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Inside the men are people. They have a small dreamy heart. Sometimes I am immobilized by sadness as the night enters their window.

Both things perceive: the men and inside them the people. Nothing originates that does not come through their window.

—LISA ROBERTSON, The Men





YOU WILL MAKE MONEY IN YOUR SLEEP





INTRODUCTION



IN THE SPRING AND SUMMER OF THE YEAR 2000, DANA Giacchetto became infamous as the Scammer to the Stars. According to the Post, he was the “baby-faced broker” who’d fleeced the most bankable celebrities of the day. Anybody reading Vanity Fair or watching the E channel would eventually encounter his name; the story of his disgrace was being consumed, it was something the gossips were chewing on. At the height of his infamy he was arrested at Newark airport with a pile of cash and an expired passport—he’d been out on bail, and it looked like he was trying to flee the country. He was escorted to jail, and the paparazzi waited along the red carpet of the perp walk. Did he really think he could get away? the entertainment reporters asked. “GROUNDED” read the Newsday cover headline. In the photograph he looked sad and undone, his striped tie clashing with his wrinkled plaid shirt.

For Hollywood-watchers he became the evil character in a good and evil story, a reprehensible con man—slick, shining, someone no one should’ve believed, a snake in the garden of Hollywood. In the wake of the scandal, Hollywood shut him out and pretended to forget about him. He had been so close to Leo DiCaprio they once told reporters, We are like brothers. Michael Ovitz called him his life adviser. But after the scandal, the celebrities acted like he’d never existed. He pled guilty to fraud and was sent to federal prison for fifty-seven months. He was banned from working in the financial sector for life and fined more than $14 million in civil and criminal penalties.

 

For the eight years prior to his fall Dana had been a close friend to me and my husband. If he was a con man, I was one of his most ardent believers. I was enthralled with him. “You must meet him, he is inspired,” I told a successful friend. “Oh, if you have any money you should invest it with him.” Now this friend says to me, “Emily, I’m glad I didn’t listen to you.”

I knew Dana before the time of the celebrities and I watched as the celebrities transformed his life. I knew him before the nineties boom really took hold, a boom he would ride almost all the way to its implosion. He was my husband’s investment adviser; after an unexpected windfall, Rich gave him $100,000 to put into a “safe bond.” Rich was one in a herd of investors who left as the nineties ended and Dana seemed to be flaming out. Rich ended up losing $80,000 of the investment, but that was later, after the scandal had faded into the background and Dana had become just another felon.

Because of my entanglement with Dana, this is not an objective book about his life; and although he initially cooperated with it, it could hardly be called an authorized biography. He agreed to a rule of “no editorial control”—that the story I wrote would be the one I remembered and uncovered. Yet as the story unfolded for me, he became furious that he couldn’t control it. We parted ways before I finished the manuscript. Throughout the process of writing about him I have grappled with my memory of him in the nineties, when I thought he was some kind of rescuer.

 

When I was a kid my dad had a refrain: “These bills are breaking my back.” We weren’t poor but we were living in a big house, beyond our means. My mother had grown up wealthy—a house with an elevator, ballet and piano lessons, parties where kids rode ponies. My father had grown up poor; his dad died in a single-room occupancy hotel. Sometimes it seemed like my father was trying to make a princess life for my mother, but he couldn’t afford it on his salary. He ran his own advertising business, but sometimes the ads didn’t come, or the clients didn’t pay.

When I met Dana, money was my source of panic. Friends had intervened. I’d been told: You really shouldn’t worry about money so much, it’s neurotic, it has something to do with your childhood. But it was some kind of frightful god to me. I saw scarcity even when there was abundance. Dana was the opposite. He saw abundance even when he was staring at nothing, at a column of zeros.

Dana’s optimism drowned out the voice of worry that was my native tongue, the voice that said, You are going to go broke, you are not going to make it. Dana explained to me that I was definitely, definitely going to make it and everything would sooner or later be going up. Often I couldn’t understand what he was saying when he talked about the market, but I chalked this up to my own ignorance. There was something about the way he described the endlessness of money, the fervent quality of his speech, the leaning forward, the flushed face. I was ripe for some kind of conversion.

Many of his predictions came true: He predicted the market would soar to 10,000 by the year 2000. He knew Leo DiCaprio was going to become an industry. Many of his investments made money, in part because there was no downward spiral; there hadn’t been any bad signs for a long time. The nineties boom had gone on for so long, investors started to wonder if the old rules didn’t apply anymore. This whole thing of crash and depression, it was all part of the past and there would never be a depression again.

Twice in our history Dana has approached me and asked me to write about him: once when he was sent to jail and needed letters of reference addressed to the sentencing judge, and once after he’d been in jail for a couple of years. When he made the proposal he said, “Maybe you should write a book about me.” In the character reference letter I wrote that Dana was “a unique and generous person,” someone who could bring a smile to the “most hardened, impenetrable faces.” I asked the judge to have mercy on him.

What follows is another story of his character. In this story, he is not as pure as he was in my letter to the judge. He is not a misunderstood, innocent boy. This book was written after I interviewed family, friends, allies, victims, lawyers, and specialists, after I combed through court documents, excavated all my memories of him, and held them up to the light. Much of it was written during a period of suffocating financial anxiety brought on by Dana’s actions and promises, by the vanishing of my husband’s money, money Dana had promised was there.

The character in these pages was not someone Dana wanted to see. The last time we spoke he said, “I don’t like the direction this is going.”

Dana is a classic American dreamer who doesn’t waste time thinking about the past. He is cut off from history, and in this cutting-off, he stays alive and protects himself. More and more he only wants to talk about what is next. For a while, parole officers called to check on him, and he had to submit to humiliating random drug tests—tests that tied him to his old disasters. But he believes the old disasters can fade and soon he will be redeemed. He believes the day is just around the corner when he will live among the celebrities once again.








PART ONE



 



ON JUNE 21, 1999, THE HOLLYWOOD ATHLETIC CLUB hosted a ball in Dana’s honor. Rumor had it everyone was coming. Madonna in the wake of Ray of Light—a record on which her real voice was almost undetectable. Leo DiCaprio, riding on his Titanic fame. It was the kind of night gossip magazines wait for. For a member of the paparazzi, a photograph from a night like this could bring in three months’ rent.

The Hollywood Athletic Club is located at 6525 Sunset. It resides in a fairly desolate neighborhood, a few blocks from the Avenue of the Stars, near a run-down hotel called the Mark Twain, down the block from the hulking black CNN building. On any given day you will find homeless people making their way down the sidewalk, dragging suitcases or pushing shopping carts. Yet on certain nights the block becomes a swarm of limousines, private security shooing the homeless away as cars pull up. The HAC has an old Hollywood feel, and people like to throw celebrity events there. In the gilded interior, stars are allowed to feel like stars.

The full title of the event was the Sweet Relief Medicine Ball to benefit the Sweet Relief Musicians Fund. Dana had organized the fund with musician Victoria Williams, a soulful, birdlike country singer who’d come down with MS. Hospital bills had nearly bankrupted her—Sweet Relief was the name of one of her records. All the proceeds of the night would go to musicians and artists who fell ill. Dana had worked hard getting donations for Sweet Relief, helping them set up their business. People said: Without him, this never would’ve happened.

Although Dana was the hero of the evening, he wasn’t someone the waiting fans would’ve recognized. He was part of the inner circle, an A-lister, but as high up as he was in this rarefied atmosphere, he was essentially a member of an entourage. Part of Leonardo DiCaprio’s “team.” A name sometimes mentioned in the Post’s Page Six, but really only famous to insiders. A middleman, a conduit. Someone who could disappear without a lot of fanfare.

Good deeds were in the air. At these celeb-filled charity functions the mood tended to be both humble and self-congratulatory. Tables cost upward of $2,500. A tax write-off—a way to give away your money and save it at the same time. In Hollywood, charity balls were part of the regime of being a star. Dana attended many of them—for breast cancer and AIDS, for diseases and cures. He once told me a proud story about outbidding Harvey Weinstein at a benefit, although he couldn’t remember what the benefit was for.

The Victoria Williams event was clearly a good cause. She was an authentic person, living far from Hollywood in the desert of Joshua Tree. Her music was ethereal and soothing, yet there was a current of panic running underneath the night. Power was already slipping away from Dana, even though he was the guest of honor. People took out full-page ads in the program—a twenty-eight-page, glossy booklet. But according to one source, a number of these people did not pay for their ads. Sweet Relief never saw the tens of thousands the program was supposed to raise.

The program ads were all about Dana’s generosity:


Yo, D, Well Done, From the Mitchell K. Blutt and

Margo Krody Family Foundation

(Blutt was a powerful banker who’d recently joined Dana in a venture with Chase Manhattan Bank. His wife, Margo Krody, ran a foundation that gave money to scholarships and ballet troupes and hospitals. Their names often appeared in the New York society pages.)




Man of the Millennium: Dana Giacchetto

Paper magazine Loves You!

(Paper was a glossy nightclub calendar Dana had been affiliated with from the beginning of his rise. They had a hipster credibility. There were always transvestites at their parties.)




Dana, Congratulations From All Your Friends at

Creative Artists Agency

(Dana had been riding alongside the powerful men of this agency for many years: Mike Ovitz, Richard Lovett, Jay Moloney. There were scandals: talent-poaching, threats like I will ruin you. You will never have lunch in this town again. There was a major suicide in the works. But at the party people didn’t want to talk about it.)



A glossy center spread featured a picture of Dana with one of his cockatoos, Angel, an enormous white bird with a sharp black beak and a habit of biting people. The text read:


A bird in the hand, sweet relief for the band

Congrats from all of us at Phish and Dionysian Productions

(Phish had subsumed the wandering fan base of the Grateful Dead after the death of Jerry Garcia. They had invested at least $4 million with Dana at this time.)



On the inside cover, the charitable mission was described:

Sweet Relief provides financial assistance to musicians of all kinds for medical expenses, alternative therapies, treatment for alcohol or chemical dependency, prescriptions, and living expenses if the artist is unable to work.


By the time of the ball, Dana had moved very far into the interior of power. He’d met Bob Dylan and the pope; he’d spent long weekends with Mike Ovitz, a frightful warlord among Hollywood agents, a guy who could poach all your clients away until you were left with a sorry B-list. The editor of The New Yorker drank in his living room. Magician David Blaine came to his parties, starlets like Cameron Diaz and Courteney Cox told him I love you every time they saw him. His networking had become feverish, like a condition. The condition of knowing this person who knows this person who knows this person.

The ball started early in the evening, when the sun was still hot and there was plenty of light left for viewing celebrity faces. Autograph hunters clustered on the sidewalk across the street from the entrance, waiting for limos to appear. They’d heard about the event through Internet fan sources, through the whispers of the celebrity underground, and they were not disappointed. Down the street came Madonna’s car, as she crossed the cusp of middle age. She had donated significant money to Sweet Relief and she had a crowd-pleasing story about the night at Dana’s loft when Angel bit her on the nose. Then there was Leo DiCaprio—so famous by now, the air around him had altered or sweetened; his fame was like a trippy artificial atmosphere. Leo, Leo, Leo, the girls called, as if he were drowning and they were going to save him.

Dana was someone Leo depended on. They’d met in 1996, and over the past three years they’d become inseparable. Dana handled a large chunk of Leo’s millions. He invested it in stocks and private deals, and sent Leo statements, telling him what his money was doing. It was a close friendship—dinners, vacations, helicopter rides. Through Dana, Leo could keep his money in sight. Dana was the embodiment of his money, its messenger. At any point Leo could ask: “How much am I worth again?” Leo had been raised in a struggling middle-class family, so the Titanic money was unbelievable. Unreal. Dana could report from the other side of this unreality. “You are worth $20 million per film now.” Once Dana took him on a tour of the stock exchange, just to show him how this almost primitive system of money worked.

Dana was as tall as Leo, and he liked to say they looked like brothers. “Actually, a lot of people commented on it,” he told me. But Dana did not have a screen face. He looked like an ordinary person, unintimidating. The kind of person you might ask for directions if you were lost.

The night of the ball, Leo and Dana were accompanied by their parents. Leo’s father, George, was a Southern California hippie in his fifties, passionate about environmental disasters and underground comics. Dana’s father, Cosmo, was nearing eighty. He’d been raised working-class Italian, had a thick Boston accent, short and loud, with a drifting eye and thick white hair. He frequently lapsed into Italian. The two fathers barely understood each other.

Dana was as loud and open as his father, but he was a nineties’ man—spiffy and gelled, cologne and body scrubs—while his father had the feeling of an old or vanishing world about him. At events like this, Dana sometimes wondered if his father was going to behave, or if he was going to say something outrageous that nobody understood. (He’d been mortified when Cosmo met Ovitz and immediately told a cryptic mob joke: “Italians don’t die natural deaths. They are visited by a man in a black hat.”)

Dana’s mother, Alma, was dressed in a gown Dana had bought for her. “This was the most expensive gown I had ever worn,” she says. Alma was a fragile lady who wore coats with fur collars and often checked her hairdo. Next to the loud men, she was the quiet one, the one who kept track of time. At a certain point, Leo hugged both Cosmo and Alma, and congratulated them on their remarkable son. Leo called Dana “the Don,” as if they were brothers in a gangster movie.

Cosmo and Alma didn’t recognize the celebrities in the room. Yet the famous people had certain tribal markings. They had tan, worked-on faces. Their teeth were impossibly white, as if lit from behind (it was the beginning of the era of laser teeth-polishing). There were models walking through who looked like they needed vitamins—toothpick ankles and transparent skin.

Do you know who that is? Dana asked Cosmo, as a woman walked past. Cosmo had seen her in perfume advertisements but her name escaped him. Helena Christensen, Dana said. That is Helena Christensen. The name hung in the air. The name had almost escaped but Dana caught it.

Dana wanted to be a source of happiness for his parents. He had a younger brother, Russell—a walking disaster, in and out of jail since he was sixteen. That June he’d just been released from a one-and-a-half-year stay in the Concord State Penitentiary. Because of Russell, Dana had seen his parents worry and it was not a pretty sight—they were expressive people and he could see pain in their faces. He could tell exactly when his father was about to cry.

Whenever he told them about his famous clients they seemed truly happy. They would say things like, I can’t believe our son knows such powerful people. They treasured the program from the evening, the huge advertisement from Leo that read:


To the Last Real Don:

Congratulations, Dana

Leonardo DiCaprio and Birken Studios



(“That ‘Don’ didn’t sit well with the Feds,” Cosmo remembers. “They did accuse him of money laundering, after all!”)

 

As they settled into dinner, Cosmo stole a glance at Leo’s stepmother. “She seemed really unhappy, the boy was ignoring her,” he says. By dessert, Cosmo says, “you could cut the tension with a knife.” The stepmother stared at her illustrious stepson, but according to Cosmo, the son would not look back. George DiCaprio seemed oblivious to it; he was busy telling Cosmo about a trip they should all take to Africa together, a safari. Cosmo sat there in his new suit, reeling a little, and he said, “‘Sure, let’s go on a safari….’ But really I didn’t want to go. I was just lying to him.” The truth was, Cosmo didn’t like leaving home. He would leave for a ball in his son’s honor, or a big anniversary date, but otherwise, he wasn’t going anywhere. Certainly he wasn’t going to Africa with a bunch of movie stars.

For Cosmo and Alma the night was about their son but in a way their son seemed scattered and far from them. A whirling dervish, impossible to pin down. They wished he would stay still, remember the past, come to Medford, and stay for a while. “Sometimes he seemed so high on everything it was scary,” Cosmo said of this time.

During dessert various friends and clients of Dana’s took the microphone and offered toasts. They talked about him as the most generous person they’d ever encountered. Cosmo had a toast in his mind he wanted to give. He wanted to talk about where Dana had come from, what he was like as a boy, selling magazines door to door. The powerful people kept parading up to make their toasts—there seemed to be some unspoken order and Cosmo assumed that sooner or later he would be let in on it. But he wasn’t. He waited and waited and he was never asked to make his toast. “I was pissed off,” he remembers.

Cosmo had his doubts about the crowd. Once he’d warned Dana, “Those people could eat you alive, watch out.” He thought they might profess love for his son one minute, and try to bury him the next. Because Cosmo considers himself a person who sees “everything in shades of gray,” he tried to reassure himself that this was just this gray voice talking. Surely Dana would be all right. But Cosmo couldn’t shake the bad feeling. Nothing could be this perfect—all this money and praise, champagne flowing. He was waiting for the dark to show itself. He didn’t have long to wait.

Within a month of the ball in his honor, Dana would be under formal investigation by the Securities and Exchange Commission. A file would be started on him by a young attorney named Alex Vasilescu, a man of burning ambition who was looking for his big collar. By July 1999, Vasilescu was contacting many of Dana’s clients, warning them about fraud, describing unauthorized transactions that had happened in their accounts, transactions that added up to a $20 million theft.

The SEC believed they had stumbled on a true criminal; someone who should be taken out of society, rather than be embraced by it or toasted by its power elite.

Later, Dana would use the program of the Sweet Relief Medicine Ball as evidence of his goodness, submitting to a judge who was sentencing him. The judge looked at the program, but the celebrity names failed to trigger his mercy. He handed down the maximum term. He said, “I am troubled by this young man’s apparent lack of remorse.”

 

1978: Dana was fifteen years old, a learner’s permit in his wallet. One foggy afternoon he asked his father for the keys to the station wagon. He was almost a junior in high school and he hadn’t been much trouble so far—he was the son who carried in the neighbor’s groceries and helped his mother clear the table. Cosmo told him: I will trust you with these keys but don’t let anyone else drive. You hear me? You hear me?

Dana and his friends took the car out into Medford, a suburb of Boston where the Giacchettos had lived since Dana was a boy. Dana’s date that afternoon was a judge’s daughter. “She was really built,” Cosmo remembers. This built girl sat next to Dana, asking for the keys.

Finally Dana relented and let her drive. As she cruised along the border of town, she lost control of the car. They flew off the road and crashed through a guardrail. In the passenger’s seat, Dana ducked as the rail shattered the windshield, just missing the top of his head. The car had to be towed out of the ravine, and a police officer came to take reports. The kids kept the fact of the driving girl a secret from the police. It looked like a terrible accident but it wasn’t. Everyone rose up and walked away. The policemen said what they often said: Consider yourself lucky. Take this as a warning.

“Goddammit, you could’ve had your head chopped off!” Cosmo roared when Dana returned home. Yet the boy came away with nothing more than a dashboard bruise on his forehead. The girl was as intact as she’d ever been. Cosmo met with the girl’s father, the judge. They agreed that they didn’t want anyone to get in trouble—the car insurance, the girl driving, etc. They agreed to keep it outside the law and the bureaucracy, to keep the whole unfortunate event among themselves.

Stories like Dana’s Car Accident were repeated and repeated in the Giacchetto family; history lessons the kids might be tested on later. The stories were usually started by Cosmo but at any point they could be completed or embellished by Alma. Often she would chime in with her version of events: It wasn’t Easter, it was Christmas. It was not my sister, it was my cousin. The girl was not built, she was petite.

The primary stage for the telling of these stories was the dinner table. At the Giacchetto house, dinner was religion. They began in the living room with appetizers—spiced cod, a drink or two or two and a half. Shrimp cocktail, antipasti, pungent cheeses. Then they moved into the dining room: homemade pizza, pasta with crab, meatballs and spaghetti, more wine.

Cosmo is the king of his dinner table, the sun at the center of the orbiting family. He has lessons, lectures, nostalgic stories, bitter questions, things to get off his chest. “His mouth works faster than his mind,” says Russell. He is full of digressions. A story that begins in the present can suddenly flash back thirty years. Cosmo has a photographic memory; he can describe in detail events that happened decades ago. If the eyes of his audience glaze over, he will try to speed it up, saying “to make a long story short.”

One afternoon as I sat with them, Alma interrupted this refrain: “To make a long story short, don’t tell it!”

He laughed and smiled at her, then finished a story about a childhood fight in which he almost lost an eye. He rendered in gory detail the act of pushing his own eye back into its socket. Soon after, he launched into a lecture on the reasons that lettuce should never come first in a meal: “It is virtually indigestible, so should never be eaten on an empty stomach!!”

Growing up with Cosmo, Dana and Russell learned to look like they were listening. Sometimes they tried to get a word in but often the word met the air and no one responded to it. Sometimes they protested: Cosmo, we have heard this story. But they couldn’t compete with the motor of Cosmo’s voice.

Everybody knew Cosmo exaggerated, that his stories changed depending on the drinks and the number of people in the room. Yet there was this violent beauty in the telling:

“I grew up in a cold-water flat, no running water!” he told me. “My grandmother was always mumbling prayers to us in Italian…‘May God reign eternally.’ I took it slowly in my mind. I remember a cold spell. She had a woodstove, put on some kindling, got a fire going, boiled water so she could pour it on the frozen faucet. The bathroom was a common bathroom with another apartment in the hallway. The crapper was frozen! I remember my grandmother coming in one time, mumbling something, she’s got a rat by the tail! He came up in the bathroom on the pipeline, there were big holes in there. And she is chopping him and killing him with her hands. Eee, eee, eee, and she flips the carcass out the window.”


Then there was the story about a fight with black kids from a neighboring town:

Sparky, my best friend, stumbles, falls down, the guy is over him with a knife. I take a rock and hit the guy flush on the jaw, I think I broke his jaw. He was a big big black guy maybe 200 pounds, like a football player, I was 150 pounds. I put him down then I feel something hot on my arm, and I am moving around punching and I am picking Sparky up. He is almost unconscious. But we go running like crazy. We run all the way home and I take him to his house around the corner. I go upstairs and my father sees me, aghast, what is this? Blood running down my hands. Somewhere I had been cut and didn’t even know it. He filled a tub with hot water and put some alcohol in it or something, and he put my arms in the water and used compression to stop the bleeding. The knife almost got all the way through my arm. But I healed. No antibiotics or nothing. Here, look at the scar.


The scar is a thin blue line across his forearm. At the time I hear the story, the scar is about sixty-three years old.

Blood is everywhere in Cosmo’s stories. He remembers looking out the window of his grandmother’s apartment: “I saw a guy disemboweled out on the street, his guts had been cut out with a banana knife.” He remembers a crazy girl he slept with: “She had an Olds and she tried to run me down with it. I jumped in the bushes and got all scratched. I ran to get a cab and I was bleeding. The cabbie was afraid.” He says this girl came to his house and tried to hit him in the head with a frying pan. “I threw a defensive punch I heard a click and I thought I broke her neck. Her tongue popped out of her head and she fell down.”

The girl did not die but the story kept proliferating; the image of her with her tongue popped out of her head, the moment when Cosmo does not know if he is a murderer or not. The story gained velocity over the years. Cosmo says: My life was like something out of Mario Puzo! Like The Godfather, Cosmo saw his life as an Italian immigrant epic of violence and sex. He had encountered racist neighbors who thought Italians were natural criminals. Cosmo makes clear to me: We were not mafia!

Nevertheless the mafia keeps coming up in his life; he tells me he knows people who know the actual Corleones The Godfather was based on. When Leo started calling Dana “Don,” treating him like a Puzo character, Cosmo was not surprised. He thought of his life as an endless novel. “If you wanted to write my story,” he tells me, “it would take about 20,000 pages.”

 

Cosmo Giacchetto was born in 1928 in Boston, and spent most of his life in East Cambridge. His parents were from Sicily, landing in East Boston Harbor as part of a wave of Italian immigrants who were crowded out of Ellis Island. The block that ran through the center of Cosmo’s life was called Warren Street, a narrow cobblestone avenue, one of the oldest streets in the city. Irish and Italian men nursed drinks at bars across the street from each other. Warren Pals was a windowless men’s club most Italians belonged to. The rule was you didn’t tell your wives what was discussed in there.

Warren Street was a haven for bookies, for small-time gamblers making one-cent bets, for people who couldn’t afford to go to the races but nevertheless believed in certain horses. Bets that could turn a quarter into five dollars, maximum. According to Frank Frameuni, a childhood friend of Cosmo’s—“There was a betting pool called the ‘nigger pool’ because even the poor blacks could afford it.”

Cosmo’s family owned and ran the Warren Baking Company, and they lived in an apartment above the shop—a family of seven children. Cosmo was the sixth child, a little sister after him. The family was overcrowded, not enough beds for everyone. Because Cosmo was a boy, they believed he would be strong enough to live with his grandmother down the street.

“I was shipped off!” he says. “My sister wasn’t, because she was cute.” So he lived with his grandmother, the one who prayed in Italian and killed rats with her bare hands.

From the time he was twelve Cosmo worked for his father at the bakery. “My father thought the bakery was high art,” Cosmo says. “He was very proud of it.” Weekdays at 4 A.M., Cosmo walked down the street from his grandmother’s flat and reported for work. Together he and his father prepared the ovens, baked the bread so it would be ready when people emerged from their houses and apartments and headed to work. Over the years the business grew, incorporating new recipes, bread trucks, and pastries. Employees were hired who were outsiders to the family.

As an adolescent Cosmo felt proud: He was part of a successful family business. His father had done something important on Warren Street, and nobody could deny it. His father had fed the entire block at one time or another. Yet the success didn’t seem to make his father happy, and Cosmo started to wonder if the man was too nervous.

“He was real uptight. He didn’t even eat meat. He was real strict with himself. He liked to eat mushrooms, only, said they were the same as meat. We went on a walk and the mushrooms he picked were enormous, like umbrellas. He said to me, ‘Cosmo, you eat a cow every month.’”

Cosmo’s father expected his son to go into the family business, but Cosmo started to dream of uprooting himself, of being the first Giacchetto to fully escape the family. When he enrolled in college at Boston University, he didn’t tell his father. He feared angering him, and he didn’t want the old man to feel abandoned. He worked at the bakery in the mornings and attended college in the afternoons. At the bakery he seemed so tired, his father started to wonder. “He was furious when he found out I was in college but then he was proud,” says Cosmo. His father bought him a suit from the finest tailor in Boston. Cosmo guarded the suit like a treasure and kept it covered in plastic.

Cosmo finished college and entered law school at Boston University, majoring in criminal law. He dropped out a little less than halfway through. Law school was a race he didn’t want to run to its finish, but he was glad he’d enrolled because he learned the way the laws worked, the holes that existed in them. After law school, he felt like a walking encyclopedia. His family called him “the professor,” or “esquire,” marveling at all the information he had at his fingertips. All the words he used! “Anathema.” “Prophylaxis.”

In 1959, at the age of thirty-one, he was hired by a soap company as a “sales associate.” His assignment was to travel to New York to offer settlements to Puerto Rican families who were threatening a class action lawsuit after they had been poisoned by free samples of laundry detergent. The directions to the detergent were in English but the plaintiffs spoke only Spanish—they used it like hand soap and burned their palms.

During the day he wrote out $50 checks to the (mostly) women with burning palms. He found it depressing, but at night the city was a source of enchantment. He stayed at the St. George Hotel, a few blocks from the East River. He remembered:

We had two bedrooms and there was a living room…double twin beds…a fold-out…. There was a beautiful swimming pool at that hotel. One of the largest indoor pools in New York City, fed by salt water just like the ocean! The ceiling was all gold glass and they had sun lamps all around. We were making out like bandits. We met a bunch of Jewish girls. They came to see us. You see, at the Saint George the BMT line had a stop that came right up into the lobby. So the girls got off the train and came right up into the lobby. Our rooms were upstairs and all night you could hear music and tinkling plates until two or three in the morning.


But the whole thing ended when his mother called and told him she needed him. The job became a dinner table story, the moral was “I could’ve been a different man.” Cosmo worked for Warren Baking Company for the next twenty-five years. He said when he thought about New York, “Sometimes I wondered if it was a mistake to come back.” By the time he was a teenager Dana knew the soap company story like the back of his hand; he knew the story of the St. George Hotel and the freedom it represented.

 

Medford was one town away from the birthplace of Horatio Alger. In the mid-1800s, Alger published a series of books for boys with titles like Strive and Succeed and Struggling Upward. In these books, humble, poor boys worked hard and, through perseverance and pluck, rose into the upper classes. Dana knew you needed to pull yourself up by the bootstraps, climb the ladder of success, etc. These American imperatives were always in the air.

Alma was born in 1927 in Medford, the third in a family of six children. Her grandparents had immigrated from Sicily as part of the same wave of immigrants as Cosmo’s family, but her mother was born in America, so she thought of herself as second generation. Her father worked in a bicycle repair shop, and her mother worked in a chocolate factory. In December, they sold Christmas trees out of a downtown parking lot.

At age three Alma was diagnosed with polio. “My sister noticed I had one leg thinner than the other. So my mother took me to the hospital. The doctor asked: ‘Was she ever sick with a fever?’ but my mother said, ‘It was only one night!’ After that I went to the hospital all the time.” The kids on the playground jeered: “One leg skinny, one leg fat!” Alma remembers being seven years old and sitting in the doctor’s office. A little girl sat across from her, braces on her legs, stiff and sick. This girl’s body was an obsolete machine. “See my daughter?” said the girl’s mother. “Don’t let that happen to you!” She turned to Alma’s mother and said, “She was like your daughter before the operation. Now look at how she ended up!”

No operation was performed. They told Alma’s mother that her daughter would always be cursed with an atrophied limb. The doctor predicted a girl’s life of braces and crutches. Yet both Alma and her mother rejected the advice of the doctors and the polio information pamphlets. She never stopped skating or riding her bike as they told her to; she continued to act like a girl who had nothing atrophied about her. In 1945, at the age of eighteen, she won a jitterbug contest. “I came home and woke up my mother at one A.M.. to tell her. She was so excited.”

Her leg was always weak and small, but she found ways to hide it. She felt stronger because of the ordeal, like she had conquered something. She’d won this contest her body had brought to her. Later she would become a gambler, a frequent visitor to Vegas, an expert at poker. Gambling required a similar kind of faith in the future: I am a lucky person. I have been dealt a hand of cards and people think I cannot win with it but I can.

The Medford Alma grew up in was not so different from Dana’s: St. Joseph’s Church, narrow cobblestone streets, the confused town square where nobody knew when it was safe to cross the street. The town is situated on the banks of the Mystic River, a ten-minute drive from Boston. It’s a middle-class, mostly Italian suburb of well-kept houses and chemically enhanced lawns. The historical society offers pamphlets on now-defunct Medford industries: clipper ships, rum, crackers, and bricks. Paul Revere passed through here, warning everyone that the British were coming. His route has always been a minor tourist attraction.

From the time Alma was fifteen she took the train into Boston to work as a salesgirl at Filene’s—a department store with a vast bargain basement. She worked in the housewares department, guiding housewives to the right appliances. She knew she was a natural saleswoman. She quickly picked up the technique of the gentle, hard sell. She was the kind of salesgirl people didn’t want to disappoint.

She believed she would always be working, taking care of herself. She didn’t envision a future of kids and a breadwinner husband. When she looked into the future all she could see was her mother. “I was very close to her, I never wanted to leave her side,” she says. Her father was stiff and quiet and didn’t know how to entertain his wife. Alma decided if this woman were ever to have fun, it would have to be in spite of him.

She lived with her mother into adulthood, even after she had left Filene’s after working there for ten years, from the ages of fifteen to twenty-five. She went to school and became a medical assistant. She and her mother went to dinner together, or to the Suffolk Downs racetrack, or shopping for dirndl dresses for Alma to wear to the dance halls. Any boy who asked Alma for a date soon learned her mother would probably be coming along.

Alma heard about Cosmo before she met him; she heard about this loud young man whose parents ran a bakery. She first laid eyes on him at Inman’s Social Club. It was 1950 and they were both twenty-two. According to Alma, he was wearing horn-rimmed glasses and a natty suit. “Is he Jewish?” she asked her girlfriends. No no, that is Cosmo, they told her. He was one of those Italian East Cambridge boys, coming into Medford looking for girls, trolling around the dance floor with their shoes polished and their radar out.

“I noticed her high lifted breasts,” Cosmo says. “I was a sucker for breasts.”

On one of their first dates, Cosmo took Alma and her mother to meet Jimmy Durante. He’d come up with a backstage pass through a friend of a friend. Alma’s mother loved Durante—the sound of his voice and the ridiculous lyrics to his songs. He was part of their tribe: His father was a barber in Somerville.

That night Alma and her mother placed their faces up next to Jimmy Durante’s and Cosmo took a photograph. Alma kept the photograph in a scrapbook. Over time it became faded, but when she showed it to me I could still make out the joy in the women’s faces, the look of I can’t believe we’re here.

Cosmo always called Alma when he was off work from the bakery. She liked the quality and intensity of his attention. They were competitors; and he often talked about how she was the brains of the pair, she was the real professor.

By Labor Day, 1958, they had been dating on and off for almost eight years, dancing at places like the Flamingo Club. They decided to take a trip to the racetrack with Alma’s mother, to celebrate the end of the summer. As he waited at her house, standing in the kitchen while the women put the finishing touches on their faces, the phone rang. It was a friend of Cosmo’s from Cambridge. “Something happened to your father, you’d better come home,” the friend said. “I can’t tell you on the phone.”

Cosmo remembers: “I went straight back to the house, and I ran upstairs. There were a lot of police around. I looked into my mother’s bedroom and I see blood on the floor. The room is starting to spin, I said, ‘Where is my father?’ A couple of cops took me to the hospital. The room was literally spinning—it was like a whirlpool. I go to the hospital and I go into the room and say I want to see my father. His head was swaddled; they said, ‘We couldn’t save him.’”

Cosmo’s father had shot himself. According to Cosmo, he’d been in pain for years from glaucoma, crying as he put the drops into his eyes. The suicide became vivid in Cosmo’s mind, a slow-motion drama he could describe in detail:

“It was twelve noon—my mother is in the kitchen cooking something…. He goes and puts a gun to his head near the window. The bullet passed through his head and into the steam pipe. I’ll never forget it. Until the day we moved out and sold the house that mark was there. The police took the bullet out of the wall but the mark was still there!”

Alma helped him through the suicide, and he cleaved to her. They were married two years later.

Cosmo showed me a video from the shower before the wedding. It is a crowded room in an old, dark Italian restaurant. The kind of place where the bread never stops coming. Cosmo points out his mother, a stiff and proud-looking woman with her hair knotted in a tight bun. “She has a plate in her wrist, got caught in the bread machine,” Cosmo explains. He pauses the tape and points to her wrist.

After the wedding they honeymooned in Rome. “We got a private chauffeur. A rainy cold spring. Cats all over Rome.” Cosmo took nine rolls of Super 8 film during the honeymoon, and when I visit in Medford, he has recently delivered it all to a video production shop to have it restored, given it a musical background: Sinatra and Tony Bennett and the cha-cha. It is this restored version of the honeymoon he showed me. He tells me he wants to find a shot of Alma in front of the fountain of Trevi. He fast-forwards the tape, rewinds it, curses the video machine. “Where is that shot?” he mutters. “You have got to see this, you can really see how beautiful she was that day.”

 

Alma and Cosmo wanted children but it wouldn’t be easy. First there were two miscarriages, then finally a full-term pregnancy when Alma was thirty-three. This baby, a boy, came after a difficult labor and he seemed to thrive. Cosmo bought cigars and distributed them around the hospital. Yet something happened on the second day—the boy just died. Cosmo yelled a question into the hospital corridor, “What have you done to my boy?”

Alma conceived Dana at the end of 1961, a year when Cosmo was moonlighting from the bakery selling swimming pools, and Alma was working in a doctor’s office giving shots and taking blood. The pregnancy moved forward without trouble, and Cosmo and Alma felt their luck was turning. That winter Cosmo wrote a novel, and he describes the period as a kind of creative high—Alma’s belly growing as the pages of his book pile up next to his typewriter. “The book was finished in a hundred days!” he crows.

When he finished, he titled the manuscript When the Act Accuses Him, and signed his name Cosmo Gia, cutting off the last two syllables. He made a cover design: a pair of large red lips with a sword running through them. To Cosmo the design symbolized the idea that “People get into trouble when they talk too much.”

The novel is the story of Vin Tosi, a corrupt councilman in a fictitious Boston suburb. The opening reads:


Machiavellian: One who is characterized by political cunning or bad faith.

Such a man is Vin Tosi. Here is Vin Tosi’s philosophy as he might state it:

“The American public is like a big whore. It likes to lie back and get it, but good. I’m here to see that they get it right, right up to the hilt.”

Herein is related the story of his rise to power, and of those people he loves and hates and betrays.



The book is dominated by sex; characters never go long without some sort of sexual episode happening to them. On page 155, Tosi’s wife, Rena, is accosted by a neighbor woman:

How she wished her husband were home to save her from this disgrace! Could she ever wash it away? This feeling! Though her body responded to the sensuous kissing and other sensory stimuli, her soul was revolted, and her struggle was a futile one as muscles not knowing whether to respond to the call of the mind to fight off this assault or to accept the ingratiating stimuli and give herself up to it. Rena resigned herself to the idea that the woman at her feet was sick beyond the call of ordinary words. Rena had fallen back against the sink. In a wire mesh box on the sink were the utensils which she had left there to drip-dry. Rena groped and found the large handled knife which she used to cut cheese or bread. Her first impulse was to grab the knife by the handle and plunge it into the back of this woman who was violating her body. She shrugged off this idea. She could not take another’s life despite the provocation.


When Cosmo talks about the book, he describes it as a thing that could’ve gotten him into trouble. He says, “Immediately, people saw similarities between my character and the mayor of Boston.” He believes if certain powerful people had read it as a roman à clef, they would’ve been outraged. At the time, he anticipated an enormous outcry.

When he tried to find a publisher, he was rebuffed. As he saw it, the publishers didn’t understand what was in front of them. One of the publishers, it seemed to him, was threatened by his ways with women: “I had a cousin who worked for Mizener and Company so I thought I’d try them. When I went to the offices there was a girl there, she was attractive and I took her to lunch. The guy rejected my book and I think it was because he was an old guy who was a head over asshole in love with this girl! My cousin told me I made a mistake by going out to lunch with her, because she came in raving about me and what a gentleman I was.”

Eventually Cosmo printed five thousand copies of the book himself, hiring a local printer and naming the enterprise “Soliloquy Publishing Company.” He told me: “The book cost five bucks retail and $1.15 to make. How did I do it? I went out and I found paper that was a distressed lot! There was a fire on a railroad car and I went and I bought the paper for two hundred bucks. I am not kidding. The paper I got was number one!”

For his author photograph, he sat in front of a Smith-Corona typewriter, staring into the camera, a notebook open on the desk. It was an author photo in the style of I am a great writer, and you will hear more from me. Confidence. A particular Hemingway-influenced arrogance. I can write but I can also box. In the spring and summer of 1962, Cosmo undertook his own publicity campaign. He made flyers promoting the embattled “best seller” and distributed them around Medford and Boston.

Read it and discover for yourself WHY When The Act Accuses Him was not sold by one of the largest department stores in New England (located in Boston) after they received delivery…WHY every Greater Boston newspaper failed to print a review or even an announcement of its publication…WHY notwithstanding the foregoing WHEN THE ACT ACCUSES HIM by COSMO GIA is still the bestselling clothbound novel around Boston. WHEN THE ACT ACCUSES HIM by Cosmo GIA is the one EXCITING PROVOCATIVE novel you MUST READ!!!


The flyer included a cutout form for ordering the book through the mail. “We sold a few that way,” Cosmo says.

Alma believed in the book as fervently as Cosmo did. She told her friends, “It is an Italo-political-romantic novel.” She remembers passing out flyers in Harvard Square when she was seven or eight months pregnant with Dana. People stopped for her in her fragile state. They took the time to read Cosmo’s urgent message for her sake.

Cosmo would always regret the fact that he’d never written another book, and over time those hundred days of pure writing intensified in his mind, an interval when a different self emerged. The book often came up after a few drinks. If there were guests, it might be pulled out of boxes and into the light. “Here it is,” he would say, offering it up. “Take home two copies.”

 

Dana was born on October 15, 1962. He was premature and spent a month in the hospital. When the nurses put him on the light table, Alma could see all the way through his ribs. Although he had asthma, his breath kept coming, unlike the boy before him.

From these frail physical beginnings Dana grew strong, sleepless, a darling. “Everybody loves you,” Alma remembers telling him. “It is impossible not to love you.” She stayed at home with him while Cosmo worked in the bakery at night, rising at 3 A.M. so he could get to Cambridge in time to start the ovens. Then after the bakery, it was time to sell swimming pools to rich people.

Alma saw how hard Cosmo worked and she started to wonder if she could reawaken her Filene’s salesgirl and save the day. She began pursuing a real estate license. She read up about the properties in Medford, how everything was going up in value. She noticed there were no Italian Realtors to sell to all those Italian families.

She was hired by a local real estate agent. Soon he realized Alma could sell anything. She was demure but also impatient. She remembers selling a tire shop that had been on the market for almost a year. “I was famous for selling Mystic Tire,” she says. After that, everyone in Medford real estate started taking her seriously.

Through her real estate connections, Alma learned about a piece of land, a 28,600-square-foot lot at 39 Winford Way, on the edge of a lake and a nature preserve. There was not much going on in this neighborhood, but rumor had it there would be soon. Soon people would want to live here; Medford was about to boom as people were priced out of Boston. Cosmo and Alma paid $5,800 for the lot, and took out a $35,000 construction loan.

Cosmo said, “Don’t worry! I can build a house with that money.” Yet after the foundation had been built and the hole for the pool had been dug (his fellow pool salesmen gave him a cut rate), after the bare walls of the rooms had been erected, the money ran out. They needed to take out a second mortgage. “It was scary,” Cosmo says. The house leaning down on you, still just a skeleton, already asking to be paid for.

Yet they were proud of the house when it was finally finished. Alma had the shower in the master bathroom tiled with Cosmo’s lips-and-sword design. They were proud of the hallway where you could hang your coat; the kitchen with its large walk-in cupboard that could hold enough food to keep them through the winter, the sliding doors out to the pool, the pool itself, which made them feel rich even if they were just getting by. There were a few complaints: Sometimes planes flew a little too close. Otters killed the geese. Snow could keep you home for a week if it was deep enough. Yet when they looked out the window and saw the trees, the birds circling, the lonesome pine isolated from other trees, they felt a surge of luck. No one can build in front of this view! Cosmo would say.

The house was a perfect setting for long parties, and Cosmo and Alma threw them regularly: cocktail parties, poolside extravaganzas, kid birthday blowouts with cartoon themes. Dana was three years old when Cosmo had an afternoon party for the boxer Rocky Marciano—in the fifties he’d won the world heavyweight championship four times in a row. He was the “Brockton Blockbuster,” raised in Brockton, Massachusetts, a few towns away from Medford. He told reporters, “In the ring, I never really knew fear.”

At that party in 1965 he was retired, and he sat on the Giacchettos’ couch talking about where he might invest his money. Cosmo remembered one guy at the party was talking up this land in Texas, where you could grow potatoes and make thousands of dollars.

Cosmo made meatballs, sausages, and a lasagna dinner. “I had four or five gallons of homemade wine,” he says, “but they drank everything in the house! I went to a neighbor to borrow a bottle of gin.” As the party wore on, Cosmo thought Rocky’s wife was losing it: “She was almost frothing at the mouth!” he says. They sat out on the deck, and Alma realized Marciano’s wife was afraid of birds. When a bird flew too close, she dug her nails into Alma’s hand and broke the skin.

Cosmo says: “They kept wanting more to drink but I didn’t want to talk about how really bad off I was. Because I was counting the pennies to buy the booze. We were cooking for hours and they were eating like fiends!”

At some point in the epic evening Rocky Marciano held baby Dana in his lap. Alma remembers that she wanted to take a photograph, but thought it might be gauche to ask. So the moment passed undocumented. Later when he understood how famous Rocky Marciano was, Dana would say: “I can’t believe we don’t have a picture of that!”

 

In 1966, Alma decided it was time to start her own business. She settled on the name and wrote it down: Gia Realty. She designed business cards, Cosmo’s lips-and-sword design was her logo. Her intuition that Italians would want to buy from Italians was right. Soon she was making so much money, Cosmo joined her, quitting the bakery and the pool-selling business.

On March 1, 1967, Alma gave birth to another boy. Like Dana, Russell was thin and precarious, confined to the hospital before coming home. Yet he didn’t look anything like his brother—he had dark hair and eyes, while Dana was blond and light. Russell’s personality was darker, too. He was quiet and sat in the corner, playing by himself, sometimes coming out of the corner to cling to his mother. Dana was out among the adults, a showman, acting like he already had a plan in place, anxious to get outside. Russell’s sole intense attachment was to Alma. He always wanted to sit on her lap, and he always wanted to hold her skirts even when she was trying to move around the house.

Because she’d waited so long for her boys to arrive, Alma says she overprotected them. She wanted to be able to find them at all times, to know what they were doing. “I didn’t want to leave them with sitters,” she says. “I believed they should always be with me.”

Alma decorated the house in an ocean theme: nets, shells, plastic lobsters. A glass coffee table with tile fish below the surface. She collected fragile dishes and trashy souvenirs and displayed them alongside one another. She couldn’t walk by a bin of plastic toys without picking out something. One late evening, she went to the china cabinet and pulled out an X-rated plastic Santa Claus to show me—his penis came out of his red suit if you shook his hand.

It was the kind of house that is almost too alive. Kids running up and down the stairs. A pinball machine and a Ping-Pong table. Everywhere photographs, lists of things to do written in a scrawling pencil, dishes to be washed, tomatoes to be peeled, garlic to be mashed, a television to turn down or turn up, a record to play one more time, a cat to let in or let out (finally Cosmo built the cat its own ladder so it could come and go through an upstairs window). “What an idyllic childhood,” Alma remembers. Their neighbors were the Gortons, heirs to a fish-stick fortune.

As he grew older, Russell revealed a reckless streak. He rode so fast on the rocking horse, they wondered if he would throw himself off. After a while they put the horse away.

On the edge of the pond Cosmo and the boys built a watch-tower. Some afternoons they’d pretend they were soldiers and enemies were advancing across the water. When otters came up out of the pond, Cosmo gave the boys permission to shoot them with BB guns. “Their teeth are like razors,” Cosmo says. “They would kill all the geese if they could.”

In the Giacchetto home there was always a very good reason for cocktail hour, and there was no law against starting it early. It could start at four instead of five, or at noon on Sundays. A flock of aunts and uncles lived in the vicinity. It was not uncommon to be sitting in the dining room with twelve relatives milling around.

Dana’s closest cousin was Donna, Alma’s sister’s daughter. She was a tiny, dark-haired child, no brothers or sisters. Sometimes her mother drank too much and swerved around in her high heels at the summer barbecues. Another close cousin was Gale, daughter of one of Cosmo’s sisters. Dana saw one or the other of these girl cousins every other day for many years. The girls felt an intense attachment to him. They both describe waiting to go over to his house, missing him when he was gone, wondering when he might come through the front door and save them from a boring day.

By the time he was eleven or twelve Dana had taken enough piano lessons so that he could play by heart Elton John’s “Don’t Let the Sun Go Down on Me,” with its vaguely apocalyptic lyrics: Although I search myself it’s always someone else I see/…But losing everything is like the sun going down on me.

Russell accompanied Dana to his piano lessons, and the teacher tried to show him how the piano worked. But Russell says Dana was always the only one who could play. “I was never any good at it,” he says. “I felt like a broad taking piano lessons.” He waited for Dana to be finished, and he remembers sitting around, talking to the piano teacher’s girlfriend. He remembers her as barely wearing anything.

In 1975, Cosmo bought a building called the Hazlett House, an antique Greek revival building in Cambridge, right near MIT. He paid $16,500 for it, which he considered a steal, even then. He planned to restore the place and rent it out to students. For the renovation he employed Dana and his army of friends. The boys tore down drywall, carried old refrigerators downstairs, pulled nails out of the wall, and demolished kitchen islands. Cosmo paid them a bare minimum wage. Sometimes he bought them beer. “Sweat equity!!” Cosmo reminded them, when they looked like they were about to complain.

Cosmo thinks the year was 1977 when Dana found out about his grandfather’s suicide. “He must’ve been around fourteen. He confronted me about it.” Cosmo had tried to keep the story of the suicide from his sons. He considered it a story too dark for them to know. As he saw it, that kind of self-destruction unsettles people. People never see you the same way once they know about it, once they know your father stood in the window and blew his brains out.

People know things like this and they start to see darkness everywhere in your history and your family.

But Dana had heard the rumors, traveling among the cousins. Cosmo says that they both cried as he admitted the truth. When I meet Cosmo, the suicide is one of the first things he tells me about. It is a piece of ancient history that has never receded from the forefront of his mind.

 

At the time Dana was growing up there, Medford was a mostly dry town. A restless teenager in a dry town quickly learns the signals of the underground. Drug dealers flocked to Medford and it became a teenage drug mecca. “You could get anything,” says Dana’s friend Jim McSweeney, “coke, mescalin, pot, acid, mushrooms.” There were certain corners, certain times. Boys would leave the party and come back with the powder everyone was craving.

On November 14, 1977, Time magazine ran a cover story on “High Schools in Trouble.” It was an exposé of three American high schools that were supposed to represent the deviant teenagers of the era. One of the high schools chosen for this honor was Medford High, Dana’s alma mater. According to Time, the sheer volume of drugs flowing through Medford High defied all statistics. The school was presented as an extreme case:


…[At Medford High] vandalism is a problem. A favorite prank is to smash the school’s two story glass windows, which cost $700 each. Last year’s damage bill came to almost $30,000—close to what the school spent on textbooks.

So many students have taken to alcohol and dope that Medford has set up a special office for drug and drink consultation. Discipline problems haunt the school’s five miles of corridors. Under an “open campus” scheme that permitted upper classmen to roam throughout the school during certain periods, most respected the privilege. But some smoked joints or whooped it up in the halls.



Dana’s cousin Gale Rapallo said that when the article came out, it was as if Medford High had been chosen, it had become an emblem of some kind. Gale saved it for her scrapbook, even though she was part of the very drug culture the magazine was panicking about.

“There were these pits in the back of Medford High School,” she says. “Big concrete pits meant for kids to study in. That’s where everything happened.”

I could not envision what she was talking about so I visited the campus and walked around while the students were in class. This strange, late seventies design was still in place, concrete pits with steps down into them, shelters out of the wind, like craters, only with hip-high walls around the rim so no one falls down into them. The designers of the school, with their money and architectural ambitions, had an idea in mind of using all available space for homework “pods.” Yet they had unwittingly made a perfect place for kids to light a joint even when the wind was blowing.

 

1978: The same year as the car crash. Dana told his family, “You need to get out of Medford for a few days.” They needed to get to Orlando and see Disney World. Dana was proposing a trip on the “Auto Train,” where your car is loaded onto a container, and once you arrive at Disney World the car belongs to you again. He spread out the brochures on the table: pictures of the inside of the train, the dining car. He gave a presentation, like a salesman. He made a case for the fun that could be had, if only his parents would make this Auto Train investment.

Cosmo and Alma figured a boy who put so much effort into his amusement park dream should be indulged. They said, Yes, absolutely we will pay for it, we will go.

When I visited the Giacchettos in Medford the subject of this trip arose a few times. Russell talked about a shooting range, where he and Cosmo stood alongside each other, blasting targets into oblivion. Cosmo recalled about the excellent prime rib they ate on the train. “And it was all Dana,” Cosmo says. “Dana made it all happen.”

 

Weekends Dana often dropped acid with friends. Weeknights he worked bussing tables at Rustler’s Steakhouse, a tacky, western-themed place where all the waiters and busboys were required to wear plastic cowboy hats. His friend Jim McSweeney worked there too. “We were living for the stadium shows,” he says. They wanted to be liberated from the steak house and achieve a derangement of the senses.

Stadium shows cost as much as $25 a ticket, and fans would often find themselves way back in the bleachers, the singers so far away they were like hallucinations. Dana and Jim saw the Cars, who sang, “Let the Good Times Roll,” in robot voices, and the J. Geils Band who sang “Love Stinks,” the singer wearing tight, horizontal-striped shirts, his arms the size of toothpicks. Afterward, they went to parties in friends’ houses where parents weren’t home.

One night, McSweeney remembers, they burned all the furniture in a kid’s house. “He was a pathetic sucker,” says McSweeney. The furniture burning was the kind of thing that happened to a kid like that.

Teenagers wanted to be over at the Giacchetto house. It was a place where anything could happen, where the grown-ups were always in the mood for an adventure. Cosmo led tours of the garage, showing off his illegal fireworks. It wasn’t difficult to drink or smoke pot—there was so much land a kid could go out into the night and light up a pipe looking out over the pond, then come back without anyone asking, “Where were you? Are you all right?” (Occasionally Alma might say, I think I smell something! Wagging her finger.) More often than not there was a $20 bill in the dining room drawer, inside a special purse—allowance money for the boys. Back then, $20 was enough to take two or three friends to the movies. Dana and his friends saw Jaws and Midway and Star Wars.

Russell was not adventurous the way Dana was. At ten, he still sat in his mother’s lap, even in front of guests. Alma’s girlfriends said: He shouldn’t be doing that, that’s clingy, it’s weird. Alma said: “If that is what he wants to do, that is what he will do. I love him. I gave birth to him. I am not going to push him away.”

Russell thinks it happened in 1979, when he was twelve years old. His mother gave him a first-day-of-school gift. It was a sweater, a $100 thing, something she could afford now that Gia Realty was a going concern. This sweater had patches on the sleeves made out of genuine suede. Russell hated it and thought it seemed like something meant for a girl. But as he tells it, she insisted he wear it.

Walking to school, he took the sweater off and threw it into the bushes. Later he told her what he’d done. When she tells me this story, it seems she still can’t quite process it. “That beautiful sweater, what did he have against it?” she says.

“The sweater made me think she wanted me to be a girl, she would’ve been better off with a girl,” Russell says.

This was one of the fears propagated in the family: the fear of being a girl. Cosmo sometimes wondered if Dana was a little effeminate, “effete,” never showing an interest in sports or even throwing a ball across a lawn, playing those cheesy piano songs written by fags. But Cosmo reassured himself: If the boy was not exactly a man’s man, at least he was loud and fired-up, enthusiastic about the most mundane birthday party. He was Johnny-on-the-spot. He was always in motion, yet he was not the kind of boy who would disappear on you.

 

If Cosmo had any religion besides dinner it was the Fourth of July. On that day the Giacchettos threw a poolside blowout; a party that started at noon and lasted into the following morning. Guests could get drunk and sober up two or three times, diving into the pool to regain their senses. Cosmo started cooking days ahead. The basement filled with cases of vodka and beer. Enough red wine to fill the pool. “A goddamn gorge fest!” Cosmo says.

In a home movie from one of these parties, Cosmo announces the guests as they arrive, and they wave into the camera. Bighaired women in bathing suits and shimmering cover-ups, men with distended tan bellies. Cha-cha music plays and Alma’s sister Anita totters around in gold heels and short shorts. There is Dana, whose assignment is to synchronize the Boston Pops broadcast with Cosmo’s fireworks. There is Alma, dancing for Cosmo when he directs the camera at her.

More and more, it seemed like there was something to celebrate. Money was coming in from Gia Realty. The Hazlett House was proving to be a good investment. In 1980, Cosmo shared in an inheritance after his mother died, one-seventeenth of 1.5 million. Cosmo started doing commercial appraisals of real estate for a fee. The days of worrying about money, of being bankrupted by the party, those days seemed to be over.

Russell entered Medford High in 1981 and headed right for the pits. Just as Dana had before him, he found a world of kids who wanted to escape the noise of self-consciousness: coke, pot, acid, prescription drugs stolen from medicine cabinets and brought to school in backpacks. Russell skipped classes, went on drug runs, returned to math class so high his name was like an abstraction to him. He had a different relationship to drugs than his brother; drugs were like his great faith, a kind of calling. He was always tempted to go a little deeper. He didn’t want to be a few steps away from reality, still in its vicinity, buzzed. He wanted to obliterate himself. He wanted the buzz to overtake everything until there was no sound left but the buzzing itself.

Russell was beautiful: high cheekbones and half-lidded eyes. Girls hovered around him as he crossed into adolescence and his voice descended into his throat. In one movie from the Fourth of July, I watched as a red-headed girl stared at him, waiting for him to look at her as he walked around the pool, which he rarely did. Instead he riled Cosmo, flipping the bird into the camera. “That is just rude,” Cosmo can be heard saying. “That is not good behavior at all, not at all!!”

Cosmo wondered if darkness was inherited, part of a kid’s DNA. “This kid, he was irrational,” Cosmo says. Russell kicked holes in the wall of his room. Driving down the highway, he proposed to Cosmo: “Why don’t we cross into the oncoming lane. A big accident could get us insurance money!” Schemes like this made Cosmo wonder if Russell was right in the head. He wondered if there was even a way to reach such a boy, or if the boy was genetically unreachable.

One year Cosmo told the assembled Fourth of July guests: “I am going to show you what an atomic bomb looks like!” He walked down to the edge of the water and lit the fuses on a homemade concoction of fertilizer and dynamite. Cosmo describes a wall of water emerging from the pond, the stunned kids, the acrid bomb smell in the air for hours afterward.

Dana learned from his parents what a real party looked like, how it evolved, how just when the excitement dissipates and people are staring into space, dreaming of going home, the right song or another shipment of food and drink can bring about a second wind.

When I met Dana, parties were his specialty; it seemed counterintuitive for him to throw a bad one, and he threw them all the time. It was only when I met Cosmo that I realized the host gene was something he’d inherited.

Here is Cosmo describing a Fourth of July party in the mid-eighties, as he shows me the home movie: “There is a man who played guitar like an angel and died too young. There is a girl who was a nympho and asked Russell into the woods.”

He is eighty as he tells the story. He tells me about how happy he and Alma felt after the party, energized for weeks. The party was replayed over the rest of the summer until the summer turned the corner and the weather shifted. Then you almost couldn’t see the old party anymore.

 

Russell has some grim theories about Medford: “The kids who grow up here and stay here either end up in jail, dead, or OD’d.” He talks about Medford as if it is a geographic and emotional destiny, a curse. He tells me: “I think from the beginning I was the black sheep.”

I see how he might feel like the black sheep. Whenever I visit, there are very few photographs of Russell in the Medford house, but many photographs of Dana. Even though Russell talks to Alma on the phone a few times a day, and has dinner at the table at least three times a week, all the pictures in the house are of Dana. Yet Dana is gone, Dana is hard to find. So maybe Russell was not the black sheep, in terms of being exiled, not welcome. But he was exiled in the story of the family, as it was told through photographs.

I am talking to Russell in a motel room, the Amerisuites on the edge of Medford—a place of oddly stained carpets and buzzing fluorescent light fixtures. Occasionally he leaves our interview to inhale lines of coke, returning agitated and apparently truthful, as handsome as a movie star, only a little too thin—what his cousin Donna calls a “drug ghost.” He is thirty-six and has been in and out of jail for years on petty crimes. For most of his twenties, he was a heroin addict. He is a compromised person, drugged legally and illegally, someone you would never want behind the wheel of anything. (At the time of our interview his license has been revoked and will probably never be reinstated.) He talks in a voice so low and an accent so thick I can barely understand him, and I must constantly ask him to repeat himself.

When I meet Russell it is after I have known Dana for many years. It is after I have embarked on the project of writing about him. In all the years I have known him, Dana has never given any clue about his brother’s chronic troubles. When I ask him about Russell he says, “That whole thing is not very interesting, maybe only on a psychological level, but I hope you write about all the A-list people I know.”
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