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> INTRODUCTION

We’re building something here . . .
and all the pieces matter.

–DETECTIVE LESTER FREAMON

Swear to God, it isn’t a cop show. Really, it isn’t. And though there be cops and gangsters aplenty, it isn’t actually a crime show, though the spine of every season is certain to be a police investigation in Baltimore, Maryland.

We know you don’t believe us. We know what we seem to viewers after one or two episodes, or even one or two seasons. We understand that we sound comically pretentious claiming otherwise, that the raw material of our plotting seems to be the same stuff of so many other police procedurals.

The crime story long ago became a central American archetype, and the labyrinth of the inner city has largely replaced the spare, unforgiving landscape of the American West as the central stage for our morality plays. The best crime shows—Homicide and NYPD Blue, or their predecessors Dragnet and Police Story—were essentially about good and evil. Justice, revenge, betrayal, redemption—there is precious little in the tangled relationship between right and wrong that hasn’t yet been fully, and even brilliantly, explored by the likes of Friday and Pembleton and Sipowicz.
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The Wire, by contrast, has ambitions elsewhere. And to be fair and even self-effacing about things, it remains an open question as to whether those ambitions can be fulfilled in a televised episodic form. Two seasons were required to create a framework for the effort; what follows will determine the extent to which that effort succeeds.

Specifically:

We are bored with good and evil. We renounce the theme.

With the exceptions of saints and sociopaths, few in this world are anything but a confused and corrupted combination of personal motivations, most of them selfish, some of them hilarious. Character is the essence of all good drama; and plotting is just as fundamental. But ultimately, the storytelling that speaks to our current condition, that grapples with the basic realities and contradictions of our immediate world—these are stories that, in the end, have a small chance of presenting a social, and even political, argument. And to be perfectly honest, we are not only trying to tell a good story or two. We are trying, in our own way, to pick a fight.

The Wire is not about Jimmy McNulty. Or Avon Barksdale. Or crime. Or punishment. Or drugs. Or violence. Or even race.

It is about The City.

It is about how we live as Americans at the millennium, an urban people compacted together, sharing a common love, awe, and fear of what we have rendered in Baltimore, St. Louis, Chicago, New York, Los Angeles. At best, our metropolises are the ultimate aspiration for the American community, the repository for every myth from rugged individualism to the melting pot. At worst, our cities—or those places in our cities where most of us fear to tread—are vessels for the darkest contradictions and most brutal competitions that underlie the way we actually live together.

Mythology is important, essential even, to a national psyche.

To coat an elemental truth with the bright gloss of heroism and national sacrifice is the prerogative of the nation-state. But to carry a lie forward, generation after generation, so that our collective sense of the American experiment is better and more comforting than it ought to be—this is where mythology has its cost. In a young and struggling nation, a moderate degree of self-elevating bullshit has a certain earnest charm. For an affluent and technological superpower, with its ever-increasing capacity to impose institutional will on its citizenry—not to mention the world at large—it begins to approach the Orwellian.

We are bored with good and evil.

We renounce the theme.

In both its intent and design, The Wire begins a story wedged between two competing American myths:

The first tells us that in this country, if you are smarter than the next man, if you are shrewd or frugal or visionary, if you build a better mousetrap, if you get there first with the best idea, you will succeed beyond your wildest imagination.

And by virtue of basic free-market processes, it is entirely fair to say that this myth, more than ever, happens to be true. Every day in America, a new millionaire is surely christened. Or two. Or ten.

But a countering myth is at work, and it serves as national ballast against the raw, unencumbered capitalism that asserts for individual achievement and the amassed fortune of the wise and fortunate.

In America, we like to believe, if you are not smarter than the next man, if you are not clever or visionary, if you never do build a better mousetrap, then we hold a place for you nonetheless. The myth holds that if you are neither slick nor cunning, yet willing to get up every day and work your ass off and be a citizen and come home and be committed to your family and every other institution you are asked to serve, then there is a portion for you as well. You might not drive a Lexus; you might not eat out every Friday night; your children might not be candidates for early admission at Brown or Harvard; come Sunday, you might not see the game on a wide-screen. But you have a place. And you will not be betrayed.

And in Baltimore, it is no longer possible to describe this as myth. It is no longer possible even to remain polite on the subject. It is, in a word, a lie.

In this city, the brown fields and rotting piers and rusting factories are testament to an economy that shifted and then shifted again, rendering obsolete generations of union-wage workers and workers’ families.

From Sparrows Point, the corporate remnant of the once-great Bethlehem Steel informs its thousands of retirees that money is no longer available for their pensions. Men who worked the blast furnaces and shipyards—the very men who built Liberty ships to beat Hitler and Mussolini—are told that while they may have asbestosis, they no longer have health benefits or life insurance.

From the piers of what was once Maryland Ship & Drydock, luxury condominums and townhomes now rise in place of industrial cranes, while the yachts and powerboats of Washingtonians speckle an inlet where the world’s great shipping lines once maneuvered.

From Johns Hopkins University—now, by default, the city’s largest employer—comes news that remaining families who have survived generations of poverty, neglect, and addiction in the barren ghetto just north of the East Baltimore hospital will be moved out entirely, allowing the university to bulldoze their blocks into a new biotechnology park. For most of a century, Hopkins and city officials could find no meaningful way to connect the great research institution with surrounding communities; now, finally, they’re destroying the village in order to save it.

From the city school system, which graduates perhaps a third of its children, comes the problem of a $58 million deficit and talk of teacher layoffs. From the police department, a malaise brought about by a decades-long campaign of cost-saving through early retirements of veteran sergeants and lieutenants and experienced investigators. From the city’s last remaining daily newspaper, a string of buyouts and attritions reducing the newsroom by more than a hundred reporters. From Koppers and Martin-Marietta and Black & Decker and GM, a seemingly endless string of reductions-in-force, half-shifts, and idle assembly lines.

And the new Baltimore? Baltimore reborn?

It is here, too, certainly: new technologies, tourism, an ever-expanding service economy. And yet this Baltimore is distant from too many people, heard as only a rumor in East and West Baltimore, in Pimlico, in Brooklyn or Westport or Cherry Hill. For too many in those neighborhoods, the new Baltimore exists as vague talk about a job at a computer screen well beyond the county line, where mice scrape on pads and cursors ticktack through data streams. If you sensed the sea change and caught the wave—if you had sense enough to tear up your union card and walk away from your father’s local—then you are there in that world, and not here in this one, and maybe it is all for the better.

But so many were left in the shallows—men and women on the streets of Baltimore who are, every day, reminded that the wave has crested, and that now, with the economic tide at an ebb, they are simply worth less than they once were. Unemployed and underemployed, idle at a West Baltimore soup kitchen or dead-ended at some stripmall cash register—these are the excess Americans. The economy hums along without them, and without truly and sincerely regarding their need. Ex-steelworkers and ex-longshoremen; street dealers and street addicts, and an army of young men hired to chase the dealers and addicts; whores and johns and men to run the whores and coerce the johns—and all of them unnecessary and apart from a New Millennium economy that long ago declared them irrelevant.

This is the world of The Wire.

Make no mistake: one television drama cannot—and would not—claim to be all of Baltimore, or all of anything as large, diverse, and contradictory as any major American city. Our story lines and our cameras rarely venture to Roland Park or Mount Washington or Timonium, and the lives misspent and misused in our episodes are not the guarded, viable lives of private schools and county tax-bases and tree-lined business parks. The Wire is most certainly not about what has been salvaged or exalted in America. It is, instead, about what we have left behind in our cities, and at what cost we have done so. It is, in its larger themes, a television show about politics and sociology and, at the risk of boring viewers with the very notion, macroeconomics. And frankly, it is an angry show.

I used to work at a newspaper in Baltimore, until out-of-town ownership and the petty venalities of transplanted, self-aggrandizing editors sucked all joy from the place. My cocreator and fellow writer, Ed Burns, worked at a police department in Baltimore, until organizational politics and Peter-Principled, self-aggrandizing commanders undermined the best police work. George Pelecanos, a writer on the show since its first season, sold shoes and tended bar and then spent years researching and writing novels about that portion of the nation’s capital that remains virtually invisible to the nation’s leaders, the Shaws and Anacostias where black life is marginalized in the very shadow of the great edifices of American democracy. A fourth writer, Rafael Alvarez, saw his father’s career on Baltimore’s harbor tugs end on the picket line outside McAllister Towing and was himself working as an ordinary seaman on a cable-laying ship when HBO came calling for an episode or two. A fifth, Joy Lusco Kecken, has gently explored the wounded souls of people living on the margins in her own independent filmwork. And joining the show this year is Richard Price, who spent hour after hour in the Jersey City projects to find his lost and tragic voices, just as Boston’s Dennis Lehane brings the working-class hurt and hunger of the rough-and-tumble Charlestown and Dorchester neighborhoods to his pages.
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It would be a fraud to claim that those of us spinning these stories are perfectly proletarian. We are professional writers and paid as such, and it is one thing to echo the voices of longshoremen and addicts, detectives and dealers, quite another to claim those voices as your own. The D’Angelo Barksdales and Frank Sobotkas live in their worlds; we visit from time to time with pens and notepads akimbo.

But at the other extreme, neither would it be fair to categorize The Wire as a television show written and produced by people who typically write and produce television. We are none of us from Hollywood; soundstages and backlots and studio commissaries are not our natural habitat. Hell, never mind Los Angeles: with the exception of Price—and his great Dempsey books speak more to worn Jersey cities across the river—we are not even from New York.

Instead, The Wire and its stories are rooted in the logic and ethos of a second-tier city, of a forgotten rust-belt America. No, it isn’t quite as if the angriest or most alienated souls in West Baltimore or Anacostia or Charlestown actually hijacked an HBO series and began telling tales. But at this point, it’s as close as American television has come to such an improbability.

Consider that for generations now the televised reflection of the American experience—the cathoderay glow that is our national campfire—has come down to us from on high. Westerns and police procedurals and legal dramas—all of it conceived in Los Angeles and New York by industry professionals, then shaped by huge corporate entities to reassure viewers that their world and their future are better and brighter than they in fact are, that the time was never more right to buy more automobiles, cell phones, dish soap and disposable diapers.

Until recently, all of American television has been about selling. And therefore little programming that might interfere with the mission of reassuring viewers as to their God-given status as consumers has ever been broadcast—and certainly nothing in the form of a continuing series. For half a century, American network television wrapped its programs around the advertising—not the other way around, as it sometimes seemed.

This is not to deny that HBO is a profitable piece of Time Warner, which also once shared its title with AOL. Our 35mm misadventure in Baltimore—for all its self-professed iconoclasm—is nonetheless sponsored by a massive media conglomerate with an absolute interest in selling to consumers. And yet, on the conglomerate’s premium cable channel, the only product being sold is the programming itself. In that distinction, there is all the difference.

Beginning with Oz and culminating in The Sopranos, the best work on HBO expresses nothing less than the singular vision of individual writers, as expressed through the talents of directors, actors, and film crews. Story is all.

If you laugh, you laugh. If you cry, you cry. If you think—and there is actually no prohibition on such merely because you have a TV remote in your hand—then you think. And if you decide, at any point, to change the channel, then so be it. But on HBO, nothing other than the stories themselves are for sale, and therefore—absent the cell phones and the dish soap—there is nothing to mitigate against a sad story. Or a subversive story. Or even a disturbing story.

The Wire could not exist but for HBO, or more precisely, an economic model exactly like HBO. Nor could Oz or The Sopranos or Six Feet Under or Deadwood. These are stories that can entertain and even amuse. But they can also disturb and nettle an audience. They can, at their best, provoke viewers—if not to the point of an argument, then at least to the point of a thought or two about who we are, how we live, and what it is about the human condition that makes it so.

The first season of The Wire was a dry, deliberate argument against the American drug prohibition—a Thirty Years’ War that is among the most singular and profound failures to be found in the nation’s domestic history. It is impossible to imagine pitching such a premise to a network television executive under any circumstances. How, he might wonder, do I help my sponsors sell sports utility vehicles and prewashed jeans to all the best demographics while at the same time harping on the fact that the American war on drugs has mutated into a brutal war against the underclass?

Where are the victories? Where are the life-affirming moments?

The second season of The Wire was even more of a lighthearted romp: a treatise about the death of work and the betrayal of the American working class, as exemplified by the decline of a city’s port unions. And how exactly do we put Visa-wielding consumers in a buying mood when they are being reminded of how many of their countrymen—black, white, and brown—have been shrugged aside by the vagaries of unrestrained capitalism.

The third season, introducing the political culture of our simulated Baltimore, will begin to address the possibilities and limitations of reform. And how shall we entertain the masses while at the same time laying bare the political processes through which an increasingly disenfranchised people are to seek redress?

As the NBC executives used to ask every time they read a first-draft Homicide script:

“Where are the victories?”

Or better still:

“Where are the life-affirming moments?”

Never mind that the show was called Homicide, as lead writer and executive producer Tom Fontana liked to repeatedly point out, and never mind that it was being filmed in a city struggling with entrenched poverty, rampant addiction, and generations of deindustrialization.

Brave soul that he is, when Tommy wanted to write three successive episodes in which a violent narcotics dealer escaped all punishment, he was told he could do so only if detectives shot and killed the bad guy at the end of a fourth episode.

Good, one. Evil, nothing. Cut to commercial.

•  •  •

To bring it all the way back, The Wire has its actual origins in the main Baltimore County library branch in Towson, where I went as a police reporter to schmooze a city homicide detective named Ed Burns.

It was 1985, and I was working on a series of newspaper articles about a career drug trafficker whom Burns and his partner, Harry Edgerton, had managed to bring down with a prolonged wiretap investigation. Edgerton, or at least his facsimile, would later become known to NBC viewers as Detective Frank Pembleton. But Burns? Too implausible a character, even for network.

When I first met Ed, he was sitting by the checkout desk, a small pile of books atop the table in front of him. The Magus, by Fowles. Bob Woodward’s Veil. A collection of essays by Hannah Arendt.

“You’re not really a cop, are you?”

Seven years later, when Burns—having alienated many of his bosses in McNulty-like fashion with his sprawling investigations of violent drug gangs in the Westside projects—was contemplating retirement and life as a city schoolteacher, I approached him with an alternative.

If he could delay his teaching career for a year and a half or so, we could venture together to one of Baltimore’s one hundred or so open-air drug markets, meet the people, and write a book about the drug culture that had consumed so much of our city. Which corner? Pick a corner, any corner, at random.

The idea appealed to Ed, who had spent twenty years watching the city police department win battle after battle with individual drug traffickers, yet continue to lose the war. As a patrolman in the Western District, a plainclothesman assigned to the escape squad, and finally a homicide detective, Burns was impressed by the organizational ethos of the West Baltimore drug trade. Amoral and brutal they might be; but the true players were committed—more committed, perhaps, than much of the law enforcement arrayed against them. It was not unlike Vietnam, he acknowledged, and it is fair to say that as a veteran of that losing effort as well, Ed Burns was more entitled than most to render the comparison.

We chose Monroe and Fayette streets in West Baltimore and spent 1993 and much of the ensuing three years following the people there. The Corner was published in 1997, and by then—with my newspaper increasingly the playground of tone-deaf, out-of-town hacks—I had moved across town to the writing staff of Homicide, hired by Barry Levinson and Tom Fontana.

As a day job, it was a great one. And I found that the artifice of film and the camaraderie of set were enough to offset my exile from the Sun’s city desk, where I had long imagined myself growing old and surly, bumming cigarettes from younger reporters in exchange for back-in-the-day stories about what it was like to work with Mencken and Manchester.

Script by script, Tom shaved my prose style until the pacing and dialogue began to show muscle. Then he slowly began adding fresh responsibilities, sending me to set calls and casting sessions and editing. Jim Finnerty, the production manager and line producer who has long played Stringer Bell to Fontana’s Avon Barksdale, offered lessons of his own in practical filming, crew management, and most of all, making the day.

“You become a producer to protect your writing,” Fontana explained.

By the time The Corner was published, Tom was already locked down in Oswald Penitentiary, proving to HBO and the world in general that even the most discomfiting drama now had a place on American television. Perhaps, I thought to myself, there was room at HBO or some other premium channel for something as dark as life on an open-air drug corner.

Tom and Barry didn’t see The Corner as material for a continuing series, but Fontana was good enough to call Anne Thomopoulos at HBO on my behalf. At the resulting meeting, it became clear that the cable channel was willing to take a shot, provided I could pair myself with a black writer.

It didn’t matter to me one way or the other—I knew I had those Fayette Street voices in my head—but the other white folk in the room were not about to let a lone pale scribbler produce a miniseries about black drug addicts and dealers.

“How about David Mills?” I ventured.

One of the HBO execs in the room, Kary Antholis, startled. “Do you know David Mills?”

“We’re friends. I worked on my college newspaper with him. We wrote our first script together.” And so we had. A second-season Homicide episode in which Robin Williams had guest-starred. Mills had taken that outcome as an omen, quitting his reporting job at the Washington Post and moving to Los Angeles, where he had spent five years making a name for himself in network television. Kary had known about Mills for a long time.

“If you can get Mills on this, that would be great.”

I volunteered him as an executive producer, no problem. And upon leaving the HBO offices, I used my cell phone to catch the man at home: “Hey, David. I know what you’re doing for the next year.”

On the production side, Jim Finnerty volunteered a protégé, assuring me I could do no better for myself. Nina Noble had been first assistant director on the premiere season of Homicide and had worked her way up in the Fontana organization. Of course, I immediately agreed to the partnership: a recommendation from Finnerty is enough for such things.

Mills, Noble, myself—that was all the producing we needed for a six-hour miniseries, or so I thought. But HBO had doubts aplenty, and the execs wanted a visual producer in the mix. Antholis arranged interviews in New York with several candidates.

Enter Bobby Colesberry, whose résumé of nearly two decades producing high-end features made me nervous. I saw myself and David fighting with Feature Boy over the down-and-dirty scripts, and over the rough-and-tumble, handheld manner in which we wanted to shoot the drug corners. I saw Nina, too, fighting with him to keep the budget down, to make him realize that series television was not a place for two-page days and arcing crane shots.

So there was little trust in Kary’s office that day, particularly when we walked in and saw a copy of The Corner splayed open in front of this Colesberry fellow, its pages already marked up in two different colors of ink. A healthier soul might have taken this as a good sign: here was a producer, a veteran of an industry where studio suits reduce all stories to single-sentence concepts, endeavoring to read a 550-page tome and then begin charting scenes and shots in his head. Instead, I’m embarrassed to say, I trusted him not at all.
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“We’ll take your script notes, but the last pass is ours.”

Bob agreed.

“And we don’t want to be frozen out of production. We’re not as experienced as you, but David and I know how to put film in the can.”

No problem.

Months later, with The Corner beautifully cast and crewed, and with Charles “Roc” Dutton turning in magnificent dailies as the director of all six hours, I thought back to that first meeting with Bob Colesberry and realized I did not want to put anything to film ever again without him. For something that had begun as a shotgun wedding, it was turning out to be quite a marriage.

Looking past The Corner even before it aired, I thought about what it was that I still wanted to say about the drug war, about policing, and ultimately, about what was happening in the city where I lived.

The Corner was the diaspora of addiction brought down to microcosm—a single, broken family struggling amid the deluge in West Baltimore. The scripts had allowed us to probe the human dimension of the tragedy; the failure of policy, however, could only be implied with something so intimate.

And so back to Mr. Burns, who was by now getting the full dose of the Baltimore public educational system as a middle-school teacher of social studies. There were days, Ed assured me, when a Western District patrol shift felt safer and more manageable than a tour of duty at Hamilton Middle School.

We turned in the pilot script a few months after HBO had collected a trio of Emmys for The Corner, and so, the timing felt right. After all, had we not delivered on that previous project? Just write some checks and send us back to Baltimore where we belong.

But Carolyn Strauss and Chris Albrecht were unconvinced. The show’s emphasis on surveillance would be new, and the tone of the piece was different from network fare, but The Wire, as it began to be called, still appeared to be a cop show. And HBO’s primary concern became apparent: If the networks do cop shows, why are we doing one? The nightmare was to imagine critics across the country finally declaring that this was not in fact HBO, but TV.

I asked Carolyn for a chance to write two additional scripts, if only to show that the pacing, arc, and intention of this drama would be decidedly different from anything on a network. She agreed and I went back to work as The Corner team drifted away, looking for fresh work elsewhere.

Nina Noble produced and managed the HBO movie Shot in the Heart for Fontana-Levinson, then headed home to North Carolina. Dave Mills went back to Los Angeles and began banging his head against the network wall, working on a series of pilots and producing a promising gangster epic, Kingpin, which, in true network fashion, would be canceled after six episodes. Bob Colesberry returned to features, producing the science fiction film K-Pax with Kevin Spacey.

In the end, it took HBO more than a year to agree to shoot even a pilot. There was a second pass of the three scripts, followed by a begging-ass memo to Chris Albrecht by yours truly, followed by an ingathering of The Corner crew—save only for David Mills, who could not be budged from a fat development deal. I remember picking up the phone to call Colesberry in Los Angeles, catching him as he was just completing post production on the Spacey film.

“I bet you thought that HBO show was dead,” I remember saying to him.

“Very dead,” he admitted.

Asked what I had done to get the green light on the pilot, I confessed that other than begging Chris Albrecht, I was not entirely sure. I read Bob the memo over the phone, and in his own gentle, Bob-like way, he affirmed that it was pathetic and that, ever after, I should consider myself Mr. Albrecht’s bitch.

“Also, no one likes the name Jimmy McArdle.”

Bob considered this for a moment. “How about McNulty?”

“Jimmy McNulty.”

“It’s my grandmother’s family name.”

“McNulty it shall be.”

By November 2001 we were back on the streets of West Baltimore. The scripts were in many ways the same ones that I had originally turned in, albeit with some scenes added to the pilot that hinted at the surveillance techniques that would be employed later in the season, once the detail had slowly earned the probable cause to secure a wiretap.

The casting by Alexa Fogel in New York and Los Angeles, and the redoubtable Pat Moran in Baltimore, surpassed all expectations. Only the role of McNulty gave us fits, until a bizarre videotape landed in Baltimore, shipped from a London address. On it, an actor was tearing through the orange-sofa scene in which Bunk and McNulty jack up a reluctant D’Angelo, search him, find his pager, then walk him away in handcuffs.

Unlike every other casting tape ever made, however, this one seemed to be the merest suggestion of a scene. The actor, a square-jawed, Jack-the-Lad sort named West, was reading the McNulty lines, then pausing in silence, reacting to emptiness where the responding lines should have been.

With several weeks of fruitless searching for a lead actor weighing on our souls, the tape caught us off guard. Bob and I watched this weird half-scene for a long moment, then fell out of our chairs, laughing uncontrollably. Hearing us, Clark Johnson, the Homicide veteran who was directing the pilot, entered the room, watched a few moments of tape, then joined us on the floor.

“What the hell is this goofy motherfucker doing?”

The audition tape may have been comic, but the performance itself—when we gathered our wits and began to concentrate on what the actor had going—was impressive. A week later in New York, Dominic West explained that he couldn’t get anyone in London to read the scene with him, and he didn’t have access to a casting office to put himself on tape. His girlfriend had tried to help, but her full English accent kept making him laugh, throwing off the scene. Best she could do was keep quiet and hold the video camera steady.

“I didn’t know what else to do,” our McNulty confessed, “except say my lines and leave spaces where the other lines are supposed to be.”

By the time we returned to shooting the remainder of the first season, Ed Burns and I had drafts of the first six episodes in hand, as well as elaborate beatsheets that brought us all the way to the final episodes. Deliberate planning and overarching professionalism had exactly nothing to do with it, but rather a sense that a story so intricate, with so many characters and so much plotting, had to be considered a single entity.

An early script note from HBO execs—who, by and large, were gentle and discerning with their input—argued that an early-episode robbery by Omar and his crew should be omitted, primarily because the robbery was perpetrated on random street dealers who had no value to the central plot.

Our counterargument was basic: wait.

Omar seemed an aside early on, just as Lester Freamon and Wallace seemed to be mere hangers-on. But in time, they would prove themselves essential to the story. And we needed the street robbery to hold Omar’s place in the tale, to remind viewers that he and his crew were still in the world, so that by the fifth episode, when McNulty and Greggs try to pull him up for information, we are still aware of who, exactly, this much-talked-about Omar is and what it is he does for a living.

After all, we had it in mind that we would not explain everything to viewers. The show’s point of view was that of the insider, the proverbial fly on the wall—and we had no intention of impairing that point of view by pausing to catch up the audience. Consequently, all of the visual cues and connections would need to be referenced fully and at careful intervals.

Perhaps the first fundamental test of our willingness to forgo exposition and an end-of-every-episode payoff came in the fourth episode of that first season, when D’Angelo Barksdale first claimed responsibility for the murder of a woman in an apartment out near the county line. Fronting for the boys in The Pit, D’Angelo describes the murder in some detail and suggests that he was the shooter. Later in the episode, McNulty and Bunk Moreland are in an emptied garden apartment, examining old crime-scene photos of a slain young woman and reworking the geometry of the murder.

The five-minute scene offers no explanation for itself beyond the physical activities of the detectives as they address the crime scene and the almost continuous use of the word fuck in all its possible permutations—an insider’s homage to the great Terry McLarney, a veteran Baltimore murder police who once predicted that Baltimore cops, in their love of profanity, would one day achieve a new and viable language composed entirely of such.

A casual viewer could watch the scene and ascertain that the detectives had figured out the murder scenario. They conclude, in fact, by locating a rusting shell casing outside the kitchen window.

But what exactly is that scenario? And does it match the murder that D’Angelo spoke of earlier? And what were the white speckles on the floor in the crime-scene photo—the droplets that Bunk pointed to? And how did that lead McNulty to open the refrigerator door, then slam it closed? And why, for Chrissakes, will no one explain what the hell is going on?
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For the answers, viewers would not have to merely wait out the episode, but all of them. Only during D’Angelo’s interrogation at the season’s end does he corroborate the crime scene details in a way that convinces Bunk and McNulty of his authenticity. And even then, the exposition is at a minimum.

When D’Angelo explains that he had brought cocaine to the woman, who told him she would put it “on ice,” the detectives acknowledge the connection to their crime scene with a single word:

“Refrigerator,” says Bunk.

And McNulty nods casually.

Such calculating restraint offered viewers a chance to do something that television rarely, if ever, allows its audience: They were free to think hard about the story, the different worlds that the story presented, and ultimately, the ideas that underlie the drama. And the reward for such committed viewers would come not at the end of a scene or the end of an episode, but at the end of the season, indeed, at the end of the tale.

As storytelling, it seemed like the best way to do business. But even so, we had to acknowledge that this much plotting from episode to episode was an extraordinary risk, even for HBO. We would certainly lose some viewers: those who did not devote enough effort to follow the intricate story, those who gave it their all but were confused nonetheless, and those who, expecting an episodic television drama, would be bored to death by the novelistic pace of The Wire.

Bob Colesberry and I told ourselves repeatedly that we were making the drama for those remaining. A couple dozen or so hard cases, at least.

•  •  •

Before the first season aired in June 2002, HBO made sure to send as many as five consecutive episodes to critics—all of those we had edited. The hope was that by seeing more episodes, those being asked to consider the show would understand that while the pilot episode violated many of the basic laws of episodic television, it was at least an intentional affront.

To that same end, in a series of press interviews, I began referring to the work as a “visual novel,” explaining that the first episodes of the show had to be considered much as the first chapters of any book of even moderate length.

“Think about the first few chapters of any novel you ever liked, say, Moby-Dick,” I told one reporter in a phone interview. “In the first couple chapters, you don’t meet the whale, you don’t meet Ahab, you don’t even go aboard the Pequod. All that happens is you go with Ishmael to the inn and find out he has to share a room with some tattooed character. Same thing here. It’s a visual novel.”

And second of all, if The Wire is really a novel, what’s its ISBN number?

All of which sounded great to me until I hung up the phone and turned to confront a certain Baltimore writer by the name of Lippman, who has penned and published nine actual novels and with whom I share quarters. Her lifework is replete with hardback covers, actual chapter breaks, and descriptive prose that goes a good deal further than “INT. HOMICIDE UNIT/HEADQUARTERS—DAY.”

“First of all,” she informed me, “you just compared yourself to Herman Melville, which even by your egotistical standards is a bit over-the-top. And second of all, if The Wire is really a novel, what’s its ISBN number?”

A mouthy broad; clever, too. But fortunately, a lot of critics were less exacting with my hyperbole, and more important, they actually put four or five tapes into their machines before writing reviews. At least in the hinterlands they did. In New York, where time runs faster than elsewhere and critics can give you no more than an hour to make your case, The Wire suffered poor reviews in every single newspaper. We went oh-for-four in The Big Apple, feeling much like the Orioles on a long weekend at Yankee Stadium.

Ratings dipped, too, but HBO—being HBO—did not panic.

“We love the show,” Carolyn Strauss said repeatedly, reassuring us. “We don’t care about ratings, so you shouldn’t care about ratings.”

For his part, Chris Albrecht called to say he had just watched the cut of Episode 5 and “it’s getting better with every episode.”

I hestitated to argue that I thought they were all good episodes, that they were paced precisely for the maximum payoff over thirteen hours. Instead, I took the comment to heart, reminding myself that when you read a good book, you are more invested with every chapter. What Chris was sensing was our very intention.

By the last third of the season, the tide had slowly turned. Viewers were fully committed and there were more of them; ratings began to rise amid some healthy word of mouth. A couple of New York critics revisited the show and affirmed its worthiness. The actors, too, began to sense that we were building a different kind of machine. One Monday on set, Andre Royo, who owns the role of Bubbles, sauntered over to a pair of writers to say he had watched the previous night’s episode:

“Every time I start to wonder what you all are doing with a scene, I just wait a couple episodes, and sure enough, there’s a reason for it.”

Other actors, notably those on the wrong side of the law, began to wonder what we would do if we were picked up for a second season, what with Avon and D’Angelo Barksdale heading to their respective prison cells.

Corey Parker Robinson, who plays Detective Sydnor, thought he had it figured: “They’re gonna get out on a technicality, right?”

It was an understandable assumption, given that we were standing on a film set in the West Baltimore projects, where we had thus far filmed much of our story. But in our heads, the writers were already elsewhere, and as a finishing touch, we made sure to deliver McNulty to the police boat at the end of the last episode.

By then, a lot of viewers had forgotten Sergeant Landsman’s prophecy in the pilot episode, that McNulty would ride the boat if he didn’t stop provoking the departmental brass. Even as far back as the pilot, we had decided on the substance of a second season, should there be one.

And when McNulty shipped out with the marine unit, it happened—typically—without dialogue, with nothing more than Bunk Moreland and Lester Freamon walking to the edge of the dock and tossing him a fifth of Jameson’s beneath the roar of boat motors.

If you got the joke, great. Thanks for staying with us.

If not, hey, sorry. It’s what we do.

•  •  •

It’s Laura Lippman, again, who gets a mention for making me read George Pelecanos. Not that I hadn’t been given fair warning of what George had been doing with his D.C. novels—half a dozen other writers had urged me to check him out, comparing his voice and material to that of The Corner. But we Baltimoreans have this chip on our shoulders about Washington, and though I’d grown up in the same D.C. suburbs as George, I had long ago taken my allegiances north, embracing every stereotype about those tie-wearing, GS-rated, lawyer-assed sonsabitches down I-95. They are generally good for little save inflating the value of a Camden Yards ticket.

When I finally cracked The Sweet Forever and saw that Pelecanos had been mining a different Washington altogether, it made perfect sense. And later, upon encountering George at the funeral of a mutual friend, I tried to explain what we were trying to do with The Wire, and why he might want to be a part of it.

“It’s a novel for television,” I said, but under my breath, for fear that my consort, also in attendance at the memorial, would overhear.

Like many writers, George had suffered the slings, arrows, and indignities of trying to get so many of his own worthy stories to film, and he immediately grasped the possibilities. In the feature world, after all, it’s the studios, if not the directors and stars, who have the drag. In episodic television, by virtue of the continuing story lines, it’s the writer with the suction. And at HBO, this is more so.

During the first season, George was given the penultimate episode—particularly because it included the stark, horrifying death of Wallace. The drama of that singular moment required a writer who had built so many of his novels toward similar crescendos. And George, true to form, nailed it.

Would he come back for Season Two? Would he commit to working as a story editor and producer? He certainly didn’t need the money; his day job of drop-kicking genre fiction into the literary ether was enough without the hassle of a television gig.

But George, who loves film and can’t resist a story well told, not only signed on, he set about to enlist other novelists who were doing much the same kind of work.

We could promise Richard Price and Dennis Lehane no reward commensurate with the talent. The best we could offer was that unlike any other film project with which they might become involved, The Wire would not compromise story for the sake of a studio, a director, or a movie star.

“If you get fucked over, at least it’ll be another writer doing it to you.”

And while both Lehane (Mystic River) and Price (Clockers) are masters of a strain of crime fiction that long ago rendered the presumed boundaries of genre meaningless, the addition of Price to the writing staff seemed especially appropriate, if not at all probable.

After all, anyone who has ever read Clockers—which is to the cocaine epidemic of the early 1990s as The Grapes of Wrath is to the Dust Bowl—understands the debt owed to that remarkable book by The Wire. Indeed, the split point-of-view that powers The Wire is a form mastered first in the modern novel, and Price, in his first Dempsey book, proved beyond all doubt how much nuance, truth, and story could exist between the world of the police and the world of their targets.

On learning that the Season Three lineup of writers would include Price and Lehane, Bob Colesberry was beside himself with glee. And whom, I teased him, did he want Pelecanos to bring us for a fourth season? Elmore Leonard? Philip Roth? How about this Melville fuck I keep mentioning. He hasn’t worked in a while, has he?

And Bob would laugh at the effrontery of it, though in his own way, he, too, was expanding the show during the second season, transforming it from a limited cops-and-dealers saga into something larger, something panoramic enough to justify all the writing and acting talent.

The rotting piers and rusting factories of the waterfront—and most of all, those gothic cranes at Seagirt and Locust Point—gave Colesberry the visuals he needed to show just what could be done with a television series shot on location.

His standards had always been those of the directors he had worked with in his long feature career—Scorsese, Parker, Benton, Forsyth, Ang Lee—and Bob had learned well, rising from location manager to first AD to line producer. He was not a deskbound executive. He was instead a set rat, familiar with every aspect of filmmaking and committed to serving story.

His elegance, and that of Uta Briesewitz, the show’s director of photography, found subtle ways into the film throughout the first season. In the pilot episode, note the decision to stay wide, filming from across the street as Wee-Bey berates D’Angelo for talking about business in a car. As Bey dresses the less experienced player down, he stands outside a carryout and beneath a neon sign that reads BURGERS.

D’Angelo, humiliated, is framed beneath a second sign: CHICKEN.

The camera stays wide as Wee-Bey starts back to the parked SUV, only to pause as two police cars, blue lights flashing, wipe frame and wail away, seemingly after those, unlike Bey, who fail to take the lessons of the street to heart.

Film such as that, conceived and edited with intelligence and restraint, was Bob’s stock-in-trade. The projects of West Baltimore and the taut, credible precinct sets of production designer Vince Peranio guided the show’s first year to an appropriately claustrophobic look, just as the rogue fashions of costume designer Alonzo Wilson suggested a violent and stunted street world. All of it was creativity with absolute context.

As the show began to grow—carving off fresh slices of Baltimore—so, too, did Colesberry expand the show’s visual sense of a working city. And even as Season Two was under way, Bob and I were contemplating a third season in an altogether different locale, and a fourth elsewhere, too. With each season, by showing a new aspect of a simulated American city in all its complexity, we might, by the end of the show’s run, have a chance to speak to something more universal than Avon Barksdale or Jimmy McNulty or drugs or crime.

To do the same show over, season after season—this was never an option. And Bob—who was once made to concede that the last pass on The Corner scripts would be writers-only—had become a partner in every aspect of the storytelling. He was never happier about the show’s plotting than during the writers’ meetings for the third season—meetings at which he was a full and welcome participant.
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