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AUTHOR’S NOTE




The people and events in this story are real. Conversations have been taken from surveillance transcripts or reconstructed by eyewitnesses to the events. Only the following names have been changed: Cousin Solly, Paulie Messina, Walter Perlmutter, Matthew Burton, Nathan Pincus, Tilly Palladino, “Beatrice,” “Jilly,” “Yvette,” “Nino” and members of the families Silverstein, Lamattina and Paterno. The name of Tommy Luca has been changed at the request of Arlyne Brickman because of her stated concern for her safety.



INTRODUCTION




When I arrived at Arlyne Brickman’s apartment one early afternoon, her drapes were drawn against the bright tropical sun, leaving the living room in a kind of perpetual twilight. Everything was perfect, as spotless and orderly as a nun’s chambers. The only evidence of habitation was a glass bookshelf on which rested three volumes: Wiseguy, Donnie Brasco and Mob Star. The kitchen was similarly austere except for an arrangement of purple chrysanthemums. I touched one and remarked, “They are beautiful!”

“Teresa,” Arlyne replied. “Don’t you know that old whores always have fresh flowers? It makes them feel clean.”

She was grinning.

When my buxom, red-headed hostess describes herself as a “whore,” she means it quite literally. For a time she worked as a call girl under the tutelage of a Manhattan madame. But on the occasion of our first meeting—July of 1988—I discerned that she also defines that self-inflicted barb in a more universal sense, meaning that she has lived a life oblivious to the tyranny of reputation. In the best and worst sense of the term, Arlyne Brickman is an outlaw.

The notorious Mrs. Brickman came to my attention earlier that summer when I began hearing tales of her adventures in the New York underworld. Not only was she a “Mafia princess,” being the daughter of a well-connected Jewish racketeer from the Lower East Side. Not only was she “married to the mob” by virtue of her carnal association with a string of wiseguys. Arlyne was racketeer in her own right, insinuating herself into the implacably male underworld, first as a courier of messages and then as the proprietor of a thriving bookmaking operation. Later, for reasons of fear, revenge and power, she turned informant. For over a decade she wore wires for New York and New Jersey police as well as federal agencies, including the FBI. Her surveillance of the Colombo Family led to the 1986 conviction of one of Carmine Persico’s top lieutenants.

Two years later, at the age of fifty-four, Arlyne decided it was time to immortalize her exploits in a book. Happily, she was not wed to the idea of a first-person account rendered through a ghostwriter. What she had in mind was an independent author who would be given a free hand to write a book about her. Arlyne, it turned out, had surprisingly sophisticated instincts about publishing, and realized that such an account would be more credible.

She first approached my husband, an investigative reporter and author who, after talking with her by phone, concluded her story was fascinating. “But,” he added turning to me, “this really seems more up your alley.” What he meant was that during my ten years as a crime reporter for the Village Voice, I made a career of studying bad girls. Specifically the kind who come from “good” homes and with middle-class expectations and somehow get rerouted into crime, prostitution and perversity. I’m sure there is an element of “there-but-for-the-grace of-God” in my interest. But that is not the whole story. I found myself admiring my own disreputable subjects. For the most part, they are women of considerable energy and enterprise. For all her apparent docility, Dorothy Stratten, the Playboy Playmate of the Year whose short life and tragic death I chronicled for the Voice in 1980, seemed impelled to make something of her life. The same thing could be said of Robin Benedict, the antiheroine of my previous book, Missing Beauty. Benedict strayed into the orbit of a pimp who perceived not only her beauty but also her energetic drive and turned her into a successful call girl. (Her enterprise had deadly consequences; Benedict was murdered by one of her johns, an eminent research biologist.) For a woman, however, the underworld often offers opportunities that the straight world does not.

Nowhere was that more apparent than in the case of Arlyne Brickman.

From the time she was twelve, Arlyne was driven by an almost fanatic ambition to become a mob girl. Although it is difficult, perhaps, to imagine how a child deliberately sets her sights on becoming a moll, it becomes easier if one understands the time and place in which the young Arlyne Weiss passed her formative years. The Lower East Side during the early part of the century was a precinct of a little over one square mile that was home to thousands of immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe. For many young men from this teeming quarter, the pursuit of the American dream took the form of bookmaking, bootlegging and black-marketeering. The East Side, therefore, became a sanctuary for hoodlums and, ultimately, the birthplace of the mob—both Italian and Jewish. Arlyne’s father made his own fortune in the rackets during the thirties and forties, yet he craved respectability for his two daughters. The younger opted for the straight life. As the older, Arlyne had the opportunity to do the same, but she declined, preferring to follow the example of her maternal grandmother, the proprietress of an East Side funeral parlor. A woman of considerable charm and influence, the grandmother was also benefactress to a crew of racketeers who hung out in her cellar. She reveled openly in the “East Side Life,” tacitly encouraging her granddaughter to do the same.

Arlyne’s imagination was further piqued by the highly publicized exploits of Virginia Hill, the flamboyant red-headed girlfriend of Bugsy Siegel. During her heyday, Virginia refined and elevated the status of a gangster’s moll to that of national celebrity. One newspaper called her “the most successful woman in America.” It is small wonder that young Arlyne Weiss could imagine no calling more exalted than that of mob girl.

The job description was vague. A mob girl had to be good-looking, since a lot of her time was spent serving as a “showpiece” on a gangster’s arm. She had to be trustworthy, since she was often called upon to run errands and deliver messages. This was particularly important during an era when federal investigators were aggressively developing expertise at wiretaps and the phones were becoming unsafe. She served as lover and confidante, a mistress cum geisha, whose tough-minded company provided relief from the demands of a hoodlum’s often staunchly traditional homelife. In exchange for these services, she received gifts, status and—as far as young Arlyne Weiss could discern from the exploits of her grandmother and the gossip column accounts of her idol, Virginia Hill—respect.

From the time she was about fourteen, Arlyne was an active seductress of the underworld and by the time she was twenty, she had slept with upward of fifty hoods from the Lower East Side. Some of these were Jewish racketeers from her tribal circle. During most of her adult life, however, she showed a marked preference for Italian men, who were technically off-limits, hence infinitely more desirable. Forever status conscious, she amassed a slate of conquests that included the notorious Bonanno hit man Tony Mirra and, briefly, Joe Colombo. But as Arlyne would learn in her more than thirty years in the underworld, living the mob girl ideal was a considerably tawdrier proposition than imagining it.

Far from the romanticized characters of story and film, wiseguys—as revealed through the eyes of Arlyne Brickman—are callous, shallow, vain, often homicidal narcissists who would rather spend time with one another than with a woman. On several occasions, Arlyne vowed to give up her promiscuous ways. In 1957, at the age of twenty-three, she married a furrier named Brickman. That union, however, was done in by his philandering and ultimate conviction for grand larceny. Left with a baby daughter and a restless spirit, Arlyne resumed her destructive pursuit of glamour and influence only to be raped and beaten by wiseguys she thought were her friends.

The rape marked in Arlyne’s career the advent of a new ruthlessness, born simultaneously of a desire for revenge and the need for protection. She spent the next thirteen years of her life in a tortured and often violent relationship with a Genovese wiseguy named Tommy Luca. During this period she also became a “businesswoman,” engaging in bookmaking, then drug dealing, in an obsessive pursuit of money. It was this cynical worldview that allowed her to progress rather naturally into a career as an informant. The nominal reason for her defection was clear enough. A crew of loansharks were threatening to harm her daughter and she turned to the police for help. Once she had broken the taboo against ratting, however, she discovered that she enjoyed it.

It has been my feeling since first meeting Arlyne that turning informant (she bridles at this term, preferring to be called a “cooperating individual”) was her way of avenging herself for all the indignities and abuse suffered at the hands of the mob. This explanation, I’m sure, is too simple. Arlyne not only turned in her enemies when she went on the federal payroll but began supplying information about old friends as well. Informing gave her things that had been missing: power over Tommy Luca, power to protect herself and—not least—a sense of purpose. There is no evidence that she was ever won over to the side of justice. Arlyne always evinced a curiously amoral attitude toward working for the government. What she felt, rather, seems to have been a mercenary’s pride in her own prowess. She found deception and betrayal on both sides of the law and was exhilarated by it. Informing gave her a thrill that she likened to a chemical high. “Some people drink,” she once told me. “Some people take drugs. I work. It’s just something that satisfies.”

Having recognized in Arlyne this love of intrigue, I often found myself wary of her. For her, as for most informants, manipulation is a way of life. It became clear to me in our initial encounters that she was a keen observer of humans and had a tendency to tailor her responses to please the listener. After one glance at my 110-pound frame and Louise Brooks haircut, she concluded I was a “classy broad” who might be offended by the brash, and often obscene, tough-girl act she pulls on federal agents. As a result, she donned another of her masks, that of the doting Jewish mother. I did not resist this, since I recognized that this guise, as indeed all her others, represented a legitimate aspect of her personality. In time, she was to reveal them all—the tough broad, the yenta and even demure “little Arlyne.”

A more challenging problem during the course of my research was getting to the bottom of her elusive motives. If the first half of her life was unconventional, it at least unfolded according to the dictates of human emotion. When her husband cheats on her, she seeks revenge. When she is raped, she feels outrage. By contrast, the behavior of her mature years often seemed to defy analysis. She professes great affection for her “uncle” Paulie Messina, a hoodlum who seems to have shown her genuine kindness, yet she rats him out to drug agents without a qualm. She develops what appears to be a friendship with those same agents, yet deals drugs behind their backs with Tommy Luca. In fact, Arlyne seems to feel no loyalty to anyone, an observation that, at times, caused me to suspect she might be a sociopath, cruising through life like a shark, simulating human emotion whenever it suited her purposes. A closer look at her history, however, led me to conclude that Arlyne does feel loyalty, however fleeting, to whomever happens to be stroking her ego. When Luca is the source of affection and excitement, she is loyal to Luca; when the feds offer her money and attention, she is loyal to the feds. It is a primitive response, but one that makes perfect sense in light of her impulsive nature.

Over the many months I spent interviewing Arlyne Brickman—watching her spoonfeed her lapdog, Lucky, while spinning tales of intrigue—I also concluded that her apparent duplicity was made possible by an extraordinary ability to compartmentalize. It was literally possible for her to be fond of someone while, at the same time, conducting a surveillance on him. The fondness comes from a side of her nature that deals with “personal” things; the surveillance is business. She does not allow one to interfere with the other. This occasionally produces tragic results. During the years she was dealing drugs with Tommy Luca, her daughter, who had fallen in with fast company, was on her way to becoming a heroin addict. As much as she claimed to love her child, Arlyne would not quit the drug business. Throughout our many conversations, drugs remained the one subject Arlyne was not anxious to discuss. Beyond the fact that her involvement in the narcotics trade placed her own daughter in peril, Arlyne maintained a personal conviction that drugs were shameful. She had, therefore, devised an elaborate scheme of rationalizations to avoid taking blame: She did not actually do drugs. She was not actually a dealer, just someone who lent a hand and, in return, got “house money.” Although interviews with law enforcement officials and documents obtained through a Freedom of Information request indicate that Arlyne was involved with drugs without the government’s knowledge, her own position seemed to be that because she worked intermittently for the DEA and FBI, any contacts she made—for whatever reason—were with those agencies’ tacit approval. She steadfastly refuses to admit to double-dealing.

As for her general rendering of the facts, however, Arlyne Brickman was impressively scrupulous. As an informant, she took professional pride in delivering quality information, and she applied the same standard to this enterprise. Whenever I asked her something she couldn’t recall, her response was invariably, “I don’t remember . . . and I’m not going to make anything up.” (Only once did she deliberately mislead me, by suggesting that she was Meyer Lansky’s “niece.” This, in fact, was a myth she had spun and refined over the years to improve her standing among wiseguys. As such, I considered it a lie more of vanity than deceit.) Over a period of two years, we went over her stories many times and her telling of them was remarkably consistent. I took pains to corroborate her accounts with family members, police, attorneys and federal agents. In certain instances there were discrepancies, which I have noted herein. When these occur, a reporter has to decide whom she will believe. In most instances, I have found myself believing Arlyne. For all her masks and poses, she wanted this book to count for something. In telling her story she has spared herself nothing—revealing the ugly along with the flattering—so that it might stand as an accurate testament to her exploits: the life and times of a mob girl.


How do you describe a mob girl? There are all types of mob girls. There’s a mob girl who sleeps with one guy and she’s connected to a mob . . . there’s a mob girl who sleeps around with a lot of different guys, gets loads of presents and favors. There was Virginia Hill . . . a broad that really made it good.

And there was me. I considered myself a mob girl.

—ARLYNE BRICKMAN



PART ONE




ONE



HOUSE OF MIRRORS

Every Friday night as long as Arlyne could remember, the Weiss family had paid a visit to The Grandmother. It was a sacred obligation, which could not be breached under any circumstances. As a small child, Arlyne had looked forward to those outings with innocent enthusiasm, accepting and uncomprehending. Around the year 1944 when she was eleven—an age at which her curiosity was piqued by a growing awareness of the mysteries that lay beneath ordinary events—these visits assumed a new importance.

At three o’clock, when Arlyne and her younger sister, Barbara, arrived home from school, they would bathe and put on fresh dresses, which the maid had laid out on the bed. Then they presented themselves to their mother, seated—as was her custom at that hour—on a bench before her vanity dresser. Billie Weiss would appraise her daughters with a critical squint, then position the younger before her. As she braided the long honey-blond hair, the child’s head bobbed compliantly. This peaceful idyll ended, however, the moment her older daughter stepped to the mirror. As Billie jerked the strands tighter, the girl stiffened for combat. It was a domestic battle played out every Friday afternoon like clockwork; a battle that Arlyne Weiss fought valiantly and one that Billie Weiss invariably won.

At dusk, mother and daughters strolled out of the large iron gates of Knickerbocker Village, a twelve-story apartment complex, which sat near the East River just north of the Brooklyn Bridge. Knickerbocker was a model development erected ten years earlier on the site of what had been New York City’s most appalling slum. “Lung Block,” it had been called, because many of the three thousand tenants who had been crammed into tenements there suffered from tuberculosis. The razing of those rookeries had been part of a continuing effort to clean up the Lower East Side, an unruly quarter, teeming with prostitutes and pickpockets who gave it an unsavory reputation. It is no wonder then that for second-generation Jews like Arlyne’s parents it was the source of considerable pride to give a Knickerbocker Village address. It was a sign that one had risen above the rabble.

If one walked north from the Knickerbocker along the Bowery, one found oneself in the Italian quarter. This was something the Weisses rarely did, since decades of antagonism between Italians and Jews did not promise safe passage. Instead, they would head east on Monroe Street, stopping at the K&K Candy Store where Mrs. Weiss bought cigarettes. Billie prided herself on being a modern woman. Then, if The Grandmother had requested it, the little party would detour onto Hester Street to purchase pickles and peppers from peddlers whose enormous wooden tubs stood exposed to the open air. Arlyne could smell them a block away and she was perpetually horrified to see the vendors wiping vinegar on their aprons. For a child, she was unusually particular about cleanliness. And since the streets were crowded with milling, unwashed bodies, she was always quite anxious by the time the Weiss entourage arrived at 202 East Broadway. There, sitting like a blessed sanctuary, was the Blum and Oxman Funeral Parlor.

The chapel’s dark stone façade was devoid of the grime that covered the surrounding buildings, the result of a weekly scrubbing. The brass railings that extended up the front steps were buffed to a high gloss by a rather simple Irish girl named Lily Higgins. She also swept the sidewalk and street for several yards around the stair. In this clearing, a gaggle of females consisting of blood relatives and honorary relations known as “Aunts” congregated, sitting on folding chairs or wooden boxes normally used for sitting shiva, the vigil for the dead. Billie promptly joined them, brushing off compliments on her Lartiga hat or little voile collar. Barbara went looking for the cousins, who all then scampered through the embalming room—blithely ignoring the marble slab upon which lay a corpse newly processed for burial on Sunday—into the tiny backyard to play at the duck pond. Arlyne, who only a year earlier had been content to join the others, now held back until she was sure she was alone, then engaged in a ritual of her own devising.

Ascending the white tile steps to the living compartment above the funeral parlor, she avoided the kitchen, from which emanated sporadic laughter and the clatter of cooking. Instead, she turned right into the deserted living room. There, illuminated by the glow of an enormous French fireplace, was a feast for the senses. Pink satin love seats. White brocaded sofas with feet carved like a lion’s paws. Oriental rugs and an upright piano. Arlyne would sit for a while, not on the sofa, for Grandmother was always fussy about soiling the upholstery, but on the floor, basking in the splendor. When she had had her fill, she moved on to the bedroom, which lay at the rear of the apartment overlooking the duck pond. It was small, less lavishly appointed than the other rooms, yet clearly the sanctum of a woman accustomed to luxury. The closet was filled with furs, meticulously arranged. The top of the dresser was covered with bottles of expensive foreign perfumes. More intriguing to Arlyne, however, was the top drawer, which held her grandmother’s jewelry. There was something about gazing upon that jumble of emerald bracelets and diamond brooches that excited her. Running her fingers over the facets of the gems, Arlyne was habitually tempted to slip one of the pieces into her pocket. But cowed by reverence for The Grandmother, she left them untouched.

In the center of the room stood a double bed with a headboard of dark wood carved as expansive, curving arms. Unlike the other beds in the house, it was never covered by a quilt, only a blanket. Arlyne found this strangely out of character with her grandmother’s taste. When she’d satisfied herself that there was no one outside the door, she would lift a corner of the mattress and from one of the coils withdraw a large white handkerchief knotted in the middle. Untying it, she released a small fortune in bills, between two thousand and five thousand dollars. Grandmother’s pin money.

For as long as she dared, Arlyne sat at the foot of the bed, fingering the bills, creasing them, rolling them, counting them, delirious. It was the beginning of her lifelong love affair with money, from which, she perceived at eleven, all things desirable flowed. Money bought the glow of an antique fireplace and emerald bracelets. Money bought cleanliness and safety. It bought power and position, assuring that one would never be mistaken for one of the poor Jews of Hester Street smelling of sweat and pickles. It was money that sustained the rich and highly unorthodox lifestyle of Grandmother Ida Blum.

  *  *  *  

From the kitchen came the seductive sound of laughter. Arlyne would put the bills back in their hiding place and join the revelers. Entering the open door she encountered a long table laden with a tureen of mushroom and barley soup and covered dishes of pot roast and carrots. Family wandered in and out filling their plates as they pleased. At the far end of the table, bent over the stove, Ida stood resplendent in a sheer blouse and tight skirt. Her platinum hair was twisted into an immaculate bun. On her left hand was a large diamond and ruby ring. On her right, an Eastern Star Ring. Her fingers were covered with matzoh meal.

Spotting her granddaughter, Ida wiped her hands, revealing a set of long and perfect vermilion nails. Then she raised them in a welcoming gesture. Arlyne ran to hug her grandmother around the waist. Ida would not return the hug. (She was not a cuddly bubba.) But the way she said “Dahhhhhling!” left her granddaughter limp with delight. It signified that at that moment she merited the great woman’s entire attention. As Ida turned back to her cooking, Arlyne watched with admiration. She was not a beautiful woman in the conventional sense. Her nose was too broad and her lips too narrow. Throughout most of her life she carried too much weight in her hips. But she transformed the initial impression of awkwardness by force of will. Her posture was always perfect, her diction flawless. Yet underlying that composure was a frank earthiness that men found appealing. The Grandmother, Arlyne observed, was always surrounded by men, most considerably younger than herself.

Among those tummlers who hung around Ida’s kitchen on a Friday night were the chauffeurs, Jimmy and Jake, who drove the hearses in the funeral processions. Both young men were clearly fond of their benefactress. Jake, a ladies’ man, would engage Ida in good-natured teasing and go on his way. The other, however, was more seriously smitten. Jimmy the Gentile, as he was called, was a timid soul who could never seem to find a girlfriend. Ida had taken pity on him and had offered to teach him to dance. Later, when her duties as cook were complete, she would take him by the hand and lead him to the living room where she would put a record on a phonograph. Then, to the delight of onlookers, she would initiate Jimmy into the erotic delights of the tango. Their bodies did not mesh perfectly; Ida overwhelmed her slender partner. But Jimmy was an avid pupil and Arlyne found it exciting to watch their silhouettes against the fire.

Jimmy waited on Ida in mute adoration. Every Saturday night, he drove her to the Roseland Ballroom where she competed in dance contests. Summers and holidays, he drove her to the Concord Hotel, a Jewish resort in the Catskills where she flirted with the dance instructors. He waited and waited. His vigil came to nothing. Ida already had a boyfriend who had staked a firmer claim upon her affections.

Uncle Frankie Oxman had been around as long as anyone could remember. He was a short, rotund man with a jovial disposition. On Friday nights Frankie circulated throughout the funeral parlor dispensing goodwill. The children were fond of him because he had a habit of handing out dollar bills, a princely sum in those days. He was indulgent, buying each of the cousins a duck for the pond. Frankie himself kept pigeons in the tiny backyard and he had an Irish setter upon whom he doted. Every afternoon he and Ida, she decked out in diamonds and an ermine stole, would strut down East Broadway walking the dog. They seemed improbable lovers and their affair was one that Billie and The Aunts were reluctant to acknowledge. Even years later when Frankie died one afternoon of a heart attack in Ida’s bed, The Aunts told themselves he had gone there for a “nap.” This delicacy was due in part to the fact that Ida’s husband, Jacob Blum, was still alive and living in exile somewhere in Brooklyn.

Arlyne remembered her grandfather as a sober, white-haired little man who always wore a black morning coat. Over the years she was to learn very little about his departure. Indeed, the facts of Jacob and Ida’s entire marital history were obscure and Arlyne could never discern whether this was a product of her family’s faulty collective memory or a deliberate amnesia in deference to Frankie Oxman’s position in the household.

Ida’s maiden name, Arlyne knew, was Lasker, and she had come to America as a child with her parents from a region in Poland then under the control of Austria. The family went into the grocery business and became moderately prosperous. Ida was betrothed at the age of sixteen to Jake Blum, who, it was assumed, had a good head for business and could take over the store. Jake, however, had ideas of his own and it was to the general consternation of the Laskers that he abandoned the family enterprise to become an undertaker. He reasoned, quite soundly, that the grocery business was subject to the vagaries of seasons and suppliers, while death produced an enduring clientele. No one was more distressed by Jake Blum’s defection than his young wife, who was revolted by the prospect of sharing a house with corpses. Ida loved life and funerals depressed her. Still, she tried to be a good helpmate. Even if she had no acquaintance with the deceased, she could be found weeping copiously at graveside. Her ostentatious displays of compassion won Jake the business of over a hundred of the funeral societies that had sprung up around the turn of the century to assure that immigrants would be buried, if not with pomp, then at least with a measure of dignity.

The Blums had three children. It was Ida’s destiny to bury two of them. Emmanuel died at the age of thirteen of a burst appendix. Harriet succumbed in early adulthood to pneumonia. Each time, Ida sank into depression. And, as having to endure her grief in the funeral home was intolerable to her, she would pack her bags and move to the Concord. After several months of dancing and merrymaking, she returned to East Broadway, her equilibrium restored.

On her remaining daughter, Ida lavished her undivided attention. Sylvia, a slender, dark girl with rather hawkish features, inherited her mother’s zest for living. Having taken dancing lessons from the time she was a toddler, she aimed for a career on the stage. At the age of fourteen, she secured a place in the chorus line of a troupe called the Manhattan Steppers, who were about to embark on a national tour. Jake Blum objected, his sense of propriety offended by the prospect of his daughter showing her ankles in dance halls around the country. Ida, however, overrode her husband’s objections, saying, “Let her have her fun.” Sylvia spent over six months traveling with the troupe under the stage name of “Billie Young.” She was known forever after as Billie.

In later years, Arlyne read her mother’s letters from the road—sweet, chaste letters that were no doubt intended to put Jake Blum’s worries to rest. She had them pegged as not-so-artful deception. She was sure that her mother had enjoyed what might then have been termed a “fling.” Even as a child, Arlyne was the skeptical sort who had limited tolerance for the little lies that families tell to save face. But, at the age of eleven, she found herself increasingly perturbed by the story of her grandfather’s disappearance.

If you listened to The Aunts—and Arlyne did a good deal of eavesdropping from various vantage points throughout the funeral parlor—Grandfather Blum had met another woman, also an undertaker, at a society meeting and had run off with her. Arlyne, who considered her grandmother the most desirable of all women, found this scenario wholly incredible. The truth, she suspected, was that The Grandfather had been cast out. Jacob Blum was a decent man with few enemies and it was difficult to imagine who might have engineered his downfall. Arlyne’s youthful suspicion, however, fell upon Frankie Oxman.

As good as Frankie was in many respects, Arlyne never fully trusted him. There was something too eager, too opportunistic in his effusive goodwill. He had originally come to work for the Blums as a chauffeur but had seized upon every opportunity to run errands for Ida, collecting corpses from the Kings’ County Mortuary and the “crazy house” out at Pilgrim State, thereby making himself indispensable to her.

Uncle Frankie was always into something shady, which enhanced his stature around the funeral home. No matter what it was you needed, Frankie could get it for you. Pots and pans, bolts of cloth, appliances. When the miraculous phenomenon of television was scarcely rumored in households on the Lower East Side, Frankie got his hands on one of the first models, an RCA with a tiny round screen in an enormous console. Ida was so thrilled with this acquisition that she invited a throng of family and friends into the living room, where she allowed her visitors the rare privilege of sitting on the brocade couches.

But Uncle Frankie’s talents did not end at procuring desirable and presumably purloined commodities. He was also a bookmaker. Long before Jacob Blum went into exile, the chauffeur was taking bets from the neighborhood boys. He kept his money, it was rumored, in one of the caskets. (Arlyne would have happily canvassed those crypts one by one looking for Frankie’s fabled stash, but the lids were heavy and resisted prying.)

After Grandfather Blum’s unexplained departure, Frankie abandoned discretion and brought his bookmaking operation out into the open, headquartering it in a small basement compartment next to the funeral parlor. Throughout most of the morning and early afternoon, a stream of men dressed in suits and fedoras entered and exited by a shallow cement stair from the street. The Clinton Street Boys, as they were known, were small-time racketeers who belonged to a social club a couple of doors down from Blums’. The Boys were a shiftless, fun-loving lot who spent the days playing pool, cards and baseball. Ida courted their goodwill by sponsoring the team, even providing uniforms. They were all avid gamblers and Frankie took their bets.

Sometimes, Arlyne visited her grandmother on Saturday afternoons, preferable to other days because there were no funerals in progress and she could play on the stairs. On those occasions, she would descend a back stairway that led to the basement compartment next door and pay a visit to Uncle Frankie and his friends. She would find them lounging on a pair of old sofas, reading the racing form and listening to an old floor-standing radio for race results. They didn’t seem to mind a child in their midst. Frankie or one of the others might slip her a quarter and pat her cheek. Indeed, for as long as she could remember these men had been “The Uncles.” There was Uncle Milty Tillinger, the shylock. Once when one of Milty’s relatives was on the run from the law, Ida had hidden him in the casket room until the heat was off, incurring the Tillinger family’s loyalty for life. There was Izzy Smith, proprietor of Zion Memorial down the block. Like Frankie a purveyor of hot merchandise, he customarily left his own establishment at midday to place a bet.

The Clinton Street Boys also counted among their number a substantial number of union officials. Now and then one of these men would take Frankie aside and whisper something in his ear. Giving a nod, Frankie would lead the petitioner up the stair to his private office, which was located next to the chapel behind a high brass door. High on the door was a tiny square window with a curtain hung from the inside. When that curtain was pulled, it meant that secret business was being discussed. Arlyne often climbed the stair and, under the guise of playing in the hallway, furtively studied the door. It was taller than any other she had seen. Except for a large, rounded copper knob, it was perfectly plain. The surface was polished daily by the industrious Lily Higgins and it shone like an amber mirror. Arlyne would stare at it, hoping to see through it. But all that came back was her own dark, frustrated face.

The imposing portal with its impenetrable curtain was an affront, since every other door in the funeral parlor was left open, a reflection of Ida Blum’s free, abundant nature. And Arlyne, whose talents for prying were already admirably developed, was galled by the existence of the one enclave to which she was denied access. She was always alert to those few seconds when the door was open admitting Frankie’s visitors. If she was quick, she could catch a peek at the interior of the forbidden compartment.

What she saw was a disappointingly ordinary pair of rooms. In front was a small office with desk and telephone. Behind it was an antechamber with several wooden file cabinets and a large cast-iron safe. One afternoon the opportunity arose to inspect these rooms more closely when Frankie hurried out of his office, inadvertently leaving the door ajar. Arlyne, who had been playing in the chapel, looked down the hall and could not believe her good fortune. Fearful that this lapse signified Frankie’s momentary return, she ambled idly down the hall until she arrived at the office door. Several minutes passed. Frankie was nowhere in sight. Emboldened, Arlyne pushed the door wider and slipped inside. From the front room, she could see that the safe had also been left open. As she moved closer to it she saw that it contained a stack of bound books. The temptation to touch them was irresistible. She knelt by the opening and picking up one of the volumes opened it to a page at random. It contained columns of figures whose significance she could not understand. She studied them fiercely but they remained as impenetrable as the polished surface of the brass door. Then she heard Frankie Oxman’s voice in the vestibule and his heavy tread on the stair. She snapped the book shut, careful to return it to the place she had found it, then scampered out the doorway into the safety of the chapel.

The mystery surrounding Uncle Frankie’s business dealings, and more particularly his presumed role in the departure of Jake Blum, was to nag Arlyne Weiss throughout her remaining childhood years. The answer to this riddle did not come in any sudden revelation, but rather with the slowly evolving awareness of who tugged the strings of the players at Blum’s chapel. From the time Arlyne was about eight, she had noticed among the visitors to Frankie’s office a very tall man with heavy bags under his eyes, his face in a perpetual scowl. “Uncle Red,” as she was instructed to call him, never stopped to joke with her or give her money like the other uncles. He would make a brief weekly visit to Frankie, pay his respects to Ida, then leave. Arlyne could tell from the way Frankie fluttered and fawned in Red’s presence that he was a dangerous man, the term “dangerous” connoting then, as it would for the remainder of her life, the ability to command respect, and more generally to get things done.

Red Levine, she learned as time went on, was a close friend of Meyer Lansky, a soft-spoken Polish immigrant who was already a legend on the Lower East Side. Shortly after his arrival in America in 1911, at the age of nine, he embarked upon a career as a street gambler, and in the years to come he succeeded in forging a criminal empire of gambling, rum running and protection. Castigated as a pariah by Orthodox religious leaders, he was, nonetheless, regarded with admiration, even awe, throughout the Jewish quarter, where he was considered a local-boy-made-good. “Meyer,” as he was called familiarly, enjoyed the status of statesman by virtue of having forged an alliance with the East Side Italian gangs, headed by Charles Lucania—later “Lucky” Luciano.

Luciano and Lansky were later joined by an irascible Jewish hood named Louis Buchalter, also know as “Lepke,” and they came to be referred to collectively as Lucky, Lansky and Lepke. While Luciano and Lepke mingled with showgirls and even socialites, Lansky—the reputed brains of the operation—remained in the background reading books on management. Throughout his fifty-year career he displayed an uncanny instinct for predicting which aspects of American life might be ripe for exploitation. During Prohibition, he brought his gang full-tilt into rum running. Even before the repeal of the Volstead Act in 1933 restored the flow of legal booze, Lansky had his eye on the next field of opportunity: the unions.

  *  *  *  

The early days of the labor movement were chaotic and violent, particularly in the “rag trade,” whose workers, largely poor immigrants, were crammed into sweatshops and forced to work under deplorable conditions on the Lower East Side. Even after the Garment District moved north into more hospitable accommodations on Seventh Avenue, dissatisfaction grew. Management threatened violence to workers disposed to organize: The unions threatened violence to those who were not. Both sides hired thugs, often professional hoodlums, to enforce their threats. In some cases, the hood was simply a hired gun who would work for whichever side paid most, sometimes working for both. (Others, like Dopey Benny Fein, felt the tug of principle and would break legs only under the union banner.) At first the racketeers merely demanded extortionary rates for their services, which included burning or bombing shops that refused to toe the union line. Soon, however, they moved into more sophisticated applications of terror, demanding and receiving leadership positions. Organizations like the ILGWU were so disrupted by strikes and infighting that “Little Augie” Orgen, a gunman originally hired to protect workers, simply walked in and took over, ushering in the era of the union racketeer.

Recognizing that the unions were fertile territory, Lansky went into business with his old friend Lepke who, as a former protégé of Little Augie, had managed to gain control of trucking in the Garment District. This he did with the help of a squad of thugs commanded by a muscleman named Jake “Gurrah” Shapiro. Lepke and Gurrah, who came to be known as “L&G” or simply “The Boys,” called the shots on Seventh Avenue, where literally no business could be conducted without their approval. Many a legitimate businessman was convinced to make “L&G” silent partners in exchange for assurances that his cargo would be delivered on time. Those who declined were threatened with sabotage and often death. Lansky and The Boys conducted their criminal enterprises virtually unmolested until 1933, when they found themselves drawn into a riptide of politics.

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who emerged victorious from the 1932 Democratic National Convention with support from political bosses under Lansky’s control, promptly turned on his old allies, launching an all-out war on organized crime. That move proved so popular that local politicians all over the country took up the standard. The governor of New York, Herbert Lehman, appointed a young and politically ambitious special prosecutor named Thomas Dewey to bring the racketeers to justice. Dewey swung into action with fervor, targeting hoodlums across the spectrum of suspect industries. The brunt of his prosecutorial fury, however, fell upon Lepke and Gurrah, whom he called “the two greatest racketeers in the country.” Realizing the indictments were imminent, The Boys went into hiding for nearly a year, all the while the subjects of an intensive national manhunt. At length, hoping for clemency, they gave themselves up. For Gurrah, the gamble paid off. He was convicted of extortion and got a three-year prison term. Lepke was not so lucky. Federal and state prosecutors both went after him and when they were through he was sentenced to life at Leavenworth.

Lepke’s problems grew worse. In the months after he turned himself in, New York police arrested Abe Reles, a Lansky gunman whom they suspected of several murders. Threatened with the prospect of electrocution, Reles turned state’s evidence and reeled off a string of crimes committed by the Lansky crew over two decades. Among these was the murder of a trucker who had been cooperating with the Dewey investigation. Reles had killed the man, he said, at Lepke’s command. Reles’s confession set in motion a new round of prosecution, which eventually sent Lepke to the electric chair.

The damage of which Reles was capable did not stop there. Reles had knowledge that also threatened to convict Lansky’s lieutenant, Bugsy Siegel. Then, one night as he was being held in protective custody at the Half Moon Hotel in Coney Island, Abe Reles went flying out the window to his death. The question of exactly how a man might be murdered under the watchful eye of six New York City policemen gave rise to a number of theories. Perhaps he hadn’t been murdered at all. Perhaps Reles had repented of his confession, or more likely, realized his life wasn’t worth a plugged nickel, and took an honorable leap. Perhaps someone paid the cops to turn a blind eye, giving safe passage to an assassin. The mystery lingered long after his death.

Arlyne had been only three years old when Abie, as he was known to the Clinton Street Boys, went sailing out the window. As her impression of death was rather imperfectly formed, she never imagined him spreadeagled on the pavement, but rather lying in a coffin, rouged and serene like the other corpses at the funeral home. She had only the most general notion of what his sin might have been. But even a child could see that telling tales on your friends could have dangerous consequences. For each rat, there was an avenging demon. And the identity of Abie Reles’s personal demon was widely debated among The Uncles in Ida Blum’s basement parlor. One candidate was Bugsy Siegel’s right-hand man, Frank Costello, who was rumored to have bribed the police. But those intimately acquainted with the players—and Clinton Street Boys prided themselves on those connections—insisted that the killer was none other than Red Levine.

Arlyne Weiss had no reason to doubt that what The Uncles said was true. The lowering figure who made weekly visits to Frankie Oxman struck her as a menacing presence. It was only after several years of eavesdropping from the stairwell that Arlyne understood what business had originally brought him to Blum’s. During the early forties, there had been a movement afoot on the Lower East Side to unionize the chauffeurs and hearse drivers at funeral parlors. Grandfather Jacob Blum had wanted no part of it, insisting he paid his drivers a fair wage. Jake didn’t want to go into the union out of respect for the old man and Jimmy would go along with whatever Jake did. In the face of this intransigence, the chauffeur’s union had dispatched Red Levine to the Blum funeral parlor hoping he could make Jacob Blum see reason. In short, Uncle Red had threatened to bomb the place, and Jacob Blum, who did not have the stomach for this kind of fight, had given in to the union. With that, all of the other funeral parlors on the Lower East Side followed suit.

The showdown with Red Levine broke Jake Blum’s spirit. After that, he did not manage his business or personal affairs with the rigor that he had used to. Into the vacuum stepped Frankie Oxman, the only one of the Blum chauffeurs who had welcomed the union. He became Red’s boy on the scene, taking over more of the day-to-day running of the business. Gradually he usurped more and more of Jacob Blum’s domain, including his wife. For years Frankie had courted Ida through obsequious errands but now that his star was on the rise, he became bolder. Just when her grandmother and Frankie Oxman became lovers, Arlyne never knew. It had to have occurred, she figured, when she was between the ages of eight (the year Red Levine appeared) and ten (the year Grandfather Blum disappeared). And it had to have occurred under the nose of her mother and the others as they appeared without fail for their Friday night get-togethers. Finally, Jake Blum had packed his bags and walked out the door. It was Arlyne’s conviction that Ida, weary of Jake Blum’s lugubrious presence, flattered by the attention of Frankie Oxman and the seductive prospect of becoming patroness to a crew of racketeers, had thrown her husband out. In time, Ida took Frankie in as a partner. She hauled down the old canopy and hoisted a new one, which read, “Blum and Oxman,” thus announcing to the world that she had decided to live the East Side Life.

  *  *  *  

Notably absent from these affairs was Arlyne’s father, Irving Weiss. The Aunts and more particularly The Uncles would make deferential inquiries about his health, knowing full well that Irving had forgone an evening at Blum and Oxman’s to play gin with his cronies. Curiously, that absence was not regarded as a cause for scandal. It was, rather, accepted as a fact of life. Irving Weiss harbored an ill-concealed contempt for Frankie Oxman, whom he considered a small-time operator. Frankie’s fawning irked Irving, who was generally acknowledged as a much classier sort of racketeer.

The Weiss brothers—Henry, Irving, Eddy, Joe and Natie—did not belong to the Clinton Street Boys but to a different crew whose territory extended from Houston Street through Attorney Street and as far east as the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn. Sons of Hungarian emigrants, the Weiss boys had grown up on Kosciuszko Street, where their parents owned a grocery store and milk route. That thriving enterprise was to have fallen to the sons, providing them with the means to make their fortune, their parents hoped, within the confines of traditional American values. But the Weiss boys had no taste for work. They were a handsome, indolent bunch who slept late and preened before a mirror until noon. They were fond of white suits, wingtips and shirts from an expensive haberdasher on Clinton and Grand. They liked fancy cars and good restaurants, and since honest work would not support their tastes, they fell quite naturally into racketeering.

Until the day he died, Arlyne was never quite sure what her father did. She knew that before she was born he and his brothers had left the grocery business and started a funeral parlor on Houston Street. The upright Jacob Blum was not taken in by this facade of respectability. To him, Irving was simply a racketeer. But if the Weiss brothers’ effrontery offended Jacob Blum, it intrigued his daughter.

Billie admired all of the Weisses. But it was Irving—dark, quiet and handsome as a movie star—who appealed to her most. From the moment she became aware of his presence on the Lower East Side, she would seize any excuse to walk down Houston Street. If she were lucky, she would find one or more of the boys lounging on the steps. They were always polite, mindful of her father’s place in the community, and would tip their hats and murmur “Miss Blum.” This formality, while at first gratifying, began to wear on Miss Blum’s patience. Constrained by convention, she could not initiate contact without a suitable pretext. Happily, one presented itself.

One of the funeral societies was holding a raffle and each of the East Side undertakers received a handful of tickets to sell. Ida Blum, who usually managed these matters, called her daughter to see if she might be interested in approaching the Weiss brothers. At her mother’s opportune suggestion, Billie marched to Houston Street with ten raffle tickets as a pretext. Irving was eager to buy all ten, but was stopped by Henry, who thought five were quite enough. That confirmed Billie’s assessment of Irving as the more generous—and the better catch. Billie had, in fact, left nothing to chance. Before coming, she had surreptitiously lifted the red seals on the tickets to make sure she sold the Weiss brothers a winner, thus assuring her of a future visit. When the drawing was held a week later, Irving had won a wool car blanket. Billie ran over to Houston Street to tell him, suggesting they might want to drive to Brooklyn together to pick it up. That excursion ended with dinner at an Italian restaurant, and six months later, Billie Blum was married to Irving Weiss, six years her senior.

Jacob Blum objected to the match on familiar grounds, that Irving was a hoodlum. This did not particularly bother Ida, who was more concerned that her daughter, like her, would be entombed for life in a funeral parlor. She made peace with her new son-in-law when, a few months after marriage, he and his brothers abandoned the funeral business and began running excursions by touring car to the Catskills. Their clientele were largely Jewish mobsters and their destination was an establishment called The Dodge Inn on Lake Louise Marie. The inn had an unsavory reputation as a gangster hangout and a haven for cheating lovers. (There was a standing joke that you had to “dodge in and dodge out.”) Ida approved of Irving’s new venture, finding it a much gayer occupation than undertaking. Often the entire family, with the exception of the taciturn Jacob Blum, would take to the country, Irving at the wheel, Billie by his side and Ida in the back seat flanked by young chauffeurs.

Ida’s delight increased a year after her daughter’s marriage with the arrival of her first grandchild, a baby girl. Arlyne—Billie found this unusual spelling elegant—was a roly-poly baby. She was not exactly beautiful but from the moment of her birth her tiny features were animated with vitality. Ida paraded the child proudly down Broadway, where she was known as “Little Arlyne” or “Princess Arlyne.” By the time she was four years old, the child had already been inculcated with the conviction that the most important thing in life was dressing well. Her grandmother never bought off the rack. Neither did her mother, whose wardrobe, right down to her bathrobes, was custom made. Following in that grand tradition, Little Arlyne was taken as a toddler to Madame Webber, a petite blond seamstress, who outfitted her with little velvet coats and muffs with matching pillbox hats. Arlyne also accompanied her mother to Madame Berger’s Beauty Salon, which lay at the top of several flights of stairs on Clinton Street. Madame Berger, a short woman with wavy reddish curls pressed close to her scalp, wielded a vigorous pair of shears and would chop and chop away, twirling the strands and securing them under a helmet of bobby pins. When she had finished, Arlyne’s mop was a tight, shiny mass of sculpted curls.

Twice a week, Billie visited Madame Berger to have her own hair hennaed and styled in a pompadour supported by large tortoiseshell combs. Those visits were not only a fashion ritual, but a reconnaissance mission to discover who was aligned, or more particularly sleeping, with whom on the Lower East Side. Madame Berger’s little shop catered to the wives and girlfriends of racketeers, most of whom showed up early on Friday afternoons to keep an eye on one another. A hair appointment at Madame Berger’s offered a most civilized way of spying on your enemies. According to the prescribed rules of warfare, most of the antagonists maintained a pretense of civility. Every now and again, one would overestimate the power of her position and make a tactical blunder. One such incident, which etched itself irradicably into the mythology of the Lower East Side, occurred when Gurrah Shapiro’s mistress, dripping with jewelry from her famous conquest, had the temerity to introduce herself to the wife. The latter drew herself up and announced with withering hauteur, “I am still Mrs. Shapiro.”

Billie Weiss, who was fairly wise in the ways of the world, maintained a studied naivete in regard to the criminal element. The term “racketeer” offended her. Gurrah Shapiro, Milty Tillinger and Red Levine were all “nice men.” And since it was possible to relate to them on an entirely social level, one did not need to acknowledge what they did for a living. Billie, for instance, had struck up a friendship with Red’s wife, May, who also had her hair done at Madame Berger’s. As a result, the Weisses were invited now and then to the Levines’ summer place, a rather shabby rented railroad flat in Atlantic Beach, Long Island. Those evenings, as Arlyne later recalled them, were unremarkable. She played with Red’s well-behaved children, Murray and Alice, while May, a thin, consumptive woman, cooked and chatted with the women in the kitchen. In the parlor at the very front of the house the men would usually be arguing loudly. The discussions would cease at dinner. Jewish racketeers never discussed business at the table. Then, after dessert, Red would fold his napkin and announce that he had to go to “work.” It occurred to Arlyne years later that it must have been during one of these nocturnal shifts that Red Levine shoved Abie Reles out of the window at the Half Moon Hotel.

If Red’s business was never discussed in Billie’s household, neither were the affairs of Irving Weiss. Over time, Irving had expanded his business from touring cars to locating and acquiring luxury cars for wealthy clients. Soon after, he and his brother Henry opened a car dealership on Manhattan’s Upper East Side (they called it Chester Motors after the ever-present Chesterfield King that hung from the corner of Irving’s mouth) where they dealt in Cadillacs and Rolls-Royces. Irving liked to say that if he sold one Rolls a month it was enough to keep his family fed. He was entirely too modest. The Weiss family lived extravagantly, indulging in their custom-made clothes and fine cars. Four years after the arrival of Arlyne, Billie gave birth to a second daughter, but Irving, who was ever solicitous of his wife, never allowed her to be burdened by domestic cares. The children were watched and the household run by a series of black maids while the Weisses made the rounds of fashionable nightclubs.

Irving Weiss’s already sizable fortune swelled during the war years, when he managed to obtain steaks, eggs, nylons and other luxuries in short supply among the general population. Arlyne heard her father tell her mother that she needn’t bother with rationing coupons. Looking back on those days, Arlyne was later to surmise that her father and his brothers, as well as a certain Uncle Sidney from the old Williamsburg neighborhood, were dealing on the black market.

During the war, the Weiss family spent their winters in Florida, taking a private plane, courtesy of one of Irving’s “friends.” For Arlyne those sojourns were infused with magic. There was the pleasure of stepping off the plane in Miami and feeling her skin caressed with the warm, moist air. She would fill her lungs, because in those days Miami smelled clean. Years later whenever she heard the strains of “Moon Over Miami” she would grow weepy with nostalgia.

The Weisses usually rented a small apartment in what is now the Art Deco District. Billie sunbathed while Irving looked after certain business interests. He owned a piece of a bar on Washington Avenue in Miami Beach. As the place was usually crowded with sailors, Irving would not let his older daughter come inside. Instead, she would meet him outside, under the awning, and walk him back to the apartment each day. Irving was also an investor in a night spot called The Paddock Club. This too was a rather sleazy establishment, which boasted for entertainment a foul-mouthed comedian named B. S. Pulley. It was a “dirty club.” Irving and Billie, who were accustomed to frequenting classier joints, were nonetheless required to put in an appearance there from time to time, largely because one of the other co-owners was one of Lucky Luciano’s friends, Giuseppe Antonio Doto, also known as Joe Adonis.

Adonis was aloof and to Arlyne, a mystery figure. She managed to catch a glimpse of him one night as he sat outside the apartment waiting for her father. Although she was not yet a teenager, the sight of Adonis’s indistinct profile visible through the Caddy’s smoky glass aroused in her stirrings of sexual interest. His thick sensual features seemed as exotic as they were forbidden. Although the subject had never been explicitly discussed, it was clear that any daughter of Irving Weiss was expected to steer clear of Italians, who were widely acknowledged to prey upon Jewish girls and broadcast the details of their conquests on street corners and clubhouses throughout the Lower East Side. On one hand, Adonis was attractive because he was so strange, the utter opposite of the pallid Jewish racketeers who hung out at Blum and Oxman’s. At the same time there was something familiar about him. Something that reminded Arlyne of her father. Not that they were physically similar. Beyond their dark features, the heavy, weary-eyed Adonis had little in common with the slender, sleekly coiffed Irving Weiss. It was more a similarity of attitude, a commanding, powerful presence, which made them, in Arlyne’s favorite expression, “dangerous.”

From the time she was small, Arlyne had observed that her father, while a man of few words, made his presence felt wherever he went. On Sundays when he took his family to dinner at the Grotta Azzurra on Mulberry Street, the valet would snap to attention when they pulled up in a Rolls and the staff would whisper audibly “The Weisses!” They never had to wait for a table, and the waiters always hovered solicitously, eyes lowered and necks crooked in an attitude of deference. It gave Arlyne a shiver of pleasure to be under the protection of a man who commanded respect.

The feeling she got on those occasions was intensified by the knowledge that she was her father’s favorite girl. While her mother was partial to Barbara, a sweet, dainty child to whom she routinely referred as “my Barbara,” Irving favored Arlyne. No matter how she misbehaved, he turned a blind eye and seemed even to enjoy the vitality from which those pranks sprang. From the time she was small he would draw her now and again into his confidence. Not that he shared private thoughts with her. Looking back on her life from middle age, Arlyne could not recall a single extended conversation with her father. Their intimacy, rather, grew out of his willingness to include her in excursions with his closest associates.

Once, when she was around eight, he took her on a day trip to Palm Island with Red Levine. Even at that young age, Arlyne was aware of how privileged she was to be taken along, since the object of that outing was an audience with Al Capone, recently released from prison and rumored to be insane. During Capone’s reign as crime boss of Chicago, Red Levine had enjoyed Al’s trust, serving as a courier of personal messages between him and Lucky Luciano. Now, in Capone’s retirement, Red served as a sort of legate-at-large, refreshing the fallen leader’s ties with the underworld. Her father’s meeting with Capone was uneventful from Arlyne’s perspective. As they entered the house, a dreary place with bars on the windows, Irving told her to sit on a bench in the foyer. Then a door opened. She could not see who was inside but Red ushered her father in, saying, “I want you to meet Irving. You know who Irving is.” The door closed. The little girl waited in the foyer until it got dark. When her father and Uncle Red reemerged, she craned her neck to see the third man, but the door closed before she could catch a glimpse.

Excluded as she was from the main arena of action, Arlyne, nonetheless, felt proud to be considered one of the boys. As time went on she became less eager to share her mother and sister’s bond, from which she was perpetually excluded, and was drawn more and more to the male camaraderie of her father and his associates. Irving obliged by taking her along to the Jamaica Racetrack on Saturday mornings. It would be her, Uncle Red Levine and sometimes Uncle Sidney. Irving would drive them all to Queens in a touring car, which they would park in the enormous lot. The men would leave her in the grandstand eating hot dogs as they conducted their business at the betting windows, and from a distance she would admire her father as he threaded his way elegantly through the crowd in his white suit. In those days nobody wore a white suit except Bugsy Siegel. Irving Weiss rarely won. He was not a lucky bettor, but his losses, though sometimes substantial, never seemed to put him in a bad mood.

As Arlyne entered her teen years, Friday night dinner at The Grandmother’s ceased to exert its irresistible pull on her and she would sometimes accompany her father and Red to the fights at Madison Square Garden. In those days people dressed to the teeth and Arlyne would show up on her father’s arm wearing something tight and strapless. She would secretly imagine that she was her father’s date, or if she was feeling particularly daring, his wife. Irving Weiss always got ringside seats because he had a connection. All the prestige that surrounded him enveloped her. In the company of the boys, she felt important.

Still, the intimacy that Irving Weiss offered his daughter always had limits, which frustrated her intolerably. And no place were these limits more strictly imposed than at the very seat of Irving’s business affairs. In a practical sense, the doors of Chester Motors were open to everyone. And on Saturday afternoons Billie, Barbara and Arlyne sometimes went up to 116th Street to pay the Weiss brothers a visit. On those occasions they put on their best dresses, because Irving never liked to see his family wearing casual clothes in public, particularly not at the showroom of Chester Motors, where the Weiss brothers strove for a certain elegance to showcase their selection of fine automobiles. The floors were tiled with faux marble and several fat columns were covered with mirrors. Arlyne came to call it the “House of Mirrors.”

Chester Motors’ pretensions to class were belied to some degree by its clientele, Italian hoods from 116th and Pleasant Avenue who were always in the market for big cars. After they finished browsing among the Cadillacs they often stopped by Irving’s office. Arlyne could see them through the high panels of glass arguing spiritedly with her father and Uncle Henny. She could not hear a word. The Weiss brothers had regular visitors who conducted their silent, energetic and unfathomable business. Among these were James Plumeri and his nephew, John Dioguardi, also known as Jimmy Doyle and Johnny Dio. These two hoodlums had been close associates of Lepke and Gurrah and had themselves done time on convictions for racketeering in the Garment District. Johnny and Jimmy seemed to have assumed the role of the Weiss brothers’ special protectors. Once when Chester Motors was robbed and thieves took Henny’s large diamond ring, Irving put in a call to Johnny Dio and the following evening the ring was returned under the door in an unmarked envelope. Another time, Irving’s brother Joey stole some money from the safe and left town. At Irving’s behest, Jimmy Doyle and Johnny Dio tracked him down to a resort in the Catskills where they found him holed up with a girlfriend. They dragged Joey back to face his punishment, but Irving, who had a soft spot for his younger brother, forgave everything.

Over the years Chester Motors served as a base of operation for racketeers from the teamsters and meat cutters unions. For a while it was even appropriated as an office by a corrupt narcotics cop who used it to collect graft payments. At all hours of the working day, men from the neighborhood would run in to make calls from a pay phone hanging on the wall. Often the phone would ring and ring. Arlyne’s father and uncles would hear it, but no one would answer. Irving Weiss had given his daughters strict instructions to leave that phone alone.

One spring afternoon when Arlyne was in her early teens she was hanging around the showroom when the phone began to ring. It continued to ring and with each ring the temptation grew stronger to lift the receiver. She tried to imagine the party on the other end. Jimmy Doyle or Johnny Dio? The narcotics cop? She was overwhelmed by the urge to hear the voice. As she reached for the phone, however, she heard the sharp report of her father’s voice calling “Arlyne!” She withdrew her hand. In one brief command he had excluded her firmly from the heart of his life. That was the way it always was with the Weiss family. Doors slammed shut. Mirrors stared back. And every ring of the phone concealed a secret.
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