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Prologue

“Put your hands in mine . . . close your eyes.”

I took Santino’s tiny hands into my own hands and observed him. “Tired of playing?” I asked.

He shook his head. I took stock of his condition as best I could through sight alone.

His forehead and cheekbones protruded—pushed outward by an overactive bone marrow that struggled to raise his blood levels. He was out of breath from running around with Nico and Enzo. Their hemoglobins were fourteen; his was nine.

“Put your hands in mine,” I said.

He did. We never questioned each other.

“Close your eyes,” I said as I squeezed Santino’s hands, tighter and tighter, pausing for fifteen seconds. “Figlio mio (my son), when I let go, you’ll be charged with energy from Papà. You’ll be able to fly like the rondone.”

I released his hands, easing the pressure slowly. We breathed. The aroma of Panificio Santa Chiara’s wood-fired focaccia filled the piazza, where I sat, and Santino leaned against me with his eyes closed.

My solution wouldn’t cure his Thalassemia. But it would let him go back to his friends.

He gazed at his freed hands. “Pà, they’re tingling.”

I nodded. “Now go. Fly like a rondone!”

Santino shot away. “Papà! I can fly! I can fly!”

There are no words for the happiness I felt as I watched him dart back into his world—Piazza Duomo, Altamura. He dodged in and out of the crowded square to rejoin his friends, his paisans, his compatriots.

Piazza Duomo is its own universe. Built in 1200, the stone cathedral has witnessed centuries of comings and goings across the white stone streets. Altamura, and all of Eastern Italy, was at one time a crossroad for African, Arab, Asian, and European cultures, and as a result, many Italians are a darker shade than their African relatives, and many Italians have bluer eyes than people on their northern borders. I find it tragically funny when seemingly intelligent folks identify cultures with Crayola colors—as if it were that simple.

Minutes later, the kids dashed toward me.

“Papà!” Santino screamed.

“Signor Girondi!” Enzo yelled.

They got within a few yards. Santino was holding a rondone—a bird, also known as a swift.

Concerned and wide-eyed, the kids gushed ancient Altamuran words that could easily be mistaken for Arabic.

Rondoni (plural for rondone) arrive in late March from Southern Africa. They travel thousands of miles at speeds up to 140 miles per hour. The female rondoni lay eggs in the tiled roofs and crevices of the ancient town center. Catching insects for off-spring, they swoosh round and round in precise patterns. When the rondoni depart in August, mosquitoes move in and retake the piazza.

Rondini are as strange as they are fast. Their long wings prohibit them from taking off from the ground. If they don’t want to get stuck, they must take off from high elevations so they can throw themselves into the air and take flight again.

Occasionally, rondoni collide with something solid and fall to the earth. That must have been what happened to this one, I thought.

I didn’t hesitate. I took the young bird in my hands, and threw him into the air with all my force. The higher I could propel him, the better chance the creature would have of spreading his wings again, of saving himself, of soaring, of living.

It was a good throw. The power of the launch took the winged marvel almost to Doctor Alberto’s third-floor windows.

But the rondone began falling, faster and faster. The eyes of everyone in the piazza were on the bird. Each of us secretly, solemnly prayed for his wings to carry him to salvation. A moment of hesitation would smash the swift onto the white stone.

I had done my part. Now the rondone was on his own, alone in descent, within inches of the end of his life. I turned away, like most of the others did, not wanting to witness the almost certain loss of life.

I barely saw, and almost missed what became of the mystical creature. But as I turned my head, from the corner of my eye, I saw him swoosh upward.

The boys had not turned away. Their eyes were wide. They shouted and marveled at what they saw.

The rondone took flight.

A few of the spectators cheered and clapped. Relieved, I nodded gently to myself. I understood.

I was there to save the bird because, in much the same way, others had intervened to save me. The fact that I was there in the piazza, at that moment, was a living tribute to the many people who had launched me back into life’s wind and returned me to the world.

I took Santino’s hand in mine again. He looked up at me and smiled.


Chapter 1

Bliss

Every so often, when I was growing up, I’d find Grandpa Santino sleeping on our couch.

I wasn’t sure where he lived. His face was gentle and kind. Sleeping there quietly, he reminded me of a little homeless boy. And I knew that when I woke to find him there, he would soon rise and disappear to his favorite part of the house—the kitchen.

If I woke up later than he did, I would be enraptured and dragged out of bed by the scent of Grandpa Santino’s sugo. About once a month, he’d serve his treasured tomato sauce for our sacred dinner. I helped him make it, when he let me.

One Sunday, when I was maybe seven, I walked into the kitchen with its ancient wooden table and wobbly chairs. The cabinets were metal, painted brown, and the floor was clothed in a worn, stained linoleum. The original pattern was white with gold swirls. The white had turned off-white and then gray. The only thing resembling gold about the swirls were mustard stains that couldn’t be scrubbed out of the cracks and crevices.

The kitchen was ten by twelve feet. The table with the six wobblies situated around it looked like they had come directly out of a scene from a film made about a secondhand store.

Grandpa stood with a wooden spoon in his hand. He was slender and all of five feet, two inches tall. His full head of hair was turning from black to silver. As he chopped the garlic, he seemed to look right through it and into another world.

He had seen so many things in his life. He had made the voyage to a new land. He had survived. There was a unique sense of satisfaction on his face. It seemed that simple accomplishments such as chopping garlic gave him a profound sense of purpose.

Grandpa’s mother, Angela, always made the Sunday ragu or sugo with neck bones. Grandpa Santino was certain that they were an important part of the magic.

From time to time, Grandpa told stories about growing up in Puglia, his family, the olive trees, and the feast days dedicated to saints. I’d seen some photos with the various members of our extended southern Italian family. I envisioned myself with my hooked nose, wearing a cap, on a ladder leaning against an olive tree, gently raking the leaves, causing the green and black treasures to fall into the net placed on the ground.

Somehow, back then, in the strangest way, I was already a part of those trees, those olives, those saints. I had never really lived in America. The most formative years of my existence had been passed in an Italian ghetto, thousands of miles from home.

My mother’s parents arrived in Chicago from Modugno, a town near Bari, in southern Italy, in the state of Puglia. Santino, my grandfather, dreamed of singing opera. Soon, Angela was born, then Maria, Vittoria, Vincenzo, and finally my mother, Sara. Antonia, my grandmother, disappeared shortly after my mother’s birth, and was not seen again for more than thirty years.

Grandpa’s steadiest income came from singing in bars. Ma grew up in foster homes. The bliss continued when she married my father, a proud Irish Renaissance man, dockworker, thief, and all-around gangster.

I was named Patrick, after the patron saint of Ireland. Ma decided I would be a physician. Soon I was joined by my brother and sisters, Greg, Marie, and Katy, all of us born twelve to fourteen months apart.

Our neighborhood was Little Italy on the South Side. 67th and 71st Streets, Ashland and Damen were the boundaries. The Saint Rocco Feast at Our Lady of Mount Carmel Church on Marquette (67th Street) was the highlight of our year. Each family saved for stylish clothing, and Grandpa practiced “O Sole Mio,” “U Sorrento,” and a half dozen other Italian tunes for his chance to exhibit his pipes.

Grandpa’s gaze moved from the garlic to the window. I looked but all I saw was our neighbor’s dirty windows. I was sure he saw much more than that. He was transported; he was somewhere else.

I purposely made a sound with my shoe. Grandpa looked to the side, and then at me, standing in the doorway, rubbing my eyes.

“Prova,” he said gently, as he handed me the wooden spoon filled with the red elixir. The smile on his face emulated the warmth of the Mediterranean he came from, and in one action, one grin, he beamed more tenderness than my father had transmitted in his entire lifetime.

Grandpa’s stay in Chicago was marred by a stark reality. It appeared that the stories told in the piazzas of Italy about streets paved with gold were mostly cruel jokes. Still, the US became an alibi for every Italian who did not arrive where he wanted to go in life, saying, “Had I only gone to America, I would have been a famous artist, chef, soccer player . . .”

Does anyone really arrive where they want to go?

The day before, Grandpa had sent me with a quarter to Sarli’s Butcher on 69th Street to buy neck bones. Rosario Sarli was a sweetheart, and it was hard for me to imagine that he spent a great part of his life butchering animals. Mr. Sarli turned and smiled as I walked in. Mrs. Clemente was being served. Mrs. Scalise and Mrs. Fiore were waiting impatiently. It was almost five o’clock, and Rosario was happy about that. Saturday was the busiest day of the week.

Rosario Sarli was a kind man. He extended credit, and had a list of debts that he erased at Christmas for widows and single mothers. We were often recipients of his kindness. Today, he felt more generous than usual. Cassio’s grocery store, across 69th Street, had opened a meat counter eight months prior, and officially closed it the previous week.

I returned home, gave Grandpa his quarter, the neck bones, and a warm salutation from our paisan, Rosario Sarli.

Looking up lovingly at Grandpa, I heard a noise at the front door. My body froze. Disaster would replace my Italian paradise if my father walked in and found Grandpa cooking. Matty, my father, despised the smell of garlic and hated anything Italian.

I also wasn’t sure where my father lived. He showed up when he liked and we hadn’t seen him in a couple of weeks. The house had been peaceful in his absence.

When he did show up, he helped himself to whatever he wanted, conducted his personal reign of terror, and then, after a few hours or days, disappeared again, back to wherever he came from.

He reminded me of the Loch Ness Monster—he reemerged into our lives as mysteriously, ominously, and unpredictably as that creature rose from its lake—but the beatings and torment were much more real than the fabled lake leviathan.

The noise subsided and no one arrived. My body relaxed and I scooted myself on the countertop next to my tiny Grandfather.

Grandpa looked at me sternly. “Scendi di la,” he said.

I smiled and we both pretended that he had not told me to get down. I watched his face. He knew he was being observed but he concentrated on his artwork. Grandpa’s skin was olive-colored and smooth with no wrinkles. His eyes were soft and brown. His nose was that of a movie star, pronounced yet dignified.

After a few moments, he turned to me. “Sei un brave uaggnòne.”

I loved when Grandpa spoke to me in the Barese dialect. He was telling me that I was a good guy, and the sincerity with which he delivered his message almost convinced me that he was right.

I learned so much more than Italian from him. We once sat in my and my brother Greg’s bedroom when my parents argued. “Silenzio,” he hushed, as he raised his finger to his lips.

My mother was in the kitchen, screaming at my father about his unwanted visits, how he terrorized the village and went riding off on his horse, shooting his pistol in the air. My mother was standing up for herself—finally.

But it was short-lived. My father gave her a backhand. Her little body flew against the wall and slouched to the floor.

The Old Man grabbed her purse and walked out of the house.

Grandpa gently shook his head. We sat and waited, not wanting to walk in and further humiliate his daughter, our mother.

Grandpa told me stories of Italy, and the extended family, made up of “compari.” Pronounced “gombody,” it is the title used for extended family members who baptize, confirm, or serve as testimony for wedding ceremonies. Persons also become compari through great acts of kindness.

Grandpa’s favorite compari were Compare (singular for compari) Ciccio from Bitritto and one-eyed Compare Uncle Mike from Carbonara; both towns were walking distance from Modugno, Grandpa’s town.

Grandpa’s favorite moments were spent with his family, compari, Father Angelo from Our Lady of Mount Carmel, the local hoods (hoodlums), and the congregation, who often sat on my Aunt Vittoria’s porch, reminiscing about their past in Italy and their brave plans for an American future.

Ma arrived like a lightning bolt out of nowhere, and I jumped off the counter. I didn’t know it, but she must have had work that morning. I wasn’t sure where she’d go. In the past, she was employed at IBM, Bays English Muffins, and as a helper to different families who needed someone for housework and or babysitting duties.

Wherever she went, she’d get mass in. Ma knew where all the churches were and what time the masses were, not only on Sunday but every day. Inside her purse there were never less than ten saints’ holy cards and novenas. On the bus, and on her breaks at work, she prayed.

Ma always had a determined look on her face. Today was no different. I believed that much of Ma’s determination came from her belief in “good.” The saints were historical pillars of our church and our faith. They may have not been perfect, but their stories were inspiring. Ma made sure that there were always books about the saints in the house. Many of them were kids’ books, and she insisted we read them. My knowledge of and therefore the presence of the saints were critical at all the important times in my life.

Ma was four-foot-eleven, but had the presence of someone over six feet tall. Her black hair was more of a mane, and it shook as she walked.

Ma had beautiful teeth and a divine smile. Her body was lean and proportioned as a beautiful Italian woman’s should be.

She smiled to see me next to my grandfather, happy that I had jumped off the counter before she scolded me.

She looked at Grandpa sternly, correcting him for allowing me to sit there. She knew that Grandpa and I had a relationship that was different from any that he had with his other grandchildren. She approved, and hoped that his gentle ways might someday become my own.

Grandpa offered her a taste of the sauce.

Ma sipped from the wooden spoon. “Mmm, Pa, this is delicious. I got to run, save me some.”

Grandpa smiled and Ma kissed my cheek. It just didn’t get any better than this.

Raising four kids by herself, Ma accepted acts of kindness and borrowed money from friends, the church, and even neighbors. She was a stark contrast to my father, Matthew, who most called Matty. Matty would never accept charity but took what he wanted, whenever he wanted it.

Matty was a hard and good-looking Irish man with a scar from his right ear to the right side of his mouth. He was almost six feet tall and had curly brown hair that was always gelled. He had a smile that could melt a glacier or befriend a cougar, before he killed and gutted it.

My father was a South Sider from Canaryville, a neighborhood on the eastern front of the Stock Yards. He was a gangster and he liked being a gangster. He walked the walk and talked the talk. I witnessed him getting into fistfights with complete strangers. He always won.

I’m not sure if he did it purposely, but he spoke like the actor James Cagney. In fact, I often pictured my father squashing grapefruit in someone’s face or getting blown up on the top of a gasoline holding tank, screaming, “Ma, I’m on top of the world!”

The Old Man and his colleagues from Teamsters Local 714 primarily worked at the McCormick Place, the Amphitheater, and the Hilton Hotel. They helped themselves to everything that wasn’t nailed down and some things that were. His Ford van was always filled with everything from electric toothbrushes to ashtrays and rugs. His house was literally full of stolen duct tape—his solution for cracked walls, cups, windows, and shoes. The teamsters from 714 only worked when there were shows. How else were they supposed to make ends meet?

I don’t recall ever making a conscious judgment about my mother or my father. There were attractive things about both of them.

Like so many South Siders, I also did not pronounce my H’s, so like my fadder, the number three became “tree.” It wasn’t a conscious choice on my part to emulate him. It just happened.

We were often between homes. When we vacated one place, in search of another, we loaded up Ma’s beige Rambler station wagon and headed out. Sometimes we’d have to sleep in the car.

Sadly, the Old Man never showed up when we desperately needed someone.

I deduced, early on in life, that stealing was something the Old Man and I had in common. For as long as I can remember, I felt the obligation to help my mother out. I shoveled snow, raked leaves, washed cars, and robbed garages and the occasional house. I even delivered newspapers, until I found that I could make almost the same amount of money by stealing them and selling them for scrap.

I think I preferred honesty, actually—but there just wasn’t a lot of opportunity for that. I decided to shine shoes, but got caught stealing polish from a drugstore. The owner called the police, and when they arrived I squirmed and feigned the grief of a mother whale whose calf had just been devoured by sharks.

My mother never found out. I should have won an Academy Award.

Ma disappeared from the kitchen, headed for work, and Grandpa turned to me and smiled. Few people ever smiled my way. Ma insisted that I was misunderstood, but the nuns and most of the neighbors had a low regard for me, a classic juvenile delinquent.

The neighbors weren’t all wrong to see me that way. Some of them had been my victims, and I had shoplifted more times than I could remember.

I looked at my grandfather, not knowing if I had any right to smile back at him. If I smiled back, was I confirming that I was a good boy when I knew that I wasn’t?

Grandpa read my mind and looked sternly at me. “Per tua madre, devi fare bravo.”

It wasn’t so easy for me to be good for my mother, or anyone else, for that matter. I’d seen her grovel and get beaten to the ground many times. I would not live her type of existence and I resented having to watch her live it.

Grandpa smiled tightly, as if my silence were the confirmation of our mostly telepathic conversation. He offered me another taste from the chipped wooden spoon.

I hesitated in another speechless gesture. Then I took the spoon, and the pact was finalized, as I let the tomato sauce roll on my tongue, past my tonsils, and down to my stomach. It made no sense for me to elaborate. At that moment, I was Grandpa’s quiet, good grandson, that brave uaggnòne.

I guess it was okay for him to believe that.

Grandpa Santino looked at me softly and said nothing. He rolled the neck bones into a frying pan and cut up more garlic. He took a pinch of salt from the box and squeezed his fingers to distribute it evenly. The neck bones and garlic cloves began sizzling in the heated oil. I loved watching ‘u maestro’ create his succulent potion.

Somehow, word spread whenever Grandpa cooked. Cousins and guests we hadn’t seen for months miraculously showed up at dinnertime, and in good Pugliese tradition, everyone ate their fill.

Grandpa turned his attention back to the deep pot of tomato sauce. He stirred it lightly. It seemed that everything he did was done tenderly. He began singing, “Al di lá; del bene più prezioso, ci sei tu. Al di lá; del sogno più ambizioso ci sei tu!”

“Al Di La” is a song dedicated to a love so strong that after all, after life itself, survived. Although Grandpa never made it to perform in the lyric houses of the world, the performance that he gave me those mornings are documented forever in my heart.

In neighborhood bars, Grandpa sang for change they’d leave in his cap or throw at his feet. Any pay was meager, compared to the satisfaction he received from performing for others.

“Volare” and “O Sole Mio” were two of my favorites from his repertorio. It wasn’t just that his voice was so lovely and fine; it was that his life was so tragic and coarse, and he was still able to sing. As I stated prior, his wife, my grandmother Antonia, disappeared not long after my mother was born, and for decades, no one knew where she was. The family wasn’t sure if she had gone back home, was living a life of amnesia, or was dead—yet Grandpa sang. All of his children struggled day to day trying to make ends meet. Violence, alcohol, and drugs damaged each of their lives, and yet Grandpa sang.

I was putting the jigsaw puzzle together in my mind when out of nowhere my father’s voice broke the heavenly flow of Italian music. I desperately hoped that my brain was toying with me.

It wasn’t. The Old Man, a whiskey guy, who usually rolled to the runway on beers, was recovering from a night out with his friends in Canaryville that probably included a fight, a stickup, and/or someone being seriously injured.

He resented Italians in the worst way. I often thought it might be because there were some of them he could not bully or berate, and maybe this was why he was so adamant about slugging my mother and belittling my grandfather.

He often told me that I was Italian, not white. I wasn’t sure what he meant. I had never seen a white person and I, myself, was tan. Most Italians I know don’t know what you mean if you tell them they’re white. A young Italian girl once told me, “Paint and paper can be white, but not people.”

He referred to my clan as either degos or spics, and the way he slithered those words actually made me proud to belong to the group.

As soon as he entered the kitchen, the Old Man said firmly, “I told you, I didn’t want you cooking that smelly shit in my house.”

Grandpa grew silent, and I felt him step closer to me. Maybe it was I who stepped closer to him. At any rate, at that moment, we were inseparable.

“Why’d you stop singing, greaseball?” the Old Man taunted (“Greaseball,” another of his favorite words, should have been included with “dego” and “spic,” above).

There was an ugly stillness. The only sound was the sizzling of neck bones and garlic cloves in the frying pan. It was time to pick a side.

I didn’t move and did the most ill-advised thing that I could have done. I stood my ground and looked into my father’s eyes.

He stared back at me. “C’mere.”

I didn’t have the courage to say no, nor would my heart allow me to leave Grandpa’s side. We were in Hadleyville and it was High Noon. Hours passed in those next moments, as all three of us realized that something would follow the end of the music.

Out of nowhere, a piece of gristle cracked and shot out of one of the neck bones. The first shot, although completely irrelevant, was fired—and it was all Matty needed to lurch into action.

He jumped at us. Grandpa gave no resistance as my father grabbed him by the neck, lifted him, and pushed him against the wall.

Grandpa couldn’t breathe. His feet performed an arrhythmic ballet below his legs.

“No!” I screamed as tears flooded my eyes.

Grandpa’s eyes softly communicated cheet, the word that told me to remain still and quiet.

My father then grabbed Grandpa with the other hand and dragged him to the back porch door. My father tugged him down the back stairs, Grandpa’s body dangling as if he were a rag doll. I watched grandpa’s feet as he panicked to stabilize his body weight.

For a moment my gaze locked in on Grandpa’s grief-filled eyes. At the last stair, my father took my grandfather under the arms and threw him into the yard.

I watched from the back porch window, relieved that it was over.

It wasn’t over.

Still in a rage, my father arrived at the top of the porch steps with the deep pot of sauce. Matty’s eyes were filled with contempt. He wasn’t only striking out at the tiny man, he was battling something much larger, his determination awe-inspiring, like he was in the twelfth round of a championship fight.

I looked at Grandpa and at my father’s back. I wondered what I’d do if I had a gun.

With a Herculean grunt, my father jerked the pot, sending the sauce flying into the air. It sailed as if it were a flock of geese, and I watched the red splash and recalled that blood and sugo are the same color. I watched as hot red streaked Grandpa’s face. He didn’t move a centimeter.

My father threw the empty pot at him. Grandpa didn’t flinch as it landed on the grass next to him.

The Old Man attempted to spit at my grandfather, but nothing came out. He zoomed past me as if I were no one. And in fact, I felt like less than no one.

Back in the house, Matty wanted to have some fun with my mother. When he couldn’t find her, he left, like a hurricane, leaving damage in his path, yet nowhere to be found.

I ran into the yard to help Grandpa up. He shook his head and pushed me to the side. “Ti sporcherai.”

He didn’t want me to get dirty, or so I understood. He took the garden hose and washed himself without even removing his shoes. It wasn’t cold out, but it wasn’t warm. Grandpa seemed unconcerned.

When I got into the house, the neck bones, garlic, and oil were burning. I turned them off and went back to the yard, to give Grandpa towels. He dried himself off as best he could, and then, hand in hand, we walked solemnly through the gangway and out to the street. I figured he didn’t want to dirty the house with water and sauce. Maybe his pride kept him from wanting to enter the scene of his humiliation.

There were so many things I wanted to tell him. I could not help but believe that there were many things that he wanted to tell me.

Grandpa stopped. We gazed into each other’s eyes. “Vattene a casa.”

I would listen and go into the house, but for now I paused and watched his back until he turned the corner.

My mother’s unbending faith already had its grips on me. I didn’t hate Matty. I was already prepared to forgive him, to look to the saints for strength in the face of what he’d done.

But I wasn’t a pushover. Seeing the things my father did, and seeing so much more, in the neighborhood where I grew up, I learned to detest the strong who feasted on the weak. I had plenty of rage for them stirring in me, and stored up vengeance that I would gladly deliver in return for such cruelty.

Grandpa didn’t come around much after what happened with my Old Man. I barely knew my father’s people, and the world around me continued to be an Italian world.

Looking back on those years, I can truly say that, despite its drawbacks, life was full. And a full life to me is a blissful life.


Chapter 2

The Bliss Continues

My mother continued to struggle. We often lived in the homes of friends and relatives, sometimes separately, sometimes together. Partings were tearfully agonizing, not knowing when or if we’d ever be reunited.

Ma juggled novenas and jobs. Whether together or separate, she dragged us to mass and put us through Catholic schools.

A few weekends, we lived in Ma’s station wagon. During the day, we visited friends, relatives, and churches. After dark, we parked and slept.

We wobbled into a gas station at 51st and Ashland with a flat. Ma had six bucks. We slept there until the morning, when Uncle Vincenzo (Vince), Ma’s brother, scrounged up a tire.

At five foot five, Uncle Vince was muscle and bone. He had a sixth-grade education, and like Ma, he would literally give you his last cent or morsel if you needed it. I call it the “Girondi Disease.”

Uncle Vince and his wife, Alice, had five kids. There wasn’t always food or electricity in their home, but he was forever an optimist. He taught my brother Greg and me to fish and play chess.

Growing up in the 1970s, the nation was in the throes of the great “busing” experiment. Politicians, from their protected pedestals, decided that kids would be transported across their cities, to forcefully integrate their schools and mix them together. While it sounded like a great idea to many people to make schools and children’s lives less homogeneous, the results of the policy were mixed.

Busing left behind thousands of dismantled communities and dozens of destroyed cities. Public schools weren’t places to learn anymore. They became battlegrounds, where you could get shot, stabbed, maimed, or killed. Communities went from being middle-class neighborhoods to crime-ridden zones of the economically challenged.

Uncle Vince’s kids went to public schools, and his son Santino got stabbed at eight years old. As a result of busing and other shrewd social trials and economic situations, some of my cousins never made it out of eighth grade. Curing homogeneity also meant mixing people from very different backgrounds. The result of this experiment sparked violent conflict and bloodshed. What looks good on paper doesn’t necessarily work in practice.

Catholic schools were, for the most part, spared the great social remedy of busing. The schools I attended remained as they had been. Religious folks taught us what they thought we should know, and provided guardrails to the youths they educated. Some, such as myself at very young ages, already showed signs of going off the road.

By my tenth birthday, I had lived at ten different addresses, mostly in the South Side’s “Little Italy,” where I was surrounded by dozens of cousins.

Eventually, the Old Man remarried. One year, when winter set in, my brother, sisters, and I lived with him and his new bride. Her name was also Sara. He called her “Butch” (eventually, the “u” was substituted with an “i’’). She arrived with six kids from her first marriage: Coleen, Bobby, Casey, Clara, Jimmy, and Mark, who were all between the ages of two and seven. Matty had changed wives, but not much else.

Some Sunday mornings were spent kneeling in front of the TV, screaming, jiggling, and singing to dark-skinned gospel singers on Jubilee Showcase. Matty kicked and slapped us until we hit a frantic pitch.
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In Little Italy of the South Side, Italian was the second language on the streets. In Italian communities in the US, as in Italy, clan members are relied upon to do what people in other places rely on strangers to do. Compari are on the front line of every family crisis, doing things that in other families are done by strangers in uniforms. Compari assist in recovering stolen property and doling out justice. In times of need, compari often loan money, taking the place of a bank. They’re the household safety net.

Compare Ciccio was from Bitritto, three miles from my grandfather’s town of Modugno. He baptized five of my cousins, and often loaded as many of us as he could into his ’62 Ford to take us for Rainbow Ice Cream on 63rd and Damen.

The neighborhood was full of people the US government considered undesirables. Many men used aliases and were not strangers to the law. Compare Ciccio was an incredibly kind man, and we all missed him when he was deported.

Ma always had legal custody of us, but back then, legal custody didn’t mean a whole lot. The government’s nose wasn’t nearly as involved in families’ lives as it is today.

Imagine this. When we were kids, it was dishonorable to snitch on someone, anyone, even your enemy. If you did snitch on a sibling, you lined up for punishment after the disciplinarian was done with them. Today, things have dramatically changed. Each group whines, whimpers, and points fingers, often at individuals more victimized than themselves, using the media and attorneys to garner favors and cash from the imperfect system.

Ma didn’t always have the funds necessary to keep us together. For a while, she got us back and we moved to 49th Street in the Saint Augustine Parish. Danny Stanic, a Polish kid from a family of twelve, became my shoeshine partner and best friend.

“I disappear in the morning, show up at night, and no one even knows I was gone,” he’d say.

The neighborhood was full of struggling families and ruthless gangs that we aspired to enter; but for now, Danny; his brother Ricky; another friend, Stevey; and I made for the railroad tracks. Danny was thirteen, Stevey and Ricky eleven, and I was ten.

Bravery was everything; a few weeks prior, Stevey solemnly stood still against the garage as I whipped a dart that landed less than an inch from his armpit. Up next, I took my turn, as the hurtling projectile headed for my face. I turned slightly, not wanting to demonstrate cowardice, and it entered the side of my head. We paraded through the neighborhood, the badge of courage still in place. People gawked. I glared back. After a few hours and before my mother could see, I pulled the dart from my head. No pain; no big deal.

On other days, we flipped switchblades at each other’s feet—but the railroad tracks were the true test of bravery. In just a few months, one kid lost his life and another his legs.

The freights traveled up to sixty mph between Ashland and the Dan Ryan. We timed it perfectly as an eastbound train came into view.

The train was within a few blocks of where we were standing.

“Me and Pat first,” Stevey said. “Danny, you better be honest.”

“I’m always honest, man. You know that, man,” Danny snapped.

The train was a block away. Ricky and Danny lined us up evenly and stooped down to judge as Stevey and I rested our heads on opposite sides of the tracks.

The engineer clocked fifty-four miles an hour. He needed to slow down to avoid crashing at the Englewood Yard. It was too late to call anyone when he spotted us.

He hit the horn. We didn’t budge.

Stopping 173 cars took time.

The train thundered. The horn bellowed. Braking hard meant jumping the track. The uniformed man on the front of the locomotive frantically waved his arms, whelping silenced screams. The steel grate was within inches of us. I threw myself away and grabbed an iron pole that was stuck in the dirt.

The irate ogre swooshed, moving to and fro as I brushed myself off.

“I couldn’t see when Stevey flinched!” Danny yelled.

“I ain’t doing that! Call me chicken or whatever! I ain’t puttin’ my head on those tracks!” Ricky shouted.

“The caboose!” Danny yelled.

We soberly walked to where Stevey had rested his head. There was no sign of him. Danny wore funeral eyes, and tears welled up in mine, when Stevey jumped out from behind a pile of garbage, laughing. We all hugged, and Danny and I pretended we would not have cried if he’d really been dead.

Occasionally, the brute machine that could have killed us so many times was our victim. We broke its locks and stole hidden treasure, unburdening it of fruit or even pool sticks. We dodged the railroad dicks, who supposedly aimed their guns at our asses.

Two neighborhood kids pulled their families out of poverty, each losing an eye to the pepper-spraying rifles of the railroad men. I’d gladly have done that myself, but I was afraid I might lose both eyes.
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By the end of summer, we moved a few blocks away to live with Ma’s friends, Uncle Rory and Aunt Kay Brown. They had two small children, Emmy and Kevin. Uncle Rory supported his family and us by doing small burglaries and selling drugs. I already knew that illegal did not necessarily mean immoral.

I was always an “ends justify the means” kind of guy. Going in and out of bars, shoe shining with Danny, I had developed a real liking for Slim Jims, the stringy pieces of sausage that were sold for a dime in most neighborhood saloons. Times were skinny, and I was dying for the taste of one. I raked the house for pop bottles to refund and was still short.

I saw Aunt Kay’s purse hanging off the chair in the kitchen. The coast was clear. The house was quiet.

As my sticky fingers graveled the bottom of Aunt Kay’s purse, Uncle Rory appeared. I’m not sure where he came from, but I was consumed with guilt. What would Ma do now? Where would we go?

I barely closed my eyes when I went to bed. I prayed all night. Surely the Lord would intercede and help me out. The hours I waited until light sneaked through the blinds were the longest years of my life.

The following day, Uncle Rory introduced me, as his nephew, to the owner of the little grocery store across the street. He got me a job sweeping and stocking shelves. I should have known better not to worry so. Uncle Rory might have been a drug dealer and a thief, but he was an A-class, good guy.

A few days later, Ma visited and we walked alone on 51st Street. I loved music, and had sung “The First Noel” for the whole school the previous Christmas. For weeks, I had been banging out a new song, “Drumbeat,” on coffee cans, plastic buckets, and pieces of tin in the alley. I had practiced it four hundred times, and wanted to sing “Drumbeat” for Ma.

As I was about to begin, she turned to me. “Patrick, I have something to tell you,” she said in a low tone.

I was slightly taller than she was. I looked into her eyes.

I was never sure what she might say. Her life was one tribulation after another.

“What is it, Ma?” I asked.

“Son, I’m going to have a baby.”

My mind raced. How could that happen? I saw the pain in her face, grasped the situation, and hugged her.

“Good, Mom, I’ll have a new brother or sister.” I was sure that I had spoken the words, but was not certain where they came from.

Ma cried quietly and squeezed me. “I knew that I could count on you. I knew it,” she said, and embraced me even tighter.

The Old Man’s wife was knocked up as well. So now we would be twelve, four from my mother and father, my mother had a new arrival on the way, six in the brood with the Old Man from his second wife, and Paulie, their newest arrival. My, how wonderful life was. I hear my first song “Drumbeat” in my head every time I begin penning a new tune.

This year, we’d spend Christmas with Uncle Vince, his wife, and five kids. Ma wanted a holiday to remember, and got her wish. As we rushed around Christmas Eve, it began snowing. Ma made purchases with Irwin’s signed business card. Each week, Irwin arrived and collected whatever Ma had to give him toward the balance. He was never cross or impatient, and though he was Jewish, he was more Christian than most any Catholic I’ve ever known.

On the back of the card was the amount Irwin guaranteed for his client. He knew each of the families he dealt with. He knew the work they did and the estimated amount of monthly bills they had to pay. Irwin had to be a good judge of character and a good risk manager. After all, he had four kids of his own to feed.

I often look back with fond memories of “our Jew,” Irwin Rothstein. Families like ours were often in grave financial straits. Evictions, and electricity and gas being cut off, were common. Yet Irwin cared enough to gamble, and it was his courage that made life more bearable for our family and many like us.

Irwin’s card was the first credit card I’d ever seen, good at all the shops at Jefthro Plaza on Roosevelt Road. As we went from store to store, each merchant scratched the old balance, wrote the new one, and signed the card.

With only one purchase left, we entered the toy store. Ma quickly targeted a gift for my sister, Katy.

“I would like that doll, please,” pointing as she spoke.

The tired, elderly shop owner reached up and grabbed the doll, knocking two other toys down.

“How much is it?” Ma asked with dignity.

“Seven dollars, madam,” the merchant responded.

“Why so expensive?” Ma inquired.

“Its face, hands, and feet are porcelain, madam.”

“What about that one?” Ma pointed to another doll.

The Old Man’s back ached, reaching up. His face twisted with pain as he handed it to Ma. “Madam.”

Ma examined the doll. “No, no, this won’t last a week,” she said as she handed it back.

“Madam, we’re about to close,” the merchant said.

“Yes, I know, but I just can’t buy any old thing. It’s Christmas.”

“Yes, for you it is. For me it’s just another long day. Now, how much money can you spend?”

“$1.75” was written on the back of Irwin’s card. She rummaged through the holy cards in her purse to capture loose change. Her fingers finally made it to her secret hiding spot. There was a crack on the inner floor inside of Ma’s purse. That sacred crevice was the home of Ma’s “never broke dollar.” She promised to never, ever use it—but it was Christmas.

“I can spend three dollars,” she said, with a little less dignity.

“I have those stockings filled with hard candy. They have little, plastic dolls inside,” he said.

Ma stared.

“I’m sorry, I’m closing,” he said.

My stomach turned. I could have easily stolen any doll I wanted. Who could stop me? Certainly not him—but Ma would never go for that.

Some months prior, Ma had sent me to Neisner’s Dime Store to buy some plastic drapes. I stole them instead. She caught me putting the money back in her purse and marched me back to Neisner’s to pay. It was the first time the manager remembered someone returning to pay for stolen merchandise.

“How much is that one?” Ma pointed. The doll was wearing a pink outfit and had a pacifier in its mouth. I thought the cheeks were a bit too rosy. But what did I know about dolls?

“$4.75,” the store owner answered.

“I’ll take it,” Ma said.

The store owner thought that he must have mistakenly heard, “Three dollars.”

“Gift wrapped?” he grunted more than asked.

“Yes, please.” Ma’s voice turned sheepish.

She gave him the card and $1.25. “I’ll get the other $1.75 to Irwin.”

The owner pulled the package back. “You’ll not leave this store with that doll unless I’m paid in full. These are the rules and Irwin knows it, too.”

Desperation and tears flooded Ma’s face. “It’s Christmas,” she offered.

“This is what you teach your children on Christmas, to run around spending money that you don’t have? This is your religion, Santa Claus?”

Ma stumbled and sobbed. “I’m one of Irwin’s best customers.”

The man stood firm. I held Ma’s arm as we walked out. The car wouldn’t start, and I convinced a man to give us a jump start. The window wipers cleared the snow, but I don’t know how Ma drove through the tears.

Later, at Uncle Vince’s house, Uncle Vince consoled her. “Sis,” he said, “I have a job lined up after Christmas. I’ll buy her the most beautiful doll in the city.”

Ray, the Mexican woman who lived downstairs, overheard the story while sipping coffee with Aunt Alice. Ray left and returned fifteen minutes later. The neighbors never knocked on each other’s doors. Ray was carrying a package with her.

She winked at Ma and Aunt Alice. “Come into the bathroom,” she said.

Uncle Vince tried to see what was going on.

“Women’s stuff, Vince,” Aunt Alice chided as she closed the door.

Once in the bathroom, Ray opened the package, revealing a beautiful porcelain doll. “My grandmother gave her to me, but she was too pretty to play with. I want Katy to have it,” Ray said.

Ma wept with joy, opened the door a crack, and called me in to join them.

They rewrapped the gift and with the precious cargo hidden in my sweatshirt, I went down and played with the lock on the icy car door. Once it was opened, I lay the porcelain doll in the sack with the other gifts. I covered the sack with a sheet, to wait until it was time to lay them out for Christmas morning.

Hours later, in the apartment, I heard Ma whispering my name. I rose cautiously, tiptoeing to avoid the children who blanketed the floor. I headed down the stairs, to get the gifts from the car, so they’d be under the tree when my brothers and sisters awoke.

I glanced ahead, at the car.

The window on the passenger side was broken.

I knew what that meant. I knew it was futile, that everything was gone. I glimpsed inside anyway.

Walking up the stairs, I thought about the words of the cranky, old merchant. “This is what you teach your children on Christmas, to run around spending money that you don’t have? This is your religion, Santa Claus?”

I hesitated before opening the door leading to Uncle Vince’s. There were just no words for the anguish that would fill my mother, an anguish that I suspected would be more than most anyone could bear.

Still, it had to be done. My hands were freezing. I welcomed the pain as I reached for the doorknob. I stopped and hesitated once more, knowing Ma was on the other side of the door, enjoying that unique ecstasy that only giving can bring.

I thought about a person falling from the splendor of a sunny mountain into the depths of a dark valley. I opened the door.

As I surmised, Ma was anxiously waiting to unload my hands and spread the gifts under the tree. At first, she appeared confused as she looked into my empty arms. Then she looked into my eyes. I gently shook my head. She looked to the floor, walked into the kitchen, sat at the table, put her head in her hands, and softly cried.

We went to mass, shared our cousins’ toys, and feasted on pasta and neck bones.

I wondered and then hoped that some other kids were enjoying the toys that were stolen from us. At least my mother’s sacrifice would have not gone in vain.


Chapter 3

A Typical Adolescence

For the most part, the whole stepfather/mother thing involves a whole lot of wishful thinking. Over the next period of my life, I needed to cope with the things one copes with when one of his parents marries a certified lunatic.

I mean, he had papers.

My brother Francis was born, and then my sister, Anne. Their father, Robert Meyer, was a heavyset German. Ma was happy that he agreed to have us all live together. Things got confusing when people asked how many siblings I had. I decided back then that my half brothers and sisters and stepbrothers and -sisters were all my brothers and sisters. By 1970, there were thirteen of us.

My other seven brothers and sisters lived with the Old Man in Bridgeport.

Marie, Katy, Anne, Greg, Francis, and I lived with Meyer and Ma in a third-floor apartment on 78th and Winchester. I made friends with some neighborhood musicians, and we formed a garage band.

Greg was ten, and I was almost twelve. Meyer convinced Ma to let us spend time alone together. We easily fit into the bucket seat of his ’66 Dodge Charger. The car leapt as the motor sucked air into the carburetor. The speedometer needle jumped to over 100 miles an hour as we headed south on the Dan Ryan Expressway. I studied every detail: the street signs, the odometer, the expression on Meyer’s face.

Ma’s Girondi Disease attracted her to people that she could help, that she could save. Robert Meyer, who worked in his family’s gas station with his older brother, had an abundant share of trouble. He did a stretch in jail, and spent time in a few of the state’s sanitariums. He erupted into violent fits, drank heavily, and was schizophrenic. A dozen Mother Teresas couldn’t have saved the guy.

Just after passing the Indiana border, we pulled into an oasis. I glanced at the surroundings. Meyer turned the car off and smiled.

“You are my sons, now. We’re a family. Do you fellas want something to eat, ice cream or chips or something?” He smiled warmly at us.

Greg glowed. I stared. Meyer’s smile turned treacherous as he glared back at me.

His eyes were frosty, his teeth crooked, and his breath reeked of decay. “You’re a punk, aren’t ya?”

I cringed deliberately as his breath hit my face.

“I know how to deal with punks,” he said. He grabbed my shirt, his mechanic hands covering most of my chest. He raised my face to his.

“Greg, run,” I said.

“Run where?” Greg asked.

“Just run,” I said a bit louder.

As Meyer raised his hand to slap me, he spotted two Indiana state troopers walking toward the car. He released me, grinned, and lowered the window. “My sons,” he nodded, “these are my boys.”

In my mind, I saw a vision of my mother crying as her dream family fell to the roadside. I smiled. One of the officers winked.

Meyer watched the state cruiser disappear in the rearview mirror.

He beamed; any sign of anger had vanished. “Greg, you are good boys, aren’t you!”

“Sure,” Greg replied.

“Then you should have what you want!” Meyer said enthusiastically.

“I want a Pepsi,” Greg said confidently.

Meyer dropped his brown leather wallet between the seat and the door. “Oops! What a shame, I forgot my wallet,” he said as he gazed at Greg.

I saw him drop the wallet. That meant there were two possibilities. Either he was a lunatic, or he was trying to give me acting lessons.

“I’m sorry, Gregory.” Meyer looked away, and turned back, grinning. “I know! I have a friend that works here. He’s off today. You guys stick a few things into your shirts. I’ll figure out how much we owe, and I’ll pay him when I have my wallet.”

“You want us to steal?” Greg asked.

“Absolutely not,” Meyer replied.

Meyer placed his hand on my head, rubbing harder and harder. “You’re my sons. Daddy wants you to have what you want, but don’t let anyone see, or my friend could get in trouble.” He winked.

Greg and I walked into the oasis store.

“Greg, don’t take anything,” I said.

The shop was doing a brisk business. Grabbing a few things would have been a piece of cake, but I didn’t want to give Meyer the satisfaction. It wasn’t about refusing to steal. It was about defiance. I walked past Greg, trying to offer cover as he slipped the bottle of Pepsi into his shirt.

We returned to the car.

“What did my boys get?” Meyer asked.

Greg pulled the Pepsi out from under his shirt. Meyer opened the bottle with his teeth. He then looked at me.

“And what did you get, Patrick?” Meyer asked.

“I didn’t want anything,” I said.

His eyeballs darted as far left as they could go while still remaining in his head. They slowly rolled back and set on me. He stared intensely. His lips moved slowly, as if maneuvering tons of weight making strange forms for over 10 seconds but no words came out. He then grinned and started the car.

Heading toward Chicago, Meyer pulled onto the shoulder.

“Your turn to drive, Patrick,” Meyer said.

“I don’t know how to drive,” I replied.

Meyer grabbed the door handle, hesitated, and then looked at me. He removed the ignition key. “That’s right, Daddy’s going to teach you.”

Cars zoomed by as he carelessly flung his door open. A horn screamed as a car skidded, just missing him.

“Screw you!” Meyer yelled, throwing up his middle finger to the passing cars. He stood erect and proud, daring any of them to stop.

He entered the passenger door, lifted Greg, and moved him next to the window. “Don’t drop your Pepsi, son. It’s a sin to waste.”

Greg sipped his pop. Meyer pushed me. My legs bumped against the stick shift divide.

“What are you doing?” Greg asked.

“Daddy’s got to teach you things, doesn’t he?” Meyer asked kindly.

Greg continued drinking without saying a word.

“I’m going to teach Patrick how to drive. When you’re older, I’m going to teach you how to drive,” he said devotedly.

Meyer pushed his body against mine. “If you don’t move into the seat, I’m gonna hurt you.” The volume of his voice was perfectly flat. The intent, however, was as rigid as the command of a marine general.

I moved into the driver’s seat. Meyer started the car. “Pull the seat up so you can see, son,” he said kindheartedly.

I reached for the door handle. Meyer stared at me, “You’ll be sorry if you do that.” He grinned and looked at my brother. “If you really don’t want to, Gregory can drive.”

I glanced at Greg. “I’ll drive,” I said.

Horns blew as I eased the car into traffic.

“Faster! Faster! You’re going to get us killed!” Meyer urged.

With my eyes frozen on the white lines, I gripped the steering wheel tightly and pressed the gas pedal; we gained speed, but cars continued flying past us. He sat on the divide and put his foot on top of mine, pushing the gas pedal to the floor. The carburetor screamed. The car jumped. My hands were fixed tightly to the steering wheel. If Greg wasn’t in the passenger seat, I’d have already crashed it into the guardrail.

Twenty minutes later, we were home. Meyer smiled as he greeted Ma, hugging Greg and me to his side. “Dinner ready? Me and the boys are starving.”

Ma beamed at her three men. I smiled thinly, doing all I could to not break her heart. “Looks like you boys had a good time,” she said.

“And we’re going to have plenty more,” Meyer said, “We’re going to have plenty more.”
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Meyer would steal money from my mother’s purse and blame us. I once watched him eat an entire package of raw hot dogs. He later swore that he hadn’t eaten even one. A few times, I walked in as he asked my mother for beer money.

Ma was now the single breadwinner for six kids and a lunatic. Anything could turn him into a beast. Things worsened when he argued with his brother at the gas station. Now he was unemployed, and always home.

As the climate deteriorated, he convinced Ma that I was the real problem. Ma, somewhat of a tragic optimist, remembered that I, in fact, had always been a bit of a challenge. She sent me to stay with various relatives and friends for a “settling-in period.”

During the settling-in period, I traveled back and forth. One morning, during Christmas break when I was home, Meyer called my sisters Marie and Katy into the kitchen. The house reeked of urine. One of them had wet the bed. Ma fearfully watched the drama unfold. Meyer condemned Katy, who according to him was intentionally trying to make him look foolish by not admitting guilt. He took off his belt. Katy shrieked. Ma grabbed Meyer from behind and took the belt from his hand. In one movement, Meyer flung Ma onto the ground and broke off an eighteen-inch long couch leg. The couch toppled. Meyer hit Katy on the legs with the couch leg. None of my siblings were cowards. Greg, Marie, and I ran in front of Katy. Ma joined us.

Meyer threw the leg down and glared. “These kids will never amount to anything,” he said, hesitating for a moment, as if searching for the right words. “You’re always picking them over me. If this is how it’s going to be, I’m not going to stay here.” He walked out, my mother in hot pursuit.

That night, as Meyer slept, I lay in the bottom bunk next to Francis. I reached under the bed, almost hoping I wouldn’t find the baseball bat that I had borrowed from Doug Winters.

My fingernails touched the wooden bat. I never had forgiven myself for cowering when the Old Man beat Grandpa. I had a chance to amend things.

I rolled the bat out. The light from the stove clock shone off the barrel. I gazed at the floor, sliding the weapon until my fingers were at the bottlecap.

I took a deep breath. I stood. I knew I had to move quickly. If someone stirred, and Meyer woke, I’d be at the business end of the Louisville Slugger.

Francis’s leg moved. I was conscious that the ruﬄing didn’t faze me.

I stood and walked to Ma’s bedroom. Meyer, the unwanted guest, was sleeping soundly, his nostrils making gentle rustling sounds.

I took the bat in both of my hands. I didn’t want to kill, but I also didn’t want to leave him alive.

I measured the swing and whacked him in the stomach.

He erupted, gasping for breath.

I didn’t stick around for the next bats. I fled and slept in my friend Doug Winters’s basement, not knowing exactly what might happen next. After a week, Ma communicated to Doug that things were calm and I could return home.

I wasn’t convinced, but I was out of options.

When I came home, Meyer was outside, carrying groceries to the apartment.

I moved closer, convinced that I could outrun him if I had to.

He saw me. He dropped the bags.

I slipped. He tackled me, rubbing ice and slush into my face. He didn’t stop there. Neighbors watched as Ma’s tiny structure flip-flopped like a rag doll on Meyer’s back. His panting was the last sound I heard. He rose proudly, king of the jungle. I lay unconscious, surrounded by bloodstained slush.
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When the union of Ma and Meyer ended, our movement from 78th Street was restricted. We couldn’t afford much in rent. Sometimes we left an apartment because a neighborhood changed from bad to worse; other times we were tossed out because Ma couldn’t pay the rent or because I, and to a lesser extent, my brother Greg, were punks, delinquents, or—as Ma and some others kindly contended—misunderstood.

Many of the guys in Little Italy wore Big Apple or Berretto newsboy caps. I took to wearing one of them too. Grandpa wasn’t around much anymore, but I visited him from time to time. When I’d go see him, I wanted to bring some of the neighborhood with me and wore the newsboy cap religiously. It was my uniform, the uniform of an Italo-American—not Italian, not American, not really white and not really Arab.

Grandpa lived in the basement of an elderly Polish woman’s house on 72nd and Artesian. When I visited, I rapped on the window in the gangway. He’d peer out and then walked to meet me at the back door. He wasn’t singing much anymore, and his gentleness had given in to reality. He was going to die a pauper with his family in shreds, five thousand miles from home.

He opened the door and made a path through the labyrinth of hanging, wet clothes. It wasn’t much, but it was enough: a bed, hot plate, television, bathroom sink, and toilet. I wondered how he washed himself, but never asked. All that was really left of his life was Wrigley’s spearmint gum, of which he always offered me a piece, along with the latest on the Chicago White Sox, whether it was baseball season or just news about spring training. The break between the end of the baseball season and spring training games must have been a real challenge for him.

I was twelve and a half when Grandpa Santino died. The funeral was on 69th Street in Old Little Italy. The parlor was full of family members, priests, and criminals, speaking Italian. It was no secret that Santino’s family was broken and broke; almost everyone brought an envelope. I remembered thinking that Italy must be a horrid place, for my family to have moved here to live like this.

It may not have been the life that Santino had dreamt about when he left Modugno, but it was beautiful. I loved every part of it.
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On one of my first nights busing tables at Club el Bianco, on 63rd Street, a few drunkards made threatening advances on Terry, the hostess. I was twelve, maybe thirteen. I moved next to her. Hidden behind my back, I had a screwdriver in my hand. Enrico, the owner, arrived, and threw the rowdies out.

“Kid, where’d you get that screwdriver?” he asked.

“Off the ledge, in the ice room,” I responded.

“What were you going to do with it?” he asked.

“I was going to stab them if they went after Terry,” I said.

Enrico loved me. His twenty-five-year-old son, Butchy, didn’t.

Club el Bianco was famous for its thirteen-course dinner, “Festa alla Bianco.” Actually, in Italian, the “el” in Club el Bianco should have been “‘il,” but like so many misspelled Italian names, it eventually became cost-prohibitive, or just plain inconvenient, to fix the errors. I liked how it rang.

A busboy like me had to memorize the courses, remembering that minestrone came after the relish trays, with spoons and bowls already in place for the waitress who arrived with piping-hot soup. No one hustled like I did. Better service meant better tips, and the waitresses argued over who I’d work with. But busing didn’t bring in a lot of cake, so I took up other activities, and thankfully, rarely got caught.

The few times I got pinched was for theft. Each time was different, and mostly I was able to make a deal with the police officers, whom we affectionately called “coppers.” If it did get in front of a judge, they were usually all too happy to believe the bologna I gave them. The prisons were full, and I was just a kid.

I was also a great talker and fast on my feet. Most of my beefs were cookie crumb stuff, and most coppers passed on the paperwork, especially since my stories were so interesting.

My family moved into a home, a “hole” owned by Johnny Rossi, my Aunt Angela’s boyfriend. The place was infested with millions of cockroaches. At night, whole pieces of the ceiling were covered with them.

At one point, “Uncle Johnny” arrived, promising to evict us and make Ma pay for the damage we had caused to the house.

“The roaches were here and the house was in shambles when we arrived,” Ma pleaded.

I moved to my mother’s side. Uncle Johnny called us scum. Ma’s tears flowed, and I socked him in the gut. He doubled over, pushing Ma away as she tried to comfort him.

“That kid’s a hoodlum,” he groaned, “he’s gonna be just like his father.”

Ma was angrier at me than he was.
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On one of Ma’s many visits to Saint Augustine Church, she met Father Pasquale Faro, a teacher at Saint Joseph’s Franciscan Seminary. Ma hoped that the seminary could break the grip of the streets on me. She pleaded like the old woman pleaded with the king, in the Bible parable. Her persistence was rewarded.

In freshman year, I packed up and moved away from home to live with the Franciscans. A total of eighty-three students in the whole school were taught by sixty-two Franciscan brothers and priests.

Being in the seminary was one of the happiest times of my youth. There was no stress. I just had to pray, take a few tests, and behave. If I didn’t behave, I had to not get caught. Sure, I thought of home, or my homes, but I was convinced that I wasn’t missing much. Over the years I learned that things didn’t change a whole lot.

When I returned for Christmas break, things were normal—the TV didn’t work, the gas and electricity were going to be turned off, the phone had already been disconnected, and rent hadn’t been paid in three months. I intended to pay for the television repair by shoveling snow and busing at Club el Bianco.

My brother Greg and I loaded the broken television onto a borrowed wagon. The sidewalks were icy, and the wind gusted a hurtful cold. We navigated the precious freight carefully into the electronic repair shop on 69th Street and Wolcott.

“What do you fellows need?” the repairman asked.

“The set’s busted,” I replied.

“Well, let’s open her up, maybe it’s just a tube.”

While staring at my good-looking self in the gray-black TV screen, I heard a yell and watched a man run toward us from the back of the shop. All of our eyes were fixed as a dark, brown residue fell from the inside of the set. It spread across the counter in every direction. It was mayhem.

The owner and his assistant worked furiously to contain the live roaches. They screwed the cover onto the set and scraped the roaches and their dead relatives into a cardboard box.

We knew to always check our clothes for roaches before leaving home. I didn’t think to check the television.

“Get out of here, you filth, get out of here!” the repairman screamed. “Get out of here before I smash you like one of your roaches!”

I stared at him, looking into his eyes; I actually wanted him to try.
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On summer break, I carelessly pursued Marilyn, an attractive twenty-four-year-old Club el Bianco waitress. The story began. I was fourteen. It may not have been politically correct, or legal, but I learned more from her than I learned from any ten women in my life (against modern hysteria, I kind of think every boy should be able to have the experience).

Marilyn was just a hobby. I did serious prowling all summer. Next to our house, or should I say Uncle Johnny’s house, lived the Olive family.

We didn’t always get along with the Olives, and that’s a shame, considering that in the Catholic church an olive branch is used as a gesture of peace. I was more or less in tune with my church. But when I thought of the Olive sisters, I mostly considered the homophone for peace.

Dale Olive, the eldest, was a bullying muscle head. Tom, his younger brother, was a few years older than me, and at times he seemed to despise Dale as much as I did.

One evening, the Olive brothers called me to their basement. They had been told that I took indecent liberties with their sisters, Terry and Rochelle. Though I denied the accusations, they had already decided to teach me a lesson for Terry, Rochelle, Marianne, Kim, and Joanie, other girls on the block.

At eighteen, Dale still hadn’t had the pleasure. I, a fourteen-year-old punk from the worst family, living in the dirtiest house, was breaking records. He wasn’t even slightly amused.

Thinking of me being with Terry confused Tom, Dale’s younger brother. She was fifteen and homely. He was more interested in allegations involving Rochelle; she was only twelve. Pointing out that Rochelle’s breasts were bigger than Terry’s probably wouldn’t have helped; at any rate, Dale wrapped a chain around my neck. I punched and kicked until I heard Grandpa Santino’s voice calling me from heaven. I walked toward him, but woke up on a fallen bicycle and broken glass.

The experience bound me even tighter to Ma’s religious conviction, Grandpa, and his culture. Going forward, I had absolutely no fear of death. I knew that no matter what happened, Grandpa was actually waiting for me in what us Franciscans call a better place.

All these wonderful experiences . . . seriously, I guess, I’m just lucky.

Before Easter of my sophomore year, Father Edward, the Saint Joseph Seminary Dean, went through a list of my infractions, which wouldn’t exactly be used to canonize me. I stole bacon from the kitchen and cooked it in the forest when I should have been at Sunday mass. I had fistfights with Jimmy Passer and Gayton Burke. More recently, I had been caught on the lawn of a nearby hotel, making out with the daughter of a local businessman. The girl’s father personally visited the seminary, and reported the incident to Father Edward. The words that the disgruntled parent employed struck the good father like Chicago winter winds.

As a result of all of these altercations, I was forbidden to return after Easter.

In almost two years of living among the Franciscans, I have nothing but kind things to say about brothers and priests, even Jesuits. I would dearly miss Father Ambrose, the soft-spoken Italian priest who tended the livestock. His simplicity just struck me as the closest thing to truth that I knew in a man.

My disappointed mother didn’t want a bad apple to spoil the bushel. She forbade my return. As a consequence, I went to live with the Old Man in Bridgeport, a blue-collar neighborhood next to Chinatown, on the South Side of Chicago.

While going back and forth between my parents, friends, and the seminary, the old Little Italy disappeared. The community went from predominantly Italian to predominantly African American in the blink of an eye. It confused me. I spent years of nights yearning for days gone by. I forever wore the newsboy cap that a lot of the “guys” wore in Little Italy. An important part of my past, in time, it became a part of me.


Chapter 4

Bridgeport

People of almost any nationality lived in Bridgeport, but the Irish predominated the South Side (37th Street), ruled over by the 11th Ward/Daley political family, and the Italians lived on the North Side (26th Street), run by Dominick and the Italian organization.

By coincidence, the Old Man lived at 26th and Halsted, almost the farthest north you could go and still be in the neighborhood. Home was a tiny shack with three bedrooms, each of them six by nine feet. The abode leaned to the right, and was held together by thousands of strips of duct tape stolen from “The McCormick Place,” or one of the other places where the Old Man worked.

Coleen and Clara slept in one room, the five boys in another, the bride and groom in the last bedroom, and I slept on the couch. I enrolled myself at De La Salle, an Irish Christian Brothers boys’ high school, close to Bridgeport. Carmine Ferri quickly became my best friend. His family was from Sorbo San Basile, a tiny town in Calabria, Italy. The Ferris lived on 31st and Wells in Bridgeport. Soon I was a regular at their home.

I had to pay my own tuition. After school, I took the L and a bus to the Southwest Side, where I worked at the Silver Transmission Shop from 3:00 to 5:30 p.m. on weekdays and all day on Saturdays. Three evenings a week, I bused at Club el Bianco. When I wasn’t at school, working or hanging with my new Bridgeport buddies, I was with Marilyn.

Morris Greenberger, Silver Transmission Shop’s owner, went by Morry Green. He robbed everyone that walked in the front door. He’d do the same if they walked in the back door, but insurance dictated that clients weren’t allowed in the garage.

Morry could sell a rosary to the pope. I watched, and I learned.

Johnny dropped the transmissions, and after Dave, the bench mechanic, finished his handiwork, the transmissions were spray-painted silver and reinstalled. Morry did five or six of these some days, and got his clients for $500 to $1,500. Most customers didn’t know what a transmission was, and most mechanics didn’t touch them.

The customers’ autos were usually immobile. It was expensive, towing a car around the city to check prices, and the tow truck drivers were usually in on it, getting an extra ten bucks from Morry for every client they hauled in. Things worked like clockwork, unless you were the customer, who must have felt like he had been given an enema with the wide part of a ball bat.

If you let Morry hold your car title, he’d put you on a payment plan. He accepted almost any form of currency: paintings, statues, baseball cards, coupons, or even store rebates.

Morry read customers like billboards, and sensed immediately if one had a drug problem, or if one was aching from divorce. He divested those who didn’t know the value of money, and coaxed the sensible into making nonsensical decisions. Women who were older than him blushed when he told them that he was treating them like he would his own daughter—which was likely true.

Morry attempted to cheat everyone by adjusting their hours, scribbled on the calendar. Employees, no fools, would readjust in order to live better. Merchandise was stacked everywhere, and we had absolutely no guilty feelings about walking out the back door with Morry’s booty.

I robbed car parts and sold them to Morry, who bartered them off, mostly to auto body shops. Sometimes, I stole parts from Morry himself and sold them back to him, obviously at a discount. Shoe shining had been my university. Under Morry, I got my master’s, and met more con artists in a week than most people meet in a lifetime.
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Our house reeked from unwashed clothes, particularly socks. On one of the Old Man’s sober stints, he noticed the odor and ordered socks to be changed daily. Each evening, we marched into the front room, showed him our socks, and told him the color of yesterday’s socks.

Half the time the washer was broken and the laundry wasn’t always done regularly, so Bobby swapped his dirty socks with Casey, Mark switched with Jimmy’s dirty socks, and then the next day Bobby would change with Jimmy, and Casey with Mark.

The odor persisted. Out of fear, Butch defended her daughters. The girls always did the housework.

We were purposely making him look foolish, the Old Man said.

He barked, and we paraded in front of him. My brother Mark was eight, and had a lisp. His words were plagued by the “sh” sound. It drove the Old Man nuts.

The Old Man stared at us one by one. It was kind of like standing against the wall, facing a firing squad.

“Mark!” the Old Man screamed.

“Yesh shir?” Mark meeked out.

“What color were your socks yesterday?”

“Red, shir.”

“No dey weren’t! Dey were blue!”

Tears began tumbling down Mark’s face.

“I’m going to ask you again. What color were your socks yesterday?”

The house was perfectly silent. Even the cars on busy Halsted Street made not a sound.

“What color were your socks yesterday?!”

Mark looked to his mother, but there was no safety there. They both knew that. We all knew that. There was no safety anywhere.

Without moving his head a hair, Mark glanced around, looking for some type of solution.

“They were red, shir.”

“Are you calling me a liar?”

“No, shir.”

“Den dey weren’t red, were dey, you dirty liar?”

“Yes shir, I mean, no shir.”

The Old Man looked at the rest of us. “Your brother’s an idiot.”

The Old Man looked at Jimmy, who also had a slight lisp.
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