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I remembered the days when Tony and I were an inseparable item and everyone on the street knew it. Days of discovery and promise, when the excitement in Bensonhurst was as high as the girls’ teased hairdos. …

Chosen by USA Today as one of their “New Voices” of 2011, Suzanne Corso makes her unforgettable literary debut with

Brooklyn Story

“Corso gets the Brooklyn dialect pitch-perfect and keeps the pace brisk.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Wonderful. … You’re hooked from the first sentence.”

—Olympia Dukakis, Academy Award–winning actress

“Tragic yet triumphal … a must-read.”

—Lorraine Bracco, Academy Award–nominated actress

“This story explores the mind and heart of a young girl struggling for her identity in a soulless world. Heartbreaking and sensitively written. A very unusual coming-of-age story.”
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To the three women who made me who I am today:

My Grandma Rose
My Mother Judy
and The Blessed Mother


If you keep thinking “That man has abused me,” holding it as a much-cherished grievance, your anger will never be allayed.

If you can put down that fury-inducing thought, your anger will lessen. Fury will never end fury, it will just ricochet on and on.

Only putting it down will end such an abysmal state.

—Sunnata Vagga,

from The Pocket Buddha Reader, edited by Anne Bancroft (2001)
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June 1982

Some people lived in the real world and others lived in Brooklyn. My name is Samantha Bonti and of course I was one of the chosen. At age fifteen, I was seduced into a life that shattered my innocence, a life that tore at my convictions and my very soul, a life that brought me four years later to the sunlit steps of the courthouse in downtown Brooklyn.

Now, at age nineteen, I stood below the stone facade, watching strangers come and go with purposeful strides; I paused to contemplate how I got there. The dark events of my recent past replayed in my mind in an instant, while thoughts about my disadvantaged beginnings and a lifetime of struggle flooded my consciousness. It had been no small blessing of Providence, I knew, to be born without deformity, to be endowed with a fierce determination to make my own way in the world, and to be favored by His hand, which worked through others as I matured.

My mother, Joan, tried her best to give me a better life filled with possibility. But she was scarred by her own past, poisoned with cynicism and shackled by addiction and poor health. Mom was a striking woman on the outside and a frail one within. Her beauty was obvious from a distance, but up close one could see that her bottle-dyed, wavy auburn tresses covered deep lines in her face. A witty woman who had had the potential to be brilliant and used to be full of life and spunk, Mom had been beaten down by an abusive husband.

Vito Bonti was a Catholic immigrant from Italy and as hardheaded a Sicilian as there ever was. A Vietnam vet who owned a pizzeria, he did nothing for Mom and blamed her for his bitter disposition. After all, Mom was nothing more to him than a poor Jewish girl from Brooklyn and he never failed to remind her of that. Despite her willingness to forgo her own faith and take up his beliefs and his customs, he cheated on her with other women as often as he could steal away. When Joan and Vito were alone in their apartment, they argued long and loud enough for neighbors to hear. In a fit of rage one month before I was born, he threw a car jack at my mother’s pregnant belly. The hemorrhaging forced her into premature labor and she was rushed to the hospital. The doctors said if I was lucky enough to be born, I would most likely have severe brain damage from the impact of the blow, or, even worse, be a stillborn. Fate achieved, fear stepped aside, and I survived. Then Vito abandoned her. He never sent a penny for support and never came around. I saw him once by chance when I was six years old when Mom pointed him out in the neighborhood. He was a nice-looking man with long, black hair and a scruffy beard, who wore a brown shirt buttoned to the collar that had pink flowers on it. I ran to my father and hugged his legs tightly. He pulled away, and I never saw him again.

Maybe it was better that way, I thought. Mom had it tough enough as it was, living off Social Services and living with disease that visited her weakened body; she didn’t need more of Vito’s physical abuse on top of her hardships. Mom may have felt that having a daughter was one of them, but she never said that to me. And although there were moments when I knew she loved me—when she wouldn’t let me hang out in the streets with neighborhood kids and when she kept me away from boys—I only heard her say those words once. Instead, she criticized me at every turn and picked fights with me without any provocation on my part. She would never say I was pretty, but would prove it in other ways by sticking up for me which were flat-out embarrassing. Like walking into the bathroom in elementary school with gold spandex pants yelling at the other girls who were talking about my chipped tooth. My nickname was “Razor Tooth” until Mom saved up enough money to fix it two years later. Mom, of course, set them straight. They never said a word again to me until eighth grade.

Mom’s only comforts were cigarettes and going unconscious with drink, prescription meds, and the recreational drugs she used on occasion. Sniffing glue was what she did because it was cheap—alone, or with seedy friends or even my friends. Over time, illness drained her body and addiction poisoned her spirit. To her credit, Mom kept her worst habits and her demons from me as best she could and told me now and then that there was another way to live.

Grandma Ruth reinforced that message daily. She never made excuses for her daughter’s shortcomings and never missed an opportunity to take charge of my upbringing. The last straw was when Mom had come home with crabs that she contracted from some man she had been sleeping with for a supply of glue. After a long night in the emergency room, tossing all of our bedding and sleeping on just a cold mattress, Grandma had seen enough and moved in. She then quit her job when I was seven, after Mom and Grandma got robbed at knifepoint when we lived in the projects by Cozine Avenue in Brooklyn. They soon realized it was best to change locations, my mom opting for an Italian neighborhood. Grandma just wanted away from this place.

Grandma arose every morning to cook my breakfast and send me off to school, letting Mom get a little extra sleep. With a larger-than-life aura, this short, big-boned Jewish woman had sinewy, arthritic hands, rounded shoulders, and burning bunions on her tired feet. Grandma was a steadfast woman who remained true to her religious and social convictions, but her overbearing opinions came with a heart the size of an ocean. Her wisdom, which I had learned to depend upon, was such that she allowed me to make my own choices and make my own mistakes while she remained a constant source of encouragement as I strove to better myself. Grandma was the loudest, most opinionated silver-haired lady you could ever meet, and I loved her completely. Flawed as we three women were, we were family.

Others came into my life as I sought to escape from the Brooklyn that enveloped me and my contemporaries. Father Rinaldi preached to me as much with his serenity as with his measured words; without speaking, his countenance told me that an inner peace was real and attainable. His neighborhood church, Our Lady of Guadalupe, which I visited for the first time after months of seeing happy people leaving it as I walked home from school, was as constant a presence and as sturdy as my grandma, and was a haven from the confusing, turbulent, and sometimes harsh world I lived in. The church’s solace, mystery, and promise of knowledge that could help me lured me back on occasion. I never told Mom or Grandma about my stops there, or about the saintly priest who welcomed my infrequent visits and my inquiries, drew parallels between biblical parables and my ordeals, and offered an ear and guidance without any strings attached.

Mr. Wainright, my high school English teacher, looked with soft eyes upon my first, clumsy attempts at creative composition. He extracted and held out to me the kernels of aptitude buried within my clutching words and awkward phrasing as motivation to continue my efforts. He believed in my talent as one believes in God—with scant tangible proof.

I had met my best friend Janice Caputo on the bus to New Keiser High School when I was a freshman and she a senior, and although she was older, she had taken me under her wing. Janice told me later the reason she had done so was that I wasn’t like other girls and she liked that about me. It hadn’t mattered to her that I was poor and didn’t have the trendy clothes and accessories that everyone else seemed to have, and she sought no pleasure as other classmates did in making fun of me—sometimes to my face. Janice was a constant companion on my circuitous path to a life that was different from the Brooklyn one we knew, the one she accepted for herself but that I longed to leave behind. Corralled in the community of my ancestors, I longed to cross the Brooklyn Bridge into Manhattan and flee the destiny that was assumed for all in our outer borough. Janice’s generosity of spirit encompassed my writing passion even though she wouldn’t share the world it represented and the reduced closeness it portended. Janice soaked up every word I wrote and nudged me along as we endured the normal growing pains of adolescence and the additional slings and arrows endemic to a self-contained Italian community. Janice stood by me and suffered along with me as I was swallowed up by circumstances that threatened the attainment of my lifelong dream of becoming a writer.

That some people lived in the real world and others lived in Brooklyn was an understatement. Most of the others were content to stay there and be a member of the group that was appropriate to their station. Mobsters molded their women like Jell-O and controlled everything else in the neighborhood, from gambling, hijacking, robberies, drugs, and prostitution to social conduct. They even exerted a measure of influence over the local cops, who often looked the other way.

The wannabes—young and old—idolized the mobsters and sought to impress them with their willingness to reject the straight life and engage in anything illegal. Wannabes patterned their mannerisms and activity after the mobsters, orbited as close as possible to them, and celebrated those who were taken into the fold. And then there were the nerds. Young ones buried themselves in their textbooks and their hobbies, and had nothing to do with anyone. Older ones worked in honest, middle-class jobs and honored values that the mobsters and wannabes gave lip service to but disdained.

Less than a handful of people I knew intended to leave Brooklyn. But I always did, starting when I first learned from books and movies that there was a lot more than the narrow minds and narrow visions of those around me, to that very moment in front of the courthouse. I stood there, beneath the words “Justice” and “Equality” that were etched in the large stones of the facade, and I thought about how the Brooklyn Bridge had always represented freedom and the way to a new life for me. Don’t get me wrong, Brooklyn was a beautiful place for most, but to me it had become a past I had to flee.

That famous span, far from my family’s humble apartment, was foremost always in my thoughts. Its two massive towers and intricate web of steel cables were a combination of strength, tension, and balance, and the bridge stood as a symbol of how my own life should be fashioned. I needed to be strong, I needed to stretch myself, and I needed to counter-weight the life I was born into with the pull of what lay on the other side of the East River, in Manhattan.

I thought about the bridge’s origins. The vision of one man, John Roebling, was realized by his son more than ten years later and that meant a lot to me. Dreams could survive generations and come true. The bridge proved that, even if John and a score of others died during its construction. I felt the power of the bridge each time I gazed at it, and it inspired me to look beyond the confinement of my Bensonhurst neighborhood and the humiliation of poverty. I vowed to get past the stereotypes and the welfare checks, food stamps, waiting on line for a block of cheese, only to get there and find them to be gone. The secondhand clothes, and dinners of toast or, on special occasions, Kraft macaroni and cheese.

I never lost the desire to construct my own bridge to my own future. I knew that wouldn’t be easy for a girl like me, just as building the Brooklyn Bridge had been fraught with hardship, peril, and sacrifice. And although others were there to help, I knew that in the end it would be up to me to endure the trials and setbacks, and to overcome each and every obstacle as the Roeblings had done. I found out just how hard building and crossing a bridge would be.

An Adonis named Tony Kroon, five years older than I, swept me off my feet when I was a teen. The moment I saw him, when I was starting my junior year of high school, I was captivated by his thick blond hair, stunning blue eyes, and defined jaw. I was flattered by his immediate interest in me and felt an immediate bond with him because his Dutch-Italian heritage mirrored my Italian-Jewish one. In our Bensonhurst neighborhood, being anything but pure Italian was a distinct shortcoming. People like us didn’t belong entirely to either culture and had to endure the prejudices of both. That was the subtext for me in my home, and for a wannabe like Tony, acceptance by his fledgling mob associates was a constant issue.

I empathized with Tony’s struggles and was smitten by his increasing attention to me. I overlooked his thinking only about himself, high living, and his standing among his contemporaries, the Brooklyn Boys. Like them, he forbade independent thinking in his chosen woman, so I kept my hopes and dreams from him. The wannabe boys of Brooklyn kept their “business” away from their girlfriends, who learned from the start not to ask imprudent questions. Tony lived in secrecy the way all his Italian contemporaries did, and treated me the way they treated their women: with minimal information, with impossible demands delivered over a clenched fist, and with clothes and jewelry that had fallen off trucks. I was supposed to remain quiet, feel honored to be on his arm whenever he wanted, and support the decisions he made for both of us, decisions that took me farther from the Brooklyn Bridge that I had been determined to cross.

It wasn’t as if no one had warned me. Grandma had told me more than once not to trust Tony. “Bubelah,” she would say, using the Yiddish term of affection for a child, “don’t go with that Catholic half-Italian piece of crap. He’s a real charmer, just like your father. He’ll steal your dreams. Find yourself a nice Jewish boy.” But I didn’t listen to her, nor to Father Rinaldi or Mr. Wainright, who tried to gently steer me away from what they also knew. I followed my heart instead of my head, and my heart told me I was in love.

I had powerful feelings for Tony then and I had powerful feelings for him as I climbed the stairs to the imposing courthouse. Locked in a holding cell beneath the court, Tony would still be thinking about himself, I knew, but his thoughts would be different this day. At the age of twenty-four, he faced a long stretch behind bars if the jury delivered a guilty verdict. He’d be cast into the monstrous world of hard-core criminals with their daily frustrations, rages, and lusts.

I pulled the handle of a heavy wood door and entered the building where Tony’s fate was to be decided and I would confront my past. The courthouse lobby, with its high ceiling, marble floors, and musky, stone interior reminded me of Father Rinaldi’s church. A different kind of praying took place here, I thought, and I took the elevator to the ninth floor. None of the souls who had risen silently in the lift with me had had any inkling of what I would face there or why I had to be there.

The tall, dark-stained courtroom door closed behind me without a sound. I squinted in the glaring fluorescent light of a large chamber with walls and a floor that matched its entry doors. The judge’s raised bench and the jury box were vacant. A low hum wafted through the sparsely filled room as lawyers huddled around massive desks beyond a wood railing and spectators milled about or sat whispering with tilted necks. The prosecutors looked upbeat. I slipped into a seat in the last row and felt as though I were on trial, too, for all of my lies and deceptions—to everyone, including myself—of recent years. I looked at the spectators up front who had played their parts in bringing me to that judgment day.

The Kroon family occupied the front row as if they were at a funeral. Pamela, Tony’s mother and aging wannabe bombshell with multishaded dyed blond hair, sat erect in a dark, tight-fitting designer pantsuit. Philip, his father, wore a short-sleeved cotton shirt and his head was bowed between his hunched, slight shoulders. Tony’s fourteen-year-old chubby sister, Katrina, bobbed in her seat as if she was enjoying the spectacle. Vin Priganti, known to everyone in Bensonhurst as “the Son” of local mob boss Tino Priganti, fidgeted in a chair behind the Kroons. Vin took occasional beatings from his father’s heavy fists along with the wads of cash he slipped into his son’s hand. Vin ran the crew to which Tony and his friends belonged. Richie Sparto, a crew member and Tony’s best friend, sat alone three rows farther back.

All of these people lived in the Brooklyn that stifled my dream. None had lifted a hand to help me. None cared if I made it across the bridge that stood a few blocks away from the courthouse. Truth be told, they probably preferred that I never tried or, even better, never thought to do so in the first place. In my own backyard, they were as far from me as the life on the other side of that bridge. They hadn’t seen me come into the courtroom, just as they had never seen who I was.

The door beyond the jury box opened. All eyes were on Tony’s stoic face as he was led by the bailiff to a chair at the defendant’s table, and he sat down without looking directly at anyone. Although his shoulders no longer stretched the silk material of his custom-tailored suit as they had when I first met him, I couldn’t help thinking that he was still much too good-looking for prison. But for a half-breed wannabe like Tony who honored omerta—the mafia code of silence—that was what he confronted as everyone looked on.

I sighed, and remembered the days when Tony and I were an inseparable item and everyone on the street knew it. Days of discovery and promise, when I had had those different feelings about everything and when the excitement in Bensonhurst was as high as the girls’ teased hairdos …
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August 1978

“C’mon, Sam,” Janice said as she reached down and took my hand. “Sorry I’m late.”

“That’s okay,” I said, rising from the stoop in front of the three-story apartment house where I lived on the top floor with my mother and grandmother. The building on Seventy-third Street was indistinguishable from the dozen others it was connected to on the long block, save for the fire escape that was affixed to the front of the structure instead of the rear and its arched entrance that reminded me of the stained-glass windows at Our Lady of Guadalupe and the Gothic towers of the Brooklyn Bridge.

Like most multifamily residences in Bensonhurst, mine had a postage stamp–sized patch of grass in front, surrounded by a low wrought-iron fence that was tended by the old people, who provided meticulous care. Together with them, I cherished those strips of green and the few narrow-trunk trees, struggling to rise amid the concrete that lived and breathed and changed with the seasons.

“It’s a beautiful day to be outside,” Janice said.

“That, and getting away from my mother.”

“Sumthin’ happen?”

“Just the usual.” I adjusted my red tube top and low-waist jeans and swept my long, raven hair behind my shoulders with my fingers. “Gave me a load of shit about my hair and what I’m wearin’,” I said. I glanced at the statue of the Blessed Mother that Mrs. Moretti, who lived on the first floor, had set upon the small lawn. Many neighbors and other Bensonhurst faithful did likewise with the icon of their choosing, and I always thought these icons watched over me when I walked by.

“Forget about it,” Janice said. “Let’s go have some fun.”

I always have fun with Janice, I thought as we headed toward Eighteenth Avenue and the bustling retail district in the heart of Bensonhurst. Janice and I went to all the new movies and visited the local pastry shops and pizzerias on a regular basis, where we were often served at no charge. I used to think it was because we were two young girls, but I came to understand that there was another reason for the way we were treated. Janice’s father, Rocco Caputo, owned Cue Ball, the pool hall above a row of stores on Eighteenth Avenue, and the bar downstairs named after him. Mr. Caputo was well respected in the community, particularly by those who mattered most—Italians connected with the mob. I never asked my friend for any details about her father’s connections, and she never offered.

Janice treated me as an equal even though she was three years older and in a different league than I was. She shopped all along the avenue at stores run by women who were connected to mobsters or dated one or wanted to date one. Janice’s boyfriend, Richie, bought her the kinds of things I could only stare at through display windows. She lived in a private corner residence far away from Eighteenth Avenue and the elevated subway line known as the N train on New Keiser Avenue. I loved going to her house and hanging out in her large bedroom with all its frilly appointments. I felt safer there than I did in my own home.

Janice and I seldom included other girlfriends in our gettogethers. We weren’t standoffish, but we felt most were petty, competitive, and jealous, and we preferred not to bother with them. On occasion, we did go to parties in nice homes or joined the groups who gathered at Outer Skates, the local rink, where macho Italian boys rented skates for the girls. Those times were enjoyable but they paled in comparison to those when Janice and I were alone together. We were at ease with each other, shared everything without reservation, and couldn’t be closer if we had been sisters.

“How do ya feel about summer bein’ almost over?” Janice asked as we walked.

“The sooner I get back to school, the sooner I’ll graduate,” I said.

“Can’t wait to get across that bridge, huh?”

“Nothing’s changed,” I said.

Janice turned toward me without breaking stride. “We’ll see about that.”

We made our way past the well-kept homes all along my quiet block. I couldn’t help thinking that very little had changed in the neighborhood across a few generations. Janice and I knew that, just like in the rest of Bensonhurst, most front doors would be unlocked and they and the windows that were open would remain that way at night. Italians in this neighborhood had nothing to fear because the local mobsters enforced their own code and thieves stayed out of the area. If they knew what was good for them, they plied their trade elsewhere.

Most residents had no direct involvement with the Mafia, but they knew about everything it did and subscribed on occasion to its services, especially gambling and hot merchandise at can’t-say-no prices. Residents benefited from the Mafia’s unofficial law and order and were grateful for it every day. It protected their families, which were everything to them, and protected their way of life of hard work and simple pleasures.

Janice and I reached Eighteenth Avenue and Randy Crawford’s “Street Life” played in my mind as we joined the throng strolling on the sidewalks:

You dress you walk you talk
You’re who you think you are

I knew who I was, I thought, and who I was going to be someday. Someone very different from the girl who had to walk past every store because she had no money and lowered her head with shame whenever she saw a proprietor because of a mother who was known for shoplifting and a dissolute life. I cringed as I recalled, as I often did in the retail district, the humiliation of being caught by Mr. Conti with a bottle of shampoo that my mother had forced me to slip into my schoolbag. After scowling at my mother, who was standing outside his store, Mr. Conti let me go. He had left it up to Father Rinaldi to chastise me, and my humiliation was soon revisited when the good priest mentioned my sin during our next impromptu chat in his church.

As Janice and I ambled along the crowded sidewalk, I touched the Blessed Mother pendant ever-present around my neck and thought some more about my mother. Mom never practiced her adopted Catholic faith, and never sent me for formal religious instruction, but she had given the pendant to me when I was six and always made references to Jesus and the importance of faith in Him, especially his Mother. She said even when she’s not around anymore, I will always have a mother. Whether she truly believed or was just rebelling against my Jewish grandmother, I took it to heart from that young age.

“Let’s grab a bite at Sally’s,” Janice said as she took my hand and led me across the avenue to the local coffee shop. A Greek establishment that was accepted in an Italian neighborhood because of its specialty, Sally’s offered fountain items and served the finest coffee, feta cheese salads, hummus with pita, and other Greek selections, and the best fried chicken sandwich for miles around.

We squeezed past diners exiting the narrow restaurant and headed for the row of booths beyond a line of stainless steel counter stools with red leather cushions where customers faced glass displays showcasing donuts, pies, and Greek pastries. Janice and I giggled as we always did when our heels clicked on the worn black and white ceramic tiles, and then we slipped into a booth across from each other on leather that matched the stools.

Janice grabbed two menus that were propped up by the condiments and handed one to me. “Order whatever you want,” she said as she started to scan the offerings that made my mouth water. “My treat.” Janice almost always paid the way no matter what we did, and she never made me feel embarrassed whenever she did so. But I always squirmed at such times.

“I have some money, Jan,” I said.

“No ya don’t,” she said. She was right, of course. Any time I had three dollars in my pocket—which wasn’t often—I felt rich.

“I will,” I replied, “as soon as I turn sixteen and get that job in the bookstore.”

“Then you’ll be saving for college,” Janice said, and looked up. “You can pick up the tab at those fancy places in Manhattan you’ll be taking me to when you’re a big shot.” There was never any doubt in her words when she referred to the dream that I had always shared with her.

“I’ll just have a Coke and some fries,” I said.

“Nonsense,” Janice said, and she opened my menu. “I’m starved, and I’m not goin’ to eat alone.” I knew that there would be no point arguing with my best friend once she had made up her mind. And what I really wanted, anyway, was some of Sally’s moussaka. “Besides,” Janice added, “we have a lot to talk about.”

“That guy you mentioned?”

“I had to check it out first with Richie. He’s okay with it and Tony’s available.”

I repeated the lie that had escaped my lips when Janice first hinted at an introduction a few weeks before. “I already told you I wasn’t interested.”

“Your mouth says no but your eyes and budding breasts say something else,” Janice said with a knowing grin. There was no point arguing with her about that, either. “But let’s order first. Then we’ll discuss your raging hormones and that Italian passion that’s just screamin’ to get out.”

After Grandma, Janice knew me best. Despite my yearning to leave Brooklyn, I had the other, insistent yearnings that any young girl had. And I knew I would have to live in Bensonhurst for some time before I was able to move on. The possibility of having a boyfriend excited me.

Janice placed our order with the waitress and then excused herself to go to the ladies’ room. She went as often to fuss with her makeup as she did to relieve herself and I never had a problem filling the time she was away with my own thoughts. When she left, my mother’s experiences when she was my age weighed upon me. Mom had been sexually active, had gotten pregnant several times, and had undergone abortions. But she had never confided in me about such things; Grandma did, when I was old enough and had to hear them—for my own good, Grandma always said.

“I don’t know,” I said to Janice when she returned. “Maybe I can’t handle a relationship on top of schoolwork and dealing with everything else at home.”

“Who’s kiddin’ who, Sam? You’re dyin’ for a boyfriend. Besides, ya need a love interest for that book you’re writin’.” Although I had had a couple of boyfriends, there hadn’t been anything serious and I hadn’t progressed much beyond kissing and holding hands. Anything more serious than that was confined to the imaginings of a fertile mind.

“That can wait,” I offered.

“Bullshit. I’ve read your journals.” Janice was the only person who had read everything I’d written. And she asked regularly if I had anything new to share with her. She never looked down upon my thoughts or my striving, and any criticism she offered was heartfelt. She was generous with sharing her own feelings and experiences and never resented when they informed my writing. Grandma was the tower of the bridge I needed on this side of the East River; Janice was the one closest to Manhattan.

“Okay, it’s your party,” I said as the waitress delivered our food. “I’m listening.”

“I swear, Sam,” Janice began, “Richie and his friends are so cool. Not like the nerds.” I didn’t think nerds were all that bad; their lives didn’t revolve around the goings-on in Bensonhurst. I kept that to myself as my best friend continued. “An’ lemme tell ya, Sam, Tony’s a real hunk!”

“There are a lot of hunks around,” I said.

“Not like him.”

“What if I don’t like him?”

“Oh, you’ll like ’im, all right. He’s the perfect guy for ya.”

“What makes you so sure?” I asked as we started to eat.

“Becuz ya have a lot in common with ’im.”

“I also have a lot of writing to do and places to go. I don’t know anyone around here who shares those.”

“I don’ mean that. Tony isn’t pure Italian. His family useta live in the neighborhood but they had a hard time fittin’ in,” Janice said.

“I know how the greaseballs are, but my family never felt we had to leave Bensonhurst.”

“It’s diff’rent for guys. Ya know, how they carry on about blood and loyalty and all. How a man has ta make a livin’.”

I thought about how mixed parentage was looked down upon where we lived. Prejudice about ethnicity and race was just beneath the surface for certain Italians who exposed it in ugly displays of their supposed superiority. A Black man walking in Bensonhurst was enough instigation for many of them to glower or give voice to their contempt. Such bigotry often came as a shock to the innocent, myself included. Giorgio at Davinci’s Pizza had taken a liking to me after I started going there when I was twelve. He used to give me slices and wanted his son to date me when we started high school. When they found out I was half Jewish, the freebies stopped and his son gave me the cold shoulder. Tony and I would have something to share right from the start, I thought, and that might be a good thing. “What else can you tell me about him?” I asked.

“The guy’s pretty exotic, Sam. I’d date him myself if I wasn’t so tight wid Richie. Just wait ’til ya see ’im.”

“What makes you think he’ll like me? I’m no Farrah Fawcett, you know.”

“Have you looked in the mirror lately?” Janice asked. “You’re a knockout, Sam. Your hair alone is enough to captivate him.”

For as long as I could remember, my hair that reached below my waist had always been my prized asset, which everyone knew. When Janice said that, I couldn’t help remembering when my mother, in a fit of anger, had cut my hair above my shoulders when I was nine and permed it, to teach me a lesson about who was in charge in her household. But after such battles, I often thought about how my mother had tried to show me love by bringing little things to me—notwithstanding how she had acquired them—and with her halting attempts with words, and her heavy-handed decisions meant to keep me from suffering a fate similar to hers. Janice wouldn’t be the only one I’d treat to some good times in Manhattan someday, I thought; I looked forward to improving Mom and Grandma’s lot at the first opportunity.

“What if Tony likes short hair?” I asked.

“I don’t know any Italians who do.”

“Maybe it’s the Dutch part,” I chuckled.

“Well, we’re gonna find out real soon what he likes.”

“I haven’t agreed to anything yet, Jan.”

“Look. I’ve arranged the perfect setup,” Janice said. “Everybody will be at the feast next week and we’ll bump into him there. If ya don’ like him we’ll just walk off together.”

“You sure Richie won’t mind not being with you?”

“Trust me, he won’t. He spends more time with Tony now than he does with me,” Janice said as the busboy cleared our plates. She looked toward the front counter. “Now we’re gonna have some coffee and baklava.”

“Since it’s your treat,” I kidded. Janice always went first class and I couldn’t wait to bite into the walnut puff pastry. All I got at home—and it was once in a blue moon—was prepackaged Entenmann’s from the Key Food supermarket. Grandma swore by that baker—“He’s a Jew,” she had said more than once.

“So how old is he?” I continued.

“Twenty. Same as Richie,” Janice said. I frowned. “That’s not old, Sam. My mom is ten years younger than my dad. They get along great. Besides, ya don’ care for guys your age, anyways.”

“Maybe I just haven’t found the right one.”

“Fine. In the meantime, what’s the harm with meetin’ Tony?”

I had already come to the same conclusion. “What does he do?”

“He’s in construction. Some union job.”

“There’s money in that,” I said.

“There’s money in a lotta things,” she said. I didn’t need to ask Janice what she meant by that. Italians had their fingers in numbers and other gambling activities, and in other vices that most thought were illegal only because the government said so. Whether or not people participated, vices were accepted. That was Bensonhurst.

But that wasn’t necessarily Tony, I thought. After all, he was half Dutch and maybe he just wasn’t involved. “I’ll check him out,” I said. “So long as I’m with you.”

“You won’t be sorry,” Janice said as the dessert arrived.

“With Tony or the baklava?” I cracked, and we both giggled.

“And when we’re done eatin’, I’m dyin’ to show you the heels I picked out at Sugar that Richie is going to buy me,” Janice said. Two-hundred-dollar shoes were just one of the many things that were out of my league. I couldn’t imagine owning a single pair, let alone the dozen or so that Janice had. And what are such heels if not accompanied by the clothes and jewelry to match? I thought. Janice wore the finest designer jeans, form-hugging tops, and slinky dresses from Italy. Her clothes may have been “Brooklyn chic,” but they were expensive nonetheless. And she had enough gold and diamonds to open her own store. It would be some time before I could contemplate having such things. Until then, I decided, I would be grateful for the thrift clothes that Grandma tailored for me with her sewing machine.

We finished eating and made the detour to Sugar before parting under the N train nearby. A stretch of local streets, which were conveniently located under the train tracks. They were nicknamed early on “under the N.”

“I’ve got to get home,” Janice said. “Richie’s gonna call.” We hugged and Janice headed for the staircase while I turned to walk the fifteen blocks home.

On the way, I decided to make a detour of my own. Our Lady of Guadalupe was just a few blocks out of the way and I hadn’t stopped in for a while. Although I didn’t understand much about the saints and Catholic rites—Mom didn’t know enough about them, didn’t attend services, and couldn’t afford to send me to the Catholic school that was adjacent to the church—I always felt good there and always felt that the more I learned about faith, the better off I’d be.

The warmth of the church’s desert-sand brick and Spanish tile roof embraced me as it always did when I approached. I bowed my head at the ten-foot crucifix outside the entrance and went inside.

I dipped my middle finger into the holy water that was on a stone pedestal and crossed myself as I’d seen others do long before. A handful of parishioners who were spread out in the cavernous, dimly lit church sat or knelt in silence. In the sanctuary, at the other end from where I stood, a woman shuffled around the raised altar, tending to flowers and the items that were a mystery to me. I took a few steps on the checkered marble floor and sat down in the last pew, as was my custom.

My eyes scanned the chapel. I thought about my hopes that were as high as the beamed ceilings far above my head. I’m building a bridge, I said to myself. Piece by piece. The towers were in place, and people like Father Rinaldi and Mr. Wainright were the support cables for the road I was building that would take me across.

My eyes came upon the Blessed Mother statue to the left of the altar. Hail Mary, full of grace. Our Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death. Amen. She’s supporting me somehow, too, I thought.
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The annual Feast of Santa Rosalia, a large outdoor street fair during the last week of August, was Bensonhurst at its best. Natives showed up in droves at sunset on the Saturday night of Labor Day weekend and strolled with broad smiles up Eighteenth Avenue from Sixty-sixth to Seventy-fifth Street. They stopped at crowded sidewalk stands to eat heros, pizza, Italian ices, and cannoli, and to drink cheap Chianti. Women who lived in the apartments above the stores stood in their doorways and tried to be heard over the music playing on loudspeakers and the street noise as they gossiped and nagged their kids. All along the avenue, old men with leathery skin sat on rickety folding chairs and had wrinkled brown paper bags at their feet and Cuban cigars clenched between their stained teeth. Beat cops mingled with the crowd and ignored minor infractions, anticipating a contraband cigar and a sip or two of whiskey as a clandestine reward when the evening came to a close. Live and let live was everyone’s motto. The cops and italianos had been sharing this territory for many years. As long as the residents didn’t bother anyone as they pursued their pleasures, they would be left alone.

The corner of Sixty-eighth Street was so crowded, Janice and I had to watch where we stepped as we squeezed through the crowd. The heat of the sun still radiated from the dark macadam that seemed to have a perpetual oil slick on it, sort of like the hair on most of the local guys. That was just one of the many things endemic to Bensonhurst, I thought, as was the smell of diesel fuel, the vibrations of the elevated subway, the tattoos on chests and arms, and the sound of screeching cars.

As Janice and I made our way along the avenue that had been closed off for the feast, we inhaled the aromas of sausage and peppers on hot, crispy Italian bread, and of family-recipe tomato sauces that steamed over bowls of spaghetti and meatballs, bracciole and stuffed ravioli. The mixture of so much garlic and onions made my mouth water.

Italians liked eating better than anything in the world, but then again, so did Jews. Food is the one thing that both cultures are equally enthusiastic and insatiable about, I thought, and it probably was the only thing that my Jewish mother and Italian father didn’t argue over during the years he was running wild with his friends.

Food bonded me to Grandma Ruth, too. We talked whenever I helped her prepare ethnic specialties such as potato pancakes and blintzes. Grandma always had plenty to say, and our conversation always revolved around the same topics.

“That no-good Italian ran out on your mother,” Grandma had said. “What could she do? I tell you, my Samelah, you marry a Jew, you hear me?”

“Oh, so a Jewish guy will never leave me. Right, Grandma?” I replied.

“Right. They stay with the family. Look, now you have no father. He punished you, too, see?”

“Yeah, well, I’d rather have been abandoned by him than learn firsthand who the hell he really was.”

“Watch your mouth,” Grandma chastised me then. “Don’t get like your mother, always swearing and cursing through the house. Consider yourself lucky to have better prospects.” After she said that, Grandma Ruth looked at me with tender eyes. “So, bubelah, any boy got your heart yet?”

“I’m waiting for the right one, Grandma.”

“Good. You don’t want to do what your mother did. Don’t be in such a hurry and give milk without making them buy the cow first.” Grandma wiped her brow then. “Oy! Your mother, she never listened to me and look where that got her!” She fumed silently for a minute as she always did after bringing up bitter memories, and then switched to our favorite subject as she stirred the potato pancake mixture. “Did you write today?”

“Yes, Grandma. I did,” I responded. I made notes in my journal every day and often used the portable typewriter Grandma had given me on my fourteenth birthday to write poems and stories.

“Mechayeh. I’m proud of you. Write yourself out of this story and into a better one.” I glanced at the ceiling and sighed when I heard Grandma’s words. That’s exactly what I intended to do.

“I wish Grandma could give you some money to bring to the feast tonight. I’m dying for one of those sausage-and-pepper, give-ya-heartburn heros, but my gallbladder would just act up again,” Grandma had said as she started making patties. “Maybe another time, sweetheart. You go and have fun. But run your mother’s bath first. She’s feelnish git.”

Mom seldom felt good. Our humble circumstances would have been easier to take if she didn’t exacerbate her poor health with her cigarettes and alcohol and drug addictions, and if she and I had a normal mother-daughter relationship. Like when I was five years old and she had a man waiting in the other room and came in to quiet me. I was still in a crib at this point, go figure. I see it ever so clearly, her putting a cigarette out on my arm. I am constantly reminded of that night when I gaze upon my scar. Don’t really know what made her do it, but I do know she never did something like that again. To get back at her, I began a nasty habit by the time I was seven. I hated when my mother would bring home different men and, for spite, I would pee on the carpet in her bedroom. After a while we all noticed the weird smell, until I got caught in the act by one of mom’s suitors. All I wanted was her attention, her love. To notice that she had a daughter who was trying to love her. I didn’t want other men around her. I wanted her for myself, but she didn’t feel the same. It was what I had to accept. I often wondered as I grew older what it would have been like to have two normal parents, although one could wonder how I would have turned out.

“Hey,” Janice asked as she shook my arm at the feast. “Where are you?”

“Right here,” I replied.

“Like hell you are. Off in your writer’s mind again?”

“Sorry. Let’s get some zeppoles.”

We worked our way to a makeshift counter and I parted with a couple of precious dollars. A black-haired, thin woman with dark, sunken circles around her eyes grabbed hot, greasy balls of dough with a pair of tongs from a deep fryer. She tossed them in a brown paper bag and sprinkled them with powdered sugar before handing the bag to us. God, were they good! They always reminded me of the funnel cakes at a carnival when I was a little girl. I bit into the piping-hot dessert treat and smiled broadly as grease saturated my napkin in a few seconds. My grandmother’s blintzes, as cheesy and light as she made them, did not match a zeppole for taste.

Giggling and talking with our mouths full, Janice and I licked our fingers and made our way through the crowd, waving to friends along the avenue. This was such a tight-knit neighborhood, held together by a shared culture, the Catholic faith that was almost universal there, and the mobsters who provided security as they went about their clandestine business. Everyone knew everyone and kept a watchful and sometimes critical eye on one another. News about every event, whether significant or trivial, spread rapidly through an informal grapevine made up of inhabitants who gathered day and night in small, impromptu groups on their stoops.

The Feast of Santa Rosalia was a public celebration of a common heritage Italians felt in their hearts and expressed in their homes every day. They reveled in their traditions and the opportunity to display their pride together. Whatever differences and disputes that existed within and between families were forgotten during the week that united all.

Janice and I shuffled between the happy people who stood and gesticulated on the crowded avenue. Father Rinaldi saw us through the crowd and waved, signaling us to join him in front of the church raffle booth. The priest stood out in the throng, and it wasn’t just his black suit and white collar, I thought. He was tall and lean with a full head of perfectly cut dark hair, and his broad smile exposed teeth that were as pure as his soul.

“It’s a shame such a hot-looking guy isn’t available,” Janice said on our way over to him.

“Tell me about it,” I said as we neared the popular clergyman. I could never understand why a priest couldn’t love God and be married at the same time.

“I could do him,” Janice whispered.

“Janice!”

“Wouldya blame me?” She giggled and I couldn’t stop myself from doing likewise.

“You girls enjoying yourselves?” Father Rinaldi asked.

“Sure,” we replied.

“How’s your mom, Sam?”

“So-so.”

“I’ll keep her in my prayers.”

“Thanks, Father.”

He placed a hand on my shoulder and looked me in the eyes. “Haven’t seen you in church in a while.”

“You missed me a few days ago, Father,” I said. “I’ll be back soon.”

“Good,” Father Rinaldi said, and he slipped a raffle ticket into my palm. “Now go have some more fun.”

“We will,” Janice said. She took my hand and we melted into the crowd again.

“I guess Tony’s not here yet,” Janice said when we reached the corner.

“Maybe you missed him in this wall-to-wall crowd, Janice,” I said.

“Not a chance,” she said. “Believe me.” She took my hand and led me across the street to a coin-toss game booth that was manned by her mother’s best friend, Rose Gallo. A tossed nickel, landing and resting in the center of a glass ashtray, would win a stuffed animal like a spotted giraffe, a huge black bear, a lion with a fuzzy mane, or a gangly legged zebra with a yellow bow tied around its neck that hung high up on the side wall. The coin toss was popular and the guys lined up to nab a prize and be a big shot for their girls. We stood behind the boys as they played, Janice in a red halter top and khaki chinos and me in tapered lime green pants and an off-white tank top that covered my modest breasts and tiny waist. I grabbed my hair in my hands and held it off my neck to cool my skin in the heat of a muggy late-summer evening where there wasn’t a breeze to be had.

“Ya don’ have to show off, Sam, to attract these guys,” Janice teased. “They’ll be all over ya anyways.” Janice knew that I took great pride in the mane that framed my brown, almond-shaped eyes and kewpie-doll lips and cascaded down my slim body almost to my hips. I had been told more than once that my hair was just like Cher’s, which had made me proud. After all, who had better hair than Cher? I wondered. As if the DJ had heard my thoughts, her voice boomed from the PA system,

Half-breed, that’s all I ever heard
Half-breed, how I learned to hate the word

Janice wrapped her arm around my waist as we sang along with Cher with a few others who were doing likewise. As the words I knew so well flowed from my mouth, I thought about how music was a large and constant part of Bensonhurst life for both young and old. Sinatra and Bennett were mainstays for our parents’ generation and we didn’t look down upon their style as we embraced contemporary artists such as Donna Summer and the Bee Gees. We loved to dance in time with the upbeat tempo of a new sound and we knew every word to every popular song.

Janice let go of my waist when the song ended and stood with her shoulders back and her head high amid the celebratory crowd. She knew how to carry herself in any situation and I just loved her inherent classiness. Janice never exhibited the awkwardness that most young women did; instead, she presented herself with the confidence that I shared but kept to myself for the most part.

Janice’s looks matched her sophistication. Her hair was the same color as mine but shorter. Her round, brown eyes looked intelligent, as if she actually stopped to think before she gave an opinion—a rare quality in the passionate, outspoken, and aggressive Brooklyn neighborhood where Janice and I had been born and raised. I knew that she judged herself as too overweight, but I liked my best friend’s developed body, with her mature breasts and rounded butt, that got every guy’s attention when we walked the streets of Bensonhurst.

Janice had gone steady with Richie Sparto when she was a junior in high school and that continued after she had graduated in June. I had dated a few boys but hadn’t gone steady with anyone yet. Even though I had other interests like reading and writing, when groups of girls got together every now and then, it was all about boys as we spent afternoons or evenings giving ourselves facials, dyeing and teasing our hair, and doing one another’s nails. Girls compared boyfriends and talked about other guys—which ones were exciting, which ones were dangerous, who was a nerd, who had brains, who was cheating on whom, and who was the most likely to make a good husband. I always enjoyed those free and easy hours and I was sure all the girls did, especially those like me who had questionable relationship role models and a bickering home. Life could be hard in Bensonhurst, particularly for families that scratched to make the rent each month. I lost myself during those primping sessions and dreamed of luxury and sweet times with the “perfect” man.

The Bonti family’s two-bedroom apartment, within walking distance from Janice’s, was less than modest. Mom had a small bedroom to herself while Grandma and I shared another. There was one bathroom that had balky plumbing, a tiny living room, and a narrow kitchen. It was there that we huddled around a horrible black Formica dinner table with tubular metal legs to eat and kibbitz next to the stove, on which a pot of tomato sauce and a pot of chicken soup often sat side by side. Over time, cooking aromas infused the kitchen’s walls, and although broken furniture was taped and glued rather than replaced, it was home and there was love there. Despite my disadvantages, I did have a place to call home.

Janice tugged at her tight slacks as we walked onto the next block. She may have needed to lose a few pounds, but she looked bigger than normal beside my tiny frame. I mean, I couldn’t have weighed more than ninety-five pounds, soaking wet. Janice vowed that by the time I graduated, she would lose enough weight to fit into a slinky white dress for my ceremony. But that was three years off, I thought, so what difference did an extra cannoli make right then?

“Look, there’s Dara,” Janice said as she pointed to her classmate Dara Celentro, a voluptuous blonde (from a bottle, of course, where many otherwise dark-haired Bensonhurst women also found the shade they felt attracted and pleased men) with light brown eyes and high, teased hair, and wearing jeans so tight it was a miracle she could walk. The word on the street was that her pants were down more than they were up, so walking wasn’t a priority for her. Known as the biggest slut on the block, Dara was dating “the Son,” who was, in three words, tall, dark, and sexy. Not to mention powerful. Dara wouldn’t be taking her pants down for anyone else as long as she was with Vin, and no guy would dare mention he had slept with Dara before Vin hooked up with her. For the previous six months, Dara had fallen under Vin’s spell, becoming more and more withdrawn and reclusive because he demanded that. Occasional black-and-blue marks on her arms and chest (she swore she tripped or fell down some steps or walked into a door or got hit by an errant baseball) suggested the method Vin used to keep her in line. Everyone knew Dara was being battered, but nobody interfered because of Vin’s dad, Tino Priganti. Mom and Grandma made me promise that I would never go with a guy who did not respect me. They also made me promise I would never, ever date a man who was associated with the mob.
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