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SAL POLISI USED TO BRAG THAT HE HAD COMMITTED EVERY CRIME EXCEPT CHILD ABUSE AND RAPE. . . .


As a wiseguy for some of New York’s biggest crime families, “Crazy Sal” Polisi couldn’t imagine another way of life—until the day he was busted and faced life behind bars. Then he decided it was time to talk—not so much for himself, but for the sake of his two teenaged sons.


But Polisi discovered a chilling truth—no one squeals on the mob. He was forced to assume a new identity, moving from town to town in the middle of the night, yet his sons chose to stand by their father. In exchange for federal protection, Polisi took a huge gamble—he decided to testify against John Gotti, the reputed head of New York’s powerful Gambino family. As packed with shocking insider details as Nicholas Pileggi’s Wiseguy and as gripping as The Godfather—only true—Sal Polisi’s story marks his captivating transformation from ruthless criminal to devoted father and crusader against organized crime.


“A vivid portrait of a New York mobster–turned–government witness.”
—Kirkus Reviews
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PRAISE FOR SINS OF THE FATHER


“A vivid portrait of a New York mobster turned government witness. . . . The many sides of Sal Sr.—his charm, disregard for the law, devotion to his kids, and selfishness—are what really fascinate.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Sal Polisi has ‘cheap hood’ written all over him, but in Sins of the Father, Nick Taylor peels back the layers of flashy clothes and gold jewelry to show us a man whose love of his sons is so obsessive that he will do anything to protect them. . . . With convincing detail and the powerful clarity of his prose, Nick Taylor tracks Sal . . . as he disappears into America with a new identity.”


—Stuart Woods, New York Times
bestselling author of Son of Stone


“The portrayal of life in the Mob [is] accurate, and the story of one family’s problems trying to live in the Witness Protection Program is very moving.”


—Joe Pistone, New York Times bestselling author of
Donnie Brasco: My Undercover Life in the Mafia


“Compelling. . . . The contradiction of a mad-dog criminal/good father used by Mario Puzo in The Godfather is even more effective here because Polisi is real and this story is true.”


—Booklist


“An intriguing, engrossing, and fascinating story of the end of a wiseguy and the rebirth of a wise man. I thoroughly enjoyed it.”


—Bob Leuci, author of All the Centurions: A New
York City Cop Remembers His Years on the Street
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We were a family to be envied, real Americans. Or so it must have seemed. We certainly tried to put up the appearance of a family that lived a normal life.


This is what people knew: that I was a high-school senior looking forward to a college football scholarship; my brother Joe, just a sophomore, looked like he could be a college player also, maybe even a big star; Mom was a fabulous cook who had been asked to be a substitute home economics teacher at our high school. Dad, the smart, funny guy who everybody liked, was back East, looking in on our jewelry business in New Jersey.


The truth, that fall in 1986, was that my father was in New York City testifying against John Gotti, the most famous mobster in the country. Nobody connected the name of the witness Sal Polisi to our family. But Dad and John Gotti had been friends once, in the old days when Dad was hijacking trucks and robbing banks and nobody knew John Gotti’s name, let alone feared him. A few years later, Dad had tried to make a break from crime, but he lost his money and started dealing drugs again, and that got him in a jam. Which was how we ended up where we were.


We arrived with a vague history, new names and a made-up family tree. Nothing in our past survived our entry into the witness protection program. My girlfriend, Joe’s kart racing trophies, Mom’s family, even our dog—all discarded on the heap of memory. Nothing survived, that is, except Dad’s past. That was our secret that we couldn’t put behind us.


Every night on cable while he was away, there was a story about Sal Polisi testifying at the Gotti trial. Sal Polisi the Queens hoodlum turned informant. The convicted bank robber with a history of psychiatric problems. The gambler. The hijacker. The drug dealer. The witness who said the penalty for witnesses was death.


Dad came home from New York on a Thursday night. I went to the airport to meet him. He was built chunky and strong, with a round face and curly black hair, and he almost always had a restless sort of energy. But when he got off the plane he was red-eyed and exhausted and all he had to offer was a tired smile. “They took it to me, son,” he said. He told me on the way home that John Gotti had pointed a finger at him like a pistol.


“What does that mean?” I asked.


“What do you think it means?” he said.


By Saturday he’d pretty much recovered. The energetic spring was back in his step and he was wisecracking again. He was in my bedroom at first light punching me and saying, “Come on, come on. We gotta go. We’re never gonna get there for the kickoff.” We were going to the homecoming game at a university two hundred miles away, a big school that wanted to recruit me.


Mom fixed us a quick breakfast, and Dad and Joe and I piled into the car. As we drove, the sun rose to give us a fine October morning. The sky was a high blue, the kind we got in that part of the country. It was warm. You couldn’t have asked for a better day.


Dad talked about the game. He gave the edge to the home team because they had a sleeper of a tailback and he liked the left side linebacker. Also, the other team’s cheerleaders were dogs. “They just don’t make you want to win,” he said.


In the old life he would have laid ten thousand dollars on the line to back up what he was saying, for reasons about as good as that. He knew his football though. Knew it and respected it. The game had been his route to fatherhood, his way of demonstrating love. He had coached me and Joe from the time we were midget league players back in Ozone Park in Queens, New York, about a million years ago.


When he took us out of Ozone Park to remove us from the elements that shaped his life, I think he knew that football would be our route to college. And when he got caught that final time, he didn’t bet anymore but he still gambled, for higher stakes than money. He gambled for our futures with his life.


“Look at that. Look at that.” He pointed excitedly to a car passing in the fast lane. It was full of girls, and they were shaking pom-poms out the window. To us and every car they passed they raised their index fingers in the air. Their wind-snatched voices shouted, “Number one, number one.” The pom-poms were the home team’s colors. Joe said, “You should definitely come here.”


“If they offer me a scholarship,” I said.


More cars went by, some with banners streaming, most with rear window stickers from one school or the other in a state passionate about football. Dad waved at the passing gamebound cars. No one would have known from his cheery wave and his wide smile the secrets that his moon-shaped face concealed, or the things we knew together, Dad and me. He looked like another forty-one-year-old grad, taking his two sons to homecoming, not a man shouldering a horrible weight of memory. But the weight was easy now. We were looking forward to the game. It was an old rivalry. The teams were evenly matched, forget about the cheerleaders. As we joined the cars converging on the campus, we felt pulled along into the spirit and fever of the day.


I showed my invitation, and a campus policeman directed us to the athletic center. There were escorts for all the high-school players and their families, and a pretty girl named Paula was assigned to us. She talked in a wonderful drawl, and as soon as she heard us talk, Dad especially, she said, “Y’all aren’t from here, are you?”


“No, honey,” Dad said, “how ’bout you?”


Paula was from just down the road about forty miles. She showed us around the campus, which was a beautiful place in the autumn sunshine. The brick buildings had a look of age and care and real importance. Students were everywhere, talking, throwing Frisbees to each other on the large quadrangle at the center of the campus; music filtered from dormitory windows; bells tolled on the hour; a festive atmosphere was all about the place. It was like a separate world where nothing could intrude. Paula pointed out the academic buildings, the student center, the library. She enthused about the school, about the team, about all of campus life. She even showed us the gazebo in the campus rose garden and said it was a favorite make-out place. “Thought you might be interested in that,” she laughed. I guess she had my statistics written on a sheet of paper, because she looked at her clipboard and spoke to me, using my name—my new name. “My, ——, you’re pretty fast. Are you having a good year?”


I told her I’d been nursing an injury.


“Oh, that’s too bad,” she said. “I hope it’s better in time to play for us next year.”


The excitement on the campus grew as game time neared, and soon everybody was heading toward the stadium. Inside, the great bowl of seats was filled to overflowing. The band was playing fight songs with an addictive brassy urgency. Paula led us to a seat behind the home team’s bench. I imagined myself standing with the players out there on the field. Dad was going through his program, picking out the names he recognized and trying to find them on the bench. Joe was looking in the direction of the cheerleaders. A network television camera roamed the sidelines. We settled in to enjoy the game.


I guess what I noticed was Paula waving. Her face was flushed and eager and she leaned in the direction of the field. I looked to see what she was waving at. I saw the television camera sweeping the stands slowly, moving toward a fix on us. I jabbed Dad in the ribs and pulled him down. “Dad, Dad, tie your shoe,” I said.


He pulled Joe down and we sat like that, leaning forward looking at our shoe tops until the camera passed. Someone from the old life might be watching.


Paula looked at us like we were nuts. She’d seen a chance at fame and waved at it, and we’d missed the whole thing messing with our shoes. “What happened to y’all?” she said. “Your shoes all come untied at once? Didn’t you see that TV camera?” But she was too much of a host to let us be disappointed long. “Oh, well,” she said, brightening at the possibility, “maybe it’ll come back later.”


That’s what it was like.


We had one past beyond recall, and one that wouldn’t go away. One, a residue of friends and relatives we’d never see again, a life we couldn’t even talk about. The other, an evil pool of memory that threw itself into our faces, or that Dad coaxed up because he wasn’t able to give up his criminal past and his memory of it, too.


The story of how it all happened is really many stories. I can’t tell them all, because other people were involved, but they’re all included. For my brother and me, leaving one life and living with the other was the price we had to pay for the sins of our father.
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When Dad was arrested in New York City with four ounces of cocaine, things began to change forever. I started growing up. I started to learn about my father, and about myself, the story of his life and what he handed down to me and what his father had handed down to him. Now I know everything, except where the story really ends. But let me start at the beginning.


The cocaine was thirty percent pure. Joe and I watched him cut it in the restaurant at the racetrack we ran north of Port Jervis, New York. We would come home from school and watch him mix it with milk sugar, and after that, with the same nonchalance, he would mince onions and slice green peppers and set them aside for salad garnish. It was purely business, the cocaine. He didn’t use it, and we never really thought about it. It was just what we did. You could tell my mom wasn’t too proud of it, but that’s where our money was coming from, so what are you going to do?


He sold it only because he had spent all our money on the racetrack. The little kart track was our ticket out of New York and Ozone Park, away from the guys like John Gotti he used to hang out with around the Bergin Hunt and Fish Club. He had big plans—karts, stock cars, all kinds of motor racing. But as soon as the pavers and graders and various construction people found out he would pay in cash, counting bills out of Topps baseball card boxes he kept under the sink in what we called the chicken coop, they figured out how to improve what they were doing and charge twice as much. The equipment dealers loved to see him coming, too. He just spent money like it was shredded wheat or something. Pretty soon all the money he had when we left New York was gone, and he went and got a shylock loan from his old friend John Carneglia and started selling cocaine. The night he got busted it was raining.


We went out to dinner first. It was a birthday and anniversary dinner; he and Mom got married on his birthday in 1967, so we were going to the Cornucopia to celebrate—me, Joe and Mom and Dad, Ross Giumarra from the racetrack and his brother Bruce and Bruce’s wife. We should have gone on Monday. That was the date, April 30, but we were busy at the track and things sort of slid until that Thursday. It’s an easy date to remember, now. May 3, 1984.


I drove Joe and Mom in Mom’s Chevette. I was just sixteen, about to get my license, and I drove every chance I got. The rain was so heavy it was hard to see, and I scrunched over the steering wheel and squinted through the windshield where the wipers were slapping the water back and forth. Mom fidgeted in the front seat. “God, it’s awful,” she said. “I hope your father doesn’t have to go to New York tonight.”


He had gotten a couple of phone calls earlier. “He’ll want to go if it’s like this,” I said. “Less people out.”


“It’s just awful,” she repeated.


The lights were on at the Cornucopia, shining through the twilight and the rain. Joe and I dashed across the parking lot, jumping the puddles and cutting hard left between the spruce trees to the entrance porch. He tried to cut inside to beat me but I still outran him by two steps. Mom walked up fast under her umbrella, and we went in together.


The Cornucopia was a dark, log-cabin brown outside. Inside it was like the German menu, plain and substantial. Dad, Bruce and his wife and Ross were at a round table in the corner of the large back room. We arrived at the same time as the waitress with a round of drinks. Pretty soon my dad was offering toasts. “To the last year of my thirties,” he said. He was thirty-nine.


“What about to seventeen years of marriage?” my mom said.


“I was getting to that,” he said, and raised his glass again.


Then he made a third toast, “To Green Acres.”


That was a private joke we had. It had been a big shock when he decided two years before that we should move to the country from Ozone Park. Joe and I didn’t want to go at first, and Mom wasn’t too hot about leaving her family, who lived next door. He had to try to keep everybody happy, and when he ran out of all the reasons he used to throw at us until we were exhausted from arguing, he would make us sing the song from “Green Acres” on TV. We’d be driving west with the green hills of the Shawangunk Mountains starting to push up, car piled full of stuff from our house in Ozone Park, and he’d start us on the chorus, “Green Acres is the place to be, farm living is the life for me.” It got to be funny after a while, and we didn’t mind so much. And now it looked like he was right.


My first coach in Port Jervis had switched me from quarterback to running back and I had had a great season the year before. Sal Polisi junior was in all the papers. I gained 853 yards and scored eleven touchdowns in seven games, and Port won the Orange County championship. Joe was getting into kart racing in a big way. Dad had rebuilt an old barn into the house where we lived. He and Mom seemed to be getting along better than I ever remembered. We had a nice family life there. We were happy. We thought his old life was behind us.


Of course, he had to go down to the city a few times a week to sell some coke, but that was just helping the racetrack get out of debt.


About seven-thirty my dad excused himself. “I’ve gotta make a call,” he said.


“I’ve got to go to the city tonight,” he said when he returned. “Ross, why don’t you drive down with me? I’m just going in and coming back.”


“Oh, Sal, the weather’s awful,” my mom said. “Can’t it wait? Look at it out there.” In the twilight you could see the spruce trees swaying in the wind like they were underwater. Just then a gust of rain rattled on the window.


“Gotta go,” he said. A reassuring grin lit up his round face. “Ain’t no big deal. I’ll be back by one.” He always came home the same night when he went to the city, no matter how late it was.


We ate and the waitress brought a cake. We sang two rounds, one of “Happy Birthday” and one of “Happy Anniversary.” After that we sat around drinking coffee, and a little after nine my dad got up and said, “I don’t want to break up the party, but I’ve gotta go to my appointment.” He never said exactly what he was doing when he left to go somewhere, just that he had an appointment. Even though everybody knew.


“Please be careful,” my mom said. Then he and Ross were gone into the night.


“Jeez, I can’t see a thing,” Ross said. Sal glanced to see him concentrating on the road. Ross was a big, toothy guy with a sweet smile and hair that wouldn’t stay where it was combed because it was getting thin, even though Ross was only thirty-three. He had the baby blue Chevy locked on seventy, camped in the left lane, passing the prudent drivers in the two right lanes.


“The sooner we get down there, the sooner we get back.” Sal shrugged. He didn’t have a driver’s license; it had been suspended when he was twenty-one and he’d never bothered about a new one. He loved cars, though. Ross hit a puddle, wrestled the wheel as the water dragged the car to the left, kept on flying down the rain-slick road.


They had gone from the restaurant to the racetrack at Cuddebackville long enough for Sal to weigh out four ounces of the coke on his jewelers’ scale behind the counter in the restaurant. Four ounces was more than Terri had ever wanted before, but Sal didn’t think it was unusual. She was supplying bartenders at neighborhood bars around Queens, who sold it to their customers. Demand must be increasing; that was good. Sal suspected Terri was supplying her own habit, too. He shook that powder into two plastic bags, sealed them and placed them into a third bag. When he was finished he ran his fingertip, dusted with coke, over his upper gum. The tingling sensation felt good, but that was all Sal wanted. Drugs were a business. As soon as they became a habit, you lost sight of business and things went downhill. He had seen it happen before. Terri was looking awfully thin. It was getting to the point where her habit would become a problem, but maybe not yet.


It was nine-thirty when Sal stuffed the coke parcel into a brown paper bag, wrapped that in a T-shirt from the racetrack and ran through the rain back to the car. It was ten before he and Ross reached Middletown and Highway 17, heading for the New York State Thruway. He’d told Terri he would meet her at eleven.


And didn’t make it. The rain seemed to have followed them into Queens. It let up for a minute when they left the Van Wyck Expressway and turned west on Atlantic Avenue toward Ozone Park, but was coming down in blinding sheets again when they pulled into the lot of the Club Diner at 112 Street and Atlantic at eleven-thirty.


There were a few cars in the lot. Ross parked as close to the door as he could, next to a big, light-colored Cadillac. A guy and a girl were inside, arms around each other, snuggling as they waited for the rain to stop. Sal chuckled when he saw them. He dashed through the rain into the diner. Terri wasn’t there, only a few late coffee drinkers. He returned to the car, fidgety, nervous now that the deal was about to go down.


“I tell you what, I’m getting too old for this shit,” he said to Ross, who was smoking a Marlboro and fogging the windows.


“Why don’t you quit?” said Ross, who was simple and straightforward.


“Need the money. And tell you the truth, I love the excitement.”


Ross rolled his window down a crack and tried to flip the cigarette out into the rain, but it fell onto the wet outside of the glass and stuck there. “Well, then, what’s the problem?”


“Nothing, I guess.” Sal bolted from the car, ran to the door of the diner and looked inside. The same faces looked back at him, turning from the counter to welcome another soul bedraggled from the rain. As he turned back toward the door, he saw Terri walking in, brushing water from the shoulders of her raincoat.


Terri Candido was twenty-eight. She was not Sal’s only dealer, but she was the only woman. She had more than one reason for selling cocaine, usually an ounce or two at a time to her bartender contacts. The main reason, she told herself, was to make enough money to help get her husband out of jail. Sal had told her he could help her there; he knew how money, well-placed in the judicial system, could create unforeseen constitutional issues and cause evidence to be misplaced. But the cocaine that was left over when she had paid for Sal’s latest delivery seemed to disappear before she could sell it and put the money aside. She always needed more. Sometimes she got a gram or two from Sal when he was feeling horny, but lately he’d been hassling her about putting her profits up her nose. It pissed her off; besides which, she’d been feeling desperate. What the hell did she owe to Sal, anyway? Nothing. She had to remember that tonight.


He started to ask her where the hell she’d been, but she was soaked, and looked tired, so he said, “Can you believe this fuckin’ rain? It was like this all the way down. Have you been here? I just got here about ten minutes ago, came in, looked around . . .”


“I was watching for you from the car. I guess I missed you in the rain.” She looked over his shoulder at the brightly lighted counter, then back toward the door. Sal glanced sideways, but didn’t see anything.


“Did you bring the money?” he asked.


“My friend is out in the car,” Terri said.


Sal felt a moment of panic. He fought it down and said, “I told you not to bring anybody over here. I don’t want to meet your people. I don’t want to know them, or anything about them.”


“But he’s got the money.”


“Well, you go get the money and bring it to me in the car. Don’t bring him, just bring the money. I’m in the blue Chevy. I’ll pull over against the far wall.”


Sal hunched his shoulders up inside his leather jacket and ran through the downpour to the car. The guy and the girl in the Cadillac still had their arms wrapped around each other. A gray-haired guy, with a younger woman. “Send her over here next,” he muttered as he yanked open his door to get out of the rain. He fished under the seat for the T-shirt and pulled the paper bag from the folds of cloth, then used the shirt to wipe his face and arms. “She’s gonna bring six thousand dollars,” he told Ross. “You help me count it and we’ll be out of here.”


Ross was a good guy, just a friend. He knew what Sal was doing, but it wasn’t his thing. Sal felt a little guilty about getting him involved. “Pull back over there, to the far side of the lot,” he directed. “We’ll do it over there.”


Terri came out the door of the diner, peered into the rain, ducked into her coat and ran to Sal’s left out of his line of vision. Ross pulled slowly around to the far wall of the parking lot. A moment later Sal was aware of sudden movement in the rain, cars boxing them in, the guy and the girl getting out of the Cadillac, blurred forms taking shape in front of him: a man in a raincoat stood aiming a gun at Sal through the windshield, yelling, “Don’t move or you’re dead!” over the drumming of the rain.


Ross was frozen, with a trapped, wild look. Sal had the package of cocaine in his left hand. He raised both hands and said, “No problem. I guess this party’s over.”


A few minutes later, Sal stood in the squad room in the basement of Queens Borough Hall, handcuffed and dripping water on the floor, listening to the cops all full of juice talking about how they’d nabbed him in the rain. The guy who had been snuggling in the Cadillac introduced himself as Lieutenant Remo Franceschini. “And this is Peggy Maloney. Detective Maloney,” he amended with a smile as he introduced the woman who had been with him in the car.


“Congratulations, both a youse,” Sal said sarcastically.


The lieutenant had heard of Sal Polisi. Five years ago there was supposed to be a prostitution ring in Forest Hills operated by Sal Polisi and Dominic Cataldo. Franceschini was in charge of a squad of organized crime investigators assigned to Queens District Attorney John Santucci, and he knew Cataldo was a “button guy,” a made member, with the Colombo family. Nothing had ever come of the prostitution tip, and Franceschini had not heard Polisi’s name again till recently, during Operation Powder Keg. A woman the police called Terri Rocks, whose real name was Terri Candido, opened up after she was arrested with the cocaine she was selling to an undercover cop posing as a bartender. Sal Polisi, she said, was her supplier. To make it easy on herself, she agreed to try to lure him to New York with enough cocaine to bust him on a Class A-1 felony.


A cop came up to Franceschini carrying the bag of cocaine the police had taken from Sal. “It’s four ounces, all right, Lieutenant,” he said.


At that moment Sal realized why Terri had wanted that much coke, and cursed himself for being a fool.


Franceschini nodded. His Italian face with its wide nose and his thick gray hair, combed back smoothly and cut fashionably around the ears, sometimes caused the people he was investigating to mistake him for one of them. His eyes were pale blue, and he fixed them studiously on Sal. “Four ounces, hmmm,” he said, “twenty-five to life. Come here a minute, let me show you something.”


He led the way into a narrow office at the back of the squad room. A conference table was placed against the front of a desk in a T-shaped arrangement. File cabinets stood along one wall. On the desk was a fancy nameplate of carved wood, R FRANCESCHINI. But the lieutenant directed his attention to the open wall.


There must have been two hundred photographs tacked to a large bulletin board, arranged more or less into five columns but taped and straggling every which way at the bottom where space ran out. The columns were headed with the names Bonnano, Colombo, Gambino, Genovese, Lucchese: the organized crime families of New York. Some were mug shots, others grainy black-and-white surveillance photos, here and there a picture from a wedding and yellowed clippings from a newspaper or magazine. Sal recognized many of the faces. His old friend Dominic Cataldo, under the Colombo column. The Gotti brothers, John and Gene, and John Carneglia under Gambino. Sal scanned the photographs and said, “Very interesting. Who are these guys?”


“These are the people I’m interested in,” said the lieutenant. “I know you can help me.”


“Oh, gee, Sergeant,” Sal said, deliberately demoting Franceschini from lieutenant. “I’d love to help you, Sergeant, but I’m afraid I just don’t know any of these people.” This dickhead doesn’t know who he’s dealing with, he thought.


Franceschini shrugged. He lowered himself into a rust-colored chair, the same color as his three-piece corduroy suit that was rumpled from the rain and from pretending to grope with Detective Maloney. “Funny you should be up there with people you don’t even know,” he said. “Did you miss it there, when you were looking? Look down low, under Colombo. There. That’s it, next to your pal Cataldo. Ow, that’s an ugly picture, isn’t it? Very old. You’re much better looking now. It’s good you’re here. We can get a new one.


“It’s lieutenant, by the way. Like I said, I know you can help me. I could probably help you, too.”


Sal gave the lieutenant his best Jimmy Cagney routine right out of Angels with Dirty Faces. He squared his shoulders and said, “Never. Forgetaboutit. I’ll never help you.”


Franceschini shrugged again and pushed himself up from the seat. “Maybe you want to think about it for a while,” he said.


“I don’t need to think about it,” Sal said. “Listen, are we about finished here?” he asked. “I’d like to get some sleep.”


It was a short ride in a squad car through the rain from the back of Borough Hall to Queens police headquarters for booking. Two policemen took Sal and Ross, handcuffed, in the prisoners’ entrance. Sal’s clothes were still wet, and as he entered the lockup and heard the metal door clang solidly behind him, he shivered suddenly and uncontrollably.


I slept through the night so I didn’t hear him come in. When I woke in the morning I lay in my bed under the eaves. The cold rain had left a chill on the house, and I didn’t want to get out of bed. Something was missing, some familiar component of the morning, and as I lay there I realized it was the sound of the tractor. Dad was always up early. He was like a kid in the mornings, full of energy, ideas, zinging off the walls. The energy would leave him suddenly. He just used it up. Sometimes he was exhausted and asleep by nine o’clock at night, but in the morning he had to get up and see what was going on. When we moved up to the racetrack, he bought this old blue Ford tractor and by the time the sun was up he was out scraping the dirt stock car track or pulling logs out of the woods, anything he could find to do. He should have been out on the tractor by the time I woke up.


I went to my bedroom window and looked out. From the second-floor window I could see down across the black asphalt curves and glistening wet spots of the twisting kart track and the buildings, the restaurant and the open pit sheds, that went with it. Dad had gotten into karting just by chance almost ten years ago, when a guy who owed him money paid him with a kart instead. He got hooked. We had gone all over the country kart racing, and then ended up owning the racetrack. The oval dirt track was beyond the grand prix kart course, and then the line of woods that led down to the river where our property ended. The river was called the Neversink. It would be swollen and muddy after the rain, but in another month it would be almost warm enough to swim in. I looked down, to the front of the house where we parked our cars. The Chevette was there, where I had parked it, beside the white Ford pickup. I didn’t see Dad’s Chevy.


Mom was in the kitchen when I went downstairs. She was stacking up pancakes on a plate beside the stove, and drinking coffee from the mug that said, LORD, GRANT ME PATIENCE, BUT I WANT IT RIGHT NOW. The stack of pancakes was high, which made me know that she was nervous. It was what she did when she was nervous, cook.


Joe came out of the bathroom looking sleepy. “Where’s Dad?” I said.


“How should I know?” snapped Joe. He was nervous, too. He wasn’t usually that testy, even though he was almost thirteen. The hair on his legs was starting to turn dark and I kept catching him looking in the mirror at his upper lip.


“He stayed in town last night,” Mom said, flipping a pancake, “because of the rain.”


He hadn’t been gone overnight since we had moved from Ozone Park to Port Jervis. I stared at Mom. She was concentrating on the pancakes, and when she brought the platter to the table she didn’t look at me or Joe, which made me think that she was lying. She stood against the trestle table in our breakfast nook and looked across it out the window.


“Did he call?” I asked. I hadn’t heard the phone ring.


She hesitated. “No. It was last night, at the restaurant,” she said, finally. “He said if the rain got worse he and Ross might stay in town.”


“I didn’t hear him say that. He never stays in town.”


“Well, I guess you just weren’t listening,” she said with an edge of irritation in her voice.


“But did he call?” I asked again.


“It’s still too early,” she replied, “but if anything was wrong I’m sure we would have heard it by now.”


I drove the pickup to school. Mom let me even though I didn’t have my license yet, because she wanted to stay home and listen for the telephone. It was six miles from Cuddebackville to the high school and middle school together just outside Port Jervis, and Joe spent the whole six miles chewing on his lip. I parked in the student lot, but before I could open the door he said, “Sal?”


He looked like a little kid sitting there against the door. His books looked almost as big as he was, and his voice sounded high and squeaky. I felt sorry for him, even though I was thinking the same thing he was, that I didn’t want to think about.


“Sal,” he said, “remember when Dad was . . . remember two months ago when he was driving us to school, remember, we were . . .” He was talking like he was out of breath.


“Slow down,” I said.


He grabbed my sleeve. “No, listen,” he said, “he was driving us to school in the pickup and we were talking about him selling drugs. Remember? It was snowing. We said we didn’t think it was such a good idea him selling drugs, and he said he didn’t . . .” He paused as a kid from the football team walked by, looked like he wanted to stop and then went on, calling, “Better hurry. The bell’s gonna ring.” Joe continued: “He said he really didn’t want to sell them, he knew it was bad and all, he didn’t want to do it anymore, but he had no other choice because we were in debt with the racetrack and all. Remember that?”


I did remember it. It was snowing and the beater was blasting the frost off the windshield and the wipers were knocking the snow off in big puffs. Dad was driving with one hand on the wheel and the other hammering and sawing in the air, rubbing his face, adjusting the radio and the heater, throwing his nervous energy all over the cab of the pickup. “Yeah, so?” I said.


“So he said, ‘There’s no way I’ll get caught.’ Remember?” Joe looked at me. His brown eyes were open wide. He looked a little scared. “Sal, do you think he got caught?” he said.


“No way. He’ll be there when we get home this afternoon.”


“I hope so,” my brother said.


By noon I wasn’t thinking much about my classes. After lunch I went to see Coach Joe Viglione. He had given me my chance to start in the third game of the season, against Washingtonville, and after I gained 164 yards and scored a touchdown he told Bill Burr at the Middletown Record I was “a mature sophomore with pistons for legs.” You could stop by his office and just talk. I didn’t know what I was going to say: “Coach, I’m worried about my dad.” That would be okay. “I think he might have gotten arrested . . .” That would be okay, too, but not the last part, “. . . for selling cocaine.” I ended up not saying anything, just sitting there feeling stupid and afraid and Coach, a big bear of a guy, said, “Sal, whatever it is, don’t worry about it. It’ll pass.” Then my sixth period teacher almost gave me a heart attack when she yelled at me for not paying attention. The other kids laughed when she said, “Sal, wake up. What is it, spring fever? You can smell the flowers after school.”


The last bell finally rang. The miles back to Cuddebackville seemed extra long, and the closer we got the more I dreaded reaching home. The pickup bounced as I pulled off the road onto our sloping dirt driveway and around to the front of the house. I looked for Dad’s Chevy but it wasn’t there. Then Mom came out the door wearing a look and I knew she had news I didn’t want to hear.


Sal was allowed two phone calls. First he called his mother-in-law in Ozone Park to ask her to call his lawyer to come to his arraignment and get him out on bail. And, oh yes, was she willing to put the house up? Good, because the racetrack was mortgaged to the hilt. Then he called Rose Marie in Port Jervis.


“Oh, thank God,” she said when she heard his voice, “I’ve been so worried.”


He got right to it. “Well, I got arrested.”


“Was it . . . ?”


“Yeah, the drugs. But don’t worry,” he said. “I get arraigned this afternoon and I’ll get out on bail. I’ve already talked to your mother and she’s going to call Capetola about coming down to post bail. It’ll be twenty-five, fifty thousand max, no problem. That’s all they’ll want for six thousand dollars’ worth of coke.”


“You called my mother first?” Phyllis Noto was really Rose Marie’s stepmother, but Rose Marie thought of the little woman with the elfin face as her mother now after nearly eighteen years of marriage to her father.


“I had to, to make sure things were arranged.”


“I can’t believe you would do that.”


“Gimme a break, will you?” It was like Rose Marie to get sidetracked and worry about who he called first when there was only one real issue. “What we’re talkin’ about here is getting me out of jail, not who’s the first to know.”


“You asked her if she’d put the house up, didn’t you?” Rose Marie asked.


“She offered it. I didn’t have to ask her.” I just had to hint a little bit, thought Sal. He hung up the phone feeling good that he had arranged everything and that he would be home soon.


At nine o’clock that night he entered a second-floor courtroom in the Queens Courthouse, through a walkway from the Queens House of Detention where he had been brought earlier by filthy, stinking bus with the other prisoners who had spent the previous night at Queens headquarters. He saw Rose Marie at the back of the courtroom standing with her father. He caught her eye, and she gave him a nervous smile of encouragement. When his name was called he stepped forward and stood beside his lawyer, Tony Capetola. The prosecutor droned on about Sal’s bail and he just caught snatches of it: “. . . criminal sale of a controlled substance in the first degree . . . organized crime connections . . . Colombo family associate, also Gambino . . . a ring supplying bars in Queens . . .”


Blah, blah, blah, Sal thought. Let’s get on with it.


“Your Honor, Mr. Polisi has a long record in this jurisdiction.” The prosecutor started reading from Sal’s arrest record, charges and dates that went back to 1965, burglary, assault, gambling, grand theft auto, bank robbery, on and on. Sal could tell the spectators behind him were impressed by the way they whispered at each new charge; he felt like Public Enemy Number One. The back of his neck prickled and he stood up a little straighter.


“Your Honor, this man is a recidivist felon caught red-handed with four ounces of cocaine, poison destined for the streets of Queens. Conviction would carry a penalty of twenty-five to life, and we consider him a threat to run. People request a high bail, Your Honor, in the amount of one million dollars.”


One million? Sal hadn’t heard correctly. The impatient look on his face was supplanted by disbelief. Rose Marie, at the back of the courtroom, gripped her father’s arm and whispered, “A million dollars? They can’t be serious.”


Capetola was protesting: “Your Honor, those were only charges. There was only one conviction, and Mr. Polisi served his time and paid his debt. Mr. Polisi has no intention of running.”


The judge looked down from her bench and enjoyed the defendant’s agitation at the thought of spending another night in jail, a night, judging from his record, that he richly deserved and more. She had watched his stocky, powerful body seem to swell at the recitation of his crimes, most of which he had gotten away with. And she knew, as the assistant district attorney had pointed out, that cocaine produced such obscene profits that drug dealers would jump a fifty-thousand-dollar bail without thinking twice, writing it off as a cost of doing business. Some guy in California, Falcon or something, had even jumped a million-dollar bail, but this defendant didn’t have a prayer of raising that. She said, “I think five hundred thousand dollars will be adequate bail in this case.”


Lieutenant Remo Franceschini enjoyed the defendant’s agitation, too. From his spot at the back of the courtroom, he could practically see Sal flinch and his neck flush when he heard the gravel fall while the words, “Five hundred thousand dollars,” were still ringing in his ears. He watched the bailiff lead Sal toward the door to the holding room behind the courtroom and thought how persuasive a little time in jail could be.


Capetola told Rose Marie that night that they’d give the district attorney a week or two to cool off, then Sal’s bail would be reduced and they could get him home again.


The following Friday, Joe and I took off from school and rode with Mom into the city to see Dad.


The parking deck behind the Queens House of Detention was nasty with grit and broken glass and weeds sprouting up in the cracks in the concrete. The jail itself, across from Borough Hall, was a big white building with a white trailer stuck on its backside like a tumor where the visitors had to enter. Mom had to fill out some papers. Then a big black cop ran us over with a metal detector, like a wand. We went through a door with bars and they stamped our hands with something you could only see under ultraviolet light. We sat in the waiting room for about an hour.


“This sucks,” I told Mom.


“Just be patient,” she said. “Maybe your father will have some good news about his bail.”


Finally we heard our names over a loudspeaker. We went through a door with other waiting families. There was another guard, at a desk, and everybody had to put their hands under a light to show we’d been stamped. On the landing of the stairs up to the visiting room, Mom paused to catch her breath and I noticed how tired she looked.


“You should stop smoking,” I said.


“Oh, sure,” she said. “Now, when I’m calm and relaxed.” She looked at me like I’d failed my IQ test.


The room where prisoners met their families was like a big classroom. The white wall tiles were so bright under the fluorescent lights they made my eyes hurt. There were little one-on-one sorts of tables around the outside of the room, where just a guy and his wife could talk, and the families had the Formica-covered tables in the middle. A door opened and a whole line of guys came through into the visiting room. I saw my dad. He was wearing a V-necked pullover that showed his gold chain, blue jeans that Mom had brought him earlier in the week, and loafers. He looked like he was getting ready to go out to a ball game or something.


My mom stood up and waved. “Sal. Over here, Sal.” He came walking over to us, jaunty but cool, smiling like he was really glad to see us.


We all stood up to hug him. Now that we saw him, it was like he was with us again and we could sit there and talk for a while and then we would all leave together, go get a pizza or something and head home. “Boy, is it good to see you guys,” he said. “I gotta tell you, I really miss you.”


“When are you getting out?” Joe asked.


“Soon, son,” he said. “What’s going on up at the racetrack? You racing this weekend?”


I had pretty much outgrown karting after driving in the Grand Nationals for six years, but Joe had followed right along and now he was into it. He had finished third at last year’s Grand Nationals, which was as good as I had ever done, and we all thought he could win this year. He was a more aggressive driver than I was. He was excited about the season’s first big race, at Avon up near Rochester. So he was almost ready to let Dad change the subject, but not quite.


Joe said, “I’m going to Avon. Ross said he’d drive me if you weren’t out.” Ross had never been in trouble before he was arrested with my dad the previous Thursday night. He had gotten out on bail and was headed for probation. Joe pressed the subject. “Are you gonna be out?”


“That’s great you’re going to Avon, son. That’s a big race. You listen to Ross. He’s a good wrench. He’ll be a good big brother, too, for the racing.” Without pausing he turned to Mom, who was sitting next to him at the table, and said, “Listen, did those guys get up there to paint the lines on the parking lot? And the lines and numbers at the staging area down by the pits? You know where I’m talking about? Did you order enough stuff for the restaurant? You need more hamburgers than hot dogs. I don’t know, those people eat a lot of hamburgers. And Coke. They don’t like Pepsi, they like Coke. Oops, I guess I can’t say that.” He laughed, as if he had made a joke. Mom looked troubled. “What about you, son?” He turned toward me. “Have you started working out yet? You know you can’t be lazy. You’ve got to start getting ready for next fall.”


We talked a lot, the four of us sitting at the table in that blinding bright room. We talked about everything except the one thing we all really wanted to talk about, which was the question Joe had asked at the beginning. When was he getting out and coming home?


A woman guard stepped into the room and called, “Five minutes.”


My mom said, “Sal?”


“I don’t know,” he said. He pulled his hand down across his face. “The bail’s still high. The DA won’t go along with a reduction. He told Capetola he still thinks it should be a million. He thinks I’m Public Enemy Number One or something. They’ve got me tied in with the Colombos, Gambinos, I don’t know who all. We’re asking for a hearing, but it looks like I might be here two or three more weeks.”


When the guard yelled, “One minute,” we started our good-byes. He got to me and said, “Take good care of your mother, son.” We all hugged him. Then he went with the other prisoners through the door. It still felt like we were just leaving by different exits, and we would meet outside and go home.


At first, when Mom told us he had been arrested, I didn’t think about my dad. I thought about what would happen when the kids at school found out. It took the Tri-State Gazette almost a month to get hold of the story. The Gazette quoted the New York Post, which said Dad was a member of the Gambino crime family. It said Ross was “reputed to be his bodyguard,” like he was the boss of bosses or something. The news got around, and the last few weeks of school were pretty rough. I was humiliated. Not humiliated, but embarrassed, embarrassed to face up to it.


Some little things happened. Mom was out in the yard planting flowers one day when some rednecks in a Volkswagen bus drove by the house and yelled, “Go home, you buncha drug dealers.” She stood up and threw a dirt clod at them.


But nobody ever really said anything to me. I’d hear people talking as I went by at school, or just looking at me, and I knew they were talking about me. But nobody actually said anything to me, to my face, I guess because I was supposed to be a big deal, one of the in-crowd guys, so to speak, a football player and all that. Or maybe they were afraid. They read “Gambino crime family” and were scared shitless. And I just acted like it was no big thing, tried to blow it off.


Friends appeared from strange places. Joe’s seventh-grade earth science teacher from the year before told him he was sorry about what happened to our dad, and said he wasn’t going to judge him by that. He told Joe it was tough but hang in there.


And Joe knew a kid, he was a stoner, you know, would smoke pot, and it was the kind of deal where Joe would see him and say, “Oh, hi, how you doin’?” and the other kid would say, “Okay, great, how you doin’?” and they would both walk away from each other and say, “What an asshole.” Anyway, this kid had a father who got arrested for something. He was being chased for something and he jumped in the river, the Delaware River, and tried to swim from New York to Pennsylvania, but he got caught. This was like two or three weeks before our dad got arrested, and this kid, this stoner, took Joe aside and said, “Look, I know what you’re going through. I know your dad’s in more trouble than my dad. I know you’re closer to your dad than I am to mine. But I know what you’re going through and it’s not easy. You just kind of lose your dad for a while.”


Joe said it made him feel good that this kid opened up to him like that, gave him some understanding.


It was the kid’s last concept that we had trouble with. Losing our dad, even for a while, was hard. Ten years ago, when he was in prison, we were both just little kids. Now he was more real to us, more present in our lives, and it made us miss him more. After that first visit we kept hoping he would get out right away, and half expecting to find him there each morning when we went down to breakfast or in the afternoon when we came home from school. Like when you have something you really wish against all hope you’re going to get for Christmas, you’ve dropped a lot of hints and it’s really important to you, maybe even when the time comes you don’t see it but you tell yourself it’s been hidden for a big surprise, and then when all your presents are open and it’s still not there, you’re disappointed. You’re disappointed because you hoped too much.


We hoped less when we got word that Dad’s bail was raised to $750,000, but that didn’t make his absence any better. I began wondering how we would survive without him.


In the meantime, like Joe’s science teacher said, all we could do was hang in there.
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Sal awoke to the sound of rustling in the wastebasket beside his bed, where he had tossed the wrappings from his bedtime Fig Newtons the night before. He waited to hear familiar sounds: birds, idly barking dogs, the cock that crowed each morning a distance from the racetrack. He heard instead men snoring, the creaking of iron cots and snuffle of bedclothes against a background echo of metal and tile. And the brittle rustling in the wastebasket. What the fuck was that? He raised up on one elbow and peeked over the edge. The cellophane was moving. He put his feet on the hard floor, snatched the basket and looked inside. A small gray mouse, making an irritated squeak, nearly leaped into his face. He dropped the basket and the mouse ran across the floor and disappeared.


When his heartbeat had returned to normal, Sal looked at his watch and saw it was five-thirty in the morning.


The mouse came often in the days that followed to rummage for crumbs in the wastebasket. Sal called it Peppy, and when the rustling woke him, Sal sat up in bed and wrote his letters home.


At first he was plaintive, but optimistic. The Sunday after his arrest he wrote, in black ballpoint on a yellow legal pad, “Well, I must say life changes awfully quick. Two days ago (Fri.) I was pretty down—but now I feel somehow things will work out.” He was counting on his bail eventually being reduced to a hundred thousand dollars. “Anything more—that’s just crazy,” he wrote. He asked his family to write, and send envelopes, stamps and paper. He told them he loved and missed them and gave some fatherly instructions:


“Joseph—don’t forget the towels in your room.


“Sal—try to read a little more and listen to the stereo a little less.”


As the days passed he was comfortable enough. His single cell, a perquisite of his high bail and organized crime connections, was much better than the six-man cage he would otherwise have occupied. Rose Marie and her stepmother brought him clothing and basic toiletries, the few that were permitted. But he was not comfortable enough to make the days go by thoughtlessly, without reflection. He was preoccupied with thinking what would happen to his sons.


The first time he had been behind bars, ten years ago, they were too young to worry about. They were unformed then, just kids, with time to develop; now time was short and every moment counted. He didn’t feel the void then he felt now, which was on one hand the lack of freedom and the absence of his family, and also the impossibility of being a father from a jail cell. How feeble it felt when he told Joe in a letter to enjoy his youth: “You are only a young kid—and only once are you 12—almost 13.”


Sal junior was no longer a young kid, and with him Sal felt even more strongly the need to give advice.


“Hi, son—I hope everything is OK. I’m feeling better all the time,” he wrote on Saturday, May 19, at six A.M. “It was strange to be locked up—after 10 yr. of not being behind bars—it really was odd.


“The longer I am here the more time I have (in my head) to sort all types of ideas out. The first I think you should start to consider (and it’s your life, you must think about it), what will you be doing 1 yr from now? Well, you will be just about to start your last year in high school. Then, OK—you have options—Go on to college or get a job—for the rest of your life—it’s a long time. I must keep saying you must decide! And I am not saying now but start thinking about it. And the reason I am thinking about this now is—I would never want you to make any mistakes that I have—(and oh boy did I make a few).”


As he wrote Sal felt a need to tell his son more still. Football had been his choice for Sal junior. He had coached the boy from the time he was eight years old, and he had seen him emerge in the past year as a runner with college potential. What would happen to that potential in his absence was what absorbed his thoughts, for Sal knew that getting his bail reduced was only the first of his problems. He wrote without stopping until he had filled five pages of lined white paper.


“Well what I am getting to is you have something special going for you. I never told you—But I think if you wanted to you could go right to the top in college football—But you have to want to—not for anybody else just you.


“Think hard—Work hard on your talent. You have it. Admit it to yourself. The real difference between the great football players of college—is the guys who have it—work, work, work—and the guys who HAD it didn’t—work, work, work.


“I mean start to give yourself a program—little by little each day—starting soon—I am sure you want it—but you have to want it bad.


“I don’t want to preach but—if I could only help you to get that college education I’d feel I did my job as a good parent—even if I failed a few courses along the way. I know you and Joe still love me—but I feel like I let you down a little. Anyway I am paying the price—just being away from you guys and not being able to talk to you hurts. Do you remember the very first time you raced in Jacksonville, Fla.? You were the youngest kid in the field, and each day closer to the race you got faster & faster. Well think about that. We worked and worked—and by race day you went out there and WON. Well it all adds up. You have something special. Don’t let it go—develop it. I am telling you to. I am hoping for you. Remember all you needed before that Washingtonville game was a chance. You’ve got it. Take it.


“So what I am saying is do it for you and you’ll make me proud to be your father. I would be proud of you even if you never did go to college. But I know you got what it takes. So do it.


“Work hard—it will pay. Short cuts only cause trouble like I have. I love you and I know you’ll be OK no matter what!!


“Enjoy your self now son. Hug Mom for me. Tell her I said I’ll be there soon to create STATIC.


“See you soon,


“Dad.”


Sal read over the letter and realized the last part was the only thing he wasn’t sure about.


I read that letter and I didn’t know what he expected me to do. I thought I might have to quit school and support my mom if he didn’t get out soon. It looked like my football career was all but over.


We opened the track for the season at the end of May with Ross, his brother Bruce and another guy who helped, Victor. Victor had been in prison, and my dad kept saying in his letters, “Ask Vic. He knows how it feels.” I didn’t particularly want to sit down with Victor and talk about being in prison. I was trying to forget about Dad being there. In Port Jervis, we had gotten used to the idea that our lives were different now, that things had changed and jail wasn’t in the picture anymore.


Opening the track without Dad there was just another way of finding out how much we all missed him. The karters loved his loud voice and crazy energy, and he had a big name in karting from all the nationals we had raced in and this award he made up, for the best family effort in national competition. It wasn’t his name, but it was a big one.


By that I mean he used an alias. One of the few things I knew then about my father’s past was that for some reason the first time he had gone karting he registered as Sal Noto, Noto being my mother’s maiden name. Maybe it was because he was under indictment for bank robbery at the time. Anyway, he always used Noto in karting and in his other automotive ventures, like his chop shop, Noto Classic Cars. When I raced I was Little Sal Noto, and Joe raced as Joe Noto and the racetrack was called the Noto Raceway.


The Noto Raceway wasn’t the same without my father, any more than the Polisi family was. Anger and resentment hung over us in his absence. It had no place to go, and so we struck out at each other.


The racers and spectators, what few there had been, had all left one Sunday afternoon and we had the track to ourselves when Bruce called me and Joe over. “Hey, get your suit back on, Joe. Sal, you suit up, too,” he said. “Let’s play with the Corsairs; see what we can get out of them if we change a few things around.” Bruce was about my dad’s age and height, but a little thinner, and the baseball cap he always wore hid the fact that he was getting bald. He had a business of his own, but since Dad had been in jail he’d been spending Sundays helping with the track and helping Joe prepare for competition.


Joe had raced that day but he was eager. “All right,” he said, and trotted off for our equipment. He never had enough of driving the karts. He sensed that this year at last he was going to have an opportunity to beat my performances. Our house above the racetrack was like a trophy case for karting trophies, and most of them were mine, but the more recent ones were his. He saw the chance to finally get out from under my shadow if he could win his class at the Grand Nationals, which was what testing the karts was all about. At the same time he was worried that because Dad was in jail he wouldn’t get to go this year and have a chance to prove himself.


The DAP Corsair engine was a one-cylinder, two-stroke little screamer. You could get about twenty-five horsepower out of one, and it would push a kart and driver, combined weight two eighty, close to seventy miles an hour. Which is fast when you’re about two inches off the ground. There were little things you could do to make them faster on a particular track on a given day. If you had a course with a lot of turns, for example, you might want better low end acceleration, but if you had straightaways where you could really burn it, you might want top end. Why get technical about it? It was just a bunch of little things, and you were always changing this or changing that to get that extra fraction of a second.


“Sal, you lead; Joe, you follow,” Bruce said when we had our flame suits on and Joe had retrieved our crash helmets from the parts trailer. “I’ll time you with the radar gun.”


We lodged ourselves into identical Emmick karts with the Corsair engines. It was like sitting in a washtub on the ground, with your feet over the edge straddling a broomstick that was the steering column and the engine just outside the seat by your right hip. Joe’s kart had a sixty-nine-tooth sprocket on the axle, better for top end; my kart with a seventy-tooth sprocket would get me out of the corners without bogging.


Bruce placed the socket of the battery-powered starter motor over my engine shaft nut and spun it. The engine exploded in an angry buzz. When Joe’s started they sounded like a swarm of pissed-off bees.


I hadn’t driven earlier. I felt my way along, following the course counterclockwise, easing into the rhythm of the track. From the pits, the course passed below the restaurant and swept up and back into a dogleg that turned left into a long downhill straightaway that ended in a left-hand hairpin turn. From there the course doubled back on itself until it turned right at a ninety-degree angle toward the pits, then left again to pass below the restaurant. Joe stayed on my tail.


When I opened it up, Joe stayed right there.


I was beginning to enjoy the feel of speed again. The rushing air tore at the folds of my flame suit and pushed my head back. The Bell Star helmet narrowed my vision to essentials. I was aware of speed-blurred asphalt, the hay bales covered in black-and-white plastic in a checkered-flag effect, the roller-coaster bumps in the midsection of the track, the soft rubber of the tires gripping as I threw the kart into the dogleg and the vista of the long straightaway below me. I jammed the accelerator down and took it up to fourteen thousand RPMs, watching the woods rush toward me from the bottom of the track, then backed off at the last minute for the hairpin, where Ross was standing with the radar gun. There was a rock wall down there just inside the line of trees. Coming out of the hairpin, I watched the steering-wheel-mounted tach until I felt the clutch hook at eighty-nine hundred revs and push me like a kick in the pants up the track toward the right turn and the pits. All the way around the track, which was a little less than half a mile, I kept seeing the front wheel of Joe’s kart out of the corner of my eye. Dogging me, the little weasel.


On the next lap, Bruce waved the radar gun to indicate he would time my top speed at the bottom of the chute, then Joe’s. I ran through the curves to the pits and started building my speed coming out past the restaurant. Mom had been inside cleaning up, but now she was sitting on the hay bales, watching. I hugged the inside of the dogleg entering the chute and then flared out wide and aimed for the inside of the hairpin at the bottom of the hill and held the pedal down until the wall of woods was almost in my face. Then I backed off and took it around. I glimpsed Joe starting his descent. I slowed and watched him through the hairpin, then let him catch up and we drove around the track and down the straight together.


We stopped, idling, in the middle of the track and removed our helmets. Bruce showed us the results he’d written down, a 67 under Joe’s name and a 64 under mine, with a notation about the different gear sprockets on the axles. He said, “Okay, let’s go for lap speed now. Sal’s quicker off the corners, Joe, so he’ll probably be faster around. Stay close to each other, but don’t get tangled up.”


Joe said, “I don’t think so.”


“Don’t think what?” Bruce was scribbling in his notebook.


“I don’t think Sal’s faster.” I caught him stealing a glance at me.


“Well, it doesn’t matter,” Bruce said. “We’re not racing, just trying to figure the best setup.” He wasn’t really paying attention, but I heard the defiance in my brother’s voice. He wanted to prove that he could beat me. I suddenly realized that it was the first time we had been on the track together, one on one. If he could beat me, he was going to have to prove it.


“Think you’re faster now, is that it?” I said to him. “Why don’t we check it out?”


He didn’t need time to think about it. We pulled our helmets on and started around the track to the start-finish line in front of the restaurant. Then we kicked it in.
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