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Chapter 12

The pizza parlor

And so, I started the process and we all worked at it, some spo-
radically. Uncle Louie thought this was totally nuts and came for 
a few days and weekends to help out, as did Uncle Fred Deside-
rio and Frank Desiderio although he said the commute was too 
much for him from East Rockaway. Eventually I was there pull-
ing down old cork insulated freezer and cooling boxes, then the 
floor till we, that is I, had exposed floor beams and a big void for 
a store. The only thing left, and intentionally, was the back room 
that had a three-compartment sink and a stove from the butch-
er shop. I worked in the afternoons, taking the Fourth Avenue 
Local from De Kalb Avenue Station in downtown Brooklyn at 
school, and got off at 49th Street and then walked up to Fifth 
Avenue. The store was about in the middle of the block on a 
long stretch of the Avenue filled with small shops and business-
es catering to the local neighborhoods. Most of the stores had 
apartments above them, usually three, and people spilled out 
onto the street with a constant bustle. On warm days residents 
would bring folding chairs out to the street and sit and watch the 
parade of daily life. The upstairs renters and the customers from 
the next-door Bar & Grill spent the next months being sidewalk 
supervisors as the pizza shop took shape. 

The next big project was putting in a sub floor and I spent many 
nights and weekends putting and nailing #3 common flooring 
throughout the entire store. About when the floor was finishing, 
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Nick brought in someone who specialized in tin ceilings to fix 
and reconnect the one we had, using big ladders and scaffolding, 
and it took over a week to get it done. Meantime I still went to 
school from 8 am to 3 to 4 pm during the week, and continued 
working weekends in the store. Since pizza was on the menu, it 
was strongly suggested to me that I would be the pizza man and 
I should find out how to make pizza. It all seemed adventure-
some at the time, and the only way to get through High School 
and then determine my own future. I went to Times Square, and 
on 42nd Street west off Broadway were two large pizzerias. One 
was Called The King of Pizza, and the other I have forgotten the 
name. I would take the subway and stand in front of the store 
and look through the plate glass windows and watch the pizza 
pie men making pizza. The dough pounding, the finger work, the 
initial stretching the pick up, the large stretch, the fling to make 
it even and circular, and the drop on the platen, the sauce, the 
cheese, the toppings and the slide into the oven. Over and over I 
watched, sampling occasionally for taste, and then also went to 
Sheepshead Bay Brooklyn, and watched there. 

The asbestos tile floor was put in and then the next thing was 
tables and counters. We built our own, Nick bringing in sheets 
of half-inch plywood and Formica sheets 4x8 and cans of glue. 
Nick got plans for these somehow, and we started to cut and 
drill and screw together, and I finished most of it. We experi-
mented with the formica, cutting, gluing both sides of a bond, 
let the stuff dry, and then put them together, never to be taken 
apart. The glue dried quickly having a volatile carrier, and that 
solvent got one high if not careful. After the rough pieces were 
glued together, the tops of tables and the side runners, I spent a 
lot of time with a new single cut file, draw filing the edges to a 
45degree chamfer. I remember about six tables, the main count-
er, L shaped, all Formica covered. Nick bought the rest of the 
equipment, essentially mimicking other pizza stores and being 
sold top of the line, which was good in the end. He bought a used 
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Hobart 60 quart mixer, however, and it was dragged in and we 
had to get the electrician to put in a 240 Volt line. Then it didn’t 
run. I took a Friday night and a weekend to dismantle the mixer 
and re-work some of the parts, and replaced lock nuts, washers, 
cotter pins and re-greased the gear box; then, I took the motor 
apart, and washed it with electrical cleaner, spraying out the 
entire stator and rotor, and then painted on a new coat of insu-
lating paint, a GE product called Glyptal. I kept working alone 
not knowing where Nick was. I re-did all the interior electrical 
connections and finally had the thing back in one piece after a 
about a week and a half. I was alone in the store, and set the bowl 
and put one dough mixer in an empty bowl, and turned it on. 
Music to my ears, it ran beautifully, quietly, lots of muscle, and 
the clutch and change gears all worked as expected. I have no 
idea why it didn’t run the first time, but my suspicion was a poor 
electrical connection. In any case here it was completely re-built 
and I had no clue to what I was doing. The self-confidence in this 
victory would spill over into many things in my life; little did I 
know. The floors were in, Coke came in and put in the beverage 
fountain, the Mastro ovens were installed, two—one on top of 
the other, the refrigerated work tables, refrigerators, proof boxes, 
the booths, side chairs, fluorescent lighting, and painting and 
all the rest. I worked at this because it represented a direction 
that Mutti pointed us in, and we all worked like dogs to make 
it happen. The work I put in I saw as an investment in a better 
future, even short term, to divert and discourage the turmoil and 
drama that we had been living with. I saw Mutti rarely, and then 
only briefly as we went about our days, and Heike seemed to 
appear and disappear, we knew our roles to play, which was busi-
ness, and business only. We each tried, I think, to define our lives 
as to what is necessary to get by, and hope for something in the 
future, no matter how ill defined it was. Such was the separation 
I have no memory of what High School Heike went to initially, 
maybe Bay Ridge High School.
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I tried out different dough recipes and Nick would come in 
and tell me what he had seen, filched, or been told about the 
pizza business to make it function, and I would work through 
or counter some of the stuff as unworkable. Nick was not happy 
when I argued with him, not that I was belligerent or demand-
ing, but thoughtful, progressive and working toward a functional 
solution. When it came to my part in the operation, most of it, 
he relented probably knowing that without me he was dead in 
the water. I knew that too but never expressed it. I tried to estab-
lish a flow of work, where to put things, what to keep on hand, 
at hand, and in reserve. I have no memory of Nick having ever 
made a pizza, up to then at least, although I admit that may be 
selective memory, but there it is. We opened.

I took it as a point of pride at first that I was probably the 
only‚“Kraut” pizza pie man in New York. I stood in front of the 
full storefront window looking out at the avenue and began 
making pizza. Small and large cheese and pepperoni pizzas, then 
added other toppings. This was at the beginning of the trend 
and there was no canned marinara sauce, no shredded cheese, 
no frozen anything for this, and all cut by hand, cooked in bulk, 
sliced by hand and so forth. I would get up about 5:30 am and 
get to the store, walking from 51st Street to 47th Street, open 
the shop and go in the back and make dough for the day. Flour, 
water, yeast, salt, honey, mixed into a 60-80 pound ball, and then 
heaved onto a marble worktable. I would knead this ball by hand 
for 30 minutes or so until I saw the gluten work and striations 
appear in the dough setting up a grain. After this I would use a 
large meat knife, 16 inches long to cut the dough into one pound 
and one and a quarter pound lumps weighing each piece, until 
finally I had stainless dough knives. After a while I could cut by 
eye, any shape to within an ounce.  Then I would knead each 
piece again to develop a grain and a tight ball with a smooth top. 
This I would do with both hands, working two balls simultane-
ously. Arranged in a proof box, anywhere from 75 to 250 pizza 
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balls for the day’s business, it was arduous but careful work. It 
took time and experience to forecast the amount to make, the 
temperature and humidity forecast from weather notice in the 
paper to gauge the amount of yeast. With left over dough I 
would make into bread now and then. I would close the proof 
cabinet and drink a soda and take my books and lock up, and 
head back down to Fourth Avenue to take the local subway to 
school. After school take the local back to 49th Street, go up 
to 5th Avenue and sometimes the store was opened by Nick, 
sometimes not. I learned to keep the ovens on low over night 
because the heating time was too long for the late afternoon. So, 
crank up the Mastro ovens and put on an apron, (I hate aprons 
still), and stock the pizza refrigerated workbench and put on the 
lights and open. I would make pizzas till 9:00 pm and then leave. 
Nick and/or Mutti would be around somewhere and the pizza 
making would stop and they closed the store. I went home. I was 
tired and had homework to do, and still kept in my forethought 
for myself, that success at school would get me out of this. Later 
I found a way to get a couple of quarts of beer from Johnson’s bar 
next door, and go home to do homework, and drink beer. Since 
my room was on the top floor of the house, I saw little of the 

“family” on the first floor, taking the outside steps to the hallway 
on the second floor, and then the stairs to the third floor hall 
room, my oasis. I drank beer, showered sometimes, did home-
work and collapsed into bed with hopefully a buzz from the beer; 
and then the next day, all over again. On weekends I worked late 
Friday night, all day Saturday, and till 9:00 pm Sunday.

This evolution and opening of the store was about six months 
and then went on for about a year and a half. My life was the 
store, school and bed. The fact that I was successful as a pizza 
pie man was gratifying as a reward for all the work. Across the 
Avenue and up a block, that would be on the west side of 5th 
Avenue and between 48th and 49th streets was called the Zsa-
Zsa Pizza shop. Yes, after the Hungarian beauty and TV star 
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later Zsa Zsa Gabor. Next door to them was a dress shop run by 
Myla, with whom you are now acquainted from Mutti’s memoir. 
By and by, the popularity of my pizza put Zsa-Zsa Pizza out 
of business and two other stores in the neighborhood. The pace 
quickened, and at one point, Heike, timed me in how fast I could 
get a cheese pizza in the oven from a ball of dough. She timed 
me at 47 seconds. By and by I added toppings, including ancho-
vies, which were popular with the local Bar & Grills to spur on 
drinking, and eventually Sicilian Pizza. Sicilian was much thick-
er dough, the conventional thin dough pizza being Neapolitan.

When the place was finished, it was very handsome, much too 
nice for the working class neighborhood. With his taste for the 
grandiose, Nick had outfitted it to rival any good restaurant of 
today. We all set to work. Before going to school, Volker lit the 
two ovens and made the dough in a big mixing machine. In the 
early ‘50s, no frozen supplies were available. He worked again 
after school, standing at the large window facing the street, flip-
ping his dough into the air like a bona fide Italiano. He was very 
proud of his perfect pizzas and is still proud of it today, and so 
he should be. He made the best pizza in the vicinity; word got 
around; people stood in line on Fridays to buy a slice or a whole 
pie from Nick’s place. Heike worked the counter after school, sell-
ing pizza slices and dispensing soft drinks. Nick bought supplies, 
helped out and worked the late hours, as long as customers came; 
the place was open until 2 and 3 o’clock in the morning. I started 
my “shift” after my office work downtown. I cooked the tomato 
sauce, gallons and gallons of it, doubled as cheese slicer and dish-
washer. 

It was not long after the opening that customers asked for 
Italian dishes other than pizzas, so I obliged making spaghetti, 
meatballs, fried sausages, veal and peppers, hero sandwiches and 
the like. The business was going great; I quit my job and worked 
full time from 10 o’clock in the morning until 2 and 3 am Not 
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too bad--I had graduated from janitor to pizzeria cook, book-
keeper, cleaning woman and dishwasher. For the children it was 
hard work. Other than the hours and pure physical stress, they 
had to deal with people they would not have ordinarily known, 
different strata of society. If that was not absolutely necessary for 
their education, they became aware of the difference it made that 
in our house every Sunday morning we listened to a concert with 
our classical records; they had been in museums and the opera; 
reading came to them as naturally as eating, Greek mythology 
was as familiar to them as Mickey Mouse was to their contem-
poraries. They certainly met a lot of “Damon Runyon characters, 
but as Volker said later, “We learned a lot.” Our customers may 
have been fine upstanding citizens, but I could see no merit in 
them. They had neither charm nor grace; they were as alien to 
me as creatures from another planet. They defeated my morale 
even more than the sheer physical Sisyphus load of menial work. 

But there was one exception—Myla. One fine day a lady en-
tered the place holding a black miniature poodle on a leash. We 
wondered why such a very pretty, elegant woman should come 
into our pizzeria. As it turned out, she worked as a saleslady in 
a small dress shop just a few blocks from us. More wonderment. 
If she had to earn her living, with her looks and bearing, she 
could easily have sold dresses in Bergdorf Goodman. Thereaf-
ter she came to us for lunch quite often. I would make a little 
salad for her and sit with her for a while. We got to know her 
quite well, and of course, we loved “Mr. Murphy,” her little dog. 
Everybody smiled and brightened up when Myla entered with 
Mr. Murphy; they were inseparable. When Myla coaxed him, 
the dog would roll on his back and make noises that sounded 
like “Mama.” We all swore that he said “Mama.” During our 
lunch chats Myla told me that she had no men in her life now, 
but a few years back she’d had an affair with a wealthy indi-
vidual; they had led the high life in New York and lived for an 
enchanted year in Italy. A few more details came to light. Nick 
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speculated that her friend may have been Mafia-connected, that 
something must have happened which made her disappear from 
the scene so to speak. I had invited her to come to a concert with 
me, but she never set foot in Manhattan. Suddenly her old boy 
friend appeared. He was a dapper gentleman, but we saw him 
only once. Myla told me that they were together again; the old 
romance had been rekindled and she was being wined and dined. 
They were planning a picnic with lobster, caviar and champagne, 
just like in the good old days. 

It was not long after this that we did not see Myla for sever-
al days; she was not at the shop either. We thought, Oh oh, she 
may have gone away with her friend, to Italy, to Paris, to the 
Coast.” We were happy for her. Then Myla came to us again, 
hardly recognizable. Haggard, tired, old, and beat. She told a 
sad tale indeed. Her friend had invited her to a special dinner, a 
great evening. They drove to the restaurant in a rented limou-
sine with a chauffeur. “Mr. Murphy” was left with the chauffeur 
while they were dining. Toward the end of the meal, her friend 
excused himself and left the table. When he did not come back, 
Myla went out to the car to find out what had happened. She did 
not see her friend or the chauffeur, but the car was still stand-
ing in the parking lot. She opened the door, and on the front 
seat lay Mr. Murphy with his head cut off. Years later, when the 
book and film “The Godfather” became a hit and one character, a 
movie producer, was convinced to use an unknown singer when 
he found, in his bed,  the severed head of his favorite horse, we 
could only nod our heads; the Mafia had used this method before. 
Myla disappeared from our lives; we never found out what she 
had done to merit the killing of the dearest thing in her life. 

Our friends came to have a look at our business venture. 
They shook their heads and did not know whether to laugh or 
cry. Blond Volker flipping pizza dough in the air, quiet, bookish 
Heike a pizza/soda jerk, and I, in my homemade, Vogue-pat-
terned Balenciaga, Schiparelli, Dior dresses stirring tomato 
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sauce and carrying plates of spaghetti to customers with dirty 
fingernails. Nick’s family did not deign to visit at all. They 
thought we were plain crazy. 

Summer came.  It was getting hot in our pizzeria, and we all 
showed signs of strain. The children and I ate pumpernickel and 
Limburger cheese for breakfast; we could hardly eat anything at 
all. The sweet smell of peanut oil hung in our clothes, our hair, in 
the bed linens. But Nick had one good idea. On Sunday nights, 
we did not go to sleep, but after the place was closed in the early 
morning hours we drove to a marina in Red Bank, New Jersey, 
rented a large motorboat for the day, and spent all of Monday 
on the water. We did not do much of anything--motored out to 
a cove, dropped anchor, lay in the sun, swam, ate and slept. It 
was a perfect way of restoring our equilibrium; indeed I would 
go further and say, of keeping our sanity. 

One Monday Volker had to be in school early in the morning; 
we told him that we would pick him up with our boat at a 
Brooklyn pier used by the ferry to Staten Island, a ferry service 
long since discontinued. I suppose Nick asked for directions how 
and where to pilot the boat from Red Bank to the Narrows, but 
all of a sudden we found ourselves way out on the ocean; the only 
other vessel we saw was an aircraft carrier. Heike and I, under 
a tarpaulin in the stern to hide from the spray of mighty waves, 
did not realize the danger we were in. But Nick did, when we 
arrived at the pier he was shaking. The old salts hanging around 
the pier said that, luckily, he had kept his nerve and that we 
were indeed fortunate not to have capsized and drowned; they 
would never have ventured to cross from there to here in a small 
boat. To get back to Red Bank without using the same strategy, 
we crept through the back channels of Staten Island, oily waters, 
oil tanks right and left, abandoned warehouses, decayed facto-
ries--it was eerie. We hit a log and damaged the propeller, and 
it was late and dark when we finally found a marina with an 
attendant on duty. Well, Nick was always good in this type of 
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emergency. Somehow he persuaded the fellow to deliver our rent-
ed boat to its owner and to drive us to our car. We arrived home 
mosquito-bitten, tired, and depressed. That was our last outing. 
To me it was like a symbol, a turning point, for the good start we 
had made came slowly to an end. 

We had hired a pie man, a woman for the kitchen, the children 
and I worked, and we knew the routine and managed. Nick 
grew bored; he would disappear from the scene and come back 
just in time to empty the cash register. The neighboring store was 
an Irish bar run by a former policeman. He kept the place more 
or less respectable, but his customers were a hard-drinking crowd. 
The regulars seemed to have hollow legs; they came every day, sat 
on the bar stools for hours on end and filled themselves up to the 
brim. Nick, who up until then had hardly drunk any alcohol 
at all, began to spend more and more time in the bar. There he 
found equally dissolute companions with whom he could drive 
around, carouse, debauch and heaven knows what else. I didn’t 
know what all went on; I didn’t want to know and I’m glad I 
didn’t. It infuriated me that the children and I had to run the 
whole operation practically alone, that the responsibility for it 
was resting on our shoulders. The bright future Nick had painted, 
one of so many, was like the others, slowly disappearing behind 
the piles of dirty work we were always left with. No mention 
was made of opening branches or selling franchises, another pipe 
dream vanished into thin air fouled by broken promises. 

At 9 o’clock in the evening, Volker took off his apron and went 
home no matter what was going on in the restaurant. He had 
worked since 6 am, gone to school, still had homework to do, and 
nobody could ask for more. I greatly admired him for taking a 
stand, but Nick resented it. After Volker had graduated from 
Brooklyn Tech, he applied to the Merchant Marine Academy 
in Kings Point, Long Island. Many forms had to be filled out. 
Somehow Nick invented tasks for the boy to do, preventing him 
time and time again from sitting down and attending to the pa-
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perwork. Soon the deadline for the applications to be mailed in 
was upon us. When reasoning did not help and Volker was sent 
to do another chore, I grabbed the largest kitchen knife I could 
find and threatened Nick with it. I did it again when I saw 
Nick attempting to teach Heike how to flip pizza dough into 
the air. The knife-wielding threats worked, if I had only known 
sooner what a coward my husband really was! I quit working 
in the pizzeria, went home, and started looking for a job. Volker 
entered the Marine Academy; Heike also quit the shop. With all 
of us working, we had paid off the equipment and installations 
within six months; after the children and I left, it took only an-
other six months for “Nick’s Last Stand” to go under the hammer.

Working in the store and going to school became a routine, 
and the challenge for me was to make the best pizza and maybe 
close a few other places, and then branch out, as Nick wanted to 
do. As I worked my way through High School I also had other 
interests beguiling me, but with the specter of no money, no sup-
port, no wherewithal to work with, it became more daydream-
ing than anything else. Deep down I wanted to be a surgeon, 
but there was no money or support available from Mutti, and/
or Nick, and not from the De Blasio family. I considered Engi-
neering because of the surrounding atmosphere at school being 
all engineering focused. Mechanical appealed to me, electrical 
too much math, chemical not enough inner curiosity, aeronau-
tical not of interest, but ships were a floating image that inter-
vened in most of my musings. Then there was the draft, of course, 
which could put a knot in any path toward a career. And so, as I 
was flipping pies I continued daydreaming about my fame and 
fortune.

On Friday’s, about 4 pm in the afternoon, soon after I would 
be in position and making pies, a Mrs. O’Reilly would show up 
with her 6 children. The youngest was a babe in arms and went 
all the way up to about 13 years old, a mix of boys and girls. They 
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would line up at the counter and Mrs. O’Reilly would order for 
them, usually a slice each and an orange drink. This would wipe 
out the better part of a pie, and I learned quickly to be prepared 
and had a fresh one for them in succeeding Fridays. All was well 
until about half way through their munching, and a disturbance 
would inevitably break out between one or more and a lot of 
heated discussion between kids and parent about who did what 
to whom and so forth. After about 20 minute or so, the bill was 
paid and they trooped out hurling last minute commentary at 
each other and we broke out the rags and sometimes mops to 
clean up the mess. It got to be a show for us in the store and 
we always were relieved that it would happen before we got real 
busy. There was never a Mr. O’Reilly, only Mom and the kids, 
until I met him much later.

I got to be very good at pie making and attracted a crowd 
most days, and, a girl in particular would show up, lets say often. 
About 16 years old, a very mature body, she was of Italian descent, 
and very big brown eyes, she smiled and I went into sexual fan-
tasies. She rarely came in the store. At one point in this intense 
musing I flipped a large pie up to stretch and round it off and I 
looked into her eyes waiting for the dough to fall. It never did. 
Across the front of the store over the work table Coca-Cola had 
stretched a wire to hang Coke pennants from it to let all know 
where we were serving.  The pie flipped over the wire and stayed 
there as a ball of dough all wrapped up. The audience went into 
hysterics on the street, and “Cow Eyes” (as Mutti called her), 
showed surprise and horror. I recovered and just started anoth-
er pie and shrugged my shoulders and kept going. Later, when 
she came in, we started a conversation and we arranged to meet 
secretively and my sexual life began in earnest. She was skilled 
and from my vantage point insatiable, doing everything and 
loving it. Then quite unexpectedly she moved away and disap-
peared from my life. Damn.
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On more than one occasion the 49th Street gang came into 
the store and attempted to trash and muscle their way around, 
attempting to set up a protection scheme for themselves and 
extort some money from the store on a regular basis. I am not 
sure if they were the same fellows I had a run in with in the 
schoolyard years before or not. The first couple of times my 
aggressive refusal at the point of my large dough knife had 
them back off. They came at me more pointedly and threatened 
to break windows and severely trash the place. I knew that I 
needed help. I tried to get a hold of a beat cop and explained my 
situation, and received a philosophical reply that the world was 
not an easy place to live in, and what are you gonna do?  Not 
being that innocent, I knew that he was looking for an accom-
modation (bribe) to exert himself in my behalf, knowing full 
well this was his beat and he was going to manage it to his 
benefit. Meantime, my reputation and that of the store reached 
further than was even anticipated, and that gave some of us illu-
sions that we were onto something. One of my customers was 
a phone call I got occasionally, and then more frequent, from a 
soldier in the Mafia, in the Anastasia Family of Brooklyn. Frank 
Anastasia lived on 81st Street and 12th Avenue, and controlled 
(among other things), the docks in Brooklyn, including Bush 
Terminal and the Red Hook section. The call came from a voice, 
distinctly Brooklynese, the dialect, and in a hoarse whisper: 

“Hey Kid, how about 6 (or 8, or 10) large pies with the follow-
ing toppings, OK?”

“Yes, sir.”
I would make the pies and stack them on top of the upper 

oven and soon a large black Buick would roll up in front of the 
store and two soldiers would exit the back doors of the car and 
look up and down the street and along the roof edges for ene-
mies (?). A little rat-faced man came from the passenger side 
and quickly came into the store to claim his pizzas. The voice on 
the telephone, personified. He would look at the hand printed 
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bill, throw some tens on the counter and say‚“Thanks” and run to 
the car. In he went, one last look by the sentries, and away they 
went. On a pickup occasion, the rat faced soldier said to me that 
they really liked the pizza and the service and if I ever needed 
anything to let him know. It did not seem that Ratface would 
extend himself this way, so I surmised that maybe Frank or a 

“made man” sent the compliment. The next time Ratface came for 
a pickup, I took him aside in the back and explained my situa-
tion, and wouldn’t it be deplorable for the store, and his pizzas, if 
the store were wrecked. He looked me in the eye and said don’t 
worry. I took him at his word. He got his pies and left.

The next day I saw two cops on the beat and a police cruiser 
through the neighborhood twice a day. I never saw any of the 
gang ever again. It is nice to have acquaintances that can help. 
I’ll leave to the reader to surmise the connection between the 
Mafia and the police.

It was time and I was full of misgivings, doubts, and some 
determination, and finally I decided to take back my name. 
Frederick John De Blasio was of course very comfortable and 
I responded automatically when I was called by that name. But, 
as an act of defiance, carving out a place in the world for myself, 
the illegality of the name was threatening to become a problem 
since I never changed it through the courts, now it was time to 
become Klaus Volker Luehning. I did that through the Brook-
lyn Technical High School Office, then back to St. Catherine’s 
of Alexandria, p.s. 94, and I don’t remember if I went back to 
St.Charles Boromeo or not. Paperwork, I just went through it, 
and surprisingly little opposition or complaint from the people 
in charge once they saw my Naturalization Certificate. I felt 
more myself, a bit strange, but also more independent.

I applied to City College of New York, New York Univer-
sity, U.S. Naval Academy and U.S. Merchant Marine Academy. 
For admission to the Academies I needed an appointment letter 
from a local federal Congressman or Senator. So, I contacted the 
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office of Congressman Rooney, my local Congressman whose 
offices were in downtown Brooklyn, New York, not far from 
Pierpont Street and the St. George Hotel both familiar to me 
having lived in the neighborhood. I went by subway and walked 
to the address, a typical and classical brownstone house and 
found my way inside and was asked what I wanted. I stated my 
mission to see Congressman Rooney, and that I had an appoint-
ment for the stated time arranged by one of his associates, also 
male. I was escorted through a number of rooms, the appoint-
ment validated, and made to sit and wait. There were no women 
in evidence, all men with freshly starched shirts, ties, expensive 
looking suits, and half of the 6 to 8 men milling around smoking 
big cigars. I say milling around because it appeared to me that 
they were waiting for direction, and just milling around waiting 
for the next directive. 

Eventually I was escorted by three of them into an inner sanc-
tum and there was Congressman Rooney. He sat behind a huge 
desk and also smoking a cigar. He was small, wary, didn’t say 
anything until all the minions standing around had come to a 
statuesque stand still. His hair seemed colored dark, he had on 
what looked like pancake makeup, he sat back and tried to make 
himself appear larger than life. It was really weird. He asked me 
to pronounce my name, where I was from, was I German, where 
I went to school, remarked on my lack of accent, said he was 
impressed that I went to Brooklyn Technical High School (in 
his District) and asked if I wanted him to give me an appoint-
ment to both Annapolis and Kings Point. I replied I would like 
that very much. He asked me what I wanted to do with the edu-
cation, and I replied that I was thankful for the opportunity to 
be a citizen, that I had my own papers, and hoped that becom-
ing skilled at ship operation, and to be able to give back for the 
privilege. All eyes in the room opened up, Rooney made a face of 
being impressed; I stood debating with myself if more explana-
tion was needed from me. He said that my reply was a very good; 
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he looked around the room and asked if anybody had anything 
to ask me, no one did, and Rooney said he would send a letter of 
appointment to each school. He stood and I shook his hand, a 
limp, very soft small hand. I was escorted back out to the street 
and the minions disappeared. I was alone on the street and felt 
like I had visited a strange land with strange people, safe guard-
ing a homosexual Congressman with overt male surroundings 
and behavior. That was it.

Nick was furious about this turn of events because his ticket 
to do little or nothing but gloat about himself as a successful 
businessman was about to flee the scene. Arguments between 
him and Mutti spilled over into the store; I was now almost 
never seen at home, and poor Pop who I saw occasionally was 
distraught about the unreasonableness of his son. Eventually I 
got my school application papers in; and, the business was going 
great enough we hired another pie man, and my input was to get 
a healthy worker and I would train him, rather than try to over-
come bad habits. Vito was the new pie man, a young strapping 
kid, and he appeared to be somewhat intimidated by me, and he 
followed procedures very well. Also, by this time we had hired 
a cleaning woman to do the grunt work after we closed in the 
evening to get things back in shape for the next opening. I grad-
uated from Brooklyn Technical High School in the top third of 
the class, and given my circumstances I was pleased, and resent-
ful for a short time that I couldn’t have time to do better. Vito 
ran the store for a day, and I and a few of my classmates went to 
Greenwich Village after Graduation and caroused. We started 
at the Red Barn and went downhill from there, and I got back 
to the store about 5 am I pulled out a cot and died. The cleaning 
woman came in and tiptoed around me for hours, and when she 
was ready to leave woke me up to the most excruciating hang-
over of my life till then. That day was awful; no, it was torture.

 And now I waited to see what the fates would have in store 
for me next. Also, I was waiting for my letters from colleges to 
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see what and where, and if I would be accepted. Nick was trying 
to entice me to stay by dreaming of opening a store in Sheeps-
head Bay, and I even went on a scouting trip to see where a 
store might be most advantageous. I took the assignment seri-
ously, because it would mean a more secure, perhaps, future for 
Nick and keep him busy and away from the rest of us. Vaguely I 
also contemplated that if all else fails it would mean something 
for me also. I wandered around and came to a conclusion that 
if a store became vacant near Lundy’s Restaurant it would pro-
vide the crowds that may at random choose a quick pizza over a 
sit down dinner. I also loved Lundy’s and eating lobster, which 
we did as a family often enough to have absorbed the Lundy’s 
atmosphere and uniqueness. The old waiters, the dinner rolls, the 
big dining room, all wonderful and never disappointing. I col-
lected impressions that I reported back to Nick and he said he 
would contact some “friends.” 

I received letters from City University, Annapolis and N.Y.U. 
and all accepted me, but the question of tuition had became 
worrisome to Mutti and I, both recognizing that Nick would 
not contribute out of the store with his expansion dreams, and 
keeping me involved.  I considered Annapolis very seriously but 
something about me was not comfortable with an image of me 
as a Naval Officer doing the ceremonial stuff of Command. It 
seemed too phony or something, I was looking for something 
more definite to apply myself to. I got a reply from Kings Point, 
The U.S. Merchant Marine Academy that I had an alternate 
appointment and I should wait because there would most prob-
ably be a an opening for me. I was really angry now, seeing a 
future disappear and become Klaus the pie man. Mutti and 
Heike had long gone from the store and I was running, manag-
ing, and cooking in earnest every day, all day. I was depressed and 
feeling alone and on my own, but not scared.

Earlier, after I graduated from Brooklyn Technical High 
School I was home with Mutti and looking at the new Diploma, 
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I remember as the day after, and she seemed preoccupied with 
something, said she was really proud of me for graduating and 
hoping against hope that college was in my future. All the appli-
cations had been sent, with her help and demands of Nick to let 
me apply. She turned to me, and with some difficulty she took 
my hand and looked me in the eye and said, “I have born you, 
fed you at my breast, taken food out of my mouth to keep you 
and your sister alive, and helped best as I could to get you this 
far. I don’t know what else I can do for you; you’re a grown man, 
experienced and wise beyond your years. You need to know that 
you are on your own now, and your future is in your hands. I will 
always love you, no matter what happens, I need to also do for 
me.” Holy shit. I accepted the challenge, thanked her, and said 
I hoped to make her proud in the future. In years following this, 
Mutti always denied saying what she said, then denied saying 
it that way, the specter of abandoning me to the fates not com-
fortable to her as a mother, but more than understandable to 
me given the trauma and upheaval she had lived and needing to 
fend for herself without the burden of me, at that time. I have 
always cherished her courage to set me on my course in life with 
full understanding of the responsibility I had to myself, and for 
her courage to know she needed to make decisions for herself, to 
save herself. At the time I didn’t know what she needed or had 
planned. 

Life at Nick’s Pizza on 5th Avenue continued through the 
summer, Mutti working now at Alcoa Steamship Company and 
Heike, well I don’t know what was happening to her. My contact 
with family was sparse, Nick showing up late at night to clean 
out the register. I got used to dealing with the New York City 
bureaucracy and knew how to pay off the Health Department 
Inspector, keep the cops on the beat, order the supplies and keep 
a working inventory. The cleaning lady was in her early thir-
ties with kids and my interest in her was rejected. Vito the pie 
man was doing well and gave me time to do all the other stuff 
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necessary to keep a very busy schedule and great business going. 
After graduation I demanded a salary for my work and somehow 
managed to get $150 a week out of Nick, which was exorbitant 
at the time, but represented a transparent bribe to keep me in 
the business and out of college. I was essentially numb mentally, 
not knowing what direction to take other than to slog through 
day by day and see what happens. Then Heike, I believe came to 
the store reluctantly, and handed me a telegram delivered to the 
house about 4-5 pm in the afternoon, 22 August 1957. It said I 
had been accepted as a candidate and to report to the school the 
following morning at 8 am Christ!  I looked around the store 
and being in the groove of managing an ongoing enterprise 
started to plan what and where, and how, and when, and how 
was the store going to continue? I sat down and began to absorb 
the significance of this event and what I really needed to do. I 
acknowledged that this is really what I wanted, that it would put 
me on ships, get away, the tuition was paid, I was close but not 
at home, on Long Island, New York in Great Neck, and I would 
be an Engineer. My thoughts started to gain momentum and 
began to be more inclusive, like the announcement of President 
Eisenhower who wanted more engineers and scientists to com-
pete with Russia and their Sputnik, I could make a contribution, 
etc., etc. I found Nick at sometime that day, probably later, and 
told him of my decision to go as requested and that he and Vito 
would run the store. He blanched, sat down and said nothing. I 
worked in the store till 11 p.m., made the dough for the follow-
ing day, took off my apron and walked home.

I did not say or try to find anyone to say‚ “Goodbye”, at the 
store. I went home and showered, packed an overnight bag with 
a few changes of underwear and socks, may have taken a book 
and my savings account book, and set the alarm for 4:30 am 
I found Mutti to say I was leaving, she kissed my cheek and 
said good luck, keep in touch. Mutti and Heike had distanced 
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themselves from confronting the daily drama sufficiently that my 
separation from them was no different than the distance we had 
maintained to find the wherewithal to keep moving forward and 
not collapse under the weight of impending failure and more 
drama and vitriolic fighting and screaming.  I slept maybe an 
hour or two, woke up and dressed, and headed for the subway. 

The station was empty and silent. I remember looking around 
at the surreal aspects of the scene, the quiet, the lack of people, 
my presence without any attachment to anything, I wondered 
what would happen to me. The I-beam pillars between the tracks, 
the white wall tiles, the street name in tile on the walls, the con-
crete platform, was this my launching pad? I talked to myself, in 
a pattern that would repeat many times in my life when making 
significant changes, that I would be alright, nothing has thrown 
me off so far, I can handle myself in most situations with most 
people, and I would deal with reality as it is, it was time to leave 

“this” behind. 
The train came eventually and broke my reverie, and I changed 

downtown Brooklyn to the Long Island Railroad and headed 
east into Long Island. At Great Neck Station I got a cab and 
asked for Kings Point and I arrived at Vickery Gate on the 
morning of 23 August 1957 about 7:30 am, warm, sunny, and 
alone. I looked at myself, and despite my best efforts saw I still 
had pizza flour caked in the soles of my shoes; I had flour under 
my fingernails and caked around my cuticles, not at all unusual 
as a pie man. I stood there trying to decide what to do next and 
a woman apparently going to work in a summer print dress was 
walking toward the Gate building when she turned and asked if 
I was a new Cadet?  I found out later it was a Mrs. B. Clark, a 
Librarian, distinctive because of her round face, kindly and warm 
to me. I replied yes, she said, “Good, follow me”, and we walked 
to the former Chrysler mansion, now the main administration 
building. It was a beautiful, sunny and clear morning and the 
waters of Long Island Sound appeared to be almost magical for 
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me. I had crossed a threshold to a new life and ready for whatev-
er was to come next. 

The walk to the main building with Mrs. Clark was energizing, 
and I felt confident I would succeed. The last 17 1/2 years felt 
like an overture to the rest of my life. I was processed in the Reg-
istrar’s Office as the last incoming member of the Class of 1961.
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