The Diamond Ring

di Emilio lodice

At the gambling table, there are no fathers and sons. Chinese Proverb
A Gentleman is a man who will pay his gambling debts even when he
knows he has been cheated. Leo Tolstoy

It's hard to walk away from a winning streak, even harder to leave the
table when you're on a losing one. Cara Bertoia

By gambling we lose both our time and treasure: two things most

precious to the life of man.  Owen Feltham
A fool and his money are soon parted. Thomas Tusse

He thought he was getting something for nothing. Instead, he got
nothing for something. Emilio lodice

All that glitters is not gold. William Shakespeare
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Life is filled with adventures, challenges and unexpected events that
weave a mosaic of stories that define who we are, where we came from
and where we are going. Each tale has elements of fact and fiction to



create emotion, meaning and convey wisdom and understanding. Such was
the case for the people from the island of Ponza in Italy who set out to
conquer the New World.

For almost a century, their lives were in a four square kilometer
neighborhood in the South Bronx that became known as "Little Ponza."
Every type of person walked those narrow, concrete streets that scented of
Italian coffee, cheese and salted fish. Each brought something good or bad.
Most of all, they shaped events and left behind legends.

Simple men and women struggled to survive and raise their children.
They spoke no English yet worked six or seven days a week and lived in
tiny apartments in multi-story tenements; shared bathrooms with other
families; resided in poorly lit rooms that were freezing or boiling in the
winter and sweltering in the summer.

They sent their youth to Catholic schools. Priests and nuns seemed like
beacons of light. They were honored and respected. Education and faith
was the key. It would open the doors to America for their children and
make them free. Shop keepers, politicians, men and women in uniforms
and doctors and lawyers were all part of the life of this oasis in New Y ork
where the main language was “Ponzese.”

On those crowded sidewalks of Little Ponza strolled men who wore fine
clothes with gold watches and rings with precious stones on their fingers.
They were known as “Wise Guys.” The capillary reach of the Sicilian
Cosa Nostra penetrated the heart of the South Bronx. These men without
scruples, led rings of vice, scam artists, thugs and bullies with violence and
murder. No one challenged them and for the people of Little Ponza they
did not exist except as decorations in the neighborhood like parts of a
Christmas tree, never to be touched or interfered with.

This mix of characters is the backdrop to our simple story. It happened
almost a century ago yet its message is as real today as it was then.



Silverio Todice stood near the table covered in green velvet cloth. It was
stained from drops of alcohol and filled with holes burned from the ashes
of smokers. The air in the bar was thick and grey and barely breathable. It
stank of cigarettes and beer. Men puffed and blew white and brown smoke
from their mouths as black Italian cigars hung from their lips. Spittoons
were 1n several corners of the table.

The young immigrant from the island of Ponza in Italy watched the game
and the players.

He looked at the faces of his friends and cousins as they concentrated on
their cards. He peered into their eyes. He saw frowns, lines of worry and
hints of smiles as coins and dollars piled higher and higher in the center of
the ring of poker players. Each worked in construction across the city of
New York. Some of their salary and savings would find its way into the
pockets of other men as they played to pass away hours and days of
boredom. Others to savor the experience and emotion of gambling.
Fortunately, most were wise enough to send money to their wives and
families in Ponza before the evils of city life consumed them and the few
dollars they sweated to earn.



Now, in the bitter cold winter of 1934, job sites came to a halt as the Big
Apple froze over with snow and frigid air. It came from harsh Atlantic
gusts and wild winds from the Canadian provinces that blanked the
northeast of America with blizzards and freezing rain. Crystal sheets of
ice were on the sidewalks of Little Ponza in the South Bronx. Ice sickles
hung from windows and fire escapes. Snow was piled high along streets
and boulevards, slowing traffic and transportation.




Workers lived off their savings in the cold months and waited for the
spring to return to build and excavate the skyscrapers of the city many
called “The Center of the Universe.”

Silverio was 21 in 1934. He had come from the island in 1929 and arrived
in the port of New York, penniless and alone.
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He landed the day after the stock market crashed in Wall Street setting off
“The Great Depression.” It was like a time bomb that literally destroyed

the American economy.




His first impressions of the “land of milk and honey” were men jumping

from buildings in Manhattan and people watching and clapping as they
fell.

They were stock brokers who had bought, sold and invested securities for
their clients who were now ruined.
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“It seems like only yesterday that I had stock in this company!”



Within minutes, the life savings of a generation were wiped out as panic
selling of stocks happened. Prices declined so fast as to make investments
worthless. Billions of dollars of capital vanished. Millions lost their jobs.
Within weeks, the entire world would be driven into the worst economic
decline in history.

For five long years, men from Ponza were out of work. Construction
stopped everywhere as banks died and wealth evaporated so quickly that
by 1931 a quarter of Americans were on the streets searching for jobs.




People survived on government relief and soup kitchens. Homes were
lost. Savings, accumulated from decades of toil, disappeared as financial
institutions closed their doors from one corner of the United States to
another.

Silverio went into the food business and survived the twists and turns of
the economy since people always needed to eat. He managed to make
enough money to donate the first statue of San Silverio in America which
was placed in Our Lady of Pity Church in Little Ponza. For sixty years
that image of his patron saint would be the heart of processions and
religious celebrations in the United States honoring San Silverio and the
people from Ponza who set out courageously to realize the American
dream.

By 1934 life improved. Work began again as the New Deal created
countless jobs across the continent. Tunnels, bridges and dams went up.
New roads were created. Men from Ponza were building Rockefeller
Center in Manhattan and Jones Beach on Long Island. They were metal
cutters, excavators, brick layers, plumbers, carpenters and electricians.
Specialized workers earned more than a dollar and hour. Ditch diggers
were paid much less for back breaking pick and shovel work. Still, it was
considered a good wage at the time.



As Silverio stared at the poker players he realized that much of the money
his friends and relatives from Ponza earned was now fading away in a
game of cards. It reminded him a of a famous poker match in Torre del
Greco, near Naples where the son of one of the richest families in Ponza
wagered the family treasures. He lost everything. His parents died broken
hearted. Ships and homes were auctioned off to pay debts, all because of
gambling. It was a tragedy repeated innumerable times wherever men
placed their future in the hands of chance.

The bar was owned by a cousin of Silverio’s from Ponza. He was called
“Blackie” because of his swarthy complexion, baritone voice and tough
demeanor. Outside of the store was a sign, “Ponza Social Club, Members
Only.” The windows were painted black and the door was always locked.
The neighborhood police never visited the place even though gambling
was prohibited. The authorities looked the other way at such vices
especially since they were paid well to do so.
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The door had a small portal. Once you knocked, someone would open it to
see who wanted to come in. Inside was a long, highly polished, mahogany
bar which probably came from a Wild West saloon. It was inlaid with
round knobs and a brass foot stool. “Blackie” was the bar tender and
owner. A large image of San Silverio hung over the bottles of whiskey,
gin and rye.

A mirror was in the center was flanked by photos of the port of Ponza with
ships drying their sails in the sun. Postcards were pinned to a board with
images of the island. Fading photos of parents and grandparents were near
the cash register as if to keep an eye on the profits.

11



gg 7.8

4 \N cowmumcz %
A \8“»AMENDMEN1 \

' NO i
- \NTOXICATING §

LIQUOR
Bl ALLOWED ON
THE PREMISES

a p
y Pyt | 5 |- s B4
i o $ :
e i L -
,
v \\ ¥ . Ve
~ 14 .
iR - d
D » 37
= [ hid
27 1 | 3
by 5 #
0>
: ,
!

For thirteen years the place was a “Speak Easy” where whiskey, beer and
wine was served clandestinely. Prohibition of liquor was in effect since
1920. It changed when Franklin Roosevelt was inaugurated President in
1933. Now in “Blackie’s” saloon, beer and liquor flowed like water.
Occasionally, someone would bring a gallon of their homemade wine
which was allowed as long as it did not interfere with the consumption and
the games. The owner took a few dollars from the pot of money as the
poker game progressed. No matter what happened, he was always a
winner.

Silverio quietly studied the players. Don Pasquale sat at the head of the
table. He came from Ponza in the early 1920s. He was tall, quiet,
swarthy, slim, strong and tough. His face was deeply tanned and lined
from years in the sun. He was well dressed and wore an expensive, black
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Borsalino hat, a dark tie and grey shirt. He was a “Boss.” He rounded up
gangs of men to work in excavation and received a commission from the
company and “gifts” from the workers. He took care of his men and their
families.

Pasquale was respected and feared. He had ties to the underworld. His
value included making sure no one joined a union and if anything
happened in Little Ponza it stayed in Little Ponza. His friends were the
police and local politicians. Rumors had it he got a percentage of the
“insurance premiums” shop keepers paid to gang leaders for “protection.”
He was a rich man but did not flaunt his wealth. Most of it went back to
the island where he built homes for his parents and brothers and sisters.
Pasquale was a bachelor. His only vice was poker.

Also at the table was Michele, Giovanni, Alessandro and Salvatore. Poker
was in their blood. They were simple men who came from the hills and
sea of Ponza. As they played they talked about fishing and farming on the
island; how much money they earned last summer; American girls they
dated and the last letter they received from the Old Country. They
reminisced as they played and placed their bets. Only Don Pasquale sat in
silence concentrating on his hand and those of his rivals.

The game went on for hours. By 9 PM seven matches had been played.
Two hundred dollars had flowed across the green velvet table. The last
hand was dealt when a knock was heard. Blackie went to see who it was.
He peered through the portal. A young, clean shaving man, with a well-
trimmed mustache, in a new suit was standing outside. Blackie knew him.
He was a Neapolitan who had recently got off the boat. His name was
Gennaro. It was well known that he was part of the Camorra in Naples and
was organizing a branch in Little Ponza. The local Sicilian Mafia did not
tolerate competition. If he continued to persist, he would be a marked
man.

“I just want to have a drink,” said Gennaro. He slurred his words. He was
drunk. Blackie could smell the whiskey on his breath through the small
hole in the door. He let him in. Gennaro went to the bar. Blackie looked
him over carefully as he staggered. “Scotch on the rocks,” he ordered.
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Everyone gazed at the Neapolitan. Silverio stared for a moment than did
his best to avoid eye contact. He knew it could be trouble.

Gennaro’s suit was a dark, woolen grey English tweed with a flower in his
lapel and a silk handkerchief. He wore a starched white shirt with an egg
shell colored tie. His derby hat covered a deep scar across his forehead.
His face was pock marked and reddish. His chest bulged with a hidden
revolver. A stiletto was strapped to his left leg. The Neapolitan looked the
part of a successful criminal, a con man and a dandy. He wanted to be
feared and respected. His believed he was cunning and could fool anyone,
especially some naive fishermen from a rock in the sea.

Gennaro wandered over to the poker table. He held his drink tightly. The
ice tingled like bells in his glass. His eyes were blood shot. He held on to
a chair for support. He stood on the opposite end of the room, facing Don
Pasquale. Silverio observed as the Neapolitan examined those at the
table. He stared at Don Pasquale whose eyes never moved from his cards.
As soon as the final hand was played and the money removed, Gennaro
began to speak.
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“My friends, tonight I come here with a great opportunity for some lucky
man. [ have in my possession a fantastic jewel of great value. It was made
by the finest artists in Naples and carefully smuggled out of Italy. It is
guaranteed by me to be of the highest quality and worth many times its
price,” he said with his words garbled and barely coherent. “It comes from
the deepest mines of South Africa and is one of the rarest jewels on earth,”
he stated in a loud voice. He looked at Don Pasquale who now raised his
eyes to peer at Gennaro. Don Pasquale had won most of the money in the
game. The other players saw the human dynamics and sat quietly as the
Neapolitan addressed the construction Boss from Ponza.

Don Pasquale rose from the table and sat in a chair with his back to a wall,
his arms folded and legs spread apart. He listened as the Neapolitan
composed himself and spoke.

“Sir, you appear to be someone who appreciates beauty,” he said to Don
Pasquale. “I can see it in your clothes and the handsome Borsalino.” The
words slid out of Gennaro’s mouth like that of a skillful orator giving a
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speech. “Allow me to show you the marvelous gift [ have for you that will
make someone you love very happy. You have my word as to its quality
and worth,” he remarked. Gennaro was very drunk. It did not prevent him
from performing his act. Each word was inflected for drama and effect.

No one in the bar made a sound.

Silverio looked at him as he reached into his coat pocket. He pulled out a
small, round, black box. It was covered in a rich cloth and lined with light
brown calf’s skin. As Gennaro opened it, a dazzling light flashed across
the saloon. A radiant jewel emerged. It lit up the room. It was
magnificent. The ring glowed like a flaming star emanating whitish blue
heat. The diamonds were so bright as to appear on fire.

The Neapolitan held up the ring for all to see. He brought it close to Don
Pasquale. “Ten karats of the most precious azure and brilliant diamonds,
which are only found near Pretoria, mounted on a ring of 18 karat gold. I
have reason to believe it was the wedding gift of a European Empress. A
jewel of this quality would cost $5,000 or more,” he insisted. He turned to
Don Pasquale. “For you, my fine friend, I offer it for only $1,000. It is
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less than I paid for. I am desperate to sell it. My little sister in Naples
needs an urgent operation and I must send her money or she will die,” he
said with tears in his eyes. Gennaro was a splendid actor.

He handed the ring to Don Pasquale who took it out of the box. He put it
on his pinky finger and twisted and turned it carefully to capture its
luminosity. It was beautiful. "$500, said Don Pasquale as he coolly handed
the ring back to Gennaro. “That’s impossible. $800.” The Neapolitan
stared at Don Pasquale. “$600 and not a penny more,” responded the man
from Ponza. Don Pasquale got up from his chair as if he was about to
leave. “OK, you win,” said Gennaro. He handed the ring to Don Pasquale
who looked at it again and put it in his pocket.

He pulled out his wallet. It was filled with money. He counted out six
$100 bills and gave them to Gennaro. The Neapolitan looked at the
money, smiled and stashed it away.

As he staggered toward the door, he turned to Don Pasquale and said,
“You fool. Do you think I would sell you a real diamond ring for that
price? You and your people are just a bunch of hicks. That ring is pure
glass,” he declared and began to giggle in a drunken stupor.

The man from Ponza gazed unemotionally at him. “Well, well. You
really made a chump out of me. One thing you should know,” affirmed
Don Pasquale with a broad smile, “Try to cash those bills and see what
happens.” The Neapolitan blanched white. He looked around the room as
everyone laughed. He opened the door and stumbled out into the dark,
cold night air, never to be seen again.
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Remember the unkindness,
dishonesty, and deception you
display toward others... dont be
shocked when it comes back to
bite you.

Sarah Moores
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Deception may give us_
that we want for the

present, but it will

"Yow com fool all Hhe people some
of the tume, and some of the
people all Hhe Hme, but yow
connot fool all the people all the
Hme"

— Abrahrom Lincoln
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