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PROLOGUE
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THE MOMENT I SPOTTED the cars, I knew it was trouble.

Four of them bearing down on us, all coming from different directions. Dark-colored sedans, two or three guys riding in each. Two pulled in front of me and two zoomed up from behind, boxing me up like a take-home pizza.

No warning, just a cold stop.

I had known they’d be on the lookout for strangers, particularly strangers who looked like we did. Julio, my informant, was a tall, mulatto Dominican with a semicrippled left arm, a gift from the Dominican secret police. He was wearing denim pants, a dark work shirt, construction boots, and a black beret. I was dressed in a black polo shirt and denim vest embossed with the likeness of a black panther. The panther, set against a round, red background, had yellow death rays shooting out of its eyes. I also wore a black beret and big, heavy motorcycle boots. Together, we looked like major trouble.

We had been cruising Bed-Stuy in Brooklyn, looking for Julio’s connection, a heavy-duty gun and drug runner. Julio had planned to introduce me to him as a Mafia-connected Cuban who brokered big-money deals.

As soon as the four cars cut us off, I told Julio to put his hands on the dashboard. I placed my own on the steering wheel, taking care to keep them in full view.

Nothing would piss them off more than not being able to see our hands. I knew the drill.

“Stay cool,” I said to Julio. “These guys are gonna toss us.”

Out of the unmarked cars poured eight or nine plainclothes cops, all with guns drawn, all crouching in combat stances. Taking cover behind their car doors, they began yelling their jingle: “Police! Don’t move, motherfuckers!”

After a minute, one cop moved to the passenger side and yanked Julio out. Another, the biggest of the bunch, moved to the driver’s side and aimed his pistol at my left temple. Six feet-plus, 230 pounds, short-cropped hair, Irish from head to toe, he resembled the old-time heavyweight Jim Braddock. He looked a decade older than I did.

With my hands glued to the steering wheel, I quietly turned to him and said, “Hey, not for nuthin’, but I’m on the job.”

Eyeing me with about as much credulity as if I had declared myself to be Mother Teresa, he shouted to his backups, “Hey, asshole over here says he’s on the job!’”

Then he spat at me, “Get the fuck outta the car!”

I opened the door slowly and, with my hands up in the air, I stepped out. The moment I did, the cop grabbed me by my vest, whirled me around, and slammed me up against the side of the car. He banged my head on the hood and kicked my feet apart.

“Listen, officer,” I said, “I’m packing.”

The cop shouted to the others, “Hey, now this shithead says he’s carrying!”

Then he threw a couple of stiff shots to my head, rattling my brains around my skull. After that came half a dozen punches to my kidneys. I winced from the pain.

While I struggled to keep my wits about me, he patted me down and came up with my gun, which inspired him to throw a few more roundhouse blows to my kidneys. For several days after, I would piss blood.

“Go easy, willya?” I said with a gasp. “I’m a Fed. My credentials are in the trunk, under my spare.”

The cop shouted to his backups, “Now he claims he’s a Fed!” Then he yanked me off the hood and shoved me toward the rear of the car, his gun to my head. I stumbled to the trunk.

Screwing the barrel into the base of my skull, he said, “Open it, motherfucker.”

I used my key to open it. Shoving me into the arms of his backups, the cop began poking around under my spare.

“Do me a favor,” I said. “Keep my creds outta sight. I’m still working this area undercover.”

“Shut the fuck up,” he replied. A moment later, he came up with my shield and my identity card.

“Huh!” he grumbled. “Howd’ya like that? This guy is for real.”

“Please, can you just leave my credentials there?” I said.

His response was to give me an ass-reaming, “You fuckin’ Feds are all the same. High and mighty, think your shit don’t stink. Too good to even give us a goddamn courtesy call, telling us that you’d be working our turf.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” I said apologetically. “But you know how shit gets sometimes. We had to move quick on this one.”

What I neglected to tell him was that I had expressly been ordered by my superiors at the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms not to alert the local cops, since many of them were suspected of being on the take.

The cop put his gun away and told the others to stand down. He gave me back my own gun, and I got into my car with Julio, who, fortunately, had not been roughed up too badly. The cops let us drive away. We continued to cruise the neighborhood for half an hour but could not find his connection. So I dropped Julio off at a local watering hole and went on my way. We’d look for his man on another day. If he got wind of what the cops had done to us, it would probably boost my credibility.

But I was still hurting and angry about the abuse I had taken. Not that I faulted the police for stopping us. They did right. But when I told that one cop I was a Fed, he’d crossed the line.

My kidneys ached like hell. And I was getting more pissed off by the minute. I had gotten into plenty of dustups before with cops, including one humdinger during my youth that nearly landed me in the slammer. I disliked many of them. The way they could abuse their authority. The way they victimized civilians who couldn’t fight back. Their big-mouth, big-shot bullying attitudes.

It wasn’t anything new. Hell, I had grown up with the king of the bullies.

Alfonso Diaz Canellada.

My old man.

Whether it was his bull-like pride, his hot Spanish blood, his rigorous machismo, or the five awful years he had spent in Franco’s prison camps during the Spanish Civil War, Papa had been a brute.

CRUISING AROUND BROOKLYN after the “tune-up” I had received from the cops, I thought about all this. And I seethed about the way that one big-mouthed, muscle-headed donkey had crossed the line and put a beating on me.

I knew that these cops worked out of the Brooklyn North Division. Because of the time they had stopped us, I figured they were working an 8:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. duty tour. I looked at my watch. It was now 3:15 p.m. Some of them might be getting off duty.

Heading over to the headquarters of Brooklyn North, I spotted a few of their cars. I pulled into a spot across the street and waited. At 3:45 p.m. I saw the big Irish palooka come out and head toward his car. I stepped from my own car.

He was fiddling with his door lock when I came up behind him, so at first he didn’t see me.

“Hey, officer,” I said. He turned to face me.

When he recognized me, he gave me this big shit-eating grin. “What brings you around here?” he sniffed. For an instant, a vision of my old man flashed before my eyes.

“This,” I replied.

And throwing the full weight of my body into it, I hit him with a thunderous left hook to the liver, a shot that could have dropped a horse.

He fell to one knee, the air whooshing out of his lungs.

Holding his ribs and gasping, he managed to croak back at me, “I guess we’re even now.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I guess we are.”

I stuck out my hand. He took it, like a man. I turned, walked slowly back to my car.

At least he had a sense of fair play.

But as far as what had happened earlier that day—the car stop, the verbal abuse, and the beat-down—well, that was a whole other story. So, in the end …

Fuck ’im.



CHAPTER
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ONE

YOU HAVE TO WORK your way in slowly. Otherwise your targets can get suspicious. So the first few times you come onto the set, you can’t appear too eager.

I was casing a bar in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn. The word on the street was that the bar was a regular bazaar for stolen guns and dope, swag off the piers, you name it. And I was looking for a piece of the action.

The bar itself was not much different from any other in this neck of the woods. Dark wood. Fake Tiffany lamps. Old-fashioned jukebox to one side. A couple of pool tables in the back. Sullen, rheumy-eyed customers enveloped in a permanent cloud of cigarette smoke, bending their elbows up front. The clientele consisted of longshoremen, truck drivers, construction workers, and wiseguys. Along with the usual deadbeats, drunks, and drifters.

To the side of the bar, a fat guy in a stained apron and a white cardboard cap was slapping slices of fatty meat on pieces of rye for sandwiches. Next to his slicer, a glazed ham sat in a quarter-inch pool of greasy gravy.

If you want to hunt elephants, you gotta go where the elephants go. And if you want to bag an elephant, you gotta have the right equipment. Dressed as I was in my old army fatigue jacket, hooded sweatshirt, dungarees, work boots, and a black longshoreman’s cap, I fit right in with the rest of the mooks.

I took a seat at the bar, ordered a beer. I made sure to sit facing the bar and drink my beer from a glass. Customers who stood with their backs to the bar scanning the room and who shunned the glasses to drink directly from bottles, as if to fend off the germs of criminals, could be made for undercover cops.

I finished my drink. I spoke to no one. And then I left.

The next time I came in, same thing. A few drinks, then I was out of there.

The third time, I said hello to a couple of familiar faces, but nothing more. Then I finished my drink and headed home.

After that, I made a point of staying away a little longer than usual.

When I finally did come back, one of the regulars, a tough-looking hood named Frankie, sidled over. With his cauliflower ear, mushroom nose, and clotted speech, it was obvious he’d done some boxing. And probably a few other things as well.

He was curious about my absence. “Ain’t been around in a while, have ya? Whattya been up to?”

“Little of this, little of that,” I said. It was street jargon, a code for telling him something about myself. If he picked up on it, he’d know I was dirty. And I’d know that he was as well. At a time when Richard Nixon was trying to convince the nation that he was “not a crook,” Frankie and I were trying to convince each other of the exact opposite.

Frankie shot me a knowing smile. I smiled back. The hook was in.

“New in the neighborhood?”

I eyed him warily. “Not exactly.”

He waited. So I filled in the blank. “Just lookin’ for a new place to hang my hat. Last place I was hangin’ out … well, let’s say I had a bit of a problem.”

Frankie nodded. “Hey, tell me about it,” he said. “So, where ya from anyway?” he asks.

“Red Hook,” I answered.

“Oh, yeah?” said Frankie. “You know Joey the Chink? You’re from Red Hook, you gotta know Joey. Everyone in Red Hook knows Joey. Big fat greaseball Chinaman with that jagged scar over his nose. From that time up in the joint, when he got cut up by the niggers.”

It was the old wiseguy trap, and I smelled it instantly. If I told him I knew Joey the Chink, and there was no Joey the Chink or he got whacked three years earlier, I was fucked. Frankie would smell a cop in the blink of an eye.

So I gave him my stock answer for these kinds of impromptu field tests. “You know what? I know this guy out there, but to tell you the truth, I’m not sure the guy I have in mind is him.”

I left Frankie guessing.

“Yeah, sure,” he said, continuing to size me up. “Could be Joey, could be somebody else.”

But I had given him an honest answer, and he knew it. He started to relax. In his mind, I had passed the litmus test. For now.

I looked at my watch, as if I had someplace important I needed to be. “Hey, I’ll see ya later, okay?”

“Yeah, sure thing,” said Frankie. I could feel his eyes following me like lasers as I walked out the door. The courtship had begun.

The next time I popped by, I brought some cartons of cut-rate cigarettes to peddle, making it appear that I had either heisted them or my connection had. Either way, I looked like a player.

“How about a little pool?” Frankie said.

We racked them up, played a couple of rounds, and shot the shit. And Frankie tried to pump me a little bit more.

“So, apart from this and that, what kinda other stuff you into anyway?” he asked.

“A little construction work, some gigs down by the piers. And these cigarettes when I can get ’em.”

“Anything else?”

Hunched over the pool table with my cue as I sized up my shot, I lowered my voice. “You don’t wanna know.”

The art of seduction. Always leave ’em hanging on what could be. Always leave ’em hungry for more.

Later, when the two of us were back at the bar, Frankie pressed for details. I’d only been taking sips off the top of my glass, never finishing my entire drink, but at this point I started to make it seem like the alcohol was loosening my tongue.

“Yeah, well, long story short, me and my crew knocked off a load of booze from a truck down on the piers that was already promised to the ‘boys.’ So, uh … I hadda get lost for a while, y’understand? So, anyway, now I’m back and just tryin’ to get my shit together.”

“Got ya,” said Frankie.

But a little while later he said, “Well, since you’re into this and that, maybe you know somebody whose looking to buy pen guns.”

“The fuck is that?” I said.

Frankie crooked his finger and motioned me to follow him into the bathroom, which I did. Inside, he bolted the lock behind us. Then he pulled out what looked to be a writing pen, made of stainless steel. Pulling back the head, he stuck a .25-caliber bullet inside. Then he pushed the head back into position and wrapped the pen in a rag to muffle the noise.

“Press the head straight down and …”

Bam! He fired a round into the toilet bowl.

“Fuck me!” I exclaimed.

“Forty bucks a pop,” Frankie said. “You interested?”

Still playing it cautious, I put my hands up, defensively. “Whoa, not me! I’m outta that line of work. Just tryin’ to keep a low profile, y’understand what I’m sayin’?”

But the truth was, he had given me an instant hard-on. I continued to string him along, however, telling him I’d ask around, I might know of someone who was.

“You know where to find me,” said Frankie.

This time I let Frankie leave the bar first. Then I followed right behind.

He looked over his shoulder at me. “Where you goin’?” he asked.

“Catch a smoke,” I said. “Burns cooler outside.”

“Sure thing,” he said, then started walking toward his car.

As I stood watching, slowly drawing in the smoke from my cigarette, I shot a glance at his license plate and made a mental note of the number. Later I would run the plate through DMV to get his real name and address. Then I’d head over to Police Headquarters to run the name through their computers to see if he had a rap sheet. If he did, it would facilitate the opening of a criminal case file on him.

Back at the bar a few nights later, I bumped into Frankie again.

“Hey, Lou,” he said to me. “You think about that thing we discussed?”

I made a show of snapping my fingers, as if suddenly jarring my memory back to our earlier conversation.

“Jesus Christ, Frankie, I never gave it much thought. But you know what? Now that I think about it, I actually got a guy in mind. I’ll get back to you, okay?”

“Sure, Lou, sure,” said Frankie. By now he was so hot for it, he had a case of blue balls.

So the next day, when I came back in again, I told Frankie, “You know what? I got someone may wanna do some business with us, maybe in a week or so.” But I left it at that, nothing more.

Then I took Frankie over to another bar I was casing, in Queens, and showed him off to the clientele over there like he was my new best buddy. With his punched-up face, thickened and calloused knuckles, and tough-guy style of speaking, he impressed the hell out of everyone in the joint. And, pleased with all the attention he was drawing, I impressed the hell out of Frankie for looking like I was well connected in more than just one part of town.

The following week, I told Frankie my buyer was ready to do the deal for his pen guns. Matter of fact, I could even bring Frankie around to meet him.

“Fuck that,” said Frankie. He pulled a pen gun out of his coat pocket and handed it to me. “Take it. Just show it to him.”

I took the gun and thanked Frankie for his trust. “I’ll get back to you in a few days,” I said.

When I returned to the bar that weekend, Frankie was there, waiting for me. “My guy went crazy for the pen gun,” I said. I passed him his forty dollars.

“I can get more,” Frankie said.

“That’s good, Frankie, ’cause my guy wants another ten.”

Frankie was ecstatic. “Fuckin’ A! When, Lou? When?”

“Whenever you’re ready, I’ll bring him over,” I told him, knowing I could easily get one of my fellow agents to pose as “my guy.”

“Listen, Lou,” Frankie said. “I’d rather deal just with you.”

I put my hands up like big red stop signs. The wiley ex-con looking to avoid any new jams.

“Ah, you know,” I said with a sigh, “after what I been through, I can’t really take that kinda chance. I’d rather just set up the meet, introduce you to the guy, y’know what I mean?”

Frankie looked crestfallen.

“All right, lemme run it by my guy,” I told Frankie. “I’ll get back to you.”

We slapped high fives and said good-bye.

The next night, when I returned to the bar, I suddenly changed my tune.

“You know what?” I told Frankie. “I hadda chance to sleep on it, and, fuck it, I’ll do it. I’ll make the buy for him myself.”

Frankie could have creamed in his jeans. We set up a meet outside his place of work, a factory in Long Island City, and it was there, in the parking lot, that we made the exchange—his ten pen guns in return for my four hundred bucks. It all went down without a hitch.

A few nights later, when I met up again with Frankie at the bar, I told him my buyer had “offed” the ten pen guns like hotcakes, and he was itching to buy at least forty more. Frankie was hot to trot, but he said he’d have to run it by his connection. This got me even more jazzed, since now I might be able to “buy up” and flush out his connection, too.

I gave Frankie my phone number. Expecting that we would embark on a long-term and mutually profitable relationship, he happily took it. He had no idea that every time he called that number, he would be recorded and anything he said about his criminal activities would constitute prima facie evidence that could be used against him.

The next day I got a call on my undercover phone from Frankie. He had squared away the deal with his connection and would have the forty pen guns for me the following day. We arranged to meet outside the Long Island City factory at noon to make the exchange.

I withdrew $1,600 in official advanced funds to make the buy.

My backup team moved into position outside the factory an hour early to case the area for any potential threats to my safety. The “rip” signal would be the customary one. If anybody but me went to the trunk of my car, it was a rip-off, time for the cavalry to charge. If I opened the trunk, it meant the deal had gone down and it was time to make the bust.

At 12:05 p.m. I pulled up to the factory. Frankie was standing outside, anxiously shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

Milking my act a little more, I asked him if he could cut me a better price on the guns.

“No way,” said Frankie, “the price is the price. But I’ll throw in a few extra pen guns as a show of good faith.”

“Okay,” I said.

He walked into the factory, returning a moment later with a brown paper bag containing the forty pen guns, plus an additional two. I led him around to the trunk of my car, where I had stashed his sixteen hundred bucks under my spare tire.

Before I opened the trunk, I peeked into the bag and counted the guns again. Then I opened the trunk and reached inside for the cash, signaling my backup team that the deal was down.

I waited for the net to drop.

Nothing happened. No charge of the light brigade. No backup agents. Nothing. I was standing out there by myself with my thumb up my ass. My balls shrunk to the size of peanuts. Yet again, I realized that the only person I could ever totally rely on in these situations was myself.

So, acting on instinct, I dropped the cash back inside the trunk. Then I spun around, pulled my revolver from my army fatigue jacket, aimed it at Frankie’s chest, and shouted, “Police! You’re under arrest! Don’t move!”

For a moment, Frankie stood stunned. But then he came right at me, challenging what I had just told him. “Fuck you, you’re the man! You ain’t no cop, motherfucker!”

He was convinced I was trying to rip him off.

Frankie started to reach behind his back for something, so I tackled him and we both went down hard. At this moment, I heard sirens approaching. Thank God. My backup units. Finally.

Frankie and I were still rolling around on the ground when the other agents pulled up. Just as Frankie was about to take another swing at me, Kenny Coniglio, my ATF supervisor, screwed his gun barrel into Frankie’s ear.

“Give it up,” Kenny announced. “Federal agents. You’re under arrest.”

Frankie’s body went slack, the fight drained out of him. The other agents cuffed him.

But he still kept glaring back at me with disbelief.

“You ain’t the man, no way,” he said. “You’re a snitch, right? Level with me, Lou. C’mon, level with me!”

No matter how many times I told him otherwise, Frankie simply couldn’t believe I was a cop.



CHAPTER
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TWO

PLAYING TOUGH CUSTOMERS WASN’T much of a stretch for me. I already walked the walk and talked the talk. Given my upbringing, it came second nature.

My biggest teacher in all this was my old man, a guy who wouldn’t take crap from anyone. Alfonso Diaz Canellada was a fierce Asturiano from the north of Spain, known as “El Rubio” because of his blond hair. But if Papa gave me a set of brass balls, the Borough of Brooklyn gold-plated ’em.

I grew up in a section of Brooklyn called Red Hook, which was one of the settings for the film On the Waterfront. In Red Hook, you were either the meat eater or the meat. Everybody was itching to prove how tough he was. Usually by beating the crap out of the next guy. Most of us were first- or second-generation Americans—Sicilian, Neapolitan, and Irish, with a sprinkling of Spanish, Lebanese, and Jewish thrown in for seasoning. Our fathers were working stiffs—seamen, longshoremen, truck drivers, construction workers, physical laborers, the kind of hard-wired, blue-collar guys who would belly up to the bar for a beer and a shot. Like our old men, we, too, were looking for respect, a reputation, a place in the sun. Meanwhile, there was always some other guy looking to snatch away your rep so he could jack up his own. Because the more of a rep he got, the higher up it put him on the totem pole of the not-to-be-fucked-with.

Life started out peacefully enough. We lived in a tiny walk-up apartment above Leo Sacco’s Italian deli, for which Papa paid $30 a month in rent. This, after all, was the early 1950s, when a loaf of bread cost 16 cents, a pound of hamburger meat 50 cents, and a new car $1,500. The apartment, barely five hundred square feet, had one bedroom, a ten-by-ten-foot living room, a space for the bunk bed in which my brothers and I slept, a dingy little bathroom, and a two-by-nothing cramped kitchen with an icebox and a black cast-iron stove that burned both gas and wood. The drab walls, shmeared with a yellow enamel paint, were bare save for a single painting of Hernando Cortés, the Spanish conquistador who defeated the Aztecs, sitting atop a magnificent stallion.

For the first few years of my life, while Mama was working for the government, sewing parachutes for the U.S. Army, and Papa was off at sea with the merchant marine, my Basque grandmother, my Abuelita Adela, was my guardian angel. She brought me with her to buy sour pickles on Delancey Street, letting me stick my hand in the barrel to fish out the tart, crunchy pickles, a nickel apiece in those days. She bargained vigorously with the old Jewish merchants on the Lower East Side, all of whom seemed to adore her. She bought me toy soldiers. She filled piggy banks with spare change just so she could buy me gifts. She gave me my first puppy. When that dog became sick and we had to give him up, she even brought me a new one—Butch, a reddish half shepherd, half huskie who would become the family pet for the next fifteen years.

Abuelita Adela made everything seem sweet and beautiful and rainbow-like. All I knew was love and affection. Peace and innocence reigned. All men were good. God’s plan for us was working.

But, of course, all of that was about to change.

*  *  *

EARLY ONE MORNING when I was five, I was playing with my toy soldiers in our living room. I had gotten up extra early so my younger brother Rigel wouldn’t interfere with my war games. I set up my soldiers on opposite sides of the living room into two opposing armies, then tried to be fair to both on the battlefield. After one side took a shot with a pea or the head of match stuffed into my plastic toy cannon, the other side would get its turn. Whichever side had more men standing at the end would win the battle.

On this morning, I must have been playing too loudly. Papa, who had been resting, arose in a fury, charged into the living room, and began kicking my toy soldiers aside. Then, yanking his belt through his pants loops—I can still remember the sickening, snapping sound the leather made—he began whipping me. I wailed in horror as he brought the belt down on my tender flesh.

“No, Papa, no!” I cried.

But either he couldn’t or he wouldn’t hear me. Again and again he lashed me. Rigel screamed in terror. Charging into the living room, Mama begged Papa to let up.

“Stop! Stop!” she shouted. But to no avail.

Fueled by a rage that could not be controlled, Papa smacked away without letup, drawing an extra jolt of adrenaline that pushed him to superhuman fury. When his anger finally subsided, his whole body went slack and he looked dazed and depleted, as if his entire being had been drained of its life force.

This first beating was an eye-opener. At the tender age of five, I learned that if I displeased my father, there would be consequences. Ugly, brutal consequences. Up until this point and thanks to Abuelita Adela, life had been sweet and carefree. But after the beating, I was robbed of my innocence.

Six months later, I provoked Papa into another vicious beating. Once again I was playing with my toy soldiers, but one of the match heads I had stuffed into my plastic cannon accidentally ignited and set fire to the living room curtain.

Terrified, I screamed for help. When Papa rushed in, he grabbed the glass terrarium in which I kept my baby turtles and flung it—water, rocks, turtles, and all—onto the fire. He tore down the curtain and stomped out the flames. Then he turned his fists on me. The beating was awful, but mostly I cried for my turtles, all of whom were burned into charred stubs of cartilage.

“Why? Why did you do that?” I yelled at him. “What did they do?”

He raised his hand to hit me again, then suddenly stopped himself, grunted, and went back into the bedroom. I never got an answer from him.

STRONG, RUGGEDLY HANDSOME, bearing a distinct resemblance to Burt Lancaster, Papa was a troubled and angry man. He spoke broken English, and although he was a voracious reader, he had never finished grammar school. He’d left all his family behind in Spain, many of them then still jailed in Franco’s prison camps. He could not use words to express how he felt, so he showed his feelings in a different way.

With his fists.

When our upstairs neighbor was being pummeled by one of her Mafia boyfriends, Papa, clad only in his boxer shorts, charged out of our apartment, grabbed the thug, and flung him down the stairs. Shaking off the fall, the wiseguy went for his pistol, but Papa was too quick for him. Disarming him, Papa threw the hood into the street and threatened to blow his brains out with his own gun if he ever returned.

When another boyfriend got liquored up and barricaded himself inside the same lady’s apartment—we could hear her pleading for her life—Papa actually shinnied up the outside of our building and jumped through her third-floor window. The abusive Romeo was soon hanging from the window by his ankles, begging for his life, as Papa threatened to drop him to the sidewalk. Once he skedaddled, he was never seen again.

And when a fellow dock worker uttered a perceived insult, Papa, in an act of violence that sickens me to this day, literally knocked the man’s teeth out. His rage was volcanic, terrifying, something beyond human.

Worst of all, it was often turned on me.

Papa would beat me for annoying him. He would beat me for being disrespectful. He would beat me for not raising a hand to him in self-defense.

“I’m your father!” he would exclaim as he was raining his blows down on me. “What I do is okay because I’m your father.”

Often the whole neighborhood could hear or see him beating me, since he would routinely go after me on the street, in front of other people. None of them ever called the police or contacted social services. Dropping a dime on a neighbor was not done in those days. A man beating his own son was considered to be a private family affair, not police business. Besides, many of the cops were considered to be bigger brutes than the people they locked up.

But I would plead with Papa not to beat me in public. “Papa, my friends,” I would beg. “Not in front of my friends.”

“Never mind your friends!” he would say, throwing another hard fist my way. “I’m your father. Let them mind their own business.”

Mama, whose Spanish name was Enriquetta but was known as Henrietta, was no pushover either. Of Basque descent, she had been raised to be tough, yet was beloved for her wicked sense of humor and revered in the neighborhood as the Spanish Carol Burnett. But she also had stinging hands and a dead-eye aim, i.e., a slipper with eyes. Wherever you might be cowering, it would find you.

But Mama would never resort to the level of violence inflicted by Papa. And when he beat me, she tried as valiantly as she could to make him stop without putting herself in harm’s way, for she, too, feared Papa.

“¡Bruto! ¡Bruto! ¡Animál! Te voy a dejar! ¡Voy á irme con los niños!” she would scream at him. Bully! Bully! Animal! I’m going to leave you! I’m going to take the children and go away!

Chastened by her outburst, Papa would grunt or shake his head. Although he would never admit it, I knew he was filled with disgust for his own lack of self-control. Once the beating had ended, he would take out his frustration by pounding a fist into a wall.

The walls in our apartment acquired countless imprints of his knuckles.

WHEN I WAS seven, I was entrusted to keep an eye on my younger brother Alfonsito. With chubby red cheeks and blond, curly hair just like my dad’s, “Fonsi” was an adorable baby. But Alfonsito had contracted meningitis as an infant and was prone to epileptic seizures. Mama taught me, and later my brother Rigel, to recognize the smacking, swallowing sounds he would make when he was struggling to breathe so we could use a taped-up spoon to keep him from swallowing his own tongue.

As we got older, I became Alfonsito’s protector. Everyone in the neighborhood knew that if they ever fucked with Alfonsito, they would have to deal with his big brother, Louie D.

Being able to fend for yourself and protect your loved ones was essential for survival in Red Hook. Nearly every day, from our window over Leo Sacco’s Deli, Rigel and I could see the local citizenry beating the shit out of each other. One got both his kneecaps busted by mobsters wielding baseball bats. Most likely he owed money to Leo’s brother Frank, a mustachioed, slicked-back Don Ameche look-alike who ran numbers for the mob while Leo busied himself at the counter making his overstuffed prosciutto, pepper, and provolone heros.

When I was about ten, Leo handed me a brown paper bag containing policy slips and cash. “Hey, kid,” he said, “take this over to my brother Frank. Here’s a buck for your piggy bank.” And that was how I was recruited to become a policy runner for the mob, which I did for a while.

When I turned eleven, the Dodgers played their last game in Brooklyn before moving west to Los Angeles … and I scored my first TKO. I was walking with my Abuelita Adela to buy fresh crumb buns from the local bakery. Whenever we passed by the corner near the bakery, this one Italian kid, a few years older than I was, would always start giving me shit. He was a wiseguy in training, a real jabone, a moron with all the trimmings—black leather jacket, motorcycle boots, garrison belt, cigarette dangling from his mouth, greasy hair in his eyes, and shit in his future.

“Hey, here comes the mama’s boy,” the jabone would taunt. Deaf as she was, Abuelita never heard him. But I sure did. I wanted to rip his fucking lungs out.

Now, Abuelita was a tender, beautiful, elegant lady—all European charm and Old World class. And for the first few years of my life, she had sheltered me from the harsh realities of an ugly world. But she still had a good bit of the Basque in her. And she wouldn’t allow her loved ones to take shit from anybody.

On one of my first days at school, she had pulled me aside and recited her three Golden Rules: Never snitch on anyone. Never come home crying that you caught a beating. And if you get into a fight with a kid who’s bigger than you are, pick up a stick and break it over his head.

So when I finally fessed up and told her that the punk on the corner had been taunting me, she said: “Why didn’t you tell me, Luisito? Go! Go! Go do something about it!”

Fortified by her blessing, I walked over to the bully. He looked down at me with contempt, as if to say, “Just what are you gonna do, Pee Wee?” So I busted him a shot to the face, bloodying his nose and sending him running home to his mama.

That night, when Abuelita told Papa what I had done—and that she had sanctioned it—Papa beamed with pride. In his eyes, I was a chip off the old block, now worthy of being the son of El Rubio.

Meanwhile, the neighborhood continued to offer an ongoing lesson in survival of the fittest. When I was twelve, I actually saw a wiseguy get whacked outside a social club. His porkpie hat flew off his head and seemed to stay suspended in midair, even after the bullets had knocked him to the ground.

It was the first time I ever saw anyone get killed, but it came as no big shock, given where we lived and the street violence I’d already seen and was sometimes subjected to. In fact, I remember thinking, “Hey, this is just like in the movies. Only this time, I got a front-row seat.”

IN 1957, PAPA had left the merchant marine to take a job as a night supervisor at the Spanish-language newspaper El Diario-La Prensa, and we were able to move around the corner to our own brownstone. Papa bought the building with fourteen thousand bucks he borrowed from my Uncle Casimiro, a mob-connected loan shark. In our new home, we were able to upgrade to a two-floor apartment because Mama and Papa rented out furnished rooms on the upper floors to fellow Spaniards who literally had just gotten off the boat. The boarders would stay for a couple of months before suddenly vanishing, trying to stay one step ahead of the U.S. immigration authorities who, at one point, actually raided our house.

One of the few non-Spaniard tenants, Mr. Olson, was a master carpenter from Scandinavia. A quiet, unassuming man, Mr. Olson used to help Papa with woodworking tasks around the house. But he was a heavy gambler, always in debt to the bookies and the numbers runners.

One day in 1958, just as my brother Rigel and I were about to go off to school, we heard a loud pow! coming from the direction of Mr. Olson’s room. Rushing up the stairs with me at her heels, Mama was sure that Rigel and I had set off a cherry bomb. Using her master key to unlock Mr. Olson’s door, Mama peeked her head inside. I stuck my head in, too, just below hers. There on the floor, surrounded by a widening pool of dark, red blood, lay a lifeless Mr. Olson. Unable to pay his debts, the poor man had taken a long-barreled .38-caliber revolver and blown his brains out. For me, it was like a scene straight out of Alfred Hitchcock Presents, which at the time was one of the more popular crime shows on television.

“Get out!” Mama snapped, pulling the door shut in my face. “Get out!”

She quickly relocked the door with her key. Then, as if nothing had ever happened, she hustled Rigel and me off to school. She then called the police, who arrived to cordon off the room. It was still cordoned off when I came home for lunch. It wasn’t until late in the day that the coroner removed the body. I still don’t know who cleaned up all the blood.

At the dinner table that night, Mama and Papa talked in hushed tones about Mr. Olson’s demise. Rather than express shock or horror, they spoke with the detached resignation of two people already hardened to life’s miseries.

Papa simply sniffed, “One more reason to stay away from gamblers,” thus ending the discussion.

AT ST. PAUL’S grammar school, I received a sobering education. Forget the math, the history, the English, and catechism. It was the survival training that really counted. And it came from the nuns, most of whom had mustaches and were meaner than spit. On Broadway, gentle, lighthearted nuns such as Sister Maria were being idolized in the The Sound of Music. But out in Brooklyn, the nuns were a whole other breed.

Sister Rose, who measured about four-feet-nine, was a feisty, hot-tempered little pit bull with a large brown mole on her cheek, out of which sprouted ugly black hairs. Whenever she confronted me, I tried not to look at the mole, but invariably I would end up speaking directly to it, as if it were a second head. If I goofed around in class—hitting her in the back with my pea shooter or twanging a girl’s hairpin under my desk—she would grab me by both sideburns and shake my head from side to side like a cocktail mixer. It was a counterterrorist tactic that many of the nuns utilized, and it made you feel like they were about to rip your face off.

The repeated physical abuse infuriated me. So when Sister Anselm ordered me to stand by my desk and began slapping me on both sides of my face, winding up like a baseball pitcher to put a little extra mustard on each delivery, I snapped, firing two hard fists straight into her belly. And over she went, flat on her ass, undoubtedly helped on her way by my pal Mikey Howard, who stuck his foot out behind her to make sure she went down for the count.

Naturally, I was hauled into the principal’s office, smacked around some more, and given a week’s suspension, which was a bitch and a half what with all the makeup work that awaited me. Ordinarily, Papa would have beat the hell out of me for this kind of insolence. But after a bunch of my classmates came to our house and vouched for me, even he felt sympathetic.

The nuns knew that their physical abuse was wrong. They might even have felt ashamed about inflicting it. But if so, they never admitted it. They certainly never asked for forgiveness. Instead their attitude was, “It’s done. It’s over. Now stop your moping and get back to work.”

As for us kids, we never said anything either. If you caught a beating, you learned to take it. That was the deal. But I for one vowed never to cry. Ever. No matter how hard or how often any of the nuns hit me, I wouldn’t let them break my spirit.

Of all the nuns, the very worst was Sister Margaret. An industrial-size version of the Wicked Witch of the West, she was a mean, mannish-looking behemoth with watermelon breasts, fire in her eyes, and the smell of must and mothballs wafting up from her black habit. Maybe it was the tight chinstrap she wore to keep her Sisters of Charity cap in place or it was high blood pressure … she was always red in the face.

I don’t know why Sister Margaret hated the boys as much as she did, but she was absolutely vicious toward us. Every day she would torture one of the boys while he struggled to work out a math problem on the blackboard, smacking her wooden pointer sharply in her palm, just waiting for him to make a mistake, which, under that kind of pressure, he invariably would. And then, with a twisted little smile, Sister would whack the shit out of the kid’s back, reducing him to tears.

When I was about thirteen, me and my pals Eddie and Mikey hoodwinked Sister Margaret into thinking that the whole class was following her up the metal staircase from the playground and back into the building. Instead, as she advanced up the stairs, too proud to look back, all of us began making loud stepping sounds at the bottom of the landing, but never going beyond the first step. When she finally realized the joke and who was behind it, she was livid.

Sister smacked the three of us around pretty good, but, unlike Eddie and Mikey, I refused to cry. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.

Eyeballs nearly popping out of her face, she seethed, “If I can’t get you to cry, I’ll just get your father to do it.”

Sure enough, Papa appeared at the classroom door the next day. Sister Margaret said he had been asked to come to school and “teach Louie a lesson.”

I was sitting in the back row, in front of the classroom cupboard. For what seemed like an eternity, Papa stood at the head of the class, frozen in place like an animal caught in headlights. For the first time maybe ever, I sensed that this was too much, even for him. To beat his own son in front of the entire class? Even he couldn’t be that monstrous. But Sister Margaret kept egging him on. He had no choice.

Walking to the back of the room, he stood over my desk, staring down at me with a terrible sadness in his eyes. I could tell that he didn’t want to do it. I didn’t deserve this shit. Crazy as it sounds, I actually felt sorry for him. Which was probably why I did what I did.

Picking up my books, I slammed them down defiantly on my desk.

“Come on!” I said. “Do it!”

It was like waving a red cape under the bull’s nose.

Grabbing my tie with his left hand, he jacked me up out of my seat. Then, still holding me with his left, he fired a savage right into my face, propelling me backward and through a cupboard. I stumbled to my feet, blood pouring from my lip and my nose.

The class exploded with hysteria. The girls, and even some of the boys, started to cry. Sister Margaret went blank—even she was mortified by what she had unleashed.

As I shook off the punch and straightened my tie, I could see that Papa was embarrassed and ashamed. He took me by the collar, led me out of the classroom, and walked me home, saying nothing along the way. For a long time after, not a word passed between us—both of us knew what we wanted to say, but neither of us ever said it.

OUTSIDE OF SCHOOL, I flirted with danger. I’d play “chicken” over on the abandoned barges by the docks with my friends, leaping from one floating barge to the next while tiptoeing around the discarded used condoms—“Coney Island flounders,” as we used to call them. On Halloween I’d fill old socks with colored chalk sticks, bang them on the sidewalk to pulverize the chalk, then use the powder-filled socks to vandalize some poor sap’s front door. I’d set off fireworks every July Fourth—cherry bombs and ash cans bundled together like grenades and sky rockets—and when I got older and made trips into Little Italy, I became the fireworks supplier for our neighborhood. I’d have fights with eggs and water balloons, and when I really wanted to be a little prick, I’d find an old roll of negative film, wrap it around some wood matchsticks, bind it up with rubber bands, and jam it under the front door of an apartment building before lighting it with another match. The thick, billowing cloud of black, sulfurous-smelling smoke would throw the tenants into a panic and bring the Fire Department.

I fooled around with girls, but I’d never go beyond first or second base or venture into “the forbidden zone,” since my strict Catholic upbringing made that completely taboo. If one of our guys ever got serious with a girl, we’d write him off as a wuss—playing ball, hanging out in the streets, and being tough were my priorities, not mooning and swooning over a woman.

In the end, though, my childhood was colored by one overriding impulse: the desire to fight. In my battles, I would be guided by a set of iron-clad rules Papa taught me: Never think about what the other guy can do to you, think only about what you are going to do to him. Never fight in the wrong or for wrong. Right makes might. If you’re fighting a bigger guy, make sure to hit him first.

Unlike Papa, I’d never hit or kick a guy once he was down. And I hated bullies, especially two who ganged up on some other guy. When I was about thirteen, I got into a real street brawl with an older kid who started ragging on a girl I knew. We fought toe-to-toe, down on the ground, rolling from the sidewalk to the gutter, then back up on the sidewalk again, while all around us grown men stood around stupidly rubber-necking. The other kid was bigger and stronger than I was, and I actually was praying that somebody would stop the fight and I could save face. Instead, all these knuckleheads just stood around and enjoyed the free show. When I managed to get a headlock on my opponent, he bit into my arm like a pit bull. Enraged, I picked him up off the ground and flung him headfirst through the plate-glass window of a dry-cleaning store owned by some locals.

The two of us stumbled off before the police showed up, neither of us giving a thought to making restitution to the owners. The other kid was cut up and bloodied. I came away with bruises and a bite mark on my arm. Instead of going straight home, where the sight of me might incite Papa to go after my opponent, I went to my Abuelita Adela’s house, which was close to our own. Whenever I had been roughed up in a fight, I would always go to her first for medical attention. Later I might let Papa know that I had been in a fight, but I could fudge the details.

In about 1958 I took a leave of absence from my regular friends by the piers to join a local street gang, the Gowanus Dukes. One member of the Dukes, Little Nunzio, had challenged me by saying, “You know, you’re a pretty tough guy around here, Louie, but I don’t know if you could make it with the gang.” So naturally, I had risen to his dare. The initiation required me to walk into a pitch-black hallway where five guys jumped me. I went ape-shit, punching back, kicking, flailing away like some lunatic. When the beating ended, I walked back outside again, bloodied and bruised, but officially a member of the Gowanus Dukes. Within a couple of months I became the gang’s wartime consigliere.

We were real-life versions of the gangs in West Side Story. Chains, sticks, and knives were our weapons of choice. The Ambassadors, the Kane Street Midgets, the Playboys, the Mau Mau Chaplains, and the Bishops were our mortal enemies. My job was to formulate war strategy, scope out the terrain, assign decoys, and launch us into battle. Later, after one of my pals taught me how to make a .22-caliber zip gun from wood, a piece of car antenna, a door latch, and rubber bands, we did a test-fire in his apartment, putting a hole in his bedroom floor.

Another gang, the Rebels, tried to recruit me away from the Dukes when I was fourteen. By way of initiation this time, three guys came up to me outside my house, put a gun to my head, and said, “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll join.” I called their bluff and didn’t join, but down the line I settled the score with the recruitment committee, beating the shit out of all of them.

During the six months I spent with the Dukes, I was slashed, knifed, and ice-picked in assorted fights.

WHEN PUERTO RICANS started to move into our immediate neighborhood, we often competed with them for playing time on the local ball field. Naturally, the way to decide who would get first dibs was to duke it out. Whoever was left standing got to play ball. The rules of the street.

As a teenager, I was on the short side and weighed only 145 pounds. But I was broad-shouldered and muscular and developed a reputation as a kid who could use his fists. So much so that, whenever word got around that I was going to go at it with some other kid, the neighborhood wiseguys would troop down to the ball field with their folding chairs and their bottles of Rheingold and set themselves up in comfort while placing bets on me to bring home the bacon.

One summer day when I was fifteen, my brother Rigel and I were having a late lunch with Papa. My other brother, Alfonsito, had eaten earlier and already gone over to the ball field. Suddenly my friend Jimmy McMahon appeared outside our door, out of breath.

“Louie!” he gasped. “Look what the spics did to Fonsi!”

Behind him stood Alfonsito, his T-shirt torn, his lip busted up and bloody, a hangdog look on his face. I told Alfonsito to remain in the vestibule, out of sight of Papa. Then I stepped back into our kitchen and motioned Rigel to come away from the table.

After Rigel came out and got a look at Alfonsito’s condition, I said, “Fuck it, let’s go kick some ass.”

I stuck my head back into the kitchen without letting on what had happened and said, “Goin’ over to play some ball, Papa. See ya later.”

Papa merely grunted.

Back down the street we headed—me, Alfonsito, Rigel, and Jimmy McMahon. As we turned the corner, marching side by side, we must have resembled the steely-eyed gunfighters from the O.K. Corral.

Near the ball field I could see a sizable crowd gathering. The moment that Jimmy had announced he was gonna “go get Louie,” everyone had known the shit was on. Neighborhood regulars, old people, young people, even toddlers had shown up. And, of course, the usual wiseguy contingent with their folding chairs and bottles of beer. “Fuggedaboudit, here come the Diaz brothers,” they said, snickering. Their words filled me with both pride and fury.

As we neared the ball field Jimmy said, “There they are.”

Alfonsito pointed out the kids who had jumped him. One of them, his jaw jutting out as if daring us to try something, stepped toward us. My brother Rigel, who ordinarily hated to fight, didn’t even hesitate. Without a word, he lunged forward and tore into the challenger with both fists—boom, bam, bing!—a regular raging bull.

I hung back at first, but when three older kids tried to step in, I grabbed a stickball bat and cracked it over each of their heads. Pretty soon it was a free-for-all, twenty to thirty guys whomping the shit out of each other. President Kennedy might have been trying to gets his new Peace Corps up and running, but we were out there kicking ass. Outnumbered by Diaz supporters, the others turned tail and beat feet.

When it was finally over, we were all pretty scuffed up. But we had settled a score and could return home with our heads held high. I lovingly yoked my brother Rigel, keeping my arm around his neck the whole way back. Never had I felt as much love and pride for the kid as I did at that moment. One for all and all for one. We were the brothers Diaz, the Three Musketeers of Red Hook.
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