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Preface

IN 2012, A STUDY BY Northwestern Medicine appeared to support a neurological theory about the inconsistencies of memory. The authors of the study compared the brain’s ability to remember specific events to the playing of a game of telephone, where one participant whispers a sentence to the next participant until, by the time the game is over, the sentence becomes twisted and unrecognizable. Your memories, the theory went, undergo some twist each time they are recalled, and the twists add up until you remember something falsely altogether. For example, a 2003 study showed that 73 percent of 569 college students polled about 9/11 said they remembered watching the first plane fly into the north tower of the World Trade Center on the day itself, almost as it happened. But that footage did not reach news desks until the following day. Only two years after the tragedy, their brains had reordered things, tricked them into remembering something that hadn’t happened.

For any one of us, an individual memory of an event changes over time in the same way. Each time the brain recalls the memory, some detail, minuscule perhaps, is omitted or added or changed. When the memory comes back again, the change is still there, only this time, some additional detail may be altered, too, which is then included in the next recollection of the memory. The more the human brain returns to a memory, then, the more alterations it makes and the less accurate it becomes as the modifications are absorbed. Just as the sentence gets more mangled as the number of participants in the game of telephone increases, the more times the human brain returns to a specific memory, the more mangled that memory gets over time. The consequence of this can be jarring: The more you remember something, the more you are forgetting it.

This was a useful lesson to keep in mind as I was researching and conducting interviews into this book, and struck me especially when considering the varying accounts of the 1986 World Series, won by the Mets over the Red Sox, put out by members of the losing side over the years. I spent much of my free time with three-decades-old periodicals and books, trying to dig into the contemporaneous documentation of the era (with help from the patience of my partner, Carrie Russell, and our newborn daughter, Maisie) to better understand what the mood was as major events were unfolding. That sort of dry and straightforward documentation, of course, serves as the framework of any reconstruction of a particular place and time—in this case, New York in the middle of the decade, when the city and the 1980s were at their height. It is through that methodical research that the foundation of the story emerges, without the vagaries of memories that have been yellowed and distorted by the passage of years.

But what stands out from the research into this project is the details, the small things that are indelibly etched into the memories—neurology be damned—of people who lived and worked in New York, and were at the center of the events described here. Journalist Margot Roosevelt, then known as Margot Hornblower and covering New York for the Washington Post, had trouble recalling some of the specific stories she’d written at the time. But she remembered vividly some details, memories she’d not tapped into in a long time, like when powerful city lawyer Roy Cohn answered the door to his office townhouse at Saxe, Bacon and Bolan wearing nothing but a thin blue robe, obviously naked underneath, or the snide and contemptuous letter she’d received from Ed Koch days after having interviewed the mayor in 1987. I sat across a conference table from Michael Chertoff, who was a thirty-two-year-old assistant US attorney in Rudy Giuliani’s Southern District of New York office before, twenty years later, becoming the Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security. In 1986, Chertoff had conducted the biggest Mafia-busting prosecution in the nation’s history, just the beginning of an illustrious career. But what stood out from our conversation was the way his face broke into a smile when he remembered his mentors, US Circuit Court judge Murray Gurfein and prosecutor Barbara Jordan, and the excitement he still conjured up when he told me the story of the New York police finding a palm print in a car—at his suggestion—that helped lock in his prosecution of the murder of Carmine Galante.

Giants star linebacker Harry Carson, who helped the team to its first championship of the modern era, has a photo to solidify one of his most vivid memories, of him at midfield at the Rose Bowl in Pasadena, alone for the coin toss and standing across from five Broncos captains just ahead of Super Bowl XXI. But again, it’s the little things he remembers that stand out to the interviewer, like his affinity for cheap-steak chain restaurant Beefsteak Charlie’s, where he liked to hang out while teammates frequented bars and clubs. Likewise, former Brooklyn prosecutor Ed McDonald has been involved in some of the most high-profile cases around New York’s underworld—he handled Mafia informant and Goodfellas subject Henry Hill—but his low-voiced impersonation of foul-mouthed former Brooklyn Democratic boss Meade Esposito, whom he convicted in 1987, is uncanny and funny, the kind of detail that can’t be culled from magazines or newspapers. Neurologists are surely right to say memories can be frayed with time and use, and that some element of truth is stripped away as memories are revisited. But for an interviewer and researcher, there is nothing quite as satisfying as one of those intensely remembered details, one kernel of truth that emerges from the rubble and sheds a different light on the narrative, one bit of proof that memory does matter.

…..

From a distance of decades, what we think of as the high-living 1980s encapsulates only about five years or so, and centers on one place: New York City. The economic boom that followed the fiscal crisis of the mid-1970s, when the city had to be rescued from bankruptcy, did not kick in until late 1982, after the stock market dove to a low of 776 points and new federal orders on deregulation under president Ronald Reagan took hold. That boom can be traced alongside the success of the market, to a high of 2,746 in August 1987 and ultimately, to its crash two months later, when the entire world economy deflated and the Dow Jones average lost a record 22.6 percent. In that brief time, fortunes were amassed by corporate raiders, money pumped through the financial sector of New York and propped up the city coffers, an entire class of nouveau riche New Yorkers was minted and celebrated, and greed (heretofore the third on the list of the seven deadly sins) was extolled as a virtue—or, as Ivan Boesky said in a speech, “greed is all right.”

This story is told against that backdrop, but as the focus tightens, the picture changes. The glimmering rebuilt city was infested with rot, and by the end of the decade, that rot crippled New York. Two of the city icons of the 1980s—Donald Trump, the nation’s first celebrity real estate developer, and Ed Koch, the most famous mayor in the country at the time—were headed for disgrace, Koch done in by the greed-driven scandals of his associates, Trump nearly bankrupted by his own delusion, pathological lying, and greed. The rings of organized crime that dominated the city and profited off its people for years were undone by their own greed, especially by one violent and overambitious Queens-based capo named John Gotti. And as those at the top of the 1980s New York boom feted themselves with lavish parties and magazine spreads, the rest of the city foundered, beset by crises of poverty, racial division, the rise of addiction to crack cocaine and the crime that went with it, the rapid and mostly ignored spread of AIDS and the spike in homelessness that seemed to highlight the heartlessness of a nation and city that had put greed on such a pedestal.

Fittingly, New York was buoyed through its political scandals and social crises by two championship-winning teams that rank among the all-time greats in their respective sports, but were anchored by inherently flawed star players. The 1986 Mets were a juggernaut of a team that managed to prevail through the most exciting postseason in baseball history, even as their ace pitcher, Dwight Gooden, battled a cocaine addiction that would ultimately doom a career that had shaped up to be among the greatest ever. The Giants of the same year were the greatest team in franchise history, going 14–2 and steamrolling through the postseason with an average margin of victory of 27 points. But their best player, Lawrence Taylor, had already been to drug rehab the previous offseason, and would be suspended by the league on drug violations in 1988. Taylor has spent much of his post-playing career in substance-related legal trouble.

New York at the height of the 1980s was driven by a motley cast of characters, from shady dealers like Cohn and his protégé Trump, to fallen sports stars Taylor and Gooden, to crusading prosecutor Rudy Giuliani and his rival lawyer Tom Puccio, to savvy coaches Bill Parcells and Davey Johnson. There are brazen Mafia hits, a fatal and tragic racial attack, a headline-grabbing political suicide, a fallen Miss America, a mayor’s rumored homosexual lover, courtroom drama, a shameless municipal bribery scheme, a failed football league, and drugs, lots of drugs. It was the era of greed in Wall Street boardrooms and swank Midtown restaurants, and it was an era of glory on the fields for the Mets and Giants. But it was, too, an era of downfall.


PART I

In the Dark


1

DONALD TRUMP NEEDED A TAX break. In 1981 he was in the process of building his second major New York City project, the Trump Tower on Fifth Avenue. As part of putting up the new skyscraper, he had applied to the city for an abatement of $20 million, which was intended to be a gift from the taxpayers given to developers for their willingness to build middle- or lower-class housing in areas defined as “underutilized.” But anyone who had ever strolled New York’s streets over the past five or six decades knew Fifth Avenue was hardly an underutilized area. It was as well-trafficked and upscale a slab of real estate as you could find anywhere in the country, let alone New York. On that basis, Mayor Ed Koch had instructed his administration to turn down Trump’s abatement application. Enraged, Trump called Koch’s housing commissioner, Tony Gliedman, and told him, “I am a very rich and powerful person in this town and there is a reason I got that way. I will never forget what you did.” When Trump called Koch to complain about Gliedman’s decision, Koch told him, “There is nothing I can do for you.”

Trump did what he best knew how to do: He sued. By his side was shark-lawyer Roy Cohn, who had made his reputation decades earlier as the top aide to Red-baiting Senator Joseph McCarthy but had since settled into a multitude of city roles: New York gadabout, manipulator of a wide swath of media sources, political kingmaker, and shoulder-rubber with the well known and well to do ranging from publisher Si Newhouse and conservative icon William F. Buckley to Barbara Walters and Norman Mailer. But he was still, mostly, a lawyer, and Trump had grown to appreciate the value of having a guy who could grease city wheels like Cohn on his side. While Cohn was the big name, his law partner at the firm of Saxe, Bacon and Bolan was Bronx Democratic leader Stanley Friedman, and Friedman had the connections—as a boss of a borough political machine, he was heavily involved in the naming of judges across the city—that facilitated Cohn’s manipulations. Friedman found out Trump’s abatement case would start out in what was called Special Term 1 with Judge Frank Blangiardo, a twenty-two-year veteran of the bench who was an old hand at New York’s political gamesmanship. (Blangiardo would later be reprimanded for slapping the hand of a female attorney and saying, “I like to hit girls because they are soft.”) This was good news for Cohn, Friedman, and their client. Blangiardo was pliable. He knew Friedman’s power. “You didn’t have to bribe Blangiardo,” New York Post court reporter Hal Davis said. “He was a hack. He was more than happy to do the bidding of the political bosses. When Cohn and Friedman saw that Blangiardo was getting the case, it was tailor-made for them.”

That did not mean Friedman or Cohn would be sitting before Blangiardo. They were the pullers of strings in the city, but they were not big on actual courtroom litigation. Cohn was not known to proffer eloquent legal arguments—you hired him because he was a blunt object with which to bludgeon your opponent. Trump had a real estate lawyer who was to present the case, and during the opening session of the case, she handed Blangiardo two folders for consideration. One contained the usual legal documents. Inside the other was a statement from Friedman, at the bottom of which were two words and a signature that registered immediately with Blangiardo: “No adjournment.—Stanley Friedman.” When the lawyer for the city told Blangiardo she would need an adjournment to have time to put together a response to the filing, Blangiardo’s initial response was to parrot Friedman’s note: “No adjournment.” He eventually acquiesced and granted a three-week adjournment, but only with the caveat that, in three weeks, he would be keeping the case for himself, a highly unusual step considering he was not scheduled to be in session at that time. Despite the adjournment, the message from Friedman had been received—Trump was to get his abatement—and Blangiardo obliged. On July 21, the judge ruled in Trump’s favor. That was the power Friedman had, pulling strings with judges. Cohn’s power was a little different, but was evident the next day. Trump filed an absurd, $138 million lawsuit against the city and Tony Gliedman. Trump had no chance of winning, and the lawsuit was quickly tossed. But Cohn got the suit in all the papers, and in addition to Blangiardo’s abatement, he earned Trump, the hero builder and victim of an unjust city bureaucracy by Cohn’s account, a day of free PR.

This was not the first time the trio of Cohn, Friedman, and Trump had worked together to bilk New York taxpayers out of tens of millions of dollars for Trump’s benefit. As detailed by Village Voice writer Wayne Barrett, Cohn had taken on Friedman as a partner in his firm after Friedman’s tenure as former mayor Abe Beame’s deputy was up in 1977, and as one of his final acts in Beame’s office, Friedman pushed through spools of bureaucratic red tape to secure another tax abatement for Trump, this one for $160 million and covering his development of the Grand Hyatt at Grand Central Station. Once, at a lunch at 21 with a journalist, Friedman admitted, “Roy could fix anyone in the city. He’s a genius.” To which Trump added, “He’s a lousy lawyer, but he’s a genius.”

…..

It was August 1980, and Ed Koch was conceding. The mayor, having engaged Queens borough president Donald Manes in a wager over who could lose five pounds in the space of a week, had to acknowledge that Manes had gotten the better of him, though Koch, typically, would not go without getting the last word. He bore a significant paunch and weighed in at about 200 pounds, while Manes was much heftier, around 220 pounds or more. Thus, Koch reasoned, Manes’s five pounds came off easier. “Tubby wins because he had more to lose,” Koch said. “Dinner in Queens is being planned.”

The smiling wager masked a brewing squabble between Manes and Koch, two of the city’s most powerful men. In just a little more than a week, New York City would be hosting the Democratic National Convention, and the party was being splintered by dissatisfaction with the incumbent, President Jimmy Carter, who was beating back calls for an open convention and an insurrection led by liberal Massachusetts senator Ted Kennedy. Carter had been forced to fight off primary challenges from Kennedy, who had won in New York and California. For those officials who controlled the levers of party government at the local level, this was a big problem. It was their duty to hold the party together and pull their voters into line with the mainstream, and Carter was the mainstream. In New York, that challenge was made even more difficult by the defection of Governor Hugh Carey, who was on his way out of office and had little to lose. He backed the Kennedy open-convention camp. For an operative like Manes, keeping his people in line behind Carter—with whom Manes would walk, arm in arm, down Queens Boulevard in an attempt to drum up the borough’s Jewish vote—was imperative. Because he held a dual role, as both county leader of the party and Queens borough president, Manes was among the most powerful local politicians in the nation. He wielded an inordinate influence in doling out city jobs in Queens, from judicial appointments to summer work for kids. He would be paying attention to those who stuck with Carter and those who bolted for Kennedy. “The smart ones,” Manes said, “know there is a tomorrow.”

Stanley Friedman was hard at work, too, on Carter’s behalf in the Bronx. He was not borough president like Manes, but as the Democratic boss in the Bronx, he controlled the borough president. Democrats had a stranglehold on New York City politics, steeped in patronage and quid pro quo deal-making, that had kept the city firmly in the column for the Ds for most of the century—only twice since 1917 had New York elected Republican mayors, and the most recent one, John Lindsay, was a liberal who switched parties and joined the Democrats in his second term. Friedman was very much a creature of this patronage system. He had never run for office, never had to face the electorate, but he had an outsize influence on the lives of that electorate nonetheless. He carried himself like a guy who need not worry about how he appeared to voters, a fast talker who wore a goatee that recalled Mephistopheles, dressed in designer suits with silk pocket squares, and had an ever-present, high-grade, unlit Te Amo Toro cigar dangling from his mouth. Friedman cut the figure of a young Mafia capo more than a political lifer. His partnership with Roy Cohn amplified his appearance of power. “He’s got the title, he controls judgeships, but that’s about it,” one Democratic legislator said. “Mainly he is, however, a very bright and strong and tenacious personality, and that together with the illusion of power sometimes creates a power base all of its own.”

In Brooklyn, Meade Esposito was asked about possibly joining Hugh Carey’s revolt against Carter and backing an open convention in New York. “No way,” Esposito said. “I’m standing fast.” That was little surprise, because Esposito was the grizzled old head among county leaders. He had been running the Democrats in Brooklyn for years. Where Manes carried an air of political ambition and Friedman was a city slickster, Esposito had a certain unperturbed wisdom, a face that was all olive-toned jowls, a voice like eighty-grit sandpaper and a head adorned with waves of gray hair. He had no pretense toward power—he simply had power. He was described by a cohort as “a Damon Runyon capitalist … the last of the great old-timers,” and “all-powerful, not only in Brooklyn, the city, but the state.” Esposito acted the part, too. He would set up most days at a table near a window at Foffe, an Italian restaurant on Montague Street in Brooklyn, and would never get through a meal without being approached by a succession of judges who owed their benches to his benevolence. A Brooklyn prosecutor recalled seeing Esposito at Foffe once, and was shocked by the parade of judges approaching him. “It was like they had to go pay their respects,” he said. When Carter was running for president in 1976, he made a stop to meet with Esposito, and in the early hours after his victory on election night (knowing how important the forty-one electoral votes from New York had been) Carter called Esposito personally to thank him. His long-game political philosophy was summed up by a parable he liked to tell about a papa bull and his son on a hill watching cows in a meadow below. The son tells the papa bull, “Let’s run down there and screw a cow!” But, as Esposito told it, the more patient papa responded, “No, son, let’s walk down there and screw ’em all.”

For Carter, having the backing of county bosses Manes, Friedman, and Esposito meant he would almost certainly win New York City in a primary. Koch, though, was no fan of Carter. He had been an early endorser of the president, but the move was purely political, and even while he was backing Carter, Koch had developed a rapport with Republican challenger Ronald Reagan and said publicly as far back as April that he thought Reagan would win the state. The Koch-Carter disdain was mutual. As former Carter speechwriter Hendrik Hertzberg noted, “For Carter, Koch was a royal pain in the ass, the kind of friend that makes enemies superfluous.” Ostensibly, the source of the friction was Koch’s staunch pro-Israel stance, and his feeling that Carter was far too favorable toward Palestinians, an offense Koch never forgave. There was sincerity in that feeling—Koch once penned an editorial in which he called Carter “a miserable human being,” and, later, when Koch was asked to name the person whom he most despised, he named Carter. Carter later said of Koch, “I felt that he was kind of stabbing me in the back. I felt like he was my friend, but never acted as though he was supporting me.” When it came to endorsing Carter, Koch did his party duty, but would not campaign with Carter, and while the support of county leaders was vital at the Democratic convention, Carter understood that not having Koch’s enthusiastic backing would be costly in a general election. As much of a windbag as Koch could be, Carter knew the mayor had overseen a resuscitation of the city, after it had been on the edge of bankruptcy in the mid-1970s. By tightening budgets and encouraging investments in the city, particularly among real estate developers, Koch had done the unthinkable: While balancing the city’s books, he had also imbued New York with some hope and excitement about its future. For Carter to have a chance to hold onto the presidency, he would need to borrow some of the mayor’s gift for inspiring enthusiasm.

Carter did survive the Kennedy challenge at the convention. But he still had a Koch problem. The mayor did all he could to publicly undermine the president. In October, with nineteen days to go before the election, Koch again criticized Carter on his Middle East policy, and announced his refusal to appear with Carter during a trip to New York. Worse, the day after that criticism, Koch invited Reagan to visit with him at Gracie Mansion, the mayor’s residence, amid reports that Reagan’s polling looked so bad in New York, he was preparing to write off the state altogether. But Koch was popular, and he had ulterior motives. He wanted to bolster support for his 1981 reelection campaign, and as part of that plan, he sought Republican support by welcoming Reagan wholeheartedly to the city. Koch could not endorse Reagan outright, but he could do even more damage to Carter from his perch as a poisonous endorser. Cohn, a conservative Democrat who had become a fierce backer of Reagan, claimed to have been part of the arrangement. “Koch could say he was supporting Carter and then sabotage him,” Cohn told his biographer, Sidney Zion. “And that’s just what he did.”

Reagan won the 1980 election, of course, and trounced Carter in the Electoral College, taking forty-five states and 489 of 538 electoral votes. To the chagrin of Esposito, Friedman, and Manes, Reagan won New York, getting 46.7 percent of the vote to Carter’s 43.9 percent. The party machine heads had tremendous power within their fiefdoms in the city, but Koch—with his self-interested ulterior motive—had wielded his own influence and had an impact on the national election. Koch would later brag that Carter had told him he had done more harm to him than any other person. Cohn, however, would describe it in much more vivid terms, telling NBC’s Gabe Pressman on the Sunday-morning program NewsForum that Koch “slit Carter’s throat from ear to ear.”

2

BY THE LATE 1970S, COCAINE was still a minor phenomenon in the forbidden world of American drug use, but for the doctors and scientists at the National Institute of Drug Abuse, it required further investigation. In the spring of 1977, research was compiled into a 223-page paperback book called Cocaine: 1977, which described the romantic past of the drug, a staple among some South American cultures before it was isolated in Europe and the United States, hyped as a miracle drug that could be used in dozens of applications. It was an anesthetic for surgery, a cure for melancholy, a remedy for nerve pain favored by Sigmund Freud, a staple for a coca wine brain tonic endorsed by Henrik Ibsen and Thomas Edison, an ingredient in early versions of Coca-Cola and, for literature’s Sherlock Holmes, an escape from the “dull routine of existence.” And, in its own way, cocaine remained romanticized in the late 1970s—it was exotic and expensive, a drug of the elites that did not require users to suffer the debasement of smoking the drug or injecting it hypodermically. “At least part of its appeal is its rarity, high price and use by celebrities, musicians and other folk heroes,” the book’s editors wrote. “Users also believe that cocaine is relatively free from markedly undesirable side effects and is generally safe.”

Two San Francisco doctors, Dr. David Smith (known as Dr. Dave among the drug-addicted patients he knew so well) and Dr. Donald Wesson, who ran the Haight-Ashbury Free Clinic and had been observing cocaine users there, noted with frustration that even medical experts espoused the safety of cocaine, without having done real testing. One article in the San Francisco Chronicle from 1976, they noted, quoted an expert in the drug field saying, “Most of the evidence is that there aren’t any adverse effects to normal cocaine use. It looks to be much safer than barbiturates and amphetamines, and there’s no evidence it has the body effects of cigarettes or alcohol.” But from their observations of patients, Wesson and Smith found the only thing that truly made cocaine safe was its cost and how difficult it was to come by, which had the practical effect of limiting how much cocaine a typical user could take. They found very real consequences for heavy users of the drug, and not enough doctors were acknowledging that. “Unfortunately, the difference between current abuse versus abuse potential is a concept not well understood by many laboratory scientists, drug experts who do not see cocaine abuse in their treatment programs, or by the general public,” the doctors concluded. “However, if the drug were more readily available at a substantially lower cost, or if certain socio-cultural rituals endorsed and supported the higher dose patterns, more destructive patterns of abuse could develop.”

Within a few years, that was changing. In 1980 a Colombian judge who was working on a major narcotics prosecution, Ana Cecilia Cartajena Hernandez, was murdered in Medellin by what was known as an asesinos de moto, killers who would hunt their victims on the roadways and murder them while passing by on a motorcycle, then disappear into traffic. After Cartajena was killed, the second judge murdered within a span of ten days, 182 judges resigned en masse in Medellin, bringing international attention to a problem citizens of Medellin had tried to shrug off—increasingly, their proud industrial city in the center of the country was being hijacked by a sophisticated and violent cartel that was processing coca plants bought from poor farmers in nearby Bolivia and Peru and running the finished cocaine product up to Miami, to be distributed in the United States. The violence in Medellin moved to Miami, too. By the summer of 1981, there were so many murders in the city (621 for the year, a record and the highest rate in the nation) that the coroner had to rent out a refrigerated truck because the city morgue was overcrowded. In March 1982, American officials got a sense of the increased brazenness of the Colombian cocaine export business when they seized a Tampa International Airlines Boeing 707 at Miami’s airport carrying twenty-one boxes labeled “clothing.” Inside those clothing boxes: thirty-nine hundred pounds of pure cocaine, with an estimated street value of nearly $1 billion. It was the largest cocaine interception in the nation’s history, by an astronomical margin—the previous biggest had been 826 pounds, and this one shipment brought in more seized cocaine than all of 1981’s busts combined. It was after that bust President Ronald Reagan acknowledged that the United States had a cocaine trafficking problem and created the South Florida Drug Task Force, headed by Vice President George Bush, a precursor to the wider War on Drugs that Reagan announced in October, which would include an outlay of as much as $200 million in federal money.

Considering the resources the drug bosses had amassed, that financial outlay was comparatively unimpressive. “Their commitment is minuscule in terms of dollars,” Senator Joe Biden said. “Illegal drug traffic in this country was estimated to exceed $80 billion, but we spend less than $3 billion for the entire criminal justice effort, for all crimes on the Federal level, and the states can’t do anything about it.” In other words, as Drs. Wesson and Smith feared, cocaine was now, “more readily available at a substantially lower cost,” and there was not much being done to stop it. The barriers they had seen in the late ’70s to widespread cocaine abuse in the United States were gone.

…..

Late 1985 was one of the most difficult periods of Mets first baseman Keith Hernandez’s life. He had been coping privately with a divorce while very publicly enduring the most humiliating experience of his professional career. On September 6, Hernandez sat in a US district court in Pittsburgh and faced questions from defense attorney Adam Renfroe, who pried eagerly into a particularly dark personal period. Hernandez had been implicated in the drug-trafficking trial of a former catering employee with the Philadelphia Phillies, Curtis Strong, who had compiled a long list of ballplayer clients. Several of those players had been granted immunity to get their testimony against Strong, but the trial devolved into a soap opera, aimed less at the dismantling of a drug ring than at the juicy details provided by coke-snorting players and the teammates they would be willing to name as snorters, too. The trial came on the heels of the jailing of four members of the Kansas City Royals in late 1983 for cocaine use, and a striking New York Times story in which a convicted drug dealer named thirteen American League players with whom he had done cocaine. “It’s all over baseball,” the dealer told the paper.

Hernandez was an outstanding first baseman, arguably the best fielder ever at his position, and among baseball’s best hitters in his time. He had batted a league-best .344 for the St. Louis Cardinals in 1979, earning an All-Star spot and winning the National League’s MVP award. But, as he explained to the packed courtroom, in 1980, he was introduced to cocaine by veteran teammate Bernie Carbo and grew an immediate attachment. He recalled using the drug so much that, by November of 1980, he had lost ten pounds and had woken up bleeding from his nose, spurring an attempt to kick his habit. When Renfroe (who, ironically, was later disbarred and confessed to being a drug addict himself) pushed Hernandez to admit he was an addict, Hernandez demurred and said, “It’s the drug itself. It’s the devil on this earth. It has a strong emotional lure to it. It took me two and a half years after 1980 to get off it.” It was just after he had finally gotten off it, in 1983, that the Cardinals traded him to the Mets, for the bargain price of flameout reliever Neil Allen. Herzog would later claim he did not know for sure Hernandez had dabbled with cocaine at the time of the trade. “Unless you spot a guy snorting coke or smoking marijuana, or unless some reliable witness comes to you or it blows up in the press, you never know for sure,” Herzog wrote in his autobiography, The White Rat. “There were things about him that made me suspicious, but I can live with suspicions. What I couldn’t live with was his attitude.” Attitude and all, Hernandez thrived in New York, not only as a hitter and fielder, but as a leader and a calming influence on a talented but youthful team.

For the entire winter of 1985, Hernandez was held in limbo by first-year commissioner Peter Ueberroth, who interviewed twenty-four players implicated in the scandal with the intention of doling out some form of as-yet unknown punishment. The reaction to the players who testified in the trial was intense, but split—general support from fans but almost universal derision from the media. When Hernandez returned to Shea Stadium four days after his appearance in Pittsburgh, he was given a thirty-second standing ovation and was seen wiping away a tear. Broadcaster Howard Cosell lambasted the Mets rooters for the welcome, telling late-night host David Letterman, “You’ve got to wonder about a country when, in this great city, a man can be rendered a standing ovation after, under immunity, admitting he played the game of baseball after snorting cocaine.” Longtime Philadelphia Daily News columnist Bill Conlin was similarly outraged, saying of Hernandez, “This is the man who was accorded a hero’s ovation by the Shea Stadium rabble after he spilled his guts in Pittsburgh last summer, helping put a couple of male groupies … into the federal slammer. What a guy.” (Conlin, it should be noted, later died in disgrace after his career was ended by child molestation accusations.) Bernie Carbo, having been outed by Hernandez, was so angry, he would later claim, that he contacted some friends with Mafia connections to have Hernandez’s arms broken, though he said he was talked out of it when it was pointed out that he would be a prime suspect in any physical assault on his former teammate. Former White Sox owner Bill Veeck wrote in The Sporting News, calling the week of the Pittsburgh trial “rat-fink week,” taking players to task for fingering teammates as a condition of their immunity from prosecution, drawing a harsh distinction between the players and Hollywood writers who refused to name names during the anti-Communist McCarthy trials of the 1950s. “They spilled their guts with the dedication and abandon of endangered sea cucumbers, the only other animals which at the first sign of trouble spill forth all their internal organs before collapsing like burst balloons—alive but empty.”

But Hernandez—and baseball in general—was not alone. The NFL had long been said to have a serious cocaine issue. In 1982, former Saints running back Michael Strachan was arrested on charges of selling cocaine, which led to a federal investigation of the entire New Orleans team (twelve admitted to buying cocaine from him). Days later, former Saints and Dolphins defensive end Don Reese, who was sent to prison (with teammate Randy Crowder) for selling cocaine in 1977, wrote an article for Sports Illustrated in which he claimed that a “cocaine cloud” loomed over the league and that the drug “now controls and corrupts the game because so many players are on it.” This came amid a spate of stories of NFL players checking into rehab facilities to deal with cocaine abuse problems, including Cowboys star Thomas “Hollywood” Henderson, who claimed to have had a $1,200-per-day habit that was sending him into bankruptcy, and 1981 number one draft pick George Rogers, who had been selected one spot above the Giants’ Lawrence Taylor. In the NBA, the league had become the first to agree with its union about a testing policy, though that policy was too weak to be effective, and big-name players kept getting wrapped up in scandal. Most prominent was Nets star Micheal Ray Richardson, who disappeared from the team in late 1985 and eventually turned up, seeking an assignment in drug rehab. Richardson would later be suspended for life from the NBA. The Phoenix Suns coped with a scandal, too, which included star guard Walter Davis, who had sought help and was admitted to a treatment center in December 1985. Five players would eventually get caught up in the Suns scandal.

But Davis pointed out that athletes who were caught using drugs were being treated with some hypocrisy. As availability of the drug became more democratic, much of America was experimenting with cocaine. From 1983 to 1985, while drug use in general in the United States slipped, cocaine use spiked. According to an FDA study, those who admitted using cocaine once a month or more jumped 38 percent over three years, to an estimated 5.8 million by late 1985. “It was just prevalent,” Davis said. “Cocaine was prevalent in society, at all levels, from the homeless to the richest people in the country. It should not have been a surprise that so many players were using it. The rest of the country was using it, too.”

…..

Desiderata was written by Max Ehrmann, the poet/lawyer from Terre Haute, Indiana, in 1927, a largely unknown piece of work in its time. But in the late 1960s and into the ’70s, the poem had enjoyed a resurgence, its themes of soulful serenity and humility before the universe bridging the free-love wantonism of one decade with the spiritual transcendentalism of the next. In 1965, the New York Times reported that upon the death of Adlai Stevenson, a copy of the poem was found next to his bed, apparently to be used in his Christmas cards that year. Three years later, the actor Leonard Nimoy read the poem for a track called “Spock Thoughts,” on his album, The Two Sides of Leonard Nimoy. In 1972, broadcaster Les Crane had a hit record with his spoken-word version of Desiderata. The obscure poem had a strong second act.

Giants linebacker Harry Carson, a student at South Carolina State in the heart of the ’70s, had always taken the poem to heart. He had first encountered Desiderata in college, but it was as a professional linebacker in New York that Carson really put it to use. What stood out most to him was the line, “If you compare yourself with others, you may become vain and bitter; for always there will be greater and lesser persons than yourself.” Carson had repeated those words to himself frequently in recent years, especially after the Giants had drafted outside linebacker Lawrence Taylor in 1981. Carson had built an excellent career in the middle of the Giants defense since his arrival in the league as a fourth-round pick in 1976—he had been to the Pro Bowl in every season he had been healthy since 1978. But where Carson had to put forth such labor to maintain his level of play, Taylor was a natural at his position, built for football the way sharks are built to kill. Taylor did not train; he did not lift weights. “He was gifted,” Carson said. “I did all the things I should have done when he first came into the league—we became friends, I would take him to Beefsteak Charlie’s for lunch. But I had to fight against jealousy with Lawrence. I would become vain and bitter if I let myself.”

The bitterness had gotten to him in the summer of 1984. It was not just Taylor, though the local media quickly concluded his motivations were rooted in his contract, compared to Taylor’s. There was good reason for that. Carson had been the anchor of the Giants defense for eight years, but Taylor was now making $750,000 per season, two-and-a-half times Carson’s $300,000 contract. Worse, rookie Carl Banks was making $600,000. For Carson, it was not just money, though. There was the grind of constant losing. Carson’s Giants had been to the playoffs just once in eight years, and finished in last place in the NFC East five times—including the previous season, a woebegone year in which the team went 3–12–1. Late in that season, Carson had publicly requested to be traded. Instead, that offseason, the Giants traded away Carson’s longest-tenured teammates and linebacking brethren, Brad Van Pelt and Brian Kelley, his close friends who had been with the team three years longer than Carson. So Carson, the defensive captain (he had voluntarily given up the title of captain the previous few years) and a favorite of coach Bill Parcells, decided to leave training camp to go back to South Carolina. He did not tell anyone of his plan because he knew whomever he told would try to talk him out of it. He did not want to be talked out of it. When Parcells addressed Carson’s absence, he told reporters it was “despicable.” That did not bother Carson. What he wanted more than anything was a voice in the organization—management never truly considered his trade request, nor did the franchise higher-ups consult him on personnel moves, at the very least to let him know the thinking behind the team’s transactions, if not to seek his actual input. Carson felt he was being taken for granted. Team president George Young did ease Carson’s concerns, giving him a raise, assuring him of his importance and talking him out of his trade demand.

This took on special importance the following season, when the Giants began to cope with their own drug problem in the locker room and a veteran leader like Carson was needed. It had been kept from the media, but in May that year, Taylor failed a spot-check drug test, prompting the team to begin monitoring him closely—Parcells, in fact, drove Taylor himself to a recovery facility in New York just three weeks before the start of 1985’s training camp. Still, Taylor began to behave more and more erratically. One day at practice, he was found sleeping on a sofa near the locker room. Another time, he was in the parking lot of the Giants’ practice facility in his gold Mercedes, zipping in and out of a line of steel barrels that had been placed to mark off the players’ parking area, at about 40 mph. There was the time that, after lackluster showings in back-to-back games, Taylor came alive in a win over Washington, registering two sacks and 11 tackles. He had not spoken to the media during the season, but consented to be interviewed after that performance, saying, “I prepared well for this game, got some sleep and didn’t go to the bars as much as usual.” He was not joking. Taylor later confessed to using cocaine and crack as much as three times a week during the 1985 season, and beating the Giants’ drug screens by having teammates urinate into an aspirin bottle, and hiding the bottle in his jock strap before the test. When the Giants got suspicious and began having a team representative stand behind Taylor during his tests, he switched to an eye-drop bottle, which he could squeeze into the cup to give the impression he was urinating on the spot.

Of additional concern was Taylor’s association with Vincent Ravo, a convicted felon with ties to the Genovese Mafia clan, and owner of The Bench, a strip bar a stone’s throw from Giants Stadium. Ravo had bragged that he was tight enough with Taylor that they had gone on vacations together, and that Taylor had been to his house for Christmas. “We’re very close,” Ravo said at the time, and back in 1983, when Ravo was being sentenced for having received stolen goods, Taylor (and two other Giants) wrote a character reference to the sentencing judge, calling Ravo “sincere” and “devoted,” and adding, “It would be a tragedy to have this man go to jail.” But there was reason to keep a distance from The Bench. Giants defensive end Leonard Marshall said, “The Bench has all the possibility of becoming a bad joint, the type of joint where a drug guy would hang out.” George Young felt there was not much to be done about Taylor’s association with Ravo. “What can we do,” Young said, “tell them who their friends can be?”

Worse for Giants coaches was that they had seen on the field that Taylor was off his game. When the Giants graded out defensive players for the 1985 season, Taylor had been third, and eighth overall—unacceptable for a guy who should not just be the best defensive player on the team, but should be the best in the entire league. Television analyst John Madden said of Taylor’s play after the 1985 season, “I thought Lawrence was the best defensive player in the league in 1984, and last year, I didn’t feel that way. … I think Lawrence Taylor slipped in greatness last year.”

…..

“Is it still up there?” Dwight Gooden wanted to know.

It was April 1985, and Gooden was preparing for the Mets’ opener against St. Louis. Someone mentioned to him the 102-foot mural that had gone up in Midtown, on the side of the Holland Hotel facing New Jersey. In it, Gooden was in mid-windup, his back foot driving forward, his chin properly tucked into his left shoulder, his right arm cocked in an upside-down L, looking ready to fling a fastball clear to Newark. It was a Nike advertisement, and greeted those newly arrived in Manhattan from the Holland Tunnel. He did not know it then, but it would stand for a decade in the spot. Gooden himself was newly arrived and still very unfamiliar with the intricacies of stardom in New York. He had been a sterling rookie in 1984, going 17–9 with a 2.60 ERA, leading the league in strikeouts and averaging just 1.073 walks and hits per nine innings, the best ratio in baseball. He had done that at just nineteen years old. Gooden had been the fifth overall pick by the Mets in the 1982 draft after starring at Hillsborough High in Tampa, and spent just one-and-a-half seasons in the minor leagues before the Mets inserted him into the starting rotation as part of an overall youth movement led by manager Davey Johnson. He needed time to adjust to major-league talent, but late in the 1984 season, he hit his stride. In his final nine starts, Gooden had registered eight wins, a 1.07 ERA, and just 13 walks allowed against 105 strikeouts.

The Mets were cautious with Gooden as a rookie, using him in the fourth starter’s role and allowing him to succeed by using just two basic pitches: his whirring, uphill fastball and standard-issue curveball. But he had spent five weeks in the offseason developing a changeup that mimicked his fastball motion, a pitch that would prove devastating to opposing batters. His success in 1984 left no doubt that he would be the team’s ace, and its Opening Day starter, in 1985. Gooden came through with one of the best seasons in modern baseball history, following up that strong rookie year with a 24–4 record. He struck out 268 batters in 276.2 innings pitched, he posted an ERA of 1.53, he lost just once in his last 25 starts and, with the Mets battling for first place down the stretch, he plowed through a streak of 49 innings without allowing an earned run spread over seven starts. Against division-rival Chicago, Gooden had gone 5–0 and thrown a complete game in each outing, allowing a total of six runs and a .227 batting average. During the 1985 season, the Cubs had released infielder Larry Bowa, who hitched on with the Mets later in the summer. Bowa had a chat with Gooden, and told him that Chicago had figured out he was tipping his pitches based on where he was placing his finger on his glove. Bowa was trying to get Gooden to stop tipping his pitches, but revealed a pretty amazing fact in the process: The Cubs knew what pitches Gooden was about to throw them, and still Gooden dominated them.

Gooden did more than dominate opponents, though. He had overwhelmed the city’s sports scene, sending all of Queens rollicking whenever he took the mound, and giving life to a Mets franchise that had not been to the postseason since 1973. They won 98 games in the 1985 season, finishing three behind the rival Cardinals in their division. A joke had gone around the team: “If only Doc hadn’t lost those four games, we’d have had ’em!” New Yorker writer Roger Angell noted that one fellow journalist had declared, with only two seasons under his belt, “Dwight Gooden is the greatest pitcher who ever lived.” A nook in Shea Stadium became known as K Corner, where a K sign would be hung every time Gooden registered a strikeout, which was often, seeing as he had 11 double-digit strikeout games in 1985. A two-strike count with Gooden on the mound would get the stadium rattling to its bushings, and get Gooden’s adrenaline jackhammering through his veins. Pitching coach Mel Stottlemyre repeatedly advised Gooden not to let the crowd get him caught up in trying to strike out all comers. But he had the ability to place whichever pitch he wanted wherever he wanted, with dartboard accuracy. If he wanted to, it seemed, he could strike out every batter.

The thrill of that performance proved to be a difficult high from which to come down for Gooden. When the Mets’ season ended in October, the routine of taking the mound every five days and electrifying thousands was suddenly gone. He simply went back home to Tampa, to stay with his parents and idle away hours with the same guys he had been around for years. He did not have hobbies. He did not have friends around baseball. Back home, Gooden was not much different than the mildly employed young men who had long floated around his neighborhood. Tampa was an entertainment desert for Gooden, and he had been finding it increasingly difficult to shake his agitation as the winter after the 1985 season wore on. His friends had gotten older and now, in his words, “had been polishing off their screwing-off skills.” That meant beer, and lots of it, and some dabbling with marijuana. It was around the end of 1985 that he was just barely able to dodge trouble. Driving with his friend, Herman Cousin, Gooden had been pulled over by Hillsborough police going to an isolated spot in Tampa’s Ybor City, an area known for its easy access to illicit substances. In the car with Gooden and Cousin: $4,000, a gun, and a bag of baking soda, commonly used to mix with cocaine. Gooden was not arrested. Cousin would later offer explanations for the gun (it was, “protection because a lot of guys are crazy around here”) and the money (Gooden earned a lot of money, and thus, carried a lot of money), but the baking soda was hard to explain. When he was asked why they were carrying baking soda, the only reply Cousin could muster was, “Good question.”

But, while Gooden had been around cocaine plenty of times in Tampa, it was not until the following month, he would later admit, that he finally tried it himself. Gooden was at his cousin Bo’s house, killing time. Bo was a low-level pimp and drug dealer, but Gooden at the time did not think of him that way. He was just the same cousin he had known all his life. There were two women in a bedroom nearby, and Gooden could see inside the room, but did not quite know why they were giggling so much. Gooden was having beers with Bo and wanted some marijuana. Bo had to leave to get some, and told Gooden to just ignore whatever was going on in the room. Once Bo left, Gooden—not the superstar Gooden but the shy, young, idle, out-of-place Gooden—joined the women in the room anyway. They offered him cocaine. He had certainly heard plenty about it, but had never tried it. He resisted at first, but the women were beautiful and Gooden was curious and bored. So he leaned over and breathed in deep through his nose. The rush shook him, jolting away his bashfulness. Nothing would be the same for Gooden after that. As he put it: “It was love at first sniff.”

3

IT STARTED WITH TOILETS. MAYBE not entirely—for Jets owner and powerful oil magnate Leon Hess, the indignities he and his franchise had suffered over the years had been cumulative, and went beyond unkempt urinals. His tormentors, as he saw it, were the City of New York’s Parks Department and the entity that department empowered to run Shea Stadium, Major League Baseball’s Mets. Shea had been built for the expansion Mets in 1964, the team and stadium acting as a salve for the wounds still being nursed by fans who had watched baseball’s Giants and Dodgers bolt for the West Coast in 1958. The Jets had moved into Shea from the rickety old Polo Grounds at the same time, as a shoestring operation in the fledgling American Football League, spending the early ’60s simply trying to survive against the behemoth NFL. But they had survived, and in the intervening years, the NFL had overtaken baseball as the juggernaut of American sports. Not at Shea, though, and Hess resented the way Mets honcho M. Donald Grant flaunted his power over the stadium. The Jets were not allowed, unless the Mets agreed, to play a home game until after the baseball season ended, and in 1976, for example, that forced the Jets on the road for their first four games. Financially, the Mets reaped any rewards the Jets generated. Hess could collect no revenues on any stadium extras, from luxury boxes to parking fees to popcorn. That money went to the Mets. He could live with the loss of income, but he couldn’t live with the filthy toilets for which Shea was known. For Hess, the state of disrepair in the stadium bathrooms represented that second-citizen status, a perpetual lavatorial slap in the face of his franchise.

Hess might have thought he would get a chance to change his fortunes in 1977, when New York elected his friend and political ally Ed Koch to be its mayor. Hess had donated $10,000 to Koch’s mayoral campaign, and in Koch’s unsuccessful bid for governor in 1982, Hess ponied up $50,000. Koch had promised to make improvements to Shea Stadium for Hess, or to even build a new football-only home for the Jets. But New York was still wary of excessive spending as it emerged from the fiscal crisis of the 1970s, and was coping with a slew of municipal pressures. Koch well understood the poor visuals attached to a massive public investment in a football stadium while thousands of New Yorkers suffered homelessness, and while New York kids lagged in public education. Besides, despite Hess’s patronage, Koch had little patience for sports. Only once in his first five years in office did he attend a Jets game, and he bolted from that one early. During Jets training camp in the summer of 1983, Hess shared with the media a letter he had sent to Koch stating that Shea had become “run-down” and “neglected,” and that the Jets would be leaving to play in more favorable conditions at Giants Stadium in the Meadowlands of New Jersey. The puddles of standing water fans braved to get to the toilets were his chief complaint.

Koch did not take Hess’s criticism kindly and insisted the owner was being overly finicky about the bathroom conditions to gain leverage. But that was not a wise strategy—the millions who had attended games at Shea Stadium knew well that Hess was right. As Russell Baker wrote in the Times, “In suggesting that Mr. Hess was obsessed with toilets, the Mayor seemed to be trying to belittle him. What kind of man would whine about filthy toilets when his company has the honor of performing in the greatest city on earth? My sentiments here lie entirely with Mr. Hess. What he is saying is that he doesn’t want to do business in a tenement.” Koch claimed Hess was bluffing on his Meadowlands move. He was not. In October 1983, Hess announced he was giving up on Shea Stadium and accepting a new lease in New Jersey, leaving New York City without a football team.

But he offered the city one last chance. If New York could show him a plan for a new stadium—a “proper football facility” in Hess’s words—that would allow for the Jets to return to the city by the 1989 season, he would move the Jets back to New York. He gave the city more than two years to put together that plan. He left open a two-week period, from February 1 to February 15, 1986, to finalize a stadium and bring New York’s sports landscape back into balance.

…..

Ira Berkow had a bag of grapes on his lap as he sat on the twenty-sixth floor of the newly opened Trump Tower on Fifth Avenue in Midtown. When Berkow was growing up on the West Side of Chicago, his mother had taught him never to show up for a meal without offering a gift to the host. He was slated to meet with the building’s namesake, Donald Trump, in late 1983 to discuss the prospects for Trump’s latest venture, his purchase of the New Jersey Generals of the United States Football League, for an article in the New York Times. Before leaving for the interview, he had checked in with Trump, and Trump told Berkow he would order them some lunch—Berkow resisted at first, then said he would take a pastrami on rye and a Coke. But the lesson from his mother kicked in on the way to the interview, and Berkow stopped at a fruit stand. He paid $1 for the grapes. Dessert, he figured. That would be his offering to Trump.

Before being ushered into the office, Berkow—then forty-three and a relative newcomer to his Times column—was shown an eight-minute slide show, extolling both the virtues of living in the Tower and of Trump himself. “This is Manhattan through a golden eye,” according to the show’s narrator, “and only for a select few.” Condos in the building ranged from $600,000 to $12 million. Sports columnists are almost never considered among “the select few.” Berkow asked Trump’s secretary if he could skip the slides and see Trump. “Mr. Trump would like you to see it,” Berkow was told, in a tone that brooked no further protestation.

When he was finally inside, Berkow and Trump discussed his plans for the Generals. The USFL had gotten underway in 1982, with modest budgets and a chicken-wire-and-bubble-gum operating structure. The league derived its stability from its small-time aspirations. It played a spring schedule, offering ABC a safe run of television football programming away from the competition of the NFL and college football monoliths in the fall, and it was dedicated to bringing in low-dollar talent without sparking a salary war it could not win against the NFL. Its major attraction was running back Herschel Walker, signed to a three-year, $5 million contract by the Generals, before Trump’s arrival, as a junior out of Georgia. But in just two-and-a-half months, Trump had blown away the USFL’s cautious model. Two days earlier, he held a press conference to announce the signing of former Browns quarterback Brian Sipe to a two-year, $1.9 million deal. He had, back in October, gone through a delicate dance with Dolphins coaching legend Don Shula, who was said to be unhappy in Miami and had engaged in discussions about the Generals job. Word of the talks leaked to the papers, with Trump said to be offering $5 million for five years. That leak—Shula was certain it had come from Trump—was the first blow to Shula’s potential signing. The second blow was another leak, a story claiming that Shula would only take the Generals job if he would be given a condo in Trump Tower. Shula had made no such claim and, irate, he backed away from any further Generals negotiations. “I can assure you,” Shula said, “that my price is not a condominium.” Trump instead made a more modest, but still competent hire, signing former Jets coach Walt Michaels. Truth was, he was never going to hire Shula, but he was interested in the illusion that he might hire him and the attention it brought him. After the botched Shula negotiation, a USFL executive contacted Trump to tell him how upset Shula had been about the Trump Tower story, and that it caused Shula to walk away altogether. Expecting contrition or at least frustration, the official instead got Trump smugness. “Hey,” Trump said, “is that great publicity for Trump Tower?”

Trump had done much the same with Giants star linebacker Lawrence Taylor, who had not been particularly happy with his contract in New York but had little recourse to change it. Taylor had an option in his deal, but it was not slated to come until 1988. So Trump did something unusual—he signed Taylor to a future deal, promising to pay him $2.7 million over four years once his NFL contract was up. But Trump also left an option for Taylor to renegotiate with the Giants if he so chose, as long as Trump’s end of the contract was bought out. The move was all three-card monte, of course. The option year was still far off, and there was no doubt the Giants would renegotiate with Taylor rather than risk losing him. There was virtually no chance Taylor would play for the Generals. But Trump got what he wanted: attention. Berkow asked him about the rumors of him signing Taylor. “No one knows if we signed him,” Trump said. “Actually, only three people know, that’s Lawrence, his agent and me.” The Generals, at the very least, served that purpose for Trump. They got him some headlines. For Trump, fame and power were interchangeable, and the Generals brought him fame. “I hire a general manager to help run a billion-dollar business and there’s a squib in the papers,” Trump told Berkow. “I hire a coach for a football team and there are 60 or 70 reporters calling to interview me.”

When they finished their lunch, Berkow put his bag of grapes on Trump’s desk. He told him what he had paid for the dessert, and knowing he might be mistaken for a cheapskate, Berkow said, “You know, Donald, this lunch has had a bigger relative impact on my bank account than yours.” Berkow thought his joke might draw a laugh or at least a chuckle from Trump. It barely drew a smile. Later, Berkow said that in twenty-plus years of interactions with Trump, “I don’t think he ever laughed once.”

…..

For weeks and months (eventually, years), Ira Silverman was sending off letters to Donald Trump at Trump Tower on Fifth Avenue, and to attorney Roy Cohn at the townhouse office of Saxe, Bacon and Bolan on 68th Street. In October 1984, Silverman had begun his own fledgling sports public relations company and had landed a high-profile gig: He was to arrange a press conference for Cohn and Trump at Cohn’s office. The announcement was a big deal. Cohn and Trump, who had been a USFL owner for just about a year, were filing an antitrust lawsuit against the NFL on behalf of the USFL, claiming the NFL had created a monopoly over pro football and its broadcasting. They were seeking $1.3 billion in damages. It had been one of the most bizarre events Silverman would have to set up, because although he was informed in advance what the subject matter was, he was told that he could not call the press conference until he got the word from Cohn. Once he was given the OK, Silverman would have just four hours to contact the media and get them to Cohn’s office. “Not an easy thing to do in the middle of a week in New York,” Silverman said. “But Cohn had a very forceful way of saying how he wanted things done, and that was what he wanted. And I did it.”

The previous day, the USFL owners had agreed to file the suit in a conference call ahead of league meetings that were scheduled for Florida. Trump and Cohn waited until most of those owners were en route to the meetings before telling Silverman to call the press conference. That ensured Trump would be the sole spokesman for the league, which was his right according to Cohn, because the suit was being filed in New York and Trump was the owner of the New York-area team. Once there, seated on the tan couches of his office lounge next to Trump, Cohn was in his element, employing all the tactics he had taught Trump when making public statements over the years—put out brash but vague accusations, express outrage over all injustices, and never sue small. The NFL had a monopoly on television contracts, the lawsuit claimed, preventing all three major networks from televising USFL games as it transitioned from a spring to a fall schedule (a transition Trump himself had engineered and forced through), and Cohn ominously stated there was a “secret cabal” within the NFL that had plotted the demise of the USFL, a statement that greatly exaggerated the facts. “They just put every roadblock in your way, which they can do,” Cohn said in his staccato Bronx cadence, “by virtue of the economic muscle. And that is exactly what the Sherman and Clayton anti-trust act say if you do it, you pay treble damages to the people who suffer as a result of your doing it.”

At the USFL owners meetings in Florida the next day, the reviews of Trump’s press conference were generally positive. But not for Silverman. His contract with Cohn and Trump called for him to be paid $2,000, with $1,000 coming up front. At the end of the press conference, Silverman presented the two with a bill for the remaining $1,000. By the end of the year, Trump, the thirty-eight-year-old billionaire, still had not paid Silverman, who was left with no recourse but to keep firing off letters. To no avail—Trump never paid the remainder of the bill. Silverman, looking back, said he should have known. In the 1960s, his father, Leo Silverman, was a state auditor who helped reveal that Trump’s father, Fred Trump, had bilked the state out of millions in fees by inflating construction costs on projects in Brooklyn and Queens.

…..

In late 1985, Trump held the fate of football in New York in his hands. The dots appeared easy to connect. Trump was to present plans for a new stadium in Queens, the city and state would offer those plans to Leon Hess, and the Jets would move back to the city. New York, which had been suffering the embarrassment of having two teams bearing its name playing in New Jersey, would be an NFL town again. That was how it was supposed to work. But Trump had other plans. Trump and his attorney, Allen Schwartz, were meeting with representatives of New York City and the State of New York at the Times Square offices of the state-run Urban Development Corporation. For much of the past year, the groups had ambled through a slow dance around plans to build the stadium, as Trump had positioned himself to beat out other bidders and win the deal, and to finish by building a spectacular domed project at Willets Point, just across from Shea Stadium at the tip of Flushing Bay. While there were few other bidders in the process, Trump had done all he could to move the odds in his favor, particularly by bringing in Schwartz, who had been a partner at Ed Koch’s old law firm, helping to ensure city cooperation and smooth what was a sometimes contentious Koch-Trump relationship.

Schwartz was just one political advantage Trump pressed to help along his stadium idea. He had Stanley Friedman, who as the Bronx county leader was a member of the powerful Board of Estimate, on his side, but more important, he had Queens Democratic boss Donald Manes. The two had old ties going back to Manes’s political start at Brooklyn’s Madison Democratic Club, a sort of factory specializing in the world of city patronage. Trump’s father had been heavily involved in the club for decades and actively courted club members as he sought approvals for his buildings in Queens and Brooklyn. Manes had known Trump long enough that they knew each other as “Donny,” which put him in select company—few were friendly enough to call Donald Trump “Donny.” Trump could count on Manes to help push the dome to approval. Manes had proven adept at bringing home pork-barrel projects, which included a law school and a medical school for the City University in his borough. Now, Manes badly wanted to see the dome built. When Times writer George Vecsey, back in April, had written that there was little chance of Trump actually building a new stadium, Manes wrote a letter to the Times chiding Vecsey and saying that a new stadium could be built if left to “people with ideas and proven track records … people with faith, imagination and vision.” There was little doubt Manes meant Trump.

With so much at stake—for the city and state, for Queens, for the Jets and the NFL—officials were stunned to find that Trump was stubbornly holding onto one aspect of the planned dome that seemed almost irrelevant, yet could scotch the whole deal. He wanted his name on the stadium. After all those months going through the motions of bidding out the new, eighty-two-thousand-seat stadium project, which would cost about $286 million to build, Trump was not budging on the name. Trumpdome, it had to be called. Koch and Governor Mario Cuomo had insisted that the place would be privately funded, and Trump had come up with a plan for that, and thus wanted it to have his name. Of course, there were some seriously objectionable details within that funding plan, which fit a pattern that helped fuel Trump’s rise as arguably the first celebrity real estate developer: He would use other people’s private money. Trump wanted to follow the model of NFL owner Joe Robbie, who was building a new stadium outside of Miami for the Dolphins, funded with down payments on the right to buy tickets for arena events. The situations were different. Robbie had zero help from local political forces, and an already established team with a solid fan base, while Trump was selling licenses for a team that did not exist in a building that was nothing more than a drawing. Trump’s plan would charge an average of $12,000 for presale of some seats, $2,400 for year-to-year leases on other seats, and an average of $60,000 up front for 221 luxury boxes. Fans who bought those licenses would still have to buy tickets. In selling the leases, Trump was asking fans to also foot the bill for the building on which he wanted his name, and from which he would suck all profits. The city and state would pay $75 million each for the acquisition of the land, and would grant Trump a twenty-five-year tax abatement. The presale of seats was expected to generate $276 million, meaning the cost to Trump himself to build the stadium would be just $10 million.

It was a sweetheart deal, but the insistence on Trump’s name being on the stadium had the whole thing on the brink of collapse. As late December 4 turned to early December 5, a compromise was reached. There would be no name attached to the dome just yet, and when it came time to officially put a name on it, that name would have to be approved unanimously by the city, state, and Trump. All the haggling had caused the parties to blow past the scheduled time for the press conference, which had been 10:30 a.m. It was not until 2:30 that the announcement was finally made. Trump was cleared to build a stadium in Queens, and the project would move forward once an NFL team could be found to be the primary tenant. That meant three possibilities: first, a Jets return; second, attracting an outside NFL franchise (the Patriots, Steelers, and Cardinals were all, at one point, rumored to be possibilities, though the Jets and Giants would forcefully object to a third team in the New York market); third, Trump’s Generals. A Jets return would be a coup for New York and for Queens, but it was not necessarily ideal for Trump at that time, not as long as he held control of a USFL team that was a potential Trump bonanza if it were to be absorbed by the NFL and play in the new dome. And if presented a choice between civic good and self-interest, Trump would always choose Trump.

That is how it looked to Hess when he finally saw the plans. His promise to New York was that if a credible plan was in place by February 1986, he would agree to move back. He looked at Trump’s plan and told reporters, “There is no way this can be ready by February.” Besides, he felt the notion of leasing seats was absurd, because Trump would be asking to build the Jets’ stadium “on the backs of our fans.” Asked about Hess and the Jets at the press conference to announce the stadium agreement, Trump surprised the gathered media by all but ruling out a Jets return. “Leon Hess is a friend of mine,” Trump said, stretching the truth. “He’s a very, very fine gentleman. I would say the Jets are perhaps not a very likely candidate to leave where they are. I personally don’t put great credence to the fact that they may come back.” At the press conference, though, Vincent Tese, the head of the Urban Development Corporation, contradicted Trump. He called the Jets “the most likely suspect” for the new building, and chalked up Trump’s negativity on that prospect as part of the “mating dance” of negotiations.

Newsday columnist Stan Isaacs saw through the smoke that Trump was screening. He called the deal a “boondoggle” for Trump. There was little chance Trump could persuade an NFL owner to come to Queens and fill his new stadium, especially not while he was suing the league, and Hess seemed bent on staying in New Jersey. What Tese called a mating dance, Isaacs called a lie. “If we discount Trump’s words on that not-so-piddling matter,” Isaacs wrote, “who’s to say on which items he can be believed?”

4

“Keep shooting,” the cop said, under his breath, leaning over toward Tom Monaster as his Nikon snapped and whirred, capturing the flash of the red lights from the 17th Precinct police car parked at an angle to blockade the scene. It was December 16, 1985, and Monaster had been sent out for photos of a bizarre scene: two well-dressed men, shot dead while exiting their car, by a quartet of assassins all dressed in beige trench coats and dark Cossack-style fur hats. In the background, an uncertain dusk in Manhattan blinked and pulsed up toward Times Square. The officer was known to Monaster from the Manhattan South precinct, and had figured that Monaster did not yet know what he was photographing. For sure, there were two dead bodies on the ground outside the opened doors of a Lincoln Town Car near a normally busy sidewalk outside Sparks Steakhouse on 46th Street near Third Avenue. But these were nameless victims of a stunningly audacious homicide. One of the bodies was just a pair of tailored pants leading to highly polished shoes poking out from the bottom of a sheet, and the other, still uncovered, was a stout middle-aged man on his back, lying still with his face pointed upward like a sunbather on an asphalt beach. “It’s big,” the cop told Monaster, knowingly. Snap. Whir.

About three miles downtown, at New York University Law School, a reception was being held for Notre Dame professor Robert Blakey, a former Justice Department official and now a consultant on the practice and history of organized crime. Blakey had been the architect of the Federal Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act, known as RICO, designed in the late 1960s as a tool for prosecutors to take down organized crime families. Blakey had made it his life’s mission to educate law enforcement on the use of RICO to go after high-ranking Mafia figures, and that is what he had been doing in New York. Just before 6:00 p.m., while crowds milled around the protected scene outside of Sparks in Midtown, all manner of cops and lawyers were mingling outside the reception room for Blakey, downing cheap cocktails and beer, dragging on cigarettes and cigars. But Blakey soon was relegated to second billing when a familiar burst of digital noise came forth—a beeper. Then another. And more. Slowly at first, then building to a cacophonous crescendo, the sound of beepers filled the room, blinking and wailing. There was a rush to nearby phones (there were only two on hand), and out to the officers’ car radios. The news spread quickly. There had been a double homicide. It was big. “I think I lost the bulk of my audience in a hurry,” Blakey said.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
THE RISE AND FALL OF
DOC GOODEN,
LAWRENCE
w1 TAYLOR, ED KOCH,
RUDY GIULIANI,
DONALD TRUMP,
AND THE MAFIA

IN 1980s NEW YORK






OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
GREED AND
GLORY

THE RISE AND FALL OF DOC GOODEN, LAWRENCE TAYLOR,
ED KOCH, RUDY GIULIANI, DONALD TRUMP,
AND THE MAFIA IN 1980s NEW YORK

SEAN DEVENEY

P)

Skyhorse Publishing





