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    For anyone who ever had to let go of the past to move into their future.

 

Special thanks to motorsport writer Tim Miller of The Hamilton Spectator for his expert advice and endless patience dealing with my newb questions.
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His welfare is of my concern 

No burden is he to bear 

We'll get there"

--The Hollies, "He Ain't Heavy, He's My Brother"

 

"I've been waiting so long to sing my song."

--Alice Cooper, "Hello, Hooray"
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THURSDAY, AUGUST 4, 2005, 9:00 a.m.

My skin crawled. I hated this memory. After Frankie had been born, I’d taught myself to forget.

But now for some reason I couldn’t. Once again, I was that scared seven-year-old peering out of his bedroom window, watching his dad’s gangster buddies, Beppe Santucci and Uncle Toto, drive up in their black ’59 Cadillac Fleetwood, about to steal Dad away from us.

I glanced nervously around the Rockford Raceway, half-expecting to see them. 

Then I told the memory to go fuck itself. But this particular memory had attitude.

Angie and I were half-way up in the stands, wearing our old, jean jackets—Canadian Tuxedos—waiting to cheer on Angel, at the Junior Go-Kart Mark IV Ontario Championship race. At ten years old, our daughter was currently ranked second in Ontario. She was a prodigy, like her old man had been. Today, she was competing against fourteen other Karters. Ranked first was hotshot Max Ciprietti, the kid to beat.

The raceway was twenty-eight kilometers northwest of Hamilton, along Highway 8.  

Rockford was known for sprint car racing, mini-stocks, and Thunder Stocks. Last year, they’d hosted the Southern Ontario Sprint Car Nationals, which was a big deal.

If my little Angel won today, she’d go to Barrie for the Canadian Championships. Win that, and she’d represent Canada at the World’s in California. So, the pressure was intense. I was doing my best to appear calm, but, dammit, I really wanted to her to win. 

Hey, asshole, you shouldn’t have quit racing! What kind of example is that for your kid? Coward!

I plowed that shithead demon back into its cage. It always showed up at the worst times.

We’d arrived early in the pick-up truck to unload her kart and grab good seats. Karting was gaining in popularity. Parents forked out big bucks on expensive rigs and track time and private coaching, all to give their kids an edge. Lucky for us, Angel was a natural, and since I was her mechanic, money wasn’t much of an issue.

Standing on the track apron, wearing a red-and-white racing suit, she was talking shop with the other drivers like a little grown-up. I couldn’t have been more proud of her. She’d had the confidence I’d had at her age. And I was relieved she was a happy extrovert like her mom, not a brooder like me, Mr. Leather Heart. I had no idea what my wife Angie saw in me. I’ve always thought I looked like a mean old bulldog. But it seems like she’d made it her life’s mission to penetrate that tough heart of mine.

The buzz of excitement today was nothing like I’d felt in my teens and early twenties, racing micro sprints. But when I’d become a dad at twenty-one, I’d quit cold turkey. Unlike my old man, I’d vowed to be a good one. So far, I hadn’t let myself down, and I didn’t plan to. Being a good dad was the most important job I’d ever have.

Angie and I squeezed hands. Then she planted a wet one on my cheek. How lucky was I?

An hour later, under a cool blue sky, the drivers ran their karts through the pace lap. A warm breeze sailed through the tall chain link fence and up into the packed stands.

I was relieved to see that my Angel was easily as good as Ciprietti. Her Birel Art GoKart was in top shape, thanks to yours truly. I’d spent all week in the garage, going over it with a fine-tooth comb. I’d tightened up the bolts, replaced the chain and brake pads, bled the brakes, welded a crack in the frame, checked the clips on the kingpins and tie rods, dumped in a new battery, oiled and greased all the moving parts, and tuned the engine to perfection. When it came to engines, I was the King. I’d never met a motor I couldn’t successfully smooth-talk. It was relationships with humans that gave me a headache.

The pace laps ended.

The karts lined up at the pole.

The fans were on their feet, cheering. 

“You can do this!” Angie shrieked.

“You got this, Angel!” I shouted, my adrenaline pumping. I shot her our special two-thumbs up.

She waved up at us, beaming, and returned the gesture.

I was so proud of her. I wiped a single tear from my eye, as discreetly as I could, though Angie caught the play and squeezed my waist.

The green flag dropped. The karts thundered off. The crowd roared as their kids jockeyed for position. I bellowed with the best of ‘em.

“You’re like a big kid when you watch Angelina race,” Angie said in my ear. 

We shared a quick, hot kiss

“The luckiest kid,” I said, pulling away.

This was a twenty-lap race. We were on the edge of our seats the whole time. Half way through lap fifteen, Angel edged past Max and took the lead!

I fist-pumped the air.

Now she was two car lengths ahead of Ciprietti. Holy shit! And she was swinging through the front straight into her final lap!

Angie and I shouted until our throats hurt.

Ciprietti was slowly gaining, but not fast enough to pass my girl. She’d never lost a race when she was that far ahead and that close to the finish line. She was definitely going to win!

Then, like a slow-moving nightmare where you’re trying to run from something evil, but you can’t because your legs weigh a thousand pounds, everything changed.

Angel’s car sputtered out.

“What the hell!” I roared. “There’s no frickin’ way!”

Heads turned. People tittered with sympathy.

Angel slid her kart off onto the grass just before the last turn. She threw up her hands with frustration and looked pleadingly towards us in the stands.

My heart broke for my little girl!

Angie wrapped her arm around me.

“I went over that kart with a fine-tooth comb. Someone fucked with our daughter’s engine!”

Then I found myself thinking back to early that morning, when I’d been in the garage loading Angel’s kart into my truck. I’d noticed the side door of the garage was unlocked, the same one John had recently forced open to steal my Camaro. Long story.

We were all very cautious to keep the place locked up. I had a lot of expensive tools. Nothing had seemed to be missing from the garage. Maybe it was time to install a security camera.

I blinked myself back to reality.

Suddenly, I was feeling that the air wouldn’t go into my damn lungs. Panicked, I gasped and clutched my chest.

Distraught, Angie grabbed my shoulder. “Tone, what’s wrong? Are you having a heart attack?”

The sense of something magnetic and evil had rotated my gaze towards the far end of the bleachers. Oh God, it felt so much like that damn memory.

Leaning against the far rail of the stands, in a white t-shirt, black jeans, and a black fedora was a pale, doughy young man. He was chomping on gum, sneering at me. His face was cold. And somehow familiar.

My legs wobbled. I dropped against the seat.

“Tone, seriously, what’s wrong?”

“They’re fucking with me again.”

“Who’s fucking with you?” Angie’s head jerked around.

And when she spotted him, too, I could tell she was as freaked out as I was.
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THAT NIGHT, AFTER DINNER, I did something I’d never done before—I called an emergency meeting at Tim Horton’s. How desperate was I?

The usual Saturday night misfits and losers were there, killing time, as we hung at our table next to the window.

Donny had been trying to convince Norb and John that we should find investors and make a movie called The Village Idiots, a comedy about four guys from Ontario who play street hockey and somehow, against all odds, make it to the World Ball Hockey finals. As if anyone would bother going to a movie like that!

“Enough with the friggin’ pipe dreams, Love,” I grumbled.

Donny laughed. “So, what’s got you so cheesed off? You never call a meeting. Did Angela threaten to divorce you?” He winked at the others to show how funny he thought he was.

The words puked out of me like hot oil from a blown gasket. “Some wop piece of shit sabotaged Angelina’s kart today at the track. She would have won!”

I slammed my fist against the table and sloshed coffee out of cups. “No one fucks with my daughter and gets away with it! No one!” 

The whole place went silent, then quickly built up steam again. In the Hammer, an angry rant was no big deal.

I don’t think my friends had ever seen me this mad. I couldn’t remember being this mad, even when the Leafs lost to the Philadelphia Flyers in the Conference Semifinals.

Norb kept nervously eyeing the window beside him, maybe trying to decide if he should escape through it. Norb wasn’t good with people in a rage.

I felt shitty that I’d scared him. That was the last thing he needed, after everything he’d gone through with The Screw and Mutti.

I made myself take a deep breath.

“Sorry, Norb. Sorry, boys.”

“No worries, Tone,” Norb squeaked. He looked at John and Donny for reassurance.

Donny looked blasé, but John had narrowed his eyes and was doing his best impression of an x-ray machine on me. 

“I’m worried about you, Tone,” Norb said. “We all are.”

“I’m alright but what about my kid? Angelina’s been crying all friggin’ day. She’s totally devastated.”

I could tell my buds were eager to hear more so they could help me, but that was never going to happen. I usually came here to escape my problems by listening to how much worse their lives were. I didn’t usually vent—that was their jam. 

I thought of myself as a tough-minded family man who didn’t air his personal shit, especially in a coffee shop. I would take care of business on my own, like a man.

Besides, they were the Village headcases, not me. I was the rock. The Dad-figure. The Listener. Yet, here I was tonight, whining and fussing like a baby. It was seriously unsettling to me.

Angie had encouraged me to hang with my friends to help take my mind off of this horrible day and the piece-of-shit Doughboy in the stands. By the time I’d collected myself enough to confront the guy, he’d vanished. At least Angie had seen him, too, so I knew I wasn’t crazy.

Norb’s open-mouthed chewing had hypnotized me. Lately, he’d gotten worse. Bits of sprinkle donut fell out of his mouth like soggy fireworks.

“Oh, my gawd, Tony,” he said, “poor little Angelina! No wonder you called a meeting. And you never call a meeting.”

“Yes, it’s usually one of us losers who do that,” John said, with a wry smile. Since marrying Sheena, he wasn’t nearly as sarcastic or bitter. And we were all happy about that. Everyone’d had enough of the old John.

But I was happy he was no longer depressed or suicidal. I had no idea if he and Donny were each still on meds or getting counselling, but they both seemed pretty healthy. Besides, it was none of my business. I cursed myself for calling the guys together. My problems were mine.

“This is my first and last meeting,” I grumped. “Trust me.”

But shivers crept up my spine and buzzed at the base of my neck, when I thought of the cold-eyed Doughboy sneering at me.

I’d originally planned to stay for an hour at most, get the boys to talk about themselves, then hit the road before the conversation turned to me. Well, that plan had gone to shit, hadn’t it?

“Why would someone fuck with Angelina’s Kart?” Donny asked. “It’s a kid’s sport. Not exactly Nascar with a huge cash prize at stake. Is there a cash prize?”

“Nah, only trophies,” I said.

A damn burst inside me. I was disappointed in myself, but I was also desperate—I told them the entire story. “And I’m pretty sure that psycho Doughboy broke into my garage and dumped sand in the gas tank.”

“Why would he do that?” Donny asked doubtfully. “Nice villain name, by the way. Doughboy. Sounds like a Gotham City maniac. Bakes Batman and Robin inside a giant crescent roll.” 

Norb grinned excitedly, then remembered that we were here for real-life problems.

I glared at Donny. “That’s what I call him. Although I should talk. I’m not exactly the poster boy for fitness.”

“Doughboy might be dangerous, despite his name,” Norb warned.

“He obviously didn’t want Angelina to win,” I said. “He had no problem fucking up an innocent little girl. What if she crashed? She coulda been hurt!”

“Who exactly is this Doughboy?” John asked.

“Don’t know. But he’s definitely a wop. A bad one.”

Norb’s face flushed—he hated it when I used the “w” word.

“Think he’s Mafia?” Donny asked. He sounded intrigued.

“Doubt it,” I scoffed. Why did non-Italians always assume the Mob was to blame? I forced down the old memory, feeling uneasy.

“Did you call the cops?” John asked.

I scowled at my friends. “No frickin’ way.”

“Why not?” Norb asked softly. “I would, if someone dumped sand in my daughter’s gas tank 

and ruined her chances of winning. That’s as bad as stealing cookies from a Girl Guide and ruining her chances of getting a Participation Certificate.”

“Yep, just as bad,” said John, biting his lip to keep from laughing at Norb. He was trying these days, I’d give him that.

“You don’t understand, Norb,” I growled.

“So how about you make us understand Tony?” Donny asked

Normally, I would have told Donny to shove it, but there was too much at stake. I lowered my voice. “I think someone’s trying to send me a message.”

“At a kid’s go-kart race?” John said.

“Who’d even care about kids in go-karts, anyway?” Donny laughed.

I shot him a death-stare. Norb and John looked nervous, as if I might really kill Donny. Donny just smirked.

“What kind of message?” Norb whispered.

For once, I was the center of attention. And my buddies knew how much I hated that, how I was happiest on the sideline, throwing in my two cents to help them overcome their fucked-up-ness. How was it my turn? I was the fucked up one!

And no matter how hard I tried to stay in front of them tonight, I couldn’t. It was harder than trying to tighten stripped screw heads.

“There’s stuff about me you guys’ll never know,” I blurted. “And that’s all I gotta say. End of story!”

Norb gasped. “Woah! Geez, Tony, stuff we’ll never know? That sounds so mysterious, and heavy.”

John just cocked an eyebrow at me.

“Don’t sweat it, Tony,” Donny said. “Everyone’s got skeletons in their closet.”

“Some more than others,” John ribbed him, despite himself. Sighing, he crossed his legs and bobbed his pointy shoe faster than usual. He stared at his coffee cup. I figured this was John working hard at not saying anything more that he’d be ashamed of. Although I was glad he was nicer now, I kinda missed the old, sharp-tongued John. Still, change was good.

My friends stared at me, obviously hoping I’d spill the beans. Dammit, why had I ever opened my big mouth? I’d broken my own rule.

I was about to tell them to knock it off, when the coffee shop door was flung open, wind gusting in.

We all turned our heads.

My heart drummed a fucked-up beat, the old bad feeling yowling inside me.

His head looked like it had been squished in a vise. The skin of his face stretched tightly over sharp bones. His eyes were hawkish and piercing and even his old brown suit and gold tie couldn’t soften the menace of the man. Uncle Toto was just as creepy as I remembered him.
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THE MAN I’D BEEN TAUGHT to call Uncle Toto was sitting beside me in the back seat of a gunmetal grey Ford Windstar, grinning cockily.

Gone was the menacing Cadillac Fleetwood.

I hadn’t seen Toto and the other asshole since I was eleven, when they’d stopped coming around the house. I’d just hoped they were dead by now, or retired, or whatever old, creepy mobsters did.

Toto wasn’t actually my uncle, thank God. My Dad had tried to make him seem harmless to me and my sister Giuseppine, who we called Josie. But our guts had known Dad was lying.

Toto was bad, and whenever Ma saw him at the door, her eyes would boil with rage.

Toto Berlusconi was Dad’s childhood buddy from the old country. Newly immigrated, Dad bumped into him downtown one day at the Little Italy Sports Club, and they’d become fast friends again.

Ma and Dad had first met at the Italian Club on Murray Street in 1957. It was love at first sight, Ma always told us, and they were married a year later. One night at a dance, Dad had introduced Toto to Ma. She’d taken an instant dislike to him and told Dad to stay away from that greasy “pieno di merda!”

Toto stopped coming to our door and waited for Dad outside in the Cadillac with Beppe. My mother’s wrath was too much, even for him.

Dad always lied about where Toto and Beppe were taking him. Rabbit-hunting, eel-fishing, you name it, but Ma always called him out on his bullshit. No way any of those guys had stepped foot in the great outdoors. Even I’d known Dad was lying. When I was twelve, Josie told me she was convinced Dad had a mistress. Confused, I thought she meant our father worked as a butler, but when she told me what it meant I got really scared, then really angry. When Josie had asked our mother if she would divorce Dad, Ma had freaked out and told Josie to mind her own business. So we both did our best to shut it all out. But our teen years were not happy ones, and we both struggled with hot tempers and bitterness.

When Toto had silently motioned with his head for me to follow him out to the minivan, I’d felt hypnotized, the way Norb did watching Karl perform a magic trick.

To me, Toto was still terrifying to look at. Some guys are just born creepy, I thought. No wonder I’d been scared of him as a kid. And I was scared of him now, noting a bulge inside his jacket pocket. But if I hadn’t thought he was packing, I would have punched him in the head for all the years he’d fucked with my family.

I’d wanted to yell, “Speak your garbage, then let me go!” but I couldn’t. The vibe in this minivan was ominous. Childhood fears knotted in my gut like scarves in a clothes dryer.

Toto cracked the window and blew out cigar smoke. A few cars were huddled in the parking lot in front of the Price Chopper next door, twilight in full swing.

Marvin, the Canadian Tire sausage man, was closing up his cart for the night.

I couldn’t see the driver’s face. He was staring out the window. In the passenger seat beside him was a very large man, still as a corpse.

I swallowed nervously. At least my friends knew where I was. Good old Norb was staring out the window, phone in hand, ready to dial 911 if he had to.

My door opened and Dad squeezed in beside me.

We hadn’t spoken since Christmas, unless you call silence speaking. If he asked me anything I’d basically grunt, shrug, or leave the room, or mood block him. Needless to say, he stopped trying. Sometimes, my heart wanted to forgive him, but I didn’t. The battle was ongoing.

He wouldn’t look me in the eyes. He was ashamed of something, I could tell. I wasn’t shocked to see him here with his gangster cronies. Once a piece of shit always a piece of shit. I was so mad I wanted to spit in his face.

Toto’s hot glare was getting on my nerves. I glared back at him, but I couldn’t stop trembling. Then he blew smoke across gold-capped teeth into my face.

You win, asshole! Coughing my head off, I stared through the front windshield and crossed my arms against my chest. The smoke and heat and stress turned my stomach into a bowl of rancid wine grapes.

I glared at Uncle Toto and my dad with as much anger and hatred as I could muster. Toto seemed like the kind of guy who strangled people with piano wire. He was as much responsible for my unhappy childhood as my father, but I was now a grown-up man, not a kid.

Once I knew what they wanted, I’d fire them both the ombrello and hit the road!

The corpse grunted, reminding me how outnumbered I was.

“Hey buddy! You in the front seat,” I cried, trembling. “Show your face, asshole!”

On a stiff, ancient neck, a giant head turned into the dim glow of the dome light.

Shock buzzed through me. Beppe Santucci? The Big Fat Wop himself? The Number One Piece-of-Shit Mobster? The prick who’d scared the crap out of me as a kid? 

He’d aged. He looked like he’d had too many face lifts, and I thought of Wayne Newton. His face was so tight, I swear it was about to pop. And with his velour track suit and dyed black hair, he couldn’t have looked more ridiculous. But his expression was still lethal. This was not a man you’d laugh at.

He threw Dad a kill stare. “What, you can’t speak?”

Beppe looked away and shook his head with disgust. “A man who doesn’t spend time with his family can never be a real man.”

What the frig? The guy was quoting Don Corleone? Besides, it was like the pot calling the kettle black. In my opinion, none of these mafia dirtbags were real men.

Like a dutiful soldier, Dad raised his head and slowly met his commanding officer’s gaze. He looked wickedly guilty.

“Talk Dad,” I said, grimly, “Get this over with. Whatever the fuck this is.”

Beppe nudged his driver, and suddenly we were driving, out past the Dollar Store into the heavy traffic, then north along Molson Boulevard.

“Where the fuck are we going?” Shit! I was going to die! I prayed that Norb had started his call to the police.

“Shhhhhhhh,” Uncle Toto hissed, pressing his index finger to his mouth.

“No fuckin’ way. You shush!” I was going to die, anyway. What did manners matter at this point?

His glared chilled me, but I didn’t let on. I was sure they were going to fit me with lead boots and dump me into the Bay. I hope John had caught our license plate.

Beppe spun the radio dial and hit on an oldies AM station. Dean Martin was singing “Everybody Loves Somebody.” Beppe sang along, painfully off-key, as the song put him in a cheery mood. This was one sick joke.

The driver reached down under his seat, lifted out a black fedora and stuck it on his head. He snickered at me in the rearview mirror. It was Doughboy! 

“Sorry about the sand in your kid’s gas tank,” he said, way more sarcastically than John ever could, his accent straight-up mafia. “But I got your attention, didn’t I?”

My rage quick-boiled. “Fuck you, punk! If you come anywhere near my daughter again, I’ll rip out your lungs!”

I raised my hand to slap him, when Beppe beat me to it. He delivered a swift, swinging backhand against his cheek.

In shock, Doughboy lost control of the van and we veered towards oncoming traffic. At the last second, he jerked the vehicle back into our lane. He looked over at his boss like a frightened kid caught with his finger in a Nutella jar.

“You know the code!” Beppe snapped. “Kids are off-limits! I tole you a thousand times, Elio!”

“I’m sorry, Boss! Geez!” He massaged his cheek. In a pathetic attempt to save face, he sat taller and toughened up his expression.

“Dad,” I snapped. “Speak. Now!”

“Soon, Tony,” he said, softly. “We’re almost there.” He still wouldn’t look me in the eye.

I was afraid to know where there was. Surely, my own father wouldn’t sit by and let some mobsters kill me? As hardened against him as I’d become, the thought that he might do just that brought tears to my eyes.

Uncle Toto made a show of slipping his hand inside his jacket. Pretty sure it was on his gun.

Despite my fear, I eye-rolled him. I was pretty pissed off, too. I hadn’t planned on my life ending this soon.

Doughboy veered east on Flux and drove the speed limit. Is this how gangsters roll now? Slowly? In a minivan? 

“In the olden days,” Beppe said hoarsely. “We tooled around in our Caddy, to show this town who was in charge. But a Windstar has more seating.”

Toto and Doughboy snickered quietly.

Fuck off!

“The Windstar’s pretty comfortable,” Beppe said, “and the sound system is stellar. Good on gas, roomy, too. Makes me feel like I fit in with the rest of society. And you know how us Italians like to fit in.”

More snickering from Toto and Doughboy.

“Plus, at my age,” Beppe said, “who needs negative attention, right, Elio?” Beppe gave him a look.

“You got it, Boss,” Doughboy said.

Beppe’s eyes blazed with rage. “Stop with the ‘boss’ shit! No one says Boss anymore. And another thing, Elio, lose the fedora. It makes you look stoopid.” He slapped the back of his hand against his palm not far from Doughboy’s face, making him flinch. “No more attention-seeking, got it? Why do you think we’re driving a fucking Windstar?”

“Sorry, Beppe,” Doughboy said, and removed his hat.

Uncle Toto was tapping the thing under his jacket, his expression growing colder and steelier.

Sure, he was scaring me, but he was also royally pissing me off. Who the fuck did he think he was? If someone didn’t tell me what was going on soon, I’d grab his gun and pop a cap in his skull! Might as well go down with a fight.

When we turned a corner, I choked up. We were on my street!

Two houses from mine, Doughboy edged the van against the curb and idled.

“Look, whatever this is,” I pleaded, “leave my family out of it.”

Beppe turned down the music.

Stiff-necked, he turned and faced Dad. “Frank, you speak now.”

Swallowing, Dad faced me. He looked like Pinocchio ashamed of his growing nose.

For the first time since I was a teen, I locked gazes with my father. It was weird but familiar.

He’d aged since Christmas. He was obviously hurting. His own fault, of course.

I steeled myself. “Say what you gotta say, so I can go home and be the good family man you never were.”

His face sank.

I clenched my teeth, preparing for the worst.

He spoke softly, calmly. “I’m so sorry, Tony, but Mr. Santucci has called in the chips on my old gambling debt. Four Hundred thousand.”

My guts unravelled. My breathing accelerated. “Are you serious? How many years did it take you to screw over your family like this? Huh?”

“Twenty-five years.”

“Twenty-five years?”

“It’s a long story.” 

“Isn’t it always!” I bellowed. “My goddam father!”

By the look on the mobsters’ faces, I knew not to ask about it. If they put sand in Angel’s gas tank, and her just a kid, what would they do to me, a grown-ass adult?

“Are you asking me for the money, Dad? Because if you are, you’re out of luck. All my money is tied up in college tuition and mortgage payments.”

“I’m not asking,” he said quietly. At least he had the decency to look ashamed. “The family is. Do them a favour and the debt will be forgiven.”

My stomach curdled. What about our family? Did we mean nothing to him?

I swallowed the hot lump in my throat. The grim determination on the faces of Toto, Beppe and Doughboy made me queasy.

“What?” I said, “You want me to break somebody’s legs?”

Silence.

“Kill somebody? Rob a bank!” I tried to ignore the trembling in my legs.

Beppe gestured to an imaginary audience. “There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.”

What the hell? If I hadn’t been so scared, I might have laughed. This guy thought he was freakin’ Shakespeare or something!

“Tony,” he said. His voice was suddenly very hoarse and papery, his accent super thick. “Do the organization a favour. Set your dad free.”

I was freaking out. I was sure they wanted me to kill someone. This was all too much. It would have to be something pretty big for Beppe to forgive such a huge debt.

“My son’s a famous sprint car racer,” he said. “He’s very, very good, but not good enough. He just needs a great mechanic, like you, and not only that, Tony Valentini, but you’re the Prodigy, a mini-stock legend, so you know how to win.”

I think my jaw might have dropped.

Beppe raised his palms like a priest invoking a blessing. “Tony, you make my Giorgio win the Canadian Sprint Car Nationals at Hermonville Raceway on September twenty-fourth and your father’s debt vanishes.” He puffed the debt away with a breath.

“You scared, Tony?” Toto said, the overhead light winking in a single gold tooth. He’d finally spoken. Weasel.

“Not scared of you.” But damn right I was.

“What’s your son’s name?” I asked Beppe. Shit, I was going to do this, wasn’t I?

“Giorgio.”

My heart skipped a beat. “Giorgio Santucci? The Giorgio Santucci? The Ontario Sprint Car Legend? The Second Place Slider?” That was his nickname. I’d been following him for years in the Hamilton Mountain News and Ontario Race Weekly.

“Second, sure, but never first, Tony.” Beppe leaned closer to me. He was practically out of his seat. “You make him come in first. If not, Pops pays me the same day. Cash.” His face was getting red and tight. “Or, we go to Plan B. And you don’t wanna know about Plan B. Right, Frank?”

“Yes, Don Beppe,” Dad said. “Of course.”

Dad’s allegiance to this piece-of-shit sickened me.

Uncle Toto slid a handgun out of his pocket and rested it on his lap. 

So he did have a gun! 

He flexed his bony fist. Totally mobster.

“Look, I can’t make a driver win,” I said. “I can build and fine-tune a car, but the driver has to have the magic.” I realized I’d been doing the finger purse, not a good idea with this guy.

Beppe shot me the dreaded chin flick. “Fuhgeddaboudit! Make him win or I bankrupt your Mama and Papa. Capeesh, you little shitball?” Straight-up psycho Wayne Newton.

Fear and rage were practically blowing steam out my ass. If there was one thing I hated, it was some asshole telling me what to do. This extortion was gonna kill me.

Dad, the coward, wouldn’t look at me. “Do it for Ma, Tony,” he whispered. “Please.”

Beppe handed me a business card.

Randy R, Mechanic.

“Your new pit partner,” he said. “He’s eccentrico, but genio. Tomorrow morning, nine-o-clock. sharp. He’s expecting you.”

The silence in the car went pre-nuclear.

An eccentric genius, huh? Donny had once referred to himself that way and I’d almost puked.

Suddenly, Angie opened the front door of our house, pulled flyers out from the red mailbox, and slipped back inside. Thank God she hadn’t noticed us.

But, here in the Windstar, all eyes were on me.

I was stuck between a rock and a hard place and there was only one way out.

“OK, I’ll make him win, Mr. Santucci.” I prayed I could actually deliver on that.

Beppe nodded at me, then turned stiffly around and slid a cassette into the stereo. He crooned along with Frank Sinatra’s “My Way”. What an ego.

Uncle Toto gestured for me to get out.

Dazed, I climbed past Dad, and slid the door shut. The van tore away from the curb.

Next door, the Smith’s dog started yapping.

I bent over, elbows on my knees, gasping. Panic was pile-driving me. I had to achieve the impossible. As I began walking home, I stepped in dogshit.
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Chapter 4
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SUNDAY, AUGUST 7, 9 a.m.

As soon as I stepped outside of my car the dead-fish stink assaulted my nostrils. The wind was blowing it off Lake Ontario. Lucky me.

Randy’s house was on the southern tip of Beach Boulevard, along the shoreline of Lake Ontario. The beach strip’s hey-day had long since passed. But, in the last ten years, gentrification had made something of it. Rich people’s dream homes now outnumbered the old cottages.

Still, some of the crappier houses had bars on their windows, like the one in front me.

Criminals afraid of other criminals breaking in, I thought, and probably with good reason. You couldn’t pay me enough to live here.

The Strip was sandwiched between the lake and the Skyway Bridge. Seagulls swooped down for morsels of rotting fish and french fries. Angie and I used to take the kids here.

But I clearly remembered the day we’d stopped coming. “Unsafe for Swimming” signs had been posted. Tons of carp had washed up on the beach and were rotting under the hot sun. Swarms of bottleneck flies were everywhere. The stink was putrid. After that, we only took the kids swimming at Turkey Point in July, and the rest of the time to the chlorinated safety of the Irondale Community Center.

“Shut the fuck up, Jerry!” a woman shouted at a barking dog inside the grimy house. I twitched. Dogs didn’t usually scare me, but the owner that didn’t train a big one right sure as hell did. This dog sounded like a tank.
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