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  PREFACE


   


  Mafia Cop is the dramatic memoir of New York City Narcotics Detective Michael Palermo. Some of those who knew him called him the Mafia Cop because of his intimate relationship with leaders in law enforcement and his personal and business relationships with the dons of two of the major Families of organized crime in New York City.


  Palermo worked in his official and unofficial capacities as a negotiator and conciliator in coordinating solutions to conflicts between the New York Families and the New York City Police Department.


  Mafia Cop takes you inside the inner world of the New York City Police Department, which was riddled with corruption as a normal daily routine, and into the inner sanctum of the Crime Family organizations where you will meet dons, consiglieres, underbosses, button men, soldiers, and cowboys. Detective Michael Palermo was one of a privileged few members of the law enforcement community who were informed of the impending arrest of crime lord Vito Genovese by the federal government in what many believe was the government's contrived case against him.


  Palermo maintained his underworld contacts while visiting with underworld informant Joe Valachi in his Castle Hill Avenue bar in the Bronx and spent many hours with his childhood friend and future Las Vegas underboss, Carmine Canicatti, in Canicatti's after-hours bar and gambling casino in New York City. He was one of only two cops ever allowed entrance there—despite his close relationships with leaders in organized crime, he never compromised his position as a police officer. He was a "stand-up guy" for both sides and never "double-banged" anyone.


  Palermo carried out sensitive negotiations with major underworld figures while working clandestinely with retired Chief Inspector Collin Devlin. Chief Devlin spent many of his early years in the Catholic Protectory with his friends, many of whom would become leaders in the Cosa Nostra. It was Chief Collin Devlin who made Mike Palermo a "made man" of the shield.


  Palermo was a member of the elite SIU (Special Investigations Unit) and in his career participated in more than 2,000 arrests. He served as an expert witness testifying in international drug smuggling cases, as well as fighting in the trenches of New York City against the illegal drug trade. One of his final major arrests was that of drug trafficker Albie Simmons, who was an underboss to Harlem drug kingpin Nicky Barnes. It was this arrest that triggered his final battle with the District Attorney, who wanted to be governor, over the body and career of Michael Palermo, the Mafia Cop.


  INTRODUCTION


   


  Remember that no matter what you are or what you may become, you will never be anything more than the seeds of two families. One is made of clay, the other of honor. —Alfonso Palermo


   


  The story of Mafia Cop begins in 1953, before which many events had already taken place that would mold the life and character of Michael Palermo. It is a value and an entertainment that you read some of the writings and some of the inner mechanizations of this man you are about to meet, Michael Palermo.


  I have collected these, his personal manuscripts, these bits of remembrances of his life on the police force in New York City. I found them buried beneath reams of papers encased and shrouded in dust in the bottom of his file cabinet. You will laugh or smile or even wince as you read them. You will learn things you never knew about a secret society of men, a society that lived and functioned behind the scenes, in basements and in stores, on rooftops and in bars, a society that lived another life in the public eye.


  These files of Michael Palermo will give you some small insight into the pressures and highlights and street education of a New York City policeman in the middle of the twentieth century.


  You will read his story in his own words. You will also read my reconstruction of the events that happened in his life, based upon his private notes; our treasured conversations in the private sanctuary of his home and in his favorite restaurants in which he recounted his triumphs, battles, tears, and laughter; and the testimony of persons who were eyewitnesses to the events that happened. These are all true accounts. Some of the names and places have been changed to protect the innocent. Others have been changed to protect the guilty, the storyteller, and the author.


  —R.S.C.


  FLASH-FORWARD


   


  NOVEMBER 1969 ALTAMONT, CALIFORNIA


  In a green fedora and a moss velvet suit, the black man danced in his own private world of smoke and pills—into a frenzy, spinning up and down, side to side, his elastic frame wedded perfectly to the rock, rhythm, and beat of the psychedelic lights and sounds. His inky pupils dilated and mirrored the straggle-haired lead singer, Mick Jagger, on the stage before him. Foggy images danced in his head. The thumping electronic bass beat tympanis deeper than a bullfrog's bloated throat. Through his eyes and ears, the black man wafted in a sea of opiate fantasy, in a world of melody and primeval beat.


  His left eye squeezed closed, leaving aim to his right—aim down the chrome barrel of the .38 caliber revolver buried in his sweaty right palm. The lead singer screamed into the night, a scream of origin and roots buried in Africa. The audience cheered and the singer sang on, his voice piercing the music, triumphant like primal man in his early world.


  The man in green squeezed the trigger and the stage began to tilt. Players stood sideways but didn't fall. Shooting stars spun and left a vapor trail in the black man's mind. Smoke and pills raced into his brain, filling it with numbness. The crowd swirled around his green fedora, a spinning wheel of lights and people, a merry-go-round of carousel sounds, a centrifuge sucking his breath into a central whirlpool.


  Branch-like rakes clawed his cheeks. His eyes imaged the crowd. Tufts of hair with pulpy roots brushed his face, and his cheekbone cracked and caved like the snapped frame of a dry wishbone.


  A hiss squeezed out. A gurgling, sucking noise. And his ribs parted. A probe, a twist, and a severed heart spilled life deep into the dead man's chest. The black man in green lay still and the lead singer ran away.


  On the grass lies Meredith Hunter. He is a rock-and-roll fan. Broken pool cues are imbedded in the dewy pasture, their splintered ends muddied like a painter's brush in umber. Hunter is dead. A switchblade sticks in his belly. Its pearl handle glints in the starlight. Polished wood of natural oak has clubbed him into another world.


  Woods and fields for miles around still echo the panic and fright of 300,000 rock fans gone wild. One hour ago, Altamont, California, was a world in rage.


  CONCERT DAY MINUS TWO, ALTAMONT, CALIFORNIA


  MICHALE PALERMO


  I watch the treetops swirl and fly away from the column of air that blows screaming from above. The chopper blades whirr, slicing through the damp, early-morning air. Waves of inversion bring sweet, earthy fragrances up from the forest floor and they settle in my nose and mouth. I am now Mike Scotti, and I am the chief of security for Britain's hottest rock-and-roll group, The Rolling Stones, that has stormed the world.


  I can smell and taste the bits of soil and moist humus that had nested beneath redwoods and evergreens. It is dirt disturbed and volatilized by a wind stream of chopping steel. The aircraft blots its shadow softly over the countryside, leaving no print, no footstep, no mark at all. A perfect visitor to a virgin forest. Just darkness blackening treetops and valleys, second after second, leaving no sign that it had ever existed. It is a footstep without a print, like an empty life in a hostile world.


  At an altitude of 800 feet, my eyes soak in every detail of the farmlands below, which ease into sight. Woodlands, pastures, brooks, ponds, and livestock. It's quiet and peaceful down there, I think to myself, like in a tale of Homer or Hercules. I float over a 100 acre meadow.


  At 7:00 AM, people are converging on the concert field—the old raceway at Altamont. In cars, trucks, and motorcycles they swell the roads and crawl like ants to a piece of sugarloaf. Weaving serpentine trails snake over hillsides thick with people carrying bags, knapsacks, and overnight cases. At the last minute, the concert had been moved to Altamont because too many people had shown up and would have destroyed San Francisco.


  Women walk and sing while breast-feeding infants hang suspended from belly slings. Small children bob up and down in papoose halters on their father's backs. Country lanes begin to choke and snarl from an eventual 300,000 rock fans that are going to laze in the sun and finally go wild over a full day of free concerts by the top rock-and-roll stars in the world: Santana; The Grateful Dead; Jefferson Airplane; Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young; The Flying Burrito Brothers; and The Rolling Stones. This concert is Mick Jagger's dream. Jagger and the Stones had held a free concert in Hyde Park, London, earlier that summer.


  They march in faded, patched jeans and baggy shirts. I can see them step in time and tune with the birds and flowers. I know that pockets and bags hold their stash of drugs, needles, spoons, and pipes. I can make the biggest drug arrest of my career right here and now—and then go down in history as public enemy number one. It is all at once beautiful, awesome, and frightening.


  I pan the crowd with binoculars from my 800 feet-up chopper box seat. Like a computer read out, details cram my brain on how to avoid the potential violence and destruction of a crowd in chaos. Sure, I eased the Stones through the insanity of exploding concerts before, but never like this. There's an atomic bomb down there just waiting to blow. I always had cordoned the group with six steel-shouldered bodyguards that I routinely snatched from the Bronx County District Attorney's office, right from D. A. Ross Simon's private police detail. I rotate them and arrange their tour with the Stones so that it coincides with their off-duty time. Simon doesn't even know they are moonlighting. He never would have dreamed that they were in California today sleeping in the bed of luxury at one of San Francisco's finest hotels.


  * * *


  "Hey, Scotti," yells the helicopter pilot. "That's an army down there. I never seen anything like it. The ground's black with them. How many do you think there are?"


  "I don't know, Tommy. At least 100,000."


  "A hundred thousand? It looks like an invasion down there. And the show don't start for two more days. It's so packed now that all the roads only go one way, right to the speedway, or what's left of it. Did you hear what they did to the stands at the track yesterday? They ripped the bleachers apart and used the wood to make campfires to cook on and to keep the bugs away at night. The guy who runs the place is going out of his mind. They ruined him. He says he's gonna sue. Sue who? Who the hell is he gonna sue? He's lucky he got away with his life."


  Tommy banks the chopper in a turn to the left and we fly in circles around the perimeter. Special emergency tents are set up for those who overdose. Cocaine, heroin, Benzedrine (bennies), amphetamines, barbiturates, LSD, mescaline, hashish, and marijuana burn in the blood of the flowing masses. "Trip Tents," they call them. They are staffed by hippie, hyped-up doctors who share drugs with the kids. After emergency care the patients are whisked to area hospitals. The scene is that of a disoriented mob completely in Nirvana and at peace on farmland in Altamont, California. Backs and heads sway in arrhythmic serpentine tendrils. Dante's Inferno portrait of the youth of a nation bent on destroying itself. How can they do this to themselves? I wonder.


  The pungent smoke steams up and makes my nostrils tingle. I know the flavor. At every rock concert with the Stones, the secondhand smoke gets into the clothes, bloodstream, and the minds of myself and my phalanx of the Bronx District Attorney's battalion of bodyguards, and we get high. To his fans here, Mick Jagger is a god. He is idolized by love-crazed, glassy-eyed, impressionable groupies of every sort. From communers, runaways, and adventurers, Jagger has slept with every sector. From thirteen to thirty in every tour city he is said to have a playmate. From the finely chiseled features of the Hispanic go-go dancer in New York to the thirteen-year-old in Los Angeles. Together, they all share "love." When I book the rooms, I always arrange for Mick to have a connecting room with his favorite guitar player down the hall from the rest of the Stones.


  I won't ever forget the night in Chicago when I casually walked in on one of Mick's parties. The room bounced wildly with the rock of a Rolling Stones' album. A fourteen-year-old, freckle-faced, red-haired girl sat huddled in a corner, naked, inhaling hashish. A coal-black nude girl with glistening flower-oil scented skin hung her long sweeping inky hair over Jagger and his glistening, ripped body. Strobe lights flashed through colored glass and twisted rainbows splashed on the walls. It was a scene from Dante's Inferno. It was hard rock and hard drugs.


  "The cows are dying down there, Scotti. There's going to be hell to pay. The farmers say that their stock is dying of hardware from the 'freaks,'" yells Tommy over the roar of the droning chopper blades.


  "Hardware?" I ask. I'm half-listening, still trying to figure out how I'm going to protect the Stones.


  "Yeah. Cows will do that. They'll eat just about anything. Barbed wire, nails. You know. Stuff like that. But now when they cut them open, they find beer cans, bottles, needles, spoons, and knives. You name it and they eat it. The radio says there's going to be 300,000 of those kids down there by the time the show starts."


  "Hardware? That's a damn shame," I say. "Let's go back, Tommy. Get me back to Frisco. Who the hell ever expected a scene like this? I haven't even started to secure the hotel yet. How the hell am I going to protect that psycho Jagger with a mob like this? He thinks he's Jesus Christ and these are his disciples."


  MIKE SCOTTI


  At every concert date, I would personally install traps in the rooms that the Stones occupied. I was like an artist. I used drills, saws, nails, and paint to create undetectable hiding places for their "valuables." I never asked. I never mentioned it and I was never told what the "valuables" were. But I knew what went into those traps. I left a trail of traps for stashing drugs in some of the most prestigious hotels in the United States. It was a work of art. It's my secret. While the Stones were under my protection, they were never busted as they had been before. Hell, I eat, breathe, and live deception all my life. "You gotta know it if you're gonna stop it." That's why the Howard Morris Agency gave me the job. That, and a word from some Friends of Friends.


  I have standing orders to my men: "Protect the Stones, but never hurt the kids in the crowd." It isn't easy, but my guys do it. And they do it the best.


  But Mick, whom I love like my own kid almost, is a problem at times. He's a prima donna, if you know what I mean. For this concert, he insisted on coming here three days early so that he could touch his fans. It was his idea to do something nice for the kids. He is a generous guy. It's his mystique that allures the other entertainers to perform at a day of free rock and roll. But not all of the fans are predictable. Yesterday, as he was mingling with the crowd with me at his side, a fist flew out from between two girls and smashed into Mick's face. His nose shot blood out all over his face. Man, we grabbed him and I almost threw him into the chopper that I always have waiting, and we got the hell out of there fast.


  And still after that, he wanted to throw rose petals down on the crowd while he flew overhead. He settled for 1,000 roses instead. Like Caesar, he helped throw out the flowers from the chopper one at a time to a screaming crowd.


  * * *


  CONCERT DAY


  MIKE SCOTTI


  I look at 300,000 people. They are a sea of mad humanity. I see bodies writhing and bouncing, flesh to flesh, sweat to sweat. Legs and torsos roll in the trampled hay making love. The air is smoke, bottom sounds, and orgasm. The crusty farm topsoil shakes beneath the sneakers, boots, and sandals of an army of rock fans.


  The sun rises and I see some of the sleeping worshippers wake up. From 7:00 AM there is continuous music. The Stones take the stage at 1:00 AM the next morning. I see candy-colored lights and an audience stoned out of its mind. I watch the show with my security officers from the side, front, and backstage areas. During the daylight shows I have received reports that members of the Hells Angels motorcycle club who were stoned on drugs were attacking kids in the audience. Mick Jagger and the Stones refuse to perform unless the beatings are stopped.


  One of my men arranges a meeting for me and the leader of the Angels. We walk to a clearing behind the stage. My eighteen-passenger helicopter stands ready behind us.


  "I'm Scotti. My people tell me you're out here to break heads. I don't want to believe that."


  The leader spins a toothpick over and over between his teeth.


  "That's those hippie disc jockeys. They're full of shit!"


  "That may be, but my people are here to protect the group. The Stones won't go on unless the guys in black jackets stop breaking heads."


  The leader swaggers back and forth looking down at the grass, from side to side. I know he has heard the rumors that I am connected with the New York mob syndicate.


  "Yeah, well, it looks like you got your hands full, man. Those trip tents look like emergency wards full of freaks."


  "They were set up for O.D.s, not broken heads. Sit on your people or the Stones don't go on," I answer.


  "Look, Scotti. There are 800 Angels here to listen to some good music and have a big high. Three hundred thousand freaks are causing the trouble. They're looking to tear down the stage. We're here to make sure that they don't. So some get hurt."


  "I'll worry about the stage and the groups. You keep your guys under control. Do we understand each other?"


  "I'll go along with that. I understand what you're saying. We don't want nobody hurt either. We ain't animals. That's the trouble with these goddamn people. They got us all wrong, man. We're people, just like everyone else. We got hearts and brains. We bleed if we get cut. We ain't looking for no trouble and we ain't goin' to start none. Just looking for highs, man. You know, highs." He stretches his hands up toward the diamonds in the black sky. On his back is a satanic red face.


  "Listen, don't give me any of that bullshit. Save it for the press and for the heat. I don't give a fuck what you and your 800 goons screw around with here. Just don't hurt anybody. Leave the kids alone and we'll all walk away from this thing in the morning in one piece. You got that?" I had two big bodyguards on both sides of me. My face was on fire. My heart was a jackhammer in my chest.


  With a toothpick clamped between his front teeth, he agrees. "You got it, man. We ain't here after no kids." He spits the toothpick out onto the grass and walks off into the crowd, flanked by two of his war counselors.


  "This is the craziest damn scene I ever saw," one of my guys says. "Mike, how the hell do we get out of here? You know these freaks ain't going to sit still when the Stones finish. We're going to have to move like a damn freight train to get out of here."


  "It's OK," I say. "Tommy's got the bird spinning now. We'll get all our people on before they finish and then move the group. We'll treat it like every other concert, the same way we've been doing it. Instead of a limo, we have a chopper. When the Stones start the last set, I want those spotlights out. We move the group first. We'll be in the air before they know we're gone."


  I leave and scan the crowd. People are screaming in front of the stage. Some are deeply inhaling from pipes, eyes rolling back into their hollow heads, leaving only almond-shaped sockets. I give the nod to my three other men. Mick Jagger and the Stones take the stage. In forty-five minutes, the show will be over. In thirty minutes, the group's girlfriends and support staff will be on board the big, brown army-type helicopter. It was built to carry eighteen people. At the end of the concert, the Stones will be cordoned off by security and retreat at once to the chopper. They will have to outrun the crowd. The sound systems will be left behind. A token, a tribute to the fans. Sound systems are expendable. Human lives aren't.


  "I don't like it, Mike," one of my guys says. "I got a bad feeling. I think we ought to move now."


  "No way," I say. "They've got to finish. We have to wait. We've got no choice. Keep your eyes open and keep on the horn if you see anything. As long as things stay like this, we let them finish. Hell, they came over 3,000 miles just to finish it. It's like the end of a pilgrimage for Mick and these people. Look at them. They think they're in Mecca or something. Would you take away their prophet? Not me, man. Keep your finger on the button and call me if you have to."


  I see him nervously squeeze his walkie-talkie. It's his only link to sanity and civilization.


  Deep in the crowd is Meredith Hunter. He is an eighteen-year-old black fan. He sings and waves his hands wildly. He had traveled to Altamont just to hear and see the people who made all the records that he had bought.


  And it was free. All it will cost him is his life.


  The crowd cheers as the Stones grow more primeval with their music. In the heat of the roar, Hunter reaches into the pocket of his jacket and takes out a .38 caliber handgun. Slashing into the air with his right hand and gun high, he races through the crowd straight at the Stones. When he gets to the stage, he points the gun at Mick Jagger and jabs it in time to the music.


  My walkie-talkie screams: "Holy shit! There's a crazy sonofabitch with a gun out right in front of the stage. He's gonna shoot Mick."


  I scream back, "Get those guys out of there! Tommy, pick that bird up just as we get there. We'll jump in. Get those guys out! I don't care if you have to carry them!"


  Guitars drop, twanging an eerie resonance through the amplifiers. People draw back from Meredith Hunter. He starts spinning around, singing and screaming, flailing his revolver at the crowd. Girls shriek. People stumble and Hunter's eyes are shining yellow lights. He dances in a consuming fever, oblivious to the crowd. He is swallowed by paradise.


  The open space around him grows larger, expanding as people push out and run away from the maniac with the gun. Young girls fall. Their faces are stepped on by boots digging for a foothold. A group of Hells Angels and their girlfriends race into the center of the circle. Four black motorcycle jackets grab Hunter and rip the gun from his hands. Girls tear at his hair. Fingernails rip into his cheeks and twenty-five members of the Hells Angels beat and club Meredith Hunter to death with pool cues. A switchblade pierces his lung and heart. Three hundred thousand people go insane and Meredith Hunter dies as he wanted to live—singing. His gun wasn't loaded. He had just lost control of his enthusiasm.


  Altamont is a riot. A war scene of pasture and barbed wire, of trampling and of death.


  We all race to Tommy and the chopper, the Stones stumbling in front of us. Cheering groupie faces urge them on through windows from inside the bird. Faster and faster. Girlfriends for a day. Run, more speed, before somebody gets a hand on us. Run before our clothes become shredded souvenirs. Run before they kill us all.


  Tommy has the chopper a foot off the grass trying to set off a wind stream to disperse the crowd. But the nose won't lift up. It kisses the ground. It's too heavy. Much too much weight. The tail blades waver, slowly floating from side to side, one foot off the ground. The chopper has filled with kids who are after the Stones. They are even hanging on the fuselage. Jagger reaches the door and turns toward the onrushing throng. He reaches into the crowd and pulls his drummer from the arms and hands of screaming fans. Two panicked musicians jump into the aircraft. The rest of the Stones are stuffed through the doorway, layer by layer, by me and my guys. Fans force their way through the door and grab on to everyone and everything. Girls sit on the landing struts.


  Tommy revs up the engines, trying to take off. The wind crashes down in a jet stream, scattering most of the crowd. There's still too much weight. We can't lift off. A voice booms: "Those crazy bastards, they're going to kill us all!"


  I yell, "Throw those mothers off the struts! Let's do it now or they're going to tear us into little pieces!"


  Tommy keeps the props at lift-off velocity and six pairs of steel arms peel and rip people off the outside of the chopper. The bird lifts up four feet and Tommy motions thumbs-up. My six guys jump back in and the brown bird very slowly gains altitude. Two diehards still hang on and cling to the lower grid work. I reach down to grab the hand of a young blonde girl in a red T-shirt. Across her chest is printed in big white letters: I'M STONED ON THE STONES. Twenty feet off the ground in the early-morning black sky she reaches for my hand, which will pull her to safety. An air pocket jolts the chopper and she loses her hold. She falls, back down into the smoky lights below, like a star burned out. The other hanger-on holds fast and makes the trip on a strut. He survives his open-air flight and near-crash landing at San Francisco airport.


  We deplane. Bewildered strangers, rock stars, groupies, and bodyguards leave a concert and fields of ruin behind.


  HOSTEL ROOM, SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA


  MICLE PALEROM


  "It was crazy, Augie, I never saw anything like it. Three hundred thousand kids goin' crazy, out of their minds. All because some crazy black guy from Watts pulled a gun on Mick in the middle of the concert. The damn piece wasn't even loaded. The guy was just having a good time. He was stoned out of his mind. He couldn't have hurt a fly. Then the Hells Angels grabbed him and beat the shit out of him with pool cues. Let me tell you, it was a hairy situation."


  Augie Coletti couldn't believe what I was telling him. Mick Jagger, Keith Richards, and the rest of The Rolling Stones and me and my men had just been through one of the scariest times of our lives.


  Mick kidded about it, saying, in his British accent, that the kids were just having a good time.


  "The Hells Angels were running security for the crowd. And, as you know, I've been doing my job to provide security for the Stones. And we haven't had any problems until now. We never had a problem until Altamont. And even that wasn't our problem. Our security was good. I had a chopper in back of the stage waiting to lift us out fast after Mick and the boys finished.


  "I tell you, Augie, Mick Jagger is something else. He insisted on coming to the concert three days early so that he could walk around and shake hands with his fans. He wanted to do something nice for the kids. I couldn't stop him. I know you understand. Well, one day as he's walking through the kids, some bastard punches him in the face and bloodies his nose. I whisk him out by chopper and get him fixed up. He laughs and says that it comes with the territory.


  "Then he wants to fly over the crowd and throw rose petals down on them from the air. He settles for 1,000 white roses and we do it. I tell you, he had me running around like crazy covering his ass.


  "The place was packed with kids with knapsacks, women breast-feeding and carrying babies like papooses, overnight cases, tents, 300,000, they say, all on a 100-acre meadow. They had 'trip' tents set up for those who overdosed. The kids were having the times of their lives. The tents were staffed by hyped-up hippie physicians. There were ambulances running back and forth. And it was all free.


  "I got with me six cops from Ross Simon's Bronx D.A.'s detachment. They've got steel shoulders. Big, strong guys. Only the best. My old partner, Richie, is with the D.A. now and he made the arrangements. Neat, eh? This bastard Simon is after my ass and I got his cops working for me in off-the-job security 3,000 miles away in San Francisco. If he ever finds out, he's going to crawl up the wall.


  "The air is thick with marijuana and the Hells Angels are running crowd control and some biker gang is beating up kids with pool cues and chains. They're filling up the ambulances too. Mick and the boys say they're not going on until the beatings stop so I have a talk with the leader of the Angels and we come to an agreement. He thinks I'm mob-connected from back East, so I get some respect. Everywhere I look, there's cocaine, bennies, amphetamines, barbiturates, LSD, mescaline, hashish, and grass. You name it. It's like a scene from hell. You really put me in the hot seat with this one, Augie. But I got everybody out OK.


  "I took care of the Stones all through the tour. I made these 'traps,' you know the kind, in all the hotel rooms we stayed at so that the boys could keep their 'valuables' in there so we could keep the cops off our backs. I used drills, saws, nails, and paint to make them. I didn't want any trouble with the cops like they got into before. And these guys would party every day and night with all the groupies that followed us around the country. It was one wild time. I thought I had seen everything on the NYPD but this tour really opened my eyes. It's a completely different world that these people live in. I don't see how they do it."


  Augie just listens. What can he say? He raises the occasional eyebrow.


  "So just before the Stones go on, there's a mad sea of people bouncing around and making love right out in the open all over the place. Really rolling in the hay. The whole farm shook like an earthquake was starting.


  "You know these guys think my name is Mike Scotti. I want to keep my personal life quiet. I got my men all around back and front of the stage. The Stones go on and the crowd goes crazy. Everything's good until this one black guy from Watts stumbles down to the front of the stage and starts waving a gun, aiming it at Mick while he's singing and pulling the trigger. It's not loaded. Mick doesn't see the guy until the crowd grabs him and beats the hell out of him. I hear the guy got killed. Poor bastard. He was just having a good time. He didn't know what he was doing.


  "The place breaks out into a riot. People are running everywhere. They storm the stage. I had the chopper warming up so we pack the Stones and their girlfriends in and take off and get the hell out of there. Kids are hanging on the struts. We can hardly lift off until they start to lose their grip and fall off. It was like war. The kids left all their instruments on the stage. We were lucky to get out in one piece. But I did it, Augie."


  Augie Coletti looks at me like I'm telling him some kind of a fairy tale. He's in from New York to take care of business and visit with me and The Rolling Stones. He even brought a doll along with him and she thinks she's in heaven when she meets Mick and Keith. They are perfect gentlemen. She flips over their accents. They flip over her figure. She's one sharp dame.


  Augie sucks on his Cuban Macanudo Madura cigar, blows dirty brown circles in the air, sighs, and nods his head up and down as if he's going to say something really important, and he does with a soft whisper.


  "Mike, I gotta tell you, you did one helluva job. Nobody could have done it better. I'm very happy. I'm glad everything worked out OK. I know you have to get back for that business you have back home. I got somebody else to fill in for you. I got good things happening, and when you're all finished with your business and you beat this thing, I got a lotta doors I'm gonna open for you."


  "Hey, Augie, you did enough already and I appreciate it. But one step at a time. I'll be seeing you when I get back home and we'll talk."


  "Mike, one last thing. Carmine wants to see you first thing when you get back tomorrow. I know it's important. He won't talk about it. That's how I know."


  "OK. I'll get the first plane out in the morning."


  "Good. And tonight we party. See you at eight."


  * * *


  INTROSPECTUS


   


  MALOCCHIO


  The evil eye. The curse of the cornuto, cast to inflict pain, terror, and death upon an enemy.


  Malocchio lurks in the hills of Sicily. It slithers and crawls throughout the world, through the forests and swamps, into castles and hovels, into the hearts and minds of any man or woman, no matter how rich or poor. Wealth cannot buy deliverance from the Black Curse of the Evil Eye. There is only one release.


  For over two centuries, a small fieldstone building has stood upon a windswept bluff in Camastra, overlooking the blue Mediterranean, a panorama before it. A view sensed unseen of ancient Greece, Crete, Sparta, and Mount Olympus; a silent penetration into the heart of Buddha and Mohammed; a glance across to the deep and mysterious dark secrets of voodoo. This church has stood for over two centuries as the Savior of last resort against evil, a place for a holy communion with God.


  One man knelt among the hand-hewn pews. At forty-seven years old, he was a youngster to this ancient citadel of lost hope. The hands that had mortared its stone and planed its wood had long ago returned to the dust of the earth. Those hands had left a legacy beyond price, a transcendence to the Divine.


  Bright sunlight filtered through stained-glass windows, painting a muted panoply of jeweled colors upon the marble floors and holy altar. A stillness and reverence spread out from the tabernacle and embraced the man. There was another presence within the holy walls, a sacred presence just beyond touch but not beyond feeling. Michael Palermo, for the first time in his life, felt the warm hand of his God upon his shoulder. He had never needed God before, at least not the way he needed Him now. He had come to the end of the road, and the road had led him back to Sicily and to the Camastra of his parents, to the rich soil where seeds grow and flourish; back to the generations of his ancestors, generations that held the answer to the arcane curse of malocchio. He had come to this church to fight the Prince of Darkness.


  For one hour he prayed in a way he had forgotten—in a way he had not really ever learned. For he prayed this day with his heart, with his soul, and with his life. This was the last day, the last chance to break the chain of misfortunes that plagued him; to cure the pain of knives slicing into his brain; to remove the hot needles sizzling and pricking his mind; to release the tightness around his throat, the grip that was choking him, the Black Hand that would destroy him.


  He had heard of malocchio many times before. He had seen the ceremony of exorcism when he was a young boy. In the back of his Uncle Aldo's grocery store in East Harlem, he had seen the lady dressed in black draw the curse from his uncle. He had hidden behind sacks of coffee beans and watched as the ugly black demon was dragged out of Zio Aldo. There was a great screaming and crying and the lady almost died. But she survived and Uncle Aldo lived.


  Michael Palermo sat with his God, afraid to sit with a lady in black who could drive out demons. He was afraid of the monster that would erupt and leave his mind and his body; afraid that it would roam the world to torment someone else; afraid that the lady would die.


  He could pray no more. There was a limit to everything, even for time praying with God. He felt some relief as he genuflected before the altar. With reverence, his shoes gently patted the marble floor as he left his sanctuary. He walked, and breathed, and lived as his parents and grandparents had done, as his ancestors had done. Now they were only ghosts. Perhaps they would walk beside him. Yes, he could feel them. He felt strength returning. He walked where they had walked, breathed the same air, seen the same mountains, the same sky, the same sea, the same earth and the church—the same church where they had been baptized and been purified before burial.


  It was tradition that walked with Michael Palermo. It was the will and wisdom of the past that led him to the house of his cousin, Anna Palermo, the lady in black, the lady with the power to fight malocchio.


  Somewhere in his past, there must have been a word, a gesture, or, as some say, perhaps even the sprinkling of some dried blood by an enemy who spelled the crushing pain of malocchio on Michael Palermo. Or did he perhaps bring the curse upon himself?


  The door of Anna's house was open. As he entered, she was waiting for him.


  "Michael, I knew you would be coming to see me now. I had a feeling."


  "Anna, I don't know how or why, but I'm here. I was walking, feeling good. And I just followed my feet and, well, I'm here. I would like to talk."


  Anna wore a belted black dress. It could have been a dress from the fourteenth century, for here in this little village things changed very slowly. People were reluctant to give up the ways of the past, the ways that worked.


  "Come with me, Cousin." Anna led him into a small room. It was a tiny chapel with pictures of saints on the walls. At a little altar, a statue of the Blessed Mother held her infant son. On the stone wall above, a crucifix held him in death. Anna Palermo, at this moment in time, held life and death in her hands. It was a moment that never was and never would be again.


  They sat at a table in the center of the room. Anna lit a small candle. The flame flickered and lapped at its red glass. Their faces turned scarlet in candlelight. She poured a drink into two glasses.


  "Today you are with family, Cousin, and I will help you. I know you are troubled and through the power of God, I will help you, for it is through Him that we have the life and the power. Let us drink some Strega.


  "Strega. The name means 'Witch.' It stings the mouth and throat. Feel how hot it is and how it burns as we swallow. It is also very sweet. It smells like flowers.


  "Now that you are warm inside, relax. Breathe in deeply and let me look into your eyes."


  Anna's eyes burned red as she looked into Michael's mind. He sat with his arms on the table, his hands clasped before him. He could not move. The air floated in trance.


  "We shall see if there is a malocchio on your head," she whispered as she placed a drop of oil in a saucer of water before her. The two cousins watched as the oil beaded into a ball. It writhed in the water, changing shape. The drop moved as a snake, a gold strand, wiggling and coiling into a snail, then a man, and finally into a face, a face with horns—Satan.


  Tears fell from Michael's eyes and he began to cry. Anna dropped her head into her hands, drained of strength.


  Slowly she regained her composure, emptied the water and oil into a bowl, and said hoarsely, "Michael, I have done this many times and never have I seen a malocchio so strong. Never before have I seen the face of Satan. Tell me, my cousin, what has brought such a force upon you? Are you a killer of children? A stealer of wives? A Soldier of Satan? What have you done to make you like this?"


  Michael closed his eyes, spilling the tears of the past over his cheeks. His teeth bit his lower lip, and he answered very slowly, as if he were very far away, at a distance of many years ago.


  "I did what many people did, and they were honored as I was. I also did other things and still I am not sure why. I've often asked myself if, in my life, I've acted because I wanted to help others or because I wanted to help myself. It's like the doctor who heals people and then is paid with money and with respect. Now this is respect with honor. I was paid with money and with respect. This was not only the respect of honor but also of fear. If I have a malocchio on my head, I can only believe it is because at times I sought the respect that comes from fear and from power. Perhaps this is the way of a Soldier of Satan. I don't know. But if this is so, then the malocchio comes from within me. Even of this I am not sure. In a life such as mine, one can never be sure."


  Anna just listened, nodding as he spoke, feeling the words, experiencing what he felt, bringing his torment inside her slowly, ever so slowly. From a saucer of warm oil, she chanted a prayer in Sicilian, half to herself and half in a whisper. Her thumb touched the oil and she reached out over the candle to mark a cross in oil on Michael's forehead. With more oil she crossed his temples and then each eyelid. Face to face, she concentrated and they locked minds.


  A tension seized the air, a heaviness. Anna's eyelids became lead leaves and they began to close. Her face twitched around the eyes and mouth. Her cheeks sucked inward, drawing upon the spirit in her cousin's head. She yawned deeply, becoming very tired. Tears began to fall from her eyes. Michael's eyes opened wide with relief. He watched Anna, scarcely believing what he saw and how much better he felt. The candle dimmed and almost snuffed out as she lifted both her arms. With fingers outstretched, she grabbed at him slowly and pulled her arms toward her. With empty fists, she felt the malocchio draw out of him and sink into her chest. And then suddenly she collapsed onto the table.


  "My God!" screamed Michael. "Not her, God! Don't take her! Let her live! Please let her live. Take me! I'm the one." He pressed his hand to her neck, feeling for a pulse. She was alive. Weak but alive.


  "Anna," he whispered into her ear. "It's all right. It's Michael. It's over, Anna. It's all over."


  Her pulse beat stronger and she opened her eyes. Michael helped her up. Together they walked.


  "There is one thing I must do," she said softly. "Wait for me back at the table. I'll be all right." She entered the bathroom and forcibly retched the Black Curse out of her. Her cousin twinged as he heard the agony of her ordeal. He knew she was in deep pain. She returned, exhausted.


  "I'm sorry, Anna. I didn't want this for you. I never should have come here and brought this into your life."


  "Michael, that's what family is for. To help each other. It's good you have come to me. You never could have lived with that. I've never felt such a force before. Are you feeling better?"


  "My pain is gone. I feel like I did when I was a boy."


  "There's just one more thing to do," she said as she took a new saucer of water and placed a drop of oil into it. The drop did not move. It remained a round gold ball. The malocchio was gone. It was cast back into the days of many years ago, into the years of the stories of the life of Michael Palermo.


  CHAPTER 1


   


  The city gave me a living. A city of parasites and fat cows all living on each other. It took cops to make it work. Without cops, it would all be chaos and everything would grind to a halt. Without cops, the biggest guns would take over and be on the top. And the biggest guns would be bought by the people with the most money. Come to think of it, that's the way it is today. The cops protect the big money for the people in power. They keep the little guy from grabbing it all. They keep the little guy down and the big guy up.


  Those cops on the job. They're little guys. They're keeping themselves down and they don't know it.


  * * *


  RYAN


  I started on the job in 1953, and right from the get-go I ran into corruption. It was right after I shipped out of Korea and the Marines that I met Lieutenant Ryan. I had just filed my application for the police department and I was having a beer in the Bottiglia Tavern on Quimby and Castle Hill Avenue. My buddy Angelo Poppi was a detective, and he was the one who introduced me to Lieutenant Ryan. As Ryan and I talked, I remember seeing Angie standing in the pantry nook with his arms around one of the waitresses. He pulled the curtain shut. Poppi really had big balls in those days. He could score anywhere, even in a restaurant at peak business hours. I always figured that that had something to do with him getting his gold shield. He was a popular guy.


  Anyway, when he found out I was trying to make the department, this Lieutenant Ryan and I became good buddies for the evening. Then he made me a deal I couldn't believe. For 500 bucks he was going to guarantee that I pass the police test. He had friends in high places. He said that after he greased a few doors, I could walk right on in. He guaranteed that I'd pass or he'd give me my money back. I couldn't lose, he said.


  Ryan was a heavyset, muscular, tough Irish cop. His eyes danced as he spoke and he spoke like he had kissed the Blarney. He was a perfect salesman and, like he said, 500 bucks was like buying an insurance policy. I told him I'd think about it. I didn't tell him that I needed time to figure out his angle. Everybody had an angle. The Marines had taught me that.


  It was while walking home that night that I kept seeing Ryan's face in the street lamps. He was saying, "For 500 bucks, I guarantee you'll pass. I'm not trying to rip you, kid. You've got nothing to lose."


  All the street lamps were talking and laughing just like Ryan. I figured he must have big connections downtown. He could get rich helping guys like me. If he helped enough guys, he could retire with big bucks. If he helped everybody, he couldn't lose, and that's when I realized that Ryan couldn't lose no matter what happened. He takes the money, does nothing, and if the guy passes the test, Ryan's made 500 bucks. If the guy fails, then Ryan gives him his money back. What a deal!


  A few days later, I thanked Angelo Poppi for the introduction and told him that from then on, he could keep friends like Ryan to himself.


  THE TEST


  I passed the written test on my own and without any help from Ryan. Then I just had to take the physical. I was still in good shape from Korea, so the only problem I could see was the height and weight requirement. You see, I had to be at least five-feet-eight inches tall and weigh at least 135 pounds. I needed a quarter-inch in height that I didn't have. I also didn't weigh 135 pounds. I had two strikes against me.


  Some of the guys who worked with Poppi told me that if I stuffed myself with bananas and water just before being weighed, that would put on the three pounds that I needed. Other guys said that if I slept on the floor at night, the discs in my spine wouldn't compress and I could pick up the quarter-inch I needed. They said that people get a little shorter as they walk around all day long and gravity squeezes the cartilage discs in the spine. Well, I'll tell you, I was willing to try anything. I really wanted to be a cop. Not only did I sleep on the floor on the night before the physical, but I even got dressed while laying on the floor. Poppi took the backseat out of the station wagon, and he and another buddy carried me down and laid me on the floor in the back of the car.


  Now you've got to picture this. I'm lying there on my back and the only thing I can see is the ceiling of the car, and I'm stuffed to the throat with bananas and water. All through the heavy traffic I can hear myself sloshing from side to side and from front to rear. I start to get seasick. Like I'm on a banana boat or something.


  When we get downtown I can't walk too much because I don't want to lose the bananas and the quarter-inch. I get inside quick, sign in, and hit the hard bench outside the examining room. I'm going to lay there on my back until they call me. A lot of little guys had done the same thing before. Some of them passed the physical, and some didn't. Now, while I'm waiting there for my name to be called, I start to get these real bad cramps in my insides. I try to hold them back, but they won't stop. They keep pushing hard. And nobody calls my name. I only need a few more minutes. But then my guts begin to heave and I can't wait. I can't hold it. I run down the hall like a crazy man and I lose three pounds in the men's room. Then, wouldn't you know it, as soon as I get back they call my name.


  Inside I strip and get on the machine. First, they measure my height. And I tell you I never stretched so hard in my life. I never wanted anything so bad as to be five-eight. I needed what other people took for granted. There are two switch buttons that my heels have to keep pressed down. I feel like I'm made of elastic, straining, stretching, just to reach that rod with my head. My muscles start to hurt. I can feel the tendons and ligaments give a little. Let me touch, God, and I'll do anything you want. A novena. Anything. I touch and the attendant says, "You're five-eight." Whew!


  Now for the scale. If only I hadn't lost those goddamn bananas. I should have eaten cotton and glue.


  I get on the scale and the weight slides along the bar in front of me. One hundred and thirty-three pounds. The damn bananas! I don't make the weight. I figure it's all over. But after everything I had gone through to get on that damn scale in the first place, I'm not going to walk away like a damn fool. I turn to the attendant and ask him very quietly, "Would you mind adding two pounds to that?"


  The guy looks at me, kind of surprised. I think I've blown it for sure. Then he shrugs and says, "Sure, what the hell is two pounds anyway?"


  I'm 135 and five-eight. And I always thought that it was kind of funny, that in spite of everything else that had happened to me before—the Harlem streets as a kid, the two wars I was in, the shrapnel in my leg, the written police test—that it was only that one judgment call, that one executive decision, that one white lie that made Mike Palermo a cop.


  THE FIRST ACT OF CORRUPTION


  I remember my first week on the job, in the "bag." It was a hot day in May. As I walked, I had to be careful not to step in the tar that was melting in the frying sun; not to stick in the pink and white, flat button-blobs of chewing gum that the neighborhood kids had spit out; not to skid on the dog droppings that littered the steaming sidewalk and gutters. Beads of perspiration melted from my open pores and I tried to walk in the shadows of the buildings. I twirled my nightstick and jabbed at the low black-iron railings that surrounded the tenements.


  Clang! Clang! Bing, bang, clang! Boy, I thought, I've got rhythm just like those black mothers on the front stoops. I whistled a catchy trolley tune as I chimed the musical rails, and I smiled to the natives as I passed them. At 138th Street I watched this big, black car with a white guy driving run a red light, real blatant-like, like he owned the road. He came down the street right at me. Great, I thought, here was my first moving violation. Just what I needed.


  As I jumped into the tarry street and waved him down, I could feel the eyes of the stoop bunnies sticking in my back. Hell, I felt like I was on a stage, an actor, like Pat O'Brien, except O'Brien was Irish. The glossy new black Buick pulled over right in front of the tenement stoop. It was stuck with people in sleeveless pullover blouses, patchy skirts and trousers, curlered hair sticking through babushkas, and always the kinky, greased, slapped-back black hair and always the native scent of sweating indolence. In front of them all, I stepped up to the car. I was sweating bullets because of our audience and because of the driver with his annoyed surprised white face.


  "May I see your driver's license and registration, please, sir?" My audience snickered behind me. The guy handed me his wallet. I should have known something was wrong right then and there. "No, sir! Please take them out of the wallet." The guy looked at me, surprised.


  "Listen, Officer, trouble like this I don't need. I know there's a light there, but why shouldn't you take the wallet and take what you want?"


  "Sir, please take your license and registration out."


  "OK, Officer. All right. Here you are."


  I grasped the documents, but he didn't let go.


  "Look, Officer, what good is it going to do you or me if you give me a ticket? You give me a ticket, I'll have to pay $5 to City Hall. That does no good for you or for me. Why should City Hall get rich? Listen, why don't you take a chicken?"


  He wouldn't let go of his license. "A chicken? Where's a chicken?" I asked in surprise as my eyes searched the car.


  "I've got a nice chicken for you. Look, everybody takes one. Why should you be different? A ticket I'll pay and you'll get nothing. But a chicken, you'll have, you'll enjoy. You have a family? I'll give you a BIG chicken. I own the chicken market around the corner. Please, take a chicken."


  "What's the name of your chicken market, Mr. Fleisher?"


  "Fleisher's Chicken Market. What else? And it's kosher. But it doesn't matter. You'll enjoy. Everybody takes one. Come see me later."


  I felt a tickle, a light tremble, and before I knew it I was howling in a big belly laugh. The stoops behind me were giggling.


  "Mr. Fleisher, get the hell out of here, but watch yourself. If I stop you again, you won't just get a warning from me." I found myself cordially patting him on the shoulder as he stuffed his bulky wallet inside his jacket. A streetwise merchant with chickens for bribes. It was so funny to me at the time that he deserved to be let go.


  "Thank you, Officer, and I'll be waiting for you later. Don't forget. A nice BIG chicken."


  I really had no intention of going to get that damn bird, but fate must have been at work because, near the end of my shift, I found myself in front of Fleisher's Chicken Market. What the hell, I thought. I'm here. I might as well go in and say hello. As I entered and closed the glass door behind me, Fleisher's eye caught mine. The sawdust chips on the floor flew in all directions as he half-bounced and half-slid across the room toward me.


  "Just a minute, Officer, and I'll have a nice chicken for you."


  With that, he reached into a smelly wooden crate and hoisted a large black and speckled white, gurgling sputtering bird out by the neck. The chicken flashed its claws in a wild running motion and screeched. With feathers flying, Fleisher brushed past me into the back room where a yarmulked rabbi stood with a long, narrow, razor-sharp knife. I wanted to stop them, but the words never came out. They stuck like a lump in my throat. I felt a goose-pimply twinge as the rabbi held the feathers by the feet, slashed the chicken's throat, and thrust him headfirst into a large wooden funnel. His legs kicked, and feathers flew up from the flapping, poor, doomed bird. After the blood drained and the flapping stopped, my supper was handed to a young boy who worked in front of a steamy, stinking hot water kettle. After a short dunk in the cauldron, he quickly plucked the bird and Mr. Fleisher neatly covered it in light brown wrapping paper and stuffed it into a brown paper bag.


  "It's a beauty, Officer. You'll love it. You'll enjoy. You did the right thing, Officer. Now, I know you can't go into the station house with a chicken in a bag, so when you're finished work you come back here and pick it up."


  I nodded, thanked him, and went to the station house to sign out. I felt a little funny. I had just witnessed a murder. Sure, it was only a chicken. And I was going to eat it. I wondered if Fleisher thought he owned me and had me in his pocket for a chicken. Oh, what the hell.


  I got out of uniform and returned to the market. As Fleisher handed me the chicken, I quipped, "Are you sure this is kosher?"


  He winked and answered, "Sure it's kosher; everybody takes a chicken."


  That damn chicken was the toughest damn big old soup rooster I ever had. How the hell did I know that I shouldn't have broiled it on the grill? We could hardly eat it. I'm convinced that five hours of boiling wouldn't have made any difference.


  That was my first act of corruption on the job. A tough old chicken and a savvy old merchant. Corrupt or not, everybody on the force knew it was "kosher."


  THE AMBER LIGHT


  I was eight weeks on the force and Sergeant Halloran's driver, Tommy Lynch, was out sick. I got his seat that night. It was a drizzly, wet night in August. I remember how the traffic lights had a misty halo about them as they burned. Red, amber, green, like a Christmas ornament. I checked out the car and waited for Sergeant Halloran. I had never had much to do with him before this day, but I had heard from some of the guys that he was into whiskey and bucks. I was supposed to drive and not remember too much of anything that I saw that evening. "Just play it cool with 'Hollerin' Halloran'," they said.


  "OK, Palermo, let's get the hell out of here," piped Halloran. "Do you know where Sullivan's be, lad?"


  "Sure, Sarge."


  "Well, let's go see O'Leary and be sure he's havin' no trouble. It's a wet night and there's some that's a bit dry in the throat on a warm, piddlin' night like this. O'Leary will be glad to see us."


  I drove, mouth closed, eyes and ears open. Halloran settled into the bench seat and slipped his legs and body forward so that his head and neck could rest on the seat back. He made himself at home. After all, I guess this was his second home. Why shouldn't he relax and enjoy it? Eight hours of work, eight hours of sleep, two hours of traveling time to the job. That left only six hours with his family. He spent more waking time doing police work than with his wife and kids. Sure, relax, Halloran, make yourself at home. You've got a chauffeur, an easy chair, a rocking car to lull away your problems. What the hell else could you want?


  "Very nice, me boy, now hop in there to Sulli's and pick up my flute from O'Leary. Tell 'em I send my best and may the green always be with him—and with me, too, of course. But don't tell him that last part. Let him say it so that we can be sure things are well with him."


  "I'll give him your best, Sarge," I said.


  "No, son!" Halloran laughed. "Let him give you HIS best."


  I didn't know for sure exactly what he meant. What the hell did he want with a flute anyway? I hope he's not going to blow an Irish jig all night long in the car. Poor old Lynch. Maybe that's why he's out sick. I should have brought along earmuffs. That would be some helluva sight. An Irish sergeant tooting a flute, and a Sicilian driver wearing earmuffs. It wouldn't work. I'd just have to pretend I liked his playing and get him to play Santa Lucia.


  "Hi, I'm looking for O'Leary," I announced to the man behind the bar.


  "I'm he," said the red-haired, scarlet-cheeked bartender. His eyes beamed and his lips smiled, lightly curled at the corners.


  He slapped two heavy-boned hands, palms down on the bar top. "What can I do for you, Officer?"


  "I've come for Sergeant Halloran's flute," I answered, not knowing what the hell I was really saying.


  "Ah, Sergeant Hal's got a new driver, does he? Where's Tommy Lynch tonight, home, nice and dry?" O'Leary glanced over my shoulder at the window and when I saw his eye wink I realized that Halloran had waved an OK from the squad car at the curb.


  As I was told, I recited, "The sergeant says to tell you, 'May the green always be with you.'"


  "May the green always be with him," O'Leary responded as he pulled a six-ounce fluted, amber-colored Coca-Cola bottle out from under the bar. He put it in a little brown paper bag along with an envelope. Would you care for a little something, Officer?"


  "No thanks, O'Leary. Not when I'm on the job. But I appreciate the offer."


  O'Leary burst out into a laugh, crashed his palms down on the bar, and chuckled. "Of course not, not on the job. Some other time, then."


  I left, sat behind the wheel, and Halloran put the bag between his thighs. At his direction we drove to a street darkened by vandals' rocks. Rocks that had smashed the streetlights.


  "Park here, Palermo. Keep your eyes and ears open and your mouth shut. I'm going to rest a bit while I plan our tour tonight."


  He took the envelope out of the bag and smoothly slipped it inside his blue brass-buttoned jacket as if he had done it a hundred times before. With the brown bag crinkled and crushed around the fluted bottle, he pressed his lips on the exposed open throat and glugged down his amber delight. I could smell the whiskey. The aroma floated up from the bag, from his lips, even, it seemed, from out of his ears. As I sat watch for the people of the City of New York and for him, he slipped into a snoring sleep and I was in the middle.


  While he slept and I watched, the car got hot and filled with the reek of whiskey. I opened the rear window for ventilation and the mist of rain washed the air clean. The rain sprinkled in lightly and the rear vinyl-covered seats started to smell like an old raincoat. I sat and Halloran slept. After about fifteen minutes the rain finally let up. Carefully, I opened the door to get out and stretch and breathe deeply. But not quietly enough. The snoring stopped and the wily Irish cop opened his left eye like a cat that heard a dry branch crack in a quiet forest.


  "What's up, lad?"


  "Nothin', Sarge. I just wanted to stretch my legs."


  With that, a green Chevy passed through the intersection just as the light was changing from green to amber but not yet to red. Its tires splashed in a large puddle under the light and a spray of multicolored rainbow droplets veiled the air.


  "Get your ass back in here and nail that bastard. He just went through that light," growled Halloran.


  We raced after the Chevy and stopped it two blocks away.


  "Let me see your license and registration."


  "Hey, Officer, have a heart, will ya? If it's about that light back there, it was amber. I made it through while it was amber," pleaded the driver. He was a little guy, dark complexion, black hair, wiry. He could have been my brother. He could have been me.


  "You know you're not supposed to go through an amber light. The light's a warning that the red light's coming on. You're supposed to stop on amber."


  "But I made it through before it turned red. Look, I just got off work at Lincoln Hospital. I work in the emergency ward. It's one in the morning. I was just trying to get home. My wife's waiting up for me. We're having a baby. She works days. We don't get to see each other much. A ticket like this is really going to hurt. It's going to cost me half a day's pay just going to court to answer it. I'll stop at the amber from now on. I promise!" He was begging.


  I felt like God. But then I remembered that God was in the squad car behind me.


  "Just a minute." I went around to the rear of the car to check the license plate with the registration. They matched. I walked up to Sergeant Halloran who was licking the whiskey off his lips.


  "Sarge, this guy's a working man at Lincoln Hospital, and you know the light was amber."


  "Fuck 'em. Write him up. It'll make up for all the red lights he's gone through before. He needs to be taught some manners, lad. This'll be a sort of penance for all his past sins, all his past red lights, or whatever the hell else he's done that was wrong. Write him up! Now! And be quick about it. We've got a lot of ground to cover in the next few hours!" hollered Halloran. His nickname fit him perfectly. As I turned, I knew he was going to finish off his "Coke" flute behind my back. So I gave the little hospital guy a ticket. I didn't tell him that it was presumptuous Father Halloran's penance. I felt like I was giving a summons to myself. The poor guy sure could have been me.


  That night, I was wedged in between an amber flute of whiskey and an amber traffic light. I didn't like it. It wasn't the last time that I'd find myself in the middle.


  THE WIRE


  I remember April 1955. It was a sunny Monday and I was working on 138th Street and Cypress Avenue. A glossy black Chevrolet pulled up across the street from me and parked. I knew it was one of our stripped-down, unmarked jobs. I saw a high-ranking officer in the rear seat. I could see the "eggs" on his cap. What the hell did I do now? I thought, as the uniformed driver walked up to me.


  He said the Chief wanted to know my name. The Chief was a big boss. He was Bronx Borough Commander Ernest Hecter.


  I gave him my name and he got my precinct number off my lapel—40. He thanked me and returned to the car. I watched the glossy black surprise package get lost in traffic.


  The next morning, Commander Hecter called me down to his office. When I got there, there were a bunch of sharply dressed officers working like hell behind their desks. Hecter's second-in-command, Lieutenant Sanford Garelick, asked me if I knew why I was down there. I told him I didn't. And I tell you I was scared stiff. I took a seat and waited for three hours. Finally, Garelick called me into Hecter's office and the three of us sat down at the Commander's desk. The conversation went like this. Commander Hecter began.


  "How'd you ever make this fuckin' job?"


  "I took the test, Sir."


  "I'm not talkin' about that. Are you five-eight?"


  "Yes, sir, I am."


  "And how much do you weigh?"


  "One forty." I wondered if this guy was for real and if he was going to weigh me.


  "Tell me about your background." Hecter seemed a little more cordial.


  "Well, sir, I've got seven years in the Marine Corps."


  "What did you do?"


  "I was in the invasion of Okinawa, got my three stripes, and then went to Korea and got my first Louie bars."


  Hecter threw his arms up in the air and yelled, "The goddamn job's loaded with Marines." Then he smiled like a Cheshire Cat. "What did you do after that?"


  "I worked in Western Electric for a while after I left the service. I helped install telephones."


  "You installed telephones?" Hecter's eyes widened. Garelick looked on with interest.


  "I didn't install them. I used to draw the cables in and hook them into the new crossbar digital system. I was a good wireman. I did a lot of soldering."


  "So you know about telephones. Do you know the color coding?"


  "Yes, sir, I do. Blue, orange, green, brown, slate. That's the color code we used."


  "Good, Palermo. Good. I've got a nice job for you. Do you have any friends on the job?"


  "No, sir. I don't know a soul."


  "Perfect!" Hecter smiled. Garelick beamed.


  The next day, Hecter put me in a basement. It was under a haberdashery store. I was alone with him and a wiretap machine that was tapped into the six pay telephones of the United Cigar Store on 161st Street and River Avenue. It was opposite Yankee Stadium.


  My job was to give Hecter the phone numbers that were dialed from the cigar store. At that point, I didn't realize that I was in the middle of a highly organized gambling operation and that the nine plainclothes men assigned to cover gambling in that district were all on the payroll. As I listened to the phones, I realized that every bookmaker or gambler who went to Yankee Stadium used those phones to call in bets. The calls to the betting parlors came in so fast that I couldn't leave the machine. Finally, I called Hecter. The guy was in heaven. He sounded like Teddy Roosevelt yelling into the telephone: "CHARGE!" And Hecter charged and raided. All the bookies were being cleaned out of the Bronx. Imagine that, all because of one new guy in a store basement who didn't know anybody and really didn't know what the hell he was doing. Well, as you see, this couldn't go on for long.
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