




“Used to gathering and employing minutiae in his job, Alpert uses these skills well in retelling his tale with calculating clarity…. Engaging.”
—Rocky Mountain News
“Hypnotizing, bizarre, scary, even weirdly funny at times. The story of Stan Alpert’s journey from prosecutor to kidnap victim (and back) is incredible, in the best sense of the word.”
—Jeffery Toobin

author of Too Close to Call
“Forget about all the crime shows you’ve seen on television; this is what a real crime is like. Alpert nails the language, the motivations, the personalities of his kidnappers. And all through the story we see Alpert’s own intelligence at work, picking up and remembering clues that bring the roof down on the bad guys. I read it in one big gulp.”
—John Sandford

#1 New York Times bestselling author of Invisible Prey
“What’s appealing is that [Alpert] does not oversell his bravado. He knows in the end that, as skillfully as he manipulated his captor…he was lucky to survive…. This is practically a textbook outlining how to behave in a similar situation. Stark and honest.”
—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
“Tartly written…Alpert delivers an honest, vivid chronicle of the suspenseful event itself.”
—Publishers Weekly
“[A] harrowing, first-person account of kidnapping, robbery, and revenge…A street-smart prosecutor, Alpert delivers an unflinching look at the humiliating, terrifying role of the victim, lacing his plight with commentary on contemporary crime and the creaking judicial system. The second part reads as compellingly as the first and with every bit as much suspense. An effective, one-two punch of a memoir.”
—Booklist
“Alpert wins over the reader the same way he did the kidnappers, with the force of his canny, self-assured, big-hearted personality.”
—The New York Times
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This book is dedicated to my parents, Arlene and Ben,

who taught me that helping those less fortunate than us

was more important than amassing wealth, and

to my grandparents Leon and Flora, who gave me

comfort and strength when I needed it.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is all true, nonfiction. The quotes during the kidnapping are re-created from what actually happened and are obviously not a perfect transcript, though every event described in those quotes and the rest of the book really happened just as I tell it. Where the quotes seem the most outrageous or funny they are closest to actual, direct quotes, according to my memory. Descriptions of events that occurred where I was not present and some of the dialogue in connection with those events are re-created based upon interviews with the people involved. The details of the investigation are based on police reports, interviews with NYPD detectives and FBI agents, interviews with witnesses, videotaped confessions, and court records. The records directly confirm a good deal of the kidnapping details that I relate from memory. Where opinions are expressed, that is what they are. Many of the names, particularly last names, have been changed to protect the innocent and the guilty. Street addresses have been changed, as well. The names of the detectives and agents are real.
I want to thank my agent, Ron Goldfarb, for seeing the value in this book and inspiring me to finish it. Thanks to the people at Putnam—Neil Nyren, Ivan Held, Susan Allison, and Michael Barson—for their decision to publish this book and the genuine human concern they exhibited about what I had experienced, and to Neil Nyren for his wonderful and incisive edits.
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PART ONE
MOUSE



ONE
BROOKLYN FED

In New York City, 1998, crime was down, but not out, as I was to learn the night before my thirty-eighth birthday. All the experts agreed that it should have gone the other way. My case should have been handled as a homicide.
Blindfolded, I could hear the leader of the gang pulling duct tape off a roll, the sound framed by a bitter night wind that filled the open trunk of the car where my body was headed. I sat in the backseat on the hump, a gangster’s right leg pressed to my left, another gangster’s leg pressed to my right, each jabbing a pistol at my chest. I had no idea why God had done this to me, and I felt definite I was about to meet him and find out.
Maybe it shouldn’t have been a big surprise. I grew up in New York in the 1970s, and things had been a little unbalanced then: Vietnam, drugs, race riots, and crime, crime, crime. My grandparents and great-grandparents had sailed to America for streets rumored to be paved with gold, but for me, Brooklyn had had streets paved with land mines. Getting off the bus on my way home from a high school night out, I would have to steel my nerve and sharpen my senses, praying that no figures would emerge from an alley or behind a parked car, knives unsheathed, faces gripped with determination, those with less taking little from me. I can’t tell you how many times I ran, fought, or gave up a few bills to buy the bastards off.
Giuliani had put an end to all that by 1998, or at least that’s the way the publicity made it sound. Cops had been given freer rein to bust heads and reclaim the streets. Murders were down by two-thirds. Kids from the Midwest sporting goatees rode the L train home at night without a care in the world other than Corona versus Amstel. Tourists were flocking back to Times Square to catch The Lion King and drop a few bucks on a Midtown hotel. It was nothing short of a renaissance. Or so I thought.
I’d begun my career with a federal court clerkship in Miami, then come back to New York City to work at a fancy Park Avenue law firm, which for a kid who’d toughed it out on the streets of Brooklyn was a big deal. But my heart told me I needed to do something bigger with my life, and when the offer arrived in 1990 from Andy Maloney, U.S. Attorney for the Eastern District of New York, to become an Assistant U.S. Attorney, I knew I was going to take it, even if it meant going back to Brooklyn. Brooklyn was a place to grow up and get out of after all the excitement of the disco days. But this was progress. The office of the United States Attorney for the Eastern District of New York covered Brooklyn, Queens, Staten Island, and all of Long Island. Long Island: the home of Joey Buttafuoco, Texas-style high hair, and some of the finest white sand beaches anybody’d ever want to sift through their tired bare toes.
Maybe because I was a city boy whose skin touched asphalt as often as a snake’s touched grass, I was all the more keen on the outdoors. In Maloney’s office, I became an environmental prosecutor, to try to keep those beaches clean. Most of my defendants did not put guns to people’s heads to make them turn over their money. My law enforcement career dealt with contamination of the air, water, and land, threatening the basic quality of human life. Industry in America needed to be properly regulated and violators relentlessly pursued by the federal, state, and local governments. Otherwise they gave you widgets plus some surprisingly nasty free gifts: asthma, genetic mutations, filthy air, and lakes and oceans where the fish gasped and the humans were required by local authorities to keep their butts out of the water. Black mothers in the Bronx wanted to know why their kids had so much more asthma than the separate but equal children in the Village of Scarsdale, and I wanted to help.
As a federal prosecutor, I got to hunt bad guys, those who killed people the slow way. My bad guys kept Sloan-Kettering in business. They wore thousand-dollar suits when they sent their loyal employees to inhale the sweet aroma of a benzene pool knowing that nobody would wear the respirators even if they knew where to find them. They poisoned the fish so that when a Latino casts his sorry rod in the Dyckman Street Hudson, what sits under the cilantro and next to the plátanos that evening will eventually kill a member of his family. My bad guys put profit over human health and safety, and it was my job to stop ’em cold in their tracks. If it was a typical violation, you’d pay me a heavy penalty and clean up your mess and have a court supervise you for the next ten years. If the violation was rotten to the core, you could go directly to jail do not pass go.
When I mentioned over a jack and ginger that I did environmental law in New York City, people would screw up their face muscles and say, “New York—what environment?” like there was nothing worth saving. They didn’t understand that the Eastern District of New York was a great place for my job. There was lots of industry slopping lots of chemicals on the ground. A sole-source drinking water aquifer soaked up oil company gifts of MTBE so the pasta could smell like turpentine. The area was rumored to have the highest rates of breast cancer in the country. Sludge was dumped in the ocean, dredge in Long Island Sound, with lawsuits for and against the government. On the gorgeous white beaches, men and dogs killed endangered species such as the piping plover. Touch ’em, boys, and me and my fed pals will take you to see the friendly judges for life on Cadman Plaza. We had two of the country’s major airports, through which flowed not only the illegal drug trade but the illegal wildlife trade, not to mention the ozone-depleting canisters of banned chlorofluorocarbons smuggled in by Russian mobsters. Other Serbs recently over from the former Yugoslav republic thought nothing of ripping out asbestos with no moon suits, spreading fibers that kill, in basement laundry rooms where unsuspecting tenants hauled their quarters to get some clean socks. I wanted them—or at least their bosses—in jail.
Federal law enforcement, to which I had devoted my career for some seven-odd years, had made a positive difference. In 1998, the New York City air was a lot more breathable than during the leisure suit days twenty years earlier when people doing the hustle were coughing and wheezing. Enforcement of the federal Clean Water Act saw to it that the Cuyahoga River in Ohio no longer would catch fire. And even though PCBs remained, a few people seeing a cleaner river were brave enough to start swimming in the Hudson again, as one could do when my father was a boy. The herons had even returned to nest on small islands in the Arthur Kill, a body of water in New York harbor once infested with the industrial desolation that had become the emblem of Staten Island and New Jersey, but which was now clean enough for the birds to struggle back to. A lot more work needed to be done.
Not that that meant a whole hell of a lot to me now, as I rode fetal-positioned in the backseat of a spanking new Lexus, my head in the lap of a stocky, angry African-American young man, holding a TEC-9 automatic machine gun against my skull.
 
IT HAD BEEN AN ORDINARY DAY. IN THE MORNING, I went down to the Second Circuit Court to join some of my colleagues in rooting on our friend Scott Daniels, a Jew who looked like an Irish ex-Marine and who in fact was in the Air Force Reserve, as he argued a case. Scott was the government’s immigration lawyer. Today he was in court with what most people would consider a fairly simple proposition: If you sail past the Statue of Liberty into these United States and use your new home to commit vicious felonies such as murder, robbery, and rape, we’ll send you packing and fast. No more hearings, no more delays—if you’re convicted of a felony, when your sentence is over, we put you on the next plane out. Scott should have gotten battle pay, though, because as the government’s immigration litigator, he lost a lot of cases. The Second Circuit Court of Appeals was well known for its liberal views, and in our hearts we all knew that this case would be lost, too. Still, we enjoyed watching him deftly spar with the three judges sitting on high, and afterward, some of us Assistant U.S. Attorneys and Scott’s smiling brother Matt plowed across the frozen tundra to debrief in a hot oasis of Thai food. It was then that Matt made the anticrime argument come alive.
“You’re not gonna believe what happened to me yesterday,” he said. “I get on the number nine train at Seventy-ninth Street, you know, the usual day, spiffed up for work, suit, trench coat, my backpack on my back, my usual copy of the New York Times in hand. I just managed to slip onto the train as the doors were closing. The train was packed tight, so I was pressed up against the doors as they shut and the train pulled out of the station.
“I looked up and saw that there were seven Hispanic guys surrounding me, ya know, high school kids—but a couple of them were real big. They were pushing each other around, roughhousing, and they were real loud. I didn’t want any part of it. I tried to avoid them by grabbing the pole to my right and twisting my body so that I only faced two of them, with the other five of them behind me.”
Matt explained that he kept his gaze off them and on the stock page of the New York Times. He made his face impassive to hide his fear. He prayed that they would lay off him. But the biggest ones in the gang steadily closed in, cutting off escape like seasoned ranchers cornering cattle in a canyon.
As he told it, Matt’s smile hardened a bit. “I heard this big guy, six-foot-two, talking in Spanish to another guy. It sounded like the big guy was egging him on, like ‘You can do it, you can do it.’ I don’t speak Spanish, but every few words I could hear a good old English curse word, fuck this, pussy this, motherfucker that, so that plus his tone of voice and I knew I was in trouble. All of a sudden, the six-foot-two guy shoves the other one at me, and he crashes up against my chest, pushing me backwards so I almost fell over. I reached in my pocket for my keys, looking for anything I could use in self-defense, ya know?” Matt grew up in the City and he knew the tricks of the trade, just like me.
“Then the big one came at me, and raised his hand to punch me in the face, with the others moving in with him for the kill.”
“Jesus,” I exclaimed.
“All of a sudden, right before his fist flew, I hear coming from the side somebody bellowing at the top of his lungs, in a Spanish accent, ‘What…the fuck…do you think…you’re doing?’ The subway was packed with people and I couldn’t even see the guy who was yelling. So the seven guys around me leaned back and looked to the right where the voice came from. They weren’t sure if it had anything to do with them. Then, as though the sea were parting, pushing through the crowd comes this huge, ferocious guy. Six-foot-three, two hundred twenty-five pounds, a big barrel-chested muscle dude, ya know, a tough-looking Hispanic guy, with a leather jacket and a grungy green sweatshirt, two-day-old stubble crawling down his face. You shoulda seen ’im. One of these guys who could be either a corrections officer or a wise guy himself.
“He pulled close and screamed again, but slow and deliberate, ‘What…the fuck…are you thinking about? What…are you doing to that guy?’ He also said some things to them in Spanish, I don’t know what.
“Meanwhile, the six friends are circled around their tough guy buddy like they’re ready for a fight. The guy helping me screams, ‘Yo…you’re gonna do something? You want a piece of me?’ as he’s shoving people aside like a bowling ball through pins, ya know, coming down the aisle.
“The punk who was gonna hit me shouts back, ‘You want a piece of me?…You want a piece of us?’ He was talking big and braced for a fight, fists pumping in front of him, but even with his friends around him while he said it he was stepping back, sheepish, like he was worried and really didn’t wanna fight. The big guy ripped off his leather jacket and showed this huge muscular chest. I thought that one of the seven kids would pull out a gun and start blasting. I mean it. But they just backed off instead. I got the hell off the train at the next stop, Seventy-second Street.
“From the platform I watched the guy who helped me talkin’ to the kids. He puts his hand on the big guy’s shoulder, and says, ‘Yo…man, you can’t be doin’ this…man, you’re gonna be givin’ us a bad name.’ Ya know, like they were all Hispanics. They turned around together, like a father with a son, and they walked a couple of steps together back up the aisle of the train. I called into the train, ‘Thanks a lot.’ He looks up and says, ‘No problem.’ The door closed and the train pulled out.”
“Holy shit, are you lucky,” I said.
Matt replied, “You’re not kidding. I owe that guy big-time. I’d like to find him on the train and thank him properly.”
“Who would expect getting attacked during the morning rush hour?”
“Look, Stan, you know the story. You know how it was growing up in New York. Once I was on the train in midday and saw a lady get her gold chain ripped right off her neck. Or—you know—in high school we had race riots. One day I’ve got two best friends who are black guys. The next day some Irish kid purposely steps on a black guy’s foot in the cafeteria. The place erupts in a race riot, and your black friends won’t even talk to you. Usually I feel like I can weave my way out of these situations, but here I was stuck.”
“Why do you think those guys picked you?”
“I think they picked me because I was wearing my trench coat. You know, it looks expensive. I usually wear a beat-up parka instead. I’m still shook up from the whole thing.”
I was dressed up that day and wearing my trench coat. “Wow, Matt, I am so sorry,” I said. “Nothing like that has happened to me in New York in a really long time.”
The table grew silent as we ate and digested the account. As Matt said, I knew the story. I remembered the time when I was twelve, hopping the subway to the Bronx Zoo with another kid from yeshiva. Three older Oliver Twist meets Boyz N the Hood street-hard urchins pounced on us in the gorilla house looking for cash. The only thing that saved us was a busload of black kids from a school in Brooklyn, who watched us getting assaulted and had the mercy to tell their teacher to let us join them. We then walked around the zoo with them, two white polka dots sticking out in an adoptive class of beautiful black kids. The teacher drove us home. It was a lesson in race relations never to be forgotten, too: Black kids mugged us, but black kids saved us.
Riding the subways then, you might get jumped at any time. If adults or cops were not around, there were packs of young hoodlums slithering through the rail cars seeking the chance to separate you from your money or whatever else you might be unfortunate enough to have on you. I will never forget the vision of a burly teenage boy on the subway, blaring his boom box at full volume in the face of an elderly woman sitting next to him, and everyone on the train was too frightened to get up and ask the kid to turn it down. It was the Wild West.
But this was 1998, and by now things seemed to have eased up. Now I was a grown-up, living in the relative safety of Manhattan, with the adventures of my Brooklyn teen years behind me. The mean-looking dudes I always saw on the subways and in the streets of my neighborhood seemed to have faded off the scene, which was why Matt’s story was so startling. More startling still was the invasion of New York by firepower that put to shame the switchblade knives I faced as a boy. The most you could do was to hope that fate would keep you and the guns in different parts of the City.


TWO
BLIND SPOT

I suppose I should have refused all the blind dates I was constantly being offered. “Stanley, I met a woman at the senior citizens’ center who has a lovely thirty-five-year-old daughter who lives at home with her,” my mom would announce triumphantly.
“Have you seen her?” I would mix my ninety-nine percent permanent skepticism with one percent wishful thinking.
“No, but Zelda Kaplowitz says she’s beautiful.”
“Ma, everybody thinks their daughter is beautiful.”
“Look, Stanley, it doesn’t hurt to try. What’s so terrible about spending one evening with the girl? Ya never know.”
People who were better at math than I am can calculate the number of dates that one person can go on in a lifetime, making certain assumptions about life expectancy and stamina. One evening wasted could indeed be a terrible thing. Still, with age thirty-eight rolling into my life the very next day, I figured I needed to be scientific about ending my single state. Over the last few years I’d convinced myself it was time to stop fooling around, and if I had to read one more personals description of a woman who was “equally comfortable in jeans and a T-shirt as in a black cocktail dress,” I would scream.
Two years earlier I’d thought I was on the right track when I met and fell in love with a live-wire thirty-four-year-old Ph.D. student, a woman whose lightning intellect was incongruously equaled by her exceptional physical beauty. She liked to show her long, skinny legs by wearing tight little miniskirts, and she would ribbon the package with a blackened camisole of thin lace, hidden in part by a loose-fitting but open overshirt, which focused the male attention on her worthy chest. I was never bored by her. Even at a sleepy Sunday-morning brunch after a night of lovemaking, I still relished listening to her wax eloquent on Russian literature or on some obscure classical musicians about whom I knew nothing. But her beauty and intellect were both equaled by an emotional explosiveness that made it impossible to maintain a relationship. She would attack me on the thinnest provocation with a ferocity befitting Russian literature but more than my own feisty disposition could suffer. Her own male friends admired my strength and ability to stay with her as long as I did, but eventually I, too, wearied of the game. Two years later, I was still mucking about trying to meet somebody else, although I was casually dating an old friend, Darcy, after sparks had ignited three weeks earlier when the crowd thinned out on New Year’s Eve.
I picked up tonight’s blind date at her apartment building on York and Eighty-ninth, and she appeared in the lobby, smiling but nervous, an attractive dolled-up brunette. Actually, she looked a little like my mother. We had been fixed up because I was Jewish and breathing and male; she was Jewish and breathing and female. What more did the yentas need to know? Predictably, I suppose, she turned out to be not really my type, nor I hers, so after an hour, we agreed to ditch the Merlot, and I headed home to try to salvage the evening.
I thought about plans for the next day. It was my thirty-eighth birthday, and rather than throwing a big birthday party, where friends and friends of friends would torture the downstairs neighbors with wild dancing and singing till three or four in the morning, I’d opted for a small group of us going to the Bottom Line to see one of my favorite guitarists, Freedy Johnston. Earlier that day I had pulled $200 from an ATM machine, bought seven tickets, and slid them into my leather wallet next to the cash.
I should have been home in half an hour, but just then my luck changed—for the better, I thought. Leaning on the subway door next to the sign DO NOT LEAN ON THE DOOR, I eavesdropped on a guy and a girl in the two-person love seat down and to my right. They had apparently been at a Jewish lecture together at the Ninety-second Street Y, and were chatting about the lecture and the girl’s work for United Jewish Appeal. She was an attractive, brunette, with a huge head of curly hair perched atop her slender frame. And she seemed bored with the guy. As they spoke, the eyes under the carpet of hair darted about, even at times pointing in my direction. At Forty-second Street, the guy got off the train, and Ms. Head of Hair was left sitting not five feet from me, all alone. I honestly had never picked up a girl on the subway before. What the heck. I dove in.
“I heard you mention UJA. I’m going to the UJA conference in Washington in March. Are you?”
Of course she was. She went by the name of Lisa P. Marantz, and she programmed lecturers by day, and splashed huge abstract paintings by night. Until recently, she had lived on the Upper West Side along with masses of Jewish yuppies who thought they were still in sleepaway camp. Now, though, Lisa the cool artist chick had broken free and emigrated down to my neighborhood. She was on Tenth Street and Sixth Avenue, a mere five blocks away on a cold winter night or a warm summer morning.
She got off the train with me at Union Square, which was her stop, too. As we walked down Fourth Avenue in the direction of my house, I made small talk, and mentioned the new Entenmann’s chocolate chip cookies that had recently come out, larger and with more chips. At the corner of Thirteenth Street and Fourth Avenue, I asked her, “Do you mind waiting a minute while I go into the deli to look for some?”
“No problem,” she replied cheerily, a warm smile on her lips.
They only had the old ones and if I had just been satisfied with that, I could have been home in my apartment a few minutes later, happy and warm, eating chocolate chip cookies and sipping hot ginger tea.
But I didn’t get to where I am in life by settling for second best. Lisa suggested, “There’s a place on University, in the direction of my house.”
It was already past ten-thirty, and on such a bitterly cold night, the streets were mostly deserted. At University, that place was closed, and she mentioned an A&P on Sixth Avenue, near where she lived. I said, “Well, I suppose I should be a gentleman and walk you all the way home.”
She responded, “Sure, sure, all you want is those cookies.”
Not quite true, but I really couldn’t argue. At the A&P supermarket they had what I wanted, and I bought her a box of cookies, too (Chips Ahoy! for her). As we left the store, two loose items rested in my hands: the cookies, and a thick book on the Vietnam War called A Bright Shining Lie that I’d meant to read on the train.
I walked her a block to the corner of Sixth Avenue and Tenth Street, and outside her nineteenth-century three-story building, I asked, “Would you like to go out for a cup of tea?”
“I would love to,” she said. “But it’s close to eleven o’clock already. Better do it on another night.” She glided her business card into my hand and I gave her mine. We said good night, and I watched her slim figure climb the building’s stairs. Mission accomplished, I slid the body engine back into gear and started rolling up the street in the direction of home.
They may have followed behind me in the Lexus.
I moved down Tenth Street toward Fifth Avenue, and although the wind and the chill blew right through me, I was very happy. I had had a fine day observing my friend argue and getting ready for my birthday. The success with the girl from the IRT made me a fisherman headed back to port with a full load of fresh catch. The next day was my birthday, and seven of us were going to go see one of my favorite artists at the Bottom Line. There was a definite skip in my step.
I was so preoccupied with feeling good I didn’t notice that because it was late and so very cold, there was not another soul on the street. The Village was usually packed with people, which lent an element of safety. This night, though, was dead, and I was oblivious. While in Brooklyn I had learned to crane my head every which way, prepared to run for my life at the sign of danger, in 1998 Manhattan I never even thought about turning around. Cold waves of shimmering darkness rose off the streets as a gray sidewalk reflected the streetlamps and a struggling moon.
As I approached Fifth Avenue on Tenth Street, less than a block from Lisa P. Marantz, without warning I felt a tug on my right elbow from behind. I teetered back to my right. He had come from out of nowhere, but now facing me was a short, stocky, black male, and out from under his long coat he pointed at me the thick round barrel of a large automatic machine gun. The hand did not let go of my elbow.
“Don’t say a word. Just get in the fuckin’ car, motherfucker.”


THREE
DEFENDING YOUR LIFE

The shock and the grab from behind forced the book and the cookies out of my hand and they tumbled to the concrete, not to be seen again.
There was another shadowy figure behind me. I couldn’t see if he had a gun. He pressed up behind and rammed against my back. “Move, move,” cried the second assailant. He and the first gunman twisted me to the right and heaved me toward the gutter. They then shoved me through the roadway to a point about thirty feet back, where a brand-new black Lexus shining in the dim light of the streetlamps lay in wait, double-parked on the far side of the street. Thrilled with their hunt, breath expanding and contracting in rapid fire, the assailants hustled me to the left side of the car with demonic glee.
Stabs of fear shot through my heart as they swept me toward the car. It came in such a rush that I had no time to think or absorb. But I was no dummy. There had been many times, growing up in New York, when I had been threatened by thugs with every kind of weapon shy of a gun. I knew what to do. Sometimes I stayed and fought. Other times I turned and ran. Other times I gave them what they wanted. I certainly knew how to let off a bloodcurdling scream if that made any sense. This time, though, they wanted not money, but me. This time, they had not knives, but guns. This time, screaming was pointless, as not only were the streets devoid of humans, but there was not even a single car racing by that I could hurl my body in front of and pray that it stopped in time. If I ripped my arm loose from the grasp of stocky pistolman the first, and sprinted down the asphalt, it was a fifty-fifty bet as to whether the gun would rat-tat-tat behind me and penetrate my spine in a wild splaying that would leave my life forever stunted on the corner of West Tenth Street and Fifth Avenue. Maybe they wouldn’t have fired. Maybe if they fired, they wouldn’t have hit the mark. Maybe I would have been home drinking ginger tea by eleven-fifteen waiting to see what the local news had to say about tomorrow’s weather. Maybe, maybe, maybe, coulda, woulda, shoulda. Conventional wisdom holds that you should never get in the car with the robbers, because if you do you’ll never be heard from again. Very nice in theory, but at that moment, with a fat, black-barreled automatic machine gun sticking out from under the coat and a second mugger who might be similarly armed, there was no real choice. I couldn’t argue with that kind of firepower and I couldn’t take the chance.
The second male to sneak up behind me ran slightly ahead of us and opened the rear left-side door.
“Get in the car,” he cried. They pushed me in. Inside, a third black male, a massive, menacing presence, sat in the front passenger seat, waiting for the other two to bring in the prey. He turned to face me and pointed a large automatic pistol in my face. Someone slammed the door behind me and the second assailant took his place in the driver’s seat, while the little gunman with the big machine gun eased in beside me on the right and clicked the door shut tight. The car began to roll.
I was trapped. A prisoner, five blocks from home. As the car eased slowly down Tenth Street to make a right turn on Fifth Avenue, I could see outside to the familiar streets of my Greenwich Village neighborhood, but they might as well have been a million miles away. In tight, cold space, the faint smell of new car leather wafting through my nostrils, two to three guns attached to male youths were poised to blow my head off. At the same time, just outside, mere inches away, were the familiar and ordinarily welcoming brownstones and prewars and pedestrian promenades of my hometown. The contrast was so absurd that at that moment I almost wanted to let out a huge laugh in the midst of the terror. I had left the appealing Lisa P. Marantz two minutes and two hundred yards away, but now the hope of budding romance had been abandoned on the concrete along with the cookies and the book on the Vietnam War.
The thug of thugs immediately bared his teeth. Twisting to face me from the front passenger seat was a tall, meaty presence who immediately emerged as the meanest of the three. Eyes and voice denuded of any sign of contrition, he demanded flatly yet viciously, “Give me your wallet.” I glanced over and handed it to him naturally and without question, as though I were handing my passport to a customs agent at the border. He rifled through the personal effects in my wallet: cash, ATM card, credit cards. The Freedy Johnston tickets.
The man in the driver’s seat now took control. “Sen,” he asked softly, “you got his cash machine card?”
“Right here, Lucky,” said thug of thugs—“Sen”—from the passenger seat.
“All right, give it here,” Lucky said.
Lucky was obviously the leader of the gang. Taking the podium, he launched into a cool, businesslike presentation in a generic corporate-speak worthy of In the Company of Men. In a clear, clearly educated, businessman’s tone, with a voice of knowledge and professionalism, and a bit of a whiny, perhaps Southern twang, he spoke:
“What’s your name? Stanley? All right, Stanley, let me explain to you what is about to happen. You have an ATM card? All right, you do. What’s your PIN number?” I gave it to him. Surrender was my only option. I could hear the touch tones as he punched my number into the green iridescent face of his cellular phone, which rested comfortably in its automobile base, designed for ease, convenience, and style.
Lucky asked, “You know what kind of car this is?” I did. Even as I stared at the back of the car seat, in the periphery of my vision I could see the raised plastic letters on the dashboard. L-E-X-U-S. In my sadness, I saw no point in lying. “It’s a Lexus,” I said.
“By the way, do you have PIN numbers to get cash off of any of your credit cards?” Lucky asked.
I didn’t. “No, I’m sorry, I’ve never gotten any.” I never wanted them—especially not at 24.8 percent interest—but I realized that now my not having them could have painful implications. Thankfully, they did not react.
“All right, let me tell you what we’re going to do. We are going to drive you to a cash machine and you are going to help us remove your money. Do you understand? Now, you are going to keep your mouth shut and not try anything stupid. My associates here will be very unhappy if you do anything stupid. Do you understand? They will kill you if you open your mouth or if you do anything stupid.”
“Don’t worry,” I responded. “I’ll do whatever you ask. I’m not going to do anything stupid.” I kept my eyes down, on the back of the driver’s seat in front of me. It was a bad idea to look at anyone—they would think I was challenging them or trying to recognize their faces so I could identify them. As for Lucky, I couldn’t see anything but the back of his head from where I sat, anyway. A beige leather bucket seat, smooth and luxurious, with the top of Lucky’s head sticking out above, was what I saw. Decorating it was a stylish haircut, razor-close at the neck and up but then left thicker at the second tier.
“Keep your eye on him, Ren,” Lucky said.
The shorter, light-skinned black man who first grabbed me outside sat quietly to my right with his big-barreled automatic machine gun aimed at me. I had only glimpsed Ren’s short, stocky frame for a fleeting moment when he pointed the firepower at me on the street. No way was I going to turn my head to the right and look at him and give him a reason to shoot.
But Sen, sitting diagonally across from me in the front passenger seat, spoke to me yet again after pointing the gun and then getting the wallet. He stated, without emotion, “I’ll kill you if you do anything.”
I glanced up at him when he spoke but quickly looked away at the back of Lucky’s seat. Sen had a large face, with almond-shaped eyes and a prominent nose framed on top by a knit cap that came down almost to his eyes. He was a light-skinned black man, not more than twenty-five years old and probably younger.
Sen took center stage as he eyeballed my gold watch and my gold ring. The watch was a gift from my father when I graduated from law school. The back was inscribed Love Dad 5-21-84. The ring was from my grandmother, also for graduating from law school. It had my initials across the front and 5-21-84 scratched on the inside. These were the rare precious items that my middle-class family could afford to give me, and they were not replaceable.
The sad truth was that the watch and the ring actually were replacements. For my bar mitzvah years earlier, my dad and my grandma also got me a gold watch and a ring. These had been stolen around 1982 from my mother’s three-room apartment by a cat burglar who had broken through the fire escape window and raided the paltry booty inside. The poor stealing from the lower middle class. Getting burglarized in New York City either by an unknown stranger or even by the always suspected superintendent or doorman was a common experience. Just ask anybody.
“Give me the watch,” Sen barked.
I handed it over.
“Is this gold?”
“I don’t know,” I replied. “I got it from my father for graduating from law school.” My gut told me to humanize myself. If they knew I had a father, they might feel less like murder.
“What about the ring?”
“I think it’s gold. My grandmother got it for me.”
I still avoided looking at any of them. In answering Sen, who was sitting in the front passenger seat facing me almost straight on as he spoke, I reflexively glanced up again in response to his questioning. Our eyes met.
He spat out a bloodcurdling growl. “Motherfucker, you got big eyes. I should kill you for those fuckin’ big eyes.”
I looked ahead and down as fear flooded my brain.
Finished appraising my watch, Sen apparently concluded that it was worthless to him and he handed it back to me. I put it back on my wrist. They left the ring alone.
The car made a right turn on Fifth Avenue, went down one block and then made a right onto Ninth Street, a beautiful block of stately old brownstones occupied by people who had a lot more money than I did. These robbers must have come looking for action on Manhattan’s Fifth Avenue with the idea that Fifth Avenue meant money. They needed to be farther uptown, in the vicinity of my blind date, for the real bucks. Though not as rich as the Upper East Side or the West Village brownstone crowd, I suppose I did have enough money to interest these gangsters.
At Ninth Street and Sixth Avenue, we made a right turn onto the broad commercial boulevard. Below Fourteenth Street it consisted of little restaurants, specialty shops, cafés, ice cream joints. Above Fourteenth you could buy furniture or go to the weekend flea market or exercise your plastic at a series of new megastores—Bed Bath & Beyond, Old Navy, Today’s Man, Barnes & Noble. No shopping for me tonight. I peered straight forward and down at the light-brown leather upholstery as the Lexus glided smoothly past these familiar locations. Without actually looking out the window, I could sense where we were by the glow of the familiar lights entering the periphery of my vision.
Suddenly we had pulled onto Twenty-third Street, and a U-turn brought us to a double-parked position. In my peripheral vision, I could feel the navy and burgundy colors and I knew we were at the Chase bank and cash machine vestibule at Twenty-third and Sixth.
“Stanley, what’s that ATM number?” came Lucky’s businessman twang.
He was checking to see if it matched the number I had given him minutes earlier that he had punched into the cell phone. I gave him the same number. It had been with me for years, as much a part of me as my phone number or date of birth or Social Security number.
“How much do you have in your checking?”
“I don’t know. Maybe two thousand dollars.”
“Do you have a savings account?”
“Yes.”
“How much is in there?”
“About a hundred and ten thousand dollars.”
My savings and checking accounts were chock-full, in part because I was one of the few people who by 1998 had not gotten hip to the stock market mutual funds that were making middle America rich as the price-to-earnings ratios rose into the stratosphere. America was high on stocks, and because I was unorganized in my finances, I was still keeping a huge chunk of my change from three years in private practice in a low-yield savings account. Another prosecutor and one of my best friends, Dan Moretsky, had repeatedly told me to get my act together and get into the market and make some money.
Lucky practically turned around in his seat and so did Sen. “What do you do for a living, Stanley?” Lucky asked with apparent admiration.
I answered in a sheepish tone, almost apologetic. “Well…uh…you really kinda picked up the wrong guy. I’m an Assistant U.S. Attorney.”
The debate rages as to whether a prosecutor who is the victim of a crime is better off telling them what he does or not. For me, no debate was necessary. In my wallet, emblazoned with a gold seal proclaiming the Latin “Qui pro domina justitia sequitur” (Who prosecutes on behalf of justice), was a stack of Department of Justice / Assistant United States Attorney business cards. Lisa P. Marantz had only gotten one of them. One lie could land me dead and the documents my persecutors needed in order to cross-examine me with a pistol had been turned over during involuntary discovery.
But they didn’t quite get it. They probably hadn’t looked at the cards. Sen, acting impressed, said, “Ohhh…you an attorney.”
They had a big fish to fry, but it wasn’t sinking in that I was law enforcement–connected. Lie I couldn’t, for fear of getting whacked, but I sure as hell was not going to make greater efforts to hammer home my professional status since the fifty-fifty risk was that I would be murdered because I was a prosecutor. Images flooded my mind. Just a few months earlier, Jonathan Levin, the son of the wealthy Time Warner chairman Gerald Levin, had been the victim of a torture slaying. First, a former student and crack dealer had stabbed him in the neck repeatedly, probably to get his ATM PIN number, and then he’d been shot stone cold dead. I didn’t need to enhance the risk. I kept my mouth shut.
Lucky twanged, “Stanley, what’s your mother’s maiden name?”
“Robins.”
“Social Security number?”
I gave it up.
With a PIN, Social Security number, and someone’s mother’s maiden name, you can live their life and own their money. It’s called convenience. They set it up so you can call them on the phone and do large and small transactions without showing your face at the bank. All you need is the magic passwords, and you can move your own, or somebody else’s, life savings around to your heart’s content.
This was becoming a pretty high-tech robbery. From the 1998 Lexus, Lucky picked up his cell phone and related beautifully to the Chase operator in corporate speak as me, Stanley Alpert.
“This is Mr. Alpert…” My Social Security number followed. “Robins…I want you to transfer fifty thousand dollars from savings to checking…. Right…Thank you very much…Right, have a good night.”
“All right, we’re all set. You all wait for me here. I’ll be back soon.”
Lucky went into the bank. We sat in the new black Lexus at the corner of Twenty-third Street and Sixth Avenue at eleven P.M. and waited. Where were the police in the greatest city on earth? Just one cop car pulling in alongside us and seeing a well-dressed white man sitting in the back of a Lexus with two young African-Americans wearing knit hats that helped shade their identities should look suspicious enough for the cop to ask them to roll down the window and see how everybody was doing. I sat there and prayed that would happen so I could go home. I also realized that if it did happen I could easily be shot in the crossfire, since the stakes were too high for these gangsters simply to stick out their hands and get cuffed. What would I have said when the window rolled down and the officer asked me if I was all right and Ren’s big-barreled automatic under the coat was sitting literally inches from my circulatory system? Like some flirtatious Southern belle, blinking my eyelashes, would I have chimed, “Oh, yes, Officer, I’m being kidnapped—would you kindly arrest these boys?” And then what would have happened? Ren and Sen would have laid down their arms and faced their just punishment without shooting the lone cop and then me? Not a chance. It would have been an impossible spot. It didn’t happen.
As I sat there with Ren and Sen and waited for Lucky, I felt royally screwed. It had taken me years of slave labor to earn that money. When I got out of law school, I was penniless. It was a huge thrill that law firms would pay obscene salaries to virgin lawyers with the right academic credentials, and I had them: I was University of Pennsylvania cum laude, law review, legal writing instructor. I worked my ass off in state college at Binghamton earning a bachelor of science in economics and I’d worked even harder in law school. I could pick my firm.
There was a Faustian side to the bargain, though. To get the big bucks, your body if not your soul was sold for all hours of the days, the nights, and the weekends. You belonged to them. One miserable partner comes to mind who would give people an unnecessary, total-waste-of-time assignment that was billed out by the hour. He’d hand you the assignment on the eve of a major holiday such as Thanksgiving, and he didn’t give a damn if your seat at the family dinner table was empty and you ate a turkey on rye with Russian dressing in your windowless office at eleven P.M. on the same night that you missed the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade. I earned that money with three and a half years of sweat and blood. I earned that money so I could have the cushion of a bank account, giving me the freedom to go to a government job and not fret about having nothing to fall back on if my mother got sick or my father had to go to a nursing home or something else happened. That money was my nest egg. Money is stored energy, and several years of the stored energy of my life was about to slip out of my hands.
It felt silly. How could these punks take away my paycheck for years of work? How could I have gotten so much comfort from numbers on a page in my bank statement every month? Why hadn’t I invested in mutual funds like everybody else and my friend Dan had told me I was foolish not to? In a minute, it would all be gone. And I actually didn’t care. I just plain didn’t care. Take the money and keep it if I can get out of here in one piece and without a broken arm or a broken leg or a missing eye. Take the fucking money. My life is more important.
Lucky jumped back in the car. Businessman twang: “Stanley, do you have a limit on your cash card?”
“I really don’t know.”
“It seems to be limited to one thousand dollars, and I got eight hundred.” He quietly conferred with Sen.
Lucky had a problem and his problem was my problem. I had already grabbed $200 that afternoon for the Freedy tickets, so although Lucky had transferred $50,000 from my savings to my checking, he could get to only $800 of it. He was stymied and we sat there while he thought over his dilemma. He made chitchat to find added ways to coerce and steal from me.
“Do you have any PIN numbers for your credit cards?” he asked again.
“No,” I answered honestly.
“Do you have a car?”
“No.”
They were shocked. “You mean to tell me that you got a hundred thousand dollars in the bank and you don’t own a car? What is wrong with you?” Lucky chortled incredulously. The others laughed and shook their heads.
I tried to explain. “It’s tough to have a car when you live in Manhattan.” No matter; these criminals living in Brooklyn, little more than half my age, were cruising around in a brand-new Lexus. I was a successful attorney and I didn’t even have a car. Worlds collide.
Lucky followed up. “Do you have a girlfriend?” With that information he could get more leverage in the situation by threatening to go after her.
“No.” I was telling the truth, because while I was dating Darcy, it was nothing serious. Not that I
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