! Tony Cuddles.”

“What? Why do they call you that?”

Taking a deep breath, Anthony explained,
“One day I was talking to Lisa on the phone and I accidentally
called her my...my little cuddle bunny. It’s a fucking pet name for
Chrissakes! Anyway, Carmine overheard me say it and he’s been
breaking my fucking balls ever since. They ain’t called me that in
a while so act like you don’t know nothing about it. Awright?”

“No problem.”

The front door opened and an older,
heavy-set man looking more like a kindly old grandfather than a
Mafia Don trudged in. Don Lucho had thinning grey hair, a drawn out
face, and a pair of thick glasses resting precariously on his big
nose. He wore a cheap suit and carried a rolled up racing form
under his arm.

Elbowing Sal in his ribs, Anthony mumbled
softly, “That’s Don Lucho.”

Strolling in right behind him was Carmine
Mattazolo, the Underboss of the Mirragio Family. Much younger than
the Don, Carmine had a medium build, dark brown hair neatly combed
straight back, and treacherous eyes. Carmine was short, much
shorter than the other fellas, a fact which had cost several men
their lives over the years for foolishly making a joke about it.
Notorious for his quick temper, Carmine carried the scent of a man
who had no problem slitting the throat of anyone, for revenge or
profit.

“Don Lucho, how are you?” Anthony asked
politely as they passed.

The Don walked right past him and plopped
down at his booth in the back. Scurrying from behind the bar, the
old man brought the Don a double espresso. Carmine stood before
Anthony looking over the stranger seated next to him. “Who’s the
new face, Anthony?” Carmine asked rudely.

Anthony rose to his feet. “Carmine, this is
my good friend, Salvatore Scalise. I grew up with him.”

“So why is he here?”

“We’re having a couplea drinks.”

Looking Sal over, Carmine inquired,
“Scalise? Are you related to Peter Scalise?”

“He’s my father. It’s nice to meet you,
Carmine.” Sal stood and shook Carmine’s hand.

“How come I ain’t seen you around the
neighborhood?”

“I’ve been away.”

“Where you been? The can?”

“No.”

“Then where the fuck you been?”

“Vietnam,” Sal answered proudly.

“You made it home in one piece I see. You’re
very fortunate. Many good people from the neighborhood wasn’t so
lucky.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Who you working for?”

Sal shook his head, “Nobody.”

“Sit down.” The three men sat. “What are you
good at? What did you do in the war?”

“I was a soldier like everyone else.”

“Tell me what the fuck you did in Vietnam.”
Carmine demanded.

“I killed people.”

Nodding slowly, Carmine smiled. “Maybe we
can find something for you. If you’re interested.”

“I’m very interested,” Sal answered
respectfully.

“Good. Come back tomorrow with Anthony. I’ll
talk to the Don and see if he has something for you.” Shaking hands
once more, Carmine stood and headed over to Don Lucho’s booth and
slid in across from him.

Anthony shrugged. “That was fucking easier
than I thought.”

“Thanks, Cuddles. I fucking owe you one,”
Sal remarked laughing.

“What are friends for? If you really wanna
pay me back, forget that fucking name,” Anthony muttered softly out
of the corner of his mouth.

“You got it.”

The old man made his way over to Anthony and
whispered something in his ear. He then headed back behind the bar
and continued his cleaning duties.

“What was that all about?”

“Don Lucho wants to talk to me,” Anthony
said sheepishly.

“So go talk to him.”

Rising quickly, Anthony stood ill-at-ease
listening as the Don did all the talking. Anthony nodded in
apparent agreement, and then the Don waved him away in a
discernible act of disgust. Seemingly rattled, Anthony dashed back
to where Sal sat. “Let’s go,” Anthony muttered, his face
flushed.

“What’s wrong?”

Pulling Sal up by up his arm, Anthony
implored, “Let’s just get the fuck outta here. Awright?”

Stepping outside, Anthony insisted with a
cracking voice, “Get in the car, Sal.”

“Anthony, what the fuck’s going on?”

“Just get in the fucking car, Sal.
Please!”

Once in the car, Anthony blurted, “I’m on
the hook!”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“I’m on the fucking hook for you.” With an
unsteady hand, Anthony lit a cigarette. “Don Lucho said since I
brought you around I’m responsible for anything you do. It’s my
fucking ass!”

“Anthony, calm the fuck down! I ain’t gonna
do nothing to fuck you up with these guys.”

“Look, Sally, this shit’s for real. Awright?
People fucking die! And for no good reason, I mean. If you piss off
the wrong motherfucker they find you in your trunk with a bullet in
your head. If you fuck around with the wrong broad you end up in
some alley with your throat slit and your cock cut-off and stuffed
in your mouth.”

Sal laughed. “I’m really fucking home. Ain’t
I?”

Anthony slowly drew back from his friend.
“What the fuck did they do to you over there?”

Sal’s face hardened. “Take it easy, Anthony.
You’re getting all fucking excited for nothing.”

“But, what if...”

“Listen, if I didn’t crack that piecea shit
Nicky in his head for what he said to me, you can believe me when I
tell you that you got nothing to worry about. Awright? I gotta go
see my, Pop. I’ll catch up with you later at the bar. Wait there
for me. Have a few drinks and try to fucking relax. I’ll get there
as soon as I can.”

Jumping out of the car, Sal hailed a cab and
got into the back seat. The cab drove off and minutes later arrived
at Peter’s building. Sal paid the fare, got out, and hiked up the
stairs to his father’s apartment and knocked.

“C’mon in,” Peter shouted.

Stepping inside, Sal was surprised to find
his father standing at the stove wearing a long white apron, and
stirring a pot of sauce. “Madonn! Nice apron, Pop.”

“Don’t say nothing fucking stupid. I didn’t
wanna get any sauce on my shirt. I thought it might be you. That’s
why I didn’t take it off.”

“It smells pretty good in here. How you
doing, Pop?”

“I’m good. You want some wine?”

“Sure, why not.”

Peter uncorked a bottle of red wine and
filled two glasses. “Are you hungry? I got plenty.”

“A little,” Sal replied hesitantly.

“Do you fucking want some or not?”

“Yeah, Pop. Thanks.”

“What’s the matter, Salvatore?”

“Nothing.”

“Salvatore, maybe you can fool somea the
people somea the time, but you can’t ever fucking fool me. Tell me
what’s bothering you?”

“I just come from a meeting with Anthony. He
told me Mikey got whacked by some wiseguy for shooting off his
mouth.”

Peter shrugged.

“You knew about it? Didn’t you, Pop?”

Peter nodded. “I knew.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about it when I
first got home?”

“’Cause I figured you’d find out sooner or
later. Better it came from your friend than me.”

“Who was it?”

“It was business, Salvatore! Not personal.
You must respect the rules if you wanna play the game.”

“Pop, who was it?” Sal demanded.

“No! I don’t want you going off half-cocked.
When I feel the time is right, and I think you’re ready, I’ll
answer all your questions. ‘Till then, shut the fuck up about
it.”

“Okay, have it your way. I can wait. I’m
supposed to meet up with Anthony later at the No Name Club.”

“‘No Name, huh? You’re working for the
Mirragios now?”

“I guess.” Sal sipped his wine. “So how’s
Don Bruno treating you, Pop?”

“Is there something else bothering you?”

“Why do you ask?”

“You never ask me about my affairs. I know I
raised you better than that.”

“I’m sorry, Pop. I’m just looking for
something to talk about.”

“I’m hungry. Let’s eat.” Placing a slice of
bread on Sal’s plate and one on his, Peter went to the stove and
brought back two heaping plates of pasta. “You look tired,
Salvatore. Is everything okay?”

Fiddling with his bread, Sal slid the plate
away. “Pop, how come you never went to work for the Mirragios?”

“I work for Don Bruno.”

“I know. But the Mirragios was right here in
the Bronx. Why did you go all the way out to Brooklyn?”

Grating some cheese onto his pasta, Peter
explained, “It’s better that I do my own thing, Salvatore. I like
my privacy. Besides, I don’t know anybody in Brooklyn who can see
what I’m doing here in the Bronx.”

“You don’t trust the Mirragios? Do you?”

“Not as far as I can throw ’em. That Don
Lucho is a fucking pig. He’ll use you up and throw you away like a
piece of garbage. His Underboss, Carmine Mattazolo, is a fucking
whore master. He’d stab his own mother in the back to make a
couplea bucks. Does that answer your question? Can I eat my
macaroni now?”

“Yeah, thanks Pop.”

“I’m glad you still come to me when you got
questions,” Peter stated in a cheerful tone. “I may not have been
the best father in the world, but you always knew who to come to
when you needed to know the straight dope. Didn’t you?”

“That’s true, Pop. You know the streets
better than anyone. None of these cidrules could ever fool
you.”

“Remember what I said, Salvatore.” Peter
reiterated his sentiments speaking in Italian, “You must have eyes
in the back of your head. No one can be trusted. No one!
Understand?”

Spearing some pasta onto his fork, Sal
replied coolly, “Si, ou capisi.”

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 


The No Name Club was “legally” owned by
Larry Lent, an elderly Jewish man, who resided in Mt. Vernon, New
York. A successful haberdasher, Mr. Lent peddled high-end men’s
apparel and had a well-known passion for not only gambling, but
losing. Unable to pay his debts, Mr. Lent had grudgingly agreed to
shill as the owner of the establishment as an alternative means to
settle his account with the mobsters who actually did own the
club.

The No Name, or “No Names,” as the wiseguy’s
jokingly referred to it, had become the local watering hole where
all the aspiring wannabes from the neighborhood hung out dreaming
of being somebody important. The place was always swarming with
attractive, young females in search of a guy making his way up
through the ranks. Unfortunately, every guy in the joint thought he
was climber.

Seated at the bar, Anthony smoked a
cigarette and nursed a drink. Approaching him from behind, Sal
slapped Anthony on the shoulder and hopped up onto a barstool right
next to him. Pulling out a pack of smokes from his inside jacket
pocket, Sal slid an ashtray in front of him, and lit a cigarette.
“How you doing?” Sal asked politely.

“What took you so long?” Anthony grumbled as
he glanced at his wristwatch.

“Take it easy. I was talking to my Pop.”
Looking up at an already approaching bartender, Sal asked, “Lemme
get a seven-and-seven, please.”

“No problem.” The husky bartender poured and
then placed the drink in front of Sal.

“Put it on my tab,” Anthony insisted.

“Thanks, Ant.” Looking around Sal noted,
“This is a pretty nice joint. Who owns it?”

“Some Jew from Mt.Vernon, I think. I heard
Carmine and Johnny Rocks got a piecea it.”

“Classy. I wouldn’t mind owning something
like this myself someday.”

The No Name Club was quite an extravagant
establishment. The bar was fashioned from real imported mahogany.
Two big color televisions hung from the ceiling at either end of
the bar, both turned at 45-degree angles. The cushioned bar stools
had soft, genuine leather-covered seats, and the spirits selection
compared favorably to that of the finest restaurants in
Manhattan.

Each table was draped with a crimson-colored
table cloth. In the center of the table was a gold-colored
candleholder supporting a gold-colored candle. The crimson carpet
matched the drapes, and the walls were a lighter shade of crimson,
tying the room together. The food was excellent Southern Italian
Cuisine and the dining room music selection was strictly Italian
crooners.

Sitting several barstools over from Anthony,
with his back to them and talking to a gorgeous blonde, was Johnny
“Rocks.” A nice looking man, Johnny had a slim build and neatly
combed black hair which was starting to turn grey, dark eyes, and a
small mole on his right cheek below the corner of his eye. Johnny
recently did a stretch in Sing-Sing Penitentiary for selling stolen
diamonds to his long time fence, Marco Cabrini. After getting out
of prison several months ago, Johnny had picked up right where he
had left off as one of the craftiest jewel thieves in New York.

Foolishly, Marco got pinched in an
undercover F.B.I. sting operation. Under immense pressure from the
Feds, and in order to save his own ass from a lengthy prison
sentence, Cabrini turned state’s evidence against Johnny and
several other heavy hitters from the Mirragio Family. Shortly after
Cabrini gave him up, Johnny got picked up by the Feds.

Immediately, the F.B.I. tried to make a deal
with Johnny to rat on Carmine and Don Lucho. Laughing at the idea,
Johnny politely told them to go fuck themselves. In fact, the last
thing he said on the record to the Judge was: “Your Honor, the
F.B.I. tried to make a deal with me. They told me I could go free
if I gave up some of my friends and business associates. I want you
and everybody else here to know that I don’t make deals. I ain’t a
rat and I can’t be bought. I’d rather spend the rest of my life
behind bars than ever turn on a friend. Understand?” Turning to the
court officer standing next to him, Johnny was purported to have
said, “Now, take me to the fucking Pen, flat foot.”

Anybody who knew Johnny Rocks could tell you
that he had balls as hard as the diamonds he pilfered. However,
very few people knew that he was college educated. Graduating Magna
Cum Laude from FordhamUniversity, Johnny received a bachelor’s
degree in Geology. Supposedly, his field of study was a prequel to
his future profession.

At the age of twenty-one, Johnny got the
nickname Rocks after his first big jewelry store heist. It was also
fitting because he wears the best diamonds money could buy.
Johnny’s probably wearing twenty, thirty grand on his fingers right
now. Legend has it that he could tell if your merchandise was
quality before you even took it out of the bag. Smooth with the
ladies, they say Johnny could talk the skirt off a statue. With his
charm and intelligence, he could have easily been mistaken for an
on-the-level executive type. But above all, Johnny was a gangster’s
gangster, a stone-fucking killer, just like Sal.

Out of the corner of his eye, Johnny spotted
Sal sitting with Anthony. Instantly an ear-to-ear smile broke out
on his face because he fondly remembered both of them from when
they were young kids running around the neighborhood. Strolling
over to them, Johnny yelled, “Hey, Sally Boy!” Johnny gave Sal a
big hug and kissed him on the cheek. “How you doing, kid?”

“I’m doing good, Johnny.”

“Anthony, how you doing? I ain’t seen you
around lately. I thought maybe something mighta happened to
you.”

“They ain’t got me yet, Johnny.” Anthony
shook Johnny’s hand, “How you doing, Rocks?”

“I’m doing good. When did you get home,
Salvatore?”

“I’ve been home for a while. How you been,
Johnny?”

“I’m good. You know how things are around
here. Nothing ever changes. I got more jobs than I can handle. And
there ain’t anybody I trust enough to teach what I know. Hey, are
you looking for some work?”

“Not right now.”

“You working for your Pop?”

“No! I’d rather be out on my own. If you
know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I understand. So what are you doing?
If you don’t mind me asking?”

“Carmine wants me to come see him tomorrow
with Anthony.”

“Carmine, huh?” Johnny said concerned.
“Okay. Well, you know if things don’t work out, come and see me.
Awright? I can always use a good man that I trust.”

“Thanks, Rocks. I’ll do that.”

“Did you talk to your father about things?
Does he know what’s going on?” Johnny asked, really wanting to know
if Peter had a chance to wise up Sal.

“Yeah, we talked.”

“Good. Hey, say ‘hello’ to your father for
me. Awright?”

“You got it.” Johnny shook Sal’s hand once
more.

Throwing a couple of soft punches into
Anthony’s stomach, Johnny joked, “I’ll see you around,
Anthony.”

“Yeah, see you, Rocks.”

Strolling back to his stool, Johnny resumed
his conversation with the blonde.

As Johnny walked away, Sal thought, If
things was different, I probably woulda gone to work for Rocks. But
I don’t know shit about diamonds and I ain’t got years to learn.
The only two things I really know about are killing and heroin.

#

The next day, Sal and Anthony entered the
Mirragio Club. The place was deserted except for Carmine who sat at
a table, drinking espresso and reading the Yonkers Raceway racing
form. Leading Sal right up to where Carmine sat, Anthony asked
pleasantly, “Carmine, how you doing?”

“I see you come back, huh?” Carmine teased,
peering up over the racing form.

“What? Did you think I wasn’t?” Sal said
smiling.

Carmine laughed. “I like your style,
Salvatore. What do your friends call you?”

“My friends call me, ‘Sally Boy.’”

“‘Sally Boy.’ I like that. Sit down.”

Both sat, prepared to listen to what Carmine
had to say.

“I got an important job for you and Anthony
to take carea. Here’s what I want you to do. I need you to go make
a collection from this piecea shit deadbeat who owes me two fucking
grand, plus the juice from this weekend. This fucking degenerate
cocksucker couldn’t pick a winner if Jesus Christ Himself came down
off the cross and told him who was gonna win. And I want you to
teach him a lesson. Understand? A fucking painful one, so next time
I ain’t gotta send somebody to go looking for him.”

Handing Anthony a piece of paper, Carmine
explained, “This is the address of his store and the jerk-off’s
name. He owns a butcher shop over by two-thirty-third. He’s a
short, fat, baldheaded prick with a mustache. Now go do what I told
you.”

“What if he ain’t got the money?” Anthony
asked foolishly.

“Tell him what you’re gonna do, Sally
Boy.”

“I’m gonna make him wish he wasn’t
born.”

“Good boy! Now, go get me my fucking
money!”

Exiting the club, they drove to the address
and strolled into the butcher shop. Sal nodded to Anthony when he
saw the man behind the counter cutting cold-cuts for an elderly
woman in a housedress.

Pretending to be customers, Sal and Anthony
casually checked out the cheese and pork products hanging from
ceiling hooks. They watched as the butcher wrapped the lady’s deli
meats, and then led her to the cash register where she paid for the
items and left.

“What can I do for you, young man?” the man
asked.

“We’re here to collect for Carmine
Mattazolo. Give us his money, asshole,” Anthony insisted.

The man’s jaw dropped and he bolted from
behind the counter through a back room toward the back door. Turing
to Anthony, Sal yelled, “Lock the front door!” and then Sal dashed
after the man, tackling him before he could get away. Taking hold
of his collar, Sal pulled the stunned man to his feet and ordered,
“Stay right there, jerk-off.” Picking up a piece of wood from a
nearby tabletop, Sal cracked the man across his head and he fell to
the floor. “That was for fucking running.”

After locking the dead bolt, Anthony turned
over the “OPEN” sign to “CLOSED.” He lowered the shades on the
front windows and made his way into the back room.

Sal dragged the screaming man by the collar
of his blood-stained white butcher coat back into the store front.
“Why did you have to run asshole? Now we gotta do things the hard
way.”

“Where’s Carmine’s money?” Anthony demanded
again, looming over the man.

“It’s in my safe. I’ll get it for you.”

“No! It’s too fucking late for that. You had
your chance to give us the money. Now you gotta pay for making me
chase you.”

“You already hit me for that!” the
frightened man stammered.

“That was for running. Now I gotta hit you
for making me chase you.”

Swallowing hard, the man looked up at an
equally confused Anthony. Sal snatched up a miniature tenderizing
mallet and knocked the man over his head. Blood sprayed and ran
down the man’s face as he screamed in agony.

Unsettled by Sal’s overly aggressive
tactics, Anthony shouted in the man’s face, “You owe us two-grand
plus the juice. Where is it?”

“Go get the money, you fucking mutt.” Sal
yanked him back to his feet and shoved him toward the back room.
“Follow him, Anthony. Make sure he don’t do nothing stupid.”

The disoriented man stumbled to the back
room with Anthony right behind. He removed a cheesy painting from
the wall of a horse running in a field to reveal a safe. After
opening the safe, he reached inside and pulled out a neatly wrapped
stack of currency. He counted out twenty-five hundred dollars and
then placed the remaining cash back into the safe. With a trembling
hand, the man handed the money to Anthony. “Here! This squares us?
Right?”

“Next time don’t make us...”

The mallet came down on top of the man’s
head again. He fell to the floor, unconscious. Dropping the mallet,
Sal reached into the safe and collected all the remaining cash and
tucked it into his jacket pocket. “Carmine said he wanted this
jamoke taught a fucking lesson. I don’t think he’s gonna forget
this any time soon.” Stepping over the man’s body, Sal headed
toward the front door. “Let’s go.”

“How much did you get?” Anthony asked once
they were safely in the car.

Sal counted it. “Sixteen hundred even.
Here’s your cut.” Sal handed him eight hundred dollars, but Anthony
hesitated to take it.

“What’s the matter with you, Anthony?”

“Nothing.”

“You got a fucking problem with what I
did?”

“No!” Anthony took the money.

“Good! ’cause there’s only two kinds a
fucking people in this world. Predators and prey! You better decide
which one you wanna be.”

“So what are you gonna do with your cut,
Sal?” Anthony asked timidly.

“I got some dough saved. I think with this I
got enough to buy me a nice car. I ain’t never had one before.
Let’s get the fuck outta here.”

Anthony started the car and peeled away from
the curb.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 


Over the next six months, Sal and Anthony
worked together almost daily. It didn’t take long before they
rekindled the very close, brother-like relationship they shared
growing up. Once a month, without fail, the two visited Mikey’s
grave and placed flowers at the base of his headstone. They spent
most of the time talking and reminiscing about the good old days as
if Mikey were there with them. To honor their fallen comrade, Sal
suggested they should go partners and open up a restaurant and name
it: “Mikey D’s Bar and Grill.” Anthony was behind the idea
one-hundred percent, believing it could one day be their “out” from
under the Mirragios thumb.

As part of their duties working for the
Mirragios, Sal and Anthony routinely roughed-up deadbeats who
couldn’t pay their gambling debts; shook down loan sharks; made
collections; extorted money from business owners for protection;
and set fire to the stores that did not pay. They were doing all
the grunt work while Carmine and Don Lucho sat back and raked in
all the profits. They saw some money, but Sal knew it was nothing
compared to what he could be earning out on his own. Deep down, Sal
had bigger plans for himself than being a bag man for the
Mirragios. Knowing it was just a matter of time before he formed
his own crew, Sal patiently waited for the right opportunity to
present itself.

As he stepped into the Mirragio Club to
start his day, Sal was surprised to see Anthony and the other
fellas sitting around a table drinking and playing cards. Everyone
was there: Carmine, Jimmy, Joey, Tony, and Nicky. Judging by their
adolescent behavior it was obvious that they had been boozing it up
for a quite a while. As Sal approached the table, he looked
surprised to see them so inebriated this early in the
afternoon.

“There he is! Sally Boy! How you doing?”
Anthony yelled, his face lighting up the moment he saw Sal.

“I’m doing good, Anthony. How you doing?
Fellas, how are you?” Sal went to Carmine and kissed him on the
cheek. “Carmine, how you doing?”

“I heard you had a little trouble last
night,” Carmine said in a perturbed tone.

“What trouble?” Sal asked cagily.

“That club downtown? Where you guys went to
celebrate the birth of Jimmy’s kid.”

Acting as if unaware as to who ratted out
Sal about the shooting Jimmy, Joey, and Tony feigned surprise.

“I swear it was nothing, Carmine,” Sal plead
defensively.

“You call blowing some guys fucking balls
off nothing?”

“He pulled on me. I had no choice.”

“Maybe you should listen when they tell you
to leave something alone. The Don don’t want any unnecessary heat
from the Feds. Understand? Besides, we can’t go around shooting up
a place that we don’t got a piecea. It don’t make us look
good.”

“It won’t happen again. I promise.”

“Make sure it don’t.”

“It looks like you guys are having a party.
What’s the occasion?” Sal asked, desperate to change the
subject.

Anthony drew his hands together almost as if
praying and slowly waved them back-and-forth. “What? You forgot
today is my birthday?”

“Madonn! I fucking forgot. Happy birthday.”
Making his way to his friend, Sal kissed him on the cheek.

“Me, Carmine, and the fellas are getting
primed up for later.”

“Why? What’s going on later?”

“We’re all going up to Yonkers. Carmine got
this horse that can’t lose. Plus he’s a long, long shot.”

“Ming! That’s fucking beautiful.”

“There’s nothing like betting on a sure
thing,” Anthony slurred as he sipped his drink.

“What’s he going off at?”

Before anyone could answer, Carmine blurted,
“Sally Boy, I want you to know that you been doing some good work
for us. You too, Anthony.”

“Thanks, Carmine,” Sal said, suspicious of
the praise.

“Don Lucho wants you to know he appreciates
it, too.”

“Well, tell Don Lucho I said ‘thanks.’”

“Tell him yourself. He wants to see you in
the back office.”

“Now?” Sal asked, surprised.

“Yeah, get the fuck back there.”

Sal headed to the back and tentatively stuck
his head into Don Lucho’s private office.

“Don Lucho, how are you? Carmine told me you
wanted to talk to me.”

Don Lucho nodded. “Come in and sit down.
Close the door.”

Shutting the door behind him, Sal sat in a
chair facing the Don.

Seated in a sizable wingback oxblood leather
chair behind a big desk, the Don’s stare suggested anger. “I want
you to know that you have done a very good job for us,
Salvatore.”

“Thank you.”

“The reason I wanted to talk to you is
because I have a problem. A big problem...” With a clinched fist,
the Don struck the table hard. “...I don’t like problems! I need
for you to make my problem go away.”

“What can I do for you?”

“It seems one of my men has been skimming
from his collections. That ungrateful fucking piecea shit, I want
you to...” Don Lucho made a pretend gun with his right hand and he
pumped his thumb twice. “...make sure he don’t see the sun come up
tomorrow.”

“Who?” Sal asked, skeptical of the
charge.

“Anthony,” Don Lucho said quietly. “He’s
become a disgrace by betraying us.”

Sal hunched over in his chair as if he were
just kicked in the stomach. His mind raced as he tried to think of
some way out of this. “With all due respect, Don Lucho, I grew up
with Anthony. I know him better than anyone. I know in my heart
that he would never steal from you. Is it possible there’s been a
mistake?”

“Are you questioning an order from me?”

“No, Don Lucho. Never! But Anthony’s like my
brother. I was just thinking that maybe...maybe there was another
way we could deal with this.”

“Either he doesn’t see tomorrow or you
don’t. Decide!” the Don said coldly.

Perspiration beaded on Sal’s brow and his
heart pounded. He recalled one of the many lessons his father had
taught him. If “they” ever wanted to get you, it would be your
friend or someone you trusted who would be sent to do the deed. Not
an enemy or a person you didn’t trust, because you’d see them
coming from a mile away. Still, Sal couldn’t accept that this fat
piece of shit was ordering him to kill his best friend as if he
were ordering a meal in a restaurant. Silently, Sal debated whether
or not he should tell the Don to go fuck himself. However, Sal knew
that if he did, both he and Anthony would be whacked.

Don Lucho leaned forward and barked, “Do you
understand what I’m saying to you? Are you prepared to do what I
asked?”

“Si, Don Lucho,” Sal responded softly.

“Carmine was right about you, you do
understand respect and honor. Young people today do not believe in
such things any more. You’ll go far with us if you remember to
never bite the hand that feeds you. Capisi?”

“Si, ou capisi.”

“You can go now. But remember what I told
you.”

Tentatively, Sal left the office and made
his way back to where the fellas were still playing cards. Taking
an empty seat next to Anthony, he requested passively, “Deal me in
next hand. Awright?”

“How’d everything go?” Anthony asked,
offering Sal a cigarette.

“Everything’s good,” Sal muttered.

Seeming to delight in Sal’s dilemma, Carmine
smiled. “Well, let’s have another round of drinks. This is a
fucking party, ain’t it? And besides, you only live once, right.”
Turning to the other men sitting at the table, Carmine shouted,
“C’mon you fucking deadbeats, ante up. I’m gonna take all your
fucking money.”

After several more hours of drinking,
gambling, and bullshitting, Anthony became restless. Looking at his
watch, he was somewhat surprised at how late it was. “C’mon, you
guys. We gotta get going. I don’t wanna miss the first race,”
Anthony stated with the eloquence of a drunk.

“Take it easy, Anthony. Don’t be in such a
fucking rush.”

Glaring at Sal, Carmine ordered angrily,
“Sally Boy, go get your fucking car and bring it around!”

“Yeah, awright.” Sal replied submissively
and left the club.

Pulling around the block, Sal parked right
in front and waited. A good time later, Anthony stumbled out of the
front door and clumsily fell into the passenger seat.

“Where’s everybody else?” Sal asked sounding
annoyed.

“Don Lucho needs Carmine and the fellas to
take carea something important. Here, Carmine wants you to put his
bets in for him.” Anthony handed him a roll of bills and a piece of
paper. “So I guess it’s just gonna be you and me, Sally.”

Sal punched the steering wheel and shouted,
“God damn it!”

“What are you getting so excited for? Forget
about ’em. I don’t give a fuck if any of those jerk-offs come. I
really feel lucky tonight. We’re gonna make a big fucking score,
Sally Boy. I can feel it. So let’s go, huh?”

Shaking his head in disgust, Sal started his
car and sped off.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 


The noise at the track only made it more
difficult for Sal to think. Trapped by his loyalties, Sal was at an
impasse. No matter how much he played the angles, he just couldn’t
figure any way around having to kill his best friend. Leaning over
the railing, Anthony was screaming and clapping like a crazy man.
He was so drunk that he almost fell over the rail, but Sal managed
to pull him back onto his feet. “Be careful, Anthony! You’re gonna
crack your fucking skull open.”

“I’m just having a good time.”

“You’re acting like we never got a horse
before. What’s the matter with you?”

“I just feel so fucking good about the way
things are working out. I mean we’re making good...okay not so good
but we’re making some money with the Mirragios. I get to work with
my best friend in the whole world. Who knows, maybe someday we’ll
be the ones calling the shots insteada taking orders from those
fucking mamalukes.”

“You’re sure that’s it, Anthony. ’cause
you’re really fucking juiced. You’re sure there ain’t nothing else
going on here? Maybe something you wanna tell me about?”

“You’re right!” Anthony said with a big
grin. “There is more going on than just the usual bullshit.”

“What is it?” Sal asked in a serious
tone.

“Lisa’s pregnant! Isn’t that fucking great?
We’re gonna get married next week in Vegas. I was gonna wait to
tell you, but I’m feeling so fucking good. God, can you believe I’m
gonna have a kid?”

“Yeah, that’s great,” Sal said in a subdued
tone.

“Wait, there’s more, Sally Boy. We’ve always
been closer than brothers ever since you moved into the
neighborhood. I can still remember the day we first met. You just
come in off the boat. You couldn’t even speak English. Me and Mikey
taught you how to play stickball right on Arthur Avenue!
Remember?”

“I remember.”

Tears began to well up in Anthony’s eyes.
“What the fuck happened to us? We was like the three fucking
musketeers. We was gonna be friends forever. I can’t fucking
believe he’s gone, Sal. I miss him so much, you know.”

“I miss him, too. What did you wanna tell
me, Anthony?”

Wiping his eyes, Anthony lit a cigarette.
“Well, you’re the closest thing I got to a brother. And I...no
we...me and Lisa, I mean...want you to be my best man at the
wedding.”

“Is that it?”

Insulted, Anthony fired back, “That’s all
you got to say to me?”

“I’m...I’m sorry. It’ll be an honor,
Anthony.” Hugging his friend, Sal kissed him on the cheek.

“But wait, there’s more. Me and Lisa was
hoping that you and Chrissy would christen our kid? You know, be
his Godparents. So what do you say?”

A distant look came into Sal’s eyes.

“Hello, anyone home?” Anthony waved his hand
in front of Sal’s face. “What’s the matter, Sally? You’re gonna
fucking be there for me, right?”

Sal forced a smile. “Have I ever let you
down before?”

“Never! You was always there for all your
friends, ever since we was kids. You ain’t never turned your back
on nobody.”

Peeking at his watch, Sal knew his time was
running short. “Anthony, let’s go tie one on, huh? I mean, let’s
get stinking fucking drunk. You know, to celebrate your wedding and
your future kid. What do you say?”

“I thought that’s what we was doing.”
Anthony laughed. “Hey Sally, don’t forget the name of the horse.
‘Lucky Days,’ he’s the number three horse in the seventh race.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know, Lucky Days. The three
horse in the seventh. Anthony, I gotta ask you
something...something that might sound kinda strange coming from
me. But I want you to tell me the truth.”

“You can ask me anything. You know
that.”

“Swear to me that your answer, no matter
what, will be the truth.”

“I swear.”

“Has there ever been any problem with your
count?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I mean, have you ever come up short?
Ever?”

“What, are you fucking kidding me? My
collections go right to Carmine. He counts ’em. Then Carmine gives
’em to Don Lucho. Believe me, if there was ever a fucking problem,
Carmine woulda had my ass in the office right away. You know how
much that cocksucker loves money? What? Did you hear
something?”

“No! I was just asking you a question. Don’t
go getting so fucking paranoid. Awright?” Remembering the story
Jimmy told at the nightclub about Pauly Mopes, Sal was now
convinced that it was Carmine who was skimming.

“For a second there I thought I was in
trouble.”

“C’mon, let’s get another drink. I’m buying
for the rest of the night. Whatever you want, it’s on me,
okay?”

“You know, Sal. We shoulda come to the track
more when we was kids. I really like horses,” Anthony said,
sounding like a teen-ager again.

“Yeah, me too.”

“You know what I was thinking about the
other day, Sally?”

“What?”

“Your eighteenth birthday party. Man that
was one fucking good time. Me and Mikey got so fucking high that
night. I got my dick sucked by some broad out in the back alley.
Your Pop really knows how to throw a shindig. All you did all night
was hang around with Nicole. Don’t get me wrong, she was a piecea
ass. Damn, she had some big fucking tits. Did you ever throw her
the ol’ brascholl or what?”

“What do you think?”

“Hey, whatever happened to her,
anyways?”

Sal shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess she got
married and moved up state like everybody else.”

“I’m sorry, man! Did I bring up a bad
subject?”

“Not at all.”

“Besides, I really like this girl you’re
with now. She’s fucking beautiful. I can tell Chrissy really loves
you, pisan. You guys make a great couple. I guess we’re both lucky
that things turned out the way they did, huh?”

Looking at his watch again, Sal cried out,
“I need a fucking drink.”

“So, let’s go get one. The bar’s right over
there.”

Taking a seat at the bar, Sal pumped his
friend full of liquor while they watched the remaining races. For
the next couple of hours, Anthony rambled on about the good old
days and how great it was to grow up in their neighborhood. He
talked about all their friends, the girls they knew, and Sal’s
legendary fight with Sonny Giordano at Louie Rag’s going away
party. Knowing that it was now or never, Sal turned to a now almost
unconscious Anthony and asked, “How do you feel, Anthony?”

“I gotta piss so bad my teeth are floating.
Then we gotta put in the bets for the seventh race. Lucky Days! The
three horse in the seventh,” Anthony slurred.

“We already put the bets in, Anthony. Don’t
you remember?”

“I forgot!” Anthony laughed as he stumbled
toward the men’s room.

Following his friend into the bathroom, Sal
watched as Anthony hurried right up to the first urinal, unzipped
his fly, and began to relieve himself. “Ahhh! That feels so good.
It’s true what they say about booze, you know.”

“What’s that, Anthony?” Sal asked as he
crouched and checked under each bathroom stall.

“You don’t really buy it, you only fucking
rent it. How much did I drink?”

Certain they were alone, Sal pulled his .45
cal-pistol from its shoulder holster. Drawing a silencer from an
inside jacket pocket, he quickly screwed it onto the barrel.
Walking right up behind his friend, Sal raised the weapon so the
tip of the silencer was pointed directly at the back of Anthony’s
head. Exhaling slowly, Sal said sheepishly, “Anthony, I want you to
know that I love you with all of my heart.”

“Thanks! I love you, too!” Anthony
laughed.

“And I’m sorry.”

“Sorry for what, Sally Boy?”

Closing his eyes, Sal tightened his finger
around the trigger. The .45 round mutely exited the pistol and
struck the back of Anthony’s head. Skull fragments, blood, and
brain matter sprayed the wall. The force of the bullet sent
Anthony’s body flying forward. As if in slow motion, Sal watched as
his friend’s lifeless body slid down the urinal and came to rest on
the floor of the men’s room.

Although he had seen scores of dead bodies
and killed many men in Vietnam, Sal’s face couldn’t hide the
searing pain in his heart. Crossing himself, his eyes welled up.
Sal unscrewed the silencer and placed it back into his jacket
pocket. He then tucked his weapon back into its holster and made
his way out to the parking lot.

Tears ran down his face as he drove south on
the Taconic State Parkway. Fumbling with his Zippo lighter, Sal
tried to light a cigarette that hung from his quivering lower lip.
Finally, out of frustration, he rolled down the window and tossed
the unlit butt onto the road. Jerking the steering wheel hard,
Sal’s car veered through traffic onto the shoulder and came to a
screeching stop. Angrily, he punched the dashboard and the seat
next to him. “You fucking motherfuckers! You’re gonna fucking die!
What did I do? What the fuck did I do?”

As he wept, Sal covered his face with his
hands, trying to shield his guilt. After several minutes, he wiped
his tears on his sleeve and took several deep breaths. Sal jammed
the car into gear and sped back into traffic almost causing an
accident. Several cars honked and swerved around his vehicle to
avoid him. Sal drove aimlessly for hours, until eventually, he
turned onto a street in the South Bronx projects. Standing on the
corner was a tall, skinny black kid in dark clothes. Sal pulled up
to him and rolled down the window. “Hey you, come here.”

“Hey, white boy, what the fuck you doing in
the South Bronx after dark?” the young man taunted as he approached
Sal’s car.

“What’s your fucking name, jerk-off?”

“My fucking name is Otis. What the fuck do
you care? What are you a cop? We made our payment yesterday,
motherfucker.”

“Shut the fuck up. I need some scat. You
know where I can get some?”

“Yeah, I know.”

Reaching into his pocket, Sal pulled out
some cash and handed it to the kid. “Get me as much as you can with
this.”

“Whatever you say, honkey.”

“Hey, Otis?”

“What?”

“If you try to duck out on me, I’ll hunt you
down and cut your little black dick off and shove it up you mouli
ass. Capisi?”

Otis laughed. “You better cool out, white
boy. This ain’t no motherfucking country club. This is the South
Bronx. The nigga’s run shit down here.”

“Yeah, yeah, just get me the fucking H’. And
don’t step on my shit, either.”

“Why would I wanna step on your shit? If you
shoot this much horse your gonna end up on a slab in the morgue
anyways. And that’s fine with me.”

“Why is that?” Sal asked, amused by Otis’s
spunk.

“’Cause it means one less cracker
motherfucker I gots to deal with.”

“Just go get me my shit, boy!”

Otis gave Sal the finger and then strutted
toward the front entrance of the run-down tenement. Sal lit a
cigarette and waited. Five minutes passed and Sal became agitated,
believing that the kid had taken off with his money. About this
time, Otis sauntered out of the building with a rolled up brown
paper bag clutched in his hands. Otis tossed the bag through the
open window and it landed on Sal’s lap. “Sweet dreams,
motherfucker.”

Nodding, Sal drove off into the night.
Recklessly, he darted in and out of traffic until he came to a
screeching stop in front of his building. Jumping out of his sedan
with his brown paper bag under his arm, Sal ran up the steps to his
apartment. Stumbling through the door, he locked it behind him.

Only the light from a candle illuminated his
bedroom as Sal sat on the edge of his bed cooking up a tremendous
amount of heroin. With great anticipation, he tied off, loaded the
syringe, and shot up. Swooning, Sal fell back onto his bed. Picking
himself up, he staggered through the apartment, knocking things
over. Sal stumbled back to the bedroom and finally collapsed onto
the floor.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 


One eye, thEn the other, slowly opened:
night had turned to day. Waking to a dry mouth and a splitting
headache, Sal needed to use his bed to help pick himself up off the
floor. Staggering into the bathroom, he managed to raise the toilet
lid just before vomiting. Breathing deeply, Sal remembered his
horrid undertaking from what he thought was last night. Overcome
with guilt, Sal wished he could somehow puke his black heart and
tainted soul out of his body. After splashing some water on his
face, Sal glanced up into the mirror at the reflection of a man
whom he no longer respected and was coming to loathe because he had
betrayed everything he believed in. Sal’s eyes squinted and his
face tightened. “If that’s the way they want it, then that’s the
way it’s gonna be.”

After a long, hot shower, Sal swallowed some
aspirin and dressed. Racing out of his apartment, he sped over to
the Mirragio Club. Standing outside the front door, Sal’s face
flashed maniacally as he drew his pistol. Chambering a round, he
tucked it back into his shoulder holster and stepped inside,
prepared to kill Carmine.

“Sally Boy!” Nicky cried out as he stopped
short to avoid running into Sal in the doorway. “Where the fuck you
been?”

“What are you talking about, Nick?”

“Nobody’s seen you for two fucking
days.”

“I been around. Maybe you didn’t look hard
enough,” Sal fired back defensively.

“Carmine’s not happy about this shit.”

“Oh yeah, where is he? I wanna talk to him,”
Sal asked, through gritted teeth.

“Why?” Nicky inquired sensing Sal’s
anger.

“I got something for him.”

“What do you got?”

“His tickets from Yonkers. That piecea shit
nag of his is still fucking running”

Joey laughed. “He ain’t around. Put ’em on
the desk. He’ll be back tonight. We got an important job to
do.”

“What job?”

“We gotta go to Harlem and make a pickup.
Carmine told us to find you and bring you with us.”

“I’m gonna wait here for Carmine.”

“You’re coming with us, Sal. That’s what
Carmine wanted. Understand?”

“Sal, he ain’t gonna be back until late
tonight, anyway. You might as well come with us.” Joey stated
convincingly.

Looking at his watch, Sal hesitantly agreed,
“Yeah, okay. Let’s go.”

Traffic was light and they made good time
getting to upper Manhattan. Pulling into a parking space in front
of a tenement in the heart of the Harlem projects, they got out of
the car and glided up the steps to a third-floor apartment. With
his weapon drawn, Joey turned to Sal. “These spic’s been late for
two fucking months with their payments.”

“Why are we making the collection? This
ain’t even our territory.” Sal asked, confused.

Drawing his pistol, Nicky explained, “Don’t
you know? We got the action now. It’s gonna mean a lot more
‘scarole for all of us.”

“Carmine told me he wanted these cocksuckers
taught a lesson. The asshole that runs the joint is named Hector,”
Joey said, blinking rapidly.

Sal nodded. “The way I’m feeling right now,
I’ll be glad to teach somebody a painful fucking lesson.”

With one explosive move, Sal kicked the door
wide open. Three dirty-looking, unshaven Latino men sat on a worn
out sofa, shooting heroin. Another man sat on a chair with his
pants down around his ankles getting his dick sucked by a naked
Puerto Rican girl. The men were shocked as Sal, Nicky, and Joey
rushed inside with their pistols pointed at them.

“Which one of you assholes is Hector?”

One of the men on the sofa stood. “Who the
fuck are you guys?”

Sal cracked him across the head with his
pistol. The man fell to the floor unconscious. “I’m in no mood for
fucking games. So I’ll ask you one more time...” Lowering his .45,
Sal picked up a switchblade off a table and popped it open.
“...then I’m gonna start cutting one of you motherfuckers up.
Where’s Hector?”

Pointing to the guy on the floor the other
man on the sofa said, “That’s him.”

Nicky laughed. “He shoulda kept his fucking
mouth shut.”

Sal picked up a full bottle of beer off a
table and poured it over the man’s head. Still groggy, Hector
opened his eyes and slowly sat up.

“You’re Hector?”

Looking up, Hector nodded slowly. “Si.”

“The Mirragios want their fucking money.
Comprende?”

“I ain’t got it.”

“Gimme the fucking money, cabron!” Sal stuck
the muzzle of his .45 in Hector’s face.

“I ain’t got it. But I’ll get it. I
swear!”

“When, motherfucker?”

“Tomorrow, I swear.”

“You see these two guys here. They’ll be
back tomorrow to get the money.” Nonchalantly, Sal picked up a
plaster statue of Jesus from a shelf and pretended to look it over.
“If you ain’t got the money tomorrow, Jesus Christ Himself won’t be
able to save you. Understand?” Sal walloped Hector across the head
with the statue. Again, he fell unconscious to the floor.

“That was fucking beautiful, Sally Boy. I
love it when you do shit like that!” Nicky howled.

A man with a scruffy beard and long hair
rose from the chair pulling his pants up. Joey immediately pointed
his pistol at him and cocked the hammer. “Where do you think you’re
going, wetback?”

“Wetbacks is Mexicans. I’m Puerto Rican.”
The man noted, staring directly at Sal.

Hearing familiarity in his statement, Sal
turned toward him.

“Hey, gringo, how’s it going?” the man asked
Sal in a relaxed tone.

“I think that cocksucker’s talking to you,
Sally,” Nicky taunted, hoping to anger Sal.

“You talking to me, spic?”

The man smiled confidently. “Yeah, I’m
talking to you.”

Knowing things were going to get ugly, Joey
and Nicky smartly trained their weapons on the other man still
seated on the couch.

“You got some fucking balls? You know that?”
Sal moved toward the man with his pistol down by his side. “I’ll
tell you what I’m gonna do. I’m gonna blow your fucking spic head
off, and my friends here are gonna fuck your girlfriend in her ass,
while these other assholes watch.”

Quickly raising his .45, Sal fired at the
man’s face. Miraculously, the man managed to move his head and the
bullet only grazed his cheek. Throwing up his hands, the man
shouted excitedly, “Sal, it’s me! Angel! Don’t shoot! Remember?
Vietnam? Holy shit, motherfucker. You almost killed me!”

With his weapon still leveled at the man’s
head, Sal intently studied him. Finally, Sal’s face softened and
his lips curled up into a huge smile. “Angel? Is that really you? I
thought you was dead.”

“No, I made it out.”

“I can’t fucking believe it! You’re alive!
Come here.” Sal hugged Angel tightly.

“You almost fucking killed me, man.”

“I didn’t know it was you,” Sal said,
laughing.

“Sal, what the fuck’s going on here?” Nicky
asked, confused.

“We served together in the war. Everything’s
cool.”

Pointing to the other man still seated on
the sofa, Sal ordered, “Get the fuck outta here.”

The man bolted, dragging the naked girl out
with them.

“Why don’t you guys wait for me in the car?
I’ll be down in a few minutes. Awright?”

Reluctantly, Joey and Nicky left the
apartment.

Sal went to the refrigerator, opened it, and
grabbed two beers. He opened them and handed one to Angel.

“So what the fuck happened to you after I
got hit?” Angel sipped his beer.

“You wouldn’t fucking believe me if I told
you.” Sal hugged Angel once more. “Damn, it’s good to see you
again.”

“It’s good to see you, too.”

“Look, I gotta get going. Those assholes I
came here with can’t be trusted. But we’ll get together soon. I
promise.” Sal finished his beer and set the bottle on a table.
Picking up a pencil and a piece of paper from the table, Sal
scribbled something on it. He handed the paper to Angel. “Here,
this is my number. Call me.”

“I’m gonna throw us one hellacious fucking
party.”

“I still can’t believe you’re alive.”

“Don’t forget! I’m gonna call you,
hermano.”

“Awright. I’ll talk to you soon.” Exiting
the apartment, Sal hurried down the stairs to the street and got
into Joey’s car.

“What the fuck was that all about, Sally
Boy?” Joey asked tentatively.

“None of your fucking business.” Still
hurting from his hangover, Sal shouted, “Let’s get the fuck outta
here.”

Without so much as a peep, Joey started the
car and drove off.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 


Making his way to the second floor of a
rundown high-rise in Harlem, Sal located apartment number 2C and
knocked. The stench of urine filled the halls and garbage littered
the stair wells. Crying babies and quarreling couples could be
heard from behind every closed door. Latin music blared from inside
the apartment so it wasn’t a surprise that nobody heard Sal
knocking. Sal pounded on the door until someone finally opened it.
A skinny, unshaven, middle-aged Puerto Rican man in a white t-shirt
and jeans stood in the doorway. After giving Sal the once-over, the
man asked with a heavy Spanish accent, “What do you want?”

“I’m looking for Angel.”

Trying to talk over the music, the man
shouted, “Who?”

“Is this Angel Hernandez’s apartment?” Sal
yelled directly into the man’s ear.

Nodding, the man waved Sal inside. “C’mon
in, amigo.”

Once inside, Sal wasted little time sizing
up the gathering of drunks, deadbeats, stick-up artists, junkies,
pimps, and wannabe tough guys. Strange-looking characters of all
ages unabashedly puffed joints and danced anywhere there was room.
The paint on the walls was faded from years of cigarette smoke and
the windows were caked with grime. Two filthy sofas in the living
room offered shelter for the many cockroaches and mice. The carpet
was badly stained and the apartment reeked of a combination of body
odor and cologne.

“Hermano! How you doing?” Angel said
happily, surfacing from the mass of bodies and smoking a joint.

“I’m doing good.”

“Where’s your girl?” Angel scanned the room.
“I thought you was gonna bring her.”

“I don’t think this would be her kinda
scene.”

“Cool. Come and meet somea my boys.” Leading
Sal over to a battered chair, Angel introduced Sal to a thin,
nice-looking guy smoking a joint. “This is Roberto, my right-hand
man. But I calls him ‘Berto.’” Angel and Roberto executed an
elaborate hand shake. “Berto’s like a brother to me.”

“Yeah, how you doing?”

“I’m doing fucking great!” Roberto exclaimed
with a Spanish accent.

Pulling Angel close to him, Sal whispered in
his ear, “Yo, let’s go somewhere so we can take carea
business.”

“Okay. Follow me.” Walking down a hall, they
entered Angel’s bedroom. Sal took a seat on a chair and Angel
plopped down onto his unmade bed.

“Well, cook some shit up, motherfucker!” Sal
insisted.

Opening a dresser drawer, Angel took out his
drug paraphernalia. “I remember the first time I asked you to do
horse back in the ‘Nam.” Angel laughed. “You looked at me like I
was asking you to suck my dick or something.”

“Just fucking cook it up. Save your fucking
war stories for the jerk-offs in the other room.”

“Awright! Awright!” Angel prepared the
heroin and loaded two syringes. After tying themselves off, they
both shot up.

“You having a good time? I put this
gathering together in your honor, you know.” Angel kicked back onto
his bed.

“So far, I just hope this party don’t turn
out like the last one I went to.”

“What?”

“Nothing, forget about it.”

The sound of knocking on the bedroom door
could barely be heard over the music from the living room. “Who is
it?” Angel shouted in Spanish.

A young girl’s voice responded, “It’s me,
baby.”

“It’s my bitch, hermano.” Glancing up at the
door again, Angel yelled, “C’mon in.”

The door creaked open and a shapely Puerto
Rican girl entered. Closing the door behind her, she made her way
over to Angel and dropped down onto her knees in front of him. As
if waiting for permission, Angel nodded and she moved up and undid
his pants.

After pulling his trousers and underwear
down to his ankles, the girl took Angels still flaccid member into
her mouth and sucked it while fondling his balls. Acting as if
nothing was happening, Angel continued, “You know, it’s fucking
unbelievable how after all this time you walked into Hector’s place
and...” Looking down at his girl, Angel implored, “...yeah baby,
that’s it. Suck it like you’re mad at it.” Turing to Sal, Angel
didn’t miss a beat in the conversation. “What I’m trying to say is
that it was like fucking destiny we both made it outta ‘Nam. I
believe we was meant to do something together. Something important,
you hear what I’m saying?”

“I gotta tell you, man. When I looked into
your eyes after you got hit, all I saw was a fucking dead man. I
still can’t believe you’re alive.”

“The doc’s told me the only reason I
survived was ’cause the medevac got me outta there so fast. Fifteen
minutes later, I woulda bled out.”

“So I saved your ass again, huh?”

“That’s why you’re my hermano. ’cause you’re
always looking out for me and shit.”

The bedroom door opened and another
attractive Puerto Rican girl carrying two bottles of beer stepped
inside. With a big smile, she handed Sal and Angel each a beer.
Angel pointed to the floor in front of Sal and the girl knelt down
and started to take his pants off. Sitting up, Sal stopped her.
“No, baby, I got somebody. But thanks anyway.”

Seeming disappointed, the girl looked to
Angel and he motioned her to leave.

“Look, hermano, I don’t wanna work for a
pendejo like Hector no more. What about you? Do you really wanna
work for the Mirragios for the resta your life? Or should I say
until they got no more use for you and get somebody to waste
you.”

Angel’s words resonated in Sal’s ears as he
stared at the floor thinking about Anthony. “What made you say
that? About the Mirragios, I mean.”

Lifting his girlfriend’s head, Angel said,
“You suck a good dick, baby. But me and my boy got important
business to discuss. You can finish me off later.”

Rising from her knees, his girlfriend left
the room.

“I heard somethings. The Mirragios got a
reputation on the street for taking out anyone who...let’s say,
ain’t earning enough.” Angel pulled up his pants. “So, what about
it, hermano?”

“Fuck the Mirragios! I got no loyalty to
that fucking pig Don Lucho or that cocksucker, Carmine
Mattazolo.”

“That’s what I’m talking about. We should be
moving our own product. We should be the ones making the big bucks.
Not them.”

“I hear what you’re saying, Angel. But if
the Mirragios thought I was going out on my own, they’d have me
fucking clipped.”

“What the fuck are you saying? You’re afraid
of ’em. I saw you in action, hermano. I know you ain’t afraid a
nothing.”

“I ain’t afraid. But they didn’t get to
where they are ’cause they’re stupid. They earned their respect.
Plus they got a crew. All we got is me and you.”

“All that shit we learned in the ‘Nam should
give us a big fucking advantage over those motherfuckers. How the
fuck are they gonna beat a couplea death dealers like you and me,
huh? Plus, I know a few solid guys.”

“What? You mean guys like that asshole,
Hector? I ain’t got time to be training no punk-ass bitches. I need
motherfuckers that are locked-and-loaded. Guys that ain’t afraid to
get bloody.”

“I got two dudes plus Roberto who would give
their lives for me if I asked ’em to. Since we’ll be parta your
crew you can say the same.”

“Just sit tight for now. I need to work some
things out. Our time will come. When it does, you better be
ready.”

“I was born ready for this, motherfucker.
Once we get this thing rolling, we’s gonna be kicking ass and
taking names. Just like...like that motherfucking Caesar.”

Sal laughed. “Caesar, huh? I like that.”

 


* * * * *

 



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 


Sitting on a barstool in the No Name Club,
Sal sipped scotch as he racked his brain trying to come up with a
plausible excuse to get out of his dinner date with Chrissy and her
parents. Seeing Sal sitting alone, Johnny crept up on him from
behind and grabbed him in a bear hug. “Hey, Sally Boy, how you
doing?”

Sal went for his pistol.

“Madonn! Take it easy, Sally. You gotta
relax. Maybe try some fucking decaf.”

Holstering the weapon, Sal shook Johnny’s
hand. “Sorry, Rocks. How you doing?”

“I’m good. How the fuck are you doing?”
Johnny asked, sounding concerned. “Is there something you wanna
talk to me about?”

“I’m awright.”

“C’mon, tell Uncle Johnny what’s going on.”
Johnny took a seat next to Sal.

“I’m good to go, Rocks. You don’t gotta
worry about me.”

“Awright. Hey, what are you doing tonight? I
got a couplea broads lined up.”

“I got plans.”

“C’mon Sally, I need somebody who knows what
the fuck he’s doing. If you’re worried about their looks, believe
me, they’re both fucking top shelf. You savvy?”

“What about Matty or Dominick?”

“Ming! You really expect ’em to spread their
legs for one of those fucking mutts. C’mon! It’ll give me a chance
to talk to you about some things that’s been on my mind for a
while.”

“I can’t, Rocks. I’m supposed to have dinner
with my girl.”

“Awright, I understand.” Placing his hand on
Sal’s shoulder, Johnny remarked in a remorseful tone, “Look Sally,
I’m sorry to hear about Anthony. I really liked that kid a lot. He
was a stand-up guy.”

Sal nodded slowly. “Don’t you gotta be
somewhere?”

“I got time. I remember when all of youse
was little kids running around the neighborhood. You, Anthony, and
Mikey, we used to call youse the three little musketeers. The three
of youse was always together. Youse was all good kids. Anthony
didn’t deserve to go out like that. It’s a fucking shame about what
happened to Mikey, too.”

Sal gulped the remainder of his drink. “Hey
Rocks, I really don’t feel like talking about the good ol’ days, if
you know what I mean?”

Johnny nodded sympathetically. “I
understand. Hey, you take carea yourself, awright?”

“Okay, Rocks. You do the same.”

“Hey, say ‘Hello’ to your Pop for me.”
Johnny shook Sal’s hand.

“I will. See you, Rocks.”

As Johnny headed toward the door, he was
immediately bombarded by shouts of, “Rocks, how you doing,” and
“Rocks, where you going,” by the many guests seated in the bar
area. Johnny could never leave the restaurant without shaking at
least a dozen hands.

Finding his way out to the street, Sal drove
off. Sometime later he pulled into a parking lot across the street
from an upscale restaurant. Unsettled by the prospect of meeting
his girlfriend’s parents, Sal sat in his car puffing a cigarette.
Anxiously, he stared through the large front window of the
restaurant. From his vantage point, he could clearly see Chrissy
peacefully sitting alone, perusing a menu at a table for four.
Smiling, Sal thought to himself, How did I ever get lucky enough to
end up with a girl like her?

The slamming of a car door diverted Sal’s
gaze to the sight of an impeccably attired, sophisticated-looking
older couple heading toward the restaurant. The man opened the
front door for the woman and they proceeded inside to the coat
check. After speaking to the hostess, they were promptly escorted
to Chrissy’s table.

Leaping from her chair the moment she saw
them, Chrissy rushed to greet her parents with hugs and kisses. Sal
watched as her father politely pulled the chair out for his wife,
then for his daughter. After taking their seats, the well-mannered,
respectful, and obviously close family engaged in small talk.

Finishing his cigarette, Sal flicked it out
the window and ran his hands down his face in frustration. Overcome
with feelings of inadequacy, Sal believed the circumstances of his
past had rendered him incapable of ever fitting in with Chrissy’s
family no matter how much he wanted too. Sal started his car and
tore out of the parking lot, tires screeching. Driving aimlessly,
he listened to the radio and chain-smoked cigarettes, while
subconsciously trying to manufacture some way to sabotage his
relationship with the only woman he would ever love. Eventually,
Sal found himself back in the neighborhood that Otis worked.
Turning the corner at the end of a dark street, he saw the familiar
tall, skinny black kid doing business. Recognizing Sal right away,
Otis strolled over to his car. “Hey, white boy. I see you’re still
alive.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, mouli, but I ain’t
no fucking punk-bitch like the brothers around here.”

“Whatever, motherfucker. I ain’t got no time
to be jawing with no honkey motherfucker. You either buying or
flyin’? So what’s it gonna be, cracker? You still chasing the horse
or what?”

“Yeah, Lucky Days to win in the
seventh.”

“What? What the fuck you talking about,
man?”

“Here, play it again, Otis.” Handing him a
roll of bills, Sal cautioned, “And remember what I said last time,
it still goes.”

“You gots it, Massa,” Otis mocked as he
stepped away from the car.

Sometime later, Otis returned holding a
rolled up brown paper bag. Handing the bag to Sal through the
window, Otis joked, “Ya’ll come back soon. You hear?”

Sal smiled and sped away. Arriving at his
apartment building, Sal got out of his car and trotted up the steps
to his door. His hand shook as he tried to put the key into the
lock. Finally, opening the door, Sal entered locking the door
behind him. Hurrying into his bedroom, he lit a candle and tied off
with a rubber hose. Sal carefully filled a spoon with his precious
powder and cooked it over the candle. The smack quickly liquefied
and he filled the syringe. Using two fingers, Sal tapped his left
upper forearm, right where the arm bent at the elbow, trying to
raise a vein. After inserting the needle, Sal gently drew back the
plunger, mixing his blood with the heroin, and then released it
into his bloodstream. Sal set the syringe down on the nightstand
and fell back onto his bed.

Closing his eyes, Sal hallucinated he was
walking through the jungle wearing a muddy, blood-soaked uniform.
He helplessly watched as the soldiers from his old unit were
slaughtered by machete-wielding VC. His comrades screamed out to
him, but Sal was powerless to help. He covered his ears with his
hands, futilely trying to block out their shrieks of torment.

In a panic, Sal took off in a sprint. He ran
through the jungle until he found himself in a burnt out Vietnamese
village. Out of breath, he walked by several burning huts and saw
children crying over the decapitated bodies of their parents. Sal’s
eyes bulged and his mouth hung open. As he continued through the
village each child fired a cold, hard glare in his direction.
Spooked by the sound of foot steps behind him, Sal turned to find
Wilson’s rotting corpse, along with many other decomposed bodies of
the men he had butchered following him. Sal took off running as
fast as he could. No matter how fast he ran, every time he looked
back over his shoulder, the cadavers were right behind him. Sal
ducked into a hut and cowered in the corner. Breathing heavily and
sweating profusely, he felt something touching him: hundreds of
snakes were at his feet. As they slithered up his legs, Sal closed
his eyes and shrieked.

When he opened his eyes again, Sal was back
at Yonkers Raceway following Anthony into the men’s room. He
watched his friend settle in front of a urinal. Drawing his pistol
from his jacket, Sal snuck up on Anthony from behind.

“You know, Sal. I’m really looking forward
to being a father. I’m gonna give my kid all the things we never
had when we was coming up.” Anthony said sentimentally.

Sal looked around to ensure they were
alone.

“I can’t wait till you have a kid,” Anthony
said happily. “Wouldn’t it be cool if someday our kids grew up to
be friends? Just like me, you, and Mikey.”

A shot rang out: blood splattered the wall
and drenched Sal from head to toe. Anthony’s body slid down the
front of the urinal and came to rest on the floor. Looking down at
him, Sal let loose with a heart-wrenching cry, “God, no!”

Awakened the next morning by frantic banging
on his front door, Sal struggled to get up from his bed. Staggering
to the door, he opened it to find Chrissy standing there.

“Hey, Chrissy?” he mumbled softly.

“Sal, where were you last night? We were
supposed to have dinner with my parents. I tried calling you like
ten times, but there was no answer. I was worried sick about you.
Are you okay?”

“I’m sorry, baby. I had to work late last
night and I didn’t have the number to the restaurant.” Yawning, Sal
ran his hand through his hair. “Are your parents mad?”

“No. They’re just disappointed. They were
really looking forward to meeting you. I told them so much about
you, but as long as you’re okay, that’s all that really matters. We
can always have dinner with my parents.” Entering the apartment,
Chrissy started toward the bedroom.

“Where you going?” Sal asked, nervously.

“Oh, I left my good earrings on the
nightstand the other night.”

“I don’t think they’re here. I ain’t seen
’em.” Sal quickly blocked Chrissy’s path to the bedroom.

“Sal, what’s the matter with you? You’re
acting strange. I know they’re here.” Maneuvering around Sal, she
stepped into the bedroom. Chrissy searched the top of the dresser
and then the nightstand. “What’s this?” Chrissy asked as she picked
up a hypodermic needle.

“I don’t know?”

“What do you mean you ‘don’t know’?”

“Maybe somebody left it here by
accident.”

“Sal, do you think I’m stupid?”

“I never said you was stupid.”

“Then why are you treating me like I am? Are
you shooting drugs? Tell me the truth, Sal.” Setting the needle
down, Chrissy hugged him. “Look, if you have a problem, we’ll get
you help.”

Sal pulled away from her. “I don’t need no
help! I ain’t no junkie.”

“I just want to help you. Can’t you tell me
the truth?”

“You want the truth? The truth is my father
was right. Broads just get in the way. Some men ain’t meant to be
tied down.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means what it means.”

“Sal, please don’t do this. I just want to
help you. I love you so much.”

“What the fuck do you want from me, huh?
What? You like slumming? Don’t you get it? Don’t you understand
nothing? I ain’t like you and your perfect little family. I could
never fit in.” Picking up a lamp, Sal roared as he threw it across
the room. “I come from the fucking streets! This is what I am. And
that’s all I’m ever gonna be.”

Chrissy slowly backed away from him,
pleading, “No, Sal! You’re wrong. I know you. You’re a good man.
What about all the wonderful things we talked about?”

“Fucking pipe dreams! Guys like me don’t end
up living in a big house in the country with a white picket fence
raising kids.”

“Don’t say that! You’re just scared. We’ll
have beautiful children, a nice home, and make a good life for
them. For us.”

“Do you know who I am? Do you know the
things I’ve done? The people I’ve butchered. I’ll never get clean.
Understand?” Taking hold of Chrissy’s shoulders, Sal shook her
ferociously. “And I hate you for making me feel this way about
myself! Do you get that, huh? Do you?”

“No, Sal, you’re just scared,” Chrissy cried
out. “You’re hurt and confused because your best friend got
murdered by some low-life thug. We’ll get through this together. I
promise you. I’ll make some calls and find a good treatment
center...”

Whack! Sal slapped her across her face.
Chrissy let out a sharp cry and held the left side of her face in
total disbelief.

“We’re done. Now get outta my fucking life,”
Sal said coldly.

“Please don’t do this,” Chrissy begged as
tears welled up in her eyes.

“We both knew this could never work. We was
just fooling ourselves.”

“No! That’s not true,” Chrissy tried to hug
Sal, but he pushed her away.

“Get out.”

“Okay, you win, Sally Boy. If you don’t want
me around anymore, I’ll leave.” Scurrying to the front door,
Chrissy opened it, and looked back over her shoulder. “You know
something, Sal? You could have been anything you wanted to be. We
would’ve been happy together. Christ, I know we would have. I just
wish you could see in yourself what I see.” Forcing a smile,
Chrissy wiped her tears. “I love you, Sal. I’ll always love you.”
Stepping out into the hall, Chrissy gently closed the door behind
her.

Racing to the door as if he were going after
her, Sal grasped the door knob, and then stopped. His body slowly
continued forward and came to rest flush up against the door. “I’m
so sorry, baby. Please forgive me,” Sal muttered softly.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 


Sitting in the back office of the Mirragio
Club, Carmine was intently counting the take from the many gambling
spots the Mirragios controlled. He was angered to find that Sal’s
collections were short and some even unmade for days. “What the
fuck is wrong with that cocksucker?” Carmine punched the table. “He
can’t even make his collections on time.”

In the front of the club, Carmine’s men sat
around drinking and playing poker.

“I fold. Take it down.” Jimmy lit his cigar
and angrily blew the smoke into the air.

Dropping his cards onto the table, Nicky
raked in a large pot. “I was bluffing! I only had a fucking
pair.”

“I knew I shoulda called you.” Jimmy shook
his head.

Shoving a hero sandwich into his mouth, Tony
laughed, “Spikes, he only raised you ’cause you got more fucking
tells than Blinks. Everybody knew you only got two pairs.”

“Fuck you, Fats. I ain’t got no tells,” Joey
complained.

“What, are you kidding me? You’re nothing
but tells,” Jimmy grumbled.

Hurrying out of the back office, Carmine
stood before his men seething. “Where the fuck is Scalise? I wanna
talk to him.”

Joey glanced up from the game, blinking
erratically. “We don’t know. He don’t come around that much
anymore.”

“What do you mean? Where the fuck is
he?”

“Nobody knows. Besides, there’s something
that ain’t right about that guy,” Nicky added.

“What do you mean ‘ain’t right’?” Carmine
asked, puzzled.

“He’s been hanging around with that fucking
spic too much.”

“What spic?” Carmine shouted.

Nicky began to shuffle the cards. “The one
he knows from Harlem.”

“The place we got the action? Where they
sell the babania?”

“Yeah, that place,” Joey said
hesitantly.

Carmine’s face hardened. “Go get that
motherfucker and bring him to me.”

“He called about an hour ago. He should be
here any time,” Nicky said warily.

Angrily biting his lower lip, Carmine
yelled, “Who the fuck does that prick think he is? He comes when I
motherfucking call, not the other way around. Nicky, you and Joey
go find him and bring him here to me. Understand?”

Returning to the back office, Carmine
slammed the door. Jumping up from the table, Nicky and Joey rushed
out of the club. As they stepped out of the doorway, they were
surprised to see Sal coming around the corner.

“Where the fuck you been, Sal? Carmine’s
fucking pissed.”

“Carmine’s always fucking pissed. What’s he
pissed about this time, Nick?”

Nervously, Joey rubbed his eyes. “You better
go talk to him, Sally. He’s in the back room.”

Making his way to the back office, Sal
knocked twice and opened the door. “Carmine, the fellas said you
wanted talk to me.”

“Get the fuck in here.”

Stepping into the office, Sal stood
patiently, waiting to be scolded.

“Where the fuck you been, Sally Boy?”

“What are you talking about, Carmine? I’m
here.”

“You’re here, huh. You’re fucking up big
time. Missing pickups, and sometimes you don’t come around for
days. Nobody knows where the fuck you are half the time.”

“Yeah, but I’m always here when you really
need me. Ain’t I?”

“I don’t wanna hear it anymore. And I’ll
tell you something else, you better not be doing what I think
you’re doing.” Rising from his chair, Carmine went to the door and
yelled out, “Nicky, Jimmy, get the fuck in here.” Carmine sat down
and waited until Nicky and Jimmy entered. “Take off your jacket,
Sal,” Carmine ordered.

Sal didn’t say a word. He just glared at
Carmine.

“Sal, take off your fucking jacket,” Nicky
repeated coldly.

“Why?”

“Just fucking do it, Sal,” Jimmy
shouted.

Sal slowly took off his jacket and hung it
on the back of the chair. “What’s this all about, Carmine?”

“Shut the fuck up and sit down.” Turing to
his men, Carmine instructed, “Grab that motherfucker’s arms.”

Taking a seat, Sal just shook his head.

Nicky and Jimmy each took hold of an
arm.

“Now we’ll find out what you’ve been up to,
Sally Boy.” Carmine taunted.

“Carmine, I ain’t been up to nothing!” Sal
implored through gritted teeth.

Getting up from his seat, Carmine walked
around the desk and tried to roll up one of Sal’s sleeves, but Sal
broke free from Nicky and Jimmy’s grasp. The two men struggled to
regain control of Sal until Carmine stuck his .38 in Sal’s face.
“Sit still you motherfucker! If you move again, I’ll shoot you
right through your fucking eye.”

Sal froze. Carmine ripped open the cuff of
Sal’s sleeve and pulled it up above the forearm. Carmine eyes
popped open as he stared in disbelief at the many needle tracks
running up and down Sal’s arm. “Jesus Christ! You fucking
motherfucking junkie!”

Nicky and Jimmy released their hold on
Sal.

Stepping back behind the desk, Carmine sat.
“After all we’ve done for you, this is how you repay the
Mirragios?”

“What do you want me to say, Carmine? I did
everything you asked me to do. Without question! I even whacked...”
Closing his eyes briefly, Sal exhaled deeply. “...so I’ll ask you
one more time. What the fuck do you want me to say, huh?” Enraged,
Sal lunged over the desk trying to get to Carmine, but he was
restrained by Nicky and Jimmy, and thrown back into his chair.

“You wanna shoot up the babania, that’s your
fucking business. But you don’t do it under our flag. No more!
Don’t come around here ever again. You know what’ll happen if you
do? I swear to God, I’ll fucking clip you myself. You only get this
warning ’cause of your father. Otherwise, you’d be a fucking
memory. Now get the fuck outta my sight.”

Rolling down his sleeve, Sal put on his
jacket. As he started toward the office door, Sal stopped and
turned to his former associates. “I’ll be seeing youse around,
fellas.”

Exiting the club, Sal climbed into his car
and slammed the door shut. Staring at the club with contempt in his
eyes, Sal punched the dashboard. “You motherfucker’s wanna play
rough, I’ll show you how to play rough.”

Tearing away from the curb, Sal recklessly
negotiated the familiar streets until he saw a phone booth. Coming
to a screeching halt, Sal jerked the booth door open, stuffed a
dime into the phone’s mouth, and dialed. “Angel? It’s me.”

“What’s happening, my man?

“Lock-and-load, motherfucker. It’s on.”

“You serious? You ain’t just fucking with
me?”

“Get ready to get bloody; we’re going to
war!”

“That’s beautiful, baby.”

“I’m coming over. We gotta make a list of
people to kill.”

“Cool.”

“Yo Angel, those friends of yours, they
better be everything you said they was.”

Twenty minutes later, Sal arrived at Angel’s
building. Speeding up the steps to Angel’s front door, Sal knocked
loudly. The door opened and Angel greeted Sal with a big
grin.”What’s up, hermano?”

“C’mon, we got a lotta shit to talk over.
And wipe that stupid fucking smile off your face.” Sal slammed the
door shut behind him. Angel went to the refrigerator and grabbed
two beers. “So this is really it, huh.” Angel handed Sal a beer. “I
can’t believe we’re going up against the Mirragio Family.”

Taking a seat, Sal sipped his beer. “The die
is cast.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means they’re dead and they don’t even
know it yet. Call your people and set up a meeting at the Jolly
Tinker over on Webster Avenue up in the Bronx. I own a piece of it.
We’ll set up our area of operations outta the basement.”

“Sal, not for nothing, but do you think it’s
a good idea to be working outta the Bronx? I mean...why don’t we
just set up an A.O. outta Harlem? It’ll be a lot safer for all of
us, especially for me and my boys.”

“Are you fucking crazy? You think I’m gonna
let those scumbags run me outta the Bronx? No fucking way!”

“Yeah, but Sal...”

“Just do what I fucking told you to do. Call
those cocksucking friends of yours. We’ll see what they got between
their legs.”

Picking up the phone, Angel dialed. “Lemme
speak to Juan. Hey, what’s up? Get Roberto and Clo. We got work,
tomorrow night up in the Bronx. Come by my place later tonight.
We’ll go over everything. Cool? See you later.” Angel hung up and
turned to Sal. “This is gonna be just like old times, hermano. I
can feel it. Let’s get higher than a motherfucker!” Angel scooped
up some heroin with a spoon from a plastic bag on the coffee table
and cooked it up over an already lit candle.

Taking off his coat, Sal rolled up his
sleeve and vowed, “Those motherfucker’s are gonna regret they ever
fucked with me.”

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 


Sal and his new crew sat around a big
circular wooden table in the dimly-lit cellar of the Jolly Tinker.
The room was dank and musty, nearly a dungeon. The walls were
unpainted concrete and there were no windows. A monstrous,
antiquated furnace sat in the corner: metal pipes and rubber hoses
ran up through the floor joists and extended the length of the
room.

On Sal’s right sat Angel, and to Sal’s left
were Juan, Roberto, and Clo. Each man had a bottle of liquor in
front of him, and in the center of the table was a pile of cocaine
that resembled a snow covered mountain. Handguns, switchblades,
semi-automatic, and automatic weapons were strewn about on the
table along with magazines and hundreds of rounds of live ammo.

Using the side of his hand, Sal cut a long
fat line and snorted it. “The Mirragios got no fucking idea what
they’re about to go up against. I’m gonna make their mothers wish
they never gave birth to those cocksuckers.”

“I’m with you, hermano.” Angel snorted a
line. “But you know the Italians ain’t gonna just sit still and let
us move in on their territory. Not without a war.”

“They wanna war with me? I’ll give ’em a war
they won’t fucking believe.”

“Sal, I was thinking maybe we should lay low
for a while. You know, build up our strength,” Angel suggested
cautiously.

“You’re talking like a fucking coward.”

“I ain’t no fucking coward! Let’s get our
shit together and some money coming in. We ain’t gonna be no threat
to ’em.”

“Look, if we try to set up shop, we’ll be
dead before you know it. I’m telling you, the only way to beat ’em
is to go right after ’em. Like the way we did back in the jungle.
Remember? We just gotta be smarter and more fucking ruthless than
the Mirragios. Like the VC were. If we whack the right
motherfuckers, their whole operation will come apart. They ain’t
got the balls to fight a guerilla war.” Sal cut a line of cocaine
and offered it to Juan. “Here, snort it.”

Juan snorted the huge line. “This is some
really good shit, primo.”

Looking over his men, Sal asked, “Youse guys
ain’t afraid, are youse?”

The room went silent.

Grabbing a fistful of Juan’s shirt, Sal
pulled Juan toward him. “I asked you if you was afraid,
motherfucker?”

“No! I ain’t afraid,” Juan cried out.

“What about youse guys? Are youse
afraid?”

“No, primo!” Roberto and Clo responded
simultaneously.

“Good.” Sal finished loading a magazine,
stuffed it into his .45, and chambered a round. “Then it’s time to
unleash the fury!”

“What do you got in mind?” Angel asked,
excited.

“Pasqualli Bracco! He’s the key. He knows
the Mirragios better than anyone. He was Don Lucho’s consigliere
for like thirty fucking years before he retired. That motherfucker
knows where all the bodies are buried. We’re gonna snatch his ass
and bleed him ‘till he spills he guts about everything,” Sal
explained with an evil grin.

“Then what?” Angel took a sip of scotch.

“Then we’re gonna kill everybody the
Mirragios do business with, anybody who owes ’em money, and whoever
works for ‘em.”

“You’re gonna kill all those motherfuckers?”
Angel asked, mouth agape.

“You got a fucking problem with that?”

“No! No way,” Angel said tentatively.

Turning toward the other men, Sal yelled,
“What about youse? Do youse got a problem with that?”

The room was quiet for several moments until
Clo busted out laughing. His cackling laughter caused everyone else
to break out laughing.

#

One night outside the No Name Club, Sal and
Angel waited in the dark and kidnapped Pasqualli Bracco at gun
point. Pasqualli, or “Patsy” as he was known by his friends and
associates, was an “old-school” gangster. He was tough as nails and
had the scares to prove it. Patsy was a bull of a man, in his late
sixties, with a barrel-chest and the disposition of a rattle snake.
He was the only other person besides Don Lucho who knew every
detail of the Mirragio’s operations.

Sal and his crew held Patsy captive in an
abandoned warehouse in the South Bronx. His ankles were bound with
duct tape to the legs of a chair and his wrists were secured to the
armrests. Patsy’s face was swollen and bloody. The front of his
white dress shirt was now a deep red color. To make Patsy crack,
Angel, Juan, Roberto, and Clo took turns punching him in his face.
However, the more they abused Patsy, the more determined he became.
Putting his cigarette out on Patsy’s arm, Angel laughed, and then
punched him once more.

“You cocksuckers hit like little fucking
girls,” Patsy mocked.

Patiently, Sal sat and watched, wanting to
see how long Patsy could hold out. Shaking his head in frustration,
Juan looked to Sal. “He doesn’t want to talk, primo. He’s the
toughest old man I’ve ever seen. Let’s just kill him.” Drawing his
pistol, Juan pointed the muzzle at Patsy’s temple.

“No.” Pushing Juan’s arm aside, Sal pointed
out, “You just ain’t found the right method of interrogation.”
Picking up a large knife from a nearby table, Sal walked toward
Patsy. The steely blade glimmered, even in the dark desolation of
the warehouse. As Sal neared Patsy, he spit blood at Sal. “What the
fuck are you gonna do with that, tough guy? When I get outta here,
I’m gonna stick that knife up your fucking ass.”

With one quick decisive stroke, Sal lopped
off Patsy’s right ear.

“Motherfucker!” Patsy screamed in pain.

“Did that hurt?” Sal taunted.

“You piecea shit! You’re a fucking disgrace
to us and to your father!”

“You shoulda never brought my father into
this.” Sal then hacked off Patsy’s other ear. “I want to know
everything about the Mirragio’s operations.”

“I don’t know nothing!” Patsy blurted, blood
streaming down his neck.

“Tell me what you know and I’ll kill you
quick. Don’t tell me, and I’ll keep you alive for days cutting you
up into little fucking pieces.”

“Even if I did know, I wouldn’t tell a scum
bag traitor like you,” Patsy insisted, breathing heavily and
showing fear for the first time.

“‘Traitor’?” Sal jabbed the point of the
blade into Patsy’s eye socket. With one quick flick of his wrist,
Sal ripped the eye completely out. Patsy’s agonizing screams echoed
throughout the warehouse. Noticing that the eyeball was stuck to
the tip of the blade, Sal swiped the knife across Patsy’s sleeve.
The eyeball popped off and dropped to the floor. It rolled away,
coming to rest at Angel’s feet.

“Sal, maybe he don’t know nothing. Let’s
just do him and get the fuck outta here. Awright?” Angel said,
voice cracking.

“He knows. He’ll talk or I’m gonna cut him
up like a fucking Christmas turkey. Either way is fine with
me.”

Swallowing hard, Patsy’s bloody and beaten
face reflected the horror of Sal’s statement. As he peered up into
Sal’s cold, dark eyes, Patsy saw his inevitable dismemberment.
Terror washed over him and suddenly a bullet through the head
seemed a fine alternative to what awaited him. “Awright, I’ll talk.
I’ll tell you anything you wanna know. Just promise you’ll fucking
kill me quick.”

Sal plunged the knife deep into a tabletop.
“Start talking, asshole.”

Patsy told Sal everything he knew about the
Mirragios drug smuggling enterprise, the names of the ships they
came in on, and the delivery dates and times. He revealed their
most profitable gambling spots and the names of the men who ran the
clubs. After spilling his guts, Patsy looked up at Sal. “That’s all
I know. I swear!”

“I believe you.” Sal nodded and Angel raised
his pistol to Patsy’s head. Suddenly, Patsy broke out laughing.
“Hold up, Angel. What’s so fucking funny, old man?” Sal asked
curiously.

“I know the Mirragios better than anyone.
They got plans for you, Sally Boy. What they’re gonna do to you is
gonna make this look like a kiddy’s birthday party.”

“And what’s that gonna be?”

“I don’t wanna ruin the surprise. I only
wish I was gonna live long enough to see you get yours.”

“Well, you’re not.” Sal pulled his pistol
and shot Patsy in the head.

“What a fucking punk. I never woulda gave
you up like that. Even if they cut me to pieces, I still woulda
never gave you up, hermano.”

“I gotta go see somebody. Get rida the
body,” Sal ordered sternly.

Angel, Juan, Roberto and Clo hauled Patsy’s
body out of the warehouse and threw it into the trunk of a car. Sal
got in his car and sped off. While en route to his father’s
apartment, Sal recalled that when he was about fifteen-years-old he
once asked his father if he trusted anyone.

Taking his time, Peter thought for several
moments and then answered like this: “One day this scorpion came
upon this frog near a lake. So the scorpion said, ‘Can you do me a
favor and ferry me across.’ The frog looked at the scorpion and
said, ‘No, ’cause you’ll sting me and I’ll drown.’ So the scorpion
said, ‘No I won’t, ’cause if I do, I’ll drown with you. Plus I’ll
owe you a favor.’ The frog, he thinks for a moment, and agrees.

“The scorpion jumps onto the frog’s back and
he starts to swim out. About halfway across the scorpion stings the
frog. Just before the frog went down he said, ‘Why did you do that?
Now we’re both gonna die.’ And the scorpion said, ‘’Cause it’s my
nature. That’s why.’ That’s why I don’t trust nobody, ’cause
betrayal is in their nature.’ Remember that, Salvatore.”

Parking down the block, Sal cautiously
stepped out of his car. He looked around, ensuring that all was
clear, and then he hurried up the steps to his father’s door and
knocked.

Peter sat on the couch watching television.
Startled by the loud knocks, he reached for the .38 he kept under
the pillows. Concealing it behind his back, Peter walked toward the
door. “Who is it? he asked

“It’s me, Pop. Open up.”

A smile came to Peter’s face and he quickly
undid the three locks.

“How you doing, Pop?” Sal gave his father a
big hug.

“C’mon in.” Closing the door, Peter and Sal
took a seat at the kitchen table. “You want something to eat?”

“Nah, I’m good.”

“You okay, Salvatore?”

“I’m okay.” Sal nodded.

“How’s that pretty girlfriend of yours
doing?”

“I don’t know. I guess she’s awright.”

“What happened? You’re still together?”

“Yeah, Pop. She’s fine.”

“Good, ’cause I like her.”

“I like her, too. Listen, I need to talk to
you.”

“Well, I need to talk to you. I’ve been
hearing some things about you and this new crew of yours. I hope
they ain’t true.” Pausing momentarily, Peter yelled, “What the fuck
is the matter with you, Salvatore? You’re running with spics? And
involved with the babania? You go to war against your own people?
What the fuck’s wrong with you?”

“That’s bullshit, Pop. Besides, they brought
this on themselves.”

“I ain’t gonna interfere in this, Salvatore.
Not unless you want me, too. You’re my son, you’re all I got left.
All you gotta do is ask and I’ll have Don Bruno intercede on your
behalf. It’ll be over just like that.” Peter snapped his
fingers.

“Don’t worry. I got everything under
control. But thanks for offering.”

“If you ever need me for anything, all you
gotta do is ask. You know that, right?”

“Yeah.”

“I ain’t seen you in so long. Since you’re
here, let’s have a drink.”

“Okay.”

Peter poured some wine and placed the
glasses on the table.

“Lemme ask you a question, Pop?”

“What?” Peter sipped his wine.

“If you was Don Lucho, I mean if you was in
his position, what would you do?”

“I don’t wanna talk about this.”

“I need to know what they’re thinking. I’m
out there all alone.”

“I’d find somebody you trusted and have ’em
set up a meeting with you. And then I’d blow your fucking head
off.” Sensing that his son wasn’t pleased with his answer, Peter
pointed out, “You asked. So I told you.”

“I can’t trust nobody? Can I?”

“No.”

“Have you heard anything on the street?”

“Nothing that you probably don’t know
already. Don Lucho wants you dead. He’ll use anybody to get what he
wants. The other families won’t get involved ’cause they hate that
cocksucker as much as you do. Plus they like seeing that fat
bastard get his nose bloodied.”

“Pop, what would you do if you was in my
position? I mean if you was me?”

“Kill ’em all,” Peter responded without
hesitation.

“Who killed Mikey?”

“Salvatore, with everything going on, you
ask me about this?”

“Who, Pop?”

“It was Carmine Mattazolo.”

“Do you know why? I mean how’d it
happen?”

“Does it really matter now?”

“I guess not.”

“You know I liked that kid, ever since we
met him the day you come in on the boat from Sicily. He had balls,
even back then. I liked all your friends. They was all good boy’s.”
Peter placed his hand on top of his son’s and said softly, “Be
careful, Salvatore.”

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER THIRTY

 


Heeding his father’s advice, Sal and his
crew turned the streets of the Bronx red with the blood of their
enemies. They savagely murdered drug dealers, bookies, loan sharks,
and various other business associates of the Mirragios. Many were
executed while driving their cars, sleeping in their beds, or
dining in the restaurants they frequented. The headlines of the New
York newspapers read: “Bloody Street War Rages in the Bronx.”

Utilizing the information gained from his
interrogation of Patsy Bracco, Sal targeted the most profitable
illegal gambling spot the Mirragios controlled. The “Basement” was
a posh underground casino on the East side of the Bronx. With this
club, the Mirragios spared no expense impressing some of New York’s
most affluent and influential personalities. Beautiful tapestries
and artwork hung on the walls and complimented the cosmopolitan
color schemes. The lavish decor was superbly accented by the long
opulent draperies that offered the club’s haughty clientele
heightened seclusion.

Inside, scores of attractive, scantily-clad,
martini-toting women traipsed around on the club’s imported Italian
marble floors. The clicking of their heels was muffled by the
luxurious Persian rugs placed in high-traffic areas. Tuxedo-wearing
dealers moved the games of chance along with the familiar shout of:
“Place your bets!”

Young attractive cocktail waitresses dressed
in revealing outfits ferried free drinks to the prominent guests
who stood huddled around craps, roulette, and blackjack tables.
Cigarette smoke hung in the air, contrasting with the mix of
designer fragrances poured over each body.

Dressed like one of the regulars, Sal
stepped to the front door holding two pistols. Using the butt of
his .45, Sal knocked on the door and then quickly concealed the
weapons behind his back. A four-inch by four-inch peephole opened
and a man looked through it. “What do you want?” he asked in a
serious tone.

“Periwinkle,” Sal responded, knowing from
Patsy that this was the password.

The front door opened and Sal rushed in
followed by Angel, Roberto, Clo, and Juan. The doorman reached for
his gun and then stopped as Sal put his .45 to his forehead. “Don’t
even fucking think about it.”

“What the fuck do you guys want?” the
doorman asked angrily.

“What do you think we want, asshole?” Sal
laughed.

Angel held a sawed-off shotgun pointed
directly at the man’s chest. “We want everything. But we’ll start
with the cash, cabron.”

“Do you assholes know whose joint this is?
You’re fucking dead.”

“Yeah, we know. But you’re the asshole
that’s dead.” Sal shot the doorman in the face at point blank range
and his body fell to the floor. The entire room gasped
collectively, and then went silent.

“Listen up, scumbags,” Sal yelled looking
over the frightened faces. “We don’t give a fuck about youse. We’re
here for the Mirragio’s money. But since you’re stupid enough to be
here, we’re gonna take your shit, too.” Turning to Angel, Sal
ordered, “Get all their money and jewelry while I cover these
jerk-offs.”

Running through the club like savages,
knocking people over, Angel and Juan gathered up anything of value
and stuffed it into plastic bags. They scooped up loads of cash
from the gaming tables, pulled rings off fingers, snatched diamond
necklaces from the necks of the female guests, and took every man’s
wristwatch.

Out of the corner of his eye, Roberto saw a
shiny diamond bracelet on the wrist of a gorgeous, young blonde
girl. She was dressed in a black evening gown and bore a striking
resemblance to Chrissy. Roberto pulled at the bracelet but the girl
resisted as best she could. “Gimme that fucking bracelet,” Roberto
shouted as he wrestled with the girl.

“No, please! My mother gave this to me.
Please, no,” the frightened girl pled.

Viciously, Roberto slapped her across the
face and she fell to the floor. Ripping the bracelet from her
wrist, Roberto grabbed his crotch and laughed at the now sobbing
young girl. “I’d like to give you something else, you stupid
fucking cunt.”

The girl’s resemblance to Chrissy was so
amazing that Sal stood mesmerized by her. Believing that she was
Chrissy, he approached her. “Chrissy, is that you?” Sal asked
sympathetically as he helped her to her feet. “I’m so sorry, baby.
I didn’t know it was you. You okay?” Sal kissed her cheek.

Confused and frightened, the girl’s sobbing
became hysterical. His mind clouded by mass consumption of heroin,
cocaine, and whiskey, Sal turned to Roberto and shouted, “You
stupid motherfucker! Do you know who this is?” Raising his pistol,
Sal shot Roberto in the face at point blank range. Roberto fell to
the floor, dead. “Nobody touches my girl! You dumb fuck!” Sal
continued to pump bullets into Roberto’s body.

Seeing what had happened, Angel rushed to
his brother. “You killed ‘Berto! You fucking killed him!” Angel
bellowed in disbelief at the sight of Roberto’s bullet-ridden
body.

“Help me pick him up! We can’t leave him
here!” Kneeling at Roberto’s head, Angel took hold of his arms.

“Fuck him.” Sal shot Roberto once more.

Blood sprayed up, covering Angel’s face.
Dropping his brother’s body to the floor, Angel screamed insanely,
“Let’s get the fuck outta here!”

Instinctively, Sal trained his weapon on the
crowd. “Everybody get to the back of the room and face the wall.
Move motherfuckers!”

The patrons fled to the back of the club and
turned toward the wall.

“Hey, fucko,” Sal shouted to one of the men
running the club.

“Yeah,” the man replied fearfully.

“Tell that cocksucker, Carmine, Sally Boy
did this.’”

“I will.”

Retreating toward the door with their
weapons leveled at the backs of the crowd, Sal and his men made a
hasty get away.

#

When news of the robbery reached Don Lucho,
it sent him into an insane rage. Summoning Carmine to his office,
he unleashed an angry tirade. “This crazy bastard violated our
club. Our fucking club! Do you know how much money we lost? Every
breath he takes costs us money. What the fuck are you gonna do
about him?”

“I know how to deal with animals like
Scalise. The babania has made him crazy. He even whacked one of his
own men. Sooner or later he’ll make a mistake, then we’ll put him
down like a wild dog. I promise.”

“I want this fucking problem taken care of.
Understand? Every day he lives is a disgrace to our honor and he
makes a jerk of you for letting him work for us.”

“I think Peter Scalise could be helpful in
ending this,” Carmine said, looking pensive. “He has a way of
making his son understand things. Maybe I can talk to...”

“No! This is our problem. If we ask for help
we’ll look weak. A man in my position cannot afford to look weak.
Ever!”

“I’ll take care of this. My hand to God,”
Carmine vowed, kissing Don Lucho’s cheek before leaving. As Carmine
stepped into the front of the club, he gestured for Nicky and Jimmy
to come to him. The three men huddled at one of the tables. “I want
you guys to go pay a visit to Peter Scalise. Make him understand
that he ain’t got no choice but to give that piecea shit son of his
up.”

“What if he don’t wanna? That motherfucker’s
as crazy as his junkie son,” Nicky said quietly.

“Then fucking clip him. Do whatever you
gotta do. I want that motherfucking Sally Boy shot and buried in a
fucking hole. The sooner the better. Understand?”

“Carmine, not for nothing, but if we do
whack Peter, his people in Brooklyn are gonna want blood. He ain’t
some fucking cidrule off the street, you know. He’s Don Bruno’s
consigliere. It’ll start an all-out war,” Jimmy cautioned in a low
voice.

“We’re already at war with a rabid fucking
dog and he’s giving me fleas. If you gotta clip him make it look
like a robbery or something. But leave something so Sally Boy knows
we did it. And I know just the thing, too.” Carmine went behind the
bar and opened one of the drawers. Returning to the table, he gave
Nicky a handful of ticket stubs. “Leave these where Sally Boy will
find ’em. They oughta bring him right to us. Then I’ll crush him
like a fucking bug.”

“What is Don Lucho gonna say if we clip
Peter?” Nicky asked, stuffing the tickets into his coat pocket.

Angrily, Carmine retorted, “Just do what I
said. And keep your fucking mouths shut. Now get the fuck outta
here.”

Sharing a look of concern, Nicky and Jimmy
left the club and headed over to Peter’s apartment.

Across town, Sal and Angel sat in the cellar
of the Jolly Tinker. Trying to blunt the pain of losing his
brother, Angel snorted a fat line of cocaine off a mirror. “I can’t
believe Roberto’s gone, man. I just can’t fucking believe I ain’t
never gonna see him again.”

Gulping scotch from a bottle, Sal’s lack of
concern angered Angel. “Stop acting like a little fucking cunt. I
lost plenty of friends in the jungle. Do you see me crying about
it?”

“You shot him in his face! You shot when I
was holding him in my fucking arms!”

“So what?”

“He was a good man. I loved him!” Angel
gritted his teeth.

“He was a cocky little fucking prick. I
never liked him any way.”

“I know you’re fucked up all the time, but
ain’t you even a little sorry about what you done? I mean...he was
one of us,” Angel asked, trying to find some way to forgive
Sal.

“Fuck him!”

“That’s all you got to say?”

“Yeah. This is my motherfucking thing.”

“I thought it was our thing.”

“Look, this is almost over. Awright? The
Mirragios can’t afford to be at war with me much longer. Soon
they’ll be begging for a fucking truce. Then I’ll get my own
territory and everything will settle down. So just be cool.
Remember what you once said to me, ‘Just like Caesar.’”

“Yeah, I remember. That’s good for you,
you’re one of ’em. What about me, Juan, and Clo? They’re never
gonna let us live if you make a deal. We’ve done too much fucked up
shit to ’em. We’re just three dead motherfucking spics no matter
how you slice it.”

“What, are you fucking crazy?” Sal laughed
as he snorted a line. “Ain’t nothing gonna happen to you as long as
I’m alive. And I’m gonna live forever. So stop fucking
worrying.”

“Whatever you say,” Angel angrily bit his
lower lip.

#

Having just gotten home, Peter Scalise stood
in his kitchen preparing a sandwich. He still wore his trousers and
shoes. However, he had stripped down to a white wife-beater for
fear mustard might get on his silk dress shirt. Peter seldom wore
his shoulder holster when he was at home, but these were dangerous
times. Knowing that sooner or later the Mirragios would come
knocking on his door, Peter wanted an advantage.

Just as he was about to take a bite of his
sandwich, there was a series of bangs on his front door. Putting
down the sandwich, Peter removed his .38-cal pistol from its
holster, and looked through his peephole. Cautiously, he opened the
door to find an uncomfortable looking Nicky and Jimmy standing
before him.

“Hey, how you doing, fellas? C’mon in.”
Peter shrewdly flashed his weapon before tucking it back into its
holster.

Stepping inside, both men kissed Peter on
the cheek.

“How’s Don Lucho?” Peter asked out of
courtesy.

“He’s good,” Jimmy replied in a subdued
tone.

“Can I get you guys something to eat? I was
just about to have a sandwich and watch the fight.”

“No thanks. Look Peter, we was hoping we
could talk to you,” Nicky said respectfully.

“Yeah sure, sit down.”

The three men each took a seat at the
kitchen table.

“What can I do for you?” Peter asked
insincerely.

With a shaky hand, Nicky lit a cigarette.
“We was kinda hoping...maybe you could set up a meeting between us
and Sal. You know, so we can talk all this shit out.”

“I see.” Peter nodded slowly. “You wanna
talk? Just talk, huh?”

“Yeah, we just wanna talk. Don Lucho wants
to end this. Peter, good people are dying.”

“Yeah, mostly your people,” Peter responded
rudely.

Jimmy cleared his throat. “We come here
outta respect. You can appreciate that, can’t you?”

“Don’t piss down my back and tell me it’s
raining boys. I didn’t just fall off the fucking turnip truck, you
know. What you really want is for me to set up my son.”

“Nah, it ain’t like that. We just wanna
settle this before any more fucking people get clipped.”

Nicky puffed his cigarette. “Sal’s gone,
Peter. The junk’s got him. He’s crazier than a shit house rat. All
we’re asking you to do is the right thing. So please, set up the
meeting so we can end this.”

“I could do that, I guess,” Peter remarked,
as if considering their proposal.

“Really?” Jimmy blurted.

“But then again, I don’t get involved in my
son’s fights. Ever since he was a little boy, I let him fight his
own battles. Sometimes he won, sometimes he lost, but I never
interfered for any reason. And I’m not gonna start now. Not for
that fat cidrule, Don Lucho, or that fucking testaduda, Carmine
Mattazolo.” With lightning speed, Peter pulled his pistol and
stood. “Now get up, and get the fuck outta my house before I drop
you both.”

Nicky and Jimmy rose quickly with their
hands up.

“Take it easy, Peter. We don’t want no
trouble,” Nicky cried out.

“Then get the fuck outta here and never come
back and you won’t have any. Capisi?” Peter waved his pistol,
motioning them to the door. “Get the fuck out.”

Nicky and Jimmy slowly stepped backwards
toward the door.

“Awright, we’re leaving. We just thought we
could settle this peacefully,” Nicky said timidly.

“‘Peacefully?’ By asking me to help you
whack my son? How fucking stupid can you be?”

A passing car back-fired, distracting Peter
for a split-second. Nicky jumped at the pistol and grabbed it. As
they struggled for control of the weapon, the gun went off and a
bullet struck Jimmy in his shoulder. Jimmy hit the floor hard and
yelled, “Fuck!”

Peter and Nicky thrashed around the kitchen,
bouncing off walls and knocking over anything in their path.
Finally, the gun discharged again and a round entered Peter’s chest
at point blank range. Dropping to his knees, Peter clutched his
chest and fell to the floor.

“Why did you have to be so fucking
stubborn?” Nicky shouted nervously, looking down at Peter. “Now we
gotta hunt Sal down and shoot him like a fucking dog. Is that what
you want, huh?”

In a low, gurgling voice, Peter warned, “I
wouldn’t wanna be in your shoes when Sally Boy catches up to you.
He’s gonna kill you ugly for what you did to me.” Flashing a
contemptuous smile, Peter took his final breath.

“I think the bullet went right through,”
Jimmy noted pressing a dish towel against the wound to slow the
bleeding. “What are we gonna do now? When that crazy fuck finds his
father like this there’s no telling what he’s gonna do. We just
can’t leave him on the floor.”

“I got an idea. Help me get him up.” Nicky
took hold of Peter’s arms.

Helping the best he could, Jimmy grabbed
Peter’s legs and they lifted his body off the floor. Placing him in
a chair with his back to the front door, Nicky wrapped Peter in his
dress shirt, and stuffed the tickets Carmine gave him into Peter’s
shirt pocket. “This oughta bring that crazy bastard to us on a
silver platter,” Nicky said coldly.

Jimmy checked his flesh wound. “Let’s get
the fuck outta here. I need to get this looked at.”

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 


Picking up the phone behind the bar at the
Jolly Tinker, Sal dialed. The phone rang numerous times but no one
answered. “Where the hell could he be?” Sal muttered to himself as
he forcefully hung up and redialed. A voice on the other end
answered, “Yeah?”

“Yeah hello, it’s Salvatore. Who’s
this?”

“How you doing, Sally? This is Frankie.”

“Frankie, I’m looking for my Pop. He
around?”

“He ain’t here, Sal. We ain’t heard from him
all day. He hasn’t picked up at his house either. We was about to
send somebody over there to check on him.”

“You ain’t heard from him at all today?”

“Nah, and it ain’t like him not to check
in.”

“I’ll go by the house and check on him
myself. I’ll let you know what’s going on.”

“Okay, Sal. Make sure you call us, awright?
Don Bruno’s concerned, if you know what I mean?”

Slamming down the receiver, Sal made another
call. “Angel, come by the Tinker and pick me up. I need to go by my
father’s place and make sure he’s okay.”

“What’s wrong, Sal?” Angel’s voice suggested
he had just woken up.

“I don’t know, but something’s not right. I
can feel it.”

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,
hermano.”

“Awright, pick me up outside. Angel, bring
some fucking hardware, just in case.” After hanging up, Sal lit a
cigarette and poured himself a drink. Impatiently, he watched the
door until Angel arrived.

Hurrying out of the bar, Sal jumped into the
car. “Let’s go!”

Angel sped off right into oncoming traffic.
They raced through the streets cutting off other cars. “Relax. He’s
probably shacked up with some young piece of pussy.”

“I hope so. But the thing is, my Pop’s
old-school. He would never go MIA. His people in Brooklyn always
know where he is, or at least how to get in touch with him.”

Coming to a screeching stop in front of
Peter’s building, they both jumped out of the car. Angel carried a
sawed-off shotgun concealed under his overcoat. Sal tucked his .45
in his pants and they quickly made their way into the building and
up the stairs to Peter’s front door.

“Hey, Pop, you home? Pop, you there?” Sal
shouted as he banged on the door. Using his shoulder, Sal forced
the door open. Stepping inside, Sal found his father sitting with
his back to the door and his head slightly pitched to the left.
“Hey Pop, how come you didn’t answer the door?” Walking around in
front of his father, Sal saw the bullet wound in his chest. “Oh,
Pop! What did they do to you?” Dropping down onto a chair next to
his father, Sal began to sob like a child.

“Jesus Christ! I’m sorry, hermano,” Angel
said consolingly.

Looking up at Angel with tear-filled eyes,
Sal vowed, “They’re gonna pay for this! You hear me, Angel? They’re
gonna suffer before I kill ’em.”

“Sal, there’s something in his pocket.”

Removing the stubs from his father’s shirt
pocket, Sal stared at them. Slowly his facial expression
transformed from sorrow to rage.

“What are they?”

“They’re tickets from Yonkers.” Balling up
the stubs, Sal stuffed them into his pocket.

Sal took off the gold crucifix and chain his
grandparents had given him when he was a child and carefully placed
it into his father’s palm. He closed his father’s fingers tightly
around it. Crossing himself, Sal whispered softly, “Please take
carea’ my Pop.” Rising to his feet, Sal looked skyward and
unleashed a fearsome roar.

Unnerved by the scream, Angel warily asked,
“What do you wanna do, Sally Boy?”

“I’m gonna kill those motherfuckers in such
an ugly way their own mothers ain’t gonna recognize ’em.” Turning
to Angel, Sal ordered, “Get everybody together. Get all the rounds
and weapons we got. We’re gonna finish these scumbags off once and
for all.”

#

Sitting around the large oval table in the
basement of the Jolly Tinker, Sal, Angel, Juan, and Clo cleaned
their weapons and loaded magazines. They worked silently, with
deadly accuracy. A lone bulb above their heads provided the only
light. As they moved, each man’s shadow danced on the wall behind
them. A large pile of cocaine sat in the center of the table and
they shared full bottles of scotch.

After snorting a line, Angel lifted his head
from the table. “Damn, this is some good fucking coke! This sure do
feel like old times, hermano. You and me getting ready to go shoot
up some motherfuckers.”

Snatching up a magazine from the table, Sal
jammed it into his automatic weapon. “Yeah, but this time...” Sal
locked-and-loaded, “...I’m killing everybody! Let’s go.”

Rising from their chairs, each man collected
their weapons and ammo from the table and followed Sal up the
stairs and out to the street.

Across town, Carmine and Don Lucho sat in
Fiorellio’s, an exclusive Italian restaurant. Having just finished
their meal, Carmine motioned the waiter to bring the check. The
server promptly placed the check on the table and politely asked,
“Is there anything else I can get for you, gentlemen?”

“No.” Carmine shook his head.

Don Lucho leaned forward and asked annoyed,
“When is this problem going to be taken care of? You promised me it
would be over by now.”

“It’ll all be over very soon, Don
Lucho.”

“Good. Let’s have one more drink to
celebrate, and then take me home,” Don Lucho suggested happily.

“Okay.” Summoning the waiter back to the
table, Carmine gave him the check. “Bring us another round.”

Loading into Angel’s car, they drove to the
Mirragio’s Private Club. Angel parked down the street and they
quietly climbed out of the vehicle. With military precision, Sal
and his men made their way up the block and over to the side of the
building. Hiding in the shadows, they moved along the side of the
building and positioned themselves at the front door.

“Kill ’em all,” Sal ordered coldly.

Turning the knob of the front door, Sal
realized that it was locked. Backing up several feet, Sal raced
toward the door and kicked it open. Rushing inside with their
weapons firing, Sal and his men shot up the club. Bullets riddled
the bar and tore up the walls. Nicky was shot in his chest as he
sat reading the racing form. Joey had his face blown off by
automatic gunfire. Jimmy and Tony were murdered while playing gin.
Kneeling down next to a still alive Nicky and seizing a handful of
his hair, Sal lifted his head off the floor. “Where’s that piecea
shit, Carmine?”

“He ain’t here,” Nicky managed to
whisper.

“I know it was you and Carmine who set up
Anthony to take the fall for the count being short.”

Nicky sneered.

“Who killed my father?”

Knowing he was dead anyway, Nicky responded
defiantly, “Fuck you!”

“No, fuck you!” Drawing a large knife from
its sheath, Sal forced Nicky’s head to the floor and slowly ran the
blade across Nicky’s throat, slitting it from ear to ear. Blood
from the carotid artery sprayed up all over Sal’s face and drenched
his clothes. With pleasure, Sal watched as Nicky slowly choked on
his own blood until he was dead.

Approaching Sal cautiously, Clo remarked,
“They’re all dead, primo. Maybe we should get the fuck outta
here.”

Climbing up from the floor, Sal yelled,
“Bring those scumbags over here to me.”

“They’re all fucking dead,” Juan cried
out.

Sal shoved Juan toward the bodies. “I said
bring ’em here to me.”

Reluctantly, Angel, Juan, and Clo dragged
the bodies to Sal. Flipping over one of the card tables, Sal pulled
it into the middle of the room, so it was in the direct line of
sight of anyone entering the club. Smiling at his crew, only the
whites of Sal’s eyes showed through his blood-covered face. “Now
I’m gonna show ’em who’s the baddest motherfucker in the
Bronx.”

Kneeling down, Sal took hold of Nicky’s
right ear and pulled it as far away from the skull as he could.
With his knife, Sal lopped it off as close to the head as possible.
Holding the bloody ear up for his men to see, Sal announced, “After
tonight those scumbags will know that nobody fucks with me.”

After slicing off Nicky’s other ear, Sal
started a pile on the table. Forcing open Nicky’s jaw, Sal yanked
his tongue out as far as he could and cut it off. Placing the
tongue on the table next to the ears, Sal ripped out each of
Nicky’s eyes with the point of his knife and started a pile of
eyeballs on the table. Sal raised the blade above his head and
thrust the knife deep into Nicky chest and sliced him open from his
throat to his bellybutton. Using the knife’s heavy blunt handle,
Sal cracked the chest plate and worked his hand down into Nicky’s
chest cavity. After cutting out his heart, Sal held the fist-sized
organ in his hand and squeezed. Blood spurt from it spraying the
ceiling and the walls.

Over in one of the corners of the room, Juan
dry heaved several times before violently throwing up all over the
floor. Angel and Clo turned and walked away quickly, but they soon
vomited.

“Watch the fucking door ‘till I’m finished
here, you gutless fucking pricks.”

Taking hold of Jimmy’s arms, Sal rolled him
over and went to work hacking and chopping away at his still-warm
body like it was a slab of beef. Sal continued the process on each
man, until only mutilated corpses and severed body parts neatly
piled on a card table were all that remained.

Looking over his work, Sal proclaimed, “Now
for the finishing touch.” Turning to his men, Sal shouted, “Help
me! Pick ’em up and put ’em in these chairs.”

“What?” Angel shrieked.

“Pick ’em up and put in these fucking
chairs. Move, you fucking assholes!”

Hesitantly, Angel, Juan, and Clo dragged the
bodies over to the table and propped them up in the chairs.
Locating a deck of cards, Sal dealt each man a hand of poker and
placed the cards between their fingers. Rifling through the deck,
Sal selected five specific cards for Nicky. “I got a special hand
for you, Skirts. You fucking piecea shit!”

After placing the cards in Nicky’s hand, Sal
reached into his pocket and pulled out the ticket stubs he had
removed from his father’s shirt pocket and tossed them into the
center of the table. Looking over the carnage, Sal laughed. “Let’s
get the fuck outta here.”

They made their way out of the Mirragio
Club, down the street to Angel’s car, and sped away.

Driving along listening to the radio,
Carmine smoked a cigarette as Don Lucho sat comfortably in the
passenger seat, staring out the window. Burping loudly, Don Lucho
clutched his chest. “That food was good, but it’s giving me agita
like you wouldn’t believe.”

“I told you not to get the fried calamari.
It’s gonna keep you up all night. I’ll take you home.”

“No, no, swing by the club. I wanna check
the take for today,” The Don ordered as he cleaned his glasses with
his tie.

Making an illegal U-turn, Carmine cut
through some side streets and minutes later they arrived at the
Mirragio Club. From their vantage point, they could see that the
front door was left wide open. “What the fuck’s going on here? Go
inside and check it out,” the Don ordered.

Carmine pulled his pistol and stepped out of
the car. Cautiously he made his way to the front door and went
inside. At first sight of the massacre before him, Carmine dropped
his gun from shock. “Jesus fucking Christ!” he shrieked.

Hearing Carmine’s panicked scream, Don Lucho
scrambled out of the car and hurried to the front door. Tentatively
stepping inside with pistol in hand, Don Lucho took in the butchery
that had been perpetrated upon his men. The Don’s body went numb
and his weapon fell from his hand. His face was suddenly ashen and
he projectile vomited, the force knocking him to one knee.

After a few moments, the Don struggled to
his feet and stumbled out of the club bracing himself by clinging
to the wall. The Don crawled into the front seat and sat with his
head down by his knees, shaking like a frightened child.

Blood stained the walls, ceiling, and
covered the floor. Carmine cringed at the sight of the eyes, ears,
tongues and hearts that were savagely cut out and placed in neat
piles on a card table in the center of the room. Trying not to
throw up, Carmine noticed the hand Nicky held in his bloody
fingers. “Aces and eights, the dead man’s hand,” he snarled.

Seeing the pile of stubs in the center of
the table, Carmine picked up the blood soaked tickets and threw
them across the room. Taking several deep angry breaths, Carmine’s
face hardened and he hollered, “You’re fucking dead! You hear me,
Scalise? You’re a fucking dead man!”

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

 


Johnny Rocks strolled into the No Name Club
and was immediately greeted by the usual round of handshakes and
hugs. The joint was standing room only and there were a lot of new
faces floating around the club. Excitement rippled amongst the
crowd, making a lot of the wiseguy’s uneasy. Squeezing into an open
spot at the bar, Johnny got the bartender’s attention.

“How you doing, Rocks?” the bartender asked
respectfully.

“I’m doing good, Kenny. What the fuck’s
going on here? Did somebody die or something?”

“You didn’t hear?”

“Hear what? Hey, lemme get a Stoli, on the
ROCKS.” Johnny chuckled briefly. “You know, I never get tired of
that fucking joke,” Johnny remarked to a man standing next to
him.

The bartender laughed, then poured the drink
and placed it on the bar before Johnny. “Hey Rocks, you didn’t hear
what happened last night?”

“Nah, I was incommunicado. I was shacked up
with one of the finest pieces of ass I ever had. I think I’m in
love. Why? What’s going on?”

“Sally Boy and his crew slaughtered
everybody at the Mirragio Club last night.

“What? What the fuck are you talking about
‘slaughtered everybody’?”

“It had to be him, Rocks. His old man gets
clipped. Then somebody hacks up the whole fucking Mirragio crew.
Everybody except for Don Lucho and Carmine, that is.”

“Somebody whacked Peter Scalise?” Johnny
whispered with remorse.

“Yeah, they shot him right in his apartment.
Carmine’s been calling here all day looking for you.”

“What the fuck does that mutt want?” Johnny
shook his head in disbelief. “This shit has gotten way outta
control.”

Distracted by the ringing phone behind the
bar, the bartender said, “I gotta get this, Rocks. I’ll be right
back.”

“Hi Rocks,” an attractive blonde girl
sitting on the other stool next to him said warmly.

“Yeah, how you doing, sweetheart,” Johnny
replied softly.

“Rocks, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop on your
conversation with Kenny, but I heard Sally Boy cut off just about
everything you can cut off a guy.”

“Ming!” Johnny blurted as he cupped his
genitals with his hand.

“Hey Rocks, somebody wants to talk to you,”
the bartender said urgently.

“I really ain’t in the mood for socializing
right now.”

“It’s the Don!”

“Awright, bring me the fucking phone.”
Johnny moved to the corner of the bar and the bartender handed him
the receiver. “Yeah, this is Rocks.” Listening for several moments,
Johnny said, “Okay, I’ll be right over. You got my word.”

Handing the phone to the bartender, Johnny
walked back to his spot at the bar and quickly downed his drink.
Dropping a twenty onto the bar, he made a hasty departure. Johnny
drove for a while listening to music. He lit a cigarette, and
smoked half of it before turning down a tree-lined street. Tossing
the cigarette out the window, Johnny then sped up the long driveway
of a beautiful, brick, Victorian home nestled on a wooded acre of
land near the ocean in the Country Club section of the Bronx. As he
made his way to the top of the driveway, Johnny saw an armed guard
holding a pump action shotgun. The guard motioned for Johnny to
stop and roll down his window. “How you doing, Rocks?” the sizable
man asked.

“I’m doing good, Nino. I’m here to see Don
Lucho.”

“I know. Go ahead.”

Johnny parked in the circular driveway and
then he proceeded up the steps to the big front door and rang the
bell. The door slowly opened to reveal Carmine standing in the
foyer with a disturbing look on his face.

“Carmine, I just heard about what happened.
I can’t believe it. What a fucking shame.” The two men embraced and
kissed each other on the cheek.

Still reeling from shock, Carmine grumbled,
“Don Lucho is in his bedroom.”

“Jesus Christ! What would make Sal do
something like that?” Johnny asked staring directly into Carmine’s
eyes, eager to see his reaction.

“He’s fucking gone. His mind is rotted away
from the babania. He’s a wild fucking animal that needs to be put
outta its misery.”

“Who would be stupid enough to clip Peter
Scalise?”

“I don’t know,” Carmine answered coyly.
“C’mon, the Don’s waiting for you.”

“Okay,” Johnny responded, now certain
Carmine had ordered the hit on Peter.

Leading Johnny down the hall to Don Lucho’s
bedroom, Carmine knocked and then opened the door. “Don Lucho,
Johnny’s here.”

As they stepped into the bedroom, Johnny was
surprised to see the Don lying in bed looking like a frightened
child waiting for his mommy’s reassurances.

“Don Lucho, how are you?” Johnny lifted the
Don’s hand and kissed it.

“I want you to help us, Johnny.” Wracked by
anxiety, Don Lucho’s face was drawn and pale. The Don removed the
cold compress from his forehead and struggled to sit up. “You
cannot refuse my request. This all must end now!” the once powerful
Don declared with a cracking, panicky voice. After coughing several
times, he slowly reclined.

“What can I do for you, Don Lucho?” Johnny
asked sympathetically.

“I want you to set up a meeting with that
maniac traitor so we can put an end to all this bloodshed.”

“Don Lucho, I have great respect for you and
the Mirragio Family. You know that. I would do anything to help
you, but if you’re asking me to set Sal up to be whacked, that I
cannot do. I’m sorry.”

“No! I just wanna put an end to our
differences. Jesus Christ! If you coulda saw what he did to my men!
There was blood and body parts everywhere for Chrissakes! I want
this fucking war over! Understand?”

“That’s it? That’s all you want is to end
this?

“Yes!”

“If I can get Sal to sit-down with youse,
he’ll walk away untouched?”

“You got the Don’s word.” Carmine slapped
Johnny on the back. “Nobody from the Mirragio Family will lay one
finger on him. You can promise him that. Tell him the Don himself
gives his guarantee. I know he trusts you, Rocks. All we want you
to do is act as a go-between for us, and we’ll make the deal.”

Johnny looked the Don squarely in his eyes.
“I got your word on that, Don Lucho?”

Nodding, the Don promised, “No one, and I
mean ‘no one,’ from my family will touch him. Nor will they seek
revenge on him for what he has done. Ever! And Johnny, your efforts
will not go unrecognized.”

Appearing torn, Johnny shook the Don’s hand.
“Okay. I’ll see what I can do.”

“That’s all the Don’s asking. I know you can
help us, Rocks,” Carmine urged in an unusually appeasing tone.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

 


Playing pool against himself on a table in
the Jolly Tinker, Sal chalked his cue-stick and then lined up a
shot. Closing one eye, he drew back the stick and was about to
shoot when the phone behind the bar rang. Sal listened as the
bartender answered.

“Hey Sally, it’s for you,” the bartender
yelled.

“Who is it?” Sal asked, still frozen in his
shooting position

“I don’t know.”

“Well, ask who the fuck it is!”

“It’s Johnny Rocks.”

A big smile broke over Sal’s face as he
tossed the stick down onto the pool table. Striding to the bar, he
picked up the receiver. “Rocks, how you doing?”

“I’m doing good, Sally. How you doing?”

“I’m doing better than a lotta fucking guys
we used to know.”

“Listen, I’m sorry...I’m sorry to hear about
your father. He was a great man. And a very close friend of
mine.”

“Hey Rocks, is there another reason why
you’re fucking calling me or what?”

“Sal, is there any chance we can get
together? To talk?”

“We’re talking now.”

“Sal, this shit can’t go on any longer. It’s
gotta fucking end. I talked to the Don. The Mirragios wanna make a
deal.”

“So now they got you doing their dirty work
for ’em, huh. I always thought you was bigger than that,
Rocks.”

“I’m doing this outta respect for your
father. And I’m trying to protect your ass. Now smarten up and
listen to what I gotta tell you.”

“Tell Carmine and the Don I’m coming for ’em
next. And what I’m gonna do to ’em is gonna be twice as bad as what
I did to their crew! You tell ’em that, errand boy!”

“C’mon Sally, nobody fucking wins if things
keep going the way they are. They wanna deal, so fucking deal. It’s
the smart thing to do. It’s what your father would do.”

“What kinda deal we talking about?” Sal
asked, interested.

“They ain’t calling the shots no more. You
are. You really shook ’em up with that bloodbath you left for ’em
at their club. What do you want?”

“Lemme think about it. I’ll get back to
you.”

“I’ll be at the No Name all night. You got
the number?”

“Yeah, I know it. That it?”

“Sal, I want you to know that I loved you
father. I would never do any...”

“I said, ‘that it,’ Rocks?”

“Yeah, that’s it. I’ll be waiting for your
call.”

Sal slammed the phone down and lit a
cigarette. After taking several puffs, he poured himself a glass of
scotch and gulped it down. Picking up the receiver, Sal speedily
dialed. “Angel, it’s me. Listen up, I’ve got good news. They wanna
make a deal.”

“Who? The Italians?”

“C’mon over to the Tinker right now. We need
to talk.”

“Awright, I’ll be there in a little
bit.”

“It’s time to celebrate, my man.”

“Yeah, awright,” Angel muttered in a distant
tone.

“Angel, what the fuck’s wrong with you? We
won, man! We’re gonna get everything we deserve. Get here as fast
as you can. And don’t forget to bring some H’. My skin feels like
it’s gonna fall off.”

“No problem, hermano. I’ll be right over.”
Hanging up the phone, Angel clutched a framed picture of himself
and Roberto standing in front of a nicely decorated Christmas tree.
They each wore Santa hats and were locked in a brotherly embrace as
they mugged for the camera. Tears welled in Angel’s eyes as he
stared at the photo, running his fingers over the image of his
brother. With an agonizing wail, Angel threw the picture across the
room. “I’m gonna get you, you motherfucker!”

Dropping down to his knees behind a chair in
his living room, Angel used a pocket knife to pry loose a piece of
paneling from the lower portion of the wall. He reached into a hole
in the sheetrock and retrieved a plastic bag full of a whitish
powder. Stuffing the bag into his coat pocket, Angel made his way
to the street and got into his beat-up Buick. He drove recklessly,
taking several snorts of cocaine from a one hitter. Parking in
front of the Jolly Tinker, Angel rushed inside to find Sal still
sitting at the bar drinking.

“What’s up, hermano?” Angel asked
casually.

“We gotta talk. Let’s go downstairs.” Sal
filled a glass with scotch and handed it to Angel. Once downstairs,
they each took a seat at the table.

“I knew those motherfuckers would be begging
to make a deal with us after they saw what we did.”

“You mean what you did.” Angel lit a
cigarette. “That was some fucked up shit, man. Watching you cut up
those gringos was the most fucked up shit I ever seen. And I’ve
seen some shit.”

“Yeah, yeah, you got blood on your hands,
too. So don’t go acting all fucking holier than thou. ’cause I
ain’t buying it and neither will the Mirragios.”

“It wasn’t my idea to cut those
motherfuckers up into pieces.”

“Shut the fuck up. I made a list of our
demands. Check it out.” Sal handed the list to Angel.

Angel read it over. “We want our own
territory and our own people to run our spots. Nobody tells us how
to run things, and we don’t pay any percentage on any new business
we get on our own. If there’s ever a problem, we only deal with Don
Lucho himself.”

“What do you think? I didn’t wanna seem too
greedy.”

“It sounds fucking good to me. What else
could we ask for?”

“Nothing! That’s everything we could ask
for.”

“Then that’s good enough for me.” Angel
laughed.

“I gotta make a call and tell ’em we’re
ready to deal.” Trotting up the stairs, Sal made his way behind the
bar, picked up the phone, and dialed.

“No Name,” the bartender, Kenny,
answered.

“Yeah, lemme speak to Rocks.”

“Who’s this?” Kenny asked politely.

“Put Rocks on the fucking phone,
asshole!”

Kenny hustled over to where Johnny sat and
whispered, “It’s Sally Boy.”

Rising quickly, Johnny went to the phone.
“Hello.”

“I got my terms. You wanna hear ’em.”

“They want a sit-down on this.”

“What the fuck, Rocks? Are you fucking
kidding me? A ‘sit-down’? What? So they can put a bullet in the
backa my head? Fuck you.”

“Sal, I’m guaranteeing your safety. The Don
himself gave me his word.”

“Fuck that fat piecea shit.”

“Sal, I’ve known you since you was a little
kid. Have you ever known me to break my word? Ever?”

“Rocks, it ain’t you I don’t trust.”

“My hand to God, Sally. No one from the
Mirragios is gonna harm one fucking hair on your head. I’d take a
bullet before I’d let that happen.”

“No dice, Rocks.”

“Then send your number two. Do you trust
him?”

“With my fucking life.”

“Good. I’ll have him back to you after the
meeting. You want me to come get him?”

“No! Just tell me where you wanna meet.”

“Have him come here to the No Name after
closing tonight. I’ll take him to meet with Carmine and the Don.
Then he can make your deal.”

“I’m telling you right now, if anybody tries
to pull a double-cross, I’m gonna make ’em wish they wasn’t
born.”

“I got no problem with that.”

Hanging up the phone, Sal grabbed a bottle
of scotch and strolled back downstairs. The moment he saw Sal
coming down the steps Angel got excited. “What’s the fucking story,
hermano? Did we get what we wanted?”

“I got some good news and some bad news.
They want a sit-down.” Sal handed the bottle to Angel.

“What’s the good news?” Angel asked,
concerned.

“That is the good news.”

“You ain’t gonna sit-down with those
motherfuckers? Is you? They’ll blast your ass as soon as they see
you.”

“Probably, but I ain’t the one going to the
sit-down.”

“No fucking way, man! I ain’t going.” Angel
shook his head.

“That’s the way they wanted it. If you don’t
go, we can’t make the deal.”

“I don’t believe this. I’m a fucking dead
man.”

“Shut the fuck up, you motherfucking coward!
If you had any balls you coulda had your own crew, insteada riding
my fucking coattails all this time!” Brandishing his .45, Sal waved
it in Angel’s face. “You’re meeting Johnny Rocks at the No Name to
make our fucking deal. Understand?”

Angel could tell by the murderous look in
Sal’s eyes he had no choice. “Okay, Sal. No fucking problem. I’ll
make the deal!”

Reaching under the table, Sal pulled out a
sawed-off shotgun and tossed the weapon to Angel. “Take this as a
little insurance. Keep it under your overcoat when you walk in. If
they’re gonna make a move, it’ll happen then. Okay?”

“What if they don’t make a move?”

“What are you fucking stupid or something?
Then you tell ’em our terms.”

“What if they pat me down, man?”

“Just let ’em know you’re strapped. What the
fuck, Angel? You’re only there to make our deal. You’d have to be a
fucking moron to fuck this up. Just do what I told you to do.”

“Yeah, okay. I can do this. I’m not afraid.
But just for old-time’s sake, let’s get fucked up before I go.
Okay? You know, to take the edge off.”

“Why not?” Picking up a razorblade, Sal cut
two fat lines of cocaine.

“Besides, if I’m walking into the lion’s
den, I don’t wanna be feeling no pain if I get bit.” Angel rolled
up a hundred dollar bill and snorted the line.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR

 


Pulling into a parking space across the
street from the No Name Club, Angel turned off the motor. There was
no movement outside the bar or along the dark and desolate streets.
Only the glow of some inside lights could be seen as Angel craned
his neck struggling to see inside. “What the fuck am I doing here?
These ain’t my fucking people, man,” he mumbled to himself.

To boost his courage, Angel pulled out a
small glass vial full of white powder. He unscrewed the cap and
taped some of the powder onto the meaty portion of his hand,
between his thumb and pointer finger. “A little blow before I go.”
Angel laughed nervously, and then snorted the coke.

Angel cautiously made his way up to the
front door. Taking hold of the door handle, he silently prayed that
it was locked, but the heavy door flew open. As he stood there, his
mind raced as he debated whether or not to enter. Seconds felt like
minutes. Suddenly, perspiration soaked his brow and his heart
pounded. With a deep breath, Angel warily stepped inside.

Seeing a man sitting alone at a table, Angel
approached him. “I’m looking for Johnny Rocks. I’m Angel. Sally Boy
sent me.”

“I’m Johnny,” he replied.

Out of the corner of his eye, Angel saw a
large dangerous looking man in a black suit holding a pump-action
shotgun.

“You carrying?” Johnny asked.

Unnerved and distracted, Angel blurted,
“No!”

“I gotta pat you down anyway.” Johnny rose
from the chair.

Foolishly, Angel reached for the sawed-off
shotgun concealed under his overcoat.

“Grab him!” Johnny shouted.

Leaping from the shadows, two large men
jumped on Angel and wrestled him to the floor. One of the men
punched Angel several times in his midsection. After taking Angel’s
shotgun, they ripped him up from the floor and slammed him down
forcefully into a chair.

“You stupid motherfucking spic,” Carmine
stepped into the light. “You show up to a sit-down with a sawed-off
shotgun. Where do you get your fucking balls?”

“It was Sally Boy’s idea! Not mine,” Angel
cried out in a panic. “I just come here to...”

“Shut the fuck up!” Carmine slowly circled
behind Angel. Without provocation, Carmine exploded. He grabbed
Angel by his throat and violently choked him. “You’re dead! You
hear me, you fucking motherfucker!”

Angel fought to break free, but one of
Carmine’s new men jabbed Angel in his stomach with the butt of the
shotgun. Angel gasped for air until he managed to scream, “Don’t
kill me! I’ll do whatever you want! I swear!”

Releasing his grip, Carmine rapidly devised
a plan. “I’ve had enough of this fucking shit! It all ends
tonight!” Seizing a handful of Angel’s hair, Carmine jerked Angel’s
head back. “If you don’t do exactly what I want you to do. I
promise, when we get through with you, you’ll be fucking begging us
to kill you.”

“It’s your world. I’ll do whatever you
want,” Angel insisted breathing heavily.

“No, Carmine!” Johnny shouted bravely, as he
moved in on the action. “We made a fucking deal. I won’t be parta
this.”

“‘Parta this?’” Carmine stuck his pistol
directly in Johnny’s face. “You’re already fucking parta this. And
if you don’t do exactly what you’re told, I’m gonna stick your ass
in a hole nexta this fucking spic.”

“But Don Lucho promised...” Johnny
pleaded.

“I don’t give a fuck! I’m running this show
now.” Carmine slapped Angel across the head and got into his face.
“You’re gonna make my fucking deal. Understand?”

“Whatever you say, man!” Angel readily
agreed as he rubbed his throat.

“I’m gonna need to speak to you alone,
Rocks. I got something I need you to do. Come with me,” Carmine
insisted.

Johnny hesitantly followed Carmine into the
kitchen.

 


* * * * *

 


CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE

 


Having closed several hours earlier, the
Jolly Tinker was almost completely dark. Only scant streams of
light from a street lamp entered through the front windows. Nearly
mad from lack of sleep, drugs, and drink, Sal struggled to
concentrate on any one thought.

His once lucid mind now played tricks on
him, manufacturing images and figures that weren’t there.
Nervously, Sal checked his watch: 4:02. “That fucking Rocks! I’m
gonna shoot him right in his lying fucking mouth,” Sal roared as he
picked up his .45 off the bar.

Wiping the sweat from his face with his
sleeve, Sal took a long drink from a bottle of Dewar’s. He reached
down under the bar and pulled out a small sugar bowl. Sal removed
the cover and hurled it across the room. He then dumped the
contents of the bowl onto the bar. Using a coaster, Sal cut a huge
line from the pile and snorted it.

Believing that he had heard a noise behind
him, Sal spun around fast, pistol in hand, prepared to shoot.
“Who’s there?” he shouted fiercely. Sal whipped his head
side-to-side scanning the entire bar. Suddenly realizing he was
alone, Sal broke out laughing with the crazed whimsy of a
psychopath. “There’s nobody here but me.”

Catching his reflection in the mirror behind
the bar, Sal could scarcely recognize the drug-crazed maniac
staring back. Once youthful and handsome, his face was gaunt and
drawn. Sal’s warm, sexy brown eyes that were in the past his most
endearing feature were now as empty as two piss holes in the snow.
His once strong body had been abused to the point of exhaustion.
Sweating and reeking of body odor, the former fashion plate’s
clothes were soiled and tattered.

The treasured photograph of Salvatore and
his family in front of the village church back in Sicily rested on
a shelf behind the bar. Partially illuminated by the street light,
Sal eyed the photo for several moments before picking it up. “You’d
all be proud of me if you could see me now. I’m gonna be the boss
soon,” he muttered unconvincingly.

Setting the pistol on the bar, Sal gently
cleaned the glass face of the frame with a bar rag. He then
carefully placed the photo back down next to the framed picture of
him standing with his father at his eighteenth birthday party. “I
got a plan, Pop. You always told me that the smart guys always got
a plan. I remember everything you taught me ever since I was a kid.
Here’s what I’m gonna do. I’m gonna get Chrissy back. I’ll tell her
I’m sorry. And I’ll even go into treatment like she wanted me to.”
Tucking his shirt back into his pants, Sal ran his fingers through
his messy hair. “We’ll finally have enough money to start a life.
We’ll get that big house in the country. Okay, Mom? You can come
live with us, too. I know Chrissy would love having you. Maybe
we’ll even get a dog. But I don’t want no cat. They’re sneaky
bastards.” Sal chuckled as he cut himself another line and snorted
it. Checking his watch again, he yelled impatiently, “Where the
fuck is Angel? He shoulda been back by now.”

A set of car headlights flashed through the
front window, prompting Sal to perk up. Squeaking brakes could be
heard as the vehicle came to a stop right outside. The car engine
fell silent and the headlights faded. Sal could hear a car door
open and then slam shut. Picking up his pistol, Sal stated,
unafraid, “If it’s going down...” he chambered a round “...let’s
get it over with.”

Positioning himself behind the bar, Sal
heard shoes walking on the concrete sidewalk leading up to the
entrance. “Come and get it, motherfuckers,” Sal threatened.

The front door slowly creaked open but Sal
couldn’t see who it was. Pointing his weapon at the shadowy figure
in the doorway, Sal sounded out, “Smith, that you?” But there was
no answer. “Who the fuck is it? Who’s there?”

“Don’t shoot! It’s, Angel,” an unsure voice
called from the dark.

“Angel, that really you?” Sal shouted with
relief.

“Yeah, Sal, it’s me.”

“Holy shit, Angel! I almost fucking shot
you. How many times does that make? For a second there, I thought
my ass was in big fucking trouble.”

Laying his pistol down on the bar, Sal took
a long drink of scotch and set the bottle down on the bar. “What
the fuck took you so long? You don’t wanna know the horrible things
I thought they did to you.”

With a trembling hand, Angel grasped the
bottle and gulped down several mouthfuls of scotch. “The
negotiations was pretty fucking hairy, man. That Carmine, he’s one
major fucking asshole.”

“You’re telling me. So, how’d it go?”

“It went beautiful, baby! Absolutely fucking
beautiful.”

“Well, what the fuck happened? Did we get
what we wanted or what?”

“We got everything.”

“Are you fucking serious? They agreed to all
our terms?”

“Shit, yeah!” Angel smiled. “What fucking
choice did they have?”

“Tell me what they said!”

“At first they was giving me a hard time.
You know, trying to scare me, and shit like that. That scumbag,
Carmine, even attacked me from behind and choked me, but your
friend Johnny, he pulled him offa me and got everything back under
control.”

“Johnny, huh? He’s a good man.”

“So I give the list of demands to Carmine.
He looks ’em over and goes fucking crazy. Carmine starts yelling
that we ain’t got no business asking for what we’re asking for, and
that we should be happy with any deal they offered. You know, shit
like that.”

“After everything settles down, I’m gonna
skin that cocksucker myself. Then what happened?”

“So I let him say what he’s gotta say, you
know, talk his shit. Then I calmly stands up and I sez, ‘If youse
wanna go to war with Sally Boy and me, that’s fine with us.’”

“You said that?” Sal laughed. “That’s
fucking beautiful.”

“So Carmine, he thinks about it for a
couplea seconds. Then he sez they got no problem with us working
under their flag. And we’re gonna get our own territory, too. We
won, hermano! I can’t believe we beat ’em at their own game.”

“We gotta celebrate,” Sal shouted with a big
grin. “This calls for the good shit. Cham-fucking-pagne! I think we
got some down here somewhere.”

Dropping down onto his knees, Sal rummaged
through the back of the beer cooler, carelessly knocking over beer
bottles. “They thought they could beat me in a street war. Nobody
wars like me. Veni, Vidi, Vici, just like, Caesar. Right,
Angel?”

Suddenly, the glow of happiness on Sal’s
face morphed into utter confusion. Every lesson he was taught about
the streets, and all the words of wisdom Peter bestowed upon him
since Sal was a young boy, clicked in his mind. The prophetic words
spoken by his father that, “No one could be trusted,” and, “It will
be someone you trust who gets you,” rang in Sal’s ears. “Wait a
minute! I don’t believe...” Scrambling back to his feet, Sal was
horrified to find Angel pointing a sawed-off shotgun directly at
his head. “...Oh no!” he whimpered softly.

Angel pulled the trigger, shooting Sal in
his face at pointblank range. Skull fragments and gray matter
splashed the wall and mirror behind the bar. Blood was everywhere.
Several droplets of Sal’s blood slowly ran down the glass covering
of his treasured photograph of himself and his family in front of
the village church in Sicily.

Lowering his weapon, Angel grinned. “Yeah,
just like, Caesar, motherfucker!”

A flash of metal reflected in the sparse
light behind Angel. The muzzle of a pistol was jammed to the back
of his head. A single shot rang out. Angel’s lifeless body fell
heavily to the floor. Johnny Rocks emerged from the shadows,
tucking his pistol into his shoulder holster.

Walking around to the other side of the bar,
Johnny looked down at Sal’s decapitated body. Overwhelmed by
sadness, he crossed himself. “I’m sorry things ended up like this.
But I never broke my promise. Nobody from the Mirragios touched
you.” Johnny’s sympathetic words quickly dissipated into the dark
quiet of the bar. “I’m gonna miss you, kid. See you on the other
side, Sally Boy.”

At a measured pace, Johnny walked toward the
entrance, stepped out onto the sidewalk, and closed the door behind
him.

 


* * * * *
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