

[image: cover image]







[image: ][image: image of the title page]







[image: dingbat][image: dingbat]




Copyright © 2015 by Steve Osborne

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Doubleday, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, and distributed in Canada by Random House of Canada, a division of Penguin Random House Ltd., Toronto.

www.doubleday.com

DOUBLEDAY and the portrayal of an anchor with a dolphin are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

eBook design adapted from printed book design by Michael Collica

Cover design and illustration by Oliver Munday

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Osborne, Steve (Stephen T).

  The job : true tales from the life of a New York City cop / by Steve Osborne.

      pages cm

  ISBN 978-0-385-53962-3 (hardcover) — ISBN 978-0-385-53963-0 (eBook)

1. Osborne, Steve (Stephen T). 2. New York (N.Y.). Police Department—Officials and employees—Biography. 3. Police—New York (State)—New York—Biography. I. Title.

  HV7911.O78A3 2015

  363.2092—dc23

  [B]

2014032375

eBook ISBN 9780385539630

v4.1_r2

a





Whenever my wife and I would watch the Oscars or some other big awards show, she would always have the same comment. She would say that if I ever won an award, I would remember to thank everybody else in the world who contributed and forget to thank her. I would try to convince her otherwise—how could I forget her?—but she never believed me. Now, chances are I won’t be winning an Oscar anytime soon, so I would like to take this opportunity to thank my wife, because without her my life would be empty, and none of this would have been possible.

To my mother, who, even if I had written this thing in crayon, would think it was the best book since the Bible. And to my father, who taught me how to be a man and that police work is a noble profession.

To The Moth, thank you for sharing your stage and for the warm, loving environment you provided. Truly, without you guys none of this would have been possible.
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Author’s Note

Some of these stories happened many years ago when I was a very young cop, and some were viewed through adrenaline-fueled tunnel vision. My memory is no better or worse than anyone else’s, and I kept to the facts as best as I could remember them. Whenever possible, I consulted with the individuals involved and/or went back to the scene of the incident to help my recollection. Many of the names, locations, and details of the cases were changed or intentionally left out to protect the privacy of the innocent.





Introduction

I’m not quite sure how it happened, or even why, but a few months after retiring from the New York City Police Department, I picked up a pad and pen and started writing. Like most cops, I had stories to tell, and for some reason I can’t explain, I felt the need to put them on paper. I had no training in writing, other than police reports, but that little voice in the back of my head—the one that kept me safe all those years—was now nagging at me to tell my stories.

For twenty years my family and friends really didn’t understand what I did for a living. It was like I was living a double life, and they only knew half of it. I would go to work early in the evening, and most times I didn’t return till early in the morning. Of course they knew I was a cop—but what did that mean? Most civilians get their information about police work from the newspapers, which barely get half the story right, or they get it from television shows that are ninety-nine percent pure, out-of-this-world fantasy.

Sometimes I would share some of the funny stuff about the job, but the blood and gore, and especially the danger, I needed to keep to myself. When my wife would call me at work and ask how things were going, I would always tell her I was having a nice quiet night. Even if I was sitting on some dark street, armed with two guns strapped to my hip, waiting for some perp wanted on a homicide to show up so we could jump him. My answer was always the same. I’m having a nice quiet night.

Once I was sitting in my office talking to her on the phone and there was a shooting right on the station house block. The sound of gunshots boomed and echoed through my office window, causing me to duck. This might sound unusual, a drive-by shooting right next to the station house, but at the time I was working in the Bronx, and in the Bronx, shit happens. I had to put my hand over the receiver so she wouldn’t hear the gunfire and go nuts worrying. When I tried to hang up so I could run outside, she got mad at me. She was busy telling me that the bills were killing us this month and we had to watch the spending. I wanted to tell her that I had to go, because I thought something else just got killed down the block, but I couldn’t do that. Instead I think I told her my stomach was upset because I ate some bad rice and beans, and I had to go to the bathroom—now! A few seconds later I was charging down the block, gun in hand, running into who knows what. The credit card bills and the mortgage were going to have to wait.

I wanted to write some of my stories down just in case I dropped dead or I crossed the street one day and got run over by a bus. I didn’t want them to die with me. I don’t claim to be anything special, and my experience is no different than any other cop out there. I just took the time to write some of it down. When I would get together with my buddies, mostly other retired cops, it wouldn’t take long before the tales started flying, and each story was just as incredible as the last.

When I entered the police academy an old-time instructor told me, “Kid, you just bought yourself a front-row seat to the greatest show on earth.” What he was telling me wasn’t anything new. I think every old cop has used that line on every new cop in every city and every small town in every corner of the country. And the reason it’s used so much is because it’s true—every word of it. I don’t care if you work in Manhattan or in some tiny village out in the middle of nowhere with just one lawman in it, we all have stories. I wish all of us would put them on paper, because there’s nothing funnier or more terrifying than a good cop story.

Like most active cops, I’ve forgotten much more than I remembered. When I was in uniform it wasn’t unusual to handle twenty jobs a night. And when I was in plainclothes, my team and I would make several felony collars a week, mostly robberies, assaults, and gun arrests. I wish I would have kept a diary or taken more pictures, then maybe I could recall more, but some stories stay with you forever. Some you never forget, no matter how hard you try.

When I was a kid my father was a cop. Not the easiest childhood in the world, but it was interesting. Whenever I would do something bad, and tried lying about it, he was always one step ahead of me. He was used to interrogating murderers, so getting the truth out of me wasn’t that difficult. I usually cracked under the pressure in about ten seconds.

I grew up in a no-nonsense blue-collar neighborhood where toughness was valued as much as, or more than, anything else. And in that neighborhood, the old man reigned as king. You either loved him or feared him, and he really didn’t care which it was. He was also the neighborhood problem solver. Once some pervert had flashed one of the neighborhood teenage girls and it was brought to his attention. This was the old days, so not everything was adjudicated with an arrest. When I asked him how he handled it, the only thing he said was “He’ll never do that again.” I’m not quite sure what that meant, but the guy was never seen or heard from in my neighborhood again.

He was also a great storyteller, as were his friends. I loved it when his cop buddies would come by the house, swaggering in with all that hardware hanging off their belts and talking about what happened out on patrol the night before. To me these were the coolest guys in the world, real men, and I wanted to be one of them. I never wanted to be a doctor or a lawyer or even an astronaut. I wanted to be the one standing over the dead guy in the middle of the street, trying to figure out who killed him. It’s not that I’m a dummy or an underachiever, it’s just that none of those other professions called me as much as police work did. I think that’s why I was a solid C student in school. Algebra, physics, and geometry were useless to me. I was never going to do brain surgery or travel to the moon. I was going to be a cop. Deep down inside I knew I was put on this earth to catch bad guys. I just wish it paid as much as some of those other professions.

When I first started writing, I didn’t know where it was going or what it would lead to. I just kept listening to that little voice in my head that told me to shut up and keep writing. After I wrote my first story, “Growing Pains,” I took a chance and handed it out to a few trusted friends and relatives to get some input. If the writing sucked, and I was wasting my time, I figured I could always start a vegetable garden or maybe make beer in a home brewery to help fill up my free time. But what happened next surprised me. Almost everybody said they had a tear in their eye by the time they finished reading the story. It wasn’t the reaction I was expecting, but I figured having the ability to make people cry (without whacking them over the head with a nightstick and dragging them off to jail) was a good start, so I kept at it. The next story was “Hot Dogs,” and my same trusted advisers said it made them laugh. Then came “Mug Shot,” and they were getting misty again.

Being a cop for twenty years makes you very cynical, and skeptical. Every day when you’re on patrol people lie to you, or at least tell you what you want to hear, so when I heard those first couple of compliments I didn’t know whether to believe them or not. I’m more of a meat eater than a vegetarian, so the vegetable garden wasn’t really calling me, and the more I thought about making beer the less it appealed to me. It seemed like a lot of unnecessary work. Going to the store and buying a nice cold six-pack was more to my liking, so I kept at the writing.

When I was writing my next story I kept wondering if my circle of advisers was just telling me what I wanted to hear and trying not to hurt my feelings, so I reached out to a friend of mine, Liz Tuccillo, a professional writer. She had written books, television shows, and movies, so I figured she must know what she’s talking about. One of her books was a bestseller and made a boatload of money, and a television show she wrote for will be in syndication forever, so I showed her my stuff. She was a little more critical, going through the finer points of sentence structure, but the bottom line was, she thought it was good stuff. A little rough around the edges concerning grammar, but the stories were great. I implored her not to be nice to me because I could get plenty of that at home. I needed an honest answer from a pro on whether I was wasting my time or not. And just like a no-nonsense Italian chick from New York would put it, she also told me to shut up and keep writing.

About a year later, totally out of the blue, she calls me up and says that she is doing this storytelling show called The Moth. She explained to me that regular people get up onstage and tell a true story about something that happened in their life. I figured what the hell, it sounded easy enough. She said the producers were in a jam because it was the night before the show and some cop who was supposed to perform caught a homicide. They needed somebody who could jump in at the last minute, and they asked her if she knew anybody—maybe another cop. The universe works in mysterious ways!

I went off to a quiet corner by myself, called the Moth office, and pitched two stories over the phone. I’m not sure if the pitch went that great or they were just really desperate, but they asked me to come in right away. I went to the office and met the artistic director, Catherine Burns, who was very patient and caring. She was kind and sweet, almost motherly, as she got me ready for the next night. She was apparently used to dealing with novices like me who have never performed onstage in front of a live audience before. We had less than twenty-four hours before the show and there wasn’t much time to rehearse, so we just did a couple of run-throughs, and hoped for the best.

It all seemed simple enough, but when I got there things changed. The show was at the Players Club in Gramercy Park, and there were three hundred frigging people in the audience. I was expecting a few hippies in the basement of a church snapping their fingers for applause instead of clapping. I never thought to ask Catherine how many people would be there, and I think she intentionally left that part out. When I looked at the crowd panic set in. I would rather have chased a guy with a gun down a dark alley than get up on that stage. This was the most terrifying experience of my life, and that includes being involved in a few thousand arrests.

When I told Catherine I didn’t think I could do this, she got up into my face like a cranky old desk lieutenant, pointed her finger at me, and growled, “You just get up there and do it.” She went from Mother Teresa to Knute Rockne in about two seconds.

There were five storytellers going on that night, and I was going to be number four. To use a baseball analogy, that’s like batting ninth in the lineup. I was a last-minute fill-in, and the expectations for me were pretty low, but that didn’t help my nerves. As I sat in my seat waiting to go onstage, things only got worse. The theme of the show was “Crimes and Misdemeanors,” so one guy told a story about doing twenty years in prison for a murder he didn’t commit. He told the audience how the police were corrupt and incompetent. It got a huge round of applause. Another storyteller was a defense attorney, and his tale was also about how screwed up the criminal justice system is. Then Liz got up and told a story about getting arrested at a demonstration outside the Republican National Convention by a group of less-than-friendly riot cops. She also explained how a baloney sandwich can be used as a pillow while sleeping on the dirty floor in a severely overcrowded Central Booking.

This was bad, bad, bad. The audience seemed to be a Manhattan artsy, liberal bunch, and I was sure they were going to hate me. When I had rehearsed at home in front of my wife she got worried, because in the middle of my story I made a crack about liberals. She got scared and warned me I better take it out. My own expectations for the night were pretty low as well. I figured it had all the makings for the most embarrassing night of my life, so I thought, fuck it, I might as well go down in flames. I left the line about the liberals in.

When I walked up onstage, shaking like a guy going to the electric chair, my mind was scrambling. After the last three stories about corrupt cops and an incompetent criminal justice system, I figured I was dead meat. I had to think of something fast. As I shuffled up the steps, then bounced across the stage full of nervous energy, something happened. I don’t know where it came from, maybe it was some kind of divine intervention, but the first words to pop out of my mouth assured the audience that the guy in my story was “one hundred percent guilty.” I told them, “Please don’t have any doubts about that.” It was the last thing they expected to hear, and the next thing I know, the whole room erupts in laughter and applause. I was off and running, and there was no stopping me now.

I was up onstage for about fifteen minutes telling the “Hot Dogs” story, but I don’t remember much of it, other than the microphone in my face, and the blinding white lights shining in my eyes. But what I do remember most was that out of the entire night my liberal crack got the most laughs and applause. All of a sudden I loved liberals, and they loved me. They were my people, and I was theirs. My story was the biggest hit of the night. It was like I was a minor league ballplayer brought up to the majors at the last minute and I hit a grand slam to win the game.

After the show people were lining up to shake my hand and tell me how much they liked my story. I’m not a very good-looking guy. I’m not exactly the type girls fight over when I walk into a room, so when several very nice-looking ladies came up to meet me, I got a big kick out of it. I was only in showbiz for a few minutes, but I was digging it already.

When I left the Players Club I was walking on air. It was a great experience and I met a lot of very nice people, but figured it was a one-time thing, so I went back to my regular life—and to writing. About two weeks later I got a call from The Moth, and they asked me if I was interested in doing a nationwide tour. To me it was a free vacation, and maybe a few more hot girls to hang out with (luckily my wife thought I was exaggerating), so I said yes. The next thing I know, I’m in L.A. telling a story in front of about two thousand people. After that it was Seattle, San Francisco, Denver, and more. I even went to Scotland to perform at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival. The UK crowd almost fell out of their chairs when they heard my New York accent. Some of them must have thought I was making this shit up.

Getting up onstage in front of a live audience isn’t easy, and I’m not that crazy about it. To this day it would be a hell of a lot easier, and a lot more fun for me, to chase down some guy with a gun rather than to get up onstage and tell a story. The satisfaction comes after the show, when people come up and tell me how much they enjoyed it. And, I hope, learned something from it. After retiring from the police department I thought my days of helping people were over. I figured I would drink beer, go fishing, grow old, then drop dead. I just assumed, like most cops, my memories and experiences would die with me. But maybe not.

I was lucky enough to have National Public Radio feature a couple of my stories. Afterward I would get fan letters from young people from across the country who were thinking about a career in law enforcement, and they would tell me how my story made them realize they were making the right choice. Dog lovers told me how much they enjoyed the story about my dog Griffin, and how much it made them cry. One guy told me after listening to the story about the deathbed experience I had with my father, it made him rethink, and appreciate, the relationship he had with his dad. It seemed my stories were affecting people on a much deeper level than I ever thought possible.

One day, after he heard one of my stories on The Moth Radio Hour on NPR, I got an e-mail from an editor at Doubleday publishing. He thought it was imperative that I put my stories in a book. I have to admit that, for a solid C student, it seemed like a daunting task. My eighth-grade English teacher, Sister Kathleen, used to beat the crap out of me on a regular basis and remind me that I was never going to amount to anything in life. Her wicked left hook to the side of the head and her humiliating and dire predictions still haunt me to this day. But it didn’t stop me from being a wiseass in class.

For a guy who started out in life with a high school diploma and a driver’s license, I wasn’t sure I could pull this off. But my editor, another person who reminded me of a cranky old desk lieutenant, gave me the same advice my trusted circle of friends and relatives did: Shut up and write. And as usual, it was good advice, so I shut up and continued writing.

I went on the job—that’s what we cops call it, “the job,” because for guys like us, it’s the only job in the world—in the early eighties when the crack epidemic hit like one of Sister Kathleen’s left hooks, so looking back at them, the bad old days gave me plenty to write about. At the time crime was going through the roof in New York City and nobody was safe—even the cops. There were over two thousand homicides a year, and even in the good neighborhoods, you took your life in your hands walking down the street late at night. I was recently at a cop Christmas party at my old precinct. A good way to check the barometer of a neighborhood is how many street robberies are occurring. I asked one of the cops how many they were doing a month these days, and with a seriousness I found amusing, she said, “Oh, about twelve.”

Twelve! You gotta be shitting me! That blew my mind. When I was there we were doing a minimum of 120 a month. And those were only the ones that were reported. Back then people figured it was useless to make a report, so half the time they took their lumps and just went home. If they weren’t shot, or stabbed, or didn’t have the shit beat out of them, they chalked it up to a bad New York experience. One night we had eight robberies on a four-to-twelve tour—and that was during a blizzard!

I’m proud to say that I and the cops I worked with played a part in turning the city around. Now when I walk around in some of the neighborhoods I used to work in, I hardly recognize the place. Those same streets where I would only walk around with a gun clutched in my hand inside my coat pocket are now trendy little enclaves. People sit around at outdoor cafés sipping their lattes, without a care in the world. Some of my new liberal friends might think we were a little aggressive enforcing the law—and maybe we were sometimes—but at least now you can go out at night without getting robbed or caught in the cross fire of two assholes shooting it out. Parks that were only inhabited by junkies, drug dealers, and any other type of savage criminal you could think of are now filled with moms pushing baby strollers and kids enjoying the playgrounds. New York is quite a different place from when I walked my first foot post.

The stories you are about to read take place over a twenty-year career—from my first day on patrol as a rookie in uniform to my last, as commanding officer of the Manhattan Gang Squad. Not too many cops can say they made a collar on their first day on patrol, and their last. The first one I was happy about, but the last one I definitely could have done without.

If you’ve ever looked at a cop standing on a corner and wondered what goes on behind that tough-guy persona, I want to take you there. I definitely don’t speak for all police officers, because these are my stories, and my experiences. I also realize that I’m nothing special. I’m just an average guy who decided to pin on a shield and strap on a gun and do one of the most difficult, dangerous, and interesting jobs you could think of.





1.

Think Fast

I stopped the car under the giant arch at the Fifth Avenue entrance of Washington Square Park. I took the lid off my coffee and nestled in. When I was in the police academy, an old-time instructor once told me, “Congratulations kid, you just bought yourself a front-row seat to the greatest show on earth.”

At the time I wasn’t exactly sure what he meant, but sitting here was the perfect example. The park on a sunny Saturday summer afternoon is packed with all kinds of people: drug dealers, NYU students, hippies, street performers, tourists, and the ever-present cop-hating liberals.

The park is only about two square blocks, but today there had to be a few thousand people hanging around watching or participating in the show. And if you’re a people watcher like me, there’s no better place to sit and have your coffee.

I was a rookie at the time and didn’t get a chance to see the inside of a radio car too much. But today was such a nice day I guess a few of the senior cops had “banged in” (taken off). The desk lieutenant was a cranky old bastard who had no use for rookies. He didn’t trust them and didn’t like them. The only way to get on his good side was to stay out of trouble and buy him a cappuccino once in a while. But today he was shorthanded, so he grabbed me and another rookie and assigned us as Sector Adam-Boy.

I was excited, this was starting out to be a great day. Unlike most normal people, I didn’t want to be home on a beautiful summer weekend barbecuing or swimming at the beach. I wanted to be working. The radio was jumping. There was excitement in the air and I wanted to be a part of it. This was cops and robbers time!

After roll call my new partner and I decided I would drive first. I hustled over to the desk, grabbed the car keys, and went out to the parking lot to find my home and office for the next eight hours. Much to my surprise the car was practically new. RMP 2297 only had a few hundred miles on it.

Most of the cars in the precinct were beat-up pieces of shit with dents, missing hubcaps, and worn-out seats. The last car I had was so bad I had to wedge a milk crate between the front and back just to hold the seat upright. On the dashboard, scribbled in ink, somebody wrote, “This job sucks!” Obviously the last cop to use the car was a fat-ass, disgruntled individual who didn’t like the job very much. I didn’t feel that way just yet and hoped I never would.

This car obviously belonged to one of the senior cops, so I had better be careful with it. I reminded myself to bring it back at the end of the tour clean and with a full tank of gas or I wouldn’t see the inside of a car again for a very long time.

The cop I was working with today wasn’t exactly a go-getter. He seemed content to do as little as possible in life. Not a bad guy, but some cops are like that. Do as little as possible and just get through the next eight hours. I had only worked with him a few times in the past, so we were still feeling each other out.

I took a sip of my coffee, settled back in my nice new firm seat, and watched the world go by. A Japanese tourist with a map in his hand stopped and asked for directions. I took the map, pointed to the little arch, and informed him, “You are here.” He looked at the map, then at the fifty-foot arch over his head, and in machine-gun broken English said, “Thank you, thank you, thank you very much. Thank, thank you.” He kept on smiling and waving as he walked away.

I liked helping tourists because they were always so polite and grateful. I just wished the people of New York whom I protected every day were a little more grateful, then maybe I would not have become so cynical at such an early age.

Everybody loves a fireman. When the fire department comes to your house they’re coming to save you. But when the police come that usually means somebody’s leaving in handcuffs. Somebody they care about, usually a husband, boyfriend, son, or baby’s daddy is going to jail. So most of the time people aren’t too happy to see you.

Sitting in the park is like watching a nonstop parade. People are constantly coming and going. And some never seem to go anywhere. They’re always walking, but they never seem to get anyplace. Those are the drug dealers. If they did all that walking in a straight line, they would probably end up in Philadelphia before the night was over—but they don’t. They walk in circles from one end of the park to the other, looking for buyers, watching out for the cops, and keeping an eye on their stash.

Occasionally I would stare them down. Even when we were in plainclothes, they knew who we were, and we knew who they were. Nobody was fooling anyone. The same forty or fifty dealers were working the park every day, and the same handful of cops were breaking their balls and locking them up.

The obvious question is, why didn’t I just go and slap handcuffs on them, haul them off to jail, and end this silly game of cat and mouse we always seem to be playing? It’s not that simple. I wish it was. First, you need probable cause to arrest someone. You need to see him do a “hand-to-hand” with some buyer or you need to see him with the drugs on him. The hand-to-hands happen very fast and the stash is never on their person, it’s always hidden somewhere close by until they need it.

They usually hide it in the bushes or in a garbage can, or under the bumper of a car. I’ve seen a pregnant girl pushing a toddler in a baby carriage holding the stash. She kept it in the baby’s diaper.

They need to keep it someplace where they can keep an eye on it because dealers and junkies will steal from each other. There really is no honor among thieves. Especially when it comes to drugs.

Making a collar is not as easy as you think, and if you don’t have all your ducks in a row the district attorney’s office will downgrade your charges and let the perp plead out to almost nothing. Or worse, throw you and your case out the door, leaving you and the city open to a lawsuit. It’s kind of a game, but the game has rules and the consequences are serious, so we play by the rules. Criminals have rights whether we like it or not. No cop likes getting sued or having to face charges at the Civilian Complaint Review Board for excessive force. Unfortunately the people who suffer the consequences are the parents and their kids who want to enjoy the park.

Another obvious question is why we don’t just throw all the dealers out of the park. A handful of cops could clean this park up in five minutes, but you can’t do that either. Some liberal lawyer would be all too willing to sue the city and us on their behalf for violating their rights.

But sometimes we do throw guys out of the park when they do something stupid—like fighting or mouthing off to us. It’s a good way to enforce some discipline without having to make an arrest. They hate losing their “park privileges” for the day because they can’t hang out with their buddies. But especially because they can’t make money.

At any given time there are ten times more drug dealers out on the street than there are cops. We could all collar up the first five minutes of the tour, but then there wouldn’t be any cops left out on the street. Couple that with the fact these guys get very little jail time, and you have another reason why cops become cynical. Sometimes I can’t blame my partner for wanting to do as little as possible and just go home after eight hours, safe and in one piece.

As I was watching the parade a small commotion caught my attention. A couple of Jersey guys with brown paper bags in their hands were walking into the park whooping and howling. Watching them through my rearview mirror, I could just tell they were from New Jersey. They were white muscle-head jock types and had the look that said “instant asshole; just add alcohol.”

As they passed I called them over to the car, pointed to the brown paper bags, and said, “Dump it out.” One of them, the alpha male of the group, thought about protesting but then thought better of it.

I don’t do it to be mean. I like a beer or two myself. I do it to keep them from getting drunk, then stupid, then arrested. I had better things to do than deal with a couple of drunk morons.

As I sat making small talk with my partner, sipping my coffee and watching the world go by, a woman in her early fifties walked past my half-open window and said in an excited whisper, “Officer, you better get over there, they’re fighting.”

And as discreetly as she could she pointed over her shoulder to the other side of the park. It was obvious she did not want to be seen talking to the cops and labeled a rat, but she obviously thought it was important enough to tell me.

The park was thick with bodies. People were walking, biking, and roller blading in every direction. I could hardly see fifty feet in front of me. Looking at the crowd, I debated driving around the outside of the park but decided it would take too long, so I put the car in drive and began to nudge my way through the crowd.

I drove past a guy sitting on the grass playing a guitar surrounded by four good-looking girls. They sat staring at him, enchanted by his half-assed musical ability. The guy sucked but the girls seemed mesmerized. I wanted to kick myself for not learning to play the guitar.

As I pushed through the crowd some people had this annoyed look on their faces like I was bothering them. I put the flashing red lights on to let everybody know I had somewhere to go and maybe something important to do. It just seemed to annoy them even more.

I made my way around the fountain which is the focal point of the park and scanned the crowd looking for the fight, but there was no yelling, no screaming, and no bottles breaking. Nobody seemed to be alarmed, which is a good thing. How bad could the fight be if nobody was watching or seemed to even notice?

As I finally reached the other side of the fountain I spotted them. Two black guys were in a heated dispute. I recognized both of them. They were park regulars and weren’t virgins when it came to being arrested or to the criminal justice system.

From a distance I could tell one of them was in a crazed, wild rage. He was yelling and pointing his finger at the other. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but he seemed to be accusing the other guy of something. The second guy was backing up, with his hands out in front of him in the surrender position. He had a very scared look on his face and seemed to be trying to say something, but the first guy was hearing none of it. It was easy to tell which one was the aggressor.

As I drove closer I was getting a little pissed because both were ignoring me and the flashing red lights on the roof of my car. The lights should have been warning enough to stop their silly bullshit and start walking. I decided that if they didn’t start walking in about two seconds they would be losing their “park privileges” for the day.

New York can be an emotionless city sometimes. Not many people seemed to be paying any attention to these guys. Were they all too busy doing their own thing? Or was it the “don’t get involved” survival instinct most New Yorkers have? I don’t know, but no one seemed to give a rat’s ass that these guys were at each other’s throat.

Maybe they didn’t see my lights because it was such a sunny day, so I tapped the siren to get their attention. I was hoping to break this up without having to get out of the car. But I got nothing! They didn’t even look in my direction.

I was surprised and slightly annoyed that they were still ignoring me and the one-hundred-decibel siren I was blaring in their direction. But as I inched closer I could see why: the aggressor was in an all-consuming rage. His eyes were bulging and his nostrils were flared. The veins in his neck were popping, and spit flew out of his mouth as he screamed and threatened his intended victim. There was literally murder in his eyes.

The second guy was obviously scared to death and totally focused on the maniac in front of him. It was early in my tour and I had most of the night in front of me, so I wasn’t happy about making a collar just yet, but I could tell calmer heads might not prevail here.

As I moved in closer it happened! Right in front of me, and a thousand uninterested park revelers, suddenly the aggressor lifted up his shirt, reached into his back pocket, and pulled out what looked like a ten-inch steak knife. It literally took a split second to turn from a yelling match to a knife fight.

I was shocked! I couldn’t believe this was happening right in front of me. And both of them were so focused on each other neither one noticed I was even there.

As the aggressor whipped out the knife, he took two steps forward and cocked his arm. There was no doubt he was preparing to stab his victim right in the chest. I could tell he didn’t pull this thing out just for show. He intended to use it.

As the perp stepped forward, the soon-to-be-dead victim tried to backpedal a few steps, but he wasn’t fast enough. He was a bit too clumsy and stumbled. He was dead and he knew it.

My police academy instructor was right, I had a front-row seat to the greatest show on earth and today’s show was “Murder in the Park.”

I couldn’t believe what I was looking at. Now I was totally and completely focused. The sights and sounds of a thousand people were gone. My partner was saying something, but I couldn’t hear him either. I was riveted by these two guys. All I could see was a hand holding a ten-inch steak knife. I had tunnel vision!

I had to do something, but what? I would have been completely justified in jumping out of the car and shooting this guy, but there was no time. In about a half a second he was going to plunge that knife into this guy’s chest.

In police work there is an old saying about how we have a split second to make a life-and-death decision. And it’s absolutely true. I’m not an accountant with an eraser on my pencil or an actor who films the same scene twenty times until he gets it right. I have one chance to make a life-and-death decision and a half a second to do it in.

I couldn’t scare the guy off with the lights and siren, and there was no time to jump out and get a shot off. What was I going to do? I had to think fast! What happened next was more of a reaction rather than a decision. I hit on the gas pedal and nailed him with the car. I didn’t think I hit him that hard, but he bounced off and went flying, and luckily so did the knife. I just wanted to nudge the car in between them, but I guess my adrenaline was really pumping and I nudged a little harder than I wanted to. It looked much worse than it was.

At the same time my victim, who was scrambling backward in circles trying to get away from his attacker, ran into the side of the car and bounced off with a thud. I had nudged both of them. In fact I think the victim got it a little worse than the guy with the knife but who cares, it worked and he didn’t get stabbed. After the little thuds I hit the brakes. The car came to a screeching halt with the aggressor and my victim a little stunned. The victim was staring at me with this half-smiling and half-shocked look on his face. He seemed relieved. He probably had thought he was a dead man and obviously hadn’t expected anything like this was going to happen. The perp was staring at me because I just snapped him out of his rage and back into reality.

I jumped out of the car and ran over to the perp and slapped handcuffs on his wrists. Just because I stunned him doesn’t mean he’s not dangerous anymore. Always cuff your perp!

I then pointed to the perp’s intended victim and growled, “Don’t move, you’re not going nowhere.” The last thing I needed was for the victim to disappear on me—because they often do. He was the reason I just ran the other guy over, and without him it would be my word against the guy with the Chrysler emblem now stamped on his ass. So before he had a chance to even think about taking off, my partner grabbed him and held on tight.

With the victim secured and my perp in handcuffs, the excitement started to settle down and my tunnel vision faded. Everything seemed to slow back down to normal speed and I had a chance to take it all in. The sights and sounds of thousands of people having a nice day in the park started to come back into focus.

To me it seemed like a job well done. I had just saved someone’s life. It’s not every day you get to do that. But just as I was feeling a little bit proud of myself for preventing a murder, I heard a voice from the crowd yell, “FUCK THE POLICE!”

That was quickly followed by “The police ran the brother over!” Another voice from the other side of the crowd seemed to agree. “Yeah, he wasn’t doing nothing. They just ran the brother over!”

The crowd outnumbered us by several hundred to one and they were getting ballsier by the second. The next thing I knew, bottles were crashing all around us. The crowd was grabbing anything they could to throw at us.

The previously emotionless and uninterested crowd was now an angry mob. They could ignore an attempted murder but not a little police activity. And all their anger seemed to be directed at me. Plus I couldn’t believe my bad luck. A short distance away the Parks Department was doing some cement work, and there was a nice pile of bricks for the crowd to arm themselves. One of them sailed through the air and landed on the roof of my car, leaving a big dent.

I felt the need to explain myself, but nobody wanted to listen. I wanted to tell them to relax, I just saved this guy’s life, but no one seemed interested in my side of the story. Or even a spirited debate. They were out for blood—in particular mine.

My victim shrugged and gave me a sympathetic look that said, “I would like to help but they are not going to listen to me either.” The look also said, “Besides, it’s against my principles to help the police.”

This was turning ugly real fast. Several hundred people who didn’t even see what actually happened believed I ran this guy over for no reason, just because one cop-hating, and probably drug-dealing, asshole said so. I was pissed. I couldn’t understand how quickly everyone wanted to believe it.

I think what annoyed me more than anything was that so-called normal people were getting in on the action. Regular people were whipping themselves up into a misguided, self-righteous frenzy and joining in on the chants. I spent every day of my work life protecting these people and they turned on me. I expected it from the drug dealers and crackheads but not the “normal” people.

As the chants of “FUCK THE POLICE!” became louder and more rhythmic I picked up my perp and threw him into the back of the car. He was hobbling a little but nothing seemed to be broken. I was relieved because if his legs were all fucked up and pointing in different directions it would have made matters worse.

Plan A was to look for other witnesses to help corroborate my story, but that plan was out the window fast. Plan B was to grab my perp and victim and get out of Dodge before one of these flying bottles caved my skull in.

As I shoved my perp into the backseat of the car, a beer bottle came crashing through the rear windshield, showering me and the perp with broken glass and stale beer. That was followed by several more crashes as bottles and bricks and anything else the crowd could find came raining down on me and my new car.

The glass was in my hair, my ears, and even in my mouth. As I wiped beer from my face and spit out little pieces of what used to be the back window, my perp came up with a bright idea. He looked up at me and with a big grin on his face said, “Maybe you should let me go.”

The grin on his face really pissed me off, so I told him, “Maybe you should shut the fuck up before I knock your teeth out.” And I reminded him, “This is all your fault, asshole.”

I was a little relieved that he found it all amusing. That meant the little trip I sent him on, flying through the air, probably didn’t cause too much damage.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw this guy running at us holding a garbage can over his head. He throws the can and it lands on the hood of the car, leaving a big dent and garbage all over the car. He was smiling and laughing and jumping up and down. You could tell he was real proud of himself as the crowd cheered. I made a promise to myself I was going to find him someday and do something to him with a garbage can that he wouldn’t like very much.

I snatched the radio off my belt and transmitted a signal “10-85 FORTHWITH”—a request for backup, now. The great thing about working in Manhattan is help is never too far away. Right away I could hear the sirens starting up in the distance. They could tell by the sound of my voice that I was in some deep shit and needed help.

Yee-haa, motherfucker, the cavalry is coming.

Another great thing about being a New York City cop is that there are almost forty thousand of us. If I need help, there will be cops coming from all directions. And they’ll keep coming! The hard part is trying to get them to stop coming once you call for help. They’ll be running up out of the ground—Transit. They’ll be swooping in from the air—Aviation. They’ll even be coming from the sea—Harbor—and on horses—Mounted. Whatever I need to bail me out of a bad situation, the NYPD has it.

Another old-time instructor at the police academy told us that if you ever get shot or stabbed and need blood, instantly there will be forty thousand cops sticking out their arms and saying, “Take mine.” It’s a good feeling knowing that you belong to a family. And that family is also the biggest and baddest gang in the city.

I yelled over to my partner to get the victim into the car. The vic didn’t want to come with us but he had no choice. I needed him to be my complainant because without him and his version of the events, it would look like I really did run the brother over for no reason. Then I really would be in some deep shit.

As we put the victim in the car a bottle flew past my ear and bounced off the roof, leaving another dent. I couldn’t help but think about how much shit I was going to be in with the lieutenant over this one. Taking it to the car wash and filling it up with gas was not going to smooth this over. I was going to have to buy him cappuccinos from now till doomsday.

As the mob was getting dangerously close, the first of several police cars plowed through the crowd. The flashing lights and blaring sirens caused them to calm down a bit and back off. Several cops jumped out, nightsticks in hand, yelling at the crowd, and immediately the bottles and bricks stopped flying. The brave hearts in the crowd throwing the stuff weren’t stupid. They knew that if we caught one of them in the act of throwing something, they would end up getting a wood shampoo—a nightstick over the head.

Some older cop I didn’t know sauntered over to me like Robert Duvall in that famous scene from Apocalypse Now where the bombs were bursting all around him, and very matter-of-factly said, “What do you have, kid?” I pointed to my perp and said, “I got a collar.” I started to tell him what happened, how I saved this guy’s life, but he wasn’t interested either! I couldn’t believe it. Nobody wanted to hear my side of the story. Not even the other cops!

He cut me off and said, “Are you okay? You hurt?” I told him no. Then he cut me off again. “All right, get the hell out of here. We’ll take care of this.”

I jumped into the driver’s seat and slammed the car into drive, but at the last second I realized I forgot something. The knife! I needed that knife as evidence. When I hit the brakes my partner yelled, “What are you waiting for? Let’s go!”

I was already anticipating a couple of neighborhood liberals showing up at the precinct to make a complaint against me, so I needed all my ducks in a row and the knife was going to be important. I scrambled back out of the car trying to look for it as fast as I could. There was broken glass and garbage all over the place, and I couldn’t find the knife. Somebody must have picked it up in all the confusion. I wasn’t surprised, it happens all the time.

I jumped back into the driver’s seat and hit the gas. I leaned on the siren and not so gently plowed my way through the crowd toward the street, and safety. I glanced over my shoulder at my partner, who was sitting in the backseat between my perp and complainant. He was making sure they didn’t try to kill each other again. He gave me a look that said, “You should have let the perp stab the guy.”

And he was right. If I’d let the perp stab the guy I would have had a nice collar for murder, and no aggravation. The lieutenant might have even put me in for a medal.

I parked the car in the lot behind the station house and walked this caper into the precinct. By now my perp was walking fine. There was absolutely nothing wrong with him. Him flying through the air looked worse than it really was. The funny thing about these guys is their resiliency. Ask any cop. It’s like they’re made out of rubber. They get shot, stabbed, thrown off a roof, even run over with a car and they bounce right back. It’s an amazing phenomenon. A cop can get shot in the pinkie, and somehow the bullet will travel up his arm, through his armpit, into his heart, and he’ll die. These guys, the next day they’re back on the street doing the same stupidity they were doing before.

When I marched my perp and complainant up to the desk, the lieutenant was waiting for me. Having heard the commotion on the radio he asked me what happened, and if we were okay.

I was touched. The grumpy old guy seemed genuinely concerned about me and my partner. I was hoping he would still be that concerned when I told him about the car. I started to tell him the story about how I saved this guy’s life, but he was even less interested than the crowd was. To him it was just another war story, and he must have heard a million of them.

My partner threw the perp in a cell and I found a chair for the victim. I actually thought about cuffing him to the chair so he wouldn’t walk out when I wasn’t looking, but you can’t do that. So I warned him that he better not do a Houdini on me.

Now it was time to tell the lieutenant what I was dreading most, about the car. He obviously knew we had a bit of a melee on our hands, but what he didn’t know was that the crowd had been using our car for target practice.

We walked out to the lot and I showed him what used to be a nice, shiny, new police car. I brushed some broken glass out of my hair, just so he would know what a close call I had and maybe he would feel sorry for me.

He didn’t say a word as he eyeballed the broken back window and the dozen or so dents. I still felt the need to explain to him how I was completely justified doing what I
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