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“Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster. And if you gaze long enough into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you.”

- Friedrich Nietzsche


Prologue




Shit happens.

That’s what they all say. I can no longer recall the exhausting number of times I’ve heard those same words from mostly the same people. People I’ve loved and people I’ve loathed. It’s all the same. It always means the same thing:


Stiffen up, don’t lose sleep over it, you’ll forget all about it tomorrow, or simply, just shut the fuck up and keep your goddamned mouth shut.


I navigated the Lincoln about nine miles south of the city and pulled up in a dark patch along a broken road. No lights. No signs. No people. I looked back at the Yankee Empire and wondered why the lights were so bright and so close, yet nobody was around. The perfect place to bury a secret. The perfect little trench for the city’s problems to slide into, and the more they desperately tried to claw their way out, the more the sinkhole would dissolve them.

I lit a cigar I’d been saving for a while. A Churchill. Castello seemed nervous, neither indulging in his usual pack of donuts nor his favored jumbo shamrock shake. I needed to make conversation, a distraction from the obnoxious groaning and grunting from the rear of the sedan, accompanied by Johnny Cash playing off an old cassette tape in the car. We needed a breather after the day we’d had. The cigar was full-bodied—it had this indescribable sweetness to it. I knew it was a rarity, but I couldn’t be sure how many more special occasions I had left to save it for. Castello enjoyed it, too, although he wasn’t even a common smoker.

I exhaled. “You watch the Yankees play this week?”

Castello glanced at me, knowing I was finding any way to prolong the inevitable opening of that black steel trunk of the Lincoln. He nodded as I passed him the Cuban.

“They were up against the Dodgers, weren’t they?” He was tired of it, too. The same old shit, week in, week out. He wasn’t getting any younger either. Castello reminisced over having been to the City of Angels and not spending enough time to really see all there is to see. Unfortunately for us, we couldn’t go back there no more.


We heard some thumping from the trunk. It sounded like a pack of starved, stray hounds attempting to scratch their way out after sniffing a well-cooked roast on the other side. I couldn’t help but give Castello the look. After passing the cigar to me, he reluctantly snatched his keys and hobbled over to the back of the car. I needed another drag before meeting him there. Either the cigar was too sweet to waste, or I just needed another second.



The trunk swung open and there he was, with his patchy mustache and receding, oily hairline. The skinny businessman. I can’t remember too well, but I think his name was Arnold. There’s not enough room in my brain for useless information. Unnecessary data consumes valuable space. From the desperate look in his eye to the necktie covering his mouth, you almost wouldn’t have noticed the fact that his pants were missing. Oh, you bet your ass he tried to plead, but back in the city would’ve been his last chance, if he had one at all. When you get out here, nobody can hear you, and nobody can see you disappear.



Castello made him well aware that there was no way out of this, emphasizing the vast emptiness that surrounded us. Before he could elaborate, a wad of saliva spattered onto his cheek through a gap in the necktie. No emotion. I think he expected it. He waltzed back to the car and opened the door. Most times, Castello was a calm, serene man. But like all of us—pushed to the edge—he can be a real relentless son of a bitch.


Arnold looked up at me from that trunk. “You. You’re a good guy. I know you.” He recognized me. Hell, he even knew my name. “The name’s John, isn’t it?”

He nodded, hoping he was right, hoping that I’d find something deep inside me, some speck of sympathy—some faint trace of humanity within the realm of my very being. Unfortunately for him, I’ve made that mistake before, and I wasn’t about to make it again.

Castello returned from the car with a limited-edition baseball bat he’d bought specially for his nephew back in Niscemi. The bat never made it to young Georgie because it was left damaged after Arnold’s skull was used for batting practice before being dragged by his legs onto the curb.


The blood made it onto my jacket and onto Castello’s cheeks. Blood can be a real messy medium to work with. It gets fucking everywhere. Arnold could no longer move but his eyes were still darting between myself and Cas, still holding on to the glimmer of hope that he’d make it out of this alive.


After dyeing the baseball bat and everything around it in a deep-red glaze, Castello slipped on the puddle of blood beneath his feet. “Look what you did to my clothes!” Castello returned to his feet. “Fucking prick.”

After one final, world-class strike to his torso, Arnold wasn’t the same man he was before. Coughing up blood, his children wouldn’t even recognize his face if they saw it. Still with the tightly gripped bat in his fist, Castello took a step back, gasping like he’d just run a ten-mile marathon. Arnold’s eyes were locked on me. He was pleading without verbally speaking because he physically couldn’t. So, with the cigar lodged between my teeth, I pulled the pistol from the rear pocket of my jacket and drove a bullet clean through the left side of his forehead.

How does somebody become so desensitized to this kind of lifestyle?

I’d have to take you back, say ten years or so.

You might think this was a pivotal moment, something I’d look back on for the rest of my life. But for us ... this was Tuesday.


Chapter One

The City of Dreams. The City of Nightmares.




New York City, September 1973. Don’t ask me the exact date, I never carried a journal. When I stepped out of that subway station in Brooklyn, the scrapers towered tall above me. When you picture Manhattan before seeing it with your own two eyes, you assume it’s just another city, an exaggeration, an overblown fantasy. Well, seeing it for the first time makes you feel almost microscopic—insignificant, like a drop of fresh water in the Atlantic. Nobody knows you, and nobody cares. You just blend in with the rest of them. Every direction turned, every street gazed at, every avenue walked, you’d never reach the end. Looking up would make you dizzy and for some newcomers, the only way to stay on your feet was to keep your eyes on the ground. The rich get richer … you know the rest.


I was seventeen. I had big hopes in the big city. Wall Street was booming and the only thing these sorry bastards were thinking about was cash. Couldn’t say I was any better myself after my father passed away back home—God bless his heart.



Catania, I was a city boy over there, too. I was one of the only kids in my family with some kind of education. But I was hungry ... hungry for more, hungry for the prospect of being a somebody. And thirsty for the New York cash flow they’d raved so much about back home. The success stories, the triumphant tales of booming businesses in billion-dollar battlegrounds. It lured me, it reeled me in and convinced me that this is where I’d build my wealth, my worth. This is where Johnny Caruso would construct his great name. But before any of that, like anybody else, I had to start at the bottom.


***


“Big Johnny Caruso: CEO of West Quarters.” Doesn’t that sound neat? Doesn’t that sound fucking sublime? Imagine the business card—imagine the respect—Jesus Christ … imagine the pay. My initial aim was to eventually reach the peak of that totem pole.


When I walked into my first brokerage firm, I fell in love. I was in love with the idea of money and the promise of more money. America was my ticket to fortune and financial freedom.

Mind my youthful ignorance, will ya? I was brash, arrogant. Things change.

Tall with black hair, formal stockings, and those thick glasses that either come off as stereotypically geeky or in this instance, magnificently sexy. She leaned over my desk with a folder and a seductive grin. “Some onboarding papers to getcha settled in. Don’t let the whales eat ya. It’s a tricky industry for school fish.”

I raised an eyebrow and leaned back on my chair, stretching an elastic band. “Oh, don’t you worry, darling. Whales don’t eat sharks.”

She smiled, biting on a pen. “I’m Robin.” She shook my hand.

“I’m Johnny. Johnny Caruso.”

“Just shout if you need anything, Johnny.” She placed the pen on my desk, glazed with her lip gloss.

Way back home, my family always told me I was a people person. I had a natural gift of charisma—I never stopped talking, and in turn, my relatives never stopped talkin’ to me. So, naturally, this was the occupation for my skillset. I had my own desk, my own phone, my own chair, and most of all, a brand-new inked-up pen to scribble away with. Life here seemed as sweet as a Boston Cream Donut until that doughnut was abruptly stepped on, squashed, and splattered before I could even sink my pearly whites into it, and as such, my dreams of becoming an A-class stockbroker.


Louie Brucciani may have been a lean man but his shadow standing above my desk carried the weight of a thousand tons. In his gray tracksuit, it was difficult to take him seriously until you realized he wasn’t wearing those garments because he was broke, poor, or on his daily power-stroll down Ocean Ave. It was on account of his give no fucks attitude. Somewhat disrespectful, somewhat admirable. He was a real hard-ass, starved by his parents as a child and forced to work on the rails. When he was picked up by the Caruso family after doing a few odd jobs and favors for them that only a kid could get away with, he revisited his folks and shot them both in the head with a .357 Magnum. At sixteen, he was already part of the business.


“Johnny? We work with your Uncle Don.” Louie towered above me, his arms crossed. “He’s got other plans for you.”

He placed his hand on my shoulder which I swatted off like a ball of lint. “What plans? I ain’t even been to the bathroom here, yet!”


He simply ignored the words I muttered and proceeded to introduce me to his short, olive-skinned sidekick, Carlo. Roughly a year older than myself, Carlo was one of the only men I ever knew who had a genuine, beating heart, aside from his comical escapades and the occasional fiery outburst. The only thing shorter than himself was his own fuse. Their persuasive attempt consisted of a superior living situation, higher pay, and a steady income. To me, that all sounded like a sham: the typical sales pitch. Upon my abrupt refusal, it was difficult not to notice the thick, glistening gold chain beneath Louie’s collar. Even if they’d been telling the truth, I wanted to make it on my own in the big city. I wanted to write my own name in the sand. I wasn’t interested in a free ride.


“It’s a lot more than that, Johnny, it’s—”

“Don’t call me Johnny unless you know me, understand?” I pointed at Louie, curt. “Only my friends can call me that.”


Louie looked down at the carpeted floor and sniggered. What was he smiling about? Was I acting too much like a tough guy? Or was my attitude all too familiar to him?



“Okay, John. Let me be frank. Don told me to get you. If I get back there without you, my day ain’t gonna be so good.”



I asked them if they were deaf and stupid. I already told them I wasn’t interested. Jesus Christ, in retrospect, if somebody else spoke to them in that manner, they’d be clobbered to a pulp and clawed in the back of their skull by the rear end of a steel hammer. Maybe frustration was the culprit behind his laughter. He knew he couldn’t touch me. Nevertheless, they sure did their homework. They knew where to find me on my first day. They knew what time my shift ended. They even knew how much cash I was making hourly.



“Look, Jon-Jon.” Louie snatched a piece of paper off my desk, maintaining eye contact and somehow writing an address on it without breaking the bond of our pupils. “Why don’t you do yourself a favor and after you finish up here, come by this address.”



That part left a bitter taste in my mouth. See, only my folks called me Jon-Jon. Nobody else should’ve even known that about me. I felt as if all my privacy and sense of security was stripped away at that very moment. Who the fuck did these guys think they were?


He neatly returned my pen to the holder. And with a swift smile, he folded the note and slipped it into my shirt pocket, patting it. Carlo shot me a sincere nod before tailing Louie out of the office. I fished the note from my shirt pocket and disposed of it in the empty trash can beside my desk.


“You must already be a somebody in this town. That looked awfully important.” Robin appeared, grazing her hand past my shoulder, forcing her delicate fragrance to charm my olfactory.



“Don’t worry, it wasn’t,” I said, before biting on the same pen she’d left at my table. “Now, how about I take you out sometime and tell you more about Mr. Somebody?”


She inhaled deeply and turned, strutting away. “Just call my line.”


As I leaned back on my chair with my feet up on my desk, something had already changed. The phones were ringing louder, the brokers were talking over each other like a swarm of Africanized bees. The printers, the staplers, the footsteps, the fucking door slams. I needed a breath, and a glass of cold water. An instant headache.


How can two minutes with two total strangers change my perception of the environment around me? An environment that I so deeply wanted to be a part of.

Over by the window, glancing down from the twelfth floor, I noticed Louie and Carlo stepping into a black Lincoln Continental parked illegally on the curb. Louie knew what he was doing, gazing up at me before his eyes caught the sun. As he slid his sunglasses on and squashed his cigarette on the concrete beneath, he stepped into the car.

“Hey, buddy. Customers ain’t out that window,” said the scrawny, bald manager with his cheap suspenders and nose held so high, I could almost see his brain. “They’re on the phones.”

As I made my way back to my desk, I couldn’t focus—not one bit. I pondered over it. I stared at that note in my trash can for what seemed like an eternity. It was calling me, screaming at me. I almost ignored it, and sometimes I wish I had. As an apple core found its way into the same container, I had already made my mind.

***

Midnight in Harlem—the backstreets. Steam wafted from the sewers beneath the road and the rain came down sideways. In the middle of the back seat of Louie’s Continental, I remember Carlo in the front, holding a gray briefcase with a silver lining. He was gripping it tight as if the entire night depended on whatever was inside. My skepticism must’ve been infuriating.


“Who the fuck works this late, anyway?” I said with a sneer. “And what’s in the case? Drugs? Are you drug dealers? I bet you two’ve never worked an honest day in your lives.”


Within ten minutes of the drive, Louie was already growing tired of my shit. “You got a mouth on you, Johnny.”

“Just like his uncle.” Carlo found it amusing.

“I told you, don’t call me Johnny. You ain’t my friend,” I huffed. “Especially, ’cause I sure as hell ain’t workin’ a job that starts at midnight.”

Louie needed a cigarette after that one. Carlo passed him the whole carton. As he snapped his lighter shut, the smoke slowly escaped his mouth while he gazed at me in the rearview mirror. I knew this wasn’t a regular job. I think I knew that from the very second I laid eyes on them. Maybe I even knew it before I came to New York. Louie ordered Carlo to pass me the case. Carlo was reluctant but Louie shot him a reassuring nod.

“You’re gonna walk this case over to that man over there, drop it at his feet, and get back in the car. Simple enough?”


I asked him if he was joking but he stared at me, his eyes carving me up like a jack-o’-lantern. As I stepped out of the car into a puddle, I’d never felt a colder breeze. I approached the hooded figure in the alleyway, leaning along the downpipes, smoking a cigarette. What if this was the wrong guy? What if he had a knife? Turns out he didn’t have a knife ... he had a gun.


I cautiously placed the case at his feet, fighting my urges not to stare at that silver pistol strategically placed within his jacket. He nodded. “Grazie mille.” A familiar term. I hesitated and responded, although I didn’t need to, “With regards from Don Caruso.”

I stepped back into the car, rattled. “Now, is somebody gonna tell me what the fuck that was about? That guy had a gun in his jacket,” I raved. “What is this shit? You tryna get me killed?”

“You remember the last time you saw your Uncle Donnie?” Louie squinted.

As far back as I could recall, I must’ve been five years old, maybe younger. I couldn’t even remember what he looked like. His presence was so heavily felt that you’d imagine he was fifty feet tall.


“If he wants me in this business so bad, then why don’t he come see me himself?” I scoffed. “He’s gotta send his goons over instead?”



Oh, I was really playing with fire when I cracked that one. Louie’s lips were shaking like a pair of coked-up flamenco dancers. “Donnie’s a busy man,” Louie snarled. “And if you call me a goon one more time, I’ll smack the next briefcase over your head so hard that you ain’t lookin’ like nobody’s nephew no more.” After a lengthy four-second interval, Louie cracked an unexpected smile and Carlo cackled along. He was yanking my chain—busting my chops, as it were—and this was something I simply had to get used to.


We pulled up along the street to a white building of Victorian-style architecture. The place must’ve been around for at least fifty years. “What do ya know? That’s him up there now.” Louie pointed. “The boss man himself.”


On a balcony some twenty stories, there he stood. A silhouette swirling a glass of liquor. Donnie Caruso. My uncle. My zio. The most stubborn yet determined man you’d ever meet. I hadn’t seen him since I was a child, nor did I remember his face. But there he was, standing on that balcony, looking down his nose at an entire city with his chest out like a lion and smoking a cigar the size of a fucking crowbar. As he inhaled that Gran Corona, he leaned on the balcony rails. I wondered what he was thinking about. What troubles could possibly be tormenting a figure of such stature. He was the lone pioneer of the Caruso empire in New York after his father—my grandfather—passed away. And I was the young wolf, looking up at him in awe, unaware of the dangers and lies lurking beneath that creature of a man.



The well-known tale in my family is that Donnie was the bad egg, the one that wreaks havoc, causes chaos, and was most likely to end up as a cashless deadbeat. This was him? I thought. This was the guy that wasn’t supposed to make it? Who knew a black sheep would stand at the top of the hill? Maybe they were wrong about him. Maybe they despised him for leaving them behind for success? Maybe, just maybe, the rumour outweighed the truth.


I was interrupted by Carlo, flapping a fat envelope in my face.


“Little onboarding gift from Donnie,” Louie said as he started the ignition. “There’s more where that came from but for now, get out. We’ll be in touch.”


The envelope was packed to the brim with cash. It wouldn’t even close—trust me, I tried. Within my spiral of confusion, I asked them how we made this cash when I barely lifted a finger.

“You got too much money or somethin’, kid?” Louie sniggered. “Just take it and buy yourself somethin’ nice.”

Carlo nodded with a sincere smile—a welcoming one. “Who said you need to be pushing buttons or making calls all day to get some green?”

I stepped out of the car and glanced down at the mass of cash stuffed into the envelope. I couldn’t help but chuckle. I took one last look at the balcony above. Donnie was gone.


After quitting my job and taking a raincheck on that date with Robin, I had a new job. I didn’t even know what the fuck I was doing. I found myself tagging along on drives with Louie and Carlo here, there, and everywhere. Picking up suitcases and dropping off briefcases. Traveling from warehouses to alleyways, then back to warehouses and straight to the docks, then back once again to the warehouses and finding myself at the rear of the Yonkers Raceway and Empire Casino handing a heavy burgundy briefcase through the back window of a limousine to a man with a mustache and a full head of hair bobbing in his lap. They didn’t tell you nothing, and the more you wanted to know, the less they wanted to tell. Carlo seemed to keep his mouth shut most of the time. I got the feeling they were surveying us to determine whether we could be trusted with sensitive information. As the cash kept rolling in, I knew I was home, exactly where I wanted to be. My primary goal in New York was to make money. Somehow, I was making it just by existing.


***


The city that never sleeps. I sat on the fourteenth floor of the Caruso building in an empty kitchen watching the city, alive in unity. It sang for me. It had a heart with a beat that wouldn’t stop. From every flashing light to every horn beeped by every raging driver, this city welcomed you with open arms.


While eating Nonna Francesca’s famous pasta ravioli, she asked me if I was attending an upcoming wedding—Francesco and Lucia’s. I didn’t even know these people personally but being a part of this community meant that you were a part of everything that came with it. While Nonna Francesca wasn’t even my grandmother, we still called her that anyway. She was like the grandmother of the whole family. Short, wobbly, and frail but if you stepped just one foot out of line, she’d have her whacking-ladle at the ready.

As she boasted about her gorgeous granddaughters attending the wedding and her hopes of me rubbin’ elbows with them, I couldn’t help overhearing a conversation on the other side of the room. Two large men discussing a deal and the risks of getting caught with mention of the feds, the police—the whole shebang.


“Keep it down, ah? That’s Don’s nephew over there.” Politely smiling at me with a little wave was Mattia, who you’ve already had the pleasure of meeting. Usually spotted eating or with some kind of donut in his hand, he was better known as Castello. He was a long-time member of this business and Donnie was one of his associates. Until Donnie inherited the business from his father and the word associate became boss.



And who could forget Vinnie Russo? Brought up only by gangsters, he belonged to this business just as a demon belonged in hell. At fourteen, he was already hot-wiring cars and reselling them under different plates in the Bronx. Aside from his brute weight and curly hair, the first thing you’d notice is the deep scar above his left eyebrow. Best not mentioned and best not stared at.



I strolled down the corridors of my newly inhabited building with my own last name stamped on it, wearing my new suit and tightening my necktie. I was able to finally put things into perspective. My Uncle Don—he was very, very rich. The building wasn’t only a well-overpriced hotel, but we also lived there in luxury on the upper stories—all of us. Donnie would invite friends of his to stay in the spare apartments we had, to help with accommodation and such. As the newspapers piled up at the doors and the cleaners exited the vacant rooms, wringing the red water from their mops, I knew I could call this place home, so long as I didn’t ask questions.


I would’ve thought I’d have to struggle to find work in the City of Dreams. Instead, I found myself belonging to a family that had a place for me with open arms. A purpose, just for me in their own business.


Chapter Two

Glitz, Glamor, and the Good Stuff





Among all the bars in all the hotels in all the city, there’s not one place you’d rather spend your Saturday night. As I stumbled through the gaggling guests and laughing Larrys with a silver tray of champagne in my left hand, I was always shaking somebody else’s with my right. The Caruso building had this bar in the penthouse just for Donnie and his guests, but these weren’t just random visitors, you’d see the same faces all the time. Robbie Ciccone, Marco Fallaci, Jay-Jay Genovese. The makeup, the jewelry, the clinking of the glasses and the rapid ascent of the bubbles inside them. It all went hand in hand with the swing jazz playing on the small corner stage he had set up. In this room, the women were just as respected as the men, if not more so. These were people you’d never forget—Guilia Lo Conte, Mia Lorenzo, Cecilia Mancini—three women that you can’t walk into a room without kissing twice on each cheek ... whether you knew them or not. And who could forget the fidgety one, Luca Toscanini? Better known as Twitchy Luca—don’t give him a gun, if you know what’s good for you. But even though it was just their routine, weekly Saturday night, these things were classy, and I mean gold watches, chains, rings, fur coats, diamond jewelry, none of which I’d ever been accustomed to. Everybody knew each other, and even if you didn’t know them, they knew you. These functions alone made you feel like you were a part of something big. It was weekly, it was wealthy, and it was wonderful.


At first, I didn’t speak to my uncle very much ... at all. As I approached his smoke-hazed table, he looked up at me. Although, he somehow still made you feel like he was looking down on you. In his mid-fifties, he was a slim man, hair slicked back and well dressed in a slender black suit. Whether you were swayed by the charming look in his eyes or his arrogant grin, you’d quickly be distracted by his collection of thick gold signet rings along his fingers and a watch that’s priced higher than your life.

“Young Johnny,” he said with a snigger. “Why don’t you bring that sweet little ass over here and give your Zio Donnie a kiss?” I approached him with a gulp. “Now, get on your knees.” The other hunched men around the table began cackling like a colony of seagulls. You’d expect one of them to drop dead from cardiac arrest at any moment. “Relax, Johnny. I’m just breakin’ ya balls. It’s only a joke—sit down.”

I felt like his own personal jester. I had to match the pace.

“You know, every joke has a lining of truth to it?”

Noticing my smirk, Donnie’s grin rapidly escaped him. Insulted, he stared blankly into the rocky depths of my soul. He could see my heart, sense my nerves, and rip the smiling lips off my face forever. The world stopped spinning for about three and a half seconds until Gigi, Donnie’s frail accountant and longtime friend and confidant, cracked a giggle. And to my relief, the laugh rippled throughout the entire table.


Gigi pointed my way, nodding at my uncle. “He must be your blood if he’s dishing out wisecracks like that, Don!”


“Everyone, I’d like you to meet my nephew, Johnny.” Donnie wrapped a firm, embracing arm round my shoulder.

Family can be a word loosely thrown around in any business. But in this one, it meant what it meant. At the same table sat the Barresi brothers—identical twins. The only way to tell them apart was their hairstyles. We called them the Boston Connection. They’d only come down to New York about twice a month. And when they did, it was always a party. Celestino would always be sporting a mustache and curly hair, twirling his drink with a long teaspoon, while Riccardo, raising his glass to me, was usually clean-shaven with a short afro. Identical twins but their personalities couldn’t be more contrary.

Unused to their antics, I took a formal approach, firmly shaking their hands with a masculine nod. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, fellas.”


“Woah, woah, acquaintance? We’re movin’ too fast over here,” Riccardo jested. “You’re not gonna ask to marry me, are ya?” He shook his head and turned to Donnie. “What the fuck is this? You raisin’ a fucken lawyer over here, Don?”



To Donnie’s delight, Celestino pointed directly at me. “You don’t shake our hands, kid, and call us your acquaintances.” Celestino glared, serious, dabbing his index finger on the table. “You walk in here, talk with us, have a drink with us. That means you’re family. If Donnie’s family, you’re just the same.”



It was the first time I felt some measure of acceptance. Isn’t that what we all want? The feeling of inclusion. The satisfying embrace of being a part of something bigger than yourself. As Donnie raised his wine glass to me, I knew I was right where I belonged. But when you’re a part of this business, you’re a part of everything that comes with it …



The good, the bad, and the real fucken ugly.


***

Midnight. A couple miles from Franklin and just under an hour from Manhattan. Louie was driving the car as usual. Carlo was in the back with me. In the passenger seat was Tony. Around thirty years old, chubby, sweaty, obnoxious, and in-fucking-tolerable. He had a mouth on him the size of a pelican’s—literally and figuratively.


“So, I get home from you know where and Audrey unstraps my belt to give me a you know what and guess what she says.” Tony could barely hold himself together.


Louie tightened his grip on the wheel. “What’d she say, Tony?”


“Whose lipstick is that?” Before the soundwaves could even reach Louie, Tony had already belted out a laugh. I’d say it was comparable to a walrus in labor. “If only that bitch knew where I was the night before that.”



Louie and Carlo humored him. All I could do was roll my eyes so far to the back of my skull that I could see the road behind us. It was painful. He was out of breath from laughter.


“You’re the prick of all pricks, my good friend.” Patting him on the shoulder, Louie wasn’t usually so tolerant. Something was off.

After we pulled into a dirt road under a rusted-out bridge, Tony had already invited himself to Francesco and Lucia’s wedding after catching a whiff of it through the grapevine. Louie finally pulled the car over to a complete halt. He had turned both the engine and the headlights off. Complete silence after a half hour of mindless jibber-jabber. Louie glanced at me again in the rearview mirror. This time, dead serious.

The nerves crept up my spine and I gulped in fear. Assuming it was just another briefcase swap, we stepped out of the car. Although, there was no briefcase, and the presence of Tony should’ve made me question the situation much earlier.


Louie scanned the area. Dead silence. You could hear a pin drop. “So, we have a little problem, fellas.”


Tony was confused, scratching his neck with a shrug. “What is it? Are the pigs on our tail?”

Louie gave him an unconvincing nod. “Say, Tony. Go check over by the water for me.”

“I don’t think there’s nothin’ over there, Lou.” Tony seemed hesitant. “I’m freezin’ my nutsack off over here.”

Louie wasn’t taking no for an answer. He never did. “Just go check it out, Antonio.”

Carlo and I looked at each other, puzzled. I felt a small void begin to manifest in the pit of my stomach. Tony sighed and took a half-assed walk over to the stream that gently ran under the bridge. That’s when Louie pulled out his pistol.

One shot in the back of the head.

Another in the back of the neck.


The gunshots felt like ice-cold shivers shooting straight down my spine. I’d never seen a body drop so quickly. It could’ve been because he was a morbidly obese prick, or it was likely the fact that all his nerves in his brain were severed by a single bullet speeding at around a thousand miles per hour. Either way, he was dead. His body kicked up a tremendous amount of dirt as he kissed the ground. That was the moment ... the moment I knew I was deep into some serious shit. Carlo didn’t even flinch. Shit like that was normal to these fellas.


A few hours earlier, we were at an Italian restaurant, you know, one of the good ones with the checkered red tablecloth, eating pasta carbonara together and laughing like we were brothers. Tony was stuffing his face with garlic bread, piece by piece into his already full mouth, laughing himself to death.

I was shaken, staring at his eerily still corpse beside the water. This guy’s last meal was a pasta carbonara and a bullet through his mouth the opposite way. I looked at Louie for some kind of answer, some kind of explanation, hoping to God that he only had those two bullets with him.

“I brought you both here for two reasons.” Louie slid the gun back into his pocket. “To show you what happens to a snitch, and because I need a few hands to get this hippopotamus garbage in the ground.”


Carlo and I looked at each other and went straight to work. Little did I know that at the time you die, you usually shit. And with a stench like that, in that situation, I’m surprised we didn’t die along with him. As we dumped the body in the shallow dirt, I didn’t want to look at Tony’s disfigured face, but I somehow couldn’t manage to look away. Only a few minutes earlier, there had been expressions, emotions, and muscles moving beneath it.



Louie slammed the trunk and that was the last anybody ever heard of Talkie-Tony.


What did he do to deserve such an execution?

It made me a paranoid. Paranoid that I could hurt somebody, piss somebody off, or even look at somebody the wrong way, and suffer the same abrupt fate. I couldn’t help but wonder how many other bodies were resting beside Tony in that shallow mud.


I was beginning to question the definition of family.


***


After that night, they included us in almost everything, from bagging briefcases to counting cash. For me—that night was labeled as some kind of fucked-up initiation. For them—that night never happened.


So long as I was getting paid, I was keeping my mouth shut. Uncle Don had a whole lotta connections throughout New York. We ran and did business with a mass of shop owners. We took a little bit off the top, tucking shopkeepers’ cash into our own pockets. A little bit off the bottom, helping ourselves to shelf stock from a general store we had in our protection. And a little bit through the middle, cutting off loose ends—which sometimes meant Vinnie and Castello chasing down a cheap fucker who didn’t pay his dues. The penalty varied within the scope of breaking a couple kneecaps, to beating their heads in through an alleyway. As much as it made me sick to the stomach, I knew it was just part of the job. I ignored it and told myself it was necessary. I convinced myself that these people must’ve deserved it. I was there for all of it, waiting in the car and driving our boys back to the Caruso building every night.

But only in the nighttime would they creep up on me. I could still hear the faint echoes of those lost souls, screaming at me, shrieking in pain ... Turning on a TV managed to help me block those voices out. From then on, I never slept unless the TV was on—even if it was only static.

***

Businesswise, things were swell. Carlo had just turned twenty-one and it seemed like life was on the up and up. We hit the strip joint to celebrate, just him and I. Over a few glasses of straight Japanese whiskey, Carlo started yacking on about his dreams, mentioning that he aspired to be some kind of baker, with his own shop and everything.

I smirked at the proposal. “How many drinks’ve you had?” I couldn’t help but imagine that little tough guy, Carlo, in an apron, rolling dough.

Carlo shook his head. “I’m dead serious, Johnny.” He seemed to expect my amusement as if others had done so before. “That’s my passion. I’m twenty-one tonight and I wanna start thinking about my own business. I’m gonna make the softest, spongiest, fluffiest fucking bread and bagels that you’ve ever laid your eyes on. Guaranteed.”

To be truthful, I never really considered the aspirations of some of these guys. Just like me, they had dreams too. As financially rewarding as this life was, some people just wanted to escape it. And after what we witnessed in the car with Louie and Tony a few months earlier, I couldn’t blame him.


“I feel like this is the time of our lives where we’re supposed to find ourselves, you know? Find out who we are and what the fuck we’re gonna be for the rest of our lives. Louie? He’s a part-time security guard on the side. That can’t be the best we can hope for, Johnny. Not here, not in New York.” Carlo was desperate. He wanted out. It only took a few drinks to spill the truth.



“And I will come work with you at the bakery.” I nodded to Carlo. “Either that, or I’ll be dropping you briefcases every Monday.”


The laughter continued. After that conversation, I knew that we’d have each other’s backs, for better or for worse. It turned out to be a real good night ... until we heard the screams.

Gunshots—too many to count. Screaming waitresses diving to the ground, covering their heads. Two men strutting into the building with machine guns firing at both Carlo and me. We ducked down beneath our booth as the glass shattered above us. I crouched, blocking my ears while Carlo pulled out his own pistol, firing right back at the fuckers. One of the strippers on the podium was ducking for her life. The worst place to be, in plain sight of the shooter. I tried to get close to pull her down beneath the booth for cover but by the time I got within a few feet, she’d been shot three times in the torso, and once through her forearm. Prior to that, she’d been using a red ribbon as a prop to use with the pole, which somehow tangled in the whole ordeal and left her body hanging awkwardly against that oiled metal, reminiscent of a lifeless trapezist.

The multitude of glass flying in every direction throughout the room made me wonder if I’d be pierced by a bullet, or a rogue shard.

“Johnny!” Carlo yelled in my direction. “Get the fuck up!”


First off, I didn’t have a gun on me; I never carried one and never saw the use behind it. Second, I was left stunned. The stripper’s body leaned backwards in my direction. Her perished eyes seemed like they were looking into mine. A solitary tear rolled upside down onto her forehead, mixing with the blood and collecting eyeliner as she hung backwards. I could’ve sworn she was looking at me. She was only young. Her life was taken by no fault of her own. This wasn’t the first time I’d be seeing something like this. It was haunting. Her skimpy outfit was drenched in blood, her body dangled there before me as the glass behind her shattered into a thousand pieces. I couldn’t save her. I could slowly hear Carlo’s muffled voice tuning back into my ears, screaming for me to—


“Get the fuck up! Johnny! C’mon, move!” Carlo gripped my arm and pulled me up from the booth.

The shooters must’ve been reloading. I don’t know, I couldn’t think straight. I was caught in a daze. My body felt cold when the gunshots continued. My adrenaline was so high that by the time we busted out into the alleyway, I wasn’t even aware that I had a bullet hole in the back of my left calf.

Before I began living this life, I never witnessed any direct murder. At this point, after a few months on the merry-go-round, I’d already seen several and copped a bullet in the leg. I started to wonder whether this was really what I wanted.
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