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  It is not the oath that makes us believe the man, but the man the oath.




  – Aeschylus
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  RULE NUMBER ONE:




  MURDER TAKES TIME




  Brooklyn, New York—Current Day




  He sipped the last of a shitty cup of coffee and stared across the street at Nino Tortella, the guy he was going to kill. Killing was an art, requiring finesse, planning, skill—and above all—patience. Patience had been the most difficult to learn. The killing came naturally. He cursed himself for that. Prayed to God every night for the strength to stop. But so far God hadn’t answered him, and there were still a few more people that needed killing.




  The waitress leaned forward to refill his cup, her cleavage a hint that more than coffee was being offered. “You want more?”




  He waved a hand—Nino was heading towards his car. “Just the check, please.”




  From behind her ear she pulled a yellow pencil, tucked into a tight bun of red hair, then opened the receipt book clipped to the pocket of her apron. Cigarette smoke lingered on her breath, almost hidden by the gum she chewed.




  Spearmint, he thought, and smiled. It was his favorite, too.




  He waited for her to leave, scanned the table and booth, plucked a few strands of hair from the torn cushion and a fingernail clipping from the windowsill. After putting them into a small plastic bag, he wiped everything with a napkin. The check was $4.28. He pulled a five and a one from his money clip and left them on the table. As he moved to the door he glanced out the window. Nino already left the lot, but it was Thursday, and on Thursdays Nino stopped for pizza.




  He parked three blocks from Nino’s house, finding a spot where the snow wasn’t piled high at the curb. After pulling a black wool cap over his forehead, he put leather gloves on, raised the collar on his coat then grabbed his black sports bag. Favoring his left leg, he walked down the street, dropping his eyes if he passed someone. The last thing he wanted was a witness remembering his face.




  He counted the joints in the concrete as he walked. Numbers forced him to think logically, kept his mind off what he had to do. He didn’t want to kill Nino. He had to. It seemed as if all of his life he was doing things he didn’t want to do. He shook his head, focused on the numbers again.




  When he drew near the house, he cast a quick glance to ensure the neighbors’ cars weren’t there. The door took less than thirty seconds to open. He kept his hat and gloves on, walked into the kitchen, and set his bag on the counter. He removed a pair of tongs and a shot glass, and set them on the coffee table. A glance around the room had him straightening pictures and moving dirty dishes to the sink. A picture of an older woman stared at him from a shelf above an end table. Might be his mother, he thought, and gently set it face down. Back to the kitchen. He opened the top of the black bag and removed two smaller bags. He set one in the fridge and took the other with him.




  The contents of the second bag—hair and other items—he spread throughout the living room. The crime scene unit would get a kick out of that. He did one final check, removed a baseball bat from the bag, then sat on the couch behind the door. The bat lay on the cushion beside him. While he stretched his legs and leaned back, he thought about Nino. It would be easy to just shoot him, but that wouldn’t be fair. Renzo suffered for what he did; Nino should too. He remembered Mamma Rosa’s warnings, that the things people did would come back to haunt them. Nino would pay the price now.




  A car pulled into the driveway. He sat up straight and gripped the bat.




  




  Nino had a smile on his face and a bounce in his step. It was only Thursday and already he’d sold more cars than he needed for the month. Maybe I’ll buy Anna that coat she’s been wanting. Nino’s stomach rumbled, but he had a pepperoni pizza in his hand and a bottle of Chianti tucked into his coat pocket. He opened the door, slipped the keys into his pocket, and kicked the door shut with his foot.




  There was a black sports bag on the kitchen table. Wasn’t there before, Nino thought. A shiver ran down his spine. He felt a presence in the house. Before he could turn, something slammed into his back. His right kidney exploded with pain.




  “Goddamn.” Nino dropped the pizza, stumbled, and fell to the floor. His right side felt on fire. As his left shoulder collided with the hardwood floor, a bat hit him just above the wrist. The snap of bones sounded just before the surge of pain.




  “Fuck.” He rolled to the side and reached for his gun.




  The bat swung again.




  Nino’s ribs cracked like kindling. Something sharp jabbed deep inside him. His mouth filled with a warm coppery taste. Nino recognized the man who stood above him. “Anything you want,” he said. “Just kill me quick.”




  




  The bat struck Nino’s knee, the crunch of bones drowned by his screams. The man stared at Nino. Let him cry. “I got Renzo last month. You hear about that?”




  Nino nodded.




  He tapped Nino’s pocket with his foot, felt a gun. “If you reach for the gun, I’ll hit you again.”




  Another nod.




  He knelt next to Nino, took the shot glass from the coffee table. “Open your mouth.”




  Nino opened his eyes wide and shook his head.




  The man grabbed the tongs, shoved one end into the side of Nino’s mouth, and squeezed the handles, opening the tongs wide. When he had Nino’s mouth pried open enough, he shoved the shot glass in. It was a small shot glass, but to Nino it must have seemed big enough to hold a gallon. Nino tried screaming, but couldn’t. Couldn’t talk either, with the glass in there. Nino’s head bobbed, and he squirmed. Nothing but grunts came out—fear-tinged mumbles coated with blood.




  The man stood, glared at Nino. Gripped the bat with both hands. “You shouldn’t have done it.”




  A dark stain spread on the front of Nino’s pants. The stench of excrement filled the room. He stared at Nino, raised the bat over his head, and swung. Nino’s lips burst open, splitting apart from both sides. Teeth shattered, some flying out, others embedding into the flesh of his cheeks. The shot glass exploded. Glass dug deep gouges into his tongue, severing the front of it. Shards of glass pierced his lips and tunneled into his throat.




  He stared at Nino’s face, the strips of torn flesh covered in blood. He gulped. Almost stopped. But then he thought about what Nino had done, and swung the bat one more time. After that, Nino Tortella lay still.




  He returned to the kitchen and took a small box from the bag on the counter then went back to the living room. Inside the box were more hairs, blood, skin, and other evidence. He spread the items over and around the body then made a final trip to the kitchen to clean up. He undressed and placed his clothes into a large plastic bag, tied it, and set it inside the black bag. He took out a change of clothes, including shoes and plastic covers for them. Careful not to step in any blood, he went back to stand over the body.




  Nino lay in his own piss, shit, and blood, eyes wide-open, mouth agape.




  You should never have done it, Nino.




  He blessed himself with the sign of the cross while he repeated the Trinitarian formula. “In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti.” Then he shot Nino. Once in the head. Once in the heart. An eye for an eye. And then some.




  Before stepping out the door, he removed the plastic covers for his shoes, placed them into the bag, then closed and locked the door behind him. The wind had picked up since he arrived, bringing a cold bite with it. He turned his collar up and tucked his head into his chest.




  Forgive me, Father, for what I have done.




  He walked two more blocks, almost to the car, when an image of Donnie Amato appeared in his head.




  And for what I still have to do.




  




  CHAPTER 2
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  A BIG MISTAKE




  Four of Tony Sannullo’s men waited outside of Cataldi’s restaurant, alert for signs of trouble. A gold Lexus pulled up, and a big man dressed in a Brioni suit stepped out. Paulie “The Suit" Perlano straightened his blue silk tie, ran a comb through a full head of dark hair, then walked up to the guys gathered by the door.




  “Hey, Suit,” one of them called.




  “Hey, Paulie,” another said.




  “Anyone tell Tony yet?”




  Four heads shook at once. “You fuckin’ tell him,” one of them said.




  Paulie stood on his toes and peeked in the window. Tony “The Brain” Sannullo sat alone at a round table that seated six, his back against the wall. An espresso sat to the right of his crossword puzzle, and he chewed on the end of a ballpoint pen. Despite the advice he’d received all of his life, Tony was a creature of habit. On Friday mornings he took his espresso, along with breakfast, at Cataldi’s.




  Paulie shook his head then walked up three steps to go inside. “He’s not gonna like it.”




  Anna Cataldi greeted him. “Buongiorno, Paulie. Beautiful day, huh?”




  “That depends,” Paulie said, but then he laughed. He had an easy laugh, the kind that came from frequent use. “How you doin’, Anna? How’s that new baby?”




  “Good, Paulie. And your kids?”




  “Hey, Anna, kids are kids. They’re always good. Pains in the ass, but good.” As they walked toward the back, Paulie asked, “He in a good mood?”




  Anna raised her eyebrows and shrugged. “It’s February.”




  “Ah, shit.”




  “Yeah,” she said, and waved Paulie on.




  He headed toward Tony’s table, the rumbling in his gut a combination of hunger and nerves.




  Tony scratched in one of the final answers of his crossword as Paulie came to the table. “When are you gonna dress like the rest of us, Paulie? Nobody wears suits anymore.”




  Paulie fidgeted with his silverware while he stared at Tony’s crossword. “Still got a few to do, huh?” Nobody liked to interrupt Tony’s crosswords.




  “You got a seven-letter word for radiant or dazzlingly bright?”




  “Sure, Tony. It’s right on the tip of my tongue.”




  “Starts with an ‘f.’”




  “Yeah, I got one—fucking—as in fucking brilliant.”




  “That’s my buddy Paulie. I knew I could count on you.” Tony chewed on the end of his pen while the waiter brought another espresso for him and a new one for Paulie. “Fulgent. That’s the word I was looking for.”




  Paulie fidgeted more. Might as well spit it out. “Okay, Mr. Fulgent, if you can take your nose out of that puzzle for a minute, I got something to tell you.”




  “What?”




  “Nino Tortella got clipped last night.”




  “Shit.” Tony slapped the table. “How?”




  “Same as Renzo.”




  “You know what this means.”




  “Yeah, I know. There’s no way Nino didn’t talk. Might be a couple of guys smart enough not to talk, but not Nino.”




  “Anybody seen Donnie Amato?”




  Paulie sipped his espresso. “I called. Got no answer.”




  “Send a couple of guys to warn him.”




  “You know how hardheaded Donnie is. He thinks he can handle himself.”




  Tony slugged the last of his espresso. “Fat chance of that.” He tossed two twenties on the table. “I’ve got to call Tito. Catch up with me later.”




  Paulie narrowed his eyes. “You didn’t have anything to do with this, did you?”




  “You know who’s doing this.”




  “We shouldn’t have done it, Tony. It was wrong from the get go.”




  “Tell me about it,” Tony said, and headed for the door. Lot more people are gonna die now.




  




  CHAPTER 3
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  TIES TO THE PAST




  Detective Lou Mazzetti pulled to the curb and got out of the car, his creased Oxford loafers splashing slush onto frayed pant cuffs. He buttoned his coat, positioned his hat to cover a bald spot, then went up the walk toward the old brick house. The house was still in nice shape—most were in this neighborhood, a community of predominantly Italian and Irish, but with a good mix of Poles and a smattering of Jews. Lou nodded to a patrolman stationed at the door as he climbed the steps. Today he felt as tired as he was old.




  “How is it?” Lou asked.




  “Neighbors didn’t hear anything, but they didn’t get home till late.” The patrolman shook his head. “Looks the same as the first one.”




  Same as the first one. A disturbing thought, but as Lou examined the scene it proved to be true: dead male shot once in the head, once in the heart. And damn near every bone in his body broken. No shell casings, and he felt certain the crime scene unit would find hairs, blood, skin, and DNA from a wide assortment of people. Lou looked at the medical examiner, Kate Burns, a pretty girl with skin as pale and freckled as her Irish name suggested. “Anything?”




  Kate shook her head, wrapped up her kit and tucked it into a bag. “I’m sure we got his DNA, but it’s mixed in with the rest.”




  “Process it all.”




  “I’ll process it, but unless you get something more, it won’t do you a damn bit of good.”




  




  Detective Frankie Donovan stepped through the door and wiped slush from his Moreschi shoes using a monogrammed handkerchief. He unbuttoned his cashmere coat, hung it on a rack behind the door, then surveyed the crime scene with the hazel eyes he inherited from his father. Rumor was he got the Irish luck from his father, too, but that’s where the gifts stopped. The dark skin, bold nose, and brown hair came from his Sicilian mother, along with a birthmark on his neck, which his grandfather swore resembled a map of Sicily. It was a dark pigment, almost black, and it sat just below and left of a solid, square jaw that looked as if it might shatter. He’d had it hit enough times to know it wouldn’t.




  “I just ran into Kate. She said we got nothing.”




  “Hey, Frankie.” Lou walked over and gave him a slap on the back. “They told me you were coming. Anybody fill you in?”




  “The lieutenant gave me the basics. He said you’ve had three now.”




  Mazzetti nodded. “Three, yeah, but this might be the worst.”




  Frankie motioned for Lou to join him in the kitchen. “Lou, listen, I—”




  “Donovan, don’t worry. I knew the captain was gonna give the lead to someone. I’m glad it’s you.”




  “Thanks, Lou.”




  “Let me fill you in. First one was bad, like this. The guy makes them suffer. Kate says they’re dead before he shoots them.”




  Frankie listened as Lou went over the details, then he spent time walking around. He checked the body, looked at the mess on the floor, picked a few things off the dresser then headed toward the kitchen. “What’s this?” he asked, looking at an evidence bag on the counter.




  “Rat shit.”




  “You said there were no clues.”




  “I bagged it, didn’t I? But it’s no clue; it’s rat shit.” Mazzetti laughed. “You want more? We got cat hairs in the sink, but he doesn’t have a cat. There’s probably dog shit in the bedroom, or who knows, maybe in the fuckin’ freezer. But no dog. And we got enough DNA to represent half the criminals at Riker’s.” Mazzetti waved his hand in the air, as if to surrender. “It’s the same old shit. That’s why I got no leads after three killings.”




  “Guess we got too many clues,” Frankie said, and picked up a brown paper bag at the end of the counter. “What’s in here?”




  “Dead rat. Found it in the fridge. How’s that for a psycho? You think this guy ate them?”




  Rat shit and a dead rat. “Mazzetti, I want everything you’ve got on these murders. Every scrap of information. Every photo.”




  “I just told you. We got nothing.”




  “Get it ready for me.”




  “You know something?”




  Frankie remembered the time Nicky and Tony broke into Billy Flannagan’s house and stuck a rat in his fridge. “Maybe I do.”




  “Don’t you think you ought to share?”




  Frankie considered his answer carefully. Some things even partners didn’t share. “I’ll think on it.”




  “What the hell are you talking about? Is this how you work with a partner? I’d have been better off with Jumbo.”




  Frankie opened the door, turning to Lou before leaving. “I think somebody sent me a message. If I’m right, you don’t want to know.”




  




  Frankie pulled into a parking space and walked toward his apartment. Alex and Keisha, two of the kids from the building, were sitting on the stoop. He was in a hurry to get upstairs, but he always made time for these two. Alex was ten years old and, like a lot of young street kids, he was nothing but ribs and skin. Keisha was twelve and going through one of those slightly chunky phases that young girls hated. “What are my two favorite brats doing out in this cold?”




  Alex didn’t bother to look up. “Not everybody hates cold like you, FD.”




  “You know why we’re here,” Keisha said.




  Frankie sat next to them, shivering when his ass hit the concrete. He reached over and rubbed Alex’s head. “Your mom got company?”




  Alex’s chin rested on his hands. “Yeah.”




  “Besides that, how’s it going?”




  That drew a smile. “Not bad, FD, how ’bout you? Still catching bad guys?”




  “Not so much catching as looking for, but it keeps me busy.” Frankie put as much enthusiasm as he could muster in his voice. “I’ve got to get out of this cold. Why don’t you two come up? I’ll make dinner.”




  “I’ve tasted your cooking,” Alex said.




  “Guess it’s just me and my girlfriend.”




  Keisha straightened her skirt, grabbed hold of Frankie’s hand and walked inside.




  Alex followed. “I didn’t say I wasn’t coming. Your cooking’s bad, but it’s better than what I’ve got.”




  Frankie kept his smile as they walked up the stairs. What he wanted to do was bust Alex’s mother and haul her ass to jail. He would if he could figure a way to keep Alex out of child services.




  When they hit the second floor landing, Keisha’s mother poked her head out the door. “Keisha, time to eat, baby.”




  “We’re eating with FD.”




  She stepped into the hallway, hands on her hips and a stern look on her cocked head. “Girl, how many times have I got to tell you—Detective Donovan doesn’t need you and Alex keeping him from work. Lord knows we need some people arrested in this city. We could use some arrested right here in this building.” She gave Frankie a raised-eyebrow stare when she said that.




  Keisha protested, but her mother put a stop to it. “No arguing.” As she walked back into her apartment she turned. “Bring Alex if you want.”




  Alex sniffed the air then looked at Frankie. “FD, I’m taking a pass on your invite. You smell that pot roast? Gonna be way better than what you make.”




  “Don’t be surprised if I come down to eat with you guys,” Frankie said, and started up the steps toward his apartment. He was relieved to have the night free, but sad the kids weren’t joining him. Some people had soft spots for dogs or cats. For Frankie, it was kids. He couldn’t refuse a kid in trouble. Maybe because of his own troubled youth, or maybe he just thought he could make a difference.




  By the time he reached the top of the stairs, he had his tie off and his shirt unbuttoned, despite the chill of the stairway. He turned the key and pushed open the door, greeted by a vast emptiness. An empty house for an empty person. That’s what Mamma Rosa used to say. He shrugged, as if accepting the inevitable, made his way to the kitchen, opened a bottle of Chianti, then took a shower.




  When he came out, clad in shorts and a T-shirt, he poured a glass of wine and sat at his desk. Writing opened his mind and let him think differently. He thought about the day and the crime scene. Rat shit and a dead rat. The rat held special significance. To any other detective it would have been nothing, but to Frankie it said a lot. If someone from the old neighborhood was involved it reduced his suspect list from millions to a handful. At the top of that handful were two people—Tony Sannullo, crew boss for the Martelli crime family; and Niccolo Fusco, otherwise known as “Nicky the Rat.”




  He clicked the top of his rollerball pen, took a narrow-lined notebook from the drawer and started. Frankie used computers for almost everything, but he preferred to write the old-fashioned way, with a pen on paper. The pen felt comfortable in his hand. Even the nuns back in grade school told him he’d be a writer someday.




  Anyone with penmanship like yours will learn to write. That’s what Sister Mary Thomas told him. Maybe her inspiration kept him going when he wanted to quit. Frankie sipped the wine, put ink to paper and wrote:




  ‘This story started about thirty years ago, down by Philly. But that’s a long way off and a lot of years past. Even so, my memory is clear on this—how you ask—it’s easy for me. Tony, Nicky, and I were best friends. So how did Frankie Donovan, a Brooklyn Detective, and Tony Sannullo, a mob boss, and Nicky “The Rat” Fusco, come to be best friends?’




  Frankie set the pen down and leaned back in his chair. He didn’t feel right telling this story. Maybe that’s why he couldn’t get started. People say that the past holds the key to the future. Frankie didn’t know how much of that was true, but he knew someone from the old neighborhood was involved with these crimes. If he hoped to solve them he’d have to figure out where things went wrong. Frankie put his hands behind his head and kicked his feet up. If this is about the old neighborhood, then it’s really Nicky’s story. Maybe he should tell it.




  




  CHAPTER 4
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  WITH LIFE COMES DEATH




  Wilmington, Delaware. Summer—32 Years Ago




  My mother’s name was Maria Fusco. They say she struggled with her pregnancy, and that the first eight months felt more like eighteen. Morning sickness lasted four months, then headaches, back pain, stomach cramps—all the things she didn’t want, especially with her first child. Rosa Sannullo, her neighbor and best friend, said it was a sign, and not a good one. Trouble in the first few months meant the baby might get toothaches or gas pains. The second few months meant a troubled youth. But problems throughout the pregnancy usually meant a bad child, the sign of the devil at work. Rosa always blessed herself when she said this, and she always carried a cornicello—an amulet to ward off evil—to clamp onto the child the moment it was born.




  Rosa stayed with my mother the whole day, dabbing her head with a cool cloth when the fever came, spooning pastine in her mouth when it waned. “Eat, Maria.”




  “Not hungry,” she mumbled. “Where’s Dante?”




  “Dante’s still working. But listen to me. I’ve had four babies, tended to eight or ten more, and I’m about to have another. You need to eat for the baby. He needs strength.”




  Maria’s laugh was weak and forced. “You keep saying he. How do you know it’s not a girl?”




  Rosa scoffed. “A girl would never cause so much trouble. Girls wait until they are grown—then they cause trouble.” She raised her head toward heaven and sighed. “Dio santo. You don’t want to know the trouble they cause then.”




  Rosa scrubbed the pot she cooked the pastine soup in, then set it aside to dry while she finished the dishes. “Besides, you need to have a boy so he can play with my Antonio.” She rubbed her swollen belly and laughed.




  Maria shifted to her side, holding her stomach. “Maybe I should go in.”




  Rosa bent down, put her hand to Maria’s stomach. “Water hasn’t broken, but he is kicking hard. That’s a good sign.” She stood, thinking. “But if you have pain, maybe we should go in. I’ll get Dominic.”




  




  Rosa talked all the way to the hospital, and all the time holding Maria’s hand. “Betty McNulty asked about you. And that Snyder woman down on Chestnut Street.”




  Maria nodded. “She’s nice. How is her little girl doing? Didn’t she have trouble at birth?” Maria’s hands flew to her stomach. Her knees raised. “Rosa.” Her teeth ground together, forehead wrinkled. “Oh, God. It hurts.”




  Rosa patted Maria’s head while she squeezed her hand. “It will be all right. Hold on.” She leaned toward Dominic and whispered. “Sbrigati.”




  “I am hurrying, Rosa.” Dominic stepped on the gas, but every block Rosa yelled more. Half a mile later his tires screeched as he pulled into the hospital entrance. He jumped out, flung open the back door and pulled Maria out, carrying her in his arms.




  Rosa held the door open and shouted. “Get a doctor. This woman is having a baby. And she’s bleeding.”




  An attendant met them in the hall with a wheelchair. He helped Maria out of Dominic’s arms, then rushed her toward the operating room. Rosa grabbed hold of a doctor talking to a nurse. “Dottore, get in there with Maria. That woman is having a baby. Sanguina. She’s bleeding.”




  They waited five or ten minutes before Rosa remembered no one had told Dante, Maria’s husband of ten years. It was difficult to tell at times which one loved the other more. He doted on her and she waited on him as if it were her only job in life. “God help me, Dominic, we didn’t tell Dante.”




  “Calm down, Rosa. Do you know where he is working?”




  “Some job…” She scratched her head. “By the waterfront. Down on Front Street.”




  Dominic nodded. “I know the one.”




  Within half an hour, Dominic returned with Dante, his face etched with worry. He rushed over and hugged Rosa.




  “How is she?”




  “She was in a lot of pain.”




  For more than an hour they sat, and paced, and worried. As Rosa prayed on her rosary beads, Dante got up for the third time. Paced more. Wrung dry hands. “What could be wrong?” His brow was a wrinkled mess.




  “Please sit,” Rosa said. “Worry wears the heart raw.”




  Dante came back to the sofa and sat. “We cannot lose that baby. It’s all Maria has lived for.”




  Rosa looked into his eyes and held his face. Dante Fusco was a stonemason, a strong man. But even more, he was a respected man. She hugged him again then waved to her husband to leave them alone. “It will be all right, Dante. Try not to worry.”




  Minutes later a doctor came through the double doors of the waiting room. He looked around as he took the green mask off his face. “Mr. Fusco?”




  Dante jumped up and ran to him. “I am Dante Fusco. How is Maria?”




  The silence seemed to last a year. As the doctor reached for Dante’s hands, Rosa was up and running to him.




  “I’m sorry, Mr. Fusco,” the doctor said. “We couldn’t save her.”




  Dante heard the words and knew their meaning, but he could not accept them. Something twisted inside of him. Snapped. Broke. He stared at the doctor. No tears. “And the baby?”




  “You have a healthy boy.”




  Dante nodded, then turned and walked away. Walked past Rosa, waiting to console him. Then past Dominic, returning with coffee. He walked out the door and all the way home, never stopping for anything, thinking about nothing but Maria. About the life they would never have together.




  




  Three days later Rosa went with Dante to get the baby. Dominic drove.




  “Dante, a baby cannot go unnamed for so long. If it does it will lose its soul.”




  “Once I get him home I will find a name.”




  “I always liked Gianni,” Rosa said. “Or Vittorio.”




  “I will think on it, Rosa.”




  Rosa blessed herself. “Think all you need to—just give him a name before Satan does.”




  As they neared home, Rosa reached over and blessed the baby. She had already put the cornicello around his neck. “He should be breastfed. Two blocks over, the Snyder woman’s neighbor just had a baby. She could feed him. And that Irish girl on Maryland Avenue—Camille, I think her name is—her baby is only three months old. She should have plenty of milk. Those Irish always have good milk.”




  Rosa leaned back, rubbing her own enlarged stomach. “This little one is kicking. I think he wants to come out and play.”




  “How do you know it is a boy?”




  “Because she’s a witch,” Dominic said, from the driver’s seat.




  Rosa brushed her hands in the air. “Because I already have four boys, and I have the same feeling I had with them. I must have done something very wrong for God to punish me like this.” She blessed herself when she said it. “Dio Santo. He kicked again. We might not need that Irish girl. It looks as if Antonio will here before the doctor thinks.”




  Dante patted her arm. “You’re a good woman, Rosa. Thank you for your help.” He leaned forward then said, “And thank you, Dominic. I appreciate all that you and Rosa have done.”




  “Don’t forget what I said about breastfeeding. He already looks skinny.”




  Dante sighed. “Rosa, I know how you feel, but babies do fine with formula.” He kept a firm, yet soft, grip on the baby, wrapped in a blanket Rosa knitted. He looked at its twisted features, pinkish face, curled feet. Not a good trade for Maria. Not a good trade at all.




  




  My father didn’t give me a name until I was five days old. Rosa warned him not to wait, said Satan might claim me.




  Niccolo Conte Fusco—that’s the name he gave me. I guess it’s questionable whether he did it in time. Some, like Rosa, swear he did; others…well, others might say he waited too long. Far too long.
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  COPPERS




  Wilmington—26 Years Ago




  I woke up happy on my sixth birthday. August first was the day I was born, but Mamma Rosa made me celebrate two birthdays—the day I was born, and the day Pops named me, just in case the saints mixed them up.




  School was more than a month away so we had plenty of time to do things. Plenty of time to get into trouble, my father said. He was mostly right. Tony, Frankie, and I ran that neighborhood, at least in our minds. We were six, going on eight, and wishing we were ten.




  Smoking cigarettes was old hat by now. It was one of the things we lived for. Anytime we were far enough away from home or the prying eyes of a neighbor, there were smokes dangling from the left side of our mouths. Had to be the left side too. I don’t know where that came from, but somebody we saw and admired must have done it that way.




  I was still lying lazily in bed when the front door opened. I heard feet pounding up the stairs.




  “Get your butt up, Nicky.” Tony came in, followed by Frankie.




  Frankie’s real name was Mario, named after his mother’s father, but he didn’t like the way Mario sounded with Donovan so he went by his middle name. If we wanted to piss him off, we called him Francis. Worked every time.




  “Christ’s sake, half the day’s gone,” Tony said. “Let’s go.”




  I jumped out of bed, started dressing. “What’s the rush?”




  “You guys are gonna help with cleaning.”




  “You prick.” Frankie said, and wrestled him to the bed.




  We all laughed, then ran up the hill toward Tony’s house. The hill we lived on was steep, not San Francisco steep, but the kind of hill that was great for stick-boat races in the gutters after a summer rain, or for catching rides on the bumpers of cars when it snowed. Anyway, we were kids and running up hills was fun.




  “This better not take too long,” Frankie said.




  “We’ll be done in no time.” When Tony opened the front door, the sweet smell of garlic hit me. I was hungry before the storm door banged shut.




  “Good morning, Mamma Rosa.”




  “What are you boys up to?” She shut off the upright vacuum and pulled a dust cloth from a pocket on her old plaid dress to wipe the end table.




  “We’re helping Tony clean,” I said. A few steps later we were across the living room and into the dining room.




  “Coffee is in the pot, Nicky. And taste my sauce. Tell me what you think.”




  Mamma Rosa called it “sauce” like the Americans did. Many of the immigrants called it “gravy” or “ragu” and got insulted if you said sauce. It was one of the few American customs Mamma Rosa adopted early on, and nothing was more important to her than her sauce.




  “I’ll taste it in a minute, Mamma.” Coffee was always brewing at Mamma Rosa’s house, and something was usually cooking. I thought it was the way all houses smelled—that wonderful aroma of coffee, and garlic, and red sauce. I poured a half cup of coffee and dipped my finger in the sauce. “Perfetto, Mamma.”




  Mamma Rosa stopped cleaning to tend her spaghetti sauce. Every now and then, she wandered over to taste it, frowned, then added a pinch of garlic or a sprinkle of cheese. No matter how many times the recipe was tweaked, it seemed to need a pinch of something to make it perfetto.




  “Nicky, taste this again.”




  She hummed one of her favorite old Italian songs as she cooked. I never knew the names of them, doubted she did either, but they sounded good. I dipped my finger in and tasted the sauce. “Perfetto,” I said, and gave her a big hug.




  Mamma Rosa treated me the same as her own kids. I remember her saying that raising me and Tony together was a blessing. To her, everything was either a blessing or a curse, and she embraced both with appropriate passion.




  “It’s for your birthday. Not today, the other one.” She leaned against the stove and laughed. The way her belly shook made me smile. “Aren’t you glad I gave you two birthdays?”




  “Sure am, Mamma Rosa. That’s one extra time I get your meatballs.”




  Tony raced down the steps into the kitchen. “Ciao, Mamma. We’re done.”




  “Where are you boys off to?”




  “Try to find some work. Maybe stack boxes at the grocery store,” Tony called over his shoulder.




  “Don’t spend all you earn.”




  “We won’t,” Tony said.




  We headed out the front door, down three worn concrete steps and across the yard, the smell of fresh-cut grass tickling my nose. Six more steps took us to the sidewalk.




  Frankie acted nervous before we hit the next street. “I’m almost out of cigs.”




  “Need to get some money,” Tony said.




  I checked my pack. “I got two.”




  “One,” said Frankie.




  I gave both of them a hard glare. “I’m not stealing any.”




  “Let’s go to Johnny’s and carry bags,” Tony said.




  Frankie took a long drag on his last cigarette. “Nobody’s gonna pay us to carry bags.”




  “Up those hills they will. Find us a couple of sweet old ladies, and bam—we got some bucks.”




  We walked ten blocks to Johnny’s Meat Market, inconveniently situated halfway down one steep hill and at the bottom of another, ensuring that most everyone had to carry their groceries up a hill. For two hours we asked people if we could carry their grocery bags, hoping to earn tips. By mid-morning we earned enough for a pack of cigs, but only one.




  “Screw this,” Frankie said. “Go get some, Nicky.”




  The cigarettes were in racks above the checkout counters, too high for any of us to reach. “I’m not doing it.”




  “I’ll do it,” Frankie said. “Get in position and make it something good.”




  Tony and I went in and moved to the right while Frankie pretended to look at comic books. Tony bumped into a metal rack of canned beans. When the cashier came to help, Frankie jumped onto the counter and grabbed packs as fast as he could.




  All of a sudden a customer yelled, “Hey, kid, get the hell off there.”




  Frankie leapt off the counter and dodged a stack of magazines, but ran into the arms of Johnny, owner of the meat market. Frankie scrambled to get away, but Johnny had “butcher hands,” as we called them; there was no way Frankie was breaking his grip.




  Frankie’s old man would kill him if he got caught, so instead of running, I rammed into Johnny’s side, breaking his hold on Frankie. We ran for the door but Johnny caught me, holding me like a vise.




  




  I sat in the chair at the cop station, scared shitless. Two cops had been grilling me for an hour. It was a hot, sticky day, and they had the windows closed, probably on purpose.




  The tall cop, Moynihan, handed me a bottle of Coke. “Remember your name yet, kid?”




  “I gotta pee.”




  “Not until you tell us your name.”




  “And who you were with,” the other cop said.




  “Already told you. Wasn’t with anyone.”




  The second cop, a young black guy, leaned down to look me in the eye. “Johnny said two other boys were with you, and one of them stole cigarettes. A customer said the same thing.” He smiled. “Nobody will get in trouble if you tell us what happened.”




  “Two other dagos,” Moynihan said.




  I looked up at his Irish-whiskey face and nose. “I know the kids you mean. I don’t know their names, but I think they were dirty micks.”




  Moynihan reared back to smack me but his partner shook his head. He stepped in close and whispered, “Johnny said they were dark-haired and looked Italian. The one who stole the cigarettes had a birthmark on his neck.”




  I stared at the black cop. “No offense to you, sir, but they must’ve been black Irish.” I turned to Moynihan after I said it. “I really gotta pee, bad.”




  Moynihan sneered at me. “As soon as you tell us who you were with.” He laughed as he left the room.




  I waited, then waited some more. I had to piss so bad it hurt. I stuck my hand down my pants and held my dick, squeezing it to stop from peeing. It helped at first, but soon got worse. I thought about telling them my name, but knew it would hurt Rosa. Besides, I couldn’t get Tony and Frankie in trouble.




  Twenty minutes later they returned. Moynihan wore an are-you-ready-to-talk-kid smile. I gave him a screw-you smile in return. “Bring me any Coke?”




  Moynihan looked around the room, checked under the table, then looked in the trash can where I’d pissed. “You little fuck.” He stretched across the table and slapped me, knocking me from the chair.




  His partner grabbed him, but he shook it off. “Tommy, leave it alone.”




  Moynihan yanked me up with one hand and slapped me again. “Little bastard.” He slammed me into the chair and shoved it into the table, squishing my gut. “You’ll tell us who you were with before you leave here, or I swear—”




  By then I was crying, nose bleeding.




  “That’s enough. I’m through with it,” the partner said.




  The door to the interrogation room opened.




  “Pops.” I pushed the chair back and ran, jumping into his arms.




  My pops was a short, muscular man with a hooked nose and dark complexion. When he was angry he got a terrible, scary look in his eyes. He hugged me then set me down. He cleaned the trickle of blood from my lip, wiped my nose with a handkerchief from his back pocket then folded it and put it away. Moynihan turned his head when Pops glared at him. It was that day I realized how frightening Pops’ eyes were.




  “Who are you?” the partner asked Pops.




  Pops picked me up and headed for the door. As we were leaving I heard Moynihan whisper, “You know who that was?”




  “No idea.”




  “Dante Fusco.”




  “Oh, shit.”




  “Yeah.”




  I didn’t know why that scared them, and I didn’t care. I was glad to be going home.
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  CONFESSION




  Wilmington—25 Years Ago




  It was the summer before second grade, and we were worried about something that wouldn’t happen until springtime—confession. It loomed larger than the shadows and noises that followed us when we took shortcuts through the woods at night. None of us said we’d tell the truth, but nobody was brave enough to say they’d lie to a priest either. In the absence of a solution, we didn’t talk about it.




  During the last week of August, we made lots of trips to the smoke shop. This was where the important people in the neighborhood went. The guys who dressed nice, drove Caddies, and laughed as if the world were a great ball of fun. The smoke shop was full of colorful characters: Mikey the Face, Patsy the Whale, Tommy Tucks, Charlie Knuckles, Nicky the Nose, Paulie Shoes, and a host of others. It was run by Doggs Caputo, a tough little bastard who never smiled and always sported a five-o’clock beard. Doggs also had a thing about nicknames—everybody had to have one. If he gave you one, it normally stuck.




  On Thursday, the week before school started, Tony and I went to buy cigarettes. While we waited, Doggs came out. He shoved the frames of Coke-bottle glasses through wiry hair that should have been cut a month ago. Should have been combed, too. “What are you kids doing here?”




  “Just hanging out,” Tony said.




  “What’s your name?”




  “Tony—”




  I kicked him before he got out the rest.




  He finished the sentence with, “Nothin’.”




  I stared at Doggs. “What difference does it make?”




  Doggs swaggered over, flipped his cigarette at my head. I ducked, glared at him.




  “So, we got Tony fuckin’ Nothin’ and Mr. fuckin’ Nobody, huh?”




  At times it seemed as if every word out of Doggs’ mouth was an “f.” And he was clever in how he used the word; he used it as a verb, a noun, an adjective, even tacked on some letters and managed to use it as an adverb. When he got really pissed, he strung them together in the same sentence. He stared at Tony and me, lit another cigarette, then laughed. It was such an unusual occurrence that the Whale rushed outside.




  “What’s goin’ on?” Patsy’s voice rolled down the street, rumbling like a bowling ball down a lane. Whenever he talked I expected to hear pins shatter at the end of the sentence.




  “Go back inside,” Doggs said. “I’m having a conversation with my new friends.” He tousled the hair on both our heads and started to walk away, then turned back, staring at me, then Tony. “What the fuck, you two brothers?”




  “Just friends, why?”




  “You look like brothers.”




  “Yeah, we hear that all the time,” Tony said.




  Doggs squinted as he looked at me. “You the kid Moynihan couldn’t bust at the station?” He bent down, looked closer. “Look at me, kid.” When he stood again, his head was bobbing. “Yeah, I thought so. You’re Dante’s boy all right. Got those same fuckin’ eyes.” He opened the door to the shop. “Patsy, get a couple packs of Winstons. One for Tony Nothin’ and one for Nicky the Rat.” He turned back to look at me. “It is Nicky, isn’t it?”




  “I ain’t no rat.”




  “That’s right, boy. And that’s why you’re getting the name. Not many kids your age keep their mouth shut. Got good blood, though. Guess I’m not surprised.” He grabbed the cigarettes from Patsy, tossed a pack to each of us. “See me next summer. Maybe I’ll put you to work.”




  “We can do it now,” I said.




  “You’ll do it when I say, Rat. Now get out of here before I take back those cigarettes.”




  “Thanks, Doggs,” Tony said.




  “Yeah, thanks,” I said.




  As we walked home, I wondered what Doggs meant by “good blood,” but Tony distracted me.




  “The Rat,” Tony said.




  “Sounds like a goddamn squealer.”




  “Bullshit. Everybody’s gonna know. Christ’s sake, you got the name from Doggs.” We walked about half a block before Tony spoke again. “Besides, it’s like Johnny Viola, you know how they call him Johnny Handsome.”




  “Yeah, guess so,” I said, and whistled. “He sure is an ugly fucker.”




  “Ugly as a goddamn peach seed.”




  We both laughed as we walked the rest of the way home. “Johnny Handsome,” I said, and smiled.




  




  September came far too fast, and with it the first day of school at St. Elizabeth’s. We walked the corridors along with hundreds of other kids, looking for our classes and wondering who our teacher would be. There were only two options: Sister Mary Leona or Sister Mary Thomas.




  Sister Leona was ancient—jowls like a bloodhound and eyes so squinty it was hard to tell if they were open or closed. Frankie said she taught his grandfather. Judging by what we saw, I didn’t doubt it. Of course, an old teacher had its benefits: worse hearing, worse eyesight, couldn’t hit you as hard.




  On the other hand, Sister Mary Thomas was the meanest, nastiest, most horrible person God ever put on this earth. She was also the nicest, kindest, sweetest, and most caring person God ever put on this earth. Which side you got depended on who you talked to and on what day, or even what time of day. She stood a few inches above five feet, but when she walked the corridors with her fiberglass yardstick or her pointer, she was a giant. Some kids said the yardstick twitched as she walked, looking for someone to hit. And she was as quick as a cobra when she struck. If you found her singling you out, you’d better hope your ass was padded because there was a good chance you were getting whacked. One kid, Jimmy Borelli, got hit so often he brought a pillow to school so he had something soft to sit on.




  I walked down the hall, careful not to attract attention. When I saw Sister Mary Thomas I turned my head.




  “Niccolo Fusco.”




  The words echoed off the walls. Her voice demanded a response. Ignoring a call from Sister Thomas was like ignoring a call from God.




  “Yes, Sister?” I said, framing a smile.




  She waved her pointer. “I was fortunate enough to get you in my class this year. Room 118. Class starts at 7:50.”




  “Yes, Sister.” I gave her my I’m-so-lucky smile, but inside, I cried.




  “Shit,” I whispered. “I got the witch.”




  Before Frankie or Tony could answer, another command came from behind us. “Oh, and you, Mr. Sannullo, and Mr. Donovan. You were fortunate enough to get the witch too.”




  Tony gulped. Frankie’s eyes almost bugged out of his head. And I damn near fell down.




  “Yes, Sister,” Tony said. “We’ll be there at 7:50 sharp.”




  Sister Thomas wore a smile, but her voice carried a threat. “You do that.”




  As she walked away, we looked at each other with raised eyebrows. We’d heard about nuns having eyes in the back of their heads, but did they have some kind of God-enhanced hearing, too?




  




  The year flew by, and before spring arrived, Tony earned his nickname. “The Brain” he became known as, and for good reason. There wasn’t a math problem or question asked in any class that he didn’t get right.




  The First Communion celebration was near the end of second grade. Prior to that, all kids did their first confession—it was the day we’d dreaded since last summer. The nuns taught us how the priest was God’s representative on earth, and how he couldn’t tell anyone what was said in the confessional.




  “So it’s all right to tell your sins to him,” the nuns told us. “No one will know.”




  On Saturday afternoon we met at the church. I got put in Father Dimitri’s line, tenth from the front. I felt sorry for the first one to go. Must have been scary. My stomach churned as I stepped inside, closed the curtains and knelt. It was dark in there, and the infamous “divider” separated me from Father Dimitri, but I recognized him. That made me think he could recognize me too. I didn’t like that, but it was too late to ditch out, so I took a deep breath and repeated the ritual. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. This is my first confession.”




  Father Dimitri mumbled some nonsense in Latin, made the sign of the cross, then told me to confess my sins. Twice I almost started, but then I said, “Father, I’ve done a lot, but I don’t think I can tell you.”




  “It is all right to be afraid, my son. This is just between you and me. No one else will know but God.”




  “See, now you’re already bringing somebody else in on it,” I said, getting ready to stand. “I think I’ll just keep it to myself.”




  “If you do not confess, I cannot absolve you of your sins. You will not be able to receive First Communion.”




  I was in a jam. If I didn’t get First Communion, everyone would know something terrible was wrong. What would Pops say? What would Mamma Rosa say?




  “Listen, Father, I’ll make a deal with you. I’ll tell God what I’ve done, and He can absorb me, or absolve me, or whatever it is He does. That way, it’ll be between me and God. I know He ain’t telling nobody.”




  A long sigh followed. “But you have to do penance, and I have to administer that based on your sins.”




  Shit. Another problem.




  “How much for someone who’s been really bad? I mean, I didn’t kill anybody or anything.”




  “I cannot—”




  “How about I do a rosary? That should cover it. Jimmy Borelli was in here before me, and I saw how fast he finished his prayers. You couldn’t have given him much.” I laughed, but in a low voice, then whispered, “I know what Jimmy Borelli has done, Father. If he finished with a few Hail Mary’s, a rosary from me is plenty. Trust me.”




  A pause followed. I thought I heard Father Dimitri laugh. Finally, he said, “All right, my son. Say a complete rosary, and may the Lord go with you.”




  As I walked out, I realized he hadn’t actually said my sins were forgiven. Now what could I do? I couldn’t go back in there. Sister Mary Thomas stood at the front of the church, making sure all the kids were in line and well-behaved. I walked up and got her attention.




  “Sister, suppose for some reason a kid has sins and can’t get to a priest. Suppose he says his sins to God instead. Will that work? Does it have to go through a priest?”




  Sister Mary Thomas rubbed my head and put on her friendly smile. “If this…child was sorry for his sins and told God, I’m sure it would be all right.”




  “So if another kid maybe forgets a few sins while he’s in the confessional, but remembers them later and tells God about them, he can maybe just say a few extra prayers to make up for it?”




  She stopped rubbing my head and looked down. Her face had that almost-mean look to it. “This…kid…better be really sorry. And he better remember all of his sins the next time. But I’m sure God would forgive this kid.” She whacked me lightly on the butt with her ever-present pointer. “Go say your penance.”




  I smiled as I sat in the pew, saying the rosary. Sister Mary Thomas had just made my day brighter. It was almost summer, and now I had a clean soul. That left a lot of room for fun. I got to thinking about religion and how it worked. Decided the Catholics had it right. The Jewish kid on Third Street didn’t get his sins forgiven like this. If he did something wrong he had to live with it, or go talk to the person, or settle it all up when he died. I wasn’t sure how it worked for him, but it wasn’t like this.




  Nah, the Catholics have it down pat. Do something bad, tell God about it, then start all over. I liked that.
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  INVESTIGATION




  Brooklyn—Current Day




  Frankie finished his wine, sat back in the chair and relaxed. He thought about what Nicky used to say about confession. Do something bad, tell God about it, then start all over. That defined Nicky’s whole life. He was the one who bought into that confession bullshit, but he would do it himself, with God. And it was always on a Saturday, as if it were a magical day for confessing.




  Frankie wanted to sleep but couldn’t get that dead rat off his mind. He headed to his desk, spread the files, and sorted them by date. Renzo was killed nearly two months ago. The second murder, Devin, followed three weeks later and had as many differences as it did similarities. Devin was Irish, not Italian. Lived in an apartment, not a house. And most puzzling of all, he wasn’t tortured, just shot—once in the head, once in the heart. But the preponderance of evidence at the scene was the same. Frankie felt certain both murders were mob-related. It was a shame that people thought that way, but if two guys named Tortella and Ciccarelli got shot in Brooklyn, people assumed they were connected even if they were wearing priests’ collars and carrying chalices.




  Whoever did this had powerful motivation. Frankie just had to figure out why. Why kill a person like this? Why make them suffer? Why shoot them after they are already dead? Why shoot them in the head and heart?




  A new thought occurred. Based on Mazzetti’s statement, Frankie had assumed they were already dead, but he needed confirmation. Frankie scrolled through his contact file until he found the listing for Kate Burns. He dialed her number, recalling the days when she was on his speed-dial list, back when he thought he might finally have a relationship that would last. At least they still got along.




  The phone rang a few times before she picked up.




  “Hello.”




  “Kate, it’s Frankie.”




  “And I mistook you for the shy type.”




  “I need to know if these guys were already dead when he shot them.”




  A pause followed. “You mean Mazzetti’s murders?”




  “Yeah, there were three.”




  “I know how many there were, but the first two weren’t the same. The second guy was just shot. But the first one…”




  “Renzo,” Frankie said.




  “Thanks, the names are always a blur to me. I remember wounds.”




  “That’s what makes you so attractive, Doctor.”




  “Screw you,” Kate said. “Anyway, the first guy, Renzo, he got it bad. He was definitely dead before he was shot.”




  “And Nino?”




  “I haven’t confirmed it, but I’d bet on it.”




  “Thanks. Sorry I bothered you at night.”




  “Before you go, I thought you’d like to know that the actual murder weapon was a Louisville Slugger. I’m guessing we’ll find the same with Nino.”




  “Yeah, me too. Thanks again.”




  “Goodnight, Detective Donovan.” She cooed the title.




  “I love you, too,” he said, and hung up. He regretted saying that to her—didn’t want to make her think… Nah, she won’t.




  As he went through Tommy Devin’s file, he saw something in the inventory that stopped him cold—thirty-two packs of Winstons.




  Thirty-two packs. Another link to the past.




  If he assumed the murderer was Nicky or Tony, that still left a big question—how did they know the victims? To figure that out, Frankie had to know the victims. After picking up his favorite fine-point marker, he started making a chart. “Who are you, Nino? And what did you do to piss someone off so bad?”




  There was no doubt that someone was sending Frankie a message, but were they warning him off, or giving him clues? Was this really tied to the old neighborhood, or was he reading too much into it? Maybe the guy bought four cartons and happened to have thirty-two packs left.




  Frankie pulled a cigarette from a pack on the table. He lit it and sucked hard on that first drag. A memory brought laughter along with the smoke, damn near choking him. Nicky hated it when Frankie strained the cigarette. But that was back when cigs were important. Hell, back then they were everything.
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  THE OATH




  Wilmington—21 Years Ago




  My eleventh birthday was the best of my life. Pops took off from work and invited Tony and Frankie to see the Phillies play. We smoked a whole pack of cigarettes before noon, knowing we’d be dry the rest of the day. An hour later we piled into the car with Pops. It was August-hot, but despite that, and the fact that our team didn’t win, we had a great time. Not only did we get to go to the ball game, but we celebrated my birthday dinner the next night at Tony’s house. Mamma Rosa made my favorite meal of meatballs and spaghetti. Nothing fancy, just the most delicious damn meatballs in the world and homemade pasta. When I thought I’d died from pleasure, Rosa brought out a plate of sfogliatelle—shell-shaped pastries stuffed with ricotta cheese. The sfogliatelle took this from the best meal to one made in heaven. I stuffed until my stomach hurt. It was a great way to kick off August.




  I was no longer just Nicky; I was “Nicky the Rat.” The name Doggs gave me stuck, much to my dismay. Names were like that; they either stuck, or they didn’t. Frankie was hanging out more at Tony’s house, swearing he couldn’t stand to be in the same block with his father. He never told us about the beatings, but we saw the marks on his back when we went swimming. We spent most nights in Tony’s basement playing pool. The table was nice, but the basement floor wasn’t level, front and back sloping toward a drain in the middle. And the steps were always in the way, forcing the use of a short cue that made us feel like dwarfs.




  Tony was kicking Frankie’s ass at nine-ball, winning all his cigarettes. While he did that, I played with a spider that lived in the rafter supports just above the old oil tank, a 250-gallon metal behemoth that sat in the corner, covered in soot and stinking like a factory. The other guys teased me about the spider, but they knew better than to kill it. She was mine.




  By early March we’d saved enough money to make a deal with old-man Burczinski to rent his garage down off Broom Street. There was a line of row-houses with a hill behind them and a string of detached garages below. Must have been thirty garages, all covered by a flat roof. We sealed the deal with Burczinski then collected junk furniture to put in our hangout.




  A few weeks later, a kid named Tommy McDermott joined our group. He was what we called “Black Irish.” He looked more Italian than Irish, but that’s where it stopped. Tommy thought beef stew was the best meal in the world. If it was, he was the luckiest guy in the world, because that’s what the McDermotts served five days a week. The other two days were pot luck, but no matter what, potatoes accompanied the meal.




  The McDermotts had nine kids: six boys and three girls, and the half that weren’t rail-thin were just plain skinny. Tommy’s dad was a fireman, probably because he couldn’t make it as a cop. There was an old joke in the neighborhood that held more truth than not—Mick kids grew up to be either priests or cops, and dagos grew up to be priests or gangsters. With a few exceptions, they weren’t far off.




  Tommy came into the group almost by accident. I was stealing cigarettes from Johnny’s store and, as I ran out, Johnny hot on my heels, I passed Tommy. I shot him a glare, as if to say, “Don’t you dare rat us out.”




  It took me ten blocks to ditch old Johnny. Probably because he got winded going up the steep part of the hill on Maryland Avenue. That son-of-a-bitch could run for an old fuck. After that, I took a roundabout way back to the hangout, careful when I entered in case the cops had gotten wind.




  Frankie let me in, a cigarette dangling from his mouth. “Where you been, Nicky?”




  “Nobody came?”




  “No, why?”




  “That McDermott kid saw me get the cigs. Johnny chased me for half a mile. Maybe more.” I looked around, peeked outside. “Thought the mick might have ratted us.”




  Frankie took a long drag. “If he didn’t give you up, maybe he’s all right.”




  “Yeah, we’ll see. If we go another week without a cop coming for us, I’ll be impressed.”




  A week went by, then another. Finally I admitted that McDermott didn’t rat us out. I waited for him one day after school. “Hey, mick. Come here.”




  Tommy McDermott looked at me with hard blue eyes, deep-water blue, like the color of the ocean. “You thought I’d rat you out?”




  “You know better.”




  “Fuck you, dago. I’m not scared of you. I just don’t rat.”




  I looked him over, stared him up and down. He was poised to fight. “All right. I’ll buy that.” I held out my hand. “You can hang with us if you want. But we got rules.”




  “If any of those rules involve fuckin’ my sister, stand in line. Everybody wants her, and she ain’t giving it out.”




  I laughed, then laughed harder. “Okay, you’ll fit right in. C’mon, I’ll introduce you to the other guys.”




  We walked to the garages, trading stories. I lit a smoke, handed one to Tommy, who bummed a light from me, then we slowly made our way down St. Elizabeth’s Street, across Broom Street and around to the garage. By the time we got there, the cigs were gone. I called in as we approached. “Yo, Frankie, comin’ in.”




  The door opened, and we ducked in. “This is Tommy McDermott. Tommy, this is Frankie Donovan. We’ll find him a nickname soon.”




  Tony flicked a cigarette butt at us from his perch on a worn old sofa.




  “Oh, yeah,” I said, “And the one with the shit-eating grin is Tony “The Brain” Sannullo. Hate to say it, but he’s the smartest guy I’ve ever seen.”




  Frankie passed cigs around. “Guess we need to give you a name, unless you’re okay with Mick.”




  “Name’s gotta fit, right. I am a mick.”




  I roared. “Told you you’d like this guy.”




  Frankie crashed on the sofa and pulled out the latest Playboy, compliments of Tony’s older brother. We drooled over it, discussed which girl had the biggest tits and the best ass, then smoked some more.
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