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All too often, the birth of the truth starts with a rumor.

The Author

The Cast

The Cowboys:

Anthony Conti  

Michael Pella  

Steven Madden 

Dominick Candelero 

Ricky Olive  
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The Harlem Crew:

Steven Palmer

A small-time drug dealer and confidant of the drug cartels.

Also, the originator of the kidnap-for-ransom scheme.

Augustine

An associate of Palmer and a gang leader 

whose specialty was murder.
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Prologue 
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Welcome to the violent world of criminals, a world where deceit, betrayal, and even death are daily occurrences. Some of us are propelled into such a world by merely growing up in the wrong neighborhood or hanging out with the wrong crowd.

Others find their way through dysfunctional family life. Of course, some choose the criminal life with the promise of easy money or what they perceive as a glamorous lifestyle.

You’ll meet five individuals from a criminal enterprise who grew up with one or more of the above criteria. These are violent people who gravitate toward each other for one reason: money. What they did and how they did it might shock you as much as it did to their victims. As frightening as some of their exploits were, don’t be surprised if you find yourself cheering for them as certain law enforcement agencies did early on.

The cheering from those law enforcement agencies stopped when murder entered the picture, especially when the murders may have been committed by persons impersonating police officers. Before the murders became known, it was law enforcement who gave the crew their name. They called them the ‘Cowboy Cops’.

The Cowboy Cops were responsible for the kidnapping-for-ransom of well-known major drug dealers from the Harlem area in upper New York. 

The majority of police officers really weren’t concerned with bad guys stealing from other bad guys. When the crew first got involved with the idea of the kidnap-for-ransom scheme, they had thought the same way; why would the police care? The truth is, the streets of Harlem became a lot safer for its residents and especially the children at the time that the Cowboy Cops were in operation.

The drug operators were still dealing, but between the kidnappings and the police, most of them took their business underground.
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Chapter One
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The Home Invasion

It was an early morning home invasion of a minor drug dealer who had been robbed the previous night, unknown to the two intruders.

Anthony Conti and Mike Pella approached the front door of the small-time drug dealer. Pella stood three steps back and nodded to Conti. He was in position. Those three steps gave him the extra momentum to charge the door. 

Seconds after Conti rang the bell, the door cracked open just enough to show two beady eyes staring out. Pella rushed the door and the beady-eyed individual was thrown to the floor, moaning with both hands covering his face while blood from his broken nose seeped through his fingers. 

Pella rushed in waving his gun. “Hands up, fuckers, or you’re dead!” 

His partner followed. “Do what he says, now!”  

Besides the moaner rolling on the floor, there were three other men in the room, the dealer and two associates, all armed. Less than three feet separated Conti from one of the associates, who both had their guns pointed in each other’s face.

Everyone was screaming and cursing, but Conti said the magic word; POLICE!

The three individuals dropped their guns and raised their hands in the air. It was then the two partners found out why the dealer and his friends seemed to be expecting them.

The dealer explained, “I got robbed last night. I thought it was them coming back.”

Told to lie on the floor, Pella gathered the handguns and several small bags of coke from the dealer’s pocket. He put them in a small sack meant for whatever spoils they expected. Conti continued the ruse. 

“Stay where you are. We’re sending in a few ‘uniforms’ to cuff you guys. You can tell them your story.”

The two of them backed out and left the area.

Once out of the neighborhood, a much relieved Pella told Conti. 

“If you weren't so fuck’n ugly, I'd kiss ya. I thought it was fireworks for sure.” 

Conti shrugged and grunted acknowledgment, still trying to get the picture of the gun in his face out of his mind. It made him wonder, how did I get here?

For the answer to that question we have to go back a dozen years to February 1972.
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Chapter Two
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A Fledgling Criminal

February 1972

The small boy waited until the milkman was well up the street before he made his move. He scooted up the steps, careful not to slip on the newly fallen snow, to where the milk box sat. He removed one of the three glass bottles of the just-delivered milk, carefully placing it in one of the large pockets of the oversized coat he wore. 

The young boy walked back down the stairs cautiously, not wanting to stir the heavier cream that sat at the top of the bottle. Later, he would remove the pleated, paper-like wrapper before pulling the wax-coated cardboard away and enjoying the treat of the fresh cream. The remainder went into the refrigerator of the apartment he and his mother shared. He would only take one bottle and wisely alternated his victims throughout the neighborhood to keep complaints at a minimum.

Leaving his apartment, careful not to wake his mother, the nine-year-old, blond hair, blue-eyed boy set out to walk the three blocks to his school, Public School #3, which was located on the edge of his neighborhood in the northern end of Fort Lee, New Jersey. 

Dressed in corduroy pants with the cuffs rolled up to disguise the fact that the pants were too long and a sweater that was too tight, even for his small frame. He wore three pairs of socks that served two purposes: keep his feet warm and fill the space of the oversized boots he wore.  

With his hands deep in his pockets and burrowing his nose into the oversized collar of his coat, he trudged through the snow on a colder than usual February morning. The detour he took most mornings added an extra block to his trip, but he knew that it could be worth it.

Yesterday, the change he scooped up off of Mr. Bee’s newspaper stand, which stood outside the small candy store, netted him almost a dollar. 

“Hell, can't pass that up,” he thought.

As tough as life was for Anthony, he never complained. It was his own mother who had told him. 

“Crying is for babies. When your worthless father walked out on us, you didn't see any tears here. Hell, at least I had a job. Don't be a bum like your father, Anthony. You’re smart enough to get what you want in this life. You want something, you'll figure out a way to get it.”

Anthony's young mind took that as a pass from his mother; a pass to steal.

The winter months were tougher to put change in your pocket. The only real work that he ever did, shining shoes for the customers at the Highway Bar on Washington Avenue, where his mom worked the evening shift, wasn't an option this time of year.

As the winter months dissolved into spring, Anthony would supplement whatever wardrobe his mother could afford with shopping trips to the backyards of his Fort Lee neighbors. There he would find almost-new shirts, jeans, and, of course, the t-shirts that he wore most often. Those shopping trips would have welcomed surprises at times; a pair of sneakers hung out to dry.

It was at the end of his tenth year when Anthony was first arrested. He had stolen a bike and instead of selling it, which he usually did, had decided to keep it. Bad choice...the kid whose bike he had stolen spotted him, and he was caught with the evidence. He had the dubious distinction of being the youngest perpetrator paroled in the juvenile system of Bergen County.

At sixteen, Anthony and another boy, D.P., hatched a money-making plan. They christened it the ‘Borrowers Club.’ 

They simply explained to their carefully selected victims that they were from the ‘Borrowers Club’ and wanted to borrow money from them. Their victims found out soon enough that if they didn't have any money to ‘lend' them, a beating would ensue. Of course, it was understood that the ‘Borrowers Club’ only borrowed money, but never paid it back.

Anthony and D.P. were responsible for a rash of break-ins in the small stores in and around the neighborhood. It was usually petty cash, cigarettes for resale, or anything where a quick buck could be made. Anthony was caught with a bagful of cigarettes and served 18 months in a Boys Training School in Jamesburg, New Jersey.

It was the first time in the young boy’s life he would have three meals daily. If he wasn’t doing chores, he spent his time in the school’s extensive gym facility. Working with weights and staying fit became a lifelong obsession. In the span of 18 months, he would add 20 pounds of solid muscle to his 5-foot 6-inch frame. 

Bigger things were coming when he was released at the same time as a pal he had met while incarcerated at Jamesburg.

Michael Pella grew up similarly as Anthony. The product of a broken home, he grew up on the streets of Newark, New Jersey. At the age of 18, he graduated to armed robbery. He stood 6 feet, 2 inches tall, weighing a chiseled 180 pounds, and towered over Conti by six inches. He had a dark complexion and short, black hair. The pockmarks on his face were remnants of the chicken pox he endured as a child. Pella was a mean-tempered individual who didn't hesitate to use his fist to get what he wanted.

Pella, who normally worked alone, needed a second man for a score he was considering and had heard about this tough little guy who seemed to have balls, Anthony Conti. The two of them shared the same passions, lifting weights and staying fit. They began a friendship that would last for years.

Pella had compiled a list of victims. People who ran card games, small-time drug dealers, and others who made their money illegally. It would be one of the few times Anthony would hear Pella laugh when he was told about the scheme and replied. 

“I love it! We'll be stealing from people who steal. Who the fuck are they going to complain to?”

Anthony was right. Their victims were low-level scammers who had no connections to the powerful organized crime figures who ran the streets of New Jersey and New York.

Their partnership that first year netted them hundreds of thousands of dollars, but the rewards weren’t without risk, as Conti discovered during the last home invasion. The memory of which would last forever, never fully going away. Nightmares of that encounter would haunt him for the rest of his life.

Shortly after that event, Pella had a minor run-in with the law and decided it was best to leave the neighborhood, at least for a while. He volunteered and was accepted into the army. Joining the military was always a ticket out of the neighborhood. Conti was on his own, but Pella introduced him to an acquaintance before he left. 

Thomas Madden, with longish, sandy-colored hair and a light complexion, was a six-foot, 230-pound Irishman. Smart and fearless, he led a small crew of individuals who specialized in hijacking and the occasional kidnapping of small-time drug dealers for ransom. 

It was Anthony who persuaded Madden to secure NYPD badges to flash, which gave them an edge on home invasions.

“Tommy, it was fireworks for sure if I never yelled police. Their guns went down and their hands went up.”

It was six months later that Madden received a sentence of one-to-three years on a charge that had occurred the previous year. It would be four years before Conti, Madden, and Pella would see each other again. When they did meet again, it would be the start of a journey that would accumulate with long prison terms for two of them and the untimely demise of the third.
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