







ANATOMY OF A HIT



Pete Piacenti and a high-ranking Gambino lieutenant named Nino Gaggi, the homicide cops explained, had lured Louie’s uncle and cousin to a deserted high school playground in Coney Island under the pretense of having a “sit-down,” the Cosa Nostra’s version of a corporate board meeting. At the playground they were met by Roy “Roy-Roy” DeMeo. Louie felt his uncle must have realized his life was over the moment DeMeo made his appearance. For Roy-Roy, as everyone knew, was a sociopathic killer whose crew was responsible for over two hundred contract hits. And those didn’t include the homicides Roy-Roy did just for fun. Ironically, perhaps a few of the hits had even been ordered by Jimmy Eppolito.


Even the tentative motive, which investigators were already piecing together, carried little surprise. For what the detectives couldn’t have known was that Louie had expected the assassinations.


Conversely, what Louie couldn’t have known was that the murder of his uncle and cousin would begin a chain reaction that would eventually drive him from the force and back into a world he was sure he had left behind….
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For my father Ralph.

Thanks for making a man

that no other man could break.

—L.E.


For C.A.B.

—B.D.
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PROLOGUE



I stare through the front window of the Brooklyn restaurant as Louie Eppolito unfolds in stages from the front seat of his white Chevy van. A sea breeze skims off the harbor, momentarily brushing aside the folds of his sportcoat. For one instant, the harsh winter sunlight, almost white, glints off Sheepshead Bay and catches the polished black grip of the fourteen-shot Smith & Wesson 9-millimeter automatic pistol riding above his right hip.

I am not alone in noticing the pistol. The maître d’ standing beside me raises an eyebrow at the flash of metal and edges closer to the plate glass, the better to scrutinize this man. As this maître d’ caters to a regular clientele of Mafia bosses, his health depends upon knowing who is carrying a piece into his establishment.

It is obvious he is not sure what to make of the armed man walking our way. Louie Eppolito is a man who seems larger than his six-foot height. He is plainly powerful, and attractive, though not handsome by the conventional Hollywood standards. Yet there is something deep about his eyes. They are dark brown, slightly hooded. When he stops to talk to a couple of fishermen, his eyes crinkle and sparkle, dominating a broad, open face bisected by a trim black mustache. They are the eyes of someone who can be trusted, which, as we shall see, makes Louie Eppolito’s ordeal all the more painful.

There is a nearly undetectable limp to Louie’s gait, the one lingering effect of a childhood bout with rheumatic fever. His right leg remains imperceptibly withered. Otherwise, at forty-three years old, he cuts a figure I’ve watched women of a certain age turn to admire.

His barrel chest descends, V-shaped (when he sucks in his stomach), to a slim waist. Despite the inevitable ravages of gravity, as well as a lifelong diet of bleeding red meat, sausage and peppers, and plates of pasta, the silhouette of a former bodybuilding champion lingers. Louie’s jet-black hair, flecked with gray, folds back into a modified pompadour. Those brown eyes flick left and right, shadowed, watchful, patient.

Eppolito projects the aura of a man not to be trifled with, a man slow to anger, but dangerous when threatened. Even his smallest gestures, the regal manner with which he pauses on the sidewalk to smooth the creases from his silk shirt, suggest that this is a person you can come to for help. It becomes easier to see why the helpless and powerless of New York City flocked to Detective Louis John Eppolito for over two decades. His shoulders are wide, literally and metaphorically.

And it is at this moment, sitting in a dockside fish-house, that I wondered what it had been like to see Louie cry. Not the lone, misty tear that the haunted skirl of a funeral piper can squeeze from even the most case-hardened soul. But the shoulder-heaving, air-sucking gasps that his wife, Fran, described to me in such horrible detail. The shudders of a man betrayed by the organization he loved, by people he trusted, by a second family he had nurtured.

I wondered how it had affected this man to have been reduced to uncontrolled sobs in front of his three-year-old son, who had been taught, as Louie had been taught by his father, that “men don’t cry.” I wondered how the Police Department of New York City managed to break this one good cop.

As we are escorted to a table in the back of the smoky dining room, Louie stops to greet two men. He extends a hand of gnarled and misshapen knuckles, battle scars from the streets. When Louie is deep in conversation, he unconsciously kneads those knuckles, as if trying to pop back into place bones cracked and broken long ago.

“Old friends,” he whispers when we are seated. “Lucchese Family associates. And see over there, the guy with the white hair? Peter Gotti. John’s brother. The empty table in the corner? Reserved for Carmine Lambordozzi.”

The venerable Lambordozzi, a capo in the Gambino Crime Family, is, at eighty-three years of age, the last living link to the heyday of La Cosa Nostra, to the time of the brothers Eppolito, Louie’s father and uncles.

Louie, who drinks sparingly, orders a martini with a tall glass of ice water. The maître d’, who has subtly taken our station, attempts to read his face. Friend or foe? Cop or robber? Louie is aware of this, and betrays no emotion. He is accustomed to scrutiny. His eyes seem to smile at the man’s discomfort.

Drinks ordered, the maître d’ departs, and Louie leans conspiratorially over the white linen tablecloth. “I have a friend who eats here, Allie Boy, guy I’ve known since I was a kid,” he begins. “So last year I’m out on the West Coast, looking for an acting job, and Fran gives me a message that Allie Boy called. Turns out he’d seen my bit role in the De Niro picture Goodfellas, and wanted an autographed photo of De Niro to hang on the wall of his social club.

“As we’re talking, I mention to Allie Boy that I’m up for a part, a truck driver’s role. I tell him my agent says I’m supposed to find out the next day, and that the role’s come down to a choice between me and some other character actor out there.

“So, after a long pause, Allie Boy says to me; ‘Hey, Louie, wait a second. Why don’t I just hop on the red-eye, fly the fuck out there tonight, and fix it so when you wake up in the morning, their choice is just between you and you.’”

He pauses a beat, awaiting my reaction.

“He was serious,” Louie erupts with a laugh. His laugh is hearty, rumbling up from the gut. “It’s like the IRA. Once in, never out. Only—contrary to popular opinion—I was never in.”

It was good to hear Louie laugh, especially at himself. Not long before, a resentful Louie had written to me that he would eventually forget “the long hours spent in court, the countless days and torrid weather conditions spent out on the street.

“I will forget the hundreds of people I arrested. And my mind will in time erase the jittery feelings you get when you’re a cop, whether working or off duty. My eyes will forget so many of the awful things a human being can see; even my nose will forget the daily smells of decaying human flesh or children lying sick in their own excrement, looking up at you for help.

“But never in my heart will I forget all those people who hurt me when I shouldn’t have been hurt, all those who helped ruin my career and my life. I say to all of them: ‘You can go to hell.’”

I remind him of that letter, and he laughs again.

“I tend to get a little dramatic sometimes. I guess I inherited it from my father’s side of the family.”

The late Ralph Eppolito, like Louie’s uncles Freddy and Jimmy, was a wiseguy, a made man in the Gambino Crime Family. All three had taken the blood oath of La Cosa Nostra. Ralph Eppolito had taught his son Louie respect with his fists. And though Louie had made the unique career choice of joining the police force, there were several personality traits that bound one generation to the next. For a while, hatred of the New York City Police Department was one. Ralph Eppolito went to his grave despising the sight of a blue uniform.

But time was healing even this wound. And as we sat and talked at that waterfront restaurant, I began to feel sad for the NYPD, and sadder still for the residents of New York City. They could both use more cops like Louie Eppolito.

 

When we were introduced in the spring of 1990, Detective (Ret.) Louie Eppolito was six months off “The Job,” and the first words out of his mouth were, “You know, I didn’t do it. Those bastards will tell you I did it. But I didn’t do it.”

My response was reflexive. After nearly a decade of writing about cops, of patrolling with them and celebrating with them and, yes, of even being the catalyst that put some of them behind bars, I felt jaded enough to know that when a cop blurts out to a journalist that he “didn’t do it,” the odds are better than even that he did.

The accusations leveled against Detective Eppolito had been harsh—harsher still in light of his heroic career. Louie had been charged with selling his shield to the Mafia. And as I studied this man in the enclosed back porch of his modest Long Island home, my first reaction was to cast my vote with the prosecutor.

Like a lot of wiseguys, Louie was a walking jewelry store, bedecked in diamonds and gold, rings on five fingers, chains shrouding a neck the size of my thigh. A giant gold pendant in the shape of a snake coiled through the underbrush sprouting on his chest. Gold is the charm of the poor. That is why gangsters believe in gold. You can touch it. You cannot touch annuity funds.

And, of course, there was the ubiquitous stream of profanity. I have yet to meet the mobster who can go a paragraph without uttering the F-word. Louie was no exception.

At one point our conversation was interrupted by Louie’s two daughters, thirteen-year-old Andrea and twelve-year-old Deanna. They walked in from school, gave their father his requisite kiss, and pulled up a chair. The stream of “cocksuckers,” and “motherfuckers” scarcely abated.

“My kids are used to my language,” Louie said when he noticed me squirm. “They know their daddy can’t help himself.”

Yet Louie is graced—redeemed—by his kindness. His friends and acquaintances all speak of an extraordinary person whose generosity far exceeds the customary or typical. This virtue, Louie says, was passed on to him by his grandfather Luigi the Nablidan, and his father, Fat the Gangster, immigrants who, lacking any formal education, did what they could to snatch their portion of the American Dream: joined the Mafia.

A master storyteller, Louie could put you there as if it were you who grew up amid the violent schemes, and scams, and midnight meetings that make up life in the Mafia. It was as if you were the fifth-grader counting the day’s numbers take for “Uncle” Todo, or being taught by “Uncle” Bath Beach the difference between fencing ice and swag—hot diamonds or hijacked loot.

The newspaper clips had painted a remarkable picture of Officer Louis John Eppolito. He’d survived eight shootouts, killed at least one man, and his heroism was legend among New York’s Finest. Yet as he told me about his life, from his formative years to his illustrious career on The Job, Louie seemed most proud when recounting tales about the number of people whose lives he had saved, about how he had broken from the family and gone “the other way,” about how good that decision had made him feel.

He spoke of the Welfare mother for whom he took up a collection, the scores of senior citizens rescued from the “barbarians,” the crack hooker whose murderer he’d spent his off-duty hours tracking down, “because whores got mothers, too.” These were not isolated incidents in the career of Detective Eppolito, and he had a trunkful of thank-you notes to prove it. Louie had worked his job as he had lived his life, always looking out for the little man. And the little man hadn’t forgotten, even if the NYPD had.

As if on cue, Fran Eppolito walked in with the mail, and here, eleven years later, was a letter from a woman whose son Louie had kept alive by reaching into the hole in his gut and pinching a severed artery. The note would be added to the others, in the trunk, the manifestation of twenty-some years on The Job.

Yes, Louie admitted, there was a litany of felonies he had committed while wearing the badge, but they were all in the name of “honor,” and “respect.” Like most urban cops, Louie’s idea of a rational police policy was martial law, even if he had to declare it himself. The sight of a dead “perp” never cost him a moment’s sleep, yet he had nightmares for years about the body parts he was ordered to collect following a plane crash in Brooklyn. It was not long after that airline disaster that Louie had forced himself to plunge his hand into the stomach of that mother’s son—“The hardest thing,” said this complex cop, “that I ever had to do on The Job.”

The Department never asked about those sleepless nights, or about those letters in the trunk, when they brought him to trial.

And as Louie vehemently swore vengeance on those whom he felt had besmirched not only his career but the good name of Eppolito, I began to sense the difference between Louie Eppolito and the legions of former police officers who have told their stories in print.

Cops whose careers wind up as books invariably fall into three categories: there are the moralists, like Frank Serpico, who could no longer wade through the cesspool of widespread police corruption; there are the One-Note Wonders, who were part of the Big Case and now feel free to share their squadroom secrets; and there are the kiss-and-tell cops, like the Buddy Boys of Brooklyn, who in the hands of a skilled author can provide to society just the right cautionary note.

Louie Eppolito was none of these. As he sat back and talked with equal ease about his personal experiences with both capo and cop, it became obvious that here was a cop who defied classification.

He had been a child of a Mafia crew, a Crime Family literally; he became a hero cop, carrying “this stupid sense of honor, this Italian thing,” through his career in the New York Police Department, and, then, there was the “betrayal” of that “honor”—suspension, trial, a shattered life.

As Louie and I talked, as afternoon turned to evening and evening to night, a unique story emerged. Louie had straddled two worlds usually closed to the public—the world of the cop and the world of the Cosa Nostra. He was able to give a rare look into each. More important, he refused to glamorize either profession. That alone set him apart from most hoods—and cops—I knew.

“Never lose face,” his father Ralph had often repeated to young Louie. “Never make what we call una brutta figura, a bad showing.”

It was Mafia wisdom that Louie never forgot.

It was also one of the last things his Uncle Jimmy said to him eleven years earlier, just days before he was whacked, when everything all started to go wrong.
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THE HIT
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When he took the call from Homicide, Detective Eppolito was seized by the feeling that his belly was dropping out of his body. He clenched the receiver and only a childhood discipline held back the tears. “Men don’t cry,” Ralph Eppolito had instructed his son over and over, and as the Homicide sergeant suggested that Louie be present to identify the bodies, Detective Eppolito repeated the phrase to himself like a song’s refrain.

Men don’t cry. Men don’t cry. Even when it’s your uncle and cousin lying on a slab in the morgue.

Then Louie recalled the ultimate lesson his father had taught him about life in the family business: Nobody never gets killed for no reason.

“He had to go,” Ralph Eppolito would explain to the twelve-year-old Lou, who reacted with wonderment and awe. “Go where?” he would ask. “To St. Louis? The West Coast?” Ralph Eppolito would merely shrug and turn his back on his son, muttering to his wife that their only boy would never understand “the ways of our world.”

But by the time Louie was a teen, old enough to accompany Ralph on policy-slip runs, or a bookmaking pickup, or merely to break down a crap game, he had indeed come to understand the nuances of the family firm, as well as the true meaning of his father’s cryptic lessons: when somebody had to go, they stayed gone. Whether it was an ostentatious mobsterturned-informer like John “Johnny Roberts” Robilotto, personally dispatched by Louie’s father and uncle, or one of the many capo di tutti capi toppled by hostile takeovers, Louie learned that, in the lexicon of Organized Crime, “gone” meant “gone forever.”

Now Uncle Jimmy and Cousin Jim-Jim were gone. Gone forever. Taken out, “gangland-style” the newspapers would report, behind an elementary school in the Coney Island section of Brooklyn. Three .38-caliber slugs in the head had taken Uncle Jimmy, a capo in the Gambino Crime Family; four in the face had dispatched cousin Jim-Jim, a wiseguy wannabe.

Nobody never gets killed for no reason, Louie thought as he fought the image of his dead kinsmen sprawled across a South Brooklyn sidewalk. Childhood memories welled up inside him. Jimmy Eppolito goading his sickly nephew, who was still recovering from rheumatic fever, to stretch the single into a double, the double into a triple. The recollection of his father’s funeral, and his uncle pulling him aside and draping a beefy arm over his shoulder.

“Always remember, you’re an Eppolito,” Uncle Jimmy had consoled him. “When one hurts, we all hurt. I’m here to share your pain.”

“Our whole lives we’ve lived with this,” Louie said to his mother when he broke the terrible news. “I was stupid to think we’d left it behind.” Tess Eppolito was used to Louie’s calls at all hours of the night. He’d made it a point to phone her every time a New York City cop was shot, to let his mom know that he was all right. They’d laughed at him in the squad room for his habit. Big, burly Eppolito, calling his mommy. But Louie ignored the jeers. He knew about family, and understood a mother’s fear.

This time, after Louie found the words for Uncle Jimmy and Jim-Jim, Tess replaced the receiver in its cradle without a response. It was a call she had been expecting for quite some time.

Ironically, one hour earlier, at 5 A.M., October 1, 1979, Louie had been preparing for what he considered the most prestigious detail of his storied twelve-year career in the New York City Police Department: assignment as part of Pope John Paul II’s personal bodyguard during the Pontiff’s historic visit to the United Nations.

“To me, the Pope represented Christ on earth,” Louie would say later. “And I was somewhat overwhelmed knowing that I would be able to see him, even if it just meant trotting alongside his armored car, the Popemobile we called it. It was a very important moment.

“All the medals and citations, they meant nothing compared to the thought of just being next to the Pope. And I was proud to represent the Police Department, proud that everybody could see me with all my medals. Me, the son of an Organized Crime soldier. I could pin all those decorations to my chest and walk down the street with my head held high.”

In fact, it was largely because of his cluster of ribbons that Detective Eppolito had been assigned to the detail. That, and his police poster-boy image, for at thirty-two years of age Louie Eppolito was a walking advertisement for the virility of New York’s Finest.

Yet Louie—the hero cop, the NYPD’s eleventh-most-decorated officer, twice nominated and accepted into the Department’s most prestigious Medal of Honor Society, the recipient of two Presidential Citations, of a slew of official awards, medals, commendations, and plaques, the veteran of countless shoot-outs—carried two distinct burdens through his life.

One was a devotion, some would say excessive, to an Old World sense of honor. The other was a temper that, as one colleague put it, “never missed an opportunity to miss an opportunity.” The detective divided mankind into two categories: those, like himself, who deserved respect; and those who were beneath contempt. When “dishonored,” Lou’s wrath recognized no rank. The day’s subsequent events would serve to throw those values into stark relief.

 

Louie had been memorizing the Pontiff’s route from midtown Manhattan to Yankee Stadium when his desk sergeant pulled him aside. His wife was on the phone. It was an emergency. At four-fifteen that morning, moments after Lou had left their colonial Long Island home for the forty-five-minute drive to his Brooklyn station house, Fran Eppolito had received a frantic call from Lou’s Aunt Dolly.

Detectives from the Brooklyn District Attorney’s Organized Crime Squad had awakened Dolly Eppolito with dreadful news. Her husband, Jimmy, and her son Jim-Jim were both dead. “I don’t believe them,” a hysterical Dolly told Fran. “Please, I need Louie to find out what’s going on.”

Oddly, sitting and shivering at her kitchen table in those predawn autumn hours, Fran Eppolito found her heart aching more for her husband than for his widowed aunt. She felt guilty about her misplaced sympathies, but, she recalled thinking, Louie just didn’t deserve this. After the death of his father twelve years before, Louie had vowed to avoid his Uncle Jimmy, to cut himself off from that side of the family and the old friends from the neighborhood.

“We never visited, because Louie didn’t want to make it uncomfortable for Uncle Jimmy when ‘my nephew the detective’ came around,” Fran would say. “Louie didn’t want to put him on the spot in front of his Mafia friends.”

Yet, over the past twelve months, since they had talked and sipped espresso after the funeral of Grandpa Louis Eppolito, Lucky Luciano’s old pal, Louie and his uncle had reestablished relations. Lou had surprised even himself, for during that short time span he had come to love, trust, and respect his father’s younger brother, the big-shot wiseguy. Fran watched from a distance, pleased. She thought she saw in Jimmy Eppolito a substitute for Lou’s lost father, Ralph.

“I knew in Louie’s mind he had finally found a father figure again,” Fran would recall. “And when that call came in from Aunt Dolly, I was heartbroken for him. I knew he had lost another Ralph. After all those years of hating his father, hating what his family stood for, for this to happen just as they had gotten close…” She did not finish the sentence.

“Hoping against hope,” yet sensing the inevitable, Detective Eppolito telephoned Brooklyn South Homicide immediately following his conversation with Fran. As a professional courtesy, his call was returned within five minutes. The request to ID the bodies at the morgue was as far as the courtesy extended. What happened next convinced Louie that his father’s friends had been correct when they warned him that he would make a great detective but a lousy cop.

“I could take hearing about the hits, after a minute anyway,” Louie remembers. “That’s the life they chose, and when you choose that life, you run the risk of getting whacked. Nobody knew that better than me. But then I heard people talking in the background, actually giggling and laughing. I identified myself as a police officer—of course, they knew who I was anyway—and asked if it was true my uncle and cousin had been murdered.”

Grudgingly, a Homicide sergeant at the other end of the line answered. Yes, two mugs named Eppolito were indeed dead. Louie pressed for details. They did not come. Something was being held back. Finally, he overheard a muffled voice ordering the Homicide sergeant to hang up the phone.

“It was a lieutenant in the background, the guy running the show. I heard him tell the sarge that the investigation was ‘none of my fuckin’ business.’ Talk about fury. My head exploded.”

That fury had manifested itself literally hundreds of times on the streets. Louie was, self-admittedly, one hotheaded cop. But he had always before managed to rein in his emotions when it came to dealing with fellow officers, especially superior officers. Now, for the first time, his emotions jumped their brake.

“You tell that cocksucker to get on the phone with me now,” he screamed, “because if I start heading down in that direction I guarantee you he’ll be shitting through a colostomy bag for a year. You tell him that.”

There were children who had lived to be teenagers, and pensioners who still had their life savings and, yes, even cops on The Job who thanked the Good Lord every night for Detective Eppolito’s lack of discretion. But to a disembodied voice from the Tenth Homicide Zone, this explosion reeked of insubordination.

Louie heard the sergeant tell his lieutenant that he’d better pick up on an extension, “because I seemed a little upset.”

The lieutenant on the line was named Kelly, and his attitude reflected it.

“Okay, Eppolito, whaddaya want?”

Louie calmly tried to explain to Lieutenant Kelly that it was his uncle and cousin who had just been murdered, his family, his blood. If the lieutenant didn’t at least have the decency and courtesy to offer condolences, “then perhaps I would be doing the Department a big favor by coming down there and splitting his skull to the base of his spine.”

There was a brief silence at the other end of the line. Finally, a shaken Kelly answered. “Let me tell you something, Detective. Do you realize you’re speaking to a lieutenant?”

Louie’s reply was succinct. “Nice to meet you, Lieutenant. Now I want some information, or else I’m coming down there with bad intentions.”

Louie’s CO, who had been edging closer to the phone while piecing together the conversation, finally grabbed the receiver from his detective and began a conciliatory conversation with the lieutenant from Homicide. Louie sat and steamed before spotting James Sullivan, Brooklyn’s Chief of Detectives. Louie described his predicament and his blowup. Sullivan got on the horn and ordered his Homicide cops to the station house.

When they arrived, Sullivan dragged them all into an interview room and demanded a report on the murders. The scene that followed had more of the feel of an interrogation than a briefing. There was an unease to the conversation. Louie felt it hanging in the air. It was as if, as he put it, “the badge I wore was somehow a mistake.”

For the first time in his career, Louie Eppolito, who had adopted the Police Department as a second family, felt like an intruder among cops.

The anatomy of the hit, as laid out by the cops, ran much as Louie had expected. One of the hit men, Lieutenant Robert Kelly said haltingly, was a Gambino soldier named Pete Piacenti. At the mention of the name, Louie’s head jerked up. Pete Piacenti had been one of his Uncle Jimmy’s oldest and closest associates. Jimmy Eppolito had brought Pete into his crew as a kid. He had served as his sponsor when he “made his bones” at the oath-taking ceremony which formally inducted Piacenti into the Gambino Crime Family. Louie understood well the mores of a Cosa Nostra contract: The shooters come as friends, people who have cared deeply about you your entire life. And they always come when you are the most vulnerable. Still, thought Louie, not Pete Piacenti.

Piacenti and a high-ranking Gambino lieutenant named Nino Gaggi, the Homicide cops explained, had lured Louie’s uncle and cousin to a deserted high school playground in Coney Island under the pretense of having a “sit-down,” the Cosa Nostra’s version of a corporate board meeting. At the playground they were met by Roy “Roy-Roy” DeMeo. Louie felt his uncle must have realized his life was over the moment DeMeo made his appearance. For Roy-Roy, as everyone knew, was a sociopathic killer whose crew was responsible for over two hundred contract hits. And those didn’t include the homicides Roy-Roy did just for fun. Ironically, perhaps a few of the hits had even been ordered by Jimmy Eppolito.

Even the tentative motive, which investigators were already piecing together, carried little surprise. For what the detectives couldn’t have known was that Louie had expected the assassinations.

Conversely, what Louie couldn’t have known was that the murder of his uncle and cousin would begin a chain reaction that would eventually drive him from the force and back into a world he was sure he had left behind.
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Several weeks earlier, Louie had dropped in on his Uncle Jimmy at his Bay Ridge home to say hello, sip coffee, and bring Aunt Dolly a box of cannolis. Jimmy Eppolito had begun his career in La Cosa Nostra with his brothers Ralph and Freddy as a policy runner and bookmaker. Ralph and Jimmy had both become made men, had taken the blood oath, after “whacking” Johnny Roberts, who had turned and was talking to the Feds.

Under Carlo Gambino’s tutelage, Jimmy had worked himself up to the position of capo, or lieutenant, and had retained the position under Gambino’s successor, Paul “Big Paulie” Castellano. Jimmy was most likely pulling in a million a year from his gambling, loan-sharking, burglary, and hijacking operations throughout the city. But except for the sprawling white house with the black wrought-iron gate, one would never suspect that the polite, gentle old man was knee-deep in swag. He was always impeccably dressed, and, as even one of his arresting officers was quick to point out, “he never even used the F-word.”

“One OC cop gave my uncle the highest compliment a wiseguy can receive when he told me that Uncle Jimmy knew how to take a subpoena like a gentleman,” Louie recalls. “My uncle never ran away, never disappeared. He always showed up in the grand jury. He was never a punk. I was proud of that, and in that sense he was so different from my old man. My father hated cops with a passion, had no respect whatsoever for them. I guess that stemmed from the days when he was buying them off for nickels and dimes.”

During his visit with his Uncle Jimmy, Louie’s cousin Jim-Jim dropped by. Jim-Jim was thirty-four, two years older than Louie, and moved with the arrogant swagger common to the sons of Cosa Nostra bosses. He stayed only for a moment. Nervous and edgy, he whispered something in his father’s ear. Louie didn’t pay much attention. He thought Jim-Jim, as usual, was just showing off.

Jim-Jim Eppolito cruised through life as if carrying a sign: “My father’s a capo in the Gambino Family, the biggest OC Family in the United States, and I have carte blanche.” He was under the mistaken impression that his father’s Gambino Family standing conferred on the son an invisible armor. “And that,” said Louie, “is what got him dead.”

“I once heard that Jim-Jim gambled away twelve thousand dollars and then refused to pay the book-maker, an old Sicilian in his seventies. Called the guy a prick bastard and told him to fuck off when he tried to collect. So the old man called for a sit-down with my Uncle Jimmy, who ended up paying the freight, but still lost respect, because his son was a man without honor. That’s the worst thing that can happen to an OC guy, losing respect.”

The second-worst thing is hubris. Thus began Jim-Jim’s downfall. Through his involvement with a convicted forger named John Ellsworth, Jim-Jim had dealt himself into a phony national charity campaign. Along the way he had conned several national figures, including President Jimmy Carter’s wife, Rosalynn, and Senator Edward Kennedy, into fund-raising drives.

The International Children’s Appeal was a cash cow for Ellsworth and Jim-Jim Eppolito. Not only were the two skimming money from the campaign, but they used the charity as a front to launder funds from their drug- and gun-running operations.

Their mistake was in aligning themselves with such a high-profile charity. Jim-Jim traveled to Washington and managed to have his picture taken with the President’s wife. The photo appeared in papers across the country, including the Times, the Post, and the Daily News in New York. In July of 1978 the television show “20/20” aired a report on how the son of Gambino Family underboss Jimmy “the Clam” Eppolito had insinuated himself into the good graces of Jimmy Carter’s wife. The feature ran the picture of Jim-Jim and Rosalynn Carter, showed surveillance photos of Louie’s Uncle Jimmy making his rounds, and reported that Ellsworth and Jim-Jim had stolen between three and five million dollars earmarked for destitute children.

“By the time that program was finished, there was a contract out on Jim-Jim. The Justice Department, the FBI, every hick Fed with a pair of white socks and black wingtips was going to be crawling all over South Brooklyn, and the mob doesn’t like that kind of publicity. From what I understand, neither did the White House.”

So after his cousin left, Lou took his uncle aside to ask, “Just what the hell is happening with Jim-Jim.” Jimmy the Clam merely shook his head. “It’s going to be very bad for us,” he told Louie. He hadn’t needed to add more. The message was clear. Jim-Jim, in fact, had been warned by those above his father to avoid any overt associations with politicians. That was standard Cosa Nostra policy. But Jim-Jim felt that by connecting with the President’s wife he could become bigger than the bosses who had issued those orders. Lou asked his uncle if there was anything he could do.

“This is a personal thing with us, a family matter,” Uncle Jimmy replied. At that moment Lou knew that his cousin Jim-Jim was going to have to be whacked.

“And even though my cousin was a cocky son of a bitch, it still got under my skin. I’m not afraid of death, I could face it in any form. But when you know it’s going to happen to your family, and you’re helpless to stop it, it makes your blood boil. And I was helpless, both as a cop and as an Eppolito. I had an understanding with my uncle that any talks we had would stay in the family. And there was no way I was going to go back on my word, on my honor, and, say, take this threat to the Organized Crime Division of the Police Department. Nor did Uncle Jimmy want me to get involved personally.

“There wasn’t the slightest bit of doubt in my mind that it was over for both of them, because I knew my uncle would never permit his son to be whacked. Did I know it because he told me so? No. I knew it because he was family, he was an Eppolito.

“My father once told me, ‘Whether you’re right or wrong, I’m going to defend you until my last breath, no matter how wrong you are, because you’re family.’ My father was the type that if I got drunk and plowed my car into a schoolroom and killed forty-four kids, he’d find the bartender and beat the shit out of him for getting me plastered. And in that sense Uncle Jimmy was nearly a carbon copy of my old man.

“I made it a point to speak to Uncle Jimmy maybe four times after that meeting. I told him that if there was anywhere he needed to go, I was available to help. He gave me a look that said, ‘What am I going to do, run to Alaska?’ I knew he was right, and I knew he was dead. And when Fran called me that day, I knew he had been whacked trying to bargain for his son’s life.”
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As the Homicide detectives narrated the details of the hit on the Eppolitos, Louie’s anger turned into amazement that Gaggi and Piacenti were in custody. That is just not supposed to happen in a “professional” mob town like New York City. Gaggi was one of Paulie Castellano’s most trusted advisers. It was to Nino, Louie realized, that Uncle Jimmy thought he could plead Cousin Jim-Jim’s case, with his old friend Piacenti providing both counsel and backup.

But the shooters hadn’t noticed that there was a teenaged couple necking in a parked car behind the school. When the kids heard the shots they ran for a cop. Coincidentally, an off-duty Housing Police officer, moonlighting as a cabby, was at that moment turning the corner. A shootout erupted, Sergeant Paul Roder firing from behind his cab, Gaggi and Piacenti emptying their pistols during a wild dash for safety.

Both hoods were wounded. The third shooter, not yet in custody, escaped in another direction. Lou instinctively knew it was DeMeo. Not only was Roy-Roy Gaggi’s main button man, but he fit the teen witnesses’ descriptions to a tee.

When the Homicide investigators reached the shootout stage of their narrative, Lieutenant Kelly became apprehensive about disclosing further details. “That’s why we didn’t want to speak to Detective Eppolito over the phone,” he explained to Chief Sullivan. “We didn’t want him to know we nabbed two of the shooters. We didn’t want anybody to do anything stupid.”

As Kelly spoke he shot a glance at Louie. The lieutenant’s implication was clear. Blood is thicker than the badge, even the eleventh-most-decorated badge.

Once again, Louie exploded. “I told you on the phone that you’re a cocksucker and I’m telling you again,” he screamed, startling Chief Sullivan out of his chair. “Chief, can you believe what this guy is saying? That despite all my years on the force, despite all my experience and training, he thought I was going to try and do something stupid. I can’t believe he has so little respect for me.”

Lieutenant Kelly stammered and tried to apologize. Louie wouldn’t accept it. Instead, he stormed from the room, and for the first time in his career he felt nothing but disgust for the New York City Police Department. Sullivan caught him in the hallway and suggested he take some time off. But something told Louie that “it might be important to see the Pope on such a rotten day.” But before rejoining his detail, Louie took a detour to the city morgue, fifteen blocks away.

“It was difficult, but I went over to the sheets they had spread over two bodies. I read the two toe tags. The first read ‘James Eppolito, Jr.’ When I pulled back the sheet, Jim-Jim’s head was a mess. It was nothing I hadn’t seen before in twelve years on The Job. But all that blood, and Jim-Jim’s brain blasted away, it really upset me.

“Then I went to the old man. I don’t know how I managed to pull his sheet away, but I did. Uncle Jimmy’s face was just absolutely destroyed. His jaw and bottom lip were totally gone, torn off, giving him this long, buck-toothed look.

“And he had tattoos—the gunpowder marks that are left when you’re shot at close range—all over what was left of his head. I cleaned him as best I could, combing his hair and washing the blood off his face. But water kept pouring out of his eyes, like he was crying. I asked the morgue attendant if there was something that could be done about that, and turned away. As I walked out I saw the morgue guy with a washcloth, wiping what was left of Uncle Jimmy’s cheeks.”

Louie Eppolito floated through the rest of his tour in a daze. When it was over, when the Pope had departed and his squad had reconvened back in their Brooklyn station house, he sank down onto a bench behind a pole, out of sight, drained. What should have been the best day of his life had turned into the worst. It was not destined to get any better.

“I saw this big cop walk into the room, a guy named Joe Strano. I had crossed paths with him a few times on the street. He was about six-seven and two hundred and seventy-five pounds, and he had a reputation as being a tough cop. But he always struck me as being a little too impressed with himself. He was one of those cops who was never in the right place at the right time, like his timing in life was always a bit off.

“Whenever Joe had run into me before he had always sucked up to me, complimenting me on my decorations and the like, telling me what a tough guy I was. This time he didn’t see me slumped down behind that pole. He walked straight over to my boss, Sergeant Ponzi, and began flapping his gums.

“‘Hey, Ponzi,’ he said, ‘I heard that a couple of big shots got whacked last night, and guess who on your squad they belonged to? Yeah, they belong to your ace, number one, Mr. Muscles Eppolito. And they whacked ’em good, whacked their fuckin’ brains out, both of them, splattered.’

“From my vantage point I could see Ponzi shaking his head, trying to signal Joe to keep his mouth shut. But this big asshole just went right on talking about me and my family. It was a big joke. ‘So where’s all Eppolito’s medals now,’ Strano finally asked Ponzi, and I walked out from behind the pole and answered him. ‘They’re still right here on my chest, Joe.’

“When he spotted me, his face reddened and he dropped his head. ‘Lou, Jesus Christ, I’m sorry to hear about your uncle and cousin,’ he stammered. ‘And I’m sorry I got such a big mouth.’ I answered, ‘Yeah, Joe, I heard. I heard every word you said. But don’t worry about it, because you’re just a piece of shit not worth wasting my time on.’

“Then he shuffled around and apologized some more before I finally told him to get out of my sight. For one of the first times in my life, big ‘Mr. Muscles Eppolito’ resisted the urge to smash in someone’s face.

“My father, my uncles, my cousins, they were many things. But two-faced and backstabbing they weren’t. From that moment, I knew I could never truly be trusted by the Police Department. I had family members who were also Family members. Yet, at least the mob guys that I knew treated me with respect. Not because I was a cop, but because I was a man of honor. That was the legacy my old man had left me. Not books, not culture. Christ, he could barely read. But he had honor. And I had really been fooling myself about The Job.”

Louie Eppolito left his station house that night and drove directly to the beach, where he often collected his thoughts. As he walked along that Coney Island strip, Louie conversed with a dead man. Strangely, he missed his father more than ever now, missed their conversations, missed even, most surprisingly, Ralph Eppolito’s incessant “lectures.”

Deep down, he knew, Ralph Eppolito had been wrong. Not all cops could be bought for a song. Not all cops had the ethics of a pack of jackals. Yet, as he remembered his father’s contempt for The Job, he began to feel his old man’s bitterness.

He was unaware that there were some within the Police Department who viewed the death of Jimmy Eppolito and his son as an opportunity to start a dirty little war against Louie. For twelve years Detective Eppolito had charged through the Department making no effort to hide his disdain for the “three P’s: perps, pussies, and the pencil-pushing prigs,” who hated his guts because he played by his own set of rules.

Soon, he would be betrayed by these alleged allies, his career and his achievements trashed in the effort to nail a “dirty cop.” All because, he would eventually come to realize, he had somehow, subconsciously, never rid himself of that skewed sense of honor passed down by Ralph Eppolito.
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