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“Because I came from Queens, which nobody in the history of New York newspapers ever wrote about or even saw, I was reputed to be streetwise and tough. Which was untrue. I didn’t fight. I chased stories, not beatings. But I knew where to find people who were somewhat less than our civic best, and so editors clung to the illusion.”


—Jimmy Breslin


If it’s true, put it in the paper and go have a drink . . . Let society sort it out.


—Breslin to Eric Shawn, Fox News, during the trial of the “Snakehead Queen” following the grounding of the cargo ship Golden Venture at Fort Tilden Beach on the Rockaway peninsula, on June 6, 1993, and the death of ten of the 286 undocumented migrants on board


“I don’t know what objectivity is. The truth is what’s important.”


—Breslin to Karen Polk, Boston Globe, 1988, following his joining New York Newsday
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PROLOGUE



James Earle Breslin, 48 years old and at the top of his game, stood in front of the open office door of a newspaper editor named Dick Oliver. He was wearing a blue pinstripe suit with a Countess Mara tie draped under the open shirt collar and around his fat neck, and he slashed the air with a Macanudo Robusto cigar.


“Do Not. Confuse me. With. The Facts. I tell the truth.”


Each word was as loud as the crack of a bat in the Bronx.


I stared down the long room with its submarine-low acoustic tile ceiling and saw, hanging down right there, marking the heart of the newspaper and the hours and then the minutes and then the seconds until the presses rolled, the large four-sided clock in its beautiful oak case. It hung, neither ominous nor friendly, more like a Greek god, ruling above the clatter of keys and the zmmmump and slam of returns and the cigar and cigarette smoke and the ground-out butts in the carpet and the smell of beer. I was as awestruck as a batboy seeing Babe Ruth step out of the Yankee Stadium dugout.


A cigar smoke plume rose above his black Irish curls as the words came right out of Breslin’s big mouth the same way they came out of his typewriter, and that was cleaner and better than anyone else who tried to tell the truth in a 1,000–1,100 word newspaper column.


He leaned in and out with each word, and now it was a boxer dancing or something else you had never seen or even read about in a writer or a poet or a singer unless you were very lucky. I’ve seen it since, once or twice, when the poetry comes out through the eyes, and the mouth moves and the arms move and the legs move and it is all one thing. It is far bigger than the man himself. Far bigger. Far better too. In Breslin it was the soul of the city rising.


That is my first memory of Breslin, and as good a way as any way I know to begin telling his story.


✶✶✶


It is as good a way as any because it is emblematic of Breslin’s impact: on the reader, on his family, on his editors and on those individuals who were the subjects of his ire. Nearly everyone who ever met him had a Breslin story.


Pugnacious. Passionate. Profound. Bombastic. Bully. Buffoon. Bellowing. Reckless. Resourceful. Vengeful. Nasty. Gracious. Gratuitous. Insecure. Heavy drinking. Grandstanding miserable bastard.


Better on deadline than anyone.


We all have multiple selves. Jimmy Breslin made it a point to admit—in fact, he made it a point of considerable pride—that he often wasn’t sure which of his personae were real or when he was inhabiting one of his subjects or his characters. And of course, he knew and he knew that you would know as soon as you heard it or read it that the whole thing was a conceit. He knew who he was, and what purpose each of those selves was serving. He was, as he often bellowed, “J.B. Number One.” A great reporter and a brilliant deadline artist, that was Breslin.


In this and many other things he owed a great debt to Damon Runyon, a debt that he repaid when he wrote his 1991 biography of that writer, Damon Runyon, a book that was in many ways Breslin’s autobiography. The part that is pertinent here is that when Breslin talked about his confused identity, he could bring a smile to your eyes. In saying of Runyon, “He put a smile into a newspaper, which usually has as much humor as a bus accident,” he was writing a sentence that set himself and Runyon apart from many of the other inhabitants of the “literary underworld” that in the twentieth century was an American newsroom. Like Runyon he was a liar, a cheater, a thief, and a tout. But each could put a smile on your face.


As to who the two men were: in each case their multiple selves were at their core neither simply self-centered, nor narcissistic, neither bombastic nor buffoon, neither ugly nor angry, though in fact they included all of those things taken together. No, like the chaos they each thrived in, these traits were the molten lead that each would pour into the typewriter. In Breslin’s case the lead would then come out the other side as solid and perfect words.


These columns of words did not disregard the facts. They were, at their best, fact after fact after fact; detail after detail after detail; observation after observation after observation; emotion captured in lyrical simplicity and taken together whether funny or sad, personal or global, harsh or sympathetic; they were nouns, verbs, subjects or objects; and yes, occasionally—very occasionally—adjectives and adverbs. It is what he did with these words that mattered.


His acolyte, his protégé, and his friend, the city columnist Michael Daly, once explained what Breslin strove for in his writing. “Emotional clarity,” Daly mumbled. “Emotional clarity.”


He had gotten right to the heart of the matter in two words. Breslin often achieved clarity by seeing the world through the eyes of the characters he created or through those of the subjects of his reporting. With charity. With empathy. With an understanding of the essential tragicomic nature of so much of so many lives. He always was ready to duel to the death with the forces arrayed against them. But he was not an earnest crusader. He was a reporter and poet equally. He was able to get you to see and also to feel what the victims of poverty, injustice, and the deceit of the powerful were stuck with. He did this in a way that is one of the hardest: he put you in the scene with them, and he made you see and feel through their eyes what was in their hearts.


In person, Breslin also had a great sense of humor and, when he let you see it, you saw that his own heart was very big.


“He had a hard head, but he had a warm heart.” In that, the wonderful and wonderfully precise reporter Barbara Ross said it best. When she said it, she was summing up an encounter she once had with his bluster.


He was, in this hardheadedness and so many other ways, so much of the time, and for so many, impossible to live with. His cyclonic greed for attention began in childhood and was unrelenting. It was, however, alloyed with genuine warmth and love. This made it almost tolerable. You could see this warmth in his eyes, in his joy and in his sadness when he spoke of his mother; his sister, Deirdre; his first wife, Rosemary; his daughters, Kelly and Rosemary, who both died too young; and his wife until the very end, Ronnie Eldridge, saint, safekeeper, chauffeur and gentle nurse to his ego, his conscience, and as time went on, his health. You could see it when he crouched down to play with children.


His affection was not maudlin. His sense of piety had no room for falsehood. This is important too, for piety and faith were at the core of his religious point of view: not the institution of the Catholic Church, which he saw as the husk of these things. In this, as in whatever he saw, he wrote clearly. It is explicit in his book The Church that Forgot Christ.


It is expressed a little more enigmatically in the epitaph he wrote for Jack Maple. A bowler hat wearing, spectator shoe shod, and bow tie wrapped New York cop, Maple was as ironic of character as he was cherubic in stature. He was the man who in 1994 invented CompStat with New York City Police Commissioner Bill Bratton. The predictive, accountability-driven approach to policing revitalized its stagnant management and dramatically reduced crime in America. Breslin’s chiseled words said less about Jack and volumes more about Jimmy, and the distillation of fact into truth.


BRESLIN SAYS NO, I WILL NOT ATTEND HIS FUNERAL


You should go to jail and visit prisoners


That is a corporal work of mercy


The dead don’t know that you’re there


So whadda ya go for, the family?


Who knows what they feel about the dirty bastard?


Maple’s family and friends in fact loved him. His home city, New York, was in fact grateful to him. Maple, in fact, suffering from cancer, held his own wake in the back room of a famous New York gin mill, Elaine’s, while he was still alive and could enjoy his friends arrayed in tuxedos as they toasted him and their world. And Breslin thought highly of him. So what is Breslin saying here? He is saying: if you want to worship, worship with your feet. This was what his God required.


Breslin, a Roman Catholic all his life, was sure God resided in your heart, and doubted it resided in any church. This belief about faith, mercy, God, and man resonated throughout the breadth of his more than six decades of reporting. Reporting well, for Breslin, could be a penance and it could be a corporal work of mercy. Just do a good job and do it for the living, as Maple did in his police work and when he held his own wake.


✶✶✶


When it came to the subject of crime writing, Breslin had a very high bar, his City Editor at the New York Daily News, Sam Roberts, once observed. Even so, there was plenty to go around and he reported and wrote about many crimes—those against the nation, those by police and those by mobsters.


His method, Sam Roberts explained, was simple: “You know what Jimmy said, he said, you know, journalism is a four letter word, W-O-R-K. And that was absolutely true. You couldn’t cover it from the office, you couldn’t cover it on the telephone, you had to go slap up the stairs of tenements, go up in the housing projects. It was all shoe leather. And it was absolutely true.”


Sam was 28 when he was City Editor of the Daily News. It was his 75th birthday when he sat down to recount it.


“Seventy five,” he began. “Now that’s a number. Seventy. Five.” Sam, like Breslin, had been laying out pages and writing headlines and stories since before the age of ten, putting together his own publishing operation on his parents’ floors.


“I was way too young to have that job at 28. I began and ended every day with Jimmy Breslin,” Sam said, identifying something everyone who ever worked with Breslin knew: Jimmy Breslin got up earlier and he worked later than almost anyone in the business. Sam also was a witness to all the doubters to Breslin’s veracity.


“All the people who faulted him and said, oh, this was made up or this was fudged and everything—well, virtually everything I saw turned out to be true. You know, yeah, it may have had a polished quote here or there or some characters in some way might have been a little composite.” But on the whole, Sam said, it was “wishful thinking” on the part of the doubters. Because the stories only Breslin could get came as a result of long hours and “W-O-R-K.”


Breslin, he said, had the hunter’s instinct. “He had to get ahead of the story.” The John Lennon murder, the Kennedy gravedigger, the perpetrators of the great Lufthansa heist: on all of those things he was way ahead of everybody else. “It was that imagination he had; it was that foresight. That just made him such a special person.”


“But as somebody said, if it wasn’t true, it was certainly truth,” the City Editor recalled. He was at one thing, however, a miserable failure, Sam noted: “He missed virtually every political prediction.”


In this last observation, he sums up centralized journalism in its twentieth-century heyday: as an authoritative way to predict the past. During the beginning of Sam’s tenure in that era, there were sharp spikes poised near the edge of desks on which to slap the sheets of copy paper on which tomorrow’s news was typed or crossed out and retyped. To a reporter, these pieces of paper were rent receipts. They wrote, as Breslin said, for money.


“There were spikes, before OSHA outlawed them, and there were typewriters. I remember when we switched to computers and everybody said, the city room is freaking too quiet and they made the keys chirp. And then somebody said, it sounds like an aviary and they had to turn that off. It was just, you know—as you know, for better or for worse, as I’m sure people said about us at the time, it was a whole different world,” Sam said.


Certainly, different from The New York Times, where Sam toiled in his mid-seventies, writing beautifully about New York and New Yorkers, and where algorithms measured what was trending, what ought to be moved to the fore, what things few seemed to care about. When Sam was hired at the Daily News, Ed Quinn, the head of personnel, told him to not tell anyone he had gone to Cornell University.


“Tell them you went to Tilden High, or something,” Quinn told him.


In this world, which would turn out not to be a world without end, the worst crime a reporter could commit, Breslin noted repeatedly, was to fail to find a sensation. He noted in his writing that in 1883, when one publisher new to New York observed that another newspaper had misunderstood sensation and had devoted just three paragraphs to the opening of the Brooklyn Bridge, the publisher, Joseph Pulitzer, knew right then that he could beat these “imbeciles’’ at this game.


When Breslin arrived at the Herald Tribune and observed how columnists wrote what they thought mattered, he knew he could beat them at this game. He would actually leave the building and go out on the streets to gather the material for columns that mattered. He knew that if bridge openings and horse racing and baseball could bring some excitement to the reader, it was crime, if the crime was big enough, that was the main event. Because if a crime was big enough for Breslin, it usually was big enough and sensational enough to make the front pages of New York City’s rival tabloids—the civic-minded, solidly blue-collar Daily News, where he worked steadily in the 1970s and 1980s, and the once-liberal New York Post, which from practically the day Rupert Murdoch bought it and promised he would not change anything was transmogrifying into a one-sided comic book that was soon to be a secret pleasure of many Manhattanites.


The crimes of David Berkowitz soared over Breslin’s high bar. Berkowitz committed horrible, unfathomable, serial crimes and as he read what Breslin wrote about them he decided that he considered Jimmy Breslin a friend, perhaps a muse, so he communicated with him and taunted him. And let his demons speak to him.


That was just a few months after November 1976 when, to many New Yorkers, “J.B. Number One” seemed to appear full-blown on the pages of the Daily News. Of course, like so many who appeared to be an overnight success, his career actually began decades before.


✶✶✶


He was born in 1929 to a father who was an itinerant piano player, who walked out the door as Breslin toddled. His father, also James Earle Breslin, left Jimmy, his sister Deirdre, and a mother who was by many accounts a lovely—if alcoholic, and at least one time suicidal—woman, in a state of abject poverty. Poverty, loneliness, desperation, survival, and it ought to be noted, cops—Breslin grew up with cops in his family and lived with an alcoholic uncle who was also a cop—these were part of the fabric of the youth who walked into the newsroom of a local paper, the Long Island Press. By 18, in his first bylined article for that paper, he demonstrated that while he might not always be the first on the scene—he was writing this time about the first television set to be installed in a local bar, and there were plenty of TV sets in plenty of bars already—he would be among the first to provide insight into what it meant. In this case, he demonstrated through the vivid portrayal of the bar’s occupants how it changed the nature of bent-elbowed conversation forever, except in those few establishments that valued words so much that TVs were banned or kept off except during a World Series, when the sound was turned down, and for presidential debates, when it was turned up.


He went on from that long-gone newspaper: other newspapers, press associations, sportswriting, books—his first was about horse racing, which, he explained, was all he could know about, growing up in the shadow of a racetrack, and therefore all he should write about. Then, somehow, full-grown and chubby and cocky, he arrived at the Herald Tribune, where he joined a company of journalistic revolutionaries and demonstrated a talent that few—even in that newsroom, and it held plenty of talent—could match.


There was, of course, the future novelist Tom Wolfe, who when he walked in with his PhD—and his genius, he recalled to an interviewer modestly—looked around and said, I can beat these guys. A few months later he found himself sitting a few yards downwind from the cloud of smoke that enshrouded someone who thought exactly the same way: Breslin. Essentially, that was how the two of them changed journalism. They knew, like Runyon, that they could beat this game. They could change the rules.


✶✶✶


Long before his arrival at the New York Daily News, Breslin had written about John F. Kennedy’s murder and his last rites in the emergency room in Dallas. He had written about Kennedy’s gravedigger. In these two pieces he changed not just the form, but the substance of how news was reported. He had traveled to London and poignantly written of the death of an aged and bedridden Churchill. In this, he showed us the tears on the faces of Blitz survivors as they recalled the moments when a flawed man punched above his weight for his nation. He had already become known to the all-knowing literati, and the novelists and press critics, as a shoe-leather member of the founding group of this thing they called (though he would not) “The New Journalism.”


He had lived in Harlem to write about riots. In this, he followed the great tradition of muckraking reformers. He wrote about heists that claimed the lives of heisters through mistrust and incestuous murder. In this, he showed how sources could inform and betray—just like him. He had captured the glint of the diamond vanity ring of a corrupt labor racketeer facing the judge and jury. His palette was richer than that of a courtroom artist. Retired Mob boss Frank Costello, crazy Joe Gallo and his lion, Joe Valachi, the Mob rat, and crime on the streets of New York; he had written about all of these. It was portraiture at its best. And there was Joe McCarthy, the senator who destroyed lives, stymied art, gutted government departments through his nastiness and his campaign against what he saw as communism. He had lampooned LBJ, tasted the jungle dirt of Vietnam and put you in the courtroom as Watergate verdicts were read.


His overnight success at the News came after more than 720 newspaper columns for the Trib and the Post as well as numerous Sunday feature articles and numerous magazine articles. It came after four books, one of which had been made into a very successful movie, a comic Mafia bouffe called The Gang That Couldn’t Shoot Straight. That book shared one remarkable feature with Runyon’s Guys and Dolls, which Breslin knew was a marquee trait: “He made the gangsters so enjoyable that they could walk off a page and across a movie screen.”


But the News was the tabloid of record. The blue-collar bible had more readers—even as it slid down from its peak paid circulation to around a million daily and close to two million on a Sunday—than several of Jimmy’s past homes at newspapers and magazines had when combined.


And now it would have Son of Sam. Subway cars were filled with the sound of tabloid pages turning. Sam had captured the fevered imagination of an imperiled imperial city—a city by now dubbed “Fear City.” And it was Sam who chose Breslin, whose prose he admired. So it is with Sam that we begin to widen our aperture to capture the personas of James Earle Breslin.










SAM



For David Berkowitz the killing began at around 1:10 A.M. on July 29, 1976.


Donna Lauria, eighteen, with dark brown hair, was stepping from an Oldsmobile car owned by her friend Jody Valenti when an assailant described as a short, stout, white man stepped from the darkness, the only light provided by a thin crescent moon. He pulled a one hundred-and-fifty-three-dollar revolver from a paper bag and killed Donna Lauria with a bullet that came with the first loud bark of the gun.


Her last known words were believed to be “Now what is this—” which sounds about right, as that is the way people still speak in some parts of the Bronx.


Lauria had been training to be an emergency medical technician. Valenti, nineteen and a nursing student, was shot in the thigh. A third bullet missed them both and was found by police lodged in the Oldsmobile’s body.


The young women had been sitting, double-parked, in the blue Cutlass on a quiet street in the pleasant Pelham Bay enclave of the Bronx. They had been talking about their Thursday night at Peachtree’s, a discotheque in the Westchester suburb of New Rochelle, which was on a hot nightlife strip a little over six and a half miles north.


This sitting in cars—for conversation, for romance, for the kinds of sex that such space permitted—would figure prominently in the reporting of what would happen in the twelve months ahead. During that time six young women and men were killed and nine were wounded. Many of the victims had been in parked cars, others were hunted as they emerged from discos and one was a student, her arms filled with books, shot in the face after she stepped up from the subway.


As the shootings continued and the evidence developed, police could see where the killer hunted: the Bronx and Queens. They could identify locations where he might strike: near discos, on darkened side streets. Another possible piece of the puzzle, as the evidence emerged, was the fact that like his first victim, Donna Lauria, most of the victims were women, and all but one of them would have long brown hair. The survivor and witness descriptions of the assailant varied in nearly every way but for this one fact: the killer was a white man. A white man who had emerged from the dark, said not a word, and opened fire.


Another important part of the witness testimony was the stubby gun that survivors described. Ballistic evidence and a lack of shell casings pointed to a revolver. A powerful one. The deformed slugs seemed to be .44 or .45 caliber. Thick and ugly things. Soon after the student was killed, ballistics tests would show that the same gun had been used in prior incidents. But as the months went on, detectives seemed no closer to catching their killer.


Investigations are very often built on the simplest things. The ballistic evidence is, of course, very useful and is part of this. The witness description of the suspect also can be helpful, but is often woefully inaccurate. But the other facts gathered through the shoe leather of dozens of police officers on the street—sometimes scribbled on matchbook covers, in notebooks pushed into a detective’s suitcoat pocket, or on some scrap of paper under a patrolman’s hat—can be the most helpful of all when they are later pieced together in some room smelling of sweat and coffee and lunch.


It would soon become clear from the canvassers that none of the victims knew each other. None of them were robbed. Finally, the victims came from two boroughs—the Bronx and Queens—that were separated by deep water spanned by three bridges. Where he killed would not provide much help in figuring out where he lived.


There is also the luck that comes with this hard work. In the end, it would be luck—in the form of a parking ticket—that would bring an end to the killing in this case.


But for now, we go back to about 3 A.M. on that July morning in 1976, when it is time for Donna Lauria to step out of the car that was parked right in front of her building at 2860 Buhre Avenue and go upstairs to her family’s apartment. Her parents were home. She had seen them arrive a short while earlier. And she was just a few yards away from her front door when Sam struck.


Just moments later, her father emerged to walk the dog and saw his fallen daughter. He ran to her, but it already was too late even as he gathered her into his arms and tried to race her to the hospital. This would be in his memory forever: the last time he would see the brightness of his daughter, it was cooling down on the dark street.


The bullet that killed their daughter also killed the Laurias’ chance at a normal life. They never recovered from the senselessness, from the grief.


For the cops, though, for the moment, this was another random shooting in a city that was violent, burning, and broke. It was added to the big pile of uncleared cases at the New York Police Department’s Detective Bureau.


In the months that followed there were three more shootings that the evidence indicated appeared to be linked: one in October, one in November, and one in January. The shootings claimed five victims: one dead, one paralyzed, one shot in the head, one in the neck, and one with less critical injuries.


For Jimmy Breslin, the story of the killings began a few months later on March 8, 1977, with the murder of a young woman that hit very close to home.


A Columbia University School of General Studies Russian major, Virginia Voskerichian, 19, born in Sofia, Bulgaria and already in less than one generation, with parents still struggling with the English language, was attending the best of colleges America could offer. She had just made the Dean’s list. Now with her arms filled with books, she had stepped off the subway at the Continental Avenue stop in Forest Hills and begun her walk home when a man stepped in front of her and pulled his weapon from a brown paper bag. She raised her books, but her speed was no match for a heavy, soft lead-tipped bullet.


The heavy bullet left residue on her books but ruined her young face. She fell across the sidewalk and died with her head in the bushes in front of 4 Dartmouth Street. She had been wearing a peasant blouse, a skirt, a jacket made in Paris and tall boots.


The gunman, as he fled, made sure to scare off any witnesses by emptying the other four cylinders into the no longer quiet night. Virginia Voskerichian was about two and a half blocks from her home at 69-11 Exeter Street when she died between 7:30 and 7:40 P.M., as near as the detectives could determine.


She also was about 100 yards away from where another young woman, Christine Freund, 26, was killed on January 30, five weeks and three days earlier. Christine Freund had been hit by two bullets. Both went into her head. She had been sitting in a car with her boyfriend, John Diel, 30. You could call him lucky in that he was physically unharmed. Another brunette with shoulder-length hair killed.


Virginia’s death was also about three minutes away from the Breslin home at 52 Deepdene Road, where a wife and two young daughters—Rosemary, with her brown hair, and Kelly, whose was blonde—resided. This made it personal for Breslin, who thrived on the personal.


Throughout his career, any attack or slight perceived, any fear felt or illness survived, or any wound to the heart, whether real or imagined, would fuel his prose. Making it personal was also a trait that helped make him, in the words of one editor, the “miserable man” he knew. The editor, Dick Oliver, claimed that the rumpled Irish tabloid bard would be the first to acknowledge this.


Much of the time he served no one except his readers. That he did well. He called himself, proudly and loudly, “J.B. Number One.” But he was an often miserable man.


But in this instance, what fueled his prose was his fear for his daughters. The same fear that, once he put it on the page, you would now have had for yours.


The two bullets that took Freund’s life were 246 grain, .44 caliber Winchester Westerns. Ugly things with soft lead tips. They would turn out to be the same kind as the one that went into Virginia Voskerichian, shattering her teeth and searing through her brain into the spinal column.


It would later be determined that they came from a Charter Arms .44 Bulldog revolver, a five-shot revolver manufactured in Connecticut’s Gun Valley. They left something of a unique pattern on all their expended rounds.


Now, instead of wearing a cap and gown and stepping into the upper ranks of America’s educated, Virginia’s valediction would be that of a victim, and would be told in black ink and halftone pictures on the dull off-white pages of a big city newspaper. A beautiful, dead, dark-haired young woman rubbing off on our fingers.


Breslin’s first attempt at telling the Daily News readers what was occurring that day in New York City began:


The morning after the murder, Tony Cama, who is a detective of homicide, was out on the street looking for the killer. Tony was in his cop clothes: brown checked jacket, formless blue checked pants, cocoa shirt, wine red tie, olive raincoat and red face. He held a spiral notepad and a hand radio. On the sidewalk at his feet the sun glistened on the dried blood of the girl who had been killed the night before.


A woman came along the street and Cama smiled at her. “Excuse me, ma’am. Police Department,” he said.


“Oh, yes,” the woman said. “Is this where the murder was last night?”


“Oh, yes,” Cama said. He pointed at the blood on the sidewalk.


“Oh,” the woman said. She stepped back.


“Isn’t this—right where the first one was too?” she said.


“Right over there,” Cama said, pointing past the corner.


The man—and it was a man on the copy desk—who wrote the headline over the column did what good copy desk persons do. He had summed up the topic of Breslin’s writing in a few clear words:


TO BE A COP, TO ASK & ASK & ASK


What Breslin did under it was classic crime reporting, spare and vivid.


“Do you think the same person could’ve done both murders?” the woman asked.


“We’re in a lot of trouble if it is,” Cama said . . .


“They’re checking down in the morgue now to see if the bullets are the same,” Cama said, “If they are, we got a nut to put up with.”


Clear. Matter of fact. The scenes sharply defined through dialogue. Here was the fifteenth paragraph of the column on Virginia:


A workman began chopping down pine bushes that lined the sidewalk.


And here were the end of the eighteenth and the whole of the nineteenth:


She walked along the row of pine bushes.


Somebody shot her in the face and she pitched into the pine bushes and died.


Here was someone who could, just like a team of skilled detectives, take a pattern of facts and using his thick, fat fingers, tell you—his audience of one—everything you needed in order to actually see what had happened. The night before you read it, he had used this gift to hammer out the story. Rat-tat-tatting and slamming—powerful, fast heavy-fingered key strikes—sweating, smoking, crumpling pages into balls that cluttered the desk and dropped onto the floor. All the while he was selecting the details that would evoke with great clarity what you, specifically you, needed to understand.


In this case, that was what the city’s police detectives and the city’s parents were facing. He had to put you right there in their heads and in their shoes. No other young woman’s head would fall into those same bushes. You could see the sadness of a life cut down, requiring bushes to be cut down. The tragic. The counterpoint. You could wonder where the next victim might fall. What you could not see were all the words he had tried and then rejected and crumpled into balls before he had what he needed to simply put you where he knew you needed to be. In Queens. On a street. With the beginning of an adulthood that would now be an incomplete story. A treasure spent by someone who stole it.


What you could not see was the cursing, the smoking, the picking up and banging down of telephones and the impatience of the editors he had to fend off.


“His was a one-on-one with the reader, not writing for a lot of people—it was one on one. And so, consequently as an editor, he’s talking to you,” explained Oliver, who was the Metropolitan Editor of the Daily News, and the burly cigar-smoking man responsible for Breslin. “And as an editor then, you’re able to come up with some questions . . . sometimes come up with some—to flesh out what he’s writing. But really it was not a big deal to edit Jimmy Breslin. It’s a big deal to get him on time. And he was always, always late, always.”


The Daily News had a very good team of police reporters, the best in New York City, covering this young woman’s death. They could see the larger story unfolding. But a beat reporter at a blue-collar tabloid was constrained. The inverted pyramid convention laid out the facts with an orderly “who, what, where, when” insistence, but largely eliminated any narrative. There were the one- and two-sentence paragraphs. The sentences with few or no commas. The very short lengths.


“Tabloid” was not a bad word. The word itself sounds tainted now, but actually it was a format—a compact one that could be read without taking up the whole kitchen table, unlike a standard broadsheet newspaper. One that could be read while hanging on a strap on a crowded bus. Accuracy was prized. A little sensation would not be refused. But a tabloid was simply a mass circulation newspaper, with plenty of pictures, aimed at the working-class reader.


Breslin’s work however, was not constrained by the usual conventions. He was allowed a column length often of 1,100 or more words. His narratives were novels for a tabloid audience.


On the corner, detectives stood in groups and looked over mimeographed forms. They split up, like groups of door-to-door salesmen and started for the houses on the block.


“What they gave me,” Cama was saying, “was to come out here and stand here and ask anybody, if they saw anything.”


“For how long?”


“As long as they tell me. This is the only way you do it, you know. Legwork. Stand and ask. Go knock on doors and ask. This isn’t a television show. This is a murder.”


“How many murders have you been on?”


“My own cases, I’ve had 13. I cleared 11 of them. You clear them this good, some guys say they’re grounders. You know, easy things to pick up. I say I make them grounders.”


A man came up and Cama said excuse me, and began talking to him, making notes. Taking the name and address: the drudgery of solving the highest crime.


“I hope this isn’t the same person who did the first murder,” the man said to Cama.


“So do I. Because we’d be in some trouble.”


He stood in the sunlight and asked his questions and waited to hear about the autopsy.


And this is how Breslin allowed the story to unfold. It was a story about a serial killer who soon would have a name, but for now did not. A serial killer who despite the police sketch artist’s efforts did not yet have a face. A serial killer who a task force of detectives had already begun to quietly hunt. Who a homicide detective named Cama already had the instinct to fear. Because who is it that kills two women for no money and with no apparent connection between them? A madman. Suddenly the idea of motive must take you to a very dark place. But so far, the clues were still thin, and the city’s residents, with a lot of other crime to contend with, had not yet paid close attention.


When Virginia Voskerichian’s death was told in this way, the subways became crowded with fear as well as elbows, sweat, and open newspapers. The arc of the story that Breslin had begun to own was one that would emerge over weeks and weeks and finally months until there was a year-long serialization of fear. The sensational aspect of the story would also grow, and in this the tabloids knew something too: Punch in the gut to capture your audience. Aim for the heart. Not for the head. The audience is probably smarter than the editor. But they have even less time.


✶✶✶


There was something else to note here—an aside in the story of Sam, but important to the story of Breslin.


His portrayal of the dedicated detectives and their work would put the lie to the later accusations that he hated cops. He didn’t. He hated sloppy cops. He despised racist cops. He was insulted by corrupt cops. Most of all, he was angered by cops who took the paychecks but did not take the time to understand the city and the residents they were sworn to protect.


✶✶✶


And the audience was now in fear for their daughters’ lives. For the parents of the low-rise neighborhoods of New York where the Daily News readers lived, where Metropolitan Editor Oliver came from, where Breslin himself came from, this was far more important than a city budget, or the political landscape of Washington, D.C. These murders in the Bronx and Queens could drive people from the city.


Breslin was born in one of these boroughs of New York—in Queens, a sprawling place with more residents than almost any American city—and raised in a rundown detached house. It was a borough of New York City where there were far more buildings with stairs to climb than with elevators to ride. Where low-wattage lightbulbs often left those stairwells in gloom.


He was painting a picture that could tell his readers what they were up against.


The first clues worth very much to Breslin were those that Cama was thinking about and talking about. They were the ones that pointed to the bullets and to the gun.


In Cama’s mind, the gun almost certainly was in the hands of the most frightening of men: a serial killer. And the Daily News audience had now been so informed in Cama’s own words.


The Bulldog was a gun with a short barrel and a heavy round, and it took a lot to control its power. Recoil would make the 21-ounce gun jump, and it could hurt the hand. But the killer certainly seemed to know how to handle it. The descriptions of him, though they varied widely, did include a couple of mentions that he had crouched, used a two-handed grip, and even rested his elbow on his thigh for stability. This led, of course, to theories as to his training and background. A soldier, a cop.


Like many of the physical descriptions, almost everything explored would turn out at least partially inaccurate. Slowly these things would be ruled out. Breslin would explain this as he began to write after going to the crime scene and speaking with Detective Tony Cama. But that is the way of investigations. Sam himself would later say, when he had been caught, that at first he fired one-handed, and was very inaccurate. Later he would change his stance and his grip on the gun.


Breslin, it is worth noting, sometimes moved his lips as he wrote his columns. And sometimes he tried the words and phrases aloud. He was certain you moved yours as you read. The sentences were short. But they were, as they came one after another, a kind of poetry you might have read if Auden or Yeats had written for a person who drove a cab.


“He was quite a plus for the Daily News—to have a powerhouse like him,” Oliver said. As Editor, “you’re thinking constantly of what’s breaking, what’s going on, but Jimmy would probably be on the phone before you. He was tuned in to virtually everyone. By that, I mean, somebody could know something was going on—Jimmy would be talking to that person.”


This was the reporting that the poetry conveyed. This was why, Tom Wolfe explained, there was no one better than Jimmy Breslin on deadline. He had witnessed that as long ago as 1963, when they were young stars in the firmament of the Herald Tribune.


“He always reminded me of three or four different-sized bowling balls stacked on top of each other,” Wolfe said in an interview in his impeccable and sunny Fifth Avenue apartment.


“He was the greatest writer on deadline . . . he was about 30 feet from where I sat and there would be these bowling balls with smoke coming out of him.”


Wolfe wore a white suit, of course, and diamond-patterned black socks. He was trying a new kind of black shirt, collarless, and he wanted to know if the interviewer liked it.


“Yes,” the interviewer replied.


Wolfe expanded on his observations. “And he got to a point where he would go up to the City Desk and say . . . what have you got for me today, and if there was a story he thought was interesting he would take it, he won’t just do a column on the story— That’s the story.”


Standing near the blood that had dried on a street in Queens, Breslin knew now he had that story.


When a president died, there would be pages and pages in The New York Times.


When a Donna or Virginia died, The Times could have a lot less room and the tabloid a great deal more.


Breslin and the News reporters knew who they wrote for, and they knew what the reader needed to know.


Already, on February 1, five full weeks earlier, The News, on Page Five, at the top, across the page, in fifteen paragraphs, had told its readers there was now a task force of detectives numbering fifty. That is a police number; those numbers often count cops who might or might not be doing other things, or who weren’t essential to the investigation. Still, the police wanted the public to know they were making a big effort to solve several murders and shootings that could be linked.


More than 50 detectives are investigating possible links between the mysterious murder of Christine Freund in Forest Hills, Queens early Sunday and three episodes last year—two in Queens and one in Bronx.


Two young women have been killed and three were wounded, one of them seriously, in the four incidents.


“We are leaning toward a connection in all these cases,” said Sgt. Richard Conlon of the Queens 15th homicide zone.


They were keeping this thing calm as they could.


“In each of the cases a single gunman acting without apparent motive emerged in the early morning darkness to shoot down his unsuspecting victims.” It was the same single gunman each time, police came to believe. Though in years to come, theories would emerge that others were involved.


What is interesting, looking backward more than forty-five years at this point, is that the headlines on the stories were large and black—not simply for sensationalism, although that would be true too, but because they were meant to sell papers on newsstands. Just like the title of a book was meant to be read in a bookstore by someone standing several feet from a shelf. It was graphic design, not itself sensationalism. Until Sam himself started writing, most of the prose was not breathless—far from it, it was understated and clean. At this point, no one was publicly calling this a serial killing. Not yet. But the list of victims was growing:




	Donna Lauria, dead July 29, 1976, Bronx


	Jody Valenti, wounded, same day, same car, Bronx, in front of the Lauria building


	Joanne Lomino, shot in the spine, November 27, Queens


	Donna DeMasi, shot in the neck, same car; these last two right in front of the Lomino home, Floral Park, Queens


	Christine Freund, 26, dead, Forest Hills, Queens


	John Diel, 30, same January 30 incident, superficial injuries; Diel was not struck by any of the three rounds that entered the parked car. He and Christine would have been engaged in fifteen days on Valentine’s Day.





The sketches the police artists prepared convey the uncertainty of witness testimony much better than courtroom scenes in many television shows of that period. One shows a young man with Elvis-plump lips and thick curly hair, the other a square-jawed man with a part in his light-colored hair. Taken together they might help. But so far they hadn’t and the investigation was not making much headway.










SAM SPEAKS



I AM DEEPLY HURT BY YOUR CALLING


ME A WEMON HATER. I AM NOT.


BUT I AM A MONSTER


I AM THE “SON OF SAM.”


And so it began on April 17, 1977. A new chapter. Two more are dead. Bullets and victims are no longer enough. Now there was this block-printed, four-page letter left in an envelope in the car where his latest two victims had been kissing when the killer found them and fired three shots through the glass of the driver’s side window. Now there was another blood-splashed love. Now there was another dead brunette, and this time a dead boyfriend. And now the killer had a name: “Son of Sam.” And police had a clue.


Breslin had been writing. The police had been circulating their sketches, and they had announced that the task force had expanded and was now canvassing two sections of the city—the Bronx and Queens. The best detective commanders in the department, Captain Joseph Borelli and Inspector Timothy Dowd, were in charge.


Sam had been reading.


MR. BORELLI, SIR


I DONT WANT TO KILL ANYMORE


NO SIR, NO MORE BUT I


MUST, “HONOUR THY FATHER.”


At the time it was called a taunt. It certainly directly addressed the police captain. It certainly explained the twisted logic of this demon.


I AM A LITTLE


“BRAT”


WHEN FATHER SAM GETS DRUNK


HE GETS MEAN. HE BEATS HIS


FAMILY SOMETIMES HE TIES ME


UP TO THE BACK OF THE HOUSE.


OTHER TIMES HE LOCKS ME


IN THE GARAGE. SAM LOVES TO


DRINK BLOOD


“GO OUT AND KILL” COMMANDS


FATHER SAM


“He wanted, he wanted the recognition,” said Bill Clark, a lead detective on the case. “It wasn’t just the killing itself. He wanted to get the recognition.” Letter-writing and killing, that was how he would get it.


The double homicide occurred at about 3:00 A.M. Valentina Suriani and Alexander Esau were leaning into each other, kissing, in a car parked on a Bronx street paralleling the Hutchison River Parkway—that meant more privacy for the young couple, as there were houses only on one side. It meant more privacy for the killer.


I LOVE TO HUNT. PROWLING


THE STREETS LOOKING FOR


FAIR GAME—TASTY MEAT


“Fair game.” Clever prose, it would seem.


Suriani, 18, was hit by two slugs and died immediately. Esau, 20, hung on at Jacobi Hospital for a couple of hours, while his father, Rudolf, kept a bedside vigil in the intensive care unit, the Daily News reported.


By now, the ballistic evidence was already in. All the past murders and shootings had been linked to the same gun. Serial number 212922, it would turn out.


On Tuesday, April 19, the News printed an article by William Federici, their matinee idol-handsome star police reporter, and Paul Meskil, a top rewrite man who had some very odd habits, including at one point the wearing of yellow leather pants with bright red suspenders.


A handwritten note, taunting the police and warning that “I’ll do it again,” was left by the psychopathic .44 caliber killer in the car in which he murdered his latest victims.


It was found on the front seat of the auto in which Valentina Suriani, 18, and her boyfriend, Alexander Esau, 20, were fatally wounded early Sunday a block from the girl’s Bronx home.


The couple had parked in front of 1878 Hutchinson River Parkway. The killer apparently leaped in front of the 1969 maroon Mercury Montego and, without warning, fired four shots through the windshield, hitting Miss Suriano once in the head and Esau three times in the head. Then the gunman tossed his previously prepared letter through the car window.


Detectives said yesterday that ballistics tests indicated that the .44-caliber bullet used to shoot the couple had come from [the] . . . gun that killed three young women and wounded four others in Forest Hills and Floral Park, Queens and in the Bronx.


The demon prowling the streets was without a doubt targeting young women. Daughters were locked in as securely as if in a medieval convent.


Two young women dead in the Bronx. Two dead in Queens. One dead young tow truck driver, Esau. Two young women badly wounded; one would become a paraplegic. One young man with a plate in his head.


I SAY GOODBYE AND


GOODNIGHT.


POLICE—LET ME


HAUNT YOU WITH THESE WORDS;


I’LL BE BACK!


I’ll BE BACK!


TO BE INTERRPRETED


AS BANG, BANG, BANG,


BANG, BANG—UGH!!


YOURS IN


MURDER


MR. MONSTER


His spelling wasn’t much. Soon, his use of the semicolon in a second letter would be noted as pretty impressive. It seemed Sam could write. Five bangs. Five bullets. One gun. There were no longer any doubts.


Still later, with thirty years’ worth of storytelling behind him, Breslin would use his gift of compression to retell the collection of the ballistic evidence prior to the shooting of Virginia Voskerichian this way:


And all day over in Police Headquarters there was a guy hunched over a machine. And he had one slug here on a spoke and one slug here and he turned it slowly . . . He did it all day.


Late in the day finally he said he had a match. You could look and see that the lines on the shells from the barrel of the gun when they were shot matched. They came from the same gun.


And now you know you had trouble—you had a serial killer.


This was how Breslin wrote about crime. He likely would have had to have been in Queens, with the detective at the crime scene, and in Manhattan with a lab technician who had a bullet on a spoke with Breslin over his shoulder. Could he put in all that shoe leather in one day, and then get back to a desk to sit down and write it? If any reporter could, it would be Breslin. Even his most passionate critics—often his colleagues and cops—would not disagree. The facts? The truth? Breslin would always use the former, heavily and well, but use regularly the prerogative that came with a black-lined box that separated the columnist from news coverage to allow him to get to the latter.


Some would call this the heart of the New Journalism. Not Breslin. Breslin described it as the old journalism, saying that the only thing he and his colleague Tom Wolfe had discovered was that storytelling had been lost in journalism. Runyon. Westbrook Pegler. He identified these as prelapsarian examples. He was modest for once. What he did. What Wolfe did. What Gay Talese did. They told human stories.


“Any movement, group, poetry, program, philosophy or theory that goes under a name with “New” in it is just begging for trouble. The garbage barge of history is already full of them,” Tom Wolfe wrote in Esquire magazine in 1972. “Nevertheless, the New Journalism was the term that caught on eventually.”










SAM’S LETTER TO BRESLIN



The tabloid war simmered with the knowledge that the killer had sent a letter taunting police. The police did not release that letter, but without a doubt, this was a sensational story. The coverage had been ramping up. Soon it was a story the News would come to dominate—because Berkowitz wrote a second letter and he sent it to Breslin.


Now Breslin was typing his reply. Tie undone. A black bowl of curls. Beefy black sideburns. Rat. Tat. Tat. Tat. The people around him walk on eggshells. He needs the tension. He needs it and he needs chaos. His demons. Sam’s demon. They connect.


Over at the New York Post, they would read, and begin their campaign to get into the game. To match. To increase the fear. To add sensation. To bring the city to a boil.


Breslin was writing for the Sunday News. Don Singleton, the mutton chop sporting keyboard artist whose demeanor was as calm as Breslin’s was volatile, on Friday had effortlessly slid his carriage back and forth with deft keystrokes and smooth shifts into reverse made by pulling the return and had alerted the readers to what was coming in that thin edition that slipped off the presses Friday nights and early Saturday mornings. The Saturday paper was an appetizer. If you were a horseplayer, a Mets fan, couldn’t sleep, or stayed out late, the Final Edition slid you into Sunday. And if you had a daughter, you might have checked in on her.


The Mets fans who read the final editions were also rewarded with news of a 1-0 loss to the Philadelphia Phillies in a night game at Shea Stadium, with 20,013 in attendance. But there was no doubt about what story mattered most.


The headline on the Four Star (****) Final:


.44 KILLER: I


AM NOT ASLEEP


“Don’t think because you haven’t heard from (me) for a while that I went to sleep. No, rather, I am still here. Like a spirit roaming the night. Thirsty, hungry, seldom stopping to rest; anxious to please Sam. I love my work. Now, the void has been filled.”


The letter, addressed to News columnist Jimmy Breslin, was examined in the police laboratory, and . . . handwriting analysis confirms that the letter was written by the same person who wrote the first message.


In the new handwritten note the killer warns that he cannot stop himself . . . He adds that he looks forward to meeting Breslin “face to face someday or perhaps I will be blown away by cops with smoking .38’s.”


The killer closed his note: “I will see you at the next job. Or. should I say you will see my handiwork at the next job.”


Now it was Breslin’s turn for handiwork. A reply to Sam. His audience, one man. “Son of Sam.” In a city of newsstands, a city on edge, the reply was as big a piece of work as Breslin had ever been given.


Here is the letter from Sam to which he would now reply:


Hello from the gutters of N.Y.C. which are filled with dog manure, vomit, stale wine, urine and blood. Hello from the sewers of N.Y.C. which swallow up these delicacies when they are washed away by the sweeper trucks. Hello from the cracks in the sidewalks of N.Y.C. and from the ants that dwell in these cracks and feed in the dried blood of the dead that has settled into the cracks. J.B., I’m just dropping you a line to let you know that I appreciate your interest in those recent and horrendous .44 killings. I also want to tell you that I read your column daily and I find it quite informative. Tell me Jim, what will you have for July twenty-ninth? You can forget about me if you like because I don’t care for publicity. However you must not forget Donna Lauria and you cannot let the people forget her either. She was a very, very sweet girl but Sam’s a thirsty lad and he won’t let me stop killing until he gets his fill of blood. Mr. Breslin, sir, don’t think that because you haven’t heard from me for a while that I went to sleep. No, rather, I am still here. Like a spirit roaming the night. Thirsty, hungry, seldom stopping to rest; anxious to please Sam. I love my work. Now, the void has been filled. Perhaps we shall meet face to face someday or perhaps I will be blown away by cops with smoking .38’s. Whatever, if I shall be fortunate enough to meet you I will tell you all about Sam if you like and I will introduce you to him. His name is “Sam the terrible.” Not knowing what the future holds I shall say farewell and I will see you at the next job. Or should I say you will see my handiwork at the next job? Remember Ms. Lauria. Thank you. In their blood and from the gutter “Sam’s creation” .44 Here are some names to help you along. Forward them to the inspector for use by N.C.I.C: “The Duke of Death” “The Wicked King Wicker” “The Twenty Two Disciples of Hell” “John ‘Wheaties’ – Rapist and Suffocator of Young Girls. PS: Please inform all the detectives working the slaying to remain. P.S: JB, Please inform all the detectives working the case that I wish them the best of luck. “Keep ’em digging, drive on, think positive, get off your butts, knock on coffins, etc.” Upon my capture I promise to buy all the guys working the case a new pair of shoes if I can get up the money. Son of Sam


One man who read J.B.’s work. Who called him Jim. Who reminded him that soon it would be a year since he killed Donna Lauria, the first brunette gunned down. Who was, it would seem, himself not a bad writer at all. Not bad at all.


The letter had come into the paper several days earlier. According to Sam Roberts, it came in to Breslin’s secretary, Ann Marie Caggiano. She brought it to the City Desk.


“I was holding it in my hands,” Roberts, the City Editor and the youngest senior editor at the paper, said. He noted that one could write a book on the letter itself.


The paper alerted Breslin. A copy was delivered to his home in Queens. According to his son, Kevin Breslin, his father had sent him to the office to pick it up and then rush it back home.


“Jimmy was genuinely scared. I know for his family because it was getting a little too close to home,” Roberts said. When a serial killer makes you his pen pal, there is every reason for concern. He could be—and at one point, in Breslin’s case, might have been—watching your house.


Meanwhile, there was a discussion among the senior editors about whether they should rush the letter and a column by Breslin into the paper right away or alert the authorities. In the end, the Daily News turned the letter over to the New York Police Department.


“Then the cops came to examine it. They had to come twice to do elimination prints on it,” Roberts recalled. Prints determined to come from the killer—ones that matched the prints on the earlier letter to Captain Joseph Borelli, which the killer had dropped onto the seat of the car of two of his Bronx victims—were obtained. They would be useful forensically; they could be useful as evidence after the killer was caught; but they could only immediately be useful if they matched a set on file with authorities. That was not to be the case.


Frank McLaughlin, who until recently had been a reporter at the News, was now the Deputy Commissioner for Public Information at the New York Police Department.


“They gave us at least a day,” he said. “But they wanted us to tell them that we thought the letter was genuine right before they published it, and we did tell them the letter was genuine because the fingerprint was on it. The print on the letter matched the fingerprint that came off the one in the car in the Bronx.”


“The police thought publishing it might somehow help,” Roberts said. And, he acknowledged, it would sell papers.


At the beginning of the column Breslin wrote, he recounts his own reaction when he first examined it.


“He’s a pretty good writer,” somebody at the table said. “Yes, he is,” I said. The letter was from the person who calls himself ‘Son of Sam.’”


Unlike most of his work for the News, Breslin had more than a day, not hours, to think about how he would tell the story. When he first wrote about crimes large and small for the news reader and earlier in life when he wrote for the sports reader, his work was informed by the requirements of immediacy and scores and results. He now used the extra time well and put all of that accumulated skill to work, creating that immediacy and the same human frame that captured a pitcher failing to twist himself backward on his mound fast enough to stop a double play, or a jockey cheating a horse by standing in the stirrups, to capture the emotion of something far more important:


Donna Lauria was the only victim mentioned by the killer in this letter, which was sent to me at my newspaper in New York, the Daily News. So yesterday, I took the letter up to the fourth-floor apartment of Donna Lauria’s parents and I sat over coffee and read the letter again and talked to the Laurias about it.


You can feel the silent reverence in those footsteps. You can feel him watch the pain form and reform on the faces. If you were to read all of the Facebook encomiums posted on his death, you would find he had educated so many younger men and women on which stairs to climb and how to climb them in order to achieve this kind of reporting. The story, he explained, was always at the top of the stairs. When you find it, tell it. And in this case, the reader would feel the Laurias grow old.


In this case, Rose Lauria, the victim’s mother, now growing old, gave an insight as good as any and better than most of the theories circulating through the city and among the police detectives:


We took out the page that mentioned her daughter and gave Rose Lauria the rest. Her large expressive brown eyes become cold . . . On the wall behind her was a picture of her daughter, a lovely brown-haired girl with the mother’s features . . . “He’s probably a very brilliant man, boy, whatever he is,” she said.


“His brain functions the opposite way.”


The next part of the column tells a different part of the story of Breslin. Here he is the tabloid showman, even while writing about great grief and pain, about fear stalking the city itself. He inserts himself into the column in a way that he had rarely done in the past. He had long played the buffoon and the bully. He had been an arrogant, difficult, and entitled man-child. He wrote bullying or cajoling memos to his editors. He bragged about his movie money. He made threats to his competitors. And every day he lobbed shattering telephone calls into the otherwise thoughtful early mornings of his editors’ lives. He would not learn to drive. He would not do his expenses. Everyone around him was a bit player in the drama of his life.


Here, it seems, he was at a pivot point. With Son of Sam, Breslin knew he was ready to become even bigger, to become larger than life to an audience of millions. Larger than life to radio listeners, readers of the print ads, TV viewers and to New Yorkers who watched as the black Daily News delivery trucks raced by with bundles of wire-tied papers inside the panels that bore posters with their own larger-than-life images of Breslin.


The only way for the killer to leave this special torment is to give himself up to me, if he trusts me, or to the police . . . If he wants any further contact, all he has to do is call or write me at The Daily News. It’s simple to get me. The only people I don’t answer are bill collectors. The time to do it, however, is now. We are too close to the July 29 that the killer mentions in his letter. It is the first anniversary of the death of Donna Lauria.


Now when he sat disheveled on a corner barstool, drinking too much, in the kind of place where he years earlier captured the arrival of the first television in a Queens, New York, bar, he could look up and marvel at something he truly loved: his own face on the electronic barroom wall. He had become, if not famous, a celebrity.


They were close, he noted, to July 29. “It is the first anniversary of the death of Donna Lauria,” he wrote. And with that sentence, you get the frame for how the tabloids now would be covering the Son of Sam.


Sam provided the tabloids a basis for massive sensationalism and the hope of greater sales. Although the editors of the News would by now have half-convinced themselves that the massive coverage was simply a public service, the headlines were: WANTED; COPS: .44 KILLER “IS TAUNTING US”; Breslin to .44 Killer: GIVE UP! IT’S THE ONLY WAY OUT


Breslin, tormented by the story, by the always-looming deadline, by his own being, would run around the News yelling “Fuck, Fuck, Fuck,” his friend, the writer Pete Hamill, recalled. He would go desk to desk chiding reporters, “He writes better than you,” and “If we had [Sam], we wouldn’t need you.” Always the outbursts. Always the creative genius married to the miserable man.


These days, every day is the worst day in Jimmy Breslin’s life. So today is no exception. If anything, it is worse than the worst. It is Monday, June 27, the day after Son of Sam’s attack on a young couple with a .44-caliber Bulldog revolver on a dark street in the borough of Queens, New York City.


Breslin thumps into his seventh-floor office at the Daily News at 10:30 A.M. His blue-striped tie is undone and his white collar is open. He is very hung over, and his face looks like it was used to catch fly balls the previous night.


Denis Hamill, the younger brother of Jimmy’s good friend Pete Hamill, wrote this for MORE magazine. You can feel all the sweat, and hard work, and misery and insecurity, that went into the making of the poetry.


The phone rings and Breslin snatches it up.


“Yeah.” Breslin says. “No, I’m the copyboy. What can I do for you? Oh, you saw the killer in your dream, hah? Good, go back to sleep and ask him his name and address and call me back later I’m trying to make a living here and I’m just about doing it, guhbye.” Slam . . .


Another call.


“She says it has to be an Armenian because of the way he crosses his t’s.”


Another.


“He says it has to be a shipping clerk.”


This goes on for three hours . . . the callers have told Breslin that Son of Sam must be a state trooper named Sampson, a Jew because of the way he spells Beelzebub, a parochial schoolteacher who must have tried to put the make on one of the female students but was rejected, someone who works in a car wash where he spots all the victims, a priest, a rabbi, and a sewer worker . . .


“I’m tellin’ you it’s nuts,” he says. “The biggest story in town is not Son of Sam himself. It’s the fuckin’ unanimous insanity of the fuckin’ general populace. The whole town, all the citizens, have gone fuckin’ nuts. I’m tellin’ you. And every one of them prefaces the call with the same phrase: ‘This isn’t a kook or a crank call, but I think I know who he is . . . And the worst part is that any one of them could be right so I just pass the information to the cops. I must send a full box of letters and phone messages over to homicide every week.”


Hamill might have been the younger brother of a good novelist and a dashing man about town who dated Jackie Onassis and Shirley MacLaine, but he lived in no shadow and would soon be writing his own City Column.


Breslin, in one of his many columns on the killer, wrote: “He’s the only person I know who understands the proper use of the semicolon.”


To which a writer friend of Breslin’s recently remarked: “Jimmy doesn’t have to understand the proper use of the semicolon. He writes simple declarative sentences. He learned how to write them from studying his collection agency letters.”


“One of the cops on the case called me up and said to me that he writes better than most guys on the police force,” Breslin said. “I said, ‘Fuck the police force, he writes better than most of the reporters in the city.’ ”


Hamill’s firsthand observations, recorded as the events were unfolding, have an immediacy all their own, and insights that you cannot get even if you use a telescope to look back at the past.


He finally rolls a sheet of paper into his Olympia typewriter (He doesn’t use an Olivetti like it says in the ads.) This is how Jimmy Breslin types: BAM. SLAM, BANG, BANG. BANG. KABOOM. BANG, SLAM. And then tears what he has written out of the machine, balls it, flings it at the glass partition and walks out of his office. “It’s all over,” Breslin yells. “I’m old. I’m fat. I’m over the hill, nobody reads the shit I write. I belong in pajamas watchin’ The Price Is Right all afternoon, eatin’ Raisinettes, and sluggin’ some kind of diet soda shit. I gotta give up drinkin’. Today. When I went home last night, they had the house locked up like the fuckin’ Bastille. Son of Sam would need a tank to get in there. I banged and banged on the door but none of the kids or my wife would answer the door. It was like a reprieve because I had to stagger up the block to the saloon to make the phone call to get into the house. I didn’t make the call until an hour and a half after I got into the bar.”


He yanks the bifocals off the bridge of his nose and walks defiantly back to his typewriter. He sits down and rolls the paper into the machine again. He clamps the glasses onto the peak of his nose again and begins to write. Slam. Bang. Boom . . . when he writes he actually speaks the story aloud like this:


“The detective walked down the street . . . nah. fuck it,” he says as he backspaces and x’s out the last word. “Make it the avenue, it makes it sound bigger, right? Yeah, avenue. The detective walked down the avenue. That’s better.”


This is what it is like in a smoke-filled, glass-walled cage, pacing and pounding and trying to ignore the knowledge that the clock in the oak case down in the center of the city room cannot wait. He will make it wait. He wants every word right. Or as good as he can get them in the time he has left. Denis Hamill describes what it is like to watch a fragile ego ballooning.


Deadline at the News for the columnists is 4 P.M. It is 3:30, and Breslin is on take five of his eight-page story. A copyboy is sent in to pester Breslin for copy.


“Please, hah, it’s the worst day of my life,” Breslin tells the copyboy. “Get me two Sankas and I’ll love you for a son. I’ll buy you a drink.” Breslin pulls out a pocketful of change and dumps it on the table. “There, that’s the whole bankroll. Big-shot reporter and all I got is change. Go next door and get greens off Pete Hamill. He’s got all the money. I don’t make any money. I got six kids and a wife and take car service everywhere so I’m broke. And bring me in one of those green vouchers for the mad money. Tell Sam Roberts I need money and tell him it’s the worst day of my entire life.”


Breslin is punishing the typewriter now, trying to put his fingers through the keys. The paper he is typing on is punctured with holes where the o’s should be.


When the copyboy returns with the two Sankas he tells Breslin that Sam Roberts said he can’t get a money voucher until the column is in . . .
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