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To my parents. And Fuzz.




The criminal class is a more exact cross-section of humanity than any trade could be.




—Luc Sante




in interview with The Believer




PREFACE




The story behind this collection of anonymous interviews with New York City drug dealers, which I conducted during the last half of 2012 and early 2013, begins four years earlier, when I was laid off from a media company I had moved to New York to work for. Then in my mid 20s, outgrowing youth culture yet lacking any genuine perspective of my own (and, therefore, anything worth writing about), I bought a $100 bike on Bedford Avenue (ahem) and did a lot of riding around. I so much loved exploring New York on two wheels I eventually took up work as a messenger. Few other occupations (save perhaps cab driving, high-rise window-washing, or—yikes—being a cop) can so thoroughly familiarize someone to the humanity that resides in New York.




After months of riding without writing I itched to publish again but I was still unsure of what I had to offer. Instead of straining to be just another blogger, I decided to leave the observations to others: mostly panhandlers. When someone asked if I could spare a buck, I’d instead offer $10 for a snapshot and a quick interview about a sometimes observational yet invariably simple, humanist topic: “Why do you have tattoos on your face?” “What’s the most difficult thing you’ve explained to a child?” “Can wife-beaters be good people?” Thus began Word on the Street New York dot com, where I’ve archived over 250 such interviews with people whose words always defy expectations.




It was this project that caught the attention of powerHouse Books, and while they passed on “WotSNY” (hey, they have first option hereafter) they did take interest in some people I would incidentally interview now and again: dealers. While Dealers retains the same conversational tone of WotSNY, the subjects and I aren’t rushed by my need to get to my next pick up; instead we have the time to let the interactions take us where they might. As an interviewer I’m enduringly interested in the subject as the ultimate authority on his experience, and I think one’s attention to detail may be that much more acute when his daily existence depends on an illegal, stigmatized, and consequently very secretive trade. For that, I was gratified to find that my subjects’ need to speak to and be understood by people who live outside (but not above) this underworld was pronounced. After many late-hour meet ups, a few obligatory transactions (OK, not that obligatory), and several days-worth of audio later (the iPhone 4S is a great voice recorder), I am very pleased to present the following interviews with people whom, for worse or perhaps much better, are Dealers.


 


Peter Madsen
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34, Flatiron
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Are you a drug dealer?


Ah, no. I’m a concierge at a large luxury building.


Oh. So do you know any drug dealers?


Drug dealers who go through here? Yeah. You can tell a drug dealer when he comes in. Personally, a lot of my friends are dealers. You can tell with escorts, as well.


And you let them in?


Of course! It’s a matter of someone having invited a guest and my letting him upstairs. I mean, of course I will call the tenant and announce the person. But that’s it. I’m not here to judge people. Here’s how you can tell a drug dealer: If you have a tenant who is kind of a preppy guy and his friend’s décor is very “urban,” you can just tell they’re not really friends-friends. He comes and goes within five minutes and you know what obviously happened. It’s not like a doorman is blind to it.


You’re saying you can tell they sell drugs by judging their appearance?


Pretty much.


Do dealers who specialize in certain drugs dress in certain ways?


Well, yeah. A lot of weed dealers appear as bike messengers, for example. Or you’ll have a guy—I don’t know how to best put this in PC terms—who comes from an “urban background.”


You mean a black or Spanish ghetto?


A black or Spanish ghetto. And they’ll wear hip-hop gear. Usually those are the guys who are selling that.


Cocaine.


Yeah, and they dress like they’re from the Bronx or something.


So these weed messengers always wear bags?


They always have bags and they always have that look that’s perhaps less a bike-messenger look as an I-live-in-Williamsburg look. Of course, it’s a whole different ballgame when it comes to synthetics. That doesn’t really happen so much around here.


Synthetics?


You know, like OxyContin. That’s more private. But when it comes to dealers coming in on the regular, yeah, you notice them.


Do the guys who sell coke wear bags?


No, no. Rarely will they carry anything at all. I mean, there’s not too much for them to carry anyway. They just come in nonchalant.


How do they regard you?


For the most part they’re OK. They don’t want to bring trouble to themselves. Actually, it’s good you brought that up. I would say with the bike messengers, those guys are a lot more respectful. They know how to play the game. With the coke guys, I think because their world is more intense, sometimes they’ll get frustrated when I stop them and call the resident first—but that practice is standard. I mean, that’s what our job is. But for the most part, they’re OK.


Is their world more intense because of the greater consequences for getting caught with coke?


It’s a matter of what that world does to you. Because it’s coke, you get more of a high-octane energy off them. Not just from the dealer, but from the residents who are into that stuff as well. The dealers are that much more tense.


Are certain hours busier than others?


You rarely see these guys during the day, but once the sun goes down, that’s it. That’s when you start seeing them. During the holidays I get a lot more, too. It’s the holiday anxieties that bring it on. Between work—everyone’s trying to get everything done before the end of the year—you’ve got Christmas gifts… It’s all this crap that comes along with it. And what also comes with all of that is a lot more partying. People party a lot harder during the holidays.


Do you think non-drug-ordering residents recognize the dealers as such?


No, no. They wouldn’t even notice at all.


That someone who comes from a different background is coming into their luxury building?


No, because there’s always a lot of guest traffic of different backgrounds. Especially here in New York City where everything is so international and cluttered with every type of culture and class. If anything they’ll probably be upset—OK, maybe not upset—that they’re sharing an elevator with someone who is living in a low-income apartment. That’s probably how they would view them.


Why doesn’t the NYPD just wait outside luxury buildings and stop the people who don’t fit in?


It would be complicated for a cop. First of all, it would be illegal. Let’s suppose it’s your apartment, and you’re inviting your “guest” over. The cop didn’t see any transaction or exchange. He would have nothing to go on.


What if a cop detains a drug dealer as he leaves the building and he wants to question you about the guy?


I would tell him that the man just went upstairs as an invited guest. That’s all. Again, I am not one to judge who goes upstairs and what goes on in anyone’s apartment. Whatever you do in your apartment is your business. You could bring up sheep, for Christ’s sake.


I’m sure there a law against that. How often do residents ask you if you “know a guy”? Do you put them in touch?


Yeah, of course. All the time. Some people are too embarrassed or they already know someone. But a couple times a week there are some people who ask me and I will connect them with my friends. Or my friends’ friends.


What time of day do people ask? How do they appear?


After they feel comfortable with me they open up. I don’t see anything wrong with [referring them to drug dealers]; granted, it’s illegal, but at the same time, people are going to find it sooner or later, someway, somehow. So why not help one friend make money and help another be happy? I’m just the middleman. That’s all.


You’re the connect.


That’s right.


So you know a guy for pot?


Yeah.


And you know a guy for coke?


Yeah, almost everything.
 A guy for MDMA?


Molly? Yeah.


LSD?


Yeah.


PCP?


Not too many people do that, but, I mean, I could make a couple phone calls and I’ll find it in a day.


Crack?


Yeah, that too.


Heroin?


You know what? I have never been asked for that. Also LSD. Nobody really does any of that stuff here.


DMT?


I’ve never been asked for that. That’s some weird stuff.


Methamphetamine?


Oh, hell no! This ain’t Wisconsin! Fuck no.


Meth has popularity among certain gay men.


Yeah, that’s true.


How about bath salts?


Hell no. That’s super new.


Would you ever worry about someone going through one of your referrals, having an overdose or a really bad reaction to the drug, and that coming back to you? Whether they cause damage to their apartment or they become violent with other residents?


It’s happened before to be honest with you. This one guy OD’d. To a certain extent, I do feel guilty. I never want someone to go that far.


Did he die from the OD?


No, he died from alcohol poisoning. I feel remorseful and I felt guilty when that occurred. He was an alcoholic. But he wanted some snow, so I called a friend.


Did this resident buy a large quantity?


Yes, an 8-ball.
 That’s 3.5 grams.


Right. I’m so oblivious to this stuff. So the thing with this guy is he was borderline autistic in the sense that he was a brilliant guy. He worked for Goldman Sachs, Credit Suisse—all the big guys down there. He had an addictive personality; he would overdo it. So this one time he was on this binge and he asked me for some nose candy and I was reluctant. I said, “No, dude, I’m not going to get that for you, especially in your condition.” But he offered me $2,000 on top of whatever it was for the 8-ball.


Just to be the middleman?


$2,000. I said OK.


How long after he got the 8-ball did he die?


Three weeks later. It really affected me a lot. That’s the reason I changed buildings, in fact. He was a nice guy. But dude, if someone offers you $2,000 just to make a phone call? I was just like, “All right. Fuck it.” [Shrugs, looks down.]


Were you working when he died?


Yeah. One of us went upstairs to check up on him and found him already dead. The maintenance guys were just mortified. So I went up there, checked his pulse. His neck was bent against the kitchen wall. There was vomit on his shirt, and he was purple. In his apartment he had four empty liters of vodka that he had just downed. So he was just going in a spiral, all the way down.


Do you think he committed suicide?


It could have been. I think it was more that he just didn’t care. We tried to help him out as much as we could. As a matter of fact, his hedge fund had actually sent him out to one of the best rehab centers in Connecticut where each night costs some exuberant amount. He came out fresh and clean. There were times I would go upstairs and we’d chat. He had plans for the future. But, as they say with alcoholics, it’s a disease they just can’t get away from. I don’t know what triggered it. I was on vacation when he started going downhill. The demon just got to him.


Did you tell your drug dealer friend what happened?


Yeah. I wouldn’t say he didn’t care, but he was just like, “Well.” That was his only word.


When the cops came were you worried about them finding drugs in his apartment?


I don’t think there were any. I mean, I didn’t see any. I didn’t get the toxicology report, but I don’t think the 8-ball contributed to his death. But I wasn’t worried at all that I would be implemented. I did contribute to him going out there, but he would have found coke through someone else. But I didn’t think he would die. He had spiraled out before, but he would always freshen up. Some people binge.


Would he ever misbehave?


Sometimes he would blast music in his apartment.


What kind of music did he like?


He was a big Springsteen fan. [Chuckles.] He was your classic rock guy.


Do a lot of your residents do drugs?


No. I would say a little less than 30%.
 That’s a sizable minority!


Well, “drugs” is such a broad term these days. It could be doctor-prescribed drugs.


Do you do drugs with any of your residents?


Yeah, I’ll smoke up. That’s it. Coke has been offered but I don’t participate too much in that. As chummy as I get with residents, I am aware I am still an employee, and something like that could come back to bite me in the ass.


You wouldn’t ever do a key bump?


No. Not unless there was a hot chick. Then maybe. But coke is not my thing.


Has a resident ever turned a dealer away?


No. I’ve seen call girls refused, but not dealers. Usually the resident wants them there as soon as possible—especially the coke guys.


How do you know so many drug dealers?


I grew up in Washington Heights. I grew up with it. In the 80s and 90s it was a big coke/crack location because you have the George Washington Bridge right there, and people would come from New Jersey for the drugs. I remember playing baseball or basketball in the street and guys with Jersey plates would drive up and say, “Hey, do you know where I could get some crack?” Two of my cousins are actually serving time upstate after the Rockefeller Drug Laws and some other stringent laws came into play.


Why aren’t you a drug dealer?


[Laughs.] I want to live. Fuck that, dude. Look how skinny I am. In prison I would be a bitch.


Avoid prison and just run weed.


[Pause] I could but if I wanted to do that I would have done that years ago, and I just didn’t want to get into that business. There’s no 401(k) in that. Sure, now there is a gold rush with weed but I’m too much of a pussy to get involved in that. And believe me, I was recruited, hired even—


So you were once a drug dealer.


Briefly, but I was the worst coke dealer because I had to find customers and I don’t like imposing on anyone. A friend of mine wanted me to sell because I was working in the dance music industry and I knew people who were into coke. But I’m not comfortable with hanging out with my friends and saying, “Hey, do you want to buy some drugs?” because it just changes our category from friends to dealer-customer. I just didn’t want the problems with that shit.


If you rarely make money by being a middleman, why do you put people in touch?


Well, it’s just one of the many services I provide as a concierge. Anyway, the residents hit me back come Christmastime.




CHICO 117


30s, Harlem
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How long have you been selling drugs?


[Laughs very hard.] Oh god, off and on since I was 17.
 

Do your parents know you sell drugs?


Yes. [Laughs.]


Are they upset?


No.


Why not?


My father was a hustler, so whatever.


What did he hustle?


Weed, same shit as me.


Did you grow up aware of this?


Yeah, fully aware. My dad used to sell pounds. There would be like a pound in the living room at all times.


Just hanging out on the coffee table?


Yeah, he used to smoke mad weed and there would be mad scales around.


How old were you when you figured out all this was remarkable?


When I was in kindergarten I knew what was going on and knew I wasn’t supposed to talk about it. When I went to other people’s houses, it wasn’t like that. [Laughs.] My dad had money and shit, we had money growing up. Had a car, a duplex apartment.


What kind of car?


My pops had a Honda, it was no big deal. We lived in Spanish Harlem, Uptown in Manhattan, and not everybody had a car—maybe ten in the building.


How did you know not to talk about this stuff with your friends?


My parents never hid shit from me. They would tell me that I’m not supposed to tell people because it’s illegal and we’d get in trouble for it—but that’s how we eat. [Laughs.]


So if someone asked what your dad did, what would you say?


A fisherman. [Laughs.]
 

A fisherman?


He used to work on shrimp boats and shit, but I guess he found a connect and stopped.


He was living in Harlem and would go shrimping?


He would go away for months and come back. We’d get giant boxes of shrimp in dry ice sent to the house.


Is your dad a big, brawny guy?


[Laughs.] No, he is a fucking pretty boy! I don’t even understand how he did shit like that. It’s weird, I try to be like him all the time.


You do?


Yeah, good looking and manly. [Laughs.] Like having nice clothes, but you can change a flat and build a house basically.


So did your dad ever get in trouble?


He got locked up in Alabama for transporting weed. He had a bunch of pounds in the trunk and got pulled over. He did a year in jail for that. He would write me letters all the time.


Were you mad at him for going to jail?


I wasn’t mad because he was in jail; I was mad because he wasn’t here.


Did he encourage you to sell weed, too?


Basically, yeah. I remember when I was 14 my dad was living in New Mexico. I was talking with him on the phone, and I told him I’m trying to get a summer job. He was like, “You can go see your uncle and work at the gate in Brooklyn.” I didn’t even know what the fuck that was. I went to go see my uncle, and it was basically a weed gate in Clinton Hill that I would have worked behind.


What’s a gate?


That’s what they call that shit, that’s an old-school term for a trap house. I would have stood behind bulletproof glass selling weed. [Laughs.]


Would you have been paid by the hour?


I didn’t ask. I was like, “I’m not fucking with that.” At that time I was boosting and shit, and I would make money really quickly. My father also used to boost; he’d just be doing it in front of me and as a kid I would watch and learn.


What were your favorite things to boost?


All types of clothes. My father used to steal mad Polo shit—so funny. I got into that when I was a teenager, when I was down with the Lo-Lifes and shit. We’d fucking go out and steal shit every day. That shit used to be fun. [Laughs.] We’d go out in teams. I don’t even know how we would come off with shit, ten young-ass kids wearing bright-ass colors and giant book bags stealing shit. I don’t even get it. [Laughs.]


So you didn’t want to work behind the gate?


Nah, I just didn’t want to do that shit. I’m from Uptown; I didn’t like Brooklyn. I still really don’t.


Why not?


It’s like an Uptown Manhattan kind of thing. I don’t want to come all the way out here and deal with these people. You know how neighborhoods change and people are just different from neighborhood to neighborhood, I’m just like, “The fuck out of here.” If I had started working there I would be a whole different type of drug dealer. [Laughs.] I’m not a street dealer who sells drugs on corners. I only did that once. I took a shift on a coke block and did some packs.


A pack?


They give you 100 $20-bags of coke and you sell those off. I forgot how much you get off that shit, maybe like $50–$60 per pack. I did like five packs.


You’d only earn 50¢ for selling a $20-bag of coke?!


But people don’t buy one; like, nobody comes to buy one. You’re selling 10-15 at a time like all day.


That’s still terrible pay.


Yeah, it’s bad. [Laughs.]


And the consequences are gnarly.


Yeah, when you’re a street-level dealer, that’s the type of shit you get. It depends on the block that you’re on. When I was there doing that shit, the crack packs used to be $60-worth. You made $10 off each pack, but you’d sell so many of them shits. If the shift was four hours, you’d make $1,000. [Laughs.]


That’s so many transactions. So how did you get hooked up working this block?


I grew up on this block and knew all these dudes who did all this shit. I’m like, “I’m broke, I need to do a pack.” I did some packs, and I actually served a fiend right in front of this dude I grew up with who became a fucking DT! I was like, holy shit! He came up to me later that day and I just apologized.


While you were still working?


Nah, after I got off. He was talking to me and was like, “What the fuck are you doing over here? You shouldn’t even be doing that shit.” I was like, “Yeah, you’re right,” and I just apologized. I never sold drugs on the corner again. I can’t fuck with that, that shit is ridiculous. It’s not enough money either. There are certain places where you can make money, but if you make $1,000 in four hours, you’ll spend that in two fucking hours. You’ll just think, “Oh, I can make another grand tomorrow.” Then you get locked up and you have no bail money or lawyer money but mad clothes and sneakers. [Laughs.] That is the stupidest shit ever.


That’s what happened to friends you were with?


Mhm, and then when I was about 17–18, all my friends who I used to go boosting with got into the weed game and were either working for, or operating, delivery services, and they put me onto that. First, though, I wasn’t even working for a service—I used to rob the runners! That was the shit! [Cackles hysterically.] That was the best shit ever!


Oh. How many runners did you rob?


Yo, so many. I used to do this shit every day. Every single day, seven days a week, I’d rob the serves.


How would you know who was arriving to sell weed?


There were different ways we would come up on the serves’ phone numbers. My friends knew a lot of these young rich kids and they gave us the phone numbers they’d call. We’d call them to buildings on the Upper East Side, like deep on the Upper East Side where they’d just assume there’s going to be money. Like East End Avenue, York Avenue, and all that shit. Or we’d catch people on Fifth Ave and 84th Street. Runners would come through there with extra work, like, mad drugs, ’cause they figured they were gonna do a big deal.

OEBPS/images/img_15_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_6_1.jpg






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg









OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
@ powerHouse Books Brooklyn, NY





