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Praise for Bob Delaney and COVERT


 


“There have been other books about the world of the undercover operative, but none as beautifully written and intense as Covert. Delaney and Scheiber capture the emotion, adrenaline, and split-second decision-making that make the difference between life and death. Their account is raw, honest, and uncompromising, a must-read for anyone who wants to know what it’s really like to live on the dark side. Delaney is a true American hero.”


—John Haynes, retired detective, Los Angeles County Sheriff’s
Department, and writer/co-producer, CSI: Miami


 


“Delaney and Scheiber mesmerize with this intriguing tale of life inside the Mob. Despite the rollercoaster of emotions and self-doubt, Delaney’s moral courage and gutsy fortitude triumph. This book should be required reading for any decision-maker who desires to understand the risk and reward of uncompromising commitment.”


—Jim Evans, Major League Baseball umpire 1971–1999


 


“If you think Tony Soprano’s fictional Jersey is chilling, come to the Jersey waterfront of Bobby Covert, where a wrong word to the wrong guy can buy you a real bullet in your real brain. What Bob Delaney does here is show the value of a man’s courage, what it cost him, and how it enriches all of us.”


—Dave Kindred, Sporting News columnist and author of Sound and Fury: Two Powerful Lives, One Fateful Friendship


 


“At this time when a dark cloud hangs over professional sports, what a joy to read this story of courage and integrity. One of America’s best sportswriters, Dave Scheiber, brings to life the incredible experience of Bob Delaney, a respected NBA referee, who spent years as an undercover state police agent infiltrating the Mob. Not since baseball catcher Moe Berg became an American spy against the Nazis have we seen a story like this one. Read it—or be called for a two-shot foul.”


—Roy Peter Clark, senior scholar at the Poynter Institute, and author of Writing Tools: 50 Essential Strategies for Every Writer


 


“Your testimony highlighted the importance and crucial aspects of the need for undercover procedures in investigations of the organized criminal element. You are to be commended for the innovative and thorough work you achieved while serving in an undercover capacity during Project Alpha.”


—Senator Sam Nunn, in a 1981 letter to Bob Delaney following his testimony before the Senate Subcommittee on Investigations into Organized Crime


 


“I share North Jersey roots with Bob, and the idea that someone could be in with the wise guys for so long, so effectively, boggles my mind. This is no David Chase screenplay, this is the real deal.”


—Bob Ley, host of ESPN’s Outside the Lines


 


“The only acting I ever see in the NBA is when players flop. But Bob Delaney isn’t a player, he’s a ref. And refs don’t flop. So how was I to know that Bob was such a good actor? I learned it in Covert. Anything short of a convincing performance would have gotten him killed—which, frankly, is why I prefer show business. What other secrets are you keeping from me, Bob? It is Bob, isn’t it? His years inside the mob make for a riveting story, filled with incredible tension, surprising humor—and some great whistle blowing.”


—Penny Marshall, Hollywood producer, director, actress, and NBA fan


 


“Bob Delaney is a quiet guy who looks at players on the court and says, ‘Please, don’t give me the prison stare. You’re wasting your time, I’ve seen a lot worse.’ In Covert, we get to know this man who as a cop worked undercover putting some very bad people away—people who without question would have put a bullet in his head if they had known who he really was. He doesn’t flaunt it, but Delaney has a quiet power about him. He’s a throwback to the kind of man men used to be.”


—Bernard Goldberg, HBO Real Sports correspondent and author of Bias


 


“Here is a thriller, mystery and sports lovers inside look at the life of an NBA official. Dave Scheiber’s deft writing makes this a page turner. This book will change the way you see people at the heart of the game.”


—Juan Williams, Senior Correspondent, NPR and FOX News


 


“Bob Delaney is one fine NBA referee. His successful ‘street smart’ approach to officiating relies heavily on the skills, techniques and savvy approach he developed as an undercover agent bringing mobsters to justice. ‘A thrilling read.”


—Barry Mano, President, National Association of Sports Officials, and Publisher, Referee magazine


 


“Bob Delaney takes you on a trip into the dark underworld of the New Jersey mob. You will be with him every step of the way as he gets so deep into this heart of darkness that you fear he’ll never make it out alive. That Bob now ‘hides in plain sight’ on national TV makes the whole wild ride even more incredible.”


—Andy Hill, former President of CBS Productions, and co-author with legendary UCLA coach John Wooden of Be Quick, But Don’t Hurry


 


“Bob chooses professions that require nerves of steel, and fortunately, that’s what he’s blessed with. When you’ve got to make calls that anger giant men on an adrenaline rush, you better make sure they respect you—and, with Bob, they do. In fact, we all do. Bob has raised the bar and has become the standard by which all other referees should be judged.”


—Nick Bollettieri, professional tennis coach


 


“Bobby is one of the upper-echelon guys in the league, no doubt about it. He’s a very passionate individual who gives 110% and always strives to be the best in any endeavor he undertakes. His desire and pursuit of excellence has made him one of the best at his craft. He has a special sense of pride and a great work ethic, which combined with his energy and enthusiasm are key factors in his success. He’s highly respected and people are confident when he’s blowing the whistle.”


—Dick Vitale, ESPN college basketball analyst
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FOREWORD


 


Undercover cop fighting organized crime? New Jersey state trooper? NBA referee? What is going on here? And why does Bob Delaney keep taking ever-harder jobs?


Covert, the story of Delaney’s amazing life, will take you deep inside the heart, soul, and mind of one of the most intriguing, colorful, and dynamic personalities I have ever met.


You are about to read a fascinating and gripping tale of one great American’s fight for truth and justice. And you will find yourself right in the middle of so much more than just a game. Delaney’s story is both courageous and inspirational. It just may rekindle your faith in the human spirit and prompt you to reevaluate your own life.


His life is one that reinforces the timeless notion that integrity and credibility are still the most important and valuable virtues that any of us could ever possess. I am proud to be a small part of his tireless efforts in seeking a more humane and sensible world.


And while I would love nothing more than to be on his team, if I can’t, then Bob Delaney is most certainly the one guy I know who I’d want to be the judge and jury of my next fight. Hold on, you are about to embark on one heck of a journey.


 


Bill Walton


ESPN Basketball analyst


Basketball Hall of Fame 1993


Academic Hall of Fame














 



CHAPTER ONE


A VOICE FROM THE DARK SIDE


 


 


Sunday night, April 18, 1999. The P.A. system is thumping out rock beats and blaring the usual pre-game NBA promotional announcements at the America West Arena in Phoenix. Spectators filling the endless sections of purple seats pay little attention to the man in the light gray referee shirt and dark blue pants standing at midcourt near the gaudy Suns logo, a big painted orange basketball blazing amid streaks of yellow and amber.


He appears short and anonymous, compared to the towering million-dollar players taking their warmup shots at each end of the court. But if you saw him on the street, he would stand out with his 6-foot-1, 190-pound frame, chiseled facial features and Kirk Douglas chin dimple, slicked-back, graying hair, and light blue eyes that can instantly shift from warm and affable to smoldering and tough.


Those eyes have seen a lot as an official in the National Basketball Association by 1999, his twelfth season in the league. But nothing, not even the most intimidating glare from a Shaquille O’Neal, Michael Jordan, or Phil Jackson, can compare to what they witnessed in another time and another life. What he experienced as a young man forever changed him, nearly made him unravel in the aftermath. He lost touch with the person he had been and grappled with the same kind of post-traumatic stress a soldier faces after years of combat. But he found his way back from the darkness—virtually willed his way back with the same strength it took to survive in it—and discovered a new path in the world. He is always aware that his life is in danger, yet he refuses to be ruled by fear or to change the way he wants to live.


Many of his closest friends, even family members, wonder why he would ever take the chance of being singled out in public, let alone an arena packed with twenty thousand people before a national TV audience.


They worry that some people from that other life, no matter how long ago, will never forget . . .


 


From the time I was twelve, an outgoing Irish kid growing up in Paterson, New Jersey, in the most tightly knit Italian neighborhood you can imagine, I loved the feeling of stepping onto a basketball court. It was a surge I felt even on the imaginary court in my back yard after, much to my disappointment, I got cut from my seventh-grade team. My dad, who was rising up the ranks of the New Jersey State Police, put up a hoop behind our house on Maitland Avenue. He knew how down I was about not making the team, even though it was the first time I’d picked up a basketball. I became obsessed. I’d shoot baskets for hours every night, even shoveling snow off the concrete if I had to. My game improved in a hurry, and the magic of stepping onto courts kept growing stronger—as an All-State forward who scored more than a thousand points at my all-boys Catholic high school, Blessed John Neumann Prep, or during my two years at Jersey City State College in the early 1970s.


And you know what? It’s no different for me as a referee. When I’m changing out of my street clothes into my NBA ref’s uniform, I get this overpowering sensation of wanting to get out of the locker room and onto the floor. It’s a big adrenaline rush, with the same butterflies in the gut felt by any player in any sport—a charge that tells you it’s game time. Of course, I can’t be like a player, running and jumping up and down and screaming so I can release that adrenaline. I have to be in control. That’s what a referee is to the sporting event: control.


It’s a lot like life. To be your best, to do your best, you have to stay in charge of your emotions, stay constantly alert. In my world, I’ve had to be able to spot trouble in a heartbeat, recognizing the people who violate the rules and disrupt the orderly flow of things. Believe me, I know what it’s like to be in control—and I also know what it feels like to almost lose it.


As an NBA ref, you have to remain focused in the most grueling of circumstances, like the three miles or so I run up and down the court in a single game. Not to mention the collisions with 7-foot, 300-pound centers that, in my case, have resulted in broken elbows, torn ligaments, and enough bruises and contusions for a lifetime. You have to keep your composure, with players and coaches getting in your face over calls they don’t happen to agree with, and that lovely chorus of comments coming at you from the fans. You hear just about everything and, truthfully, you grow numb to it all pretty fast: “Hey, ref, get it right for once!” . . . “Hey, ref, your fly’s open!” . . . “Hey, ref, eat me!” . . . “Hey, ref, you suck!” . . . “Hey, ref, don’t quit your day job!” . . . and one I have to give points to for creativity: “Hey, Delaney, I’ve seen better referees at the Foot Locker!”


So the truth is that night in Phoenix in April 1999 was pretty much just like any other day at the office for me. I didn’t expect anything that I hadn’t experienced before. I was simply gearing up for another intense, high-pressure NBA game. We were on an abbreviated schedule at the time, thrilled to be back at work after a lockout had almost wiped out the 1998–99 season altogether. A new, shortened season had begun on February 5, 1999, and two and a half months later here I was in Phoenix, having officiated a Trail Blazers–Spurs game in San Antonio two nights before. The Seattle SuperSonics were visiting, trying to even their record at 20–20, and the Suns had just won two straight to reach 20–20, each team already with the playoffs on their minds.


As usual, while dressing in the locker room with my crew, Terry Durham and Kevin Fehr, I couldn’t wait to get onto the floor. There was that same familiar rush when I got to midcourt, looking out at the packed arena. One of our responsibilities is to be out on the floor when the first team comes out, which is usually with about eighteen minutes left on the game clock prior to the opening tipoff. The players start going through their warmups, taking their three-point shots. Like clockwork, my thoughts zeroed in on the players I’d be dealing with this day, guys like 6-foot-10 forwards Danny Manning and Tom Gugliotta of Phoenix, along with 6-foot-4 playmaking guard Gary Payton and 6-foot-9 forward/center Detlef Schrempf of Seattle.


I watched the players at each end shoot and move, focusing my eyes on the flurry of action, making sure none of the players started hanging on the rims and that there was nothing unusual going on. I went through a routine of my own, looking at the pivot foot of the players and mentally reffing the little one-on-one games various guys on each team were playing. Contrary to the popular belief that we in the NBA don’t make any traveling calls, we’re constantly working on picking up pivot-foot violations. In the game of basketball, you’re allowed to pivot your foot, but you can’t pick that pivot foot up before you release the ball from your hand to either dribble or make a move. So as a ref, you’re always keeping a sharp eye out for violations, even practicing that during warmups.


All the while, I acknowledged the players on the court but, as always, was careful not to act too friendly. You can’t, because if you shake hands with a player from one team, the other team will be watching. Players have a built-in suspicion—a paranoia that an opponent may gain an advantage.


At ten minutes before game time, Fehr approached the scorer’s table, making sure the game clocks were running correctly, while I fixed my gaze on the red light behind each backboard to ensure that they were in sync. Those were the “old days,” before the 2002–2003 season. (Until then, so many last-second shots were taking place that it was difficult to determine if they were late or good. That prompted the league to install LED lights all around the backboard and along the scorer’s table, so we could easily see when time ran out at the end of each period and the end of the game. In addition, instant replay was introduced—all to help us do a more effective job.)


Now the five-minute mark was approaching. We gathered the team captains for a quick meeting, and stood at midcourt waiting for the game to start. I could hear the usual stuff from some of the fans who were just getting warmed up like everyone else. “Be fair, ref, call ’em at both ends,” and other lines with choice adjectives and nouns attached. As always, I refrained from looking at or acknowledging any of it, because that only adds fuel to the fire. I make it a practice not to get into banter with them or make eye contact. But then I heard something at my back, coming from the stands.


“Hey, Bob . . . hey, Bob . . . hey, Bob!”


The tone of the guy calling out my name didn’t sound sarcastic or nasty. So I did a partial turn, giving a nod to be polite without really looking and then turning my eyes back to the court. Again, I was standing there going through the normal pre-game motions; and then all of a sudden this same voice I’m hearing yell “Bob,” I hear yell something else.


“Alamo Trucking!”


Well, that changed the whole picture. When you hear a phrase that instantly jars you into the past, your mind momentarily freezes, the muscles in your body tense. In my case, the past was defined by danger and the constant threat of violence. My hair-trigger reflexes immediately seized on those words: Alamo Trucking. All I could think was: This person has more information than the average fan, and that might be a very bad thing for me. Slowly, out of the corner of my eye, trying as hard as I could not to give attention to the comment with any obvious movement, I began to turn in the direction of a voice that, while oddly calm, thundered inside my head and made my pulse start to race.


“Alamo!” I heard it again. I was fully turned toward the stands now, my heart beating hard, my eyes scouring the faces thirty or forty feet away trying to locate the voice that had yanked me so swiftly from my world of control and equilibrium.


Suddenly I was looking right at the man behind the voice, sitting just one row up from the mega-expensive courtside seats, and he’s calling out “Alamo! Alamo!” He looked at me, and I stared right into his eyes, and it wasn’t connecting. I had no idea who he was or why he was baiting me in public with a loaded reference to a time almost a quarter-century before and a place nearly three thousand miles away on the New Jersey waterfront.


“Bob . . . it’s me . . . Pat from Alamo.”


Like that, hearing the name, the picture snapped into focus. I absolutely couldn’t believe it. It was Pat—Pat Kelly! I hadn’t laid eyes on him in twenty years. In fact, the last time I had seen him, he had been in a federal court testifying against the Mob and about to enter the federal Witness Protection Program.


Now it’s about four minutes away from when they’re going to send the teams off the court to get set for the introductions. And I’m just looking at him. He’s sitting there smiling. So I give him a smile and a nod. In the moment it takes to get my bearings, I can see the resemblance to the old Pat I knew—my old partner in crime, so to speak, Patrick John Kelly—the Mob consigliere for the DiNorscio Family. Think of a young Robert Duvall, as Tom Hagen, the Irish consigliere for the Corleone Family in The Godfather.


Pat had been overweight back then, but had covered it well with his dapper style of dressing—expensive suits, monogrammed shirts, silk ties, Italian leather shoes. I remembered him with neatly coiffed brown hair, baby-blue eyes, and a big, friendly grin that seemed to connect with everyone he met. Now he appeared to have trimmed down a bit. He was gray on top and was wearing a golf shirt—senior leisure lifestyle all the way. His engaging smile hadn’t changed a bit, though, nor had his taste in women. I couldn’t help but notice that he sat beside a well-tanned, attractive woman who appeared mildly curious about the spontaneous reunion occurring in her presence.


My mind was still spinning, like “I cannot believe this.” I mean, this guy was in the Witness Relocation program and here he was sitting courtside. I called the ball boy over and said to him, “See that gentleman sitting over there? Tell him at halftime you’re going to bring him a note.” He went over and Pat nodded his head. Meanwhile, in the midst of everything that had just happened, the horn had sounded to start the pre-game introductions. It was all I could do to muster the concentration skills from my training and get my thoughts straight. Next thing I knew, the house lights were going down and the place was revving up like a rock concert—strobe lights flashing in the darkness, cheerleaders doing their moves, and the P.A. announcer booming out the names of the Suns players as they jogged onto the court.


“Who is that guy?” Durham whispered in my ear.


“Just an old friend I haven’t seen in a while,” I answered.


Then it was time for the National Anthem. Something felt different about it this time. While it was being sung, I looked directly across the court, past the honor guard holding the flag, right at Pat. A thought kept running through my mind during the whole song that what he and I had done—even though we came from totally different ends of the ethics spectrum, and for a good while distrusted each other intensely—was as patriotic as you could get. It gave me a chill as I thought back to my other career—the one as a New Jersey state trooper. And to the double life I had led, as an undercover agent who infiltrated the Mafia for three years as part of an FBI–State Police operation that overlapped—and even had me crossing paths with—the Mob investigation of Donnie Brasco fame.


It was called Project Alpha, one of the nation’s first major undercover investigations of the Mob, and Pat and I had been smack in the middle of it all. I was a young trooper who wanted to take on the bad guys; he was a slick Mob associate who had a decision to make—go to jail or flip over to our side. Pat chose us. And there we were, dealing every day with what they call “capable” guys, meaning guys that are capable of putting a bullet in your head if you make one small slip.


The game started, and I focused on what I had to do. At halftime, I got a piece of paper and jotted down the name of the hotel NBA officials always stayed at when we did games in Phoenix, the Marriott Mountain Shadows. “See you in the bar after the game. Just let me know if you can go.” The kid delivered the note to him, and, as we started the second half, Pat just nodded to me and I could make out the words “I’ll see you there.”


A couple of times during the game we made eye contact. At timeouts, I winked over at him. He was yelling things like “Good call, ref!” It ended up being a pretty good game. Phoenix won, 99–93. Afterward, I drove back to the hotel and walked into the lounge.


I spotted Pat right away with his lady friend, and pulled up a chair. “Pat, how you been?” I asked. Of course, I had to be cautious about what I said to him, because I wasn’t sure what, if anything, he’d told people about himself. I mean, I had been with him through all the testifying and I knew that he now had a new identity and life in Witness Protection.


I had a quick image of the old Steve Martin movie My Blue Heaven, where all the old Mob guys wind up in the Witness Protection Program in Arizona. And here was Pat, in Phoenix! I figured he was about sixty-three now. It occurred to me that the last time I’d seen him, in 1979, we had been doing our best to slip unnoticed out of the Federal Court Building in Manhattan. I was helping U.S. Marshals get him safely on his way before some Mafia guy had a chance to shoot him. We made it look like Pat took off heading north in the first car, but he was actually lying down on the back seat of the car behind it. That one headed south, and the deception worked. Pat was gone.


Now, twenty years later, he and I had to talk cryptically, the way we always had when we were around the Mob guys. Finally, when his friend got up to go to the ladies’ room, I said, “What the hell are you doing?” He started smiling. “I’ve been thinking of you, and following your NBA career,” he said. “Ever since I’ve been with her, she has season tickets, so I’ve been going, hoping to see you.”


“Does she know?” I asked.


“No, of course not, she doesn’t know,” he said. “I just told her you were a friend of mine back from the days I used to live in New Jersey. She only knows me by my Relocation name. I didn’t tell her the whole thing.”


“The whole thing.” That phrase floated in my mind for a moment. I couldn’t be sure of what the words meant to Pat, but I definitely knew what images they conjured up for me. How do you tell people so they understand the constant fear that wrenches your guts in spite of your cool, calm façade; how it feels to immerse yourself in a world filled with risks and peril so that you actually become a different person? How do you tell them about the ways the street pulls you in and changes you, so that many of the criminals you are investigating suddenly don’t seem so very different from you after all? How do you tell people that you once contemplated crossing a line that should not be crossed, and then struggled to cross back over to the nice, neat world you had left behind?


Pat excused himself. When he returned alone, I asked where his friend was. “Sent her home in a cab,” he answered. So we were free to talk, which we did for almost two hours, until the place had emptied out. When it was time to go, we hugged like two guys who have been to war together.


Only the two of us truly understood what we’d lived through.


 


Seeing Pat that day triggered a flood of memories and emotions from a time that changed the person I was and ultimately pushed me in a new direction in life. And I never saw it coming, certainly not on the day back in 1973 that was easily the proudest moment I’d ever experienced.


That was the day my dad, Robert D. Delaney, a lieutenant in the New Jersey State Police, gave me my badge. I was thrilled to become a link in the long chain of the state police’s history dating back to 1921—the year it was founded by Colonel H. Norman Schwarzkopf, whose famous son and namesake went on to become a heralded U.S. Army general and hero of the 1991 Gulf War.


My father wore badge No. 978—a sequential number that equated to his overall seniority—and I would be No. 2853. It was a formal ceremony, the kind of thing you remember your whole life. In fact, a photo of that occasion hangs on my office wall to this day. I’d left college at Jersey City State a year early because I’d heard the troopers were looking for new recruits. That didn’t happen every year, and I made the decision to go for it when there was a chance. And after sixteen weeks of intense West Point–type training, I was following in my father’s footsteps and starting my own State Police career.


I got my uniform and was assigned to the rural areas of the state, since we provided police services in locales where there was no local police department. We patrolled the highways as well. I was stationed in Flemington, a prime State Police barracks that had been made famous as the center of the investigation of the Lindbergh baby kidnapping in 1932. We had about six different townships for which we were responsible—handling domestic disputes, drunk drivers, barroom brawls, break-ins at homes—all kinds of police work.


I loved putting on the uniform—the blue-and-gold suit and military-type hat with my gold badge prominently displayed. Everyone in law enforcement feels that pride. You graduate from the academy and you hit the streets. And all of a sudden you think you’re better looking because everybody’s staring at you and wants to talk with you. You’ve got instant status and stature. It reminded me of how I had felt as a basketball player in the spotlight during high school and at Jersey City State. Only this was bigger, much bigger.


At night in the barracks, I was always cleaning my gun, boots, leather holster, and badge. I lifted weights to stay in shape, and I kept up basketball as much as I could. In my off hours, I played on the State Police basketball team and refereed games for some area fifth-and sixth-grade teams. When it came to socializing, I’d usually hit the local taverns to drink beer with other troopers, firemen, and everyday guys.


They teamed me up with a senior trooper, Bobby Scott, who was not just my partner but my mentor. He was a great uniformed cop and later became one of the best homicide detectives in the history of the New Jersey State Police. Bobby had just left turnpike duty and was also stationed at Flemington. He’s told me that when we met, he liked that I was so energetic, a real go-getter. Bobby could tell I was just as fired up about law enforcement as he was, about protecting the world from the bad guys. He took me under his wing and tried to teach me as much as he could. We got along great.


Back in those days, we slept at the barracks, working fifteen days on, fifteen days off. Bobby joked that he spent as much time with me as he did with his wife. I wasn’t married, except to my new job. The married guys would go home when they weren’t on duty, but this was my full-time home, like an apartment. I’d go to my parents’ home and my mom would wash my clothes, and then I’d go back. A lot of guys couldn’t wait to get out of there, but on my days off, I wouldn’t even leave.


I remember one night when I got back to the barracks after a late night out, having a few beers with some buddies. I was coming in to go to bed, and I saw this one drunk guy, about to be cuffed, who was beginning to give Bobby a hard time. I was bigger and younger than Bobby, so I grabbed the drunk by the collar and held him up against the wall and said, “Listen, don’t be giving my friend any bullshit. Now be nice.” It was just a little intimidation technique and it worked. He got quiet fast. So I sat him back down and went upstairs to bed. At the time, I was just trying to help a friend. It wasn’t until years later that I realized that it had been the same kind of intimidation technique used by the Mafia, making me acutely aware of the fine line between the good guys and the bad guys.


I guess it was about three months into the job that I really came up against the brutal reality of criminals and their victims. Until then, I’d been handling accidents and Peeping-Tom kinds of law-breaking. But now I was about to get involved with my first major crime. It was the case of a girl named Debbie Margolis, a sixteen-year-old farm girl. Bobby and I went out to investigate. She’d been missing for ten hours and the search was on, with different law enforcement agency teams coming in. We found her body, a shocking and tragic thing. She had been horribly sexually mutilated before being killed. I was a twenty-one-year-old kid, and seeing that, all of a sudden, reality set in for me. For the first time, I truly grasped the victimology of crime—the suffering of innocent victims and the pain inflicted on their families and friends. My understanding of what it means to be bad, really bad, started at that point. We caught the guy who did it. His name was Frankie Miller. He had told her that one of her cows had gotten loose. She apparently got in his car and was never seen alive again.


I moved to my second station a few months later, in Newton. I was still getting an education, learning something every day. Just when you think you’re starting to understand the job, a new challenge arises and makes you realize that you still have a long way to go.


I was out on my own one day and got a call to investigate a breaking-and-entry of a home. When I went in, the house was pretty well cleared cleared out of jewelry, TVs, anything the burglars could fence. I did the preliminary investigation until the detectives got there. After about a day, I learned that I hadn’t done a good enough job—I’d missed the most important clue. As a young kid, four or five months as a trooper, you may start to get cocky and think you know what you’re doing, but I learned that I didn’t really know that much.


What I missed, one of our senior detectives, Lieutenant Chuck Musselli found. He picked up some paint chips on the fencing in front of the house, left by a car that brushed past as it was exiting. It was an unforgettable lesson, reinforcing that I needed to pay greater attention to detail. It turned out that the house had been robbed days after the husband had been killed by a drunk driver.


The thing that really got to me was that the house still looked as if the family was about to have dinner. They never returned home after they learned the husband had been killed. Then, the obituary in the paper mentioned the time of the funeral, letting the bad guys know exactly when the family would be at the service. They just walked in and stripped the house of its belongings. But the paint chips from the getaway car—the crucial detail—eventually led to their capture.


After about a year on the job, I began to feel pretty good about things. I’d spent six months in Flemington, six in Newton, and now I was stationed in Somerville. I had my own apartment in Hawthorne, New Jersey, about forty-five minutes away. One day when I arrived at the barracks for work, I found a note in my box to call a Sergeant First Class Jack Liddy of Division Headquarters. I’d never met the guy, but of course I called him back. Everything is very military-style in the “Outfit,” as we always refer to it, but on the phone he never addressed me as “Trooper.” He just said, “Delaney, you workin’ tomorrow?” I said, “Yes, sir.” He said, “I’m gonna be up at the station. I need to talk to you.”


We hung up. Talk about what? What the hell had I done? I asked some of the guys, “Who’s Liddy?” Someone said to me, “He’s in the criminal investigation section assigned to the organized crime bureau. Maybe you gave a ticket to a Mob guy and he wants to talk to you about it. Don’t worry.” But I kept wondering, what did I do wrong?


The next day, I told my sergeant, Gabe Simonetti, that I had to talk to a sergeant from division headquarters. He said no problem, just come in off patrol when he gets here. The next day, I got a “Signal 30” on the radio—which meant come back to the station. I drove around back where we had this big garage area and headed to the steps leading into the station. Right in the hall by the door, Jack Liddy was waiting for me. Jack was a big man, two or three inches taller than I am with meat hooks for hands. A thick, powerful guy, he was probably in his late forties or early fifties at the time. He wore a sport jacket and slacks—not a suit—with a tie that was always loose because he couldn’t button the collar. He may have looked a little disheveled, but he had a quick mind and was all business.


When I came in the back door, he said to me, “I’m Liddy.” We shook hands and he said, “Come on downstairs.” We went down to the kitchen area, which was empty at that time of the day, and he didn’t even sit down or anything. He said, “I need to talk to you. There’s a job we’re thinking about taking a look at you for, if you’re interested. It’s an undercover job. It’ll be six months. We know your background. We know you’re active in arrests. It seems like you might be a kid that would be good for this. Are you interested?”


My thoughts were reeling. Relieved that I wasn’t in some kind of trouble, I was also thrilled to have the chance at a special assignment so early in my State Police career. But I didn’t want to look too excited, so I kept my answer brief: “Yes, sir, from what you’re telling me, I’m interested.”


Then, totally matter-of-factly, he said, “You tell anybody that I talked to you about it, you’re out of the running. It’s got to be completely quiet. Now that I know you’re interested, I’ll get back to you.”


As he turned to walk out, I remember asking, “Sarge, what is it, drugs?” All he said—without even turning his head to talk to me—was “I’ll get back to you.” It was as if he was already focused on the next thing, and then he was gone.


Just like that, I went from exhilaration to “what the hell is this?” He hadn’t spent five minutes with me, and I didn’t even know what he was talking about. I was thinking, “This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be. I’m supposed to be all happy and jumping up and down and high-fiving.” Now I couldn’t say a word, not even to my own sergeant.


It was three weeks before he contacted me again. The next meeting was at the Golden Star diner on Route 46 in Little Falls. We went to a back booth, and he laid it out a little bit more. What I learned was that the New Jersey State Police had joined forces with the FBI and were going to start an operation called Project Alpha. It would be funded by the elite Law Enforcement Assistance Administration (LEAA), a federal-government organization that only existed from 1968 to 1982. What’s more, it was going to be a long-term, six-month investigation of corruption on the Jersey waterfront, focusing on organized crime’s infiltration into legitimate businesses. Like the 1954 Marlon Brando movie On the Waterfront; times had hardly changed. The Mob guys were still running the docks. We’d investigate them with three undercover agents from the FBI and two from the State Police. One of them could be me.


I listened to it all over dinner, and Liddy set up another meeting with me. It began to look as if I had a good chance of being one of the two troopers selected. The suspense kept building, as I realized that this assignment was made for me. Finally, Jack told me that we had a noon meeting scheduled for the next day with Major Bill Baum, who was in charge of the Criminal Investigation Section in Trenton, where our headquarters was located. I couldn’t wait. I pulled in around 11:30 a.m. and spotted Jack right away. He came up to me and said, “The major can’t see you until about two o’clock. You want to go to lunch with me?”


We got to this restaurant, a nice place where businessmen, politicians, and higher-ranking cops would go. As soon as we walked in, he said, “What do you wanna do, kid, eat it or drink it?” “Whatever you do, boss,” I answered. We sat down at the bar, and he put three beers in me. After almost two hours, we drove back to headquarters and he announced, “Okay, we’ll go see the major.”


I had a little buzz when we arrived at our rescheduled meeting at 2:00 p.m. with Major Baum. The major went through a couple of things and then told me, “One of the concerns we have is that your father is a lieutenant in the State Police and I don’t want to catch heat from the union.” To be honest, that really got my back up. I didn’t get disrespectful, but I quickly responded, “Excuse me, sir, um, I’ve never asked for anything because my father was in the Outfit but I sure don’t want to be held back because my father is a trooper. If that’s the case, maybe you’re telling me I need to go find another job.”


Well, I got the undercover job. And I found out later that one of the reasons I got it was that I had had enough moxie to speak up. They liked that. And that noon meeting I was told to show up for? It had always been planned for 2:00 p.m. Jack had set me up, getting a few beers in me to see how I’d handle myself, because when you work undercover, you’re going to be stuck in these situations. It was an ingenious plan—let’s see how well the kid does when he’s had a few and he’s under pressure.


Things moved quickly after that. They decided I would be leaving the Somerville station on April 9, 1975, at around 10:00 p.m. Everybody else was out on patrol. I was called in by Sergeant Simonetti. When I got there, Jack Liddy was waiting for me on the same back step where we had talked at our first meeting. I was in full uniform, and he told me to go up to my room and leave all my gear. I went up, got into my civilian clothes, and put my uniform and gun on the bed. Then I went back downstairs as another trooper went inside the station and removed my uniform and all my stuff. Outside, it was just a typically cool April evening. I had a windbreaker and a pair of jeans on, and I climbed in my 1973 Cutlass Supreme, a two-tone car with a tan body and dark brown roof. All Liddy told me was “I’ll be in touch with you tomorrow.” I left for my apartment in Hawthorne, not knowing what lay ahead.


The very next day, a personnel order was issued stating that I had resigned from the New Jersey State Police. Instantly, the stories about what had happened to me started swirling—that I had gotten jammed up, smacked a woman around, had stolen drugs confiscated on busts, lost my temper and killed a man. It was amazing the things that were said about me. It was worst of all for my poor partner, Bobby Scott. He had been out of town for a week and came back to hear not only that I had resigned, but that I had gone to Miami with another trooper and got arrested for murder. Bobby knew I was the kind of kid who wouldn’t take any shit from anybody, and he pictured some situation where that happened and just got terribly out of hand.


He took it really hard. Right away, my father told me, “You have to talk to Bob Scott. He’s too good of a cop, and he’s going to keep investigating. You’re better off short-stopping him than letting him dig into what’s going on.” I said, “I can’t talk to him.” But my father set it up for Bobby to call my parents’ house at 8:00 p.m. a week or two later when I would be there. The phone rang and my dad answered it, and he handed the receiver to me.


“Listen, I talked to your father and he’s not telling me anything,” Bobby blurted into the phone. “All I know is that something’s not good in your life right now.” And when I think of what he said next, I still get choked up. He told me he had talked to his wife, Fran, and they had decided to offer all their savings to help me out of whatever trouble I was in. Here was a guy with four young children; he didn’t make much money on a trooper’s salary; and he was offering me his life savings. His words came out steady and slow, sounding almost like an older brother. “Look, you’re going to need it for lawyers,” he said. “And I’ll be a character witness for you at your trial.”


It was an incredible gesture of friendship, because testifying in a criminal case on my behalf would very likely have gotten him fired for breaking State Police regulations. I responded by doing one of the hardest things I had ever done: nothing.


I said, “Bobby, thanks, but I’m okay.”


“No, you’re not okay,” he snapped, the agitation returning to his voice. “I know that you need help and I want to help you.”


All I could say was, “Okay, thanks. I’ll see you.” And I hung up. I put the phone down, feeling absolutely horrible. But in a way, it was my first undercover test. And I had passed—starting down a path of telling lies and convincing people that they were truths.


I knew it had hurt Bobby deeply; he had extended a helping hand and I’d shut the door in his face. But the fact was, I knew it would probably make him so mad at me that he’d never bother to investigate further. He didn’t. And I never called him back. I couldn’t, because doing anything like that might have jeopardized the operation. When I hung up the phone with him that night, there was no way I could tell him that I had tears in my eyes.


The whole thing was really hard on my parents, too, especially my mom. They’d go to State Police functions and hear all the whispering about me. Eventually they stopped going to them altogether.


Just like that, I was gone from the face of the earth, about to enter the dark side.














 



CHAPTER TWO


BOBBY COVERT, MEET BOB DELANEY


 


 


On a cool spring day in 1975, a tall, burly man in a rumpled sport jacket that appears one size too small walks briskly, virtually unnoticed, up the old gray concrete steps of the Newark City Hall building at 920 Broad Street. He strides between the two brass eagles perched with wings extended on tall, ornate towers, pulls open a heavy mahogany door, and disappears inside the massive granite landmark that presides over downtown Newark, its shimmering dome covered by sheets of 23-carat gold leaf.


Jack Liddy is not a man given to wasted motion or words. The planning for Project Alpha is moving swiftly and so is Liddy, striding purposefully across the faded marble lobby floor and entering Room 111, a place with which he has become quite familiar in recent weeks. Several minutes later, the sergeant first class in the New Jersey State Police’s Criminal Investigation Section, assigned to the organized crime bureau, sits inside the Bureau of Vital Statistics, scrolling through microfilm records of the dead.


In particular, he is looking for names of males born in the state in the early 1950s but who died at birth or soon after. It is grim, tedious work, made all the more difficult because Liddy has to locate a poor, long-departed soul with the right birth year, a surname denoting Irish lineage, and—equally important—the first name of Robert.


If he’s going to help unearth an effective undercover identity for the young trooper who’ll be smack in the middle of this investigation, with his life on the line at all times, every detail will have to be just right on the birth certificate he finds. And that means the trooper, Bob Delaney, can’t be assigned an alter ego with any other first name than the one his parents gave him. Answering to “Bobby” would be entirely natural, and eliminate any chance of a potentially fatal slip-up as he starts his new life and web of lies.


Suddenly the name “Covert, Robert Alan” appears on the screen. Liddy perks up. The birth year is in the right ballpark, and so is the Irish-sounding last name. At his next meeting with Delaney at the Tick Tock Diner on Route 3 in Clifton, with black-and-white photos of celebrities like Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin hanging on the wall behind the cash register, the sergeant runs the name past him. “Bobby Covert,” Delaney says. He likes it just fine. There are no quips about the surname’s double meaning, because “covert”—outside of the relatively recent Watergate investigation of the Nixon administration—isn’t yet embedded in the American vernacular or in everyday law-enforcement terminology. At the time, undercover operations within the New Jersey State Police are short-term assignments that involve “narcs”—the long-haired, bearded guys busting drug dealers. Project Alpha would change all that. For now, this is still an era in which “undercover” evokes images of secret agents more than complex covert operations.


So Bobby Covert is reborn, and Bob Delaney gradually begins to fit into the skin of his new identity amid the gritty industrial strips along the Bayonne waterfront and the ever-tightening grip of the Mafia.


It’s a world away from the endlessly curling ribbons of bustling neighborhood streets he grew up in. Yet this new life—anchored in deception and danger—is less than thirty miles from the friendly, working-class enclave of Paterson, New Jersey, where his true identity took root and blossomed.


 


The Veterans Apartments were seven boxlike buildings of seven floors each, a low-income complex of reddish-brown brick dwellings on the east side of Paterson, just on the outskirts of downtown. That is where I first lived and where I learned my first important lesson, one that would remain in my bloodstream all my life about the underlying bonds among all people, regardless of skin color or other differences. You had to be a veteran, or a family member of one, to live in those seven buildings. And my dad, Robert David Delaney, had served in the Navy, fought in New Guinea during World War II, and received medals he never spoke about—so common for members of his generation. He just came home and got on with his life.


My parents were born and raised in Paterson. They met for the first time at a skating rink when they were fifteen. As the story goes, my dad asked my mom, Mary, to fix him up with one of her friends, but my mom skated with him and fixed things for herself instead. They started going together at sixteen. When my dad turned seventeen, he enlisted and gave my mom a ring. Two years later, he returned home to the States and couldn’t have wished for a better day to get discharged: St. Patrick’s Day—March 17, 1946. The celebration party with his family and friends lasted well into the night at the Market Street Tavern.


One month later, Mom and Dad got married, honeymooning thirty minutes away in Newark at an old hotel called the Robert Treat. I came along five and a half years later on November 1, 1951, when my dad was a recruit in training at the State Police academy. My given name was Robert James Delaney—Robert to my mom and just Rob to my dad. After three more years, my sister Kathleen was born—almost everyone called her Kath—and there we were, a young, growing family on the sixth floor in Building No. 6 of the Veterans Apartments.


Those apartment buildings were segregated, like just about all of America then. Six of them were for white families. One—Building 7—was for blacks. As a young child, seven years old, I was afraid of that building. One of the women who lived there—a large lady who wore a scarf around her head—did our laundry and ironing, and my mom gave me the chore of taking our clothes over to her apartment. I was scared to death, but my mom forced me to go. I found out that this woman—I only knew her as Miss Rose—was welcoming and loving, always nice to me. She had lots of kids, boys my age and older, and gradually I started playing with them. There was a playground between our building and their building, but the unwritten rule was that it was really for the black kids. I’d go out there even though I wasn’t supposed to. Not that it wasn’t allowed, but in the late 1950s it wasn’t the norm for white kids and black kids—we used the word “colored” back then—to be playing together.


That experience was my introduction to race relations. I learned that ignorance breeds fear. All I’d known was that the people in Building 7 were different, that they lived in a building by themselves. The very fact of separateness sent a message: Stay away. I was scared until we got to know each other. I didn’t put my understanding into words then, but the human truth stayed with me, a natural part of my thinking and feeling. The kid who was afraid to enter a blacks-only building has become an adult who for the past twenty-plus years has worked in a predominantly African-American business. And one of my most rewarding moments in recent years was introducing Martin Luther King III at the 13th Avenue Community Center in Bradenton, Florida, where I serve as a board member for the facility benefiting at-risk African-American kids.


When I turned eight, my family moved across town to the west side of the city. Our new home was at 232 Maitland Avenue, a cozy brown wood-and-cinderblock house with well-trimmed shrubs out front and an American flag hanging by the front door. We lived in an Italian-American neighborhood, with families named DiLella, Luizi, and Picarelli who had simple two-and three-bedroom, one-car-garage houses just like ours.


There was a complete open-door policy. I’d run across the street and walk right into somebody else’s house. We had this routine where you quick-knocked and just kept walking in. No doors were ever locked. When I addressed the parents of my best friend Jimmy DiLella, I didn’t call them Mr. and Mrs. DiLella—it was Aunt Rita and Uncle Chris. Marty and Joey Luizi’s folks were Uncle Marty and Aunt Mabel. I was the only Irish kid among all the kids I hung around with, and it never made a bit of difference to anyone.


At night in the summer, my parents would take their kitchen chairs out on a concrete slab where my dad had cleared away the shrubs in front of the house. Friends from across the street would come over and sit and talk and drink a beer. The next night, my parents would go across the street to sit and visit in the front yard of somebody else’s house. Meanwhile, my friends and I would be playing stickball in the street or Wiffle Ball in a little stadium we built in the woods behind Jimmy DiLella’s back yard. Or we’d play touch football, which ended up being tackle football before it was over. The games always included Jimmy’s brothers Chris, Al, and George, who became like my own brothers.


Our street was on an incline, great for sledding in the winter. At the top of the hill, past the intersection of Maitland and Chamberlain, was a patch of woods called St. Michael’s Grove, a beautiful spot with stone chapels and shrines tied to St. Michael’s Church downtown. Life-size statues of saints and the Blessed Mother stood amid the trees, along with picnic areas for visitors. Despite the ecclesiastical connection, it was also quite a popular make-out spot for teens. Once a year, the grove was the site for the Feast of St. Michael. Busloads of people, literally thousands of visitors from New York and all over the Northeast, descended on Paterson, parking miles away if they had to. The lucky ones found spots for their cars on our street and walked joyously up the hill to the grove. At the top, there was always one kid dressed up like St. Michael the Archangel. He would be suspended from a cable, swinging in the air fifteen feet off the ground. Even my friend Andy Picarelli, who was always the kid who got in trouble for something and was the last guy you’d ever think would be a saint, got to do it one year. He said when he looked down, all he could see was cheese, Italian bread, and bottles of wine.


All these things paid off for me down the road. Growing up in that atmosphere, I became familiar with many of the nuances of Italian culture, little things that you only know when you live inside a way of life. Many of the Mob guys I got involved with later had an Italian ancestry. It helped that I knew about a Christmas Eve meal called “The Vigil,” a mind-boggling, multi-course dinner of seven fishes and seafoods—including grilled salmon, octopus, calamari, cod, steamed escarole with anchovies, and a full menu of DiLella family seafood delicacies and red sauce dishes that took two full days of cooking to prepare.


I knew what it was like to be in an Italian household on Easter, with the special prayers before the meal, the big plates of pasta, even Aunt Rita’s Easter tree tradition—she would put her Christmas tree out in the back yard after the holidays and bring it back inside when the Easter season arrived. By then, it was a sorry sight indeed—the green pine needles were long gone, and all that remained were brittle branches and twigs on a sun-baked trunk. She’d hollow out eggs, dye them all kinds of bright colors, and hang them on the branches. Suddenly, there it was—a magnificent Easter tree, a beautiful sight to behold. As a kid, the significance was lost on me, but years later I came to understand the religious symbolism of the Easter Sunday resurrection in that dead tree coming back to life.


I also became well acquainted with many customs dealing with Italian cuisine and Sunday meals, like the phrase “homemades.” Everyone in an Italian family knows that that means one thing—homemade spaghetti and pasta. To be able to know and use such phrases and traditions—absorbing them by osmosis until they became second nature to me—became an invaluable asset later on. It’s the kind of thing you can’t fake.
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