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Author's note

 


When the Mafia don Gran John dubs Billy
Salviati, his half Irish, half Italian hit man, Il Saraceno
(sah-ra-CHAY-no), it's a compliment. He means Billy is competent
and dangerous, loyal and enigmatic. He also means Billy is an
outsider, a man born outside looking in, a marked man, as well as
(in Mafia parlance) a made man.

The word Saracen began to be widely used in
early Medieval times. It referred both to the Middle Eastern Arabs
and to the Arabo-Berber peoples of North Africa, who were also
called Moors. Implicit in European usage of the word was the idea
of menace. In fact the Saracens were threatening the Medieval
Europeans. That usage can be heard today in the score of the 2005
Crusader film Kingdom of Heaven.

 Whenever
the music turns menacing it refers to the Saracens. But to the
Sicilians, who enjoyed a long period of prosperity and peace under
Saracen rule before the Norman conquest of Sicily, the word has
other connotations. And this is the context that to this day the
West has chosen to frame its view of the Arabs: dangerous,
menacing, the Dark Other of Jungian thought. Not surprising. After
all, it's the way the Old Testament describes the Arabs, Hagar's
children: they roam the wilderness, their hand raised against
everyone, and everyone's hand raised against them.

 


——————
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Luck has bad breath.

That's what the Schwartzbear said, before
they carried him out feet first. Billy was still on his feet the
day he got out. He'd done hard time and more solitary than most and
had no luck. Why think about it now? But he did. He thought about
luck and the panther he'd been dreaming about.

He stood squinting outside Dannemora.
Billy’s out, he told the panther patrolling his mind, Billy's out.
Too late, he heard poor Schwartzbear say. Get it? Schwartzbear
asked. Now he got it—the panther is blind.

He no more knew why he stood there menacing
a blind figment than he knew about luck. It just felt okay on a day
better than most.

Then he slipped between pale June blocs of
Franklin County light and was gone.

 


 


Big deal. No sweat. He was out of something
more impregnable than Dannemora: the bestiary of childhood, and now
he walked clean out of that rabid zoo towards the southern lights,
a twisted communicant of roaches.

Maybe it was his dolphin's humor that did
it—ask the merchant seamen who play their boom boxes for them to
tell you how dolphins look and smile, hold your eye, show their
tricks.

 Sure Billy thought of
animals, he'd been one, tanked with insects, cetaceans, raptors,
reptiles, bottom feeders and alien species. One of them, the
estimable black man Franklin Jones, had parked a conundrum in his
head. "Lookitum," he'd said, "an'mal crackers, know what I'm
sayin'?"

"Ya gonna tell me, arncha?"

"People be like an'mals, only dey an'mal
crackers."

"Crazy?"

"Yeah, but dey crazy like differn'
an'mals."

He had on his mind something more vivid. A
dream. A recurring dream. He kept changing. He was a panther, then
he was watching the panther. He could smell this panther, share its
hunger, its rage and frustration. And one other thing, he couldn't
remember when he awoke that he saw anything when he was a
panther.

"I'm tellin' ya, Franklin, this panther is
blind."

"What differns it make, Billy Boy? When this
panther smell you, he be eatin' you. You not gonna care he be
blind. Panther, all he know you be food."

Billy read the library out of panthers. He
charmed the librarian into luring panthera pardus from the county
library.

It became his meditation. As the yogi banks
his eyes up in his head in his quest for samadhi, Billy
contemplated his dream, and finally he saw the panther pacing,
twitching its tail, behind the barred eye of his mother Frankie and
the barred eyes of all his other keepers, and at that moment he
could no longer be counted among the nations of predators licking
their chops in their childhood zoos. He'd figured out there's no
difference to them between food and keeper, between food and you.
The most perfect animal shits. Despite our beautiful faces and
elegant minds, we shit and die.

Billy once had a dolphin's spirit, the
spirit of amusement, before it was beaten and cowed, but by the
time he was eleven he had the sardonic eye of an elephant, dour,
fixed.

 In Dannemora—Billy's file
called him a violent psychotic—a psychiatrist gave him a metaphor
for his predicament.

"Think of your childhood, in fact think of
everything up to now as a burning, smoke-filled movie house. What
do you do? Figure out where the exits are, right?"

Dannemora certainly convinced him only the
observant survive. "One thing more," the shrink told him, "imagine
yourself as if you were nine or ten. You have to get that kid out
of the burning building, that's your job. Understand?"

"What's playing?" Billy asked.

What can I say to any of these guys that
will make a difference? Herschel Schwartz thought. He was by the
time he met Billy sick of the question and the questioner. Maybe
he'd have stuck around if he'd known the next thing he would say
would make a difference. But by the time it did Herschel Schwartz
had blown the roof of his head off.

"It's your question."

"Dumbo," Billy said.

"It's your life, asshole, not mine! Think!
See if you can think for the first time in your life."

"Frankenstein?"

"Come over here to the window. Yes, I think
I may see the light of an intelligence in your eyes. You think
you're wising off, but let me tell you something, Mister
Wisenheimer, you just put your money where your mouth is, d'you
realize that?"

This tired old Schwartzbear interested
Billy. What the hell was he talking about?

 "Horror shows. You got it,
smart ass. Horror shows. So ask yourself who showed you these
horror shows. Whuh, you just naturally like to see people tortured?
Or maybe somebody taught you how to like to see people tortured?
Including maybe yourself. Got it? No? Well, think about it. You got
lotsa time."

 


 


The stinking panther lodged in Billy's brain
long before Frankie began her autoerotic visits. What a crock she
was he knew but suppressed until one day in the fifth year of his
confinement as he walked back to his cell block he heard a mocking
in his brain.

Are you awright, Mom? I'm gonna take care of
you when I get out, don't worry.

That's what he said, but what he heard in
the choir stalls of the damned was please love me, Mom.
"Please!"

"Please what?" the guard said.

"Please shit!"

So the next time Frankie came and said she
couldn't stay long because Larry-What's-His-Face was waiting
outside, Billy looked. And he looked. And the words came to him.
Panther shit. And he laughed and looked some more until it seemed
to him it was the first time he had ever looked, and he saw that it
wasn't his cage he was looking through, it was hers. He saw the
panther, the stinking panther pacing behind the bars in her eye. He
heard her talk—she didn't hear him talk. Ever. It was her soap
opera. And while she looked over her shoulder into the tarmac
distance where Tom, Dick or Larry stood, Billy picked the lock of
his childhood bestiary, the door swung open and he was free.

Right there in Dannemora.

"Get outta my face!"

"Hey, izzat any way to talk to yer mudder?"
the guard said.

"You wanner, you kin' have 'er," Billy said.
"Cheap."

 Too bad Billy didn't see
the guard quash a conspiratorial grin.
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If anybody cared they might have said what
made Billy dangerous by the time he checked into Arnie Besele's
flophouse on Ninth Avenue was that he could do four hundred pushups
a day or that he had taught himself a lot about electricity, but
what made Billy dangerous was that he knew the only thing a panther
knows is maul and eat. All your words, all your deeds, your care
and willingness to love is nothing but meat and slop. The panther
prowls the space between telephone calls, letters, obsessions,
broken promises. You're fast food. Walk out. Some mother built that
cage long ago of her inability to love. Once her little panther is
your obsession you're its crank. Your sane moments merely threaten
it with cold turkey. This is what Billy knew. Thank you, Frankie,
thank you, Tom, Dick, Larry.

All in all, Dannemora straightened him out.
He owed the poor dead Schwartzbear, Franklin Jones and the other
fascinating basilisks, griffins, trolls, centaurs, Minotaurs,
harpies, satyrs and rocs in their skulks, swarms, poufs, coveys,
nests, pods, gams, nyes and gaggles, a big debt.

What he didn't owe them were his powers of
concentration.

Dolphins look, elephants look, panthers
gauge, but on the first free morning of his adult life, after seven
years buffeted in the roaring night surf, Billy looked up from his
nest of cockroaches to the fuming sun thrashing down Forty-Third
Street and became the morning's namesake beast, a tiger. As to the
difference between tigers and panthers, ask any game warden who has
seen a tiger's immense solar face in his windshield.

 God knows what some paid
priest will prate over Billy's grave, but of all his deeds and
misdeeds this signal accomplishment will go unsung. In the land of
Mom, Old Glory and apple pie we don't hang people for kissing off
rotten parents, but we don't hang medals on them either. Mostly,
with any luck at all, we whomp up enough money for a shrink to tell
us we're panther shit.

Drink plenty of water, take long walks, move
to the other side of the country. Or the world. Otherwise, you, the
one man in the world who can rescue her, will find yourself hand
over hand in Rapunzel's tresses, and the next thing you know you're
staring a ravening panther in the face. More seductive than all the
sirens are the human beasties roving your childhood pleading with
you to let them out: Rapunzels and panthers, sleeping beauties and
frog princes, fairy godmothers and kingly brothers. All of you
waiting for your fetid ships to come in, consider how many shrinks
and shrunk have committed suicide trying to rescue you!

 


 


Herbie Goldberg was a trickster, a joker, a
squat Clark Gable, altogether decent. A week after he hired Matt
Pieto to the night shift at the three Goldberg brothers' cigar
store at Forty-Fifth and Eighth Avenue he said to him, "So Matt,
what're you, slummin'?"

"Nah, I'm comin' up in the world, Herbie."
With a straight face, a sincere look even, he said it.

Disarmed, Herbie schlepped around in the
deep sink saying, "Yeah, well, when ya get to the top remember
me."

Disarming, Matt was disarming even then,
nineteen years old, a junior at Saint John's. No, he didn't need
the job. His grandfather thought it a distraction, like athletics,
inimical to the purpose of college, which was to get smart. But
Matt, who never took a test that didn't amuse him, saw Hell's
Kitchen as advanced study. He loved it, not having to live
there.

 Billy had lived there all
his life, knew the Goldbergs as an easy mark, knew all the other
easy marks, and, when nine months after Matt started to work there
and seven days out of Dannemora he showed up one night to ask for a
job, he'd cased the scene, watched Matt from across the avenue and
was drawn without knowing it to this quiet kid who seemed to listen
to everybody's story. Why were they telling this kid their stories?
The rum-dumb boxer who dashed out into the street to pop
windshields, tetchy bag ladies, loonies and drunks of every stripe,
even the sons of bitches in blue?

"So what kin' I do ya?"

"I need a job. I grew up around here."

"That's a recommendation?"

"I'll work hard. I need a break."

"Why do I think you been vacationin'
upstate?"

"I'm an ex-con."

"Hey, I need an ex-con like I need another
health inspector. You don' look like no soda jerk t'me."

"What's a soda jerk look like?"

A tall pale goombah with a pompadour and
duck's ass, that's not what Matt saw when he looked up. He saw the
blackest, most fixed gaze he'd ever seen. Fixed on him.

"He don' look like no wise guy."

Amused by his boss's innocent term of art,
Matt looked down the marble counter past Herbie at Billy's adz-cut
face, eerily handsome. Billy gave him a little crooked smile.

"I think you should hire him, Herbie."

"Y'know him?"

"I will."



"Yeah, well, just do what my father here
tells ya," Herbie told Billy, liking Matt enough to take the
chance.

 They worked in relative
silence for two months. Three hundred and sixty of the Daily
News, three hundred and forty Mirrors, fifty of the
Times, forty Tribunes, hundreds of eight-cent egg
creams and big green five-dollar Cuban Cohiba cigars from the
humidor, night after night. Herbie liked his boys, drew coins from
their ears, told them raunchy jokes, learned he could leave early
trusting them to lock up.

 "Gentlemen Dagos," he
would say, "goo' night, keep everythin' kosher, don' sell the
place, have a cigar, goo' night, sweet prinzes." Then he would bow
and exit to Fort Lee. Matt and Billy would reach for the Cubans and
finish up in a haze of blue smoke.
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Their friendship deepened one night after
Herbie left when Billy, sounding like a statue some conjuror-priest
had moved to speak, said, "So boss, y'ever get laid?"

"What's it to ya?"

"Diddly."

They smiled, but Billy would remember he'd
failed to daunt this boy. His study of Matt Pieto took a turn.

Each night at ten-thirty Billy relieved Matt
at the newsstand out front. Matt would take the hand truck and
wheel up Eighth to The Garden where he had a following.

The routine called for picking up the
News and Mirror—the Garden crowd was not Times
or Tribune caliber—selling all he could and trucking the
rest back to the stand for sale. You had to be fast and have a
certain personality. New Yorkers don't buy papers from bad
faces.

 


Whuddya read, whuddya read?

Costello one, feds zip. Cards bomb

Pat Ward lookin' good, talkin' good,

take a look, take a look, she got a l'il
black book!

Oleo heir says high-priced lookers

just go on dates—cops say they're
hookers

Getcha papers, getcha papers

Ho-hum, ho-hum—Yanks win again

Putt-putt-putt—Ike goes golfing again—

Democrat says, Thank God!

 Whuddya read? Buy two,
don' be cheap!

 


One night as Matt was chanting this 1920s
spiel outside the Ziegfeld the dancer Gwen Verdon, her head full of
the schmaltzy Kismet, heard him and stopped to listen. Matt
looked up from his change-making and, startled by her zany,
boisterous beauty, rattled his head like a gourd in appreciation.
She laughed, skipped over to him, tousled his hair and kissed his
cheek, one of those lovely gestures that graces a life to its
end.

Back at the stand each night Vivian Blaine
and Robert Alda, playing the interminable Guys and Dolls,
schussed up in a stretch limo and gave Matt a fiver for the
three-penny News. At first Matt turned in all the two-penny,
ninety-seven-cent and other tips, but when Herbie discovered this
impeccable accounting he said, "Matt, one thing you ain't is a
Hebe."

"Some of my best friends are Hebes, Herbie,"
Matt replied.

"I'm gonna make ya a honorary Hebe—keep the
change from now on." It was not entirely generous. Matt had almost
doubled news sales.

All this Billy took in with more
attentiveness than Matt gave his professors. It was not just his
usual acuity, it was more like having heard an unfamiliar melody
and listening for it again.

Saturday nights called for heavy lifting.
The Sunday papers weighed four to seven pounds, so Billy
accompanied Matt to the truck drops. On one of these nights Matt
tried to draw Billy out: "So wudja do time for?"

"What're you, my mother?"

"You had one?"

 Billy surprised Matt by
smiling thoughtfully. What kind of college kid would smart-mouth a
guy who'd done hard time? And when he left off considering that, he
found he had respect for the question. The answer was no, but he
was no more ready to tell Matt that than he was ready to say he'd
almost killed a cop. What the hell, he thought, the kid's
awright.

"You wanna be my mother, douche a lot."

"Fuck off, Salviati!"

That did it. This kid acted like he was
packing. It did it for Matt too, that skanky vulgarism. Time had
not yet granted Matt the dispensation to see through such arrant
machismo.

This dogleg in the course of their
relationship proved decisive. Matt chugged on amiably but Billy
circled until one quiet Tuesday night Matt returned from the
News drop in front of The Garden with his left cheek laid
open, his eye socket red, blue and yellow.

"Whudju run inta da truck?" Billy asked.

Matt made an ice pack and kept on working in
the manner of a good wife beaten for the first time.

That Saturday night, as they pushed their
hand trucks up the sidewalk, Matt said in the precise way he talked
about anything serious, "The deal is the News driver cuts
the bales—they come wired in fifties—he takes fifteen or twenty off
the top and sells them on his own. When I bitched he changed my
face."

"What about the others, the Mirror
and the Times?"

"No, just the News guy."

Billy took his toothpick out of his mouth
and spit with practiced accuracy down a grate.

As they neared the big sinister truck, which
reminded Matt of a panzer, Billy put the flat of his hand on Matt's
chest, staying him. He walked over to the high cab and pounded on
the door.

"I wanna talk to you, Beverly."

"B-e-v-e-r-l-y?" Matt lip-synched.

The jowly teamster looked down at Billy.
"Lissen, Slick, do I look like I got time for tea with delivery
boys?"

"Make time."

 Beverly took a menacing
breath and started to transfer his gut out of the cab. Billy
slammed the door on his left shin. The teamster hit the pavement in
a pained crouch. Billy drop-kicked his face like a veteran
place-kicker. Spitting blood, the man braced his back against the
truck just in time to catch a roll of nickels in his rubber gut. He
flailed at Billy hoping to connect, but Billy grabbed his hair and
rammed his head into a lamppost, finishing him with a side-winding
right. Just as Matt drew a sigh of relief to see it finished, Billy
stomped the driver's gut. "You owe us a lotta money, Beverly!"
Billy was using the guy's hair to slam his head on the macadam. He
rifled his victim's pockets, took out three wads of bills in rubber
bands and without looking at them said, "This ain't enough, what're
ya gonna do?"

"How much den?" the terrified man said.

"Two extra bales a night from now on. Yeah,
and say yer sorry to the nice man there."

"I'm sorry," the driver told Matt.

"With f-e-e-l-i-n-g, Beverly!" Billy said,
kicking the man's ribs.

"I'm sorry, honest."

"I believe it," Matt said.

He watched Billy as they stacked the hand
trucks and when he caught his eye Billy shrugged.

"So now we sell 'em on our own?" Matt
asked.

"Nah, the boss made ya a honorary Hebe,
didn't he? So we share."

 


 


 Billy had recaptured Matt's
attention. But no bond formed until he'd witnessed two more samples
of the Salviati style. The first involved the acned brown-toothed
kids who snatched papers off the newsstand to hustle them in bars.
If Matt chased them, their confederates scooped up more behind him.
Since it only happened between eleven and twelve, the height of the
ink rush, Billy had not experienced it. But as Matt boosted sales
it became necessary many nights for Billy to join him behind the
stand. A few days after the extortion at The Garden two kids swam
through the crowd and swiped about twenty of the News. Never
the Times or Tribune. You couldn't hustle them to
drunks. Billy slipped his thumb and forefinger into his mouth and
piped a screech that stopped three cabs. The thieves turned to see
Billy hefting a ten-pound lead pie used to anchor papers in the
wind. "Hey kid, ya t'ink ya kin' run faster'n dis?" The little
turds meekly brought the papers back. Billy whacked the first kid
upside the face a bit too hard for joshing. "Ya wanna grow up 'n be
a asshole like y'ole man?"

Matt gave Billy a troubled look.

"How'd I know his ole man's a asshole?
Whuddya t'ink, dese are troubled y-o-o-oths from Tarrytown? Dis
whole place's a kindergarten for Dannemora."

Matt nodded sadly. Billy knew.

Then there was the Marlon Brando incident
which in years to come Matt would choose to think helped shape the
actor's concern for underdogs. Brando—this was before fame found
him On the Waterfront—was a chintz who pissed Matt almost
every night by holding his hand out poker-faced, waiting for his
lousy two cents on a nickel while maybe two dozen other people were
trying to put money in Matt's hand. It was a New York convention, a
source of nightly satisfaction, to give the kid the two cents, or
maybe seven or even twenty-two. But The Wild One apparently
saw no reason to discriminate against Billy. Billy, when it
happened, looked at Brando's hand, then he looked into Brando's
face, then, lighting up as if he had misunderstood but now
understood, he took Brando's hand in his, turned it back and forth
like a palm-reader, and said, "Nice hand. So, whatsamatter, ya don'
believe in givin' to the poor?"

 The dark
shade that descended over Brando's face halted about two thirds of
the way down, then snapped back up with a chuckle. The next night
he ignored Matt, waited until he could give

his nickel to Billy and cheerfully walked off without his change.
Characteristically, Billy turned to Matt with a wry grin, "Ya t'ink
he could spare a dime?
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Matt caught a left hook sparring in the
college ring when it came to him that Billy's handling of the truck
driver had taken up a low orbit among his thoughts. Shaking off the
punch, Matt suddenly knew what made Billy effective. Billy's mind
didn't wander. Probably it had nowhere better to go. Matt grew up
in a world of effective men, but none of them had Billy's
concentration. He was a man with whom you did not end conversations
saying, Capiche? What you had to gauge with Billy was how
much he got you hadn't said.

They now worked together whimsically.
Observing this, Herbie one night shouted through the sliding glass
panels between the store and newsstand, "Hey you two paisanos, y'in
love? We gotta maka da money! Y'know, gelt?"

Billy Salviati had damn-near killed for
lesser remarks, but now he looked to Matt for response. Matt
leveled one of his studious, bemused smiles at Herbie. "It's
paisani, Herbie, paisani."

"Paisani/schmyzani, sounds like cheese
t'me," Herbie said.

Banter was not Billy's style. He rightly
knew it masked issues, but if it was okay with the kid he'd try
it.

"I don' t'ink Herbie wants to be a honorary
dago, Matt."

As if Billy had forgotten it, Matt said,
"He's a good man."

 


 


Sometimes Billy would leaf respectfully
through Matt's books.

"So dis guy Spinoza, he was a paisano?"

 Occasionally he would stop
in on his day off with some spectacularly glitzy showgirl from
Guys and Dolls. He'd be wearing a navy blue camel's hair
coat, a silver tie with jacquard shirt, and pointy patent shoes.
He'd invite Matt to join them after work and, although Matt always
pleaded homework, the two did fall into the habit of beer and pizza
at Patsy Mariani's on Tenth Avenue. Patsy also owned a masonry
company that did a lively business losing stiffs in walls and
floors. In this latter capacity he knew Matt's grandfathers well
and would talk Sicilian to Matt while Billy, catching few
sentences, would listen appreciatively, wondering why his father
Pete, who checked out in a knife fight in Attica when Billy was
three, hadn't cared enough about him to stay alive instead of
referring him to Irish Frankie.

Submarine contemplations rarely eluded
Matt's sonar. He was a student of their signatures, as one growing
up in his family ought to be. On one such occasion, while Patsy was
shoving pizzas into the kiln on a long wooden paddle, Matt asked,
"J'ever wonder what happened to my old man?"

Billy looked like an old trout studying a
new lure.

"Loco. He almost killed me and my mother. My
grandfathers sent him back to Sicily when I was eleven. One day he
was gone. Vavoom! Never heard from him again. With his temper, he's
probably dead."

Billy could hear his heart. He felt like
DiMaggio watching for the right throw in 1941.

"Yer grandfather's an important man."

"This is news?"

Checked but not deterred, Billy said, "I'd
like to meet him. I mean, ya know, like pay my respects."

Matt made three rings on the table with his
beer glass. He let the importance of this to Billy sink in.

After a long silence, Billy asked, "Can do,
Matt?"

 Matt looked at him with
mathematical dispassion. He felt as if he'd been asked to grow up
too soon. He felt respect for the seriousness of Billy's petition,
for the softness of it. And he felt dread. "Si."

 


 


Nine days later in front of John Altobene's
house on the south side of Nineteenth Street between Second and
Third Avenues Matt felt something like the spacey chill and fever
of first love when he saw Billy, who'd gotten himself up like a
college boy: gray herringbone jacket, red and black striped tie, a
blue Oxford button-down, twills, no coat. He'd gotten his long
black hair cut close. He'd copied Matt. Now he looked to him for
approval. Matt, with his nuncio's politesse, figured it would be
rude to acknowledge this transformation. Billy was his elder, had
suffered, extended himself for Matt. Matt turned his palm up and
motioned Billy up the sandstone steps.

"Matteo, Nonno."

"Come back here, bring you fren' wichu."

They passed through a dark Victorian parlor,
sliding acid-etched glass doors to a dining room, then the kitchen:
headquarters. Gran John was at the double sink. He had a Parodi in
his mouth. He was wearing suspenders over an undershirt. He blew a
thin, thoughtful line of blue smoke in Billy's direction,
appraising him. He picked up a squid. "Calamari, you like
calamari?"

Billy looked apprehensively at Matt.

"Matt, he likes calamari, I'm askin'
you."

"Gran..." Matt said.

"Y'Italian, arncha? Matt, whudda we got, a
non compos mentis here?"

Like a Zen archer Billy moved forward and
knelt in front of the old man and kissed his fishy hand.

 "Jesus," Matt breathed,
but John looked at his grandson with a wry smile and crossed his
lips with his forefinger. Centuries passed between them. This was
not the fealty of love Matthew owed the old man, but it was fealty,
and in it the half-breed Billy was more Sicilian than his young
benefactor.

John put his wet hand under Billy's chin and
elevated him. They were both tall, but Billy was taller. John's
ghostly blue eyes, the Norman strain, ransacked Billy.

"Siddown. I'm gonna feed you the best meal
you ever had. You don' look like you eat too good."

Matt was aware if Gran John was not that
Billy hadn't uttered a word. "Gran..."

"What, you' needle stuck, Matteo? You
usually a very quiet boy, but you gotta learn just 'cause somebody
else don' speak is no reason you hafta fill up the space.
Capiche?" He patted Matt's cheek. "This is my boy, Billy."
He had never said it before, nor was it lost on Matt he said it
now, nor on Maria, who watched this scene from the pantry. "Maria,
this is Mr. Billy Salviati. Guillermo, this is my daughter Maria.
Respect her."

They had noticed each other and knew it was
no time to let their eyes linger.

"Sit down, Mr. Salviati." Maria poured
wine.

Still not a word. Now Matt was in awe of
Billy, of the ceremony taking place.

"Matthew," she said, "you look tired. I
think you work too much. Does he work too much, Mr. Salviati? He
comes home with his face cut up, is this a life for a college
man?"

Billy looked to Matt for help.

"Maria, the boy wants to know things. They
don' teach him everything in that college. He's awright, he knows
what he's doing," John said.

Then the old man and his daughter, practiced
like dancers, cooked and served together, their bodies fond,
deferential.

 When finally he sat John
became voluble. He spoke of his youth on Elizabeth Street, of
selling papers on cold nights in front of Luchow's on Fourteenth
Street, which was then uptown, of the swells and their ladies, of
the despicable Irish and their ill treatment of fellow Catholics,
of Salvatore Maranzano and Charlie Luciano. "Lucana, forgive me,
Lucana, that's his name." Maria and her son had heard it all, but
in Billy the old man had a rapt audience. Matt noticed that Billy
sipped his wine with restraint, like a communicant at Mass.

"Mr. Salviati, we speak both Italian and
English here, so if you'd like to try a few words we won't bite
your head off," Maria said teasingly.

"You never heard of omerta, Maria,
nice Italian woman like you?"

"I'm speaking about a little dinner
conversation, Pa, I want to hear about Mr. Salviati."

"Women," John said, "if you let 'em they
gonna be the death of you."

"I don't think any woman is going to be the
death of Mr. Salviati, Pa, he's too handsome."

John's turn for discomfort. Billy was not
for Maria, God knew. Then he had an inspiration. "This man here
suffered a lot. You know about suffering, Maria. You wanna hear his
story, it gonna make you sorry you asked. You don' drink,
Billy?"

Billy's lips tightened. He felt love for
this old man who'd sized him up so well. It was his turn to show he
knew something about John.

"When you drink you give the other guy the
drop," he informed his calamari.

"Ha, so that's a chapter out of his book,
Maria, you happy?"

Maria saw Vito and Charlie and Joey and a
long line of others before her. She shuddered.

"I'm happy, Pa."

 Matt wondered if that
could be. She'd married a dangerous man to find he was not half so
dangerous as her father or all those other men who sheltered and
protected her. How would she ever find a man? How could a beautiful
woman in her prime, who with her son provided her father with all
his meaning in life, reach out and choose another life? Matt and
Billy exchanged a look of complicity that tricked Billy's mouth
sideways in rue. The gesture entered Matt's life like an IV. He
felt despondent as when the priest elevates the host and he
remembers the crucifixion. This encounter seemed like the Last
Supper, the despair. And hope. Whose last supper? Billy's? Was Matt
Judas? He hoped not, as much for his own as Billy's sake. And yet
where else was Billy prepared to go?

"So Matteo, tomorrow you take Billy here to
see Carmine, tell him what I said."

"Whudju say, Gran?"

 The old man reached over
to Matt beside him, held his face in both hands and nodded.
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Synchronicities, if we knew their number,
would scare us. As it is, they cloy. For example, just about the
moment a caustic August sun slumped like a tired scout in a
Parthian saddle over the Palisades, Billy Salviati met Hettie
Warshaw on West Forty-Sixth Street, while over on Nineteenth Street
two old men talked about him. That itself was rare because in the
nine years since Billy met John Altobene he'd become a man you had
to meet, desperately didn't want to meet, or was the last man you
did meet, and in no case a man to talk about.

"He's like a mirror," Gus Pieto was saying,
"one side you see yaself, the other side you don' see nuthin'."

"Better you don' look in that mirror," John
said. He loved these Billy puzzlements.

Matt's grandfathers, much as they loved
hating each other, came to enjoy each other's company, which had
ramifications in Vegas, Hollywood and Malta, to name a few places.
They're like kids, Matt mused, the thought disquieting, as were all
signals of his grandfathers' mortality.

"Ya know what I call him? Saint Lucifer,"
Gus said.

"So I heard," John said. His own sobriquet
he kept to himself.
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