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  Prologue


  On Saturday, December 28, 1935, at about 10:35 P.M., Walter Stachiew was murdered. His body,
  lying in the icy gutter where it had fallen on the dark winding hill along 181st Street between Valentine and Webster avenues in the Bronx, was a mess.


  There were thick gouts of blood around his head, which had been battered with his own heavy coal shovel, with which he had sought to raise whiskey money by shoveling snow. Walter Stachiew was
  not a practical or serious man. He carried his inappropriate shovel more to show his good intentions than to perform a service.


  When a police car heading up the hill toward the Forty-sixth Precinct came along, the patrolman saw Stanley Paycek whacking away at Stachiew, the shovel in both of his hands.


  It later developed that the two men had spent some time togetheras they generally did when one or the other had a couple of dollars, or any amount of loose changein the
  neighborhood serious drinkers bar. It was a place without a name, where you came not for companionship or sympathy or warmth but for the simple purpose of getting drunk. You could do this
  fast and cheap. No one stopped the headlong rush into oblivion as long as the money held out. When you were out of coin, you were out on the street. This was a simple and effective rule to which no
  one objected because what was the point? The owner was a huge man who made strange noises rather than speaking in words. He was understood completely. He made and enforced the rules. It was a
  desperation place and only the most desperate men frequented it.


  The argument between the two lifelong friends that night was the usual incomprehensible bickering of two drunks who knew too much about each other and about the emptiness of life. It was bitter
  and loud and filled with threats. It was the boastful nonsense of two ineffectual men who lived their lives as bullies toward the weak, and of toadies toward those they perceived as having power
  over them.


  All that was remembered was that Walter Stachiew left the bar first, after having jammed the handle of his shovel into Stanley Payceks throat. Paycek, taken by surprise, couldnt
  catch his breath for a moment, but when he did, he bellowed in a clear and deadly voice: Im gonna kill that bastard for this. Im gonna bash his skull in for him with his own
  goddamn shovel.


  The police investigating the case were not surprised that this information was passed on to them. The owner of the bar, articulate when he had to be, didnt want any trouble with the cops.
  Hed made it through Prohibition, he didnt need trouble now. And he had no loyalty whatsoever to the scum who drank in his establishment. They knew it and he knew it: you dont
  make no trouble for me.


  Besides, the police were told by a somewhat dazed Paycek, still holding the death weapon as he stared at the corpse, There. I done like I tole him I would do.


  The trial was for murder in the first degree, since it was perceived as a calculated, premeditated crime. The story of this Christmastime killing dominated the Bronx Home News for a
  period of time. The News and the Mirror and the afternoon papers ran with it, then dropped it until the trial.


  Stanley Paycek was convicted, without ever testifying, because he never was exactly sure of anything beyond the fact that he probably did bash in Walters skull, so what else could he say?
  Because of his record as a man of violence, a drunkard, a brawler, a wife and child beater and now, finally, a murderer, the judge decided, after due consideration, that the Bronx would be well rid
  of this particular rat-bum, and so Stanley Paycek was sentenced to the electric chair.


  On the night before his execution, the family of the convicted murderer visited him. First his wife alone, then five of his children, were allowed to join their parents for a somewhat hysterical
  prayer together, during which the father told them not to follow his bad example. Go to church, love God, and listen to their mother. And pray for me. A lot.


  The oldest son, Willie, was permitted, at his earnest request and upon his mentioning that he was now to be the man of this large family, to have a few minutes alone with his father.


  It was during this meeting that Willie, fourteen years old, told his father what really happened to Walter Stachiew on the night of December 28, 1935.


  And who was involved.


  And how someday, far in the future, he would tell the true story. When he knew how each person involved had turned out.


  This is that story.





  Part One


  Chapter One


  Sister Mary Frances was having a bad day. The class knew it the minute they entered the room. All the signals they had
  come to recognize were evident: the squinting, the constant shoving of the rimless eyeglasses up to the ridge of her small nose with a rough knuckle, the sudden stopping in the middle of a
  sentence, looking around for a culprit, for someone to blame for her pounding headache and obvious agitation.


  She was a short, heavy woman who moved in a whirl of flying, floating black, the high stiff white wimple rising from invisible eyebrows high over her head, the starchy surplice advancing before
  her. Her target could be anyone. In Sister Mary Francess class, good behavior was suspect. It was merely bad behavior hiding behind subterfuge. Oh, she knew these eighth-graders so well.


  Teaching the eighth grade was just one of the many crosses Sister Mary Frances had to bear. Many years ago she had taught the third grade. It was her best time. The third-graders were the ideal
  students. They were over the first-grade tears and jitters and attacks of babyhood. They were ready to settle down and listen and learn, and she had reveled in teaching them. The reading and
  writing and arithmetic were all secondary to the real purpose of the education of these young souls. It had been her responsibility to initiate them into the mysteries of their true Mother, the
  Church, and from time to time, when some bolder parent complained that a child was nervous, sleepless, crying out in fear and terror of the pains of hell, Sister Mary Frances spoke with righteous
  authority.


  Would you rather they not know, she would ask the mother, and be unaware of what eternity holds for the unrepentant sinner?


  The earlier you got them, the younger they understood. Let them be frightened and nervous and sleepless. Let them remember stories of the holy saints and their tortured martyrdom. The piercings
  and roastings and hackings were true historical events, suffered for and offered to Our Lord in perfect love. Let the little ones hear these true things now, let the history of the Holy Mother
  Church be impressed on them at this young age, when their minds were relatively pure and they had yet to be corrupted.


  Twice in her tenure with the third grade, students were withdrawn and sent to public school. One little girl was a mess of tics and shrugs and movements and should have spent life in a
  straitjacket, as far as Sister Mary Frances was concerned. She felt she had acted properly, bundling the child into her coat and suspending her from a hook in the clothing closet. She only put the
  mittens in the girls mouth when she began screaming. She was well out of the class. There was no room for one of those children who craved attention constantly. There had been more than
  forty other third-graders to deal with, and this bundle of nerves demanded too much time.


  The other child would end up in the electric chair, no doubt about it. He had been more than an eight-year-old rogue. He was clearly and surely on the road to damnation with his cruel mischief,
  his laughter, and, above all, his filthy mouth. Sister Mary Frances did no more than was called for in the situation. She shoved half a cake of brown laundry soap into the vile mouth, forced the
  dirty words back down his throat, fought off his surprisingly strong hands (he actually struck out at her!). When she finally released him and headed him toward the door and the principals
  office for more drastic punishment, the boy fell facedown on the floor. When she rolled him over, he was foaming at the mouth, which after all was natural, given the amount of soap he had bitten
  off. She grabbed him by his small shoulders and stood him up, but the minute she let go, the boy deliberately let himself fall backwards. He hit his head against the edge of a desk, knocked himself
  unconscious, and caused a terrible commotion in the class.


  St. Simon Stock parish school was well rid of these two. There were plenty of others who were lost causes, and it seemed to Sister Mary Frances that a large number of them now present in this
  room should have been more harshly dealt with earlier on. Through the years, she had watched former third-graders enter her eighth-grade room. They knew her and she knew them and the class ran more
  smoothly for this mutual knowledge.


  She set the class an assignment in reading, a geography lesson they had not expected. They would be tested on their reading within a half hour, and Sister Mary Frances sat at her desk, head
  tilted to one side, listening, watching, wary and suspicious. Did they think for one moment today was to be a special day? Last day before Christmas vacation, a day for acting up, for defying her.
  She had heard the low groan when she told them there would be no class party. The small boxes of hard candy provided for each of them would be distributed at the end of the day. Today was a
  workday, like any other. The soft moan that drifted toward her reverberated inside her head. She had her suspicions but she wasnt sure. Before the day was out, she would find which of these
  terrible thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds persisted in defying her.


  She moved around the room, floating down the aisles, cracking a knuckle down on an unprepared head: a boy with his face practically making contact with his book. If he needed glasses, let him
  tell his mother or father, but do not sit like an old blind man, nose touching the printed word. She stood at the back of the room and surveyed her students.


  It was in the very air around them. It permeated and spoiled and poisoned the atmosphere, this dangerous age of awakened physical changes. Some of the boys were still slender and smooth-cheeked,
  involved in childish mischief, but others . . . ah, the others, with their darkening voices, broadened shoulders, hair beginning to gleam over upper lips, and the girls, as restless now as the
  boys, perfectly aware of the physical changes taking over their bodies. Small breasts swelling, waists narrowing, hips widening, and she knewknewsome of them sneaked lipstick
  when they were out of the class. She could see the evidence; lips that had been pale were mysteriously pinker, touched by cosmetic.


  There was a nervous sexual energy surrounding all of them, and it was her job, her vocation, her determination to save them from the evil into which they were slipping. She did this with vigor
  and dedication. There was no flirting, no whispering, no brushing of hands in her classroom. She filled them with enough stories of children gone wrong, struck by lightning or by
  mysterious disease: a childhood heart attack, the victim dead before arriving back in the state of grace that baptism had bestowed.


  She glanced around the room, then focused on William Paycek. He was a thoroughly repulsive boy, with his greasy hair, his narrow, small, and bony body. He never looked clean because he never
  was clean and God alone knew the source of the terrible pimples and sores and bruises on his thin ferret face. He had little pebble eyes of no particular color that Sister Mary Frances
  could determine. No one liked him. The boys bullied him and the girls avoided him completely. He was devious and sly and a liar and a cheat. He came from a family of pigs, and the boy smelled of
  garbage. Polacks.


  Dante DAngelo was the biggest boy in the room: tall and heavyset, a dark complexion and nearly black eyes. He was turned out clean and fresh every day, which was a wonder to Sister Mary
  Frances, what with his mother having been so sick for so long before dying and his oldest sister going crazy and being carted off to an insane asylum somewhere. Probably one of the boys
  auntsthe Italians seemed to have more aunts than other peoplemoved in and helped out. Well, that was good, Sister Mary Frances supposed. At least it was one thing in their favor: they
  took care of their own. She knew the boy helped out in his fathers shoe-repair shop after school, and she checked his hands and nails carefully each day, but could find no evidence of the
  oil and black polish that had stained his fathers hands permanently. He was not a particularly friendly boy, but the others seemed to look to him for leadership out in the schoolyard.
  Probably because he was bigger than the rest of them. Why else would they include the only Italian in all their games. He hadnt given her any particular trouble and, thought Sister,
  hed better not.


  Her eye kept going back to Megan Magee, the brightest girl ever in St. Simon Stock. She was a year younger than the rest. The child in Megan was still very much in evidence. She had the openness
  and innocence of a much younger girl, and Sister Mary Frances loved Megan in many ways. She realized that her first attraction to Megan was because of her startling resemblance to a girl named
  Margaret Forbes. The same dark red hair and orangey eyes, the same pale skin with collections of freckles over the small, slightly uptilted nose. The same dark red lips, turning up in the corners.
  The same dimples. The same competence as the girl approached any assignment, never freezing at the blackboard, ready to answer any question or complete any assignment.


  The snow was beginning, just as it had been forecast.


  Margaret Forbes was dead. This was a different girl altogether. As if anyone else could ever be Margaret Forbes. If only she could stop remembering the hurt, the pain, the awful
  sinfulness of loving that long-ago friend. She had to be very careful to remember that Megan was not Margaret. There was a different situation here. Not that Sister Mary Frances ever showed
  favoritism in any way. What she did with a child who moved her in some mysterious wayas did this girlwas to be twice as hard on that student. Demand much, expect little, but do not
  let her own weakness be evident, ever. She stood for another moment, turned and surveyed the class, deliberately avoiding even the slightest glimpse at Megan. She would ignore her completely for
  the rest of the afternoon. She would not think of Megan or Margaret again for the next twenty-four hours. With the help of the Lord she would banish all such thoughts, or at least keep them locked
  up so deep inside her brain that she would be free of memory and of remembered temptation.


  Sister Mary Frances clenched her hands together tightly and turned for a quick moment to look out the window at the darkening day.


  She was about to hand out the test papers when the door burst open and there stood Father Thomas Kelly. Sister Mary Frances would never, in her entire life, be able to accept with grace the
  presence of Thomas Kelly as assistant pastor at St. Simon Stock. She had been his teacher twice, first in third grade, then in eighth. To Sister Mary Frances, he would always be the overactive,
  smirking little boy who answered her back in third grade and mocked her in eighth. He stood there, as all heads turned, as her children grinned and answered his greeting in unison: Good afternoon,
  Father. Pushed aside their reading assignment, forgot about the importance of the impending test, played up to him and his boyish, smiling presence.


  With his movie-star good looks, his calculated charm, he won them over as always. The girls beamed and blushed, more aware than ever of their own changing bodies. He joked with the boys as
  though he were one of them, an older brother, filled with their own excitement and turbulence.


  The discipline in the room collapsed, as he knew it would. He strode to the front of the room, smiled, greeted her with that false, friendly, insinuating voice.


  Good afternoon, Sister. His voice went low and dangerous. Any of these rogues giving you any trouble? If they are, just send them along to me.


  There is nothing in my classroom I cant handle, Father.


  He reached over without warning and took the familiar sheets of test paper from her hands. The same boy, the same tormenting boy hed always been.


  Aw, Sister, not a test today! Its Christmas vacation time. And then to the class, Sisters present to all of you wonderful, good students is that therell
  be no test.


  They clapped and grinned back at him, observing only him, his wink to them, his conspiracy against her. They were on his side, he would always save them.


  He turned to the table at the front of the room, spotted the candy boxes.


  Any leftovers?


  He approached the table and scooped up some boxes that he handed out to several girls, who immediately ripped open the boxes, extracted candy, and offered him some.


  Oh, boy, feed Fathers sweet tooth. What do you girls care if I get a toothache?


  She stood, silent and tense, the headache pounding harder, and watched as he distributed the candy.


  Finally, as though he had just remembered why he had come here in the first place, he told her, Father Murphy is having me go around to tell all you teachers. School is over early
  today. He consulted his wristwatch. In fifteen minutes, to be exact. The cleaning people are going to leave early, and Father wanted them to have enough time to straighten things
  out. And then to the class, You be good now, do not give Sister any trouble, or Ill hear about it. Sister, you have any complaints about anyone, you let me know. Well, Merry
  Christmas, eighth-graders.


  They called out to him in loud and boisterous voices and then he was gone and they were hers once more. She ordered them to close the candy boxes immediately. There was no eating in her
  classroom. They fell silent quickly, sat motionless, with folded hands as she demanded.


  I will wish you all a sacred Christmas. I hope you will be able to put aside your greed for games and new clothes and whatever else your parents see fit to gift you with, and take time to
  think about what the day means. Whose birthday it is. And how the mother was turned back into the cold. And where Our Lord was born and what his life was. And particularly, after you attend the
  joyous mass celebrating our Saviors birth, I want you to think ahead to the end of Our Lords sojourn on earth. His Crucifixion. As you celebrate the Holy Childs birth, never,
  ever forget his death at the hands of his enemies, the Jews.


  Her cold, hard eyes blinked rapidly through her smudged glasses and lingered helplessly on the face of Megan Magee. She turned abruptly and, without facing them, stood rigid as the school bell
  rang, announcing dismissal. No one in her room moved or made a sound. No one dared. Finally, when she decided, she turned back to her class and dismissed them for the two-week Christmas
  holiday. They gathered their coats quietly from the closet, marched out of the room silently.


  Sister Mary Frances stood by the window and watched as they exploded noisily out onto the street, faces turned up to taste the heavily falling snow. She closed her eyes tightly and began to
  recite the rosary.





  Chapter Two


  Willie Paycek hated more people than anyone else, anywhere in the world. His hatreds were cold, clinical, and for cause. He
  kept accounts deep within his brain and could, within a split second, bring a person to the front of his mind and run through the catalog relentlessly, without omitting a single injury. He made
  little distinction between damage done to him physically and damage done emotionally. It was all the same; he noted, he remembered, he would never relent in his determination to pay back.


  And it was important that each one who did him damage knew that someday, without question, little Willie Paycek would finally take his revenge.


  With one exception, he hated all of his teachers. They melded together into one large, indistinct form inside a tangle of black floating veils, foreheads obscured by hard white linen, pinched
  mean faces, pale eyes batting behind rimless glasses, mouths tight and dry. All spoke in the same accusatory voice, as though their very purpose in life was to catch out some child right smack in
  the middle of a sinful thought. They knew, these women, they could tell, they had been gifted with second sight that could pierce into the evil heart and brain of some luckless child. Usually the
  luckless child was Willie Paycek.


  His very physical appearance caught their immediate disapproval. He was a narrow child with a gray complexion and thin hair that was always badly cut and always seemed unclean. His clothes never
  fit properly; they were either too-large hand-me-downs or his own, worn until his knobby wrists showed from the frayed cuffs of his shirts and his falling socks, sliding into his scuffed shoes,
  revealed the fish-white skin of his ankles.


  He was always dirty, not with the healthy grime of childhood that came from vigorous, sweaty roughhousing, but with the fetid, stale uncleanness that came from lack of hygiene. His neck was a
  particular target of the sharp, inspecting fingers: neatly rounded nails dug in many times to make the point.


  You see, class, this is what happens when you dont bathe regularly. William, you are a disgrace.


  His hair was inspected regularly, but not by fingers. No, the nuns could not trust the possibility of finding that ultimate of horrors, lice, to fingertips. From first grade on, they carefully
  leaned over him, two pencils poking and prodding and separating his wispy hair in fruitless search of living prey. Their cold and musty presence overwhelmed him. Nuns had a peculiar odor, and he
  wondered whether it was something they had been born with or something given to them when they took their vows.


  William knew that nuns were not born nuns. He knew they had been girls once, and that under all the floating black veils in which they hid were womens bodies.


  William knew a lot of things the other kids never knew.


  The only teacher he had ever loved was Sister Mary Catherine, who taught him in second grade. She was the youngest of all the sisters, and in her pale eyebrows and bright blue eyes, her pink
  complexion and full red lips, blond healthiness could be discerned. Her hands touched, they did not pinch or punch or jab. They did not form into rocklike fists that cracked into foreheads. They
  did not suddenly whack the back of an unsuspecting head, causing the face to crash onto the labored piece of writing, the ink to spill, catastrophe to grow because of a momentary lapse of
  attention.


  She had once cupped her soft white hand under his chin and looked directly at him, which was difficult to do, he knew, because his left eye turned in toward his nose and no one seemed to know
  how to make eye contact with him. She had smiled at his drawing of the baby Jesus, had caught the meaning in the roll of the infants eye toward his Mother, but too far inward.


  Her hand on his chin was cool. Not cold, but cool. There was a difference. She had the most beautiful white teeth, even and small and clean, and she did not smell musty. She smelled, oh, he
  could not name the fragrance but it contained all about Sister Mary Catherine that he loved. A good smell, clean and fresh but with a hint, a wisp of her humanness, her realness. It was a fragrance
  he would remember from time to time all his life: something he could conjure up and think about on terrible nights.


  She said to him words he would store away in the otherwise empty section of love deep inside himself.


  William, the soft girl inside the nuns disguise told him, I think your baby Jesus is very beautiful. And I think he looks just like you.


  It was a gift she had given him, and he cherished it all his life.


  Such was his poverty.


  He had new reasons to hate his father every day of his life. His father was the Polack janitor. It was what he was, had always been, and would always be. Because his father was the
  janitor, they were all janitors. His mother was the janitors wife; his brothers and sisters were the janitors kids. He was the Polack janitors oldest boy, a little rat. Looks
  just like his father.


  He knew that to be a fact. He could look into his fathers terrible face, lined and crusted, ragged, unshaven, the small eyes narrowed into tiny slits when hed been
  drinkingand when wasnt he drinkingand he could see himself in the years ahead.


  His mother had to mop the halls, lug the heavy metal garbage pails filled with shaken-down ashes from the furnace to the edge of the sidewalk, then later drag them back through the narrow
  alleyway to the basement. Willie had been pressed into janitor duty from the time he could remember. His main job now, at thirteen, was the daily collection of garbage from the tenants in the
  building.


  At first he had helped his father, when his father was sober and tended to the collection, then helped his mother, then done most of it himself. He would stand in the opening, drag the heavy
  dumbwaiter to the top floor, ring the bells of the tenants on each side of the dumbwaiter. They would load their garbage, mostly in brown paper bags, onto the dumbwaiter, and then Willie would
  lower it down, hand over hand, and empty the garbage from the dumbwaiter into the metal containers. Then haul the dumbwaiter up again. People were not very considerate. Most were, he admitted that,
  but some were sloppy and put too much stuff on the shelf and garbage would come flying down, hitting him on the head or arms.


  The top-floor people were okay; the fourth-floor people were careless, although Mrs. Commerford always yelled outtoo late, of courseoops, sorry Willie, heads up.


  Thanks a lot, fat slob Mrs. Commerford and your stinking lumps of vegetable scrapings and whatever else the hell came tumbling down. He had so much garbage land on himon his arms, his
  head, his shoulders, his feetthat he had become accustomed to the stink. He no longer realized he smelled rancid a great deal of the time.


  His father was a husky, short, but large-muscled, frightening man who bullied and abused all of them. He punched and kicked and twisted and stomped. Willies mother was battered and
  bruised, her large, fleshy face discolored, her eyes vacant and staring through purple circles. It was bad when the father was sober, infinitely worse when he was drunk. Willie, as the eldest, was
  closest to hand, and the most sought-after target. He had learned to become invisible, to disappear, to melt and vaporize, to let some of the other kids take the brunt of their fathers
  inexplicable fury and brutality. There were times, Willie knew, he had seen, when his father had done certain things to the girls. Not hitting, punching, pushing, shovingsomething else.
  Touching, grabbing, pulling them against him until they cried out in terror, until their mother finally came and pulled them away, scolding the victim for some crime or other, but getting the child
  free. By doing this, she placed herself in jeopardy. Willie saw, he knew, he had begun to understand.


  For as long as Willie could remember, Walter Stachiew had been involved in the life of the Paycek family. He was either a cousin of his fathers or a boyhood friend from the old country
  who claimed the privilege of kinship.


  In fact, he claimed far more than the privilege of kinship.


  One day, when he was about five years old, Willie came upon Stachiew and his mother. They were locked in a tight embrace, his hands jammed on her body, her hands on his neck. The small, thin,
  frightened boy kicked and hammered his small fists against Stachiew, who pulled back, raging at first, then laughing. He lifted the frantic boy with one huge hand, held him high in the air, then
  tossed him against the wall.


  Through his pain and panic, he heard his mother saying softly, no, no, dont hurt the child, Walter, dont hurt the child. There was an intimacy in her voice. Stachiew yanked the boy
  to his feet, leaned down, his breath sour with whiskey and passion and annoyance and spoke to the boy.


  Whasa madder, kid? You tink bad tings about me, huh? Or maybe you tink bad tings about your mudder, what kinda boy are you, tinks bad tings about his own mudder? Mudders are
  sacred, like Holy Mudder Mary, you not a good kid, little Willie, you a rotten little weasel, you got such bad toughts!


  He emphasized the major points of his speech with a shake or a poke, and the boys body felt weightless, helpless, totally without value.


  His mother, standing behind Stachiew, smiled, and whispered at him, No, no, its hokay, all hokay, hes just a small child, Walter, leave him alone.


  Ya, let him leave me alone, the giant said. Then, giving up the whole thing, he turned and lurched from the small basement apartment where the janitors family lived, and
  went into the furnace room where he slept on a cot.


  Willies mother said nothing. She merely adjusted her clothing, brushed at herself, touched her hair with her thick red fingers, and went into the kitchen to cook.


  Willie hated his mother, his father, and Walter Stachiew. He also hated most of his brothers and sisters, some of whom looked exactly like Walter and some of whom looked like Willie and his
  father.


  His real everyday lifeat home, on the street, and in schoolwas intolerable, and at times Willie fell into that most sinful state of mind: despair. Were it not for the other part of
  his life, the boy sometimes felt he would fade away, bit by bit become paler and smaller and finally invisible and nonexistent. And no one, not anyone, would realize it. Or care.


  Willie Paycek had discovered another reality in the most unrealistic of worlds: the movies. He did not consider the movies he saw every Saturday morning of his young life the way most of the
  other kids did. He did not walk home pretending to be a cowboy or a gangster or a soldier, walking with an imitated strut or slouch, slapping reins against an imaginary horse, galloping along the
  sidewalks of the Bronx. He did not become the tall, handsome leading man, radiant with the magic absorbed during the matinee.


  Instead, Willie Paycek left each movie show with a sense of wonder, curiosity, and determination that he discussed with no one. First, there was no one to discuss anything with, and second, he
  would not know how to put his feelings into words.


  Willie, alone of all the kids in the audience, and probably alone among the adults, wondered about how the movies were made. He took the stories for exactly what they were: stories, written by
  people for other people, called actors, to bring to black-and-white life. What he wondered was who were all the unseen people involved. Who did what, who besides the actors caused these movies to
  come into being?


  He made a practice of reading every single word in the credits either at the beginning of the picture or at the end. For everything, there seemed to be specific people involved: directors,
  producers, writers, makeup people, designers of clothes and sets, musicians and composers, location people, electricians, carpenters. They all came together and made a story that he sat and watched
  at the Avalon Theatre on Burnside Avenue in the Bronx.


  The Avvie was the neighborhood cheap movie house: eleven cents before noon for kids, fifteen cents after that. They changed the program twice a week and you could follow the
  itinerary of the pictures from the first-run houses in Manhattan to the beautiful Loews Paradise on the Grand Concourse, then to the Loews Burnside for Loews pictures, and from
  the RKO Fordham on Fordham Road, whose pictures then went right across the street to the Valentine, before hitting the Avvie. Even the cartoons interested him: not the action but the story, which
  was usually the same (somebody gets hit on the head, chased, blown up, run down by car or locomotive before being rescued and turning on his assailant), not even the animation, although he realized
  that animation was achieved through a painstaking series of drawings. What intrigued Willie was the overall putting together of the film, the realization that people somewhere were creating all of
  thismovies, cartoons, weekly serialsout of nothing.


  Willie Paycek could not have said what all of this meant to him, why it intrigued him to the point of restless nervousness. He didnt really know what, if anything, there was in all of
  this for him, what promise, what direction for his life to take. All he knew was that when he entered the smelly, dirty, noisy, child-filled movie on a Saturday morning, everything else in his life
  no longer existed. This environment, that screen, that action, those stories, all those technicians and artists and actors were something that filled him with that rarest of emotions: hope.
  Somewhere in all of this was a promise he carried with him from one Saturday morning to the next.


  It was the most important part of his life, and always would be.


  It was not just at the movies that Willie Paycek learned, and filed away for future contemplation. Feeling always set apart from everyone else, discarded, nonexistent, gave the boy a freedom to
  watch, to learn, to puzzle over the behavior he saw all around him.


  Who else noticed that the hands of Dominick DAngelo, the shoemaker, lingered more than necessary when he helped a lady on with her repaired shoe, that his long, stained fingers slid
  unnecessarily over a well-turned ankle, that his eyes glittered, his tongue flicked over wet lips, his voice went lower, a hoarse quality deepening his innocent-seeming words:


  There, now. Little lady, that good, huh? That feel better now on that pretty little foot, hey, should have only comfort, such a pretty lady.


  And they ate it up. They beamed, they smiled, they let it happen.


  They all, these ladies, these girls, seemed to wait for something, the way he was waiting for something.


  At four-oclock roll call in front of the Forty-sixth Precinct on Ryer Avenue, directly across from the building where the Payceks lived, the young mothers with their baby carriages, with
  their little kids, seemed to stand by, watching the blue-uniformed men as they lined up, important, listening, standing straight in two military lines, their faces serious, while the sergeant read
  out orders. Willie watched the women who watched the men. They glanced directly at the young, strong men, some bolder than others, until a glance was exchanged, some secret contact made, some
  understanding reached. To do what? To what end? To meet in some basement, some backroom, the way his mother did with Stachiew? Or what? Was it enough, the quick, easy flirting that the tough
  Irish-faced cops threw at these women, these young mothers?


  Willie knew these were young women, despite the sometimes old look in their faces. He saw too much, he saw a certain tense desperation, a tightening of lips too soon, a drawn, unhappy look that
  was turned too often into blows on the arms and heads and backsides of young kids who most times didnt know what the hell they were getting whacked for this time.


  Who were these young women, girls one day, flirting and holding hands with high school sweethearts, bragging, simpering, showing off, sporting small chip engagement rings, then having June
  weddings at St. Simon and big parties at home and then big bellies, little babies, kids running around yelling, getting chased by these girls, no longer girls, but women who watched, with bitter
  faces as their younger sisters came home from school, faces flushed from flirtations?


  These were things that Willie Paycek, a rat-faced, cross-eyed, thin, pasty boy with a high shrill voice, noticed and wondered about.


  There was also that other thing he had observed about Walter Stachiew, and this one really bothered him. He couldnt figure it out, no way.


  Walter Stachiew was a large man whose features, before they had become bloated and swollen, were handsome. His body was still muscular, despite the gut that hung over his low-slung belt. There
  were times, periodically, when he and Willies father would dry out. They would get religion, for some reason or other, and they would both stay off the booze. Nothing helped Willies
  fathers appearance. He was an ugly, gross man, and his attempts at charm, politeness, helpfulness, were always greeted with contempt by the tenants: Just do your damn job, Paycek, and get
  the hell out of my apartment.


  But Stachiew, during those times, actually had a charm, a manner that could win people over, that could make people care about him. What a fine young man he really was, off the drink. You could
  trust him to fix the window sash, tighten the valve so that the radiator stopped banging, at least for a while. He offered to do marketing for the elderly lady on the third floor, to walk the dog
  when Mr. Janowitz broke his leg. He could change into someone else.


  But Willie always knew enough not to trust Stachiew. There was something else, something strange and confusing about Walter when he was sober.


  It had to do with boys.


  It had to do with how friendly and helpful Walter was with neighborhood boys. He would fix the wheel of a bike or wagon. He would help put together a great apple-crate skate racer. He could belt
  a Spalding with a broomstick (of which he had an endless supply). He could show quick moves while dribbling a basketball. Always with a hand on a shoulder, a squeeze for emphasis on an upper arm, a
  pressing against a young body as he helped a boy through a move. And the pat on the ass, the hand cupping around a buttock. Lingering, feeling, sliding around the body of some unsuspecting boy.
  Because what could a boy make of all this? It was something so strange and peculiar. The boy would know it was something wrong. Sinful. But was this sin his or Walter Stachiews? And who
  could he ask, talk to, trust? It wasnt even something he could dump in the confessional. What could you say, this man put his hand on me, on my body and . . . and what? And I thought of bad
  things, bad things I cant even say because I dont know?


  Stachiew never touched Willie, and Willie knew it was for two reasons. He only liked pretty, handsome, strong boys. And he knew that Willie was wise to him.


  By Saturday, December 28, 1935, Walter Stachiew had been sober and charming and pleasant for roughly four weeks. He always sobered up for the holidays. It was a time when even the stingiest
  people became at least a little generous. If they didnt slip him a dollar, there was always a home-cooked plate of leftovers or a cake or some Christmas candy. So he planned his periods of
  sobriety. But the holidays were over, as far as his advantages were concerned.


  Besides, someone gave him a bottle of cheap booze, and he began his drinking early in the day, taking the bottle to his cot in the furnace room so that he didnt have to share it with
  Willies father.


  Willie went into the storeroom to search for an old sled he remembered from last year, something that had been abandoned years ago by some people who moved away. It was how Willie got a lot of
  things: broken-down bikes, old roller skates. The sled wasnt bad, and the snow had been falling since before Christmas. It was cold out and slippery, and the night would be perfect for
  sledding.


  He searched around behind large old trunks which tenants stored in the basement. Sometimes he pried them open but there was nothing but old clothes, rotting blankets, stuff people stored away
  rather than discarded.


  He was way back in the corner, poking around, bored, tired from having shoveled most of the sidewalk. His father set him to work, promising to be right back. By the time he returned, the
  sidewalk was clear. Now his father was doing the easy part of the job, tossing ashes on the walk to keep it from icing up. He heard someone coming and automatically, instinctively, because Willie
  was a secret person who liked to spy on people, he crouched down, unseen. And watched.


  It was Gene OBrien, tall, slender, his pale face flushed from the cold, his white-blond hair shining with snow as he took off his wet woolen cap and slapped it against his long, slim leg.
  He looked around, then headed directly to the shelf where the OBrien sled had been stacked away last year. Willie watched him, impatient to have the place to himself again. There were a few
  cartons he hadnt seen before and wanted to check out.


  Gene reached up, and he pulled the sled down, turned, holding it against his chest.


  The instant he saw Walter Stachiew standing in the doorway of the storeroom, Gene OBrien froze. He had been taken by surprise. As he released his breath, there was a peculiar, troubling
  sound.


  Stachiew caught it at once. Even before he spoke, the alcohol fumes began to fill the space between himself and the boy.


  Whas a matter, you got scared? Huh? Its me, you know me, ol Stach, huh?


  The boy realized how tightly he held the sled, how his tension seemed to amuse the drunken man. He inhaled quietly, eased the sled from his chest, rested it at his feet, balanced it, and put his
  wet wool cap on his damp head.


  You get that nice hair all wet, huh? What you been doin out in the snow, making snowball fights, huh?


  The boys voice was muffled. Obviously he was frightened but trying to control his fear.


  Yeah. Why dont ya come on out in the snow, Stach? We got a fort and everything.


  You got a fort and everything. Wha the fuck I wanna go out, you got a fort and everything?


  The use of the curse word hung in the air. It was not a word grown men used with boys. It was a dangerous, exciting word they daringly used among themselves, but here, now, with this man, it was
  something else. Something serious and threatening.


  Stachiew steadied himself on the door frame. He laughed, low and hoarse and dirty.


  Hey. Look at you, you face turn bright red, like a little girl. I say fuck, and you get all red. He blinked, leaned down closer to the boy, who instinctively took a
  step back. This insulted Stachiew.


  Hey, whatsa matter you? You know me, huh? What you pull back for, huh?


  Suddenly he reached up and yanked Genes wet hat from his head, held it up high. The boy reached, then dropped his hands to the sled, which he held now, chest high. Defensively. Stachiew
  reached down and with a large, rough red hand, he tousled the silver blond hair.


  This is pretty hair you got, kid, pretty like a little girls. Only little baby girls got hair like this.


  He reached out his other hand, realized he was still holding the empty bottle. He tilted his face up, sucked on the bottle for whatever drops remained. As he did this, Eugene made a quick,
  graceful move to the side of the man, shoving the sled against his body as he tried to duck under his arms.


  Stachiew dropped the bottle, which bounced against some cartons and then to the floor. He moved a few inches, so that the boy and his sled slammed into his body, dead weight, a sack of cement,
  an ungiving wall.


  What you think you do, huh, pretty, what you think, you gonna roughhouse with Stachiew, huh, I show you some nice roughhouse, you so pretty, such a pretty little boy.


  Willie watched the struggle, fascinated. The air was charged not just with violence; there was something more to it. Something that both Stachiew and Eugene OBrien were aware of.
  Something Willie had been expecting from the moment the huge drunk came into the room and confronted the handsome, silvery boy.


  Stachiew kicked the door closed without looking behind him. The boy moved from side to side, breathing hard, the snow-reddened face pale now, the beads of moisture running down his cheeks a
  combination of melting snow and sweat.


  Stachiew grabbed at the boys face, cupped his hand under the fragile chin, leaned into the boy, squinted, nodded, licked his dry, cracked lips.


  You too beautiful for a boy, you too beautiful. Pretty, like a girl, huh? You a girl, huh?


  Stachiew was totally fixed on the boy, and Gene OBrien kicked and punched and breathed in loud short gasps, falling back, trying to evade Stachiew.


  Willie watched, amazed, fascinated. Excited.


  Stachiew unzipped his dirty workpants and pulled out his penis, large, engorged. With one hand forced the boys head down, with the other he manipulated himself.


  You do this now, you pretty boy, you do this, I make you feel good, let me see your pecker, let me see your pretty little body, you girl or boy, I wanna see, I . . .


  Suddenly Stachiew, reaching down, fondling and grabbing the boy, pulled back. His face, red and distorted, looked at first amazed, and then he smiled and laughed.


  Why, you little fucker, you little sonabitch, you like it dont you, you little fucker, you hard as a rock down there . . .


  Suddenly, Eugene OBrien kicked his tormenter in the balls, and when Stachiew crumpled over in agony, he turned and kicked him again, and then he lifted his sled over his head and brought
  it down as hard as he could somewhere in the area of Stachiews shoulders.


  And then he ran out of the storeroom.


  Willie Paycek remained hidden for a long time. He knew it wasnt safe to move until Stachiew was gone. He was prepared to sit, hidden, huddled, unseen and unsuspected. He didnt
  mind.


  He had a lot to think about.
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