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AUTHOR’S NOTE



The year was 1976. I was starting out as a writer at Flatbush Life in Brooklyn, and a prosecutor suggested I inspect a bullet hole in a subway sign to further an education left incomplete by Yale. The prosecutor had himself discovered it while investigating the account by a transit cop who said he had nearly been killed with his own gun. It was exactly where it should have been and thereby dispelled the prosecutor’s initial doubts.


I sought out the rookie cop whose proximity to violent death was recorded in a .357-inch circle punched in an overhead sign that thousands bustled obliviously past each day. His name was Jack Maple, and he was a perpetual learning experience as we became best friends. We spent many hours riding the trains and walking West 42nd Street, aka the Deuce, when the city was at its wildest.


I went with Jack to the hospital when his daughter, Jacqueline, was born. He drove my wife, Dinah, and me to NYU Hospital when she was about to give birth to our first child. He was trying to avoid potholes, and that prompted an accusation from the back seat.


“I know why you’re driving so slow!” my wife cried out. “You want to deliver the baby so you can get in the newspaper!”


Sinead Daly was born soon after at NYU. Jack became godfather to her and to our second girl, Bronagh, to whom he would give his deputy commissioner’s shield when he was dying. I repeatedly put him in the newspapers and magazines for many reasons over the years.


I also wrote about Detective Steven McDonald, whom I met through FDNY Chaplain Mychal Judge. Mychal always said that just as the devil is to be found in evil, God is to be found in good. I have never known anybody as godly as Steven. He is who we all should be.


After decades of writing about Jack and Steven and other cops for the New York Daily News, New York magazine, and the Daily Beast, I wanted to collect those tales into a book along with stories I had not previously told. Cops in New York have been called the Finest since the aftermath of the Civil War, when the city’s writers were seeking heroes to match those of the Union Army. This book is about modern day heroes who have lived up to this name. My focus is on Jack and Steven while including other cops whose lives occasionally intersected with theirs as New York was transformed from Fear City into the safest big city in America. For added source material I drew upon The Steven McDonald Story, the 1989 book by Steven McDonald and Patti Ann McDonald with E. J. Kahn III. I also used audio recordings of Jack made by Chris Mitchell, who wrote The Crime Fighter with Jack Maple.


Mostly, I was guided by my love for Jack and Steven, along with the other cops who actually are the finest of the Finest. They are well worth remembering—and honoring—at a time when actions of the Lousiest in New York and elsewhere are feeding into an unfortunate tendency to judge the many by the few and giving all cops a bad name. I was with Jack when he died, and I saw Steven in his final hours. I have the privilege of living in the city their sons now serve.


The last I saw, the bullet hole was still there.













INTRODUCTION



Winter 1986


Registered Nurse Nina Justiniano placed a stool beside the hospital bed where twenty-eight-year-old Police Officer Steven McDonald lay paralyzed below the joining of his neck and head. He had been shot three times by a fifteen-year-old suspected bicycle thief who had suddenly pulled a gun on an overcast summer afternoon in Central Park five months before. The last bullet had been fired directly into his face, nicking his right eye as he was sprawled on his back. Bullet fragments and bits of bone still impinged on his spine at C2, the second of the seven cervical vertebrae. That is the connection a hangman seeks to break.


Steven remained unable to speak or even breathe on his own and the whoosh… whoosh… whoosh of a Bennett 5200 ventilator filled this room on the tenth floor of Bellevue Hospital. The facility’s chief doctor had decided that he would be better off dead.


Steven had been offering the same conclusion, repeatedly mouthing four words that Nina had lip-read when she first began caring for him.


“I want to die.”


“No, that’s not happening today,” Nina had told him. “Because I don’t make money with dead bodies. You die, and my check is cut off.”


Steven had done something he would not have expected to do even if he were able. He laughed.


“Today is not the day, Steven,” Nina had continued. “You’re not going anywhere. You’re going to stay right here with us.”


But Steven had soon fallen back into hopelessness. Nina had feared she was going to lose him despite her best efforts.


“People die because they lose the will to live,” she would later say. “Steven was at that crossroads.”


The whoosh… whoosh… whoosh was now joined by the sound of Nina pulling the privacy curtain closed after setting down the stool. She summoned Steven’s wife, Patti Ann McDonald, who was twenty-three and had gone from three to seven months pregnant since the shooting. Nina was thirty-four and figured from her own experience as an expectant mother that the baby’s movements would have become pronounced enough for her plan to rescue Steven from despair.


“Lift your blouse and put your belly to Steven’s face,” Nina would remember telling her.


Patti Ann got on the stool and leaned over. Her face appeared above Steven, just as in a vision that had come to him moments after the shooting, when he was bleeding and losing consciousness, silently pleading to God not to let him die.


Only now her face was eclipsed by the swell of her tummy. It was warm, tautly soft against his cheek. And then…


Yes.


He could feel it. All the more vivid in the absence of any other sensations.


“That’s your baby,” Nina told him.


Steven mouthed a reply.


“My baby.”


He kissed Patti Ann’s tummy.


“Look what you do!” Nina teased.


The eclipsing tummy pulled away, but the feel of the movement against his face stayed with Steven as Patti Ann stepped off the stool.


“Steven needed to know that was a life that grew in his wife’s womb,” Nina would recall. “That was God’s will that we give life, and he needed to feel that life. That’s what gave Steven hope.”


She would conclude, “That baby saved his life before that baby was even born.”


Had Steven died, he would have added one more to the 1,598 total of murders in New York that year. That was up from 1,392 the year before and on the way past 2,000 in New York’s seemingly inexorable unraveling into Fear City.


But a cop who had been gunned down by a teen who embodied pathologies generated by social inequities in Harlem survived with the help of this nurse who embodied the same neighborhood’s great strengths. And the stirring against his cheek set in motion thoughts and emotions that churned in him along with Nina’s wisdom and Patti Ann’s love and a magical priest’s prayer as well as his own essential decency distilled from family tradition. The startling result would become known to the whole city at the baby’s christening.


At that hospital chapel baptism eight months after the shooting and before he had fully regained the ability to speak, Steven would make a remarkable declaration that reminded New York how good the city could be even when things seemed to be at their worst. He would remain a reminder to his fellow cops of what was best in them even as some of their number became dispirited, a few also turning brutal or corrupt.


At the time of Steven’s declaration, a young Transit Police sergeant named Jack Maple was riding through New York’s underground in pink high-top sneakers with a squad of decoy cops, developing strategies that would eventually transform the city. The underlying principle arose in part from the officially unsolved murder of Jack’s deaf-mute grandmother and the subsequent demise of his deaf-mute grandfather in the decade before he was born. What he viewed as the NYPD’s failure to aggressively investigate the deaths added to his determination from his first days as a “cave cop” to treat every crime as if the victim were a member of his family.


The result was a subterranean success so remarkable that when former chief of the Transit Police William Bratton became head of the NYPD in 1994, he elevated Jack in one unprecedented jump to deputy police commissioner. Jack would compare it to a Coast Guard ensign suddenly becoming a Navy admiral.


Jack traded in his pink high-tops and emerged from the subway to become an instantly recognizable NYPD icon in two-tone spectator shoes, bow tie, and homburg hat. He wore a straight tie only one day a year.


“You’re dressing normal today,” a chief at headquarters remarked.


“It’s Halloween,” Jack replied.


Steven McDonald also became an NYPD icon, a noble figure in a mechanized wheelchair outfitted with a ventilator. He’d served the public as a reminder of the risks cops take every day. The cops already knew that all too well. His power for them was as a reminder that they really could be the Finest, no matter how bad it got.


“He was a shining example of what every police officer should be,” his driver, dear friend, and fellow cop Jon Williams noted. “He did more in that chair than able-bodied police officers could do for the police department.”


As Steven sat in dress blues at department dedications and funerals, he was unable to raise his hand to salute. But his very presence was a salute to everything worth honoring.


Inspired by the spirit of one icon and guided by the smarts of another, the cops of the NYPD who truly deserved to be called the Finest brought the annual murder count down to 290 in 2017, the lowest per-capita rate in more than seventy years.


That was twenty-five fewer homicides than in 1948, the year the movie The Naked City was released. The documentary-style film depicted a fictional investigation into the killing of a young model. It is best known for its final line: “There are eight million stories in the naked city. This has been one of them.”


In fact, the actual story count far exceeds the number of New Yorkers, which is now up to 8.4 million. There are hundreds of tales involving just Steven and Jack.


And many thousands more about the finest of the Finest.


These are just a few of them.
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CHAPTER 1



Steven liked nothing more than to go dancing with his younger sister Clare. They would proceed from club to club until the four a.m. closing time. Or, they would just go to Butters Bar near their home in the suburban Long Island town of Rockville Centre. They had stocked the jukebox with their favorite 45s, and he would seem to become the music itself as he danced, danced, danced.


Any number of young women had been in a tizzy over six-foot-two, gleamingly handsome Steven McDonald. But his interest had immediately narrowed to exactly one when he met Patti Ann Norris at Butters in the spring of 1983. She was pretty and fun and entirely genuine.


Patti Ann was the second of six kids in an Irish Catholic family in the nearby town of Malverne. Her father was an English teacher at the local high school, her mother a homemaker from Boston. Patti Ann worked at Macy’s and studied at the Fashion Institute of Technology in Manhattan. Meeting Steven seemed like another step in living life as it should be lived.


Steven was also from an Irish Catholic family, the third of eight kids, and the first boy. He had served as a Navy corpsman and had returned to civilian life to become the supervisor of housekeeping at a Philadelphia hospital, commuting home on weekends. He took a similar job at Mount Sinai Hospital in New York as he and Patti Ann began dating. They had been seeing each other for a year and she had already decided he was “the one” when he first mentioned that he was thinking of becoming a cop.


“By the way, I got a phone call today,” he told her. “I’m going to be starting the police academy in a month.”


Patti Ann would have been happy if Steven had just pursued a career in hospital housekeeping while she worked in the art department at Parents magazine. But Steven was the son and grandson of cops. The tradition stirred him as if it were a kind of melody that carried you from what had been to what should be, making fate more than just happenstance, turning an occupation into a calling.


Steven had grown up hearing tales of his maternal grandfather, James “Smiling Jim” Conway, who had been gassed as a teenage soldier with the Fighting 69th in World War I and then served five years with the Navy before joining the NYPD. Smiling Jim was ninety minutes into a midnight tour in the Bronx on November 12, 1936, when he came upon two gunmen who had just robbed Galvin’s Beer Garden on Beach Avenue.


Steven listened to how Smiling Jim had been shot in the chest and then lay sprawled on his back as one of the gunmen stood over him to finish him off. The bullet had struck the pavement beside Smiling Jim’s head, and he managed to get up on one knee and fire after the fleeing thieves. He had been reloading and spitting blood when a fellow cop arrived on the scene in a patrol car.


“You do the driving, I’ll do the shooting,” Smiling Jim had famously said.


Smiling Jim had kept firing as they gave chase, causing the getaway vehicle to crash. Only after the gunmen were in custody had Smiling Jim consented to being taken to Fordham Hospital. He had managed to offer a smile in keeping with his nickname when his wife arrived by subway along with their two young daughters, Anita and Catherine. He recovered and went on to be promoted to first-grade detective after capturing the murderer of an eight-year-old boy who was found sexually assaulted and strangled in an abandoned amusement park in the Bronx.


Smiling Jim’s younger daughter, Anita, had been just six when her father was shot and had never forgotten that early lesson in the dangers a cop faces. She had nonetheless married Police Officer David McDonald, the son of a Sanitation Department hostler whose wagon was drawn by a horse named after Tony the Wonder Horse ridden by cowboy movie star Tom Mix. Anita had repeated the same bedtime prayer each time her husband returned safe from another tour: “Thank you, God, for keeping us together another day.”


By chance, David McDonald had been standing by the entrance to Manhattan criminal court June 8, 1957, when gunfire erupted inside. A homicide suspect was attempting to flee, and detectives shot him seven times as he reached the bottom of the steps from the second floor to the lobby. David learned that the would-be escapee was Fred Hartjen, one of the two gunmen who had shot Smiling Jim. Hartjen had served twenty years and been freed only to be arrested soon after for murder.


David McDonald had subsequently made sergeant, but he had eight kids at home, and even with the accompanying salary boost he had to work a second job as a manager at Leonard’s of Great Neck, a Long Island catering hall. He was too seldom home, and that intensified Steven’s memories of such rare moments as standing with his father at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade when he was a youngster. Steven would remember literally looking up to the figure in the uniform with sergeant’s stripes and a gold shield on the chest, by every important gauge bigger in his eyes than the outsized balloons that passed.


Steven’s father had retired in February 1975, still certain that becoming a cop was the best possible thing he could have done in life.


“Was it a good job?” a police academy classmate who had also retired asked David.


“It was the only job,” David replied.


But some of the younger cops still on the only job in 1975 were about to learn that it could be taken away like any other.


The banks had long been encouraging and assisting the city’s borrowing of billions as it struggled with the burden of more than 1 million people on welfare and the exodus of more than five hundred thousand manufacturing jobs. The banks now decided that the city was a bad credit risk. Bankruptcy threatened and mass layoffs were looming in June of that year, when the police union, the Patrolmen’s Benevolent Association (PBA), sought to emphasize the need for cops by distributing a pamphlet at the airports.


“Welcome to Fear City: A Survival Guide for Visitors to the City of New York” read the words below a drawing of a black-hooded skull on the cover.


The city had never before laid off cops, and it seemed generally inconceivable to the NYPD rank and file that it would actually happen. Then came the morning of July 1, when the teletypes in all the precincts began chattering on and on and on with the five thousand names of cops who had as of that moment suddenly ceased to be cops.


Those who were laid off had particular trouble getting new jobs because employers knew they would rush back to the NYPD if they were rehired. White House chief of staff Donald Rumsfeld, in the meantime, urged President Gerald Ford to deny New York emergency assistance.


FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD read the October 29, 1975, headline in the New York Daily News.


The Emergency Financial Control Board of bankers, business leaders, and local officials managed to avert bankruptcy, and the cops were gradually hired back over the next three years. But many were soured with a sense of betrayal. How could you be expected to lay your life on the line at one moment and be laid off at another?


But tradition retained its pull on Steven. His mother’s nightly prayer had seemed to be answered when his father safely retired, and now she would be repeating it for her oldest son.


On July 20, 1984, Steven became the latest of his clan to take the oath as an officer of the NYPD. He was one of 1,856 recruits in his academy class, and they had to attend in two shifts, as the facility on East 26th Street could only handle a maximum of one thousand at a time. All recruits were required to fill out registration cards asking questions designed to give the instructors a quick profile of them. Steven reported that his favorite book was Trinity by Leon Uris, his favorite play was Philadelphia, Here I Come!, and his favorite movies were The Quiet Man and A Christmas Carol. He was little different from many if not most of his fellow recruits when he wrote that he had joined the NYPD because “Traditionally, policemen have been in a position to help people in many ways, for many reasons, which has led to a high profile. It is a job where I can make a mark and a difference in society. A job I will be proud to be connected with.”


While he was in the academy, Steven went out to the movies with Patti Ann and saw The Razor’s Edge, a 1984 adaptation of a W. Somerset Maugham novel in which a man who has suffered the traumas of war embarks along “the razor’s edge” to transcendental meaning. He finds himself, but loses his great love.


The Bill Murray character on screen had just called off his wedding when Steven turned to Patti Ann.


“You know what? Let’s get married,” he said.


He subsequently went to Patti Ann’s mother and father to ask for their blessing and then presented her with a ring. Her parents attended the police academy graduation the following month and met Steven’s family for the first time.


During the five and a half months in the academy 101 recruits had either been asked to leave or had simply dropped out. The remaining 1,755 graduated at Madison Square Garden on December 19, 1984. Police Commissioner Benjamin Ward told the graduates that he hoped they had broken in their new shoes, because most of them would be going on foot patrol. Mayor Ed Koch also spoke.


“We see the best in ourselves when we see you,” he said.


When cops are either promoted or leave the department, they turn in their shield at headquarters, where it remains until it passes on to somebody else. Steven had requested the one his father wore before making sergeant, and it had been available. Shield number 15231 was shining on his chest as he joined the other graduates in the traditional conclusion of the ceremony. They threw their white gloves ceilingward, looking to him like a huge flock of white doves that then fluttered down as he began his chosen life as a cop.


The rookies started out in Neighborhood Stabilization Units (NSUs), which were fielded as an added, high-visibility police presence. Each rookie was assigned an experienced training officer. Steven had the good fortune not to get one of the cops who remained bitter over the layoffs of nine years before. Detective Bobby Reid was uncommonly smart and had proven as a Marine in Vietnam that he could stay unwaveringly true to his immediate mission even in a monumentally discouraging situation. He took as much pride in wearing the uniform of the NYPD as he had that of the USMC.


Under Reid’s tutelage, Steven hit the streets with an NSU that ranged through several precincts in Lower Manhattan and saw a bit of everything. Steven’s first arrest was a young man who had been caught using a forged credit card by the private security at a discount electronics store. Steven was processing his seemingly contrite and cooperative prisoner at the Sixth Precinct station house when he discovered that the evidence had disappeared from the table where he had left it. Reid noted that Steven had handcuffed the prisoner to a nearby chair. Reid had a word with the prisoner, who owned up to having stashed the card under a tear in the cover of one of the chair’s arms. Reid explained that the lesson for Steven was to never trust anybody.


For a time, his NSU was detailed to the area surrounding Union Square Park. They were told to pay particular attention to the vicinity of the various dance clubs. And while in earlier days Steven had danced with Clare and her friends at Butters, he was now posted alone at the upper edge of Union Square, across Broadway from the Underground, a disco that occupied a full block. The entrance would be the scene of at least seven murders in the years to come.


On this night, partiers were going in and out of the Underground when suddenly Steven heard a call over his radio of a fellow cop in need of assistance.


“Ten-thirteen! Ten-thirteen!”


The cop was pursuing a suspect across a series of rooftops in Steven’s direction. Steven radioed that he was joining the chase, but a squad car pulled up and an NSU sergeant in the passenger seat ordered him to remain where he was in case the suspect came that way. The squad car continued down the street, where other cops were hurrying into buildings and on up to the roofs.


Steven stayed put as ordered and saw a man saunter from a doorway and light a cigarette. The man was a close enough match to the description on the radio that Steven went over to question him. The man immediately protested that he was being singled out because he was Black.


Steven politely asked the man to hold on for a moment and radioed for a repeat of the description. The response generally fit the man before him, but did not include one detail. Steven asked the dispatcher what kind of shoes the suspect was wearing.


“White sneakers” came as a response as audible to the man as to Steven.


Steven grabbed the man by the arm just as he sought to dash away in his white sneakers. Steven held on and he was now the one radioing “Ten-thirteen! Ten-thirteen!” Steven ended up down on the sidewalk with the man, who then tried to grab his gun. Steven would later say that he felt as if he were in some kind of slow-motion dream that ended when his fellow cops arrived.


On learning that the man had just stolen $8,000 in jewelry, Steven was thrilled to have made his first big-time collar. Reid then tutored him on another nuance of being a cop: You give the collar to the guy who was first in pursuit.


The excitement left Steven wanting to work where there was the most action. He sought to be posted to the busier parts of Brooklyn or the Bronx, where he could become a cop in the way of Smiling Jim. He was instead sent to a low-crime command where rookies were not normally assigned.


For all its fame, Central Park was a dumping ground for a particular kind of troublesome cop in the NYPD. Cops who were boss fighters or rule breakers were liable to be punished by being consigned to the very sort of high-crime commands where Steven had hoped to go. Cops in Manhattan who simply had difficulty getting along with the citizenry were liable to be sent to Central Park, where there was less interaction with people than in the surrounding densely populated areas. The idea was they would cause less trouble patrolling among the squirrels, estimated to number more than two thousand.


Then, during the same summer Steven graduated from the academy, a drug dealer at the edge of the park approached a uniformed figure whose hat visor had leaf-shaped gold embellishments. The dealer, who may have been sampling his own merchandise, apparently mistook the man for an airplane pilot and offered to sell him an illegal substance to really fly. The man proved to be Chief Robert Johnston, the highest-ranking uniformed member of the NYPD.


Johnston took this as a personal affront and ordered an immediate boost in the number of cops in the park. That included rookies who had been assigned to deter the drug dealers in much smaller Union Square Park. Steven now began doing much the same in Central Park even as he delighted in watching people jog and cycle and play softball and just stroll.


“The oasis in the city,” he called Central Park.















CHAPTER 2



The best dancing of Steven’s life was at his wedding on November 9, 1985. He and Patti Ann posed for a photo in a tableau as if in a scene from The Quiet Man. He hung a framed poster from The Razor’s Edge on the wall of their apartment in Malverne, the Long Island town where Patti had been raised. They both loved the city and joined the waiting list for an apartment in Stuyvesant Town, one of the few remaining places in Manhattan below Harlem where a cop could afford to live. Their shared fantasy was to spend their days off wandering the streets and enjoying everything the city had to offer before they were ready to have kids. He wanted eight. She thought maybe four.


On Thanksgiving, Steven was on foot patrol in the park, wearing his father’s shield along with a uniform just like the one his father had worn so grandly amid the crowds and the giant balloons of the parade. Now, as when Steven was a youngster, the arrival of Santa Claus marked the culmination of the procession, and the paradegoers scattered, heading off for turkey dinners. Steven remained on duty and walked in solitude, save for figures who slept on the benches. He would remember saying a prayer for those with no home. He went off duty in time for the first Thanksgiving dinner with his wife.


Along with the rookies, the Central Park Precinct had a new Street Narcotics Enforcement Unit (SNEU). The sergeant in charge was Jimmy Secreto, who had lived on his own since he was sixteen, after the premature death of his mother was followed by the premature death of his father.


Secreto would recall having numerous positive as well as negative experiences with the police while growing up in a Brooklyn housing project. The cops would take him and other kids bowling regularly and sometimes to play pool and to go fishing. But there was also a day when Secreto came out of a barbershop to see a group of other kids forcibly take a bicycle from a boy. Secreto chased after them and came upon a radio car parked outside a McDonald’s. A cop was sitting in the passenger seat, reading a newspaper.


“Officer, those guys right there just took that bike!” Secreto would recall saying.


“They just left my jurisdiction,” the cop said. “There’s nothing I can do.”


This encounter with a lousy cop roused in Secreto an ambition to become a good one. He also possessed an unwavering moral compass that guided him as he essentially raised himself amid the chaos of the Albany Houses.


“I’m going to become a cop and do the right thing,” he would recall telling himself.


But the city had not yet begun hiring new cops following the layoffs. Secreto worked for a time as a conductor in the subway.


“It wasn’t bad, but it was not a job you could be proud of,” he would recall, then adding: “I always wanted to be a cop and make a difference.”


The city finally gave a police test in June 1979. Secreto took it and did so well that he was sworn in five months later as a member of the first academy class in four years. His training officer was one of the cops who had been rehired after being laid off.


“Even though they were experienced, they were very bitter,” Secreto later said.


Secreto was nonetheless able to pursue his goal of making a difference when he heard a gunshot and moments later saw a man climb into a double-parked car. Secreto stopped the car just as a report of a person shot came over the radio. Secreto recovered the gun and arrested the man.


“If you lock up somebody who shot somebody, you’re helping people, and you’re helping the guy he would shoot tomorrow if you didn’t catch him,” Secreto later reasoned.


As he was subsequently assigned to a series of precincts in upper Manhattan, Secreto encountered many cops who likely had started out just like him but had since become too much like that one who had sat in a radio car, reading a newspaper.


“I think when you come on, you’re excited, you’re ready to go,” Secreto would later say. “And then when you get to the precinct, cops say, ‘This is the real world. That academy is bullshit. This is the real thing here. You get involved, you get in trouble.’”


Secreto would sum it up as “Kind of like just do enough to get by. That was the attitude.”


Secreto saw that one cop who split his pants had repaired them with a stapler. Another cop had used electrical tape to hold his shoes together when they began to fall apart.


“Apathy,” Secreto later said. “An attitude I guess there was back then.”


In the 34th Precinct in Washington Heights, Secreto encountered what he remembers as “Guys, they didn’t want to be there, had no compassion or empathy for the people.”


He went to the 25th Precinct in East Harlem. He recalls, “You had a lot of lazy guys. They didn’t want to make arrests.”


He was in a radio car with an experienced cop at the wheel when a citizen stepped into the street, waving to them and calling out, “Officer! Officer!” The experienced cop pressed his foot on the accelerator.


“Hey, that guy’s waving us down,” Secreto said.


“It’s alright. He’ll call 911,” the experienced cop said.


Secreto remained one of the true good guys as he made sergeant and ran the SNEU unit in East Harlem. He was then transferred to Central Park, which had gained sudden priority after the “airline pilot” incident with Chief Johnston. But the dumping ground was still a dumping ground as Secreto sought to put together a SNEU team there.


“Central Park, a lot of guys didn’t make arrests,” Secreto would recall.


He noted that the rookie Steven McDonald had made a minor collar—the primary significance being the willingness to make it.


“He made an arrest, so he came on my radar as a collar guy,” Secreto later said.


Secreto approached Steven.


“Are you interested?” Secreto asked.


“Sure,” Steven said.


The SNEU documented more than one hundred dealers in the park whom the unit arrested again and again. The dealers of the new drug called crack favored the Harlem end, sometimes selling “beat” stuff that was in fact ground-up pretzels. The hallucinogenic and THC dealers tended toward the middle area on the west side and Strawberry Fields, which was dedicated to the memory of John Lennon, who had been shot to death just across from the park in 1980.


Steven was posted for a time at the southwest corner of the park adjoining Columbus Circle, where dealers offered a little bit of everything. His presence caused them to move away, but they simply resumed on the other side of the circle, thereby crossing the boundary between the Central Park Precinct and Midtown North.


Steven was technically not supposed to venture outside his precinct. But he was finally unable to resist starting toward them. They moved away. He kept on, figuring he would check their IDs. He was interrupted when a young woman came up to him and said a man had just stolen her gold chain. She pointed to a nearby restaurant, where she said the thief had fled.


Steven entered and saw a man in the far corner trying to hide behind a menu. The young woman came in and cried out, “That’s him!”


Steven went over and quietly asked the man to stand up. The man suddenly leapt to his feet, and Steven only then realized how big he was. Steven again found himself grappling with somebody, only not on a dark street but in a crowded restaurant, banging into tables and chairs, sending plates and glasses and cutlery to the floor.


Steven shouted for somebody to call the police. The man grabbed a knife, and the struggle turned desperate. Steven wondered why none of the people sought to assist him.


“Nobody helped me,” Steven later told his younger brother Thomas. “Nobody helped me. I’m fighting with a guy trying to cut me.”


Other cops came running in and helped Steven cuff the man. The customers and staff who had done nothing now gave him a standing ovation.


The arrest had been made in Midtown North, so Steven went with his prisoner to that station house, where a supervisor grumbled that the rookie had been poaching. The man was allowed to make a phone call and held out the receiver to Steven with the same hand that had brandished the knife. The man’s mother was on the line crying and said her son was really a good boy and had a wife and kids of his own and had not been able to find a job.


The man was now also crying. Steven promised to stay with him through the whole booking and arraignment process. Steven’s father had a decidedly different attitude when he heard about the collar.


“You should have shot him,” David McDonald said. “What are you doing? Seriously, the guy’s got a knife, and you’re rolling around.”


Steven continued to be a collar guy as well as a guy who showed initiative and reported for duty on time in proper uniform. He also was a married guy. And all that made him a good candidate to fill a vacancy in the precinct anti-crime unit, which had more regular hours than SNEU.


Anti-crime units work in plainclothes, surveilling suspects before they strike. The idea is to catch them in the act or immediately afterward.


To that end, Steven took it upon himself to begin reading the “61s,” the reports filed for each crime complaint in the precinct. He studied the nature of the particular incidents, along with the time and location and the description of the perpetrators and whether they were armed. He looked for patterns and discerned one for bike thefts by males in their early teens.


On the afternoon of May 2, Steven and his fellow anti-crime cops followed a group of teens and watched them surround a kid on a bicycle. One of the teens reached in his jacket and produced what Steven realized was a black handgun.


“I couldn’t believe it,” Steven later said.


The cops jumped out, announcing themselves and commanding the teens not to move. Five of them obeyed. Two bolted, including the one with the gun. Steven and another cop gave chase, but the one with the gun managed to ditch it before they caught up to him. Steven later said that the encounter should have taught him a lesson.


“The lesson didn’t take,” Steven would note.


What stayed with Steven was what he saw later that night when he visited one of the teens at home. Suspects under sixteen were treated as juveniles and generally released to their parents’ custody, unless they had a significant criminal history or had seriously hurt someone. The parents of one of the teens had already collected him when Steven discovered that they had not received some necessary paperwork. Steven decided to hand-deliver it to the teen’s East Harlem apartment at the end of his tour.


As midnight neared, Steven went down a dark, fetid hallway on East 103rd Street. He knocked, and the apartment door opened to reveal a chaotic scene where the teen and four younger siblings were still awake. The parents did not speak English and gazed at Steven without expression as one of the kids translated his offer to help the teen. Maybe Steven could arrange for the teen to do volunteer work in Central Park? Or maybe sign him up with a basketball league? Or maybe just talk with the teen about what he might want to do with his life and how he might accomplish it? The teen could call him any time.


After Steven stepped back into the hallway and the door closed, he heard people inside the apartment laughing. He was undeterred in his sympathy and his impulse to help. He telephoned Patti Ann and recounted what he had seen and told her how incredibly lucky he and she were to have so much. She looked around their home, which looked like exactly what it was: a sparsely furnished one-bedroom apartment in Malverne.


“Okay…” she said.


He then told her that he gave the kid their home phone number.


“Are you crazy?” she asked.


No call came, and Patti Ann had other concerns after a visit to the doctor a few days later confirmed she was pregnant.















CHAPTER 3



Patti and Steven had not planned to have a family so quickly, but if she was overwhelmed by the sudden prospect, he seemed only delighted. He reassured her that they were in it together.


Steven continued to work anti-crime, but even with the unit’s more family-friendly schedule, he too often arrived home after Patti Ann had gone to bed and too often awakened after she had left for work. He was watching the TV show American Bandstand on the morning of June 13 when he saw Belinda Carlisle perform “Mad About You.” Patti Ann was out, and he wrote down some of the lyrics and left them on the kitchen table for her to see when she returned: “Mad about you… Lost in your eyes…”


The anti-crime team was going to a Mets game on the night of July 11, a Friday. Steven was scheduled to work the following day, and Patti Ann figured she was not going to see much of him until Sunday. She decided she would visit her sister, Julie, who was living in Yardley, Pennsylvania.


The Mets won 15–0, thanks to a pair of homers hit by Gary Carter, one a grand slam, both coming when their sergeant, Peter King, was at a concession stand. The other two cops in the unit had put in to take the next day off. Steven initially thought he might join them and call in sick when he awoke the next morning feeling under the weather.


He arranged to go with his fifteen-year-old brother, Thomas, to see the movie Club Paradise, a comedy in which Robin Williams plays a firefighter who retires on disability and opens a Caribbean resort. But Steven then had second thoughts. He had been doing very well in the department, making anti-crime and working in plainclothes after less than two years. He figured one way he could continue to distinguish himself would be to keep a perfect attendance record while others were quick to “bang out,” or take a sick day.


When he spoke to Patti Ann on the phone, she urged him just to go ahead and stay home if he was not feeling well. He told her he was going in to work.


“I love you,” he told her.


“I love you,” she said.


He gave himself a pass on making the bed and washing the dishes, reasoning that he could do the chores when he got home, before she returned.


A light rain was falling, so Steven decided to take the car, an Oldsmobile Firenza, rather than the Long Island Rail Road and the subway. He put on the radio, and the Belinda Carlisle song “Mad About You” came on. He sang along, as if to Patti Ann.


The tune stayed with Steven as he parked outside the Central Park station house. Secreto of SNEU was there, nearing the end of a day tour made uneventful by weather that had deterred many of the drug dealers and their customers. Steven told Secreto about King missing both homers at the game, and they shared a laugh.


King and Steven set out in a green unmarked car. King was the sergeant, so he was in the passenger seat and Steven was at the wheel. They cruised the roadway and the footpaths wide enough to accommodate the vehicle.


The lower park was quiet, and Steven turned uptown, soon cruising with the Metropolitan Museum of Art on one side and the Reservoir on the other. They were approaching the Conservatory Garden when they spotted three young teens standing just off the roadway.


The trio matched descriptions of bike thieves in the 61s that Steven had studied. He saw them go still at the sight of the unmarked car. He lip-read one of them uttering two syllables: “Dee tees.”


DTs was short for detectives, though the term applied to any plainclothes cops. Steven drove on a bit farther in what was just as obvious as a marked car to any criminal but spared anti-crime cops from being interrupted by everyday civilians with minor concerns. He turned into a driveway on the opposite side of the roadway. He continued up to a staff parking lot for Lasker Pool, deserted now because of the weather.


They stepped from the car, and King strode back down to the roadway. Steven began to circle around on a footpath that led into the trees. He figured he had a greater distance to cover and quickened his pace so they would both be in position to catch the teens in the act.


When he came to a clearing, Steven suddenly saw the teens. They had crossed the roadway and sought cover. They stood with their backs to him and were peering out at the roadway, likely to see if the DTs had doubled back in the car.


Steven was wearing his shield on a chain on his neck and had pulled it from under his polo shirt so it was in plain view as he approached the three. He didn’t even think of taking out his revolver. He spoke in a low-key tone.


“Fellas, I’m a police officer. I’d like to talk to you.”


The three turned and stared silently at him.


“What are you doing around here?” Steven asked. “Where do you live?”


The boys remained silent. Steven called out to the sergeant.


“Sarge, I’ve got them!”


Steven saw what appeared to be a bulge under the pant cuff of one of the teens. He bent down to feel what it might be and registered a sudden movement at the periphery of his vision.


Steven was looking up and beginning to straighten when the oldest of the three teens pulled the trigger of a .22 caliber pistol he had drawn from his waistband. Steven went down. The teen stood over him, firing just as the gunman had with Smiling Jim a half century before.


Only the teen did not miss. Steven was left lying in the dirt, bleeding from wounds to the neck, eye, and arm as the teens fled.


After the shockingly loud gunshots, all physical sensation had been surreally eclipsed by a tingling, as if the bullets had become thousands of hot pins and needles. Steven felt himself slipping away as his mind conjured what might have been his very last conscious image.


“Patti Ann,” he would later report. “I saw Patti Ann.”


Steven’s face was covered with blood when Sergeant King came running up. King knew Steven was still alive only because his tongue was moving. The sergeant shouted into his radio.


“MOS shot! MOS shot!”


MOS stands for member of service.


Two young cops in uniform responded from the 23rd Precinct adjoining that end of the park. They drove up a wide footpath to the edge of the clearing and saw a plainclothes figure with a gold sergeant’s shield on a chain standing over a sprawled figure.


Police Officer Denis Robberstad tried to stanch the bleeding as he and Police Officer John McAllister carried Steven to their car. McAllister drove with the sergeant beside him in the front seat. Robberstad sat in the back, his hand pressed to the neck wound as his fingertips sought a pulse, feeling for even the faintest throb of the life they were desperate to save. He detected none.


When they arrived at Metropolitan Hospital in East Harlem, the trauma team went to work. A tube went down Steven’s throat, and a nurse began squeezing the Ambu bag attached to it. An IV line went into his uninjured arm. The bleeding was stemmed, and his wounds were examined. An X-ray was taken.


The doctors all but gave up hope when they saw the film. Steven’s spine was nearly severed at C2, the second of the seven cervical vertebrae, the one targeted by an executioner’s noose. Steven would not be able to breathe, much less move, on his own.


“The officer is not going to make it,” a doctor concluded aloud. “The officer is dying.”















CHAPTER 4



Minutes later, a shiny black Lincoln bristling with a remarkable number of antennas pulled up to the emergency entrance. An array of police and fire radios were crackling inside the car when the driver’s side door opened. Out stepped a tall, gaunt man known as the Night Mayor.


Detective Brian Mulheren responded to all major incidents as City Hall’s eyes and ears, deciding what warranted notifying the mayor. He proceeded into the emergency room and consulted with the doctors. He was told Officer McDonald was beyond saving.


Mulheren decided that there was nothing to lose and just maybe everything to gain by transporting Steven to what cops had long felt to be the premier hospital for trauma in New York and therefore the world.


“You might think he’s not going to make it, but we’re going to Bellevue,” Mulheren said.


One nurse kept squeezing the Ambu bag, and another held an IV bag as a half dozen paramedics and cops brought Steven out to a bus-turned-mobile trauma hospital that Mulheren arranged for the Emergency Medical Service to dispatch. Mulheren also had the NYPD highway unit clear the FDR Drive and close off the entrances, so there was no traffic.


On the way downtown, Steven briefly began to regain consciousness. He heard sirens and voices and saw blurred, unfamiliar figures hovering over him, shifting places. They were strangers, yet intimate in their tone as they told him to take it easy, that he was going to be fine and other things they no doubt would have said no matter what his actual condition. He felt the breathing tube down his throat. The rest of his body felt nothing other than that tingling.


Patti Ann was with her sister sixty-five miles away in Yardley, and the NYPD was arranging for her to be notified and escorted back. Steven’s parents and his brother Thomas were being brought in from Long Island. His mother had been home scrubbing the bathtub when they got the news that her son had been shot just as her father had nearly a half century before. She was keening in the old Irish way when the family boarded the police helicopter that swooped down to pick them up at a nearby ballfield, where Steven had often played as a boy.


“Steeeven!… Steeeeven!… Steeeeeven!”


The helipad in Manhattan was moments from the emergency entrance at Bellevue on East 28th Street, just off the FDR Drive. Steven’s parents and Thomas arrived just as the trauma bus rolled up and Steven was rushed inside. The doctors told them they could come into the trauma room for what would almost certainly be a final goodbye.


Thomas stepped up to the gurney where Steven lay, his head swollen, his skin brown from Betadine antiseptic wash, a ventilator attached to a breathing tube in his throat, a bandage above his right eye.


“Please don’t die, Steven,” Thomas said. “Please don’t die.”


Steven had regained consciousness, and he heard Thomas’s voice and saw his brother’s face materialize from the blur of strangers. Steven communicated the only way he could.


He winked.


And in that wink Thomas saw the surviving spark of the brother he idolized.


His sister Clare came in. She had been getting dressed to go out dancing when she got the phone call. She approached for what was supposed to be a final farewell, and Steven winked at her as he had with Thomas.


“He’s communicating with me!” Clare exclaimed. “I’m not saying goodbye to nobody.”


Patti Ann arrived at the hospital, having been brought there in a radio car relay by Pennsylvania state troopers, then New Jersey state troopers, then the NYPD. She passed through a crush of reporters and photographers and TV news crews outside the hospital and a multitude of cops inside. She was shown to a room and told a doctor would be there to speak with her, but she insisted on seeing Steven. She now gazed upon a figure that looked shockingly unlike the man she had married eight months before.


“When I saw Steven lying on the gurney in the emergency room of Bellevue Hospital, I knew our life would never be the same,” she would recall.


But when she met the gaze of his one unbandaged eye, she knew he was still exactly Steven. He, for his part, must have been too overwhelmed, too lost in her eyes just to wink. He continued to go in and out of consciousness.


“Don’t go under!” his father repeatedly called out as if from the sidelines of eternity.


Patti Ann was herself overwhelmed and returned that night to their apartment. She gazed around and realized that Steven had not tidied up as usual only because he assumed he would return before she did. She left the dirty dishes in the sink and fell exhausted into the unmade bed below the Razor’s Edge poster.


When Patti Ann came back to the hospital the next day, she encountered a doctor who matter-of-factly used a word that struck her like a physical blow.


“Paralyzed?” she asked. “What are you talking about?”


“Oh, didn’t they tell you?” the doctor replied.


Patti Ann continued on to the neurological intensive care unit on the seventh floor, where Steven had been moved. He had undergone a tracheostomy, in which a hole had been cut in the base of his throat and what is known as a cuff trach inserted down his windpipe. The end had an inflatable balloon that pressed against the walls of his airway, so the air from the ventilator did not escape from his mouth and nose rather than fill his lungs. The breathing tube that had been introduced through his mouth was now gone, but he still could not speak because the cuff pressed against his vocal cords and prevented air from passing over them. He was able to mouth four silent syllables.


“I’m paralyzed.”


She was as mute as he was. Anything she might have said was distilled to tears.


Steven’s family began to fill the small room and the press was around, and Patti Ann did not want to answer questions about Steven’s condition. She escaped briefly again to Long Island, managing to nap until the early afternoon. A Nassau County radio car then drove her to the city line, where she was met by an NYPD car driven by Police Officer Robert Dalia of Highway Unit 3.















CHAPTER 5



In 1966, Robert Dalia had joined the NYPD as an eighteen-year-old trainee, one way a working-class kid could receive the equivalent of a college draft deferment. He had nonetheless received an induction notice from his draft board, complete with a subway token taped to the letter to ensure he could travel to the induction center on Whitehall Street in Manhattan. The NYPD promised to take care of it, first making sure he had not used the token. Any recruit who did so had to go buy a new token and affix it to the letter before being sworn in to the NYPD instead of the military.


After a stint as a trainee working the switchboard at the 23rd Precinct in East Harlem, Dalia became a full-fledged officer in 1968 and worked as a patrol cop in the 20th Precinct on the Upper West Side. That neighborhood would later become a realm of multimillion-dollar residences, but back then it was a domain of drug dealers and robbers known as “the wild west.” The movie The Panic in Needle Park was set there, and Dalia had watched it being filmed.


Dalia was awarded the NYPD Medal of Valor for his actions when responding to a report of a robbery in progress at the Red Carpet Lounge on West 85th Street on the night of October 16, 1971. Four gunmen had gone into the bar intending to rip off a drug deal involving a kilo of heroin, only to find that the transaction had been completed two hours before. They emerged with a fully automatic military carbine, two sawed-off shotguns, and three handguns, and met the arriving cops with a fusillade. Rookie Police Officer Gary Hunt was shot six times—in the legs, hip, and abdomen—as he stepped from his radio car. His partner pulled him into the patrol car and sped downtown toward the hospital, radioing “My partner’s shot! Eighty-fifth and Columbus.”


Dalia and his partner arrived just as three of the robbers were scrambling straight toward them in an attempt to escape into Central Park. The robber with the carbine raked the radio car. Dalia’s partner threw himself across the front. Dalia rolled out of the passenger-side door and sought cover at the back. He returned fire with his revolver and saw the robber with the carbine jump in the air.


“I shot that guy!” Dalia called to his partner.


The robbers retreated into a building, shooting off the lock to the front door. Dalia and his partner followed, positioning themselves on either side of the entryway. Dalia was reloading as he leaned out to peer inside. A shotgun blast punched a big hole in the door, just missing his head.


A blood trail inside stopped at the elevator. The cops continued up and soon had two robbers in custody. The third, the one with the carbine, had hidden atop a shanty on the roof. There was a sudden exchange of gunfire between him and one of the other cops, Police Officer Ralph Minetta.


The third robber rolled off the shanty, and Dalia joined Minetta in cuffing him.


“Ralph, did you shoot him?” Dalia asked. “Because I think I shot him down on the ground.”


“Yeah, I think I shot him,” Minetta said. “He dropped a gun.”


Dalia searched the prisoner and found a shield case and what would prove to be a security guard badge.


“Oh, you’re a cop?” Dalia asked. “You’re a fucking cop, motherfucker.”


Dalia then said to Minetta, “Ralph, come on, we’re going to throw him over.”


“No, you can’t do that!” Minetta said.


Rather than toss the prisoner from the roof, the cops walked him down the stairs. An inspector decided that Minetta must have been the cop who shot the carbine-wielding gunman.


“I shot him, too, inspector,” Dalia reported.


“No, you didn’t, kid,” the inspector said. “You thought you did. You didn’t.”


“Okay,” Dalia said.


The wounded robber with the carbine gave his name at Roosevelt Hospital as Roy Williams. His fingerprints proved he was in fact H. Rap Brown, the Black militant who had famously declared that violence is as American as cherry pie. Dalia was in the squad room when detectives subsequently put Brown’s clothes on a hanger and took photos. The idea was that when the time came, Dalia and the other cops would be able to testify accurately as to what Brown had been wearing.


“All of a sudden, there’s a bullet, falls out of his jacket,” Dalia would recall. “Holy shit, what’s this?”


The only explanation was that the bullet had passed through Brown and been caught in his clothing. Ballistics proved that the bullet had come from Dalia’s Smith & Wesson revolver, not Minetta’s Colt. Minetta nonetheless got the full credit.


Dalia hoped for an opportunity to set things straight when he was called to testify at Brown’s trial. He was on the stand for eight hours, and at one point defense attorney William Kunstler held up the carbine.


“Did you see my client with this?” he asked.


“Yes, I did,” Dalia replied. “And I was shooting at him.”


Kunstler inquired if Dalia got blood on his shirt while arresting Brown.


“Mr. Kunstler, you have to subpoena my mother,” Dalia said. “Because my mother washed that shirt. She would know.”


The jury found Brown and his three codefendants guilty of armed robbery, but not of attempted murder.


“Because they didn’t know if he was trying to wound us or kill us; that was a jury in 1973,” Dalia would recall. “That was basically an all-white jury, too.”


An NYPD effort to push crime from the Upper West Side continued, and Dalia went with it, transferring to the 23rd Precinct in East Harlem. Violence remained as New York as bagels.


New York City had in effect told itself to drop dead, surviving the fiscal crisis only to become a killing ground with some two thousand homicides a year. Safety from being murdered or raped or robbed remained a prevailing concern in New York in 1982, as evidenced by a meeting between the 96th Street Block Association and an emissary from the 23rd Precinct. The police had expected a handful of citizens to attend. More than four hundred crowded in to hear what the NYPD was doing about crime in their neighborhood.


“As long as there are haves and have nots, we’re never going to deter crime,” said the emissary, Police Officer Charles Bonaventura. “We’re just going to push it from one area to another area.”


At the time, the 23rd Precinct had reduced prostitution on 86th Street by convincing the women to troll along the south side, which was then in the next precinct. Robberies had topped more than 1,800 a year in the 23rd Precinct and more than 83,000 citywide. The municipal budget had improved to where the department was able to pay overtime for cops to walk anti-robbery footposts in certain “target areas.” The NYPD announced that this resulted in robberies being down 2 percent, but cautioned against expectations that the NYPD could significantly reduce crime.


“You can’t change the behavior of criminals,” NYPD Deputy Commissioner William Devine told the New York Times.


While robberies marginally declined in the target area at the downtown end of the 23rd Precinct, they spiked in the uptown end. Cops dismissed such strategies as “a Band-Aid on cancer,” “shoveling sand against the sea,” and “shoveling shit against the tide.” Dalia said it was all just “checkers.”


As in every precinct, a small number of cops in the 23rd made a great majority of the arrests. The others did only what was required, and their overall approach to policing was essentially why bother?


But, however pervasive that attitude might have been, however futile any effort might have seemed, there were still active cops such as Dalia. And being active meant they were making overtime.


A cop who was deemed to be earning too much was liable to be investigated. One in the 23rd Precinct had all his arrests in 1981 reviewed. The collars were all deemed “high quality,” but he was still transferred to administrative duties, which included working the switchboard, as Dalia had as a trainee.


The notion that cops were just looking to make “collars for dollars” led the district attorney’s office to be casual about demands on their time. Dalia had plans to go out after a four p.m. to midnight tour when his lieutenant informed him that a prosecutor had decreed that Dalia “must appear” in court first thing the next morning.


“Lieu, can we do anything here?” Dalia asked. “I’m going to be out all night.”


“No, ‘must appear.’ The DA says ‘must appear,’” the lieutenant replied.


Dalia had indeed been out all night when he arrived at the precinct at six a.m. the next day.


“Oh, the case is canceled,” he was told.


Dalia had reached his limit with being a street cop. He drove home and made a phone call to a union delegate who had offered to get him into Highway 3.















CHAPTER 6



After six months training with high-speed pursuits and motorcycles, Robert Dalia began patrolling in radio car 2972, wearing the distinct Highway uniform: “crushed” hat with the inside wire removed and an enlarged brim, riding breeches with a light blue stripe down the outside of the leg, leather jacket, and high leather boots. He investigated accidents and enforced traffic regulations and ran escorts for everybody from a visiting president to the twenty-three-year-old wife of a gravely wounded officer shot by a teenager in broad daylight in Central Park.


“Twenty-nine seventy-two, meet Nassau, Southern State, Exit 17, Malverne,” the dispatcher directed him.


Dalia had been raised at the border of Queens and Brooklyn. He had never even been east of the city line.


“What do I know about Long Island?” he later said. “Do I know what Malverne is?”


A Nassau County Highway Patrol car was waiting at the exit with Patti Ann.


“Come on, get in, we’re going to Bellevue,” Dalia said.


As Dalia proceeded toward Bellevue with Patti Ann sitting quietly in the back seat of his Highway car, one of the voices crackling over his radio reported that the mayor and the cardinal were at the hospital. Dalia hit the lights and siren.


Mayor Ed Koch had been out of town when Steven was shot, and it was not surprising that he had headed to Bellevue upon his return. But the cardinal’s presence was unusual. Patti Ann sat in the back seat, terrified that it meant Steven had died.


On reaching the hospital, Dalia swung around to the rear to avoid the press waiting out front. Patti Ann entered expecting the worst, but she was told that Steven’s condition was unchanged. Dalia followed as she was led into the family room to meet the mayor and the cardinal.


When Koch arrived a short time before, he had been struck by the remarkable steadiness of Steven’s parents and siblings in such dire circumstances. The Night Mayor, Brian Mulheren, had quietly told him that the McDonalds were very religious, emphasizing the very. Koch had decided to call Cardinal John O’Connor, as he never had when responding to forty-three line-of-duty cop deaths since first taking office in 1978. Koch began breaking down in tears as he sought to explain the situation.


“I’ll be right down,” O’Connor told him.


O’Connor was blocks away and there in minutes. Steven’s family was manifestly moved by his presence, thereby confirming Mulheren’s assessment. Patti Ann now came in. She would later recount the cardinal’s first questions to her.


“How long have you been married?”


“Eight months, Your Eminence.”


“How many months are you pregnant?”


She had told only her immediate family and her closest friends that she was expecting. But Steven had told his fellow cops at the Central Park Precinct, and one of them must have told a reporter. The entire city now knew, the cardinal included.


“Three.”


Dalia stood amazed by the whole scene.


“The mayor, the cardinal, the whole world is there,” Dalia later said. “I’m thinking, ‘What the fuck is this? It’s a cop. Shot.’”


More than one hundred cops had died in the line of duty during the eighteen years Dalia had been with the NYPD, and a shot cop had come to seem like an unavoidable fact of existence in New York City. He was coming to realize that this one was different. Here was a handsome young cop, the son and grandson of cops, newly married with a pregnant wife, now fighting for his life after being shot by a teenager on a summer afternoon in Central Park.


Dalia was motioned over by Sergeant Jimmy Johnson from Employee Relations, the unit attached to the police commissioner’s office that takes care of the family when a cop is hurt.


“Bobby, come here,” Johnson said. “What kind of car you got?”


“I got a marked car,” Dalia said.


“All right, I want you to go to Highway and get the sergeant’s unmarked car,” Johnson said.


“I can’t do that,” Dalia said.


“What do you mean you can’t do that?” Johnson asked.


Dalia would later say in recounting this moment, “You know what that is, right? That’s stealing the pope’s car.”


Dalia now told Johnson, “They will cut my balls off if I take that car.”


“Don’t worry about it,” Johnson assured him. “When you get there, that car will be gassed up, washed, and waiting for you.”


Dalia understood that his marked car heightened the chance that the press and others would spot and harass Patti Ann when she was already under so much stress. There was concern she might lose her baby as well as her husband.


“Where’s the guy shot?” Dalia asked.


“In the head,” Johnson replied.


He did not yet know that the more serious wound had in fact been in the neck.


“In the head?”


“In the head, three times.”


Dalia figured the cop would almost certainly die, so his assignment would last at least until the funeral. He made a quick calculation.


“So in my head, I’m saying, ‘I’ll do overtime for three days, drive her to the funeral. I’m going to make a fortune,’” Dalia would recall. “That’s how cynical I am.”


Dalia drove Patti Ann home that night. She sat in the back.


“Quiet, polite, nice, young, sniffling,” Dalia would recall. “I said, ‘You can call me any time. I can be there at the drop of a hat.’”


When Dalia arrived at Highway 3 the next morning, the sergeant’s car was waiting, gassed and freshly washed. A lieutenant on duty stood shaking his head.


“I don’t know about this,” the lieutenant said. “[The sergeant] is going to blow a shit fit when he finds out.”


“Listen, I only take orders from the police commissioner,” Dalia said. “You don’t want me to take the car, lieu, give me another car. It’s going to fall on you.”


At ten a.m., Dalia picked up Patti Ann with the unmarked car. She had told the cardinal the day before, “We’ll survive this,” but the doctors at Bellevue remained markedly less confident. The head of neurosurgery, Dr. Joseph Ransohoff, had been the medical consultant for the 1960s TV show Ben Casey and was supposedly a model for the gruff character. He lived up to his reputation as he examined Steven and concluded there was nothing to be done.


“He’d be better off dead,” Ransohoff is said to have remarked out of Steven’s earshot.















CHAPTER 7



Steven remained in need of continual care, which would mean unending work for any nurses assigned to him. And he was deemed likely to die anyway. His nurses would then become the ones who failed to save a handsome young cop with a pregnant wife who seemingly had all of New York praying for his survival.


“No nurses wanted to take care of him,” Nina Justiniano later said. “He was so high profile, so sick. The doctors were ready to give up on Steven. I guess [the nurses] figured they didn’t want to be the nurse that was there when that happened.”


But none of that stopped Nina and a fellow African American nurse named Jeanette Francis from volunteering. Nina in particular had made an effort to learn the workings of a ventilator. And they were not afraid of hard work. They were ready to demonstrate who was the real deal.


“We stepped up,” Nina later said.


Nina had read about the shooting in the newspapers and knew that the suspect was Black and from Harlem. She took a question to Steven’s mother:


“Steven got shot by a Black man, and his nurses are Black,” Nina would recall saying. “Do you have a problem with that?”


Nina would remember that Anita McDonald gazed straight into her eyes.


“The doctors have given up on my son,” the mother said, by Nina’s account. “I want my child. Do whatever you can do to save my child. You got to save him. You got the power to save my child.”


Nina looked straight back into Anita McDonald’s eyes and recognized a mother’s pain. Nina had lost a child of her own to crib death fifteen years before.


“It had nothing to do with her being white and me being Black,” Nina said. “It was mother to mother. We connected as mothers.”


Nina also discerned something rare.


“That woman did not have a racist bone in her body,” Nina later said.


Nina felt that destiny was at work when she learned that both she and Steven’s mother shared a birthday that very day.


“Mrs. McDonald was born the same day as me, July 19,” Nina would later say. “We laughed about it. We were sisters from another mother.”


Nina’s mother had been a vibrantly religious woman named Willie Dean Stevenson, so named because her father was convinced he was going to have a son that he had named her before birth. She had come to New York in early 1952 as part of the Great Migration from the South. She arrived with tales of the Rosewood massacre of 1923, when white mobs rampaged through the Black town in Florida of that name, burning their homes, shooting and lynching anybody who did not manage to escape into the surrounding swamps.


Nina was later told that her mother left Jacksonville because she was pregnant and the wealthy family she was working for as a domestic was pressing her to have an abortion. Nina was born in New York. Willie subsequently married Owen Ray Parish, a truck driver from North Carolina, whom Nina would consider her father.


Parish delivered loads of cotton to New York mattress factories. He was also an iceman and would trudge up and down staircases with a huge block on his shoulder, chipping off pieces with an ice pick. He too often ended the day at a bar.


Nina’s mother would tell her that the gospel said to honor thy father, even if he spent much of his time and money drinking and routinely returned drunk to four hungry children. He would roar laughing when he took out half of a torn $20 bill to show he still had some money.


“He would go to the bar, come home with that half a $20 bill,” Nina later said. “He thought it was funny. We were starving to death.”


Nina was still a youngster when she took it upon herself to attend Al-Anon meetings for the children of alcoholics. Her father’s drinking remained a fact of her life, along with the absence of heat and hot water in their apartment on the second floor of a tenement at 212 West 141st Street, across from St. Charles Borromeo Roman Catholic Church.


“We had to get dressed in the kitchen with the oven door open,” she would recall of winter days.


She would distinctly remember a sound from her childhood: “Listening to rats crawling in the wall…”


Part of the bathroom ceiling collapsed as the result of a water leak that continued to go unattended.


“The water was coming down so bad, if you wanted to go in the bathroom and sit on the toilet, you had to take an umbrella with you,” she later said.


In a heatless apartment in a decaying slum, Nina was still able to delight in such things as a discarded clothesline that served just fine for jumping rope. She would later cite a lesson from her upbringing: “Think about what you can do, not what you can’t do.”


She did not allow circumstances to define her. She prevailed despite them, with faith in the Almighty and faith in herself, with the Spirit and her own spirit. She knew where she wanted to live someday when she walked down blocks where there were rows of individual homes.


“It was my dream as a child to live in a brownstone,” she later said.


And Nina knew what she wanted to become when she attended the African American Day Parade. She watched a cohort of women in white uniforms march past with shoulders squared, heads up, eyes straight ahead, proud. They were from the Harlem Hospital School of Nursing, founded in 1923 by William Vassall of Brooklyn, who enlisted physicians and ministers and others to join him in the effort after his daughter, Lurline, was denied entry to Bellevue Hospital’s program because she was Black.


“Gorgeous angels,” Nina recalled of watching them parade by. “I wanted to be like them. I wanted to help people.”


One thing Nina definitely did not want to become was a cop like those who periodically beat people on her corner with nightsticks.


“They called it a ‘wood shampoo,’” she remembered. “They weren’t nice. They were an occupying army.”


She would add, “Mothers in Harlem tell their children the police are not their friend.”


The first Black police officer in the NYPD lived three blocks downtown from Nina, on West 138th Street. Samuel Battle had attempted to join in 1910 only to be turned away, but he had tried again the next year and succeeded. He became instrumental in stopping the first riot to erupt in Harlem, which was sparked in 1935 by a rumor that a white store manager had beaten a Black twelve-year-old suspected shoplifter to death in the basement Kresge five-and-dime on West 125th Street. The boy was sixteen and uninjured, as the police sought to make known by distributing flyers showing him standing with Samuel Battle in uniform. The Manhattan district attorney blamed communist agitators for the unrest, and Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia commissioned an investigation. The result was Negro in Harlem: A Report on Social and Economic Conditions Responsible for the Outbreak of March 19, 1935. It determined that the disturbance was in fact “spontaneous” and resulted from “injustices of discrimination in employment, the aggressions of the police, and the racial segregation.”


Little changed, and another riot erupted in 1943, after a police officer shot and wounded an unarmed Black soldier. The mistaken belief that the soldier had died led to violence, in which six people were killed.


Then there was the riot in 1964, when Nina was eleven. That erupted after an off-duty NYPD lieutenant shot and killed an unarmed Black fifteen-year-old named James Powell on the Upper East Side. Powell and some friends had been standing near their junior high school when a building super sprayed them with a water hose, reportedly saying, “Dirty n—rs, I’ll wash you clean.” Powell was among those who chased the super into his building. Nobody was harmed, and Powell was laughing when he returned to the street only to be shot and killed by Lieutenant Thomas Gilligan.


A group of cops subsequently found themselves being pelted with bottles and bricks not far from Nina’s home. The cops included Police Officer Phil Romano, who had been a rookie on his very first radio run six years before when he and his Black partner, Al Howard, responded to a stabbing at Blumstein’s Department Store on West 125th Street. A deranged woman had stabbed the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in the chest with a sharpened letter opener during a book signing. The ivory-handled weapon was protruding from King’s chest, and Romano was credited with saving King’s life when he reflexively stopped a panicked representative of the mayor’s office from pulling it out. A doctor at Harlem Hospital later determined that the point was pressing against King’s aorta, and any jostle would have proven fatal.


One of Romano’s fellow cops now called to him as the riot turned against them.


“Phil, can you tell them what you did?”


Romano later said that the circumstances did not allow for much more than dodging the continuing barrage.


When it came to such day-to-day mayhem as burglary and mugging, people in Nina’s neighborhood often tried to resolve the matter themselves. A teen known as Smokey went from taking drugs to robbing people. He persisted despite repeated warnings to stop from men of the neighborhood.
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