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			“Every good deed a man does is to please his father.”

			—Maxwell Perkins

		


		
			For Blackjack…Now we’re even.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			It was September of 1979, and my father had been dead more than six years when I discovered his letter. I can still imagine him sitting down to write it, enjoying the prospect of carrying his secret to the grave, leaving behind a mysterious legacy, creating a puzzle for me to solve, all of that. I don’t believe he intended to cause me the trouble he did, but he had to realize that once I found the note I would have no choice—I would have to chase after the clues he provided, fumbling for answers no one was willing to give, tracking down an international theft that happened decades before.

			By then I had a successful career in advertising, my life was on a decent course and—to the great relief of my mother—I had navigated the dangers his life posed for me. When his letter surfaced, all of that was turned upside down.

			But I’m getting ahead of myself. I should begin, I suppose, by explaining the ruckus at my cousin Lena’s wedding.

			It was a wintry Saturday afternoon in March, a couple of years before my father died. The day was cold and, although my cousin Lena had her heart set on an outdoor wedding, she was already well into the third term of her pregnancy, so waiting for warmer weather was out of the question.

			As my father was so fond of saying, timing is everything.

			Lena lived with her parents in Rockland County, which is on the other side of the Hudson River from New York City. My Uncle Vincent and Aunt Mary were proud of their home, even if it looked like all the other homes on their street. It was a modest split-level covered with aluminum siding, set on a half-acre of lawn and trees in the midst of a quickly growing suburban sprawl, but, compared to our cramped apartment in the southwest corner of the Bronx, it seemed like a palace in the wilderness.

			A distinction not lost on anyone in my family. Especially my father.

			The morning of Lena’s wedding, my father, mother, sisters and I prepared for the day, vying for time in our one bathroom, as it became increasingly steamy with each shower. We dressed in our Sunday clothes, which was all sorts of fun for my sisters, but an awful inconvenience for me. I was in from college for the wedding and, although I remembered to bring my sport coat and a clean shirt, I forgot a tie, which meant I had to wear one of my father’s. This was an issue, not only because our taste in clothing was far from the same, but because he was finicky about his wardrobe. He went on about the stains, burns or other havoc I might inflict on his precious silk, eventually handing me some dark blue relic that widened to about eight inches at the bottom and probably last hung around his neck when he saw Sinatra at the Paramount.

			Finally, when everyone was ready, we trudged down three flights of stairs single file, piled into my father’s big, blue-green Oldsmobile 98, and headed off to join the festivities.

			***

			ARRIVING AT THE SMALL CHURCH, we found it was already packed and the opening sermon had begun. Unlike the rest of my father’s relatives, my immediate family was never religious. My mother is not Catholic—she’s not even Italian—so it was never a big part of our lives. All the same, Uncle Vincent saved us a space in the first pew, from which we had a good look at the priest, an elderly gentleman with a pleasant smile who seemed intent on moving the service along as swiftly as possible. Perhaps, given the size of Lena’s midriff, he feared she might give birth right there in front of God and the entire congregation.

			The sacred formalities complete, we made our way back to Uncle Vincent’s, where everyone poured into the house, jamming the place to the rafters.

			Lena’s wedding reception was a family affair, with no caterers, waiters, bartenders or other hired help. Mismatched dishes, serving plates and glasses were borrowed from various relatives, which was fine, because it was the food that mattered, and the food was wonderful. It was presented in a huge buffet, featuring lasagna with marinara sauce set beside a large bowl of meatballs, and a huge tray of sausages and peppers that sent the aroma of garlic and sautéed onions floating through the house like a sweet mist. Baskets of large, crusty Italian breads were everywhere, accompanied by condiments, such as black olive spread, caponata and other dark concoctions I found inedible throughout my childhood. Thick discs of spicy red pepperoni were alternated with small, milky white slabs of provolone in a pattern that spiraled around a large platter like fallen dominoes. There were wooden boards featuring prosciutto, salami and crumbly chunks of parmigiana and Romano cheeses. And, as I say, there was bread everywhere.

			Chianti flowed freely from large jugs as the adults in the group got themselves pleasantly ubriaco. As they moved from one noisy conversation to the next, they left half-finished glasses of wine sitting on tables and credenzas and shelves, finding clean goblets and filling them again. The younger kids were having a good time sneaking sips from the abandoned glasses, and I wondered how many of them would wind up doubled over in the backyard by the end of the night.

			Grandparents, great-aunts and great-uncles took their rightful places on the comfortable couches and chairs in the living room, while aunts, uncles, cousins and assorted others roamed about. The Serious Men, such as my father, Uncle Vincent and my older cousins, took over the dining room, where they showed their real mettle by hitting the scotch bottle as soon as we all settled in.

			Serious Men, as my father explained to me innumerable times, are distinct from other men, who were not to be considered serious. It had nothing to do with a somber affect or an underdeveloped sense of humor, although that was often part of the profile. It had to do with an attitude toward life and career choices. Corporate workers, for instance, could never be considered Serious Men or, for that matter, Action Guys, another important designation. Corporate types were tied to their desks and did not enjoy the freedom of time and movement essential to being a Serious Man. Civil servants, the oxymoronic title given government employees, similarly could not be Serious Men, unless they were on the take.

			Serious Men and Action Guys could hold jobs, just not the nine to five variety. That was the domain of Working Stiffs, who aren’t available to meet for espresso at eleven in the morning, or to sit through weekday lunches that last three hours, starting with whisky, moving to red wine and finishing up with anisette and coffee. These gatherings, built around discussions of Big Deals, necessarily exclude the Working Stiffs, not only because they have to be back at the office in an hour, but also because Working Stiffs are, by definition, small thinkers.

			From what I’ve seen over the years, Serious Men rarely get anything serious done and Action Guys seldom swing into action. Serious Men certainly discuss serious matters quite a lot, and once in a while an Action Guy will engage in some violent endeavor, but mostly they just talk, scheme, argue, eat and drink. They really ought to be called Get-Together Guys, because that’s what my father and his cohorts would do, get together. From time to time he would bring me to lunches where I heard talk of a lot of big plans and great ideas, most of which were big and many of which indeed sounded great. Unfortunately, I never heard of a single plan or idea at any of those lunches that came to anything. As you’ll come to see, the brawl at Lena’s wedding was caused in part by the discussion of a Big Deal my father mentioned, which turned out to be the same Big Deal he wrote me about in the letter I found all those years later.

			Sorry if that sounds confusing. In my family, as in so many others, we really needed to pay attention.

			The fact that my father never told me about his Big Deal before he died, choosing instead to leave me a letter I would have to figure out for myself, was the sort of contradiction that defined him. If he wanted me to do something about the stolen money, you might think he would have mentioned it to me somewhere along the line. He did not. He was a mass of paradoxes.

			I’m not bragging, for example, if I say he was possessed of a surprisingly agile intellect, since he was also capable of revolting ignorance. On the one hand he could be warm and generous, but on the other, was such a racist that he judged almost everyone first by ethnic makeup, usually with some negative connotation. We had more than one argument where I accused him of bigotry, but he insisted he treated every group pretty much the same. He was just as likely to call an Italian a wop as he was to insult a black man, Jew or Puerto Rican, which in his mind meant he was fair.

			Go figure.

			He adored reading Yeats and Shelley and Keats, yet he sometimes earned his living by breaking a stranger’s arm for not paying a gambling debt or smacking someone around for falling behind on the payment of usurious interest charges they owed to his boss.

			That said, he couldn’t bear it if someone didn’t like him.

			When I was ten or eleven, there was a mentally challenged man who used to round up shopping carts at the local supermarket and roll them back inside, two or three at a time. As far as I could tell, that was the guy’s entire job. Every time my father and I went to that store, to pick up milk or bread or whatever, he would give this man a big, smiley greeting. The man never responded, never changed his facial expression—he had serious issues, for God’s sake—but it really bothered my father that the man was not friendly toward him. As far as Blackie was concerned, the man shouldn’t allow a slight case of Down’s Syndrome to interfere with their relationship.

			To each his or her own contradictions.

			***

			MY FATHER WAS THE YOUNGEST of the three Rinaldi children, Uncle Vincent the oldest, my Aunt Anna in between. His given name was John but most people called him Blackie, or sometimes Blackjack, owing in part to his love of gambling but mostly because of his appearance. He had a dark complexion and eyes that seemed to be made of polished ebony, shining with an intense quality that made it clear he was not someone you wanted to cross. He wasn’t as tall as he claimed, at least three or four inches under six feet, but he was broad shouldered and powerful. He had a large nose, small mouth, a cleft chin and straight, jet black hair, those last two features convincing his mother he looked like an Italian Cary Grant. As the baby of the family he was his mother’s adorato, for whom she chose Santo as his confirmation name, which ought to tell you something.

			I have to say, I never saw any particular resemblance to the actor, but he did have the cleft chin, and he always got the hair right.

			The afternoon of Lena’s wedding, as others occupied the rest of the house, Uncle Vincent was holding court in the dining room, seated at the head of the table. My father was to his left and their father, known to everyone as Pop, was to his right. My grandmother had died years before, and Pop was almost ninety by then. The rest of us seated around Uncle Vincent’s oversized dining room table were all men, young and old, talking and laughing and passing around bottles of booze and wine and beer, all one big happy family.

			Happy, that is, until my cousin Frank slapped my father across the face.

			The dining area was not large to begin with and, with all the extension leaves inserted in the table, the chairs were pushed to the outer limits of the room. The walls were adorned in an ornate floral print of dark reds and golds, and a brass ceiling fixture with a dozen small lights hung low over the center of the table, all of which made things seem even closer. Anyone wanting to leave his seat would need the cooperation of at least three other people, unless he was prepared to climb over them.

			The table was covered with a white linen cloth that seemed big enough to do service as a circus tent. By the time everyone had eaten, it was soiled with spots of wine, coffee and various tomato sauce drippings, littered with ashtrays, wine and liquor bottles and covered with broken walnut shells, torn orange peels, espresso cups and every imaginable type of drinking glass. Conversation flew back and forth in this direction and that, interrupted only by calls for the bottles that were in constant motion as they were handed around. Some of the men were smoking cigarettes, the noxious fumes forming a gray-brown cloud that hovered over the table, feeling thick enough to threaten rain.

			My father and uncle were drinking Johnnie Walker Black Label, the scotch of choice for special occasions in the Rinaldi clan. Pop was sipping Chianti and repeatedly announcing, to anyone who would listen, that he never indulged in hard liquor, not like his sciocco sons.

			Given the quantity of liquor being consumed, the cast of characters in attendance and the cramped room, it was obvious to me, long before the slap occurred, that there was simply no way the evening was going to end quietly. There were forces at work that only a fool would call chance. Even Joe Btfsplk could have made book on the outcome.

			“You’re the best friggin brother in the whole world,” my father said for about the nineteenth time in the past hour. He gave the statement special emphasis by gathering Uncle Vincent into an affectionate headlock. “Don’t you worry. Don’t any of you worry. Blackie’s gonna take care of everybody,” my father told us. “Benny and I have you covered. You wait and see.” Then he gave his brother’s head another squeeze.

			My father was bigger than my uncle, not in height but in brawn, and with each drink and renewed declaration of fraternal affection, Blackie became increasingly physical.

			My uncle disliked roughhousing, particularly since he had a back problem that caused his neck to remain painfully stiff. And, while that suited his personality—when he voiced an opinion, his posture gave the statement a haughty air—it was not helpful to have his brother draped around his shoulders.

			None of this was lost on my father.

			When he told us again how terrific Vincent was, he made it sound as if you’d have to be an idiot not to realize that my uncle was America’s poster boy for Big Brother of the Year. He followed the statement with another bear hug, followed by a little pinch of my uncle’s cheek and a series of gentle love smacks.

			Blackie was a great button pusher, he really was, but if there was one guy on the planet he could not get to, it was his older brother. When my father let go of my uncle to have a taste of his scotch, Uncle Vincent simply sat back and sipped his own drink.

			“I remember when we were kids,” my father told the group, “I remember how Vincent took care of me.” He moved his head side to side, looking into the distance in that way people do when they’re so drunk they’ve lost their ability to focus. “Took care of me,” he said again, followed by yet another headlock and a soft little smack on Vincent’s face. “Now I’m gonna take care of him and everybody else in the family. Everybody. Am I right Vincenzo?”

			My cousin Frank, Vincent’s son, was a year older than I and far better suited to my father’s peculiar world than I would ever be. Deciding it was time for him to get in the act, he said something like, “Hey, Uncle Blackie, you’re always talking bullshit about your big deals. What the—,” but Uncle Vincent cut him off in mid-sentence.

			“Mind your business son. If you want to sit with the men, then act like a man.”

			It was, as they say, too late.

			Blackie was already glaring at his nephew, a withering stare that everyone in the room knew was no sort of bluff. Say what you might about my father, his bite was definitely worse than his bark.

			“You little snot nose,” Blackie hissed across the table. “Who the fuck are you to talk to me that way?” He didn’t wait for a reply. “I saw you with shit in your diaper, and as far as I’m concerned you’re still not man enough to wipe your own ass.”

			We’d all had a lot to drink, as I’ve explained, but when Frank started to get out of his chair I began sobering up fast.

			Frank said, “Maybe you should keep your hands off—”

			“Siddown,” Uncle Vincent hollered at his son. “What’s between me and my brother is just that—between brothers.” He pointed a finger at Frank. “Don’t make me say it again.”

			I couldn’t tell if my uncle was being sincere or if he was just trying to save his son’s life, but my cousin heeded the warning. Frank fell back into his chair, between me and our other cousin, Nicky, and things became quiet for the moment. But that was not going to last for long, as my Uncle Vincent and I understood better than the rest.

			Blackie loved my cousin Frank, but that wouldn’t stop him from caving his head in if he felt it needed to be done. For now, my father was content to grab his brother around the neck again, good and tight this time, and start kissing him on the forehead.

			“You see, Pop?” Blackie said to his father. “You see how Vinny always takes care of me?”

			My grandfather nodded slightly—you don’t get to be ninety by wasting a lot of unnecessary energy. He took a sip of his wine and said, “Bene,” although I wasn’t sure if he was commenting on Uncle Vincent’s protective instincts or the taste of the Chianti.

			Whatever Pop meant, Blackie took it as license to engage in another full-scale assault on his brother. He grabbed at Vincent’s face with both hands, and I had this image of Moe Howard going at one of the other Stooges with a series of rapid-fire slaps.

			Then Vincent, from beneath the barrage, said, “All right, John, that’ll be enough.”

			My father drew back slightly, a wounded expression on his dark face. “Vinny,” he said. Then he said it again, “Vinny,” and his hurt look broke into a drunken smile as he slowly reached out, grabbed another handful of my uncle’s face and gave it a good squeeze. “You think this place of yours is a house?” he asked, the smile fading. “I’m gonna have a house where you can put this whole joint in the friggin’ garage. You hear me?”

			As the anger rose in my father’s voice, the room went quiet, the other men turning away or staring down at the table.

			“What, you don’t believe me?” Blackie asked them. “All I gotta do is snap my fingers and the money is there.”

			“Enough,” my uncle said softly.

			Blackie turned back to his brother, as if just remembering he was there. “Vincent,” he said, then lunged forward with both arms extended and wrapped my uncle in a vicious headlock.

			That was when Frank sprang across the table, screaming, “Get your hands off my father,” managing to reach far enough to land a glancing slap alongside my father’s head.

			It was one of those events when time seems to stand still, all of us frozen in place until my father rose from his seat. The table was too large for him to flip over, especially with Frank still stretched across the width of the thing, but Blackie managed to give it a violent shove.

			“You miserable little bastard,” he hollered as Nicky and I grabbed Frank’s legs and pulled him back just before my father’s fist came crashing down where my cousin’s head had been.

			The liquor bottles and glasses that Frank hadn’t already knocked down went tumbling over, some falling to the floor.

			The other men in the room began scrambling to their feet, except Pop. He slowly slid back against the wall, out of the line of fire.

			Uncle Vincent said something quietly to my father, then extended a hand as if to help Blackie back into his chair. But my father smacked his hand away.

			“What the fuck are you talking to me for? Talk to that piece o’ shit son of yours, cause after I get my hands on him you won’t be talkin’ to him for a long fucken time.”

			Blackie did not curse much, not unless he was very drunk or very angry. That night he was both. He climbed past my uncle and began to make his way to where Nicky and I had taken hold of Frank’s ankles. As he came toward us, he stared directly into my eyes.

			“Stay the fuck out of this, son, it’s not your fight.”

			Recognizing the look, I decided to take his advice.

			Meanwhile, Frank wasn’t waiting to see what Nicky and I were going to do next to help his cause. He spun free of our grasp and took off like an Olympic sprinter.

			By now the yelling in the dining room brought in the first wave of women to see what was going on. “Blackie, Blackie,” my Aunt Anna intoned over the din as she poked her head in the room. “What wrong, Blackie?”

			Blackie wasn’t in the mood for a chat with his sister. He pushed two of the other men aside as if they were mannequins, providing a clear lane out of the dining room. Hot on the trail of my fleeing cousin, he stomped into the living room, where all conversation abruptly came to a halt.

			My Aunt Anna’s sons, Richard and Butch, were a couple of strapping young men in their late twenties, and they had the best chance of slowing my father down. They followed him, and were now on his flanks, my Uncle Vincent and I right behind.

			My father spun to his left, then his right, searching for his prey. When he saw his brother, he demanded, “Where the hell is he?”

			Uncle Vincent calmly said, “Sit down, will you please, John?”

			“Sit down? I’ll sit on that little fucker’s head.” Blackie glared at his brother. “You let your kid treat me like that, Vincent? That’s how you raised that rat bastard?” He reached up and tenderly touched the side of his face, as if Frank had gashed him with a grappling hook rather than landing the barest of slaps.

			Someone hollered out that Frank had left the house, a few of the women were imploring my father to stop the madness, and I think if everyone had just let him alone he might have headed out the front door and walked it off. But a lot of the other men were also drunk, and a couple of my uncles made the mistake of grabbing Blackie’s arms and suggesting he take it easy.

			Taking it easy was not in my father’s repertoire at the moment.

			Pulling away from them, Blackie did a neat pirouette and threw a right cross at the biggest guy in the place, Aunt Anna’s son Butch.

			The yelling and screaming resumed when everyone realized that two of Butch’s teeth had gone flying across the room.

			“My teeth,” the big guy started hollering. “My fucken teeth.” And there, in the midst of all this, my cousin Butch, all six foot something of him, dropped to his hands and knees, crawling around the beige broadloom carpet of the living room floor, blood dripping down his chin, looking for his missing teeth.

			Blackie had no intention of helping Butch search for his teeth, instead shoving his way forward and turning for the kitchen. I’m not clear why he went into the kitchen, but the crowd followed him, backing him into a corner, which was not a great idea.

			I made an effort to edge my way forward, foolishly thinking that I ought to say something. This had gone too far, and I was his son, after all.

			As I neared the front of this mob scene, my uncle Fred stopped me. “Better stay outta this, kid,” he told me. “Leave it to us.”

			Realizing how well he knew and loved my father—not to mention my own wealth of experience with Blackie—I backed away to let the elders sort things out.

			By now, my father was shouting, “Get the fuck outta here, all o’ you,” but how many of us can turn away from an approaching train wreck? It was apparent no one was going anywhere, so Blackie reached up to the wall rack and pulled down a butcher knife that looked about two feet long. “I’m telling you,” he hollered as he waved it at us, “get the fuck outta here,” and the crowd shrunk away just enough to stay out of range of the blade.

			That’s when my Aunt Mary forced her way past everyone and got right in his face.

			She said, “Stop this right now, John. Are you out of your mind?” That was one of my Aunt Mary’s favorite expressions, and it was nothing short of remarkable how often she could work it into a conversation. At the moment, it happened to be the perfect fit.

			“Stay outta this,” Blackie warned her.

			But Aunt Mary was not about to stay out of it. This was her kitchen—with its yellow-flowered wallpaper and avocado green appliances, which were quite the rage in those days—her knife, her daughter’s wedding and her son that Blackie was looking to slice up. She also had a special relationship with my father. If Vincent was never actually the big brother Blackie pretended he was, Mary had always been one hell of a loyal sister-in-law.

			Aunt Mary held out her hand and said, “Give me the knife, John.” The room full of drunken people became quiet as everyone watched Blackie standing there, his weight shifting uncertainly from one leg to the other.

			“Stay outta this,” he told her again, but there was less conviction in his voice this time. Not only did he love Mary, but she was a woman, which meant he couldn’t shut her up by dropping the blade and hitting her with a series of left and right combinations.

			“I won’t stay out of this,” she announced firmly. “One of my neighbors called the police. They’re going to be here any minute. You hand over that knife, I’ll make some fresh coffee and we’ll sort this whole thing out.”

			Fresh coffee? I was surprised my father didn’t burst out laughing.

			People were jammed into all three doorways to Aunt Mary’s kitchen—one leading to the dining room, one to the living room and the third to a short flight of stairs down to the family room. My father jerked his head back and forth, like a cornered grizzly bear, assessing his choices, his husky figure framed by the large bay window behind him.

			“Get outta my way, Mary,” he growled, although she wasn’t exactly in his way and he hadn’t actually made a move toward her.

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” she replied with her sweetest smile. “You’re not going to knock down your old sister-in-law, are you?”

			Uncle Fred stepped up, standing just behind Aunt Mary. “She’s right, John. Put the knife down and we’ll go inside for a cup of coffee.” When he began to move forward, my father slashed the air with the stainless steel blade.

			Uncle Fred jumped back.

			“Stay away from me,” Blackie warned him. “And stop with the fucken coffee.”

			Brother of the Year, Uncle Vincent, was nowhere to be seen—I’ve always believed he was the one who called the police—so the next to approach my father was the bridegroom, who managed his way through the crowd until he was alongside his brand new mother-in-law.

			“Hey, Uncle Blackie,” Ray greeted him as he approached, already three sheets to the wind himself. “Let’s go downstairs and have a drink. Somebody really did call the cops, so we better cool it for a while. Whadda ya say?”

			My father was still looking at Mary. “Come on,” she said softly, holding out her hand again.

			But this was no time for my father to gracefully retreat. He’d backed himself into a corner, in fact and in form. What was he supposed do, put down the knife and go inside for espresso and a polite chat?

			So, when the doorbell rang out front, he made his move. In one wild motion he threw the knife to the floor, wheeled around and, with his hands over his head, went crashing through the glass of the bay window, onto the back lawn and into the darkness of the night.

			Ray, not about to miss this sort of adventure just because it was his wedding night, promptly executed a drunken leap through the jagged glass in pursuit of my father.

			I was not about to risk getting cut to shreds, but something told me I had better keep an eye on Blackie, so I shoved my way down the stairs, through the family room and out the back door. What you may or may not find surprising was the identity of the fourth man who joined our little party that night. My cousin Frank had been lurking just outside, waiting to see how the drama played out. When my father came flying through the window, followed closely by Ray, Frank hollered “Wait up,” then he and I chased them around to the driveway. As my Aunt Mary would say, we were out of our minds.

			Standing in the cold, Frank pulled out a bottle of Johnnie Walker Black Label he had cadged from his father’s liquor cabinet as he ran out. We all had a taste, then started talking—and laughing, if you can believe that.

			The important point is that it would be years before I learned of my father’s letter, but looking back I realized that night was the first time I heard Blackie discuss Benny and the stolen treasure, even if he was short on details.

		


		
			CHAPTER TWO

			At this point, a little background on my parents and how I came into possession of the letter would make sense.

			They met in the late 1940s, shortly after the war ended. Blackie had returned from three years overseas, determined to write a personal account of his days in Europe and be hailed as the next Hemingway. Unfortunately, his need to earn a living got in the way, and the best job he could find was as a liquor salesman, logging endless miles in a Ford sedan, traveling from one end of New York State to the other hawking the virtues of second-rate whiskey and cheap gin to thankless bartenders and perpetually cash-strapped restaurant owners.

			My mother was several years younger, a wannabe model in Manhattan. She could be found most days behind a counter in Lord & Taylor selling ladies lingerie, spending her off hours posing for artsy snapshots in a West Side photographer’s studio. She wore her blond hair long and combed to one side, a peekaboo style fashionable in that era. She longed for the moment when she would be discovered as the next Veronica Lake—when she would become known as Roxy or Cherie or anything other than Harriet—all golden tresses, creamy complexion and a smile that was part virgin, part vamp.

			By the time they met, reality had taken a large bite out of their dreams, but love can often fill life’s voids. Harriet saw Blackie as worldly and exciting and just a little bit dangerous. Blackie saw Harriet as young and beautiful and smart, that last quality a throwaway bonus.

			It was a cold January afternoon when they tied the knot, my father twenty-seven, my mother not old enough to vote. They found a small tenement apartment in the Marble Hill section of the Bronx, where they barely had time to unpack the dishes and arrange their meager belongings before discovering they were going to become parents.

			It was May when they learned she was pregnant, a rough adjustment for my mother who, having just turned twenty-one, was still being weaned from her cover girl aspirations. By Christmas she was nursing a colicky infant with a penchant for boils, ear infections and insufferably long crying jags. It didn’t leave her much opportunity to negotiate the difficult transition into married life, especially since she was shouldering most of the burden alone.

			Be assured, Blackie never changed a single diaper.

			As my mother negotiated the difficult transition from aspiring ingénue to housewife, Blackie’s career path was taking an unexpected turn.

			By all accounts, my father was a good salesman who was simply given a bad choice of products to peddle. Drug addicts generally make bad candidates to run a pharmacy and you never want a sex fiend to oversee your harem. If Blackie had been selling shoes or widgets he might have made a decent show of it. But he was selling liquor, spending his time in the company of barflies and wiseguys, becoming seduced with tales of easy money and good living, all through a haze of companionable drinking. He was introduced to illicit means of supplementing his paltry income—from running numbers to picking up and delivering gambling payoffs. He soon graduated into arranging loans from nameless men who were willing to provide the cash, in exchange for exorbitant interest to be paid by those “broken-downers” that Bankers Trust didn’t want as customers.

			Blackie was on the road to becoming a Serious Man.

			While my mother didn’t approve of Blackie’s choice of employment, she didn’t have much to say about it. Divorce wasn’t as popular then as it is now, especially for a young woman whose responsibilities had grown—in the four years since I made my entrance, my two sisters arrived on the scene—and whose husband was now reporting income on his federal tax return of about four hundred and fifty dollars a year. As a Serious Man, Blackie’s job as a salesman was long gone, together with any semblance of a regular paycheck. What was Harriet going to do in divorce court? Tell the judge her husband worked for bookies and loan sharks and ask if they could please arrange to have her support payments dropped off?

			Added to this was the peculiar fact that my mother really loved him. Some people say that doesn’t mean much when you have no real choices in life, but I kind of believe it’s just the opposite.

			No one in my family was going anywhere, and fast.

			As for me, I don’t think I was ten years old yet when I realized my father worked for the mob, or whatever it was called in those days, but I’d already seen enough television to put together the bits and pieces I overheard when he was on the telephone or when one of his business associates came to visit. One day, while he was working in his bedroom with one of his confederates, I strolled in and asked them what they were up to.

			“Nothing, son. Why don’t you go back inside?”

			I stood there, looking at the scraps of paper strewn across my parents’ bedspread. Blackie and the other man were standing side by side, sorting these fragments of information, my father making notes on a pad. “Are you bookmakers?” I inquired politely.

			This was apparently the funniest thing my father’s friend had ever heard. Once he started, he couldn’t stop laughing at the notion that some little pipsqueak had “made them,” as the expression goes.

			Blackie looked at me solemnly and asked, “What does that mean to you, son? Bookmaking.”

			I stared at the bed again and thought it over. I had certainly heard a lot of my father’s jargon, but had no idea what it meant. “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Do you make books out of all those pieces of paper?”

			Well, if Blackie’s pal thought I was funny before, I was now the second coming of Jerry Lewis. He said, “You got some kid there, Blackie,” and went on roaring. “We better keep an eye on this one.”

			God, was I a riot or what?

			My father stood up, came over and put his hands on my shoulders. “It’s something like that son,” he said. Then he turned me around and pointed me toward the door. “Why don’t you run along and I’ll explain it to you later.”

			“You promise?”

			“I promise.”

			Blackie was fairly reliable at keeping the promises he made to me when he was sober, so that was good enough for me. After they shut the bedroom door behind me, I could hear the other man still howling.

			On Saturday mornings, one of my favorite activities was riding in the car with my father while he made his rounds. I loved that term, “rounds.” Made it sound like he was a surgeon or something. In fact, his rounds consisted of picking up money and betting slips and making payoffs all over the Bronx and the northern reaches of Manhattan, areas like Inwood and Washington Heights. I’ve been on New York City streets I’ll bet the police don’t even know exist, dark and twisty lanes with warehouses and factories and tenements and bars. Always bars. 

			I spent countless hours sitting in the car, waiting for him outside those places, wondering what was going on inside, reading my schoolbooks or studying the people on the street, and always worrying about my father. I was not sure why I worried, I supposed it was just instinct. Even so, I would often pass up neighborhood games of baseball or football or stickball, just to spend that time with him.

			Over the years, my mother fought hard to keep me away from Blackie’s business, and when I graduated high school, sending me away to college was going to be one of the proudest achievements of her life. She not only wanted me to have a good education, but she also needed to provide the ultimate insulation between me and the Serious Men my father associated with—distance.

			Blackie had other ideas.

			One afternoon, during the summer before I set out for the university that would take me three hundred miles from home, my father asked me to take a ride with him to Tenafly, New Jersey. What he didn’t tell me, and had definitely not mentioned to my mother, was that he’d located a dealer with a used XKE convertible for sale.

			For the uninitiated, you need to know that the Jaguar XKE was more than a car. It was a passion. It was a work of art. Even now, it occupies a unique place in the Pantheon of the most beautiful cars ever built.

			That day, when my father and I drove into the parking lot of the dealership, Blackie had this big, wicked grin on his face. “Come on,” he said, “I want you to see something.”

			We entered the showroom and there it was, sitting in the middle of the floor, its top down, the dark red paint Simonized to a high gloss, glistening in the sunlight that streamed through the large, plate-glass window. The XKE appears to be moving even when it’s standing still, and I noticed that the cars on the road outside slowing as they passed, people ogling the sensuous lines of the sexiest car in the world.

			My father introduced himself to the salesman, saying something about being the guy who called about the car. The salesman then turned to me.

			“Go ahead young man. Get in. See how it feels.”

			Get in? I couldn’t believe he was asking me to get in.

			“Go ahead,” Blackie said with a little underhand motion intended to propel me forward.

			So I walked over and opened the door and it felt great. I mean, this was some kind of door. You could feel how solid it was just by opening it, so I shut it, just to feel the weight and test the perfect fit. Then I opened it again.

			“Get in,” the salesman said again. “Just eleven thousand miles on this beauty.”

			I lowered my butt into the seat, which felt about six inches off the ground, swung my long legs under the dash and pulled the door shut. I was at the wheel of an XKE.

			When I looked up at my father, he and the salesman were smiling. I opened the door and began to climb out.

			“What’s the rush?” my father asked. “How does it feel?”

			I sat there, half in and half out of the car, staring at my father. “What’s this about?”

			“You like it?”

			“Like it?” He must have been kidding. I turned back to study the burled wood dashboard, the leather seats, the gearshift with the polished walnut knob. Then I looked at him again. “I love it,” I said. And I did. I loved it. How is that possible, to love a machine? What is it about cars? “I love it,” I said again.

			“Good,” my father responded simply. Then he turned and said something quietly to the salesman who nodded his understanding. I was still dangling there, neither in nor out of the car, when Blackie said, “Come on, let’s take a walk.”

			We went outside, which is where Serious Men often go to discuss something serious. We were in the parking lot, walking slowly away from the showroom, when he said, “Beautiful car, eh?”

			“Beautiful,” I agreed.

			“That’s the car you and your cousins are always talking about.”

			“That’s the one.”

			He nodded, not speaking for a while. Then he said, “Here’s the deal. You stay home and go to city college and I’ll buy you the car.”

			I stopped walking and gaped at him. Even at my impressionable age I knew the tradeoff was absurd. I also knew what this was about. My father was conflicted about my going off to school in Pennsylvania—not because I wouldn’t cut it, but because he would miss me—yet being Blackie, he couldn’t just come out and say that, it wasn’t his style. This was his way of letting me know, his way of asking me to stay.

			Not only did I realize the idea ludicrous, but I knew he was failing to factor in my mother’s views on the subject. He and I were aware of how determined she was that I go away to college, but that was not something I was going to bring up at the moment.

			What I wanted to say was that everything would be all right, that my leaving would not change how we felt about each other, but I was his son and suffered from the same inability to express those emotions directly. It just wasn’t the sort of thing I could bring myself to tell him. The best I could come up with was, “I have to think this over.”

			Which I know was not much.

			“What is there to think over?” he asked.

			I felt like saying, “Nothing much, just my whole life,” but instead I shrugged.

			His reaction was a mix of anger and sadness. His dark eyes clouded up and his small mouth tightened, as if he might spit. “Okay,” he finally said. “Then we’ll both just think about it.”

			I didn’t manage another coherent sentence all the way home, and decided not to say anything more about it, to him or my mother.

			In September I went off to Penn State, and in the end, Blackie was glad I did. To this day I’ve never owned a Jaguar.

			***

			YEARS LATER, AFTER I FINISHED COLLEGE and was working in New York City, I received a phone call from my younger sister telling me Blackie had been in a car crash.

			She said it was bad, but I had no idea he was going to die.

			I hurried from Manhattan up to the medical center in Westchester. He was in a coma, a broken-up mess connected to a thousand wires and tubes in the intensive care unit. He lasted less than two days and never regained consciousness.

			I don’t think anyone is ever ready for their parents to die, not unless they’re about a hundred years old. But Blackie was only fifty, and the idea that I was not going to have him in my life anymore was beyond my comprehension. I never even got to say all those last things we wish we had the chance to say when someone we love has passed on.

			As you can imagine, my family was devastated. Not only was my mother alone, but given my father’s history, she was left with less than nothing. For all his plotting and dreaming and untold hours chasing the brass ring, Blackie had remained a much more effective spender than an earner. He had a small life insurance policy, but that was barely enough for my mother to pay off his bills. I gave what little assistance I could, helping her make the distinction between the debts she would have to pay and those I assured her could be filed under the category “Tough Luck for Them.” When I got all that straightened out, I believe it was the first time my mother had been free of debt since the day they were married. She still had the office job she started right after my younger sister Kelly was old enough to begin school, so she was going to have no problem taking care of herself.

			As for me, all I had as a legacy were his watches, each of which was too garish for my taste. They’re still in my jewelry box, and none of them work anymore. If there had been any other artifacts of his life, I assumed my mother threw them away, protecting me from Blackie even after he was gone, and so I never pressed the point.

			It was therefore more than a little surprising when, six years after Blackie died, she phoned me about the box filled with his papers she had never mentioned before.

			My mother lived in a little house on a quiet street in Yonkers she and my father had rented a couple of years before he died. I was already on my own in Manhattan by the time they left the Bronx, but Emily and Kelly each spent some time there. It was a nice place, a small Cape Cod, with three bedrooms and one bathroom upstairs and everything else, including a second bathroom, on the main level. There was also a large kitchen, where my mother spent most of her time when she was home, cooking and cleaning and talking on the phone.
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