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  Courage can’t see around corners but goes around them anyway.




  —Mignon McLaughlin




  It is a man’s own mind, not his enemy or foe, that lures him to evil ways.




  —Buddha
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  Avenue D
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  Early summer, 1988. Sticky black bubbles on a new piece of macadam silently pop and drool oil as my partner Gio and I cruise up the avenue in R(adio) M(otor) P(atrol) 9864

  for the umpteenth time today. We’re housing cops in our first year assigned to Operation 8, a plainclothes task force combating the drug trade in PSA 4. Our beat is a stretch of public housing

  that Justice Department statisticians and local junkies both agree is the retail heroin capital of the world. The Feds used your tax dollars to buy the car, fill the tank, and pay our overtime

  while we sit in it. RMP 9864 has power everything, FM stereo, climate control, the works. But we drive with the windows down and the radio off—taking in as much of the sights, sounds, smells,

  and faces as our senses can handle.




  Most people glaze over when they look at a block’s worth of inner city hothouse humanity. New York’s civilian population contains eight million experts at averting their eyes in

  order to avoid trouble. But with a badge, a gun, and a license to butt in, a New York plainclothes cop never thinks twice about looking the people they pass right in the eye. We’re

  connoisseurs of the flash of recognition that precedes those civilian darted looks away.




  We size up everybody—the steerers calling brands, the dealers making hand-to-hands, and the junkies crawling in feeling bad, hoping to walk out feeling nothing. We audition every face,

  every swinging arm, every sweating neck, every open eye that we pass. Who is waiting on someone? Who looks like they’re hiding something? Who’s new? Who’s missing? Who can we toss

  for dope and a collar or hit up for some information?




  There’s a sun up there somewhere beyond the rooftops but the sky looks like spoiled milk and the gummy yellow haze won’t betray a bright spot. I’m Brooklyn born and raised,

  we both are, and like the rest of the natives, I’ve learned that Mother Nature in New York can be as weird as any other local old broad talking to her shopping bags in a darkened movie

  theater or trying to convince her social worker that the people beaming gamma rays into her head are real. Heat lightning cackles above the Brooklyn skyline and her message is clear: “You may

  have it paved over, but it’s still a swamp.” Other places in the world, the summer months ebb and flow, the temperature rising up with the sun and going back down again after dusk. Here

  it’s like somebody turns the broiler on in June and finally remembers to shut it off again in September.




  The heat and the wet air smear sounds, smells, shapes, and colors. An anonymous clavero goes to town on a salsa track sputtering from a passing car stereo. For a moment the beat

  accompanies a steerer hawking bags of “Mr. T, Mr. T” for a corner smack dealer. His chant turns to “Five-O, Five-O. Yo, Rambo on the block,” as he catches sight of our car

  and my face. The salsa track briefly jams with the crackle on our dash police radio, then a snatch of distorted thudding dance music from somewhere else and a shrieking seagull come inland from the

  harbor to trash pick the Dumpsters behind the projects. The mix of sweat and cologne my partner and I generate are no match for the sour garbage stink, garlic, cigarette smoke, sweet-scented

  disinfectant Hispanic supers use in their building hallways, and rotten-egg East River tidal funk wafting in the windows with the sounds.




  Neighborhood girls calmly strut down the sidewalk so naturally flushed, sweat-shined, and breathless from the heat that it looks like they just got done fucking. But I’m not thinking

  about them. I’m not really thinking about anything. There’s a trancelike slow rhythm to a day tour in weather like this. You save your focus. Likely as not you’re going to need it

  for something later. The only thing going on in my head besides auto piloting the RMP and wordlessly registering and cataloging the world through the windshield, is a back-burner notion I

  can’t shake about a big-time dealer I’ve only recently heard about called Davey. Since learning the name Davey Blue Eyes a few weeks ago, I’m like a kid with a new swear word. But

  much as I love to shock the mopes I try it out on, it’s just too fucking hot to pull up on a dealing crew, peel myself off the seat, and collect more barely hidden surprised expressions by

  dropping Davey Blue Eyes’s nickname with the sellers and users on the D.




  Nearing Fourteenth Street I swing out to the right a little, cut left, and do a tight U-turn. It’s too hot for the tires to even bother squealing. That same hydrant trickles water

  mid-block on Sixth Street, but a different junkie drinks from it than the last time we passed. A Third and D dealer crew heavy I tossed less than a week ago makes a show of not recognizing us and

  curses in Spanish at the strung-out guy at the hydrant. The skell doesn’t react. He’s chemically unable to.




  It’s ninety-two degrees and 98 percent humidity, according to Pete Franklin on the Fan before I turned it off. This guy must not have heard—he’s shaking and scratching in a

  thick wool sweater so oily and frayed it could make a sheep move upwind. Junkies this far gone create their own shitty climate. The hot days are always the worst on them. The smack this guy shoots

  burns through his body faster in summer than it does in winter. Out in the street he’ll boot up, bark out vomit, and feel the high fade fast, leaving him jumpy and starved for more. The

  weather and his habit speed up the score-shoot-repeat cycle of his life like the conveyor belt on I Love Lucy.




  Up ahead, then alongside, then looking back in the rearview, two muscular Hispanic dudes walk together. One has a Puerto Rican Bart Simpson T-shirt on. Maybe they’re headed for a bodega

  for a cold soda or a little seven-ounce can of Bud. I think I know one of them from the Third Street dealing crew. Not a player nor a customer—maybe a neighbor of one of the main dealers who

  answer to Davey Blue Eyes, by all accounts the heaviest guy on the D.




  As I turn onto Fifth Street a white guy walks down the street with an aluminum baseball bat, silver with black tape on the handle. My mouth goes dry. Hold the phone. Time to focus.




  “Drive back around,” my partner says.




  Instead of looping around the block I do another U-ey, relaxing my hands as the steering wheel spins back into position and we head back up Avenue D.




  “Ted Williams . . . ,”I murmur.




  “Yeah,” Gio says. A half block later we see that the first pitch is already thrown. Just off the avenue on Sixth Street the guy with the Puerto Rican Bart shirt convulses on the

  sidewalk. His head bends sharply away from his neck and his scalp gushes blood into the gutter. The silver bat flashes over the white guy’s head, he exhales hard and brings it down on the

  other Hispanic guy’s face with everything he’s got. Blood lazily sprays into the muggy air like he’s beheaded the dude with a Samurai sword.




  White Guy hits again, fast, then again, faster—like chopping down a tree. Either his fourth or fifth swing catches Hispanic Guy number two sharp across the temple. The guy’s eye

  pops out as if he had an eject button on the side of his head. The eye’s not just out, it’s torn completely loose. I’ve never seen anything like it. I bounce the RMP up onto the

  curb as the eye rolls to a stop in the street. All I can think of is the time a kid lost a fingertip in shop class in Canarsie and the teacher kept yelling “save the piece” before

  getting sick on the floor.




  “Police, get down! Get down!” Gio yells. We’re out with guns drawn in a heartbeat maybe ten yards from White Guy with the bat.




  “Drop the bat, get on the ground!” Gio’s got no cover.




  “Do it!” I add coming around the car alongside him. “On the ground now. Right now!”




  White Guy stops hitting but doesn’t start following instructions. Fuck. I hate this part. Once you pull your gun the game is rarely automatically over. It’s not rock, paper,

  scissors. Gun beats bat? If you train a barrel on a bad guy and he says “Fuck you!” what then? Shoot, threaten, reason, beg, what? We’re moving closer to him carefully but fast. I

  don’t want to pull the trigger.




  “Get down!” Gio says again. Even if he won’t drop the bat, if we get the guy on the ground that’s as good as disarming him. If he had anything hairier than the bat on

  him, we’d probably have found out by now. The bat drops a few inches as White Guy’s shoulders slump. He’s spent. His mind is having a hard time processing what he just did. Good,

  at least he’s not crazy. Gio holsters his gun a second before I put mine away, too. We go for a tackle.




  Planting my left foot, I spring up and kick out with my right. My leg hooks the guy, pulling him off balance. Gio slams into him as hard as he can. I swing my other leg around and manage to

  catch the guy in the side of the head with my foot as he tumbles to the sidewalk, then fall on top of him, using his rib cage as a nice, flexy landing pad. He isn’t going to want to laugh,

  cough, or sneeze for a few days. Somehow Gio’s still standing up. He drops down and cuffs the guy hard. We both grab him, letting him know that he’s helpless. I toss him fast: keys,

  wallet, condom—bingo—a few bags of dope. He’s not up to talking right now but we’ll make time to discuss those last items later. We shove him into the back of the RMP. A

  crowd lazily gathers. Nearly everyone points at the eye.




  Gio grabs the radio through the driver-side window. “RMP nine-eight six-four, have EMS respond to Sixth and D, two victims in serious condition.”




  Dispatch comes back. “What do you have at Sixth and D, K?”




  “Two victims assaulted with a baseball bat. One lost an eye. The eye is on scene. Have EMS respond.” Gio looks at the mope in the backseat. “What are you, fuckin’ Babe

  Ruth?” he asks as he lets go of the handset.




  Gio stays near the car and keeps looking at the guy. He’s beaten and cuffed but that doesn’t mean he won’t try to rabbit on us. My shirt sticks to my back with sweat and the

  front’s bloody from the takedown, probably from the guy he hit. I move out into the street to keep anyone from parking or stepping on the eye and wait for EMS. Two uniform city cops from the

  Ninth Precinct pull up to help secure the scene.




  “Hey,” one of the uniforms says after looking at the eyeball in the street, “I got my eye on you.”




  “Eye caramba,” the other uniform says, looking at the Bart shirt. “Eye yi yi.”




  I don’t say anything and just stare at the first uniform cop to shut him the fuck up. Both uniforms get the picture and slither away.




  EMS arrives a short time later. One tech is a burly guy who looks after the first bat victim. The other is a tall, skinny, big-cheekbone brunette that could’ve been a runway model a few

  years earlier. She takes in the scene expressionlessly, goes around back, gets an organ box and kneels on the blacktop. She unconsciously bites her tongue while carefully picking the eye up between

  her rubber gloved fingers and gently setting it in the box. It’s strangely sexy. She has a tattoo on her forearm. It’s still a few years before that becomes common.




  “You can save it?” I ask her.




  “Nah. Usually they dangle on the cheek by the nerves when they get knocked out,” she says to me as she gets up. The uniforms try to think of something clever. “You’d

  wrap it in gauze against his head and transport, but like this . . . ? No chance. Do you know how much violent force it takes to actually clear the head like this?”




  I shrug and nod, pointing to where her partner works like a dervish on Puerto Rican Bart. Scalp wounds bleed like crazy and the tech looks like he’s been serving sloppy joes with his

  hands. “He took a few practice swings on him,” I reply. She kneels to help and everyone, including her partner, automatically checks out her ass.




  On the way back to our Housing Precinct Command, Gio looks at me crooked for a second.




  “What the fuck was that?” he asks.




  “What was what?” I know what he’s saying, and we both like to break balls.




  “The thing. With the foot?” Some cops love guns and collect them and know all the names of the different ammunition loads and accessories and stuff. That’s not my thing. I

  collect beat-down moves. One week I’m training in kickboxing, the next maybe in Hawaiian Kempo. There’s plenty of opportunities to try out the stuff I learn while on the clock.

  I’ve been boxing since I was a kid and eventually I will discover Gracie Jiu-Jitsu, a Brazilian grappling style that suits me well. But my first years in plainclothes I’m still sort of

  a pilgrim wanderer when it comes to working with my hands.




  “So, you studying ballet this week?” Gio asks. “You looked like West Side Story or some shit.”




  “Tap,”I say.




  At the Command, I sit across a desk from White Guy and fill out his online booking report. I know all about the revolving door that keeps the same faces passing before my eyes from the D to

  the command to the Tombs and back out again, but this guy is for sure not walking around unsupervised for at least half a decade. Both of the guys he hit would be lucky to live past the weekend and

  Patrick Aloysius Mahoney as White Guy’s known to his parole officer has priors like Calvin Murphy has kids. He’s been pretty chill from the moment we dropped him so I loosen his cuffs

  and Gio brings him a drink of water. A little blood trickles from one hand where he’s been cut by the cuffs. Where Patrick is going he’s gonna need both his hands in working order. If a

  perp hasn’t been an asshole, I try to make the remaining time I spend with them as painless as I can. Anyway, I wanted to talk to him about those bags of dope while we had some

  privacy.




  “So Patrick, you want to call anyone?” I say.




  “No,” he kind of moans. “There isn’t anyone.” He’s starting to drown in the reality of the situation. He’s hunched forward and breathing shallowly.

  The rib shot has done a number on him.




  “You sure? Family, friend, you don’t wanna let anyone know you’re going to jail?” I say.




  “No,” he sighs. “Fuck it. Those guys, those two guys Hector and Tingo, they were my best friends.” He pauses. “I’ve known them since like

  forever.”




  “Feel like telling me what happened?” I say. He’s talking it out. Fine with me.




  “They were messing with my girl.”




  “Both? You caught them?”




  “Both, yeah. No, she told me. We were in bed this morning and she tells me. She was into it. We’re having problems. A lot of fights and shit . . .” Patrick looks at the

  floor and is back in bed with a freshly broken heart for a second.




  “I went out and I got high and when I saw them walking down the street, I went after them.”




  “Yeah, you sure did. Where’d you get the bat?”




  He looks across the table at me. “It’s mine. I went home and got it from my closet, came back and started hitting on them.” He starts to cry. “They were my best

  friends,” he sobs. “I know them like my whole life.” I wonder if he realizes how much of their blood he is wearing. He looks at his wrist. It’s swelling fast. Turns out

  later he swung the bat so hard the impact broke a bone in his hand.




  “So, a little C or D sometimes?” I ask him gently, matter-of-fact—like we’re trading eyeglass prescriptions.




  “Yeah,” he says. “I like coke but a little dope like helps me chill. I’m not like a dope addict, though. Just snort once in a while.”




  “Right. So where did you go? For the dope.” I hold up the bags we found on him. I haven’t decided whether to voucher them or hang on to them and keep them and use them as

  sugar for our informants. “Third Street?”




  “Yeah, Third Street. Mostly that spot.”




  “ ‘Body Bag,’ right? Yo, I seen you, bro.” I have. It clicks in for sure now.




  “Yo, you seen me?” Even though it’s the least of his problems, it weirds the guy out that a cop knows a spot location, the name of a brand, and remembers him.




  “Yeah. Yeah, I seen you. That’s Eddie’s spot. You know Eddie, right?”




  Patrick nods. “You’re friends with those guys, right? Eddie, Macatumba, they your boys, right?” He nods and smiles again. Then the $25,000 question.




  “What about Davey Blue Eyes, bro? You ever see him?” I try to be nonchalant but, just like everyone else on the D who I ask about Davey, his expression transforms between my

  second and third syllable. He looks at me cold. “What?” I ask. “Eddie talks about him, maybe?”




  “No.”




  “No? ‘No,’ you never seen him or ‘no,’ Eddie never mentioned him or what?”




  Patrick Aloysius Mahoney leans forward and looks at me, clear-eyed and self-possessed and focused for the first and only time while we’re together. “No, I don’t even wanna

  say that dude’s name,” he says. “You see Beetlejuice? You say the name three times and he fucking pops up and you’re fucked, right? That’s how it is with that

  guy. You already said it twice. I never seen that guy and I know for sure I never want to. That’s all I heard and all I know and all I’m gonna fucking tell you, yo. Hey

  papi,” he turns to Gio, nerve ebbing again. “Can I get another glass of water or some juice or something? Fucking so hot . . .”
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  “Make-a sure you behave-a yourself!” After my mother’s father Giovanni—“Papa”—passed away in the late seventies, I never heard those

  words spoken with a gravy-thick Italian accent again. Up till then it was as reliable as clockwork. Headed out the door to school, mass, to play ball, or fuck around I always got the same reminder.

  When you’re a kid and an adult you trust tells you to be good what you usually hear is “have fun” or “don’t get caught.”




  Papa was a Sicilian-American of the Old World school. He always dressed like he was going to a formal sit-down with equals, always unfussily attended to preparing food and made sure to have a

  glass of wine with every meal. He made the best eggplant parmigiana I’ve ever had in my life and the lasagna he set down next to the turkey at Thanksgiving (a given in any Italian home) would

  be gone before the bird lost a leg. To him the simple things were the finer things. The way Papa peeled an apple was its own lesson in Old World precision and grace. He used a paring knife to

  painstakingly shuck the peel in a single uninterrupted spiral as if he were making a watch.




  When my grandmother died the day after Thanksgiving 1972 my mother’s side of the family took turns putting up Papa. Actually, we fought over him. He was a great guy to have around the

  house. He took care of himself and let us take care of him in the right proportion. With Papa at my elbow I learned to make a grilled cheese sandwich, his favorite lunch, the right

  way—slowly, with just the right cheese, butter, bread, and frying pan temperature. It wasn’t a lesson in haute cuisine, it was an initiation into the old ways of doing things for a

  member of the microwave-and-TV-dinner generation. Not a formula, but a feeling—a sense for how things should go that a kid could relate to. I knew to cut the crusts off and always anticipated

  and felt the same pride when Papa would pronounce the results perfect and take his first bite. My sister and I still joke about it—he wouldn’t let her make his lunch. She rushed through

  it. Me, I was able to take it slow, savor the experience and get it done his way. I behaved myself. It was fun. We all loved him, and me, I worshipped him. I’d heard Papa’s words of

  advice as I headed out the door for just over five years when he died in 1978.




  Even during baseball and football season, if Papa was staying with us, I’d hang out with him as many afternoons as I could. After lunch he’d hike his trouser cuffs and settle into

  the big recliner in the living room like a bocce ball in a catcher’s mitt and we’d watch The Mike Douglas Show together. Douglas was a toupee-and-leisure-suit guy who I guess

  must have had a singing career. His show was kind of an upscale Joe Franklin—John and Yoko would be on with Don Rickles. Alfred Hitchcock shared Mike’s couch with James Brown. The top

  of each show was the same—Mike would come out on the brightly lit flower-power set and do a song (usually a standard that my grandpa knew) before going into a softball monologue of corny

  jokes. It was routine and schmaltzy and engaging and surprising enough that Papa loved it. So did my mom.




  But one afternoon, Mike followed a Totie Fields fat joke with a crack about Italians and the Mafia. At the time The Godfather was breaking box office records across the country. For much

  of the sixties organizations like the Italian-American Civil Rights League, led by Joe Colombo, moonlighting from running the mob family that bore his name, lobbied Hollywood and Washington long

  and hard not to use “the M word” in scripts or legal proceedings. TV and movies in those days usually substituted more ominous sounding but less ethnically specific terms like

  “the Syndicate,” “the Organization,” or “the Outfit” in its place.




  Paramount, the company that made The Godfather, broke ranks on a picture called The Brotherhood with Kirk Douglas a few years before. It bombed. Threatened with union hassles and

  boycotts the suits at Paramount agreed to bleach “Mafia” out of The Godfather script. Around the same time Nixon’s attorney general John Mitchell caved and ordered

  “Mafia” banned and excised from federal legal documents and memos. None of this kept Joe Colombo from receiving three bullets in the head at an IACRL rally courtesy of a hitman hired by

  his “Syndicate” rival Crazy Joe Gallo. Sticks and stones. . .




  The Godfather was such a sensation that the dam burst. Overnight a word that had been taboo in movies and television for generations was okay after all. Not with my grandfather. As the

  canned laughter hissed out of the TV speaker, he got up, muttered something in his Italian dialect I wasn’t supposed to hear, changed the channel, and scowled wordlessly at the screen until

  supper. He never watched Mike Douglas again. My mother never watched it, either.




  What I more or less understood at the time was that my grandpa Giovanni had arrived in New York from Sicily in the winter of 1900 aged eight years old with a paper suitcase in his hand. His

  sister had left the old country before he was born. They met face-to-face for the first time on the docks of the Lower East Side. Neither of them ever saw their parents again.




  When they left, Sicily was still recovering from a civil war that saw thousands of their countrymen cut down. Their island was so remote and so barren of the coal and iron resources that

  leveraged northern Italy into the Industrial Revolution and the empire-building business that it was for all intents and purposes stuck in the Middle Ages. You couldn’t build a factory or a

  battleship with an olive or tomato harvest. You also couldn’t make a living in the fields and orchards in Sicily like you could doing just about anything on the other side of the

  Atlantic.




  Thousands of years of invasions and occupations from Italy in the north and just about every country around the Mediterranean had made Sicilians tough and tight. Sicilian immigrants arrived in

  the New World with a suspicion of official rules and established authority and a trust only in each other that had been earned over centuries at foreign sword point. The Sicilian struggle for

  independence and survival played out against one enemy or another for centuries and in any war the line between crook and freedom fighter is hard to draw. Sicilians had hundreds of years of chaos

  and conflict in which to hone secrecy, brutality, and revenge into an art. American English has dozens of words in common use culled from Gallic, Yiddish, northern Italian dialects, and other

  immigrant languages. There are only two imported from Sicily—“vendetta” and “Mafia.”




  By 1920, a million Italians (mostly Sicilians like my grandfather and his sister) had immigrated to the United States through New York Harbor. They were joined by about two million Jews driven

  from Eastern Europe from 1881 to 1924. Everyone was from somewhere else and the numbers grew larger every year. Legal and illegal opportunity knocked for new arrivals. The places to live were where

  other Italians had staked a neighborhood claim—Harlem uptown and inland from the waterfront on the Lower East Side at the downtown end of Manhattan. Gangsters and thieves lost their lunch

  over the same boat railings as everyone else headed to America to make some money. For these guys “yearning to breathe free” meant leaving home because they had to. Pioneers of American

  organized crime like Ignazio “Lupo the Wolf” Saietta and the Morello brothers left Corleone a step ahead of the gallows. Giuseppe “Joe” Masseria emigrated from Marsala to

  beat a murder rap.




  Joe Masseria set up housekeeping in an apartment on Forsyth and Houston downtown and honed his god-given talent for harm as an enforcer in the Morellos’ extortion, kidnapping, and

  counterfeiting rackets and as a soldier in a Sicilian Mafia versus Napolitano Camorra gang war that pitted lower Manhattan against Brooklyn. Unlike his “mustache Pete,” first-generation

  gangster peers, Joe wanted more than just a piece of the transplanted homegrown rackets and local plunder. The era of nativist rule in New York’s underworld was coming to a close. Irish

  crooks had moved on and up into the police and politics. In a relatively short time Joe capitalized on the contacts he made in and out of jail and went from a side business of burglaries and petty

  heists to running his own gambling and extortion rackets. Joe’s timing was perfect. Shaking down store owners, running card games, fencing stolen goods, kidnapping the children of the

  wealthy, and other old school rackets could only have taken him and the rest of the new breed so far. But when Prohibition was enacted in 1920 it was as if the skies rained gasoline on what had

  been a bunch of little regional criminal barbecues.




  Once Prohibition hit and he began running booze, Joe’s operation grew big enough that he soon outstripped the Morellos completely. The nickname he’d picked out for himself years

  before finally stuck—“Joe the Boss.” Any waiter that ever had to roll up the table cloth after the Boss finished a meal could explain his other nickname—“Joe the

  Glutton.”




  The Eighteenth Amendment was an ivory tower crusade led by a small group of people who equated drinking with unchecked immigration and the erosion of supposedly Anglo-Saxon family values. Nobody

  with half a brain thought it made any sense. Unless they were some kind of obsessed fanatic, cops, judges, bankers, and politicians all knew on some level that banning the sale and manufacture of

  alcohol was bullshit. Most politicians were too scared of moralist newspapers and public opinion to vote against banning liquor and no cop could bitch about it without looking like he was being

  soft on crime. And, for lawmakers and law enforcers willing to play ball with bootleggers, it maybe wasn’t such a bad thing after all.




  To Sicilian new arrivals in Papa’s generation, banning the production and sale of alcohol was just more Protestant insanity. Catholics already had enough to worry about in this life and

  atone for in the next. If it’s okay with the Pope, who was the U.S. Congress to say you can’t take wine? Then, as now, the American dream was a tease for new arrivals and the have-nots.

  Big business offered most immigrants a spot on the bottom rung and an opportunity to stay there indefinitely. The legal booze industry and just about every other mainstream U.S. business at the

  time had a glass ceiling that new Americans like my grandfather could never penetrate. But the illegal booze racket was wide open. For Italians, Jews, Irish, African-Americans, or anyone else from

  anywhere else willing to risk prison or a one-way ride back to their birthplace in a ship’s brig, it was the opportunity of a lifetime.




  What I didn’t learn until after he died was that my grandfather Giovanni seized that opportunity, took full advantage of the dawning underground economy, and went to work for Joe Masseria

  running bootleg booze and numbers. Papa was a good earner and the Boss became as fond of him in his way as Papa’s own family eventually would. Joe would borrow a diamond stickpin Papa owned

  to wear in his tie at big sit-downs and the marathon meals and pinochle games he hosted to relax and talk shop. The Boss always wiped the pin clean of spilled food before he returned it. With Joe

  the Boss’s blessing, Papa Giovanni went to Boston and ran numbers and liquor there until he got in a major jam with the local cops. Grandpa left Boston one night in a hurry, came back home to

  Little Italy, and married my grandmother.




  My grandfather settled down and opened a café at 3 Catherine Street, a stone’s throw away from what’s now One Police Plaza. With a family of his own on the way, my grandfather

  was happy to run his business in the American style—an independent operator cultivating and maintaining necessary ties with the big shots. Big-talking tough guys like Joe the Boss made sure

  that the cops looked the other way while hardworking tough guys like Papa distilled and bottled unbonded hooch in the back of their storefronts and paid a percentage of what they made back to Joe

  in return. Joe the Boss still stopped by and still borrowed the stickpin when he wanted, but Joe was at war with his competition and with three kids at home and another on the way, Papa’s

  wild days were ending.




  Joe the Boss ran his business in the Old World way. Non-Sicilians weren’t welcome on his payroll and pressures from competitors or anger from perceived insults were dealt with at gunpoint.

  Joe used a cadre of Sicilian natives handpicked from the Lower East Side tenements to stock his inner circle, his death squad, and his bodyguard.




  In August 1922, Joe reached out to Rocco Valenti, one of his former employers’, the Morellos, deadliest guns and arranged a sit-down at John’s Restaurant on East 12 Street. Earlier

  that summer Joe the Boss had narrowly escaped an assassination attempt outside his apartment on Second Avenue around the corner from the future home of the Ninth Precinct on the Lower East Side.

  The hit had gone completely haywire. The shooters missed Joe with their bullets but nearly deafened him with close-quarter gunfire. When their getaway car accidentally ran into a labor protest, the

  hit squad gunned down, ran down, and pistol-whipped their way through the crowd to clear the street and escape. The newspapers howled for blood, the police chased their tails, but Valenti was

  Joe’s prime suspect and he knew what to do about it.




  After some pleasantries and half-hearted bridge building at John’s, Joe excused himself and a trio of young turks on Joe’s payroll flanking him at the table stood up and began

  shooting Joe’s guest. They kept shooting as Valenti dragged himself out to the sidewalk and tried to escape one last time. The guns didn’t stop until Valenti took a head shot on the

  running board of a taxi and a pair of bystanders, including an eight-year-old girl from the block, had been winged.




  The assassin who did most of the shooting was also a neighborhood kid. He could’ve walked the few blocks home in under five minutes. Salvatore Lucania was born in Sicily in a sulfur mining

  town that made nearby Palermo look like Paris by comparison. His family headed for greener pastures in L’America but settled for a Lower East Side walkup apartment on East Tenth Street, a

  half block from Tompkins Square Park. Young Salvatore watched his father scrimp and save to put food on his family’s table. The sweatshop and day-laborer work his father and their neighbors

  did was, Salvatore decided, “for crumbs.” Outside of extorting pennies from straitlaced students for protection, school was for future crumbs. At fourteen, Lucania dropped out of P.S.

  19 on East Fourteenth Street. For a while he bided his time working a five-dollar-a-day crumb job as a shipping clerk at a hat factory and hanging out in the back of the DeRobertis pastry shop

  around the corner from his house with two Jewish neighborhood kids—a little nebbish math whiz named Meyer who’d stood up to Lucania’s shake downs at school, and another kid even

  wilder than Salvatore named Benny. Like a lot of teenagers their age they plotted to change the world to suit them. In a few years they did.




  Lucania, Benny, and Meyer put in their time in the pool halls and back rooms of Little Italy and nearly anywhere in the city a dishonest buck could be had. By eighteen Salvatore had been

  arrested for armed robbery, gun possession, assault, grand larceny, and gambling charges. Benny was obsessed with broads. When he wasn’t planning and pulling heists or balancing his illegal

  accounts, Meyer pored over glossy magazine pictures of South America and the Caribbean islands—dreaming big like the luftmensch he was. But Lucania was as much a visionary as fellow Lower

  East Sider Nikola Tesla or revolutionary as Emma Goldman in his way. His association with renegade financier Arnold Rothstein taught him to think in bigger numbers, always look to the next racket,

  and to dress the part he wanted to play in life. Lucania had his eyes on a future that neither his friends nor associates like Frank Costello, Vito Genovese, Dutch Schultz, and Lepke Buchalter

  could see their part in just yet.




  After stretches in the reformatory and boot camp with the Five Points Gang and Al “Scarface” Capone, Lucania set out on his own, operating a racket nicknamed “the Broadway

  Mob” that reflected the diversification that Rothstein preached and the diversity of Lucania’s own Lower East Side upbringing. Salvatore Lucania or Charlie “Lucky” Luciano

  as he began to be called (hell, Meyer’s last name was originally Suchowljanski, not Lansky—and plenty of people called Benny Siegel, “Bugsy” behind his back) became a

  favorite of fellow Sicilian Joe the Boss. Joe admired Lucky’s nerve and brains even if he couldn’t understand his eagerness to consort with fetuso punks whose families came from

  northern Italy or Russia.




  With Rothstein pointing the way, Charlie Lucky saw how the Rockefellers, Carnegies, Vanderbilts, Morgans, DuPonts, and other old money corporate big shots regulated the country’s

  legitimate economy. Monopoly and vertical integration—manufacture, distribution, and collection under the same control—that was the way to make a real living in the land of the free.

  The Eighteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution and the Volstead Act that followed made the manufacture and sale of all alcoholic beverages a federal crime. But every man enjoyed a glass

  of beer, a friendly wager, and the company of a woman. Owning the supply lines and establishments that provided those services and cooperating with other owners from other parts of town and across

  the country to share the risk and rewards would reduce losses and increase profits. Under Lucky Luciano, American crime got organized.




  Now twenty-three, Charlie Lucky set up a trucking company as a bootlegging front. His old friends Frank Costello and Vito Genovese ran the operation. They owned the east side docks and saw to it

  that the scotch from Scotland, rum from the islands, and whiskey from Canada were unloaded, stockpiled, sold, and delivered with as little hassle as possible. While clearing close to a half-million

  dollars a year tax-free servicing his territory, Luciano grew eager to expand and form alliances with other operators. It didn’t matter one bit to him where they were from.




  Lucky Luciano’s genius was weaving the old—the Sicilian Cosa Nostra traditions of silence and loyalty, with the new—opening up the rackets to any and all earning possibilities

  and partnering with Jews, Irish, blacks, and anyone else, all in the name of profit. In Luciano’s view Joe the Boss had taken big-time earning as far as he could. Joe’s kind of backward

  thinking placed grudges and ancestry over money. Prohibition wasn’t going to last forever. Any idiot could see that. Yet Joe Masseria and up-and-coming rival boss Salvatore Maranzano wasted a

  portion of the twenties’ precious and obscenely profitable years in a bloody and costly turf war with each other. First off, that had to stop. Under the pretense of a leisurely meal and a

  card game Luciano arranged for two of Benny Siegel’s guns to install four new holes in Joe’s head at his favorite restaurant in Coney Island and Maranzano declared himself the

  winner.




  But Maranzano was only a slight improvement on Joe the Glutton. A former candidate for the priesthood with an obsession with Roman history and customs, Maranzano resented Charlie Lucky, Frank

  Costello, and Vito Genovese’s ties with non-Italian gangsters. Like Joe the Boss Maranzano respected Luciano’s ambition and earning power, but saw his New World ways as a threat. For

  good reason. Eventually some more of Luciano’s old neighborhood allies paid a call to Maranzano’s plush offices in the Helmsley Building dressed as IRS auditors. Legend has it that they

  unknowingly passed the hitman Maranzano had hired to kill off Charlie Lucky in the hallway on the way in. Lucky’s men lined everyone against the wall of Maranzano’s office then shot and

  stabbed the boss and his retinue to death. Their gunshots were muffled by the plush shag carpeting and enormous Roman tapestries decorating his office.




  Charlie Lucky didn’t substitute ego for brains and install himself as “boss of bosses,” the way his two predecessors had. Instead, he streamlined, unified, and stabilized a

  volatile group of gangs by cherry picking the things that worked for Joe Masseria and Salvatore Maranzano. The Sicilian code of silence—omerta—that both Joe and Salvatore swore

  by would remain. Shutting up paid off handsomely, no matter what you called it. Charlie Lucky learned that the hard way while being tortured at blowtorch and knife point on a Staten Island beach

  while still in Joe the Boss’s employ. If the more sentimental bosses wanted to make it some kind of blood oath, that was just okay with him.




  Some of Maranzano’s Roman legion-style organization stayed in place, too. It was a new country and a new century with a new deal on the horizon. Ring kissing, ceremony, swearing

  allegiance, and symbolic acts of discipline had their place, but ultimately decisions would be made with one thing in mind only—making a buck. Though it was mostly bullshit to Lucky, the

  mustache Pete pomp helped morale and curbed unchecked individual ambition.




  With Joe the Boss out of the picture, my grandfather’s illegal business came under Lucky Luciano’s control. By day Papa sold food and coffee. At night you could also get

  booze—Lucky’s booze. Most days Luciano operated out of the back room of Celano’s Garden, a restaurant on Kenmare Street. Celano’s Garden was strategically located a few

  blocks from the curb exchange Luciano ran on the corner of Mulberry Street—an unofficial depot and marketplace where bootleg booze was bought and sold, loaded and unloaded from trucks, car

  trunks, wheelbarrows, and handcarts. Sitting in one place too long made Charlie Lucky nervous and he liked to move around the neighborhood. Papa’s café became a regular destination in

  Charlie Lucky’s rounds. A few times a month Luciano’s limo would pull up and the uncrowned king of organized crime would come in and have espresso with my grandfather and bounce my

  uncle Paul on his knee.




  When he got into a beef, my grandfather didn’t call the cops. Like everyone else in New York making a living off the Eighteenth Amendment, he called Lucky Luciano. A neighborhood

  competitor approached Giovanni about selling him a few extra barrels during a periodic booze drought. When it came to buy them back from Papa, the guy welshed and refused to fork over the fair

  market price they’d agreed to when supplies opened up again. Charlie Lucky ruled in my grandfather’s favor. When Giovanni’s prized Cadillac, the same one he lent out for the

  Columbus Day parade and drove his wife, my mother, her sisters, and brother to the Jersey Shore was confiscated by the police during a liquor run, Luciano saw to it that it was stolen from NYPD

  headquarters and returned to my grandfather.




  With repeal on the horizon, my grandfather began investing in the stock market, while Lucky Luciano took more of Arnold Rothstein’s advice and solidified his narcotics connections. My

  grandfather lost nearly everything in the crash of 1929. After a long illness he went the straight and narrow for the rest of his life, working as a military contractor making parachutes. Lucky

  Luciano began forging the international dope network that would prime the pump for the heroin trade I fought in Alphabet City in the eighties. I had no way of knowing all this as Papa cursed out

  Mike Douglas. As far as I knew I was just the son of a cop.
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  They have names like School Boy, Macatumba, Londie, Cha-Cha, and Animal. They arrive in tricked-out Jeeps, Beamers, and Mertzs done up in gloss black, camo, or Day-Glo

  custom finish, with spoilers on top, speakers inside, and glowing neon underneath. They come and go at all hours—taking stock of their dope spots and their corner hand-to-hand guys,

  collecting cash, vanishing into the buildings to see an employee, a relative, or a girlfriend inside. They show off to each other while hanging out across the street from their spots clustered

  around Third Street and Avenue D holding a pitbull leash in one hand, and picking lint off flash designer clothes that would cost me a month’s pay with the other. They have leases in the

  rat-and-roach-infested projects but own houses in Queens, apartments in Manhattan, and second homes in Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic. They’re barely midway through their twenties and

  making “way” money—mounds of cash so big you don’t count the bills, you weigh them.




  With millions of dollars in money and drugs changing hands every week, Avenue D should be like Dodge City—constant rip-offs, infighting, renegade big haul dope and money grabs,

  back-and-forth volleys of insults and gunfire. But when these guys in the Third and D crew beef with each other or within other crews they settle it fast, so fast all I ever see is the

  aftermath—a body leaning against a stairwell that’s painted with brains, a car left running on East Houston Street with the remains of two overambitious teenagers locked in the trunk, a

  lifeless rat-bitten face down in the bushes in East River Park, a family of four dead in their project apartment, kids seated in front of the TV each with a small caliber bullet in their head, Mom

  hacked to pieces in the bedroom, Dad tortured to death with a stun gun and a blowtorch in the shower. Arguments end bad, but they end. A sudden, swift execution, a body or a stack of bodies then

  back to business as usual.




  Vaya con dinero. Go with the money. The dealers coexist just peacefully enough to work the D profitably at all times. It’s too clean for there not to be someone at the top ultimately

  calling the shots. A DEA agent I work with down the line will dub the Third and D crew “the Forty Thieves.” They were thieves—they stole people’s lives with dope and

  bullets. It’s still months before I hear the name Davey Blue Eyes. But I know from where I grew up that there’s more to this iceberg than I can see. Somebody is the top guy. The

  knock-around, mobbed-up guys I knew growing up were too young, mean, crazy, fucked up, or just plain dumb to keep things together by themselves, and so are Avenue D’s Forty Thieves.




  It’s just common sense. Somebody somewhere is enforcing the peace, keeping supplies going, sanctioning necessary killings and earning themselves a generous cut of the profits for doing

  it. Like the Lucchese family’s boss Vic Amuso in my home neighborhood in Brooklyn or John Gotti over in Ozone Park, Queens, there has to be a guy or core group of guys that everybody on the D

  is scared of and beholden to enough that order prevails. Maintained from above. Or else. Just like when I was a kid.




  Part of every dollar exchanged for every bag sold by the Third and D crew goes back up the supply line to whoever that somebody is running the big store. The supply line, the food chain,

  whatever you want to call it is plain enough to see at curbside but who was at the top is a mystery. All that Gio and I can do is what we’ve been doing since I arrived in

  Alphaville—bust anyone and everyone we see working the Avenue D dope machine, toss them, scare them, or buy them or both, get them talking and listen to them. By taking out the lower floors

  we hope we’re weakening the pyramid. The big picture? It’s still too wide a view to make out. Days and weeks of twenty-question sessions with everyone we bust are beginning to fill in

  the details a little.




  We make every possible collar we can. We terrorize customers, hassle the dealing crews, even stake out a store on St. Mark’s Place that sells the glassine dope bags these guys

  use—anything to make business hard to conduct and dealers looking to negotiate their way out of getting taken off the street for a day, a weekend, or ten years upstate. Always, in every side

  street, apartment, stoop, interrogation room, and RMP backseat conversation we have with everyone we bust, bribe, or bullshit, we ask for a name. Who’s heavy? Who’s your boss?

  Who’s his boss? Who’s the man?




  A name I hear a lot early on after getting promoted to plainclothes Operation 8 is Sabu. I’m still getting a handle on who’s who, who knows who, and who doesn’t know shit.

  Everyone’s working some angle and there are a lot of people on the D with the liar’s golden touch for telling you what you want to hear. But the name keeps coming up. Sabu. I repeat it

  back to the people I cuff or let go and heads nod. “Sabu, he’s for reals, yo . . . He got style . . .”There’s a shrugged consensus that he’s popular. Maybe more

  important or better connected than the other corner dealers and hand-to-hand guys?




  We put Sabu under the microscope—full shifts watching him from an empty apartment, our own cars, rooftops, taking photos, keeping logs, the whole bit. When we get close we listen. Sabu

  looks and sounds the part—a gravelly voiced, pimped-out, dark-skinned Hispanic guy in his early thirties, always dressed in a bloodred ankle-length leather trench coat no matter what the

  weather, always strutting around the avenue checking in with other dealers and shooting the shit with the people he knows out front of the buildings. And he knows everybody. The junkies, the

  neighborhood kids, the small-time dealers, and girls from the block all say “hey.” But no two people we bust can tell us exactly where he fits into the picture. Everybody’s too

  focused on their own role. We decide to ask the man himself.




  “Mira, no Rambo,” Sabu croaks in a gravelly matinee villain tone. We pick him up and find dope and money when we toss him. Sitting in a chair rubbing his wrists at the Command, he

  looks like he’s going to cry.




  “Who’s been saying this shit about me? I only have the one spot. I need to make some extra cash, you know? You see me. I’m outside all the time ’cause I gotta work my

  corner myself. I can’t get nobody to work that doesn’t rip my shit off! Why would I be on the street if I didn’t have to?”




  It turns out that the crime Sabu is guilty of is operating a small-time dope concern and impersonating a big-wheel dealer from a seventies blaxploitation flick. Wheedling with us he sounds

  like a Puerto Rican Orson Welles. Up close the truth is pretty easy to see. And smell. The only shots Sabu calls are for rum at the bars along Houston Street. His breath reeks of booze 24-7 and

  he’s on his way to death while on the list for a liver transplant before he’s fifty. Sabu’s second home isn’t a beach house near Santa Domingo, it’s a tool shed at the

  Pitt Street Pool—the man we were auditioning for super villain is moonlighting selling dope from his job as a custodian for the City Parks Department to pay gambling debts. The next time I

  see him he’s in a green uniform skimming the pool at Pitt Street.
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  There were two kinds of people in Canarsie when I grew up there. The neighborhood was home to scores of city employees, especially NYPD and FDNY personnel, but it was also

  Lucchese country. Originally based in the Bronx, the Lucchese mob grew out of a racket that controlled the horse-and-wagon ice delivery trade in the teens. With the support of Charlie Lucky and

  under the leadership of Gaetano Reina, Gaetano Gagliano, and his underboss Gaetano Lucchese (“Tommy,” “Tommy Gun,” or “Three Fingers Brown” depending on which

  paper you read back in the day), the Bronx operation spread to Manhattan, Jersey, and Brooklyn. When Luciano created the Mafia “crime commission,” the Luccheses became one of the fabled

  Five Families that ran American organized crime for most of the last century. After Gagliano stepped down and Lucchese took over in the fifties, Canarsie became one of the family’s

  strongholds. The majority of the kids I went to school with, played sports with, and hung around with went home at night to households owned by cops or by wiseguys.




  Growing up in a Brooklyn neighborhood that was half NYPD and half mob was like a real-life version of the Looney Tunes cartoon with the wolf and the sheepdog. The episodes all began the same

  way—a big dog named Sam and a wolf named Ralph would walk through a meadow, each with a lunch pail in their hand.




  “Morning, Sam.”




  “Morning, Ralph.”




  “How’s the missus, Sam?”




  “Good, Ralph. Yours?”




  The wolf and the sheepdog go to a tree with a time clock on it and punch in. Their workday boils down to Ralph stealing sheep by any means he can figure out while Sam tries to keep him from

  getting any. The whistle blows, the sun sets and the two of them punch the clock and head home together, lunch pails once again on their hips. In Canarsie, you were either in a sheepdog family or a

  wolf family. Both sides literally lived next door to each other. In the cartoon the sheepdog usually won, but in real life the wolves made out a hell of a lot better than the dogs. The Canarsie

  Lucchese crew is all over GoodFellas. They masterminded the 1978 Lufthansa heist at JFK and collected an eight-million-dollar payday. Nobody ever made a movie about the housing police. All

  my father ever got was a weekly paycheck and, eventually, a pension and a letter from the mayor.




  My father and his kid brother Nick, better known throughout Canarsie as “Chickie,” grew up playing ball and hanging out with Vic Amuso. Chickie took a job with the Transit Authority,

  my father became a cop, and Vic began his career as an enforcer and foot soldier for the Colombo family and Crazy Joe Gallo. When Gallo was gunned down at Umberto’s Clam House for ordering

  the Joe Colombo hit, Vic jumped ship for the Luccheses. Vic made his bones in kickback schemes and narcotics, did time, got out, and went back to earning. The dope sold in Alphabet City in the

  eighties no longer came from Vic, but the Lucchese family was still profitable and Canarsie was still his.




  Make a fist with your right hand and turn it toward you with the pinky finger at the top. If you picture that fist as Brooklyn, then Canarsie is the knuckle of your thumb pointing down. Long

  before they were packed off to the Midwest and Canada, the Algonquin Indians named a coastal wilderness on Jamaica Bay where they fished and hunted, “Canarsie” after their word for

  “fort.” The Lower East Side was the last stop on the L line in Manhattan, and Canarsie was the end of the line in Brooklyn. And like the Lower East Side much of Canarsie was originally

  swamp and tidal marsh. The borders that kept the Algonquin safe until the Europeans came also tell the story of how the neighborhood resisted change once the creeks and marshes were filled in and

  successive generations of immigrants claimed the new land there for themselves.




  Fresh Creek and the upscale homes of the Flatlands section of the old neighborhood form the eastern border. Like Paedegat Basin, a polluted moat separating Canarsie from Bergen Beach and Coney

  Island beyond, Fresh Creek permanently and definitively buffers the old neighborhood from the new developments at Starrett City, a huge cluster of residential towers looming over the cattails and

  oily, brackish water to the east. The neighborhood ends at Jamaica Bay. Walking back from the water’s edge at Canarsie Pier you cross the Shore Parkway section of the Belt Parkway, then

  follow Rockaway Parkway past the Bay View Houses and inland to the crossroads at Flatlands Avenue, which was the heart of Canarsie.




  It was over Canarsie’s northern border at Linden Boulevard that the Italians, Jews, and Irish arrived by wagon, truck, and eventually subway during the late nineteenth and early twentieth

  century. That same borderland yielded the neighborhood to families from neighboring Brownsville and across the marsh in East New York in the seventies and eighties. The Canarsie I grew up in bore

  little resemblance to the marsh and farmland it was fifty years before. New waves of immigration from the Caribbean and West Africa continue to transform the community I knew like the back of my

  fist into a place I barely recognize today. The children of the kids growing up there today likely won’t recognize it themselves in a few decades. That’s just the way things go.




  Until Jamaica Bay got too filthy to eat from after World War I, Canarsie was home and livelihood for legitimate fishermen and a sanctuary for smugglers. When my father grew up there in the

  thirties and forties there were still working fruit and vegetable farms and open cook fires tended by off-the-boat Italians trying to get by the same way they had in the old country. But by the

  time my dad graduated from Franklin K. Lane High, and went into the service, most of the people he knew on the street were either in “the trades” as they used to say—carpenters,

  plumbers, plasterers, and the like—or they were city employees—sanitation workers like his father, ConEd employees, transit workers, fire fighters, and cops. Or they were mobsters.




  My dad returned from his postwar stint in the submarine service onboard a diesel boat called the U.S.S. Blenny, a veteran of unrefereed fights with drunk Marines and the proud defender of

  a handful of official boxing titles in sanctioned bouts held on various naval bases throughout the States. After settling back home in Canarsie, he commuted seven days a week to a factory job in

  the garment district in Mid-town Manhattan. Within a couple of years he was making the trip with his new bride, my mother, Emilia Privitera, a first-generation Sicilian-American who worked as a

  seamstress in the same shop. Pressing clothes in a fifty-pound steam iron every day gave him eighteen-inch biceps, but it wouldn’t support a family, and my old man took a job at sanitation

  like his old man. My sister and then I arrived and one afternoon he went to the local high school and took the police department test. He passed and became a housing cop.




  I never gave what my dad or anyone else’s parents did for a living much thought until late into high school. Made-man families had barbecues and attended Little League games same as cop

  and fireman families and everyone else. Wise-guy or not, nobody talked about their business. Friends from my father’s Housing PD Command in Brownsville would come over, but my dad

  wasn’t much for war stories and neither were they. Except for the police radio squawk, they could’ve been any group of guys watching the Jets.




  Once a partner of his gave me an old heavy bag to work out on when he got a new one.




  “I bought this because of your dad, Mike,” he told me. “A guy in the Farragut Houses got tough with us on a family dispute and your dad dropped him without even taking a swing.

  I never saw anybody knock a guy down with a single left jab like that.” He pointed to a worn out part of the canvas bag, “I worked it hard, see? You want to hit as hard as your old man

  does, you’re gonna have to work it hard, too.”




  Every once in a while I’d tag along with my father when he went to the Command to pick up his paycheck. Business was always booming there in the seventies. On weekends they’d

  handcuff the spillover from the holding cells to a metal bar in the precinct lobby. My dad was big and he was known. None of the guys chained together ever so much as swore when we went down the

  line with me in tow. Cop or wiseguy, sheepdog or wolf, that was what it was all about in Canarsie—respect.




  My father’s friends were a mixture of both sides and so were mine. The thing we all had in common was that we lived to raise hell. As far back as I can remember I’ve had a bone-deep

  craving for thrills and excitement—the real kind, the kind you get fighting, joking, and messing around. When I grew up that craving was often satisfied by doing takedowns and busts in the

  police. Kid or adult, I got a huge kick when things were close to out of hand. Not fucked up, just on the border. When you’re a cop that’s not picky about bending rules, chasing perps,

  and using your hands, you find other cops that see the job the same way, and when you grow up looking for that wild zone between safe and sorry, you fall in with other kids that do, too, no matter

  what kind of household they came from. Two of my closest friends growing up were the Flynn boys—Timmy and Tommy. Their father held court at a bar called the Nut on Flatlands Avenue. My

  dad’s old baseball teammate Vic Amuso also hung out there.




  For Timmy, Tommy, me, and the other kids I grew up with, Canarsie in the seventies had plenty to offer in the having-fun-and-not-getting-caught departments. In elementary school my neighbor Sal

  and I would sneak in the back door of Grabstein’s Deli around the corner from my house and swipe hot knishes off the cooling racks just outside the kitchen. The only real risk we ran was

  burning our mouths on the hot potato filling inside. When we got older we’d climb the fences around the railyards at the end of the BMT 16 line (later the double L) where MTA janitors

  scrubbed huge graffiti murals and tags off the outside of subway cars. We’d break stuff and play chicken with oncoming trains, ignoring the blasts from their horns, hock loogies onto the

  shiny business side of the live third rail and watch our spit drip down, connect with the ground, and zap! go up in a crackling hail of smoke and sparks. When we heard a radio hiss or saw a

  flashlight beam heading our way we’d silently break into a sprint. Running across rail ties and tracks, doing the thirty-yard dash to the torn piece of fence you came through, physically

  wasn’t much different than the stutter step we did in and out of old tires in football practice. It was fun. We didn’t get caught.
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