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			For Frank Wilson Thompson Jr.

			We miss you every single day.

			For Dash Callahan Erb

			With you, we can now imagine a better future.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			December 22, 1984

			Darrell Cabey

			Things had gone awfully, terribly wrong, but Darrell couldn’t understand why. He had just been sitting next to James, smiling as their other friends, Troy and Barry, horsed around a bit farther down the subway car.

			It wasn’t as if Darrell hadn’t noticed the white guy. He definitely had.

			To be sure, the man was unremarkable in every way—nerdy-looking, pale, and quiet. Except that he had chosen a seat directly in front of Troy. This was noteworthy. Passengers usually gave teenagers like Darrell and his friends a wide berth.

			Also unnervingly, the man was staring straight at Troy and Barry as the two joked, laughed, and occasionally swung around a pole or smiled over at one of the female passengers with a “Hey, what’s up?” or a “You got a light?”

			But then something shifted. Neither Darrell nor James could hear much over the clatter of the train’s wheels, but Troy, still with a smile on his face, was now saying something to the man.

			Seconds later, it was as if the air had exploded.

			As Darrell looked on in horror, he realized that both Troy and Barry were now crumpled on the floor, immobile, staring blankly at the grimy linoleum.

			But why was James on the floor too, bleeding? And why couldn’t Darrell just leave? After all, that was what the other passengers were doing—pushing one another toward the doors at the end of the car in their desperation to flee.

			For some reason, Darrell could not stand up. He couldn’t move. At all. Maybe he was just in shock. Maybe that was why he was still slumped over, unable to get up from the seat that was slick and red.

			It was probably best not to dwell on that. Best not to let the panic overtake him. But the paramedics who were hovering over him looked seriously concerned, asking their questions almost too calmly. And then there were the stony-faced cops, standing by the yawning exits of the now mostly empty train car.

			Nothing good ever happened to boys like Darrell when the cops showed up.

			Even as Darrell and his three friends were carefully laid onto stretchers, then gingerly carried up crumbling and filthy cement subway stairs into waiting ambulances, these victims were becoming the villains.

			Bernie Goetz

			As he darted across the steel tracks of the New York City subway’s IRT line, steel-encased lamps dimly illuminated the high concrete walls of the dark tunnel. Bernie Goetz was much closer to a station than he had dared hope.

			He stayed low until he reached the end of the platform. Then, he hoisted himself up onto the yellow-painted edge, his eyes scanning for the quickest way out onto Chambers Street.

			When Bernie emerged onto the bustling street, few bystanders would have registered such an ordinary-looking man. He was thin, sandy-haired, and kept his head down. He made sure to walk quickly, but not to run. The pale eyes behind his wire-rimmed glasses searched the street for a cab.

			He was in luck. Slumping into the backseat of a taxi, Bernie asked the driver to drop him off at 15th Street, where he walked briskly around the corner, into his building, and headed straight to the elevator.

			Once in his apartment, he stripped off his thin jacket and fretted about the now-empty gun that sat heavily in the quick-draw holster on his hip. He would need to do something with it. But what? With no good ideas coming to mind, Bernie decided to shower and think this whole mess through.

			Suddenly gripped by the overwhelming feeling that he needed to skip town, Bernie dried off, dressed, and threw a few things into a small suitcase. Moments later he was down in the lobby telling the doorman, as nonchalantly as possible, that he would be away for a few days. He had no real plan, but maybe, just maybe, he could lie low for a while before returning to his quiet life. That, after all, was what he really wanted—just to be left alone.

			But even as he was pulling out of Olin’s Rent-a-Car, anxious to put distance between himself and the gritty city, Bernie Goetz had already become a celebrity. The public didn’t yet know his name, but he was being heralded by the local media as a hero.

			He was the “Death Wish Vigilante.” He was a real-life Charles Bronson. He had stood up to the city’s “thugs” as few others had the guts to do.

			The Bernie Goetz subway shootings would unveil simmering racial resentments, ones that had been carefully fueled during the Reagan eighties. And they would unleash and legitimize a new era of white racial rage.

			This moment would profoundly change America.

		

	
		
			 

			Part I

			 

			Poisoning the Big Apple

		

	
		
			As the 1980s dawned, young people in New York City felt at least a small measure of optimism for the future. It was at least possible that this new decade would turn out to be better than the last, battered as it had been by a global recession.

			The punk rock kids in Greenwich Village could be seen irreverently belting out the lyrics of anti-capitalist bands such as The Clash or The Proletariat as they congregated near the arch in Washington Square Park, like so many colorful peacocks, with their hair dyed in outlandish colors and six-inch Mohawks spiking at the top of their heads.

			In the South Bronx, teenagers sporting fades and perms were trying to make their mark as well. Whether on the street corner or a city bus, they would find themselves inspiring passersby with the powerful social critique of songs like Grandmaster Flash’s “The Message” pumping out of the boomboxes that balanced precariously on slim shoulders or sat on a concrete sidewalk nearby.

			Meanwhile, over on Wall Street, young Izod-clad yuppies exuded their own heady self-assurance, perhaps sensing that the 1980s—as embodied by brash business tycoons like Donald Trump—was going to be their decade in particular.[1]

			Many other New Yorkers, however, were nowhere near as certain about what the future had in store.

			Despite the recent fiscal crisis, many city residents still wanted to believe the claims of the Democratic Party that a “Great Society” might yet be realized, and they worried mightily that the looming Reagan Revolution would take that dream, already too long deferred, and dash it entirely.

			Others had instead come out of the seventies suspicious that the Democrats, and liberals more generally, had already done too much, not too little. These overwhelmingly white New Yorkers increasingly worried that overreliance on social programs was fostering dependency as well as damaging the economy. In their view, liberal politicians had also been far too willing to bow down to the demands of the civil rights movement.

			Many of these New Yorkers had been lifelong Democrats, ones who themselves had benefited enormously from governmental spending on uplift programs, from the New Deal of the 1930s forward. But the racially tumultuous 1960s, as well as the economic dislocations of the 1970s, had led not a few to agree with the iconic television curmudgeon Archie Bunker when he declared, “If you liberals go on getting your way we’re all gonna hear one big loud flush; that’s the sound of the USA going down the toilet.”[2]

			Reagan-era Republicans depended on this mindset, and more specifically on the racial resentments and economic anxieties of this particular group of newly disaffected voters, to put them in the White House in 1980. The party leadership’s overarching goal, however, was in fact to slash taxes and to roll back regulations for the nation’s wealthiest citizens and businesses—a move that, ironically, would strip cities of what they needed to feel both safe and prosperous, and would only further impoverish their already poorest and most marginalized neighborhoods. Pulling that off would require an ever more dramatic and intentional fueling of white fear and fury.

		

	
		
			1

			 

			Dreams Dashed

			In 1980, Darrell Eugene Cabey was fourteen years old. He lived in the South Bronx, a neighborhood in New York City that, to presidential candidate Ronald Reagan, represented everything that was wrong with America.

			Reagan chose the South Bronx as a campaign stop for exactly this reason.[1] His motorcade arrived on Charlotte Street one scorching day in August, and cameras clicked away as he stood in front of a building on which political street artist John Fekner had scrawled the word “DECAY” in huge orange letters. Another crumbling façade could be seen nearby, where Fekner had painted “BROKEN PROMISES” in an equally loud message of censure and despair. Somberly gazing over the dilapidated lot on which he stood, Reagan told the assembled crowd of reporters and curious residents, in a not-so-subtle rebuke, that “he hadn’t ‘seen anything like this since London after the Blitz.’ ”[2]

			But this was also the place that Darrell Cabey, known as “Bean” by his family, felt most loved and supported. The Cabey family lived in a small apartment on the twenty-first floor of the Daniel Webster Homes, nestled in the Morrisania neighborhood of the South Bronx. Darrell’s mom, Shirley, worked hard to make it feel warm and welcoming. She insisted that he and his brothers help keep the place tidy and she made sure that they had decent meals and treated each other with respect.[3] This was where Darrell and his siblings listened to baseball on the radio and played video games in one of the two bedrooms. Darrell’s best friend, Lydell, also lived in this building, and those two always found ways to have fun together too.

			Still, no one who lived where Darrell did, or in any of the many concrete complexes that pierced the sky in this South Bronx neighborhood, would have disagreed with Ronald Reagan’s assessment that this part of the city was in bad shape. The apartments were airless and dingy. They were poorly insulated, so that residents sweltered in the summer, and shivered in the winter, kids sometimes having to wear hats and coats inside to stay warm. In the icy winter of 1981, a resident was found literally frozen to death in one of the South Bronx’s public housing blocks.[4]
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					President Ronald Reagan speaking on Charlotte Street in the South Bronx. Photo by Jack Smith/New York Daily News Archive via Getty Images

				
			
			Many of the buildings had also fallen into dangerous disrepair. The elevators clanged and shook ominously and would sometimes stop between floors, leaving residents panicked and uncertain that a maintenance worker would actually be available to respond to the emergency call button they had frantically pushed. From time to time, these lifts stopped working altogether, forcing residents like Shirley Cabey to trudge up seemingly endless flights of stairs with kids on their hips and grocery bags slipping from their hands. Meanwhile, the stairwells themselves were filled with trash, and light fixtures would flicker worryingly, if they hadn’t burned out entirely.

			The basketball courts and playgrounds just outside the dismal confines of these dwellings could be equally dispiriting. Thanks to cracks and holes in the asphalt, it was easy to trip and fall just trying to dribble the ball or to shred one’s skin sliding into a makeshift base.

			This, however, had not always been the case.

			In the 1920s, the Bronx had been a jewel in the crown of the five boroughs of New York City. The only borough that isn’t on an island, in that early decade it boasted beautiful filigreed buildings, lush parks, and spectacular public works with majestic fountains that glittered when lit up at night. Not even Manhattan had anything akin to the Bronx’s Grand Boulevard and Concourse, a four-mile stretch of road that was “modeled on the Champs-Élysées of Paris” and featured two roadways—one for automobiles, and a shared one for pedestrians and horse-drawn carriages.[5]

			The Bronx drew visitors from the other boroughs and from across the globe, offering exuberant gatherings at Yankee Stadium, exotic animals from all around the world at the Bronx Zoo, and vibrant flowers and foliage in the Bronx Botanical Garden. The borough also boasted two well-respected universities, Fordham and New York University, making it a destination for scholars too.[6]

			The “South Bronx” was the rather vague designation bestowed on the southwestern area of the borough, which was more or less “bounded on the north by Fordham Road, on the west by the Harlem River, and on the south and east by the East and Bronx Rivers.”[7] It covered approximately three thousand acres of land—a bit over 10 percent of the borough. This part of the Bronx had always been less grand than the more touristy areas, and became even less so when, between 1948 and 1972, it endured the noise, dust, and ugly machinery required to build the Cross Bronx Expressway. This highway bisected the neighborhood and subjected it to inordinate amounts of congestion and pollution and was the first major U.S. highway to run straight through an urban area. It also ran through much of the public housing located there, displacing between forty and sixty thousand residents.[8]

			While these housing projects would later be associated with blight and decay, they were once beacons of social aspiration. By the 1950s, the New York City Housing Authority had built five large projects consisting of ninety-six buildings, all intended to provide safe and sturdy housing for primarily white families after World War II. These dwellings, along with access to low-interest housing loans from the federal government and to college classes from the G.I. Bill, made it feasible for a generation of young white families to move up and out of these subsidized units, just as they were supposed to.

			When the neighborhood started facing increased grassroots and legal pressures to integrate during the 1960s, the Federal Housing Authority and a federally subsidized highway system made it possible for white residents of the South Bronx to escape to alluring suburban enclaves where they could own their own homes. White flight escalated between 1960 and 1980, and the South Bronx, and many other NYC neighborhoods, underwent a dramatic demographic change as Black and Brown families then moved into these areas.[9]

			By the close of the 1970s, Puerto Rican and Black residents predominated in the South Bronx, with an ever-growing Dominican population as well.[10] Over the course of the next decade, a full 39 percent of the people in this part of the Bronx would also be living below the poverty line.[11] The area would, meanwhile, quite literally become a dumping ground for the rest of the city. In time, the majority of New York’s commercial waste transfer stations—where trash trucks dumped their loads for compacting—as well as dozens of privately owned salvage yards and recycling centers would be located there.[12]

			White flight had proven devastating to the South Bronx, but the damage it wrought had not been inevitable. Had city hall merely continued the same steady infusion of public dollars and had businesses offered the same opportunities for stable employment they had offered the original inhabitants of this area, the fallout from this exodus could have been prevented. But they did not. When a major fiscal crisis then gripped the nation in the mid-1970s, the South Bronx would only continue to be stripped and starved of what remaining resources it had.

			This devastating economic crisis was also rooted in ill-fated economic and political choices. A series of oil price shocks in 1973 and more in 1979, as well as stagnating global economic growth accompanied by high inflation—a phenomenon dubbed “stagflation”—had dealt a devastating blow globally. Also important was rising resistance to some of the United States’ more extractive policies on the world stage, along with pressures for better and more equal pay at home.[13] Businesses felt their profits being squeezed, and in response, they pulled back on many of their investment plans and slashed jobs.[14]

			In urban centers such as New York City, the consequences of this were particularly dire.[15] Thanks to declining tax revenues and the deepening fiscal crisis more generally, NYC was $11 billion in debt by 1975 and unable to meet its obligations to its creditors. To avoid outright bankruptcy, the city had to rely on both state and federal intervention and severely cut back on its spending. Accordingly, it would lay off 38,000 workers, cancel various resident benefits such as free tuition at city colleges, and much more.[16]

			For families in the South Bronx, the loss of city jobs as well as this eradication of an educational path out of poverty mattered. In the late 1960s, for example, before the City University of New York (CUNY) system ended free tuition, it had educated a disproportionately high number of first-generation, working-class Black and Puerto Rican students.[17] Indeed, a year after students successfully protested to guarantee every NYC high school graduate a spot in the system without cost in 1969, the percentage of Black and Puerto Rican students had doubled, and by 1976 it had tripled. That year, nonwhite students constituted a full 80 percent of CUNY’s enrollees.[18] Reversing this policy thereafter hit these New Yorkers very hard.

			Meanwhile, unscrupulous landlords had also begun preying upon the poor residents of places like the South Bronx, with very little oversight from city hall.[19] Landlords’ disregard for the needs of their low-income tenants led to serious problems. By the late 1970s, the majority of housing in the South Bronx did not meet even the most basic health and safety regulations. More alarmingly, homes there began igniting in a stunning number of deadly blazes—averaging nearly twelve thousand fires a year.[20]

			As historian Bench Ansfield has pointed out, the 1970s “arson epidemic” that engulfed the South Bronx was too often the result of landlords looking to cash in on insurance payouts.[21] As a result of these fires, neglect, and rising rates of poverty, the South Bronx eventually lost a full one-fifth of its housing stock to demolition or abandonment. By the end of the 1970s, city-owned high-rise projects loomed above charred fields with no other dwelling for blocks, like “residential islands on empty landscapes.”[22]

			This devastation was not simply spatial or abstract; it was felt directly by the neighborhood’s residents. Usurious private landlords raised rents and evicted tenants whenever it suited them. Successfully fighting such evictions in court was daunting. As one social worker put it, “Often it was hard to figure out who the landlord was or how to reach him.”[23] But fight it the poor still did. They did so via myriad tenant-centered organizations and, as historian Elizabeth Hinton shows, also through open acts of rebellion.[24] Meanwhile, the number of South Bronx residents evicted from public housing would also grow each year of the recession, and they too would resist such displacement.[25]

			In fact, people from the South Bronx regularly spoke out against the civic indifference and abuses they now faced. As historian LaShawn Harris has chronicled, they time and again mobilized to demand that their needs be met with the same level of commitment that white residents of this same neighborhood had enjoyed in years past. In one such moment, Harris points out, almost three hundred Bronx families “staged an eight-month rent strike, demanding repairs for windows, washers and dryers, stairwells and hallways, and water-damaged apartments.”[26]

			

			—

			Notably, the Cabeys had not always lived in public housing. In the early years of Darrell’s life, the family had lived in the downstairs of a house in Far Rockaway, Queens. Shirley and her husband, Ronald, had moved there in 1965. Though Ronald worked long hours as a truck driver, his earnings made it possible for Shirley to stay home with Darrell and his four brothers. They could go to the beach when it was nice out, and even when it wasn’t, she was always encouraging the kids to play outside in their own front or back yards. Their dog, Flocko, loved to run around on the lawn and sometimes, to his family’s consternation, even managed to escape for a brief frolic in one of the lush grassy fields nearby.

			This family wasn’t flush, but they felt financially stable and independent. They owned two cars and loved taking family vacations. Those adventures were especially treasured by the Cabey kids, because their dad was so often away from home. When Ronald’s boss retired, he had taken the bold step of going into business for himself, which meant that he was driving his truck longer and later each day. The kids hated having to go to bed before they heard him coming in the front door.

			But one night, Ronald Cabey did not come home. That evening in 1973, he stopped at a diner to get something to eat. He chose a seat in a vinyl booth, right next to a window, so that he could keep an eye on his truck. Suddenly, he noticed a stranger hoisting himself behind the wheel.

			Ron panicked. His family’s entire economic security depended on this vehicle. He ran outside, where the thief was already tearing out of the parking space. Somehow, Ronald managed to jump onto the truck’s running board and tried to grab the man inside in order to throw him out of the vehicle. The driver had a gun, but even this did not dissuade Ron.

			To the horror of onlookers, however, as the thief turned onto a busy street, he violently wrenched the wheel in an attempt to shake Ron off. At that exact moment, another car was turning into the restaurant’s driveway. With a sickening screech, the two vehicles collided, crushing Ronald Cabey between them. He fell to the pavement and died at the scene, as the stolen truck sped away.[27]

			Shirley Cabey was devastated. Without her husband’s income, she decided to move her family into public housing in the South Bronx, where they would also be closer to her mother.[28] Shirley was only twenty-six years old, a widow with children who were grieving terribly. Darrell was just seven years old when he lost his dad, his dog, and the only home he had ever known. He took his father’s death particularly hard, and Shirley tried to get him counseling. She eventually managed to get Darrell to see someone over at Bronx-Lebanon Hospital, but she wasn’t sure how helpful it was for her son.[29]

			By 1980, the five Cabey brothers and their mother were squeezed into a two-bedroom apartment in the sprawling Claremont Village projects, which included the Daniel Webster Homes. Subsidized housing was a godsend, costing Shirley Cabey only $126.25 a month. And the good news too was that she would eventually land a new state job, working as a food service handler at the Manhattan State Psychiatric Center on Wards Island. She prayed that she would make it past the probationary period customary for all new employees, and that the position would become permanent. Since her husband’s death, Shirley also received a monthly Social Security check of $472, which was a great relief as well.[30] The Cabeys were in better shape than most families, and yet the money coming in was still far less than they needed.

		

	
		
			2

			 

			Secrets and Scars

			Bernhard Hugo Goetz was born at Kew Gardens Hospital in Queens, New York, in 1947. His parents, Bernhard Willard Goetz and Gertrude Karlsberg, emigrated from Germany and met in the U.S., marrying in August 1935 at Central Park’s historic Tavern on the Green. They eventually welcomed four children, two girls and two boys, with Bernie being the youngest.

			Although his mother was born into the Jewish faith, Gertrude became a Lutheran like her husband, deciding to raise her children in that church.[1] Neighbors and family members alike described Mrs. Goetz as “a gentle, self-sacrificing and subservient woman” and her husband as “a strong, domineering and demanding man.”[2]

			Although difficult to live with, Mr. Goetz certainly provided a comfortable life for his family. They had first lived in a rather small place on 45th Avenue in Elmhurst, Queens, then moved into “a brand-new home” on Poyer Street before Bernie was born.[3] Bernhard Sr.’s bookbinding business, Mutual Specialty Products, produced everything from photo albums to heavy sample books of drapery and upholstery swatches, and it allowed him eventually to move the family out of the city to a farm in bucolic Red Hook, New York. When Bernie was three, his father moved them again, this time into an unassuming house on Wynkoop Lane in the small town of Rhinebeck, New York.[4]

			The success of Bernhard Sr.’s company had also allowed him to purchase several large parcels of land near Rhinebeck on which he decided to operate an additional business, the Silver Lake Dairy. He owned another two-hundred-acre farm near the village of Clinton Corners in Dutchess County. By the mid-1960s, the Goetz farms were distributing goods to stores across eight counties.[5]

			On the surface, the Goetz kids’ childhood was idyllic. They spent endless hours outside playing, camping, and learning how to fish and shoot. From a young age, Bernie loved to line up tin cans on a fence or a picnic table and practice felling them with precision. Since Bernie was quite a bit younger than his siblings, who had their own activities and friends, he spent the majority of his time alone. Bernie seemed to prefer this. As his sister Barbara later explained, he was a quiet kid. While he was close to their mother, more so than any of her other kids, she was also busy with her own artistic and philanthropic pursuits. Gertrude wrote poetry, did a great deal of charitable work at the Hospital Guild, and was involved with the local music society.[6]

			Bernhard Goetz Sr. wasn’t around that much, either. He spent upward of fourteen hours a day in his office, either back in Queens or in one of the outbuildings on Wynkoop Lane, but he nevertheless had great control over what happened in the house. One family member would later describe him not just as stern with his wife but also as a most rigid disciplinarian with his kids, a father who was “very demanding in terms of their behavior and their accomplishments.”[7]

			Despite being the youngest, Bernie was not exempt from his father’s firm hand. If any of the children failed to meet Bernhard Sr.’s expectations, he would yell so loudly the entire household would be frightened. Writer Lillian Rubin’s account of Bernie Goetz’s early life described how his father would demand that the boy “put in writing what he called a ‘memorandum of understanding’—a letter demonstrating that his expectations were understood and promising that there would be no recurrence of the infraction.”[8]

			One such memo, written by Bernie when he was eleven years old, read: “Dear Mr. Goetz, I am sorry I’ve been a bad boy. I will be good from now on. I won’t yell, write on walls, and make a lot of noise. I will pay attention, I won’t jump around, and I’ll do what mother tells me. Your son, Bernhard Goetz.”[9]

			But his father’s temperament didn’t stop young Bernie from finding his own ways to rebel. In one instance, after being told to be quiet, “he climbed a tree and urinated on an ant below.” When that got him in trouble, he defiantly said, “he had, after all, followed instructions. He had been quiet.”[10]

			This authoritarian upbringing did not bode well for Bernie’s ability to socialize and make friends outside of the family. Even going to school offered little respite. He did well academically, winning an essay contest in elementary school and making the honor roll in later years.[11] But according to some of his teachers and former schoolmates, Bernie was often taunted to the point of tears. One classmate recalled that he was usually the last kid picked in gym class, and a neighbor remembered frequently seeing him come home from school crying. “I just felt very sorry for him; he was such a slight, puny little kid,” they said.[12]

			Meanwhile, though he was harsh with his own children, Mr. Goetz was showing a marked affection toward another young man. When Bernie was ten years old, his father took a business trip to Havana, where he hired seventeen-year-old Octavio Ramos as his tour guide and then, to his family’s consternation, brought the boy home with him. Mr. Goetz said simply that he had very much enjoyed taking walks with Octavio as well as swimming with him on that trip, and he now insisted on moving the teen into young Bernie’s room permanently—a sure sign of the newcomer’s favored status.[13]

			Within two years of Octavio’s arrival in the Goetz home, the family experienced another unwelcome piece of news. In February 1960, Bernhard Sr. was arrested and charged with sexually molesting two fifteen-year-old boys.[14] He would ultimately be indicted on eighteen counts, which included child endangerment and third-degree assault.[15] Octavio Ramos, for his part, seemed unsurprised by this turn of events. According to him, this was a man who regularly “entertained teenage boys—sometimes at home, sometimes at the farm—and served them alcoholic drinks.”[16] One of Goetz’s employees also spoke up, having suspected for some time that something was amiss. Her boss always hired teenage boys to work weekends in his factory. In fact, according to her, it had long been “rumored in the community that he like[d] young boys.”[17]

			This was not the first time Mr. Goetz had come to the attention of the law for his interactions with minors. In 1958, he had been convicted of a misdemeanor after picking up a teenage hitchhiker who lived at a nearby camp for underprivileged kids, taking the boy to a factory on one of his farms, and giving him “a dozen or more shots of cognac.”[18]

			Hence, when the fifteen-year-olds accused Bernhard Sr. of fondling them and exposing himself at his factory, the local prosecutor believed them.[19] Goetz insisted, as he had with the prior accusations in 1958, that he was being extorted—the boys were trying to shake him down for money.[20] According to the arresting trooper, however, Mr. Goetz had in fact admitted that he’d “let his emotions get away with him and that he went too far with the boys.”[21] He had also asked the trooper’s advice “on what to tell and how to tell it.”[22]

			Mr. Goetz required that his children attend every day of his May 1960 trial as a show of support, and thus each child was inundated with “the unpleasant details of the accusations.”[23]

			Bernie would later describe the experience of his father’s trial as “embarrassing,” and stated that he “did not feel a great deal of warmth and affection towards his father.”[24] Bernhard Sr. was found guilty of eight of the eighteen counts, and the Goetz family became fodder for their small-town rumor mill.

			Perhaps in an attempt to shield twelve-year-old Bernie and his sister Denise from the fallout, Bernie’s parents shipped them off to school at the Institut auf dem Rosenberg at St. Gallen in Switzerland with little notice or explanation.[25] This was most traumatic for Bernie. According to Rubin, “he clutched at [his mother’s] departing figure. ‘Mommy, mommy, please don’t leave me,’ he pleaded tearfully.”[26]

			Bernie would remain at this school for the next four years.[27]

			In the meantime, Mr. Goetz appealed his conviction, getting four counts dismissed on technicalities. A new trial was ordered in 1962 and the DA accepted a plea bargain.[28] Ultimately, Mr. Goetz received a suspended sentence on one charge of disorderly conduct.

			In 1964, when Bernie turned sixteen, he felt ready to leave Switzerland and to head to college in America. He had performed well at the Institut, which earned him a letter of recommendation from his counselor for Marist College. Bernie was admitted, and enrolled, but immediately felt in over his head. By November 1964, he had left Marist. According to the dean there, the reason for his departure was that he had “made an abortive attempt to obtain the results of a laboratory test from a faculty office in the chemistry department.” According to Bernie, he had withdrawn voluntarily for “personal reasons.”[29]

			Bernie was adrift. That December, he decided to go back for one more year of high school at Christian Brothers School in Poughkeepsie, New York, hoping that he might become better prepared for college. After that, he headed off to New York University. He would graduate in 1970 from its campus in the Bronx with a major in nuclear engineering and a minor in electrical engineering.[30]

			Now a 6-foot-1-inch man, Bernie was ready to enter the workforce. On November 4, 1969, even before earning his degree, Bernie was hired as a test engineer at a company that made nuclear submarines for the U.S. Navy. This was a plum job, and it was one that he might well have kept upon graduation.

			Immediately, however, Bernie had begun having conflicts with his superiors. In his view, his bosses were subjecting him to “unacceptable conditions or procedures” that accelerated production at the expense of quality. Things soon grew so tense that he was, in one instance, forbidden from accompanying any naval personnel on an inspection tour. In September 1970, after less than a year on the job, Bernie was fired for “unacceptable performance.”[31]

			Being dismissed from his job was worrying, considering Bernie could now be drafted to fight in Vietnam. As an NYU student, he had enjoyed a deferment. His job at the submarine company was also considered an “essential” civilian job. But since he’d graduated and was no longer employed, Bernie was required to take the physical examination for the armed services.

			Bernie decided, however, that he would do everything he could “to get out of Vietnam,” and he would, in fact, beat the system. As he later said with satisfaction, “I’d beat it good.”[32] He confessed to having researched “neurotic behavior that would disqualify him” and, after practicing on some psychologists that he met in a draft counseling program, he successfully “feign[ed] mental illness” in his meeting with the draft board.[33] He later boasted that he had shown up for his exam deliberately “unwashed, unshaven and behaving in a neurotic fashion.”[34]

			But dodging the draft did not help him escape all of life’s challenges. After being fired, Bernie had few job prospects, no income, and nowhere to live. He moved in with his parents, now in Orlando, Florida, where they had bought a house in 1963 while he was in high school overseas.

			The senior Goetz had over time become a major real estate developer there, eventually building 1,100 tract homes in a subdivision he called Park Manor. Each of these homes sold for between $70,000 and $90,000 (the equivalent of nearly $1 million in 2025), and Bernie Goetz’s father was soon very wealthy. He and Gertrude lived in Park Manor themselves, in a “four bedroom, one story structure of stone and brick” that looked out on a lake, had a sparkling blue pool, and sat at the end of a neat cul-de-sac.[35]

			Bernie not only lived with his parents; he also worked alongside his father, one of his sisters, and his brother-in-law at the Park Manor Development Company. As with his last job, however, conflicts soon arose. Bernie felt that he cared about the quality of the work more than anyone else did, and worse, as the company engineer, he felt that he was being asked to sign off on shoddy construction.[36]

			Perhaps seeking a bit more independence from his family, Bernie married a local woman named Elizabeth Boylan in 1971. Their union would be short-lived, however, ending in divorce in 1975. In later interviews, Elizabeth indicated that the couple harbored no lasting feelings of ill will toward one another—they simply felt it was time to go their separate ways. They did not have children.[37]

			Now single, and too often at odds with his father to continue working with him, Bernie Goetz returned to NYC. He rented a small apartment at 211 Thompson Street in Greenwich Village and decided to go into business for himself, starting a company called Electrical Calibration Laboratory, Inc. In this new venture, Bernie would test, repair, and maintain electrical equipment for manufacturing companies locally and across the country. He would never have to answer to another boss.[38]

			Though business was never booming, Bernie’s income was steady. In April 1977, he moved into an apartment in a twenty-one-story white-brick building at 55 West 14th Street.[39] Irritated by the street noise as well as the “physical graffiti” of the breakdancers beneath his windows, however, Bernie then relocated to a slightly larger apartment in the rear of the building.[40] For $650 a month, he had the place all to himself.[41]

		

	
		
			3

			 

			Creating Crisis

			Darrell Cabey loved his family, but their apartment was so cramped that whenever he could, he headed outdoors. He and Lydell would roller skate and play sports, and though Lydell liked to tease his five-foot-four friend about how terrible he was at shooting hoops, Darrell would just laugh and promise to kick his butt in paddleball, which he preferred anyway. And even Lydell had to admit that Darrell was the far better breakdancer, which was way more impressive than being good at any game.[1]

			Breakdancing was, in fact, all the rage in the early 1980s, spreading from its Bronx roots to the rest of the nation thanks to MTV, the cable channel that started broadcasting music videos in 1981, as well as movies like Breakin’ and Krush Groove.[2] According to Lydell, Darrell had amazing agility and control of his body, and had mastered breakdancing long “before it hit Manhattan.”[3] When the boys had to be indoors they’d often visit a local arcade, maybe to play Donkey Kong, or would check out a kung fu movie at the nearby dollar theater.

			Even with these distractions, however, life was difficult for kids in the South Bronx.

			Some of the hardships they faced stemmed, without question, from the brutal economic downturn the nation had just experienced. And yet, history showed that in the normal course of things, the terrible cuts that the fiscal crisis had prompted and the despair it wrought would, in time, end. Once inflation had been reined in, and new global political realities had settled in, the international and domestic economies alike would recover. New York City could again be solvent. Eventually, it could rehire its unemployed workers and resume providing services to its most needy residents.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					A breakdancer spins on a cardboard surface during a dance battle in the Playground 52 public park in the Bronx, summer 1983. Photo by Ricky Flores

				
			
			But that was not to be. In 1980, America’s voters elected a very different president than had been at the helm in nearly fifty years. When Ronald Reagan entered the Oval Office in January 1981, he did so with the explicit goal of upending the way that the government had approached economic growth and social spending since the New Deal.

			Ever since Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s presidency, ordinary Americans—both die-hard Democrats and those who favored the party of Eisenhower, or later even of Nixon—believed that the government had a duty to protect its citizens from the capriciousness of the market and to assist those who were unable to provide for themselves, whether that be due to their age, their disability, or job scarcity. To be sure, the New Deal had gone nowhere near as far as some other democracies around the world had to rein in capitalism or even to provide for their citizenry. Indeed, the New Deal Democrats very much hoped to save capitalism, not to overhaul it. Nevertheless, this was a fundamental moment of placing the excesses of the rich in check, and it had come thanks to pressure from below.

			The notion that a healthy nation required the presence of a social and economic safety net had led to programs such as Social Security, Federal Housing Authority loans, the GI Bill, and Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC)—all of which had contributed to building strong, albeit overwhelmingly white, working and middle classes in America. Such programs were in fact riddled with discriminatory provisions, but for white Americans there were now myriad new opportunities for social mobility, such as job training programs, the ability to attend college, and more. Such social spending had also helped to provide basic health care and affordable public housing for the elderly as well as the destitute.

			In the post–World War II years, and again thanks to the New Deal, white Americans had also become homeowners, secured good union jobs with health and safety protections, and come to rely on the fact that Social Security would allow them to retire.[4]

			As the twentieth century wore on, however, these same citizens who had benefited the most from New Deal policies had also begun to forget the role that federal support had played in helping them achieve social mobility and economic security alike. What is more, they never appreciated the extent to which these New Deal–era opportunities—everything from the right to join a union and the ability to get subsidized housing to being able to count on Social Security in their old age—had been difficult if not outright impossible for countless Black and Brown Americans to access.

			This lack of equal opportunity was, however, glaringly obvious to those who had been shut out. During the tumultuous 1960s and ’70s, civil rights leaders like Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, Fannie Lou Hamer, Cesar Chavez, and Dolores Huerta, as well as countless ordinary people, began taking to the streets to call attention to the absence of equality in America and the damage it had done to so many communities.

			Their activism would matter. With the Civil Rights Act of 1964, for example, it became illegal to deny people admission to school, a ride on a bus, or seniority rights on a job based on their race. With the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the franchise was now also shared. And with the Fair Housing Act of 1968, it became illegal to deny someone a home on racial grounds.

			These civil rights gains, however, increasingly rankled working- and middle-class white Americans who failed to appreciate their historic and continuing privilege. When legislation meant to rein in racial discrimination was further accompanied by Lyndon Johnson’s so-called Great Society programs, as well as the expansion of programs such as Medicaid and AFDC, it was for many of them a bridge too far.

			Indeed, to an increasing number of white Americans, the idea that the Democratic Party would continue to earmark spending on poverty programs—dollars that would go to Americans who did not just seem incapable of escaping poverty but who were also disproportionately (although by no means exclusively) Black and Brown—was outrageous. Those who had not “made it” in America, they suspected, were stuck due to their own limitations as opposed to the persistent effects of racial and gender discrimination. Liberal social welfare programs, they began to argue, had become mere handouts rather than a needed hand up.

			Such antagonism toward efforts to effect true equality in America was hardly new. White citizens had violently fought everything from the abolition of slavery to the desegregation of the military, schools, and neighborhoods. Since the earliest centuries in this country they had also utilized threats and violence to keep workplaces all-white too. Even so, between 1932 and 1979, and until their party decided to support civil rights initiatives and fund poverty programs such as Head Start or Upward Bound or legal aid for the poor, countless middle- and working-class white Americans, even the most racially discriminatory among them, had remained staunch Democrats.

			That their taxes would now pay for policies and projects intended to level a glaringly uneven playing field—one on which whites alone had always enjoyed the substantial advantage—would leave them looking for a new party.

			The problem for the Republican Party, which sought to court these voters, was that the interests of its various constituents were not fully aligned. Wealthy Republicans had always cared most about the fiscal policies of the New Deal—particularly the high taxes that the richest among them were expected to pay toward the broader needs of the nation. But no matter how much disgruntled, particularly working-class white Democrats chafed at racial liberalism, they largely still believed that the well-to-do should be taxed more than middle- and working-class people. They still recoiled from the idea that the rich should run America as they had back during the Gilded Age.

			This was, however, a circle that the Republican Party was determined to square. Indeed, party leaders well understood that harnessing the power of white racial hostilities could help them restore the greatest economic privileges to the nation’s wealthiest class. It would just take some time.

			In 1968, for example, Nixon had successfully convinced a significant number of previously Democratic voters that the Republicans better understood their racial concerns. But while Nixon had not been able to move the needle when it came to reducing taxes for the rich, Reagan managed to appeal to white self-interest and to exploit racial rage to greater success, convincing even some of the most die-hard Democratic Party voters that this was in their interest, also.

			Reagan argued that excessive government spending on welfare explained why minorities still lagged behind. And taxes should, therefore, be cut for everyone, rather than earmarked for “entitlement” programs. This message resonated with a new breed of voter—the so-called Reagan Democrats—and would ensure the Republican Party’s landslide victory in 1980.

			Once in office, Reagan knew that his party still had work to do when it came to convincing his newest voters that all liberal policies were an utter failure, and thus a robust tax base was no longer required to fund them. One internal memo made this especially clear. It would be a good idea, administration insider Jim Cicconi wrote to top Reagan aides, for the president to continue “questioning the social policies of the past twenty years” whenever he gave a speech, and to continue insisting publicly, albeit in a “low key manner,” that “ ‘a national debate is now occurring’ on the social policy of the past twenty years, with hints that a change is needed.” Meanwhile, the memo went on, “decreasing government resources” would make “the liberal approach impossible to sustain financially, and dictate that alternatives be tried.”[5]

			This strategy would pay off stunningly well. The Reagan Revolution would begin reversing decades of Keynesian economic policy and practice. It would dramatically cut taxes for the wealthy by arguing not only that they were unnecessary—the government was too bloated—but also that such cuts would allow business owners to create jobs and improve the economic standing of the nation overall. This “trickle-down” economic thinking would have devastating consequences.[6]

			

			—

			Darrell Cabey’s family might not have clocked exactly how Reagan’s economic policies represented “a sharp break with the recent past.” In fact, few Americans, even those who voted for Reagan, fully grasped how many federal dollars previously available for food assistance, job training, and health care for seniors and those in poverty would in fact be slashed during his first and second terms. But families like Darrell’s would feel these cuts most directly and profoundly. According to urban geographers Sheldon Danziger and Robert Haveman, the Americans hit the very hardest by these cuts were in the lowest mean income group—households headed by women with children. Indeed, as one study made clear, an average mother who worked but, like so many women in the Daniel Webster Homes, made so little that she still needed AFDC, eventually would suffer “a 20% to 30% decline in her monthly income.”[7]

			Both El Diario La Prensa and the Amsterdam News, New York City’s main Spanish-language and Black newspapers, chronicled these worsening problems along with the community’s resistance to them. While it published articles with frank headlines like “Cuts Driving Poor to Breadlines” (1982) and “Housing Shortage ‘Acute’ ” (1983), the Amsterdam News, for instance, also covered community beautification projects, antidrug campaigns, and other efforts by ordinary people to combat the fallout of evaporating city and federal dollars.[8]

			Apart from activism and self-help, voters in the South Bronx also hoped that aid would come from Black politicians such as Jesse Jackson, who was trying to respond to the Reagan agenda with a national campaign, or from the many Puerto Rican and Black New Yorkers who had secured political positions in the wake of the civil rights movement.[9] Such hopes, however, would not be fulfilled. As scholar Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor put it bluntly, the “lives and deaths” of poor and working-class Black families were really “not a priority for the Black political elite.”[10] While the Black middle class overwhelmingly disliked Reagan and clung fervently to the promises of the Democratic Party, too often they, like their white Democratic Party counterparts, blamed the ostensible cultural and moral failings of what was newly being called the “Black Underclass” for the city’s many problems.[11]

			On the ground, though, this wasn’t about personal failings. And places like the South Bronx could not simply be dismissed as mere sites of economic devastation. As hard as things were, the South Bronx remained vibrant in other very important ways. In the park, kids frolicked and teenagers socialized. Old men played games of chess. This was a neighborhood. It had block clubs and community centers, and parents as well as grandparents attended local school functions, hosted wedding and baby showers, and regularly went to church.

			The South Bronx was also a place that attracted young musicians from around the country. It was the literal epicenter of beatboxing, the skillful vocal percussions that had also burst on the scene so excitingly in the 1980s. Indeed, to be a teen in the South Bronx meant dreaming of sneaking into one of the neighborhood’s many “house parties,” where they might catch hip-hop legends DJ Kool Herc or DJ Charlie Chase performing on two turntables plugged into the living room wall. Maybe they’d even see the Bronx phenom Grandmaster Flash one night at a local club.[12]

			Of course, the proliferation of house parties and clubs also made many mothers and fathers nervous. The stakes were always high when raising kids, but the usual social distractions of youth seemed especially risky in a place with so few resources. Like all moms and dads, the parents of the South Bronx didn’t want their kids to get derailed. They wanted them to grow up to be somebody, to go to college, to get a good job.

			Despite the larger forces working against them, countless kids in the South Bronx did just that. The local Black press shouted out some of the most unusual and inspiring stories of triumph, like the kid who managed to make a name for himself as a tennis player despite his dad having been murdered, or the girls whose educational achievements and promise had netted each of them an $8,000 scholarship to a prominent boarding school in Pennsylvania.[13]

			

			—

			Truth be told, Shirley Cabey hoped that her kids would also be able to leave the South Bronx one day. She worried especially about what otherwise might happen to her son Darrell, her shyer and quieter boy, should his horizons not expand. She found herself praying that he might just board “one of the commuter trains that zipped past their apartment every day” and head well outside of this city to make a better life for himself.[14]

			Shirley’s concern for Darrell had begun to intensify when, at about eight years old, he began struggling in school. It became increasingly clear to Shirley that Darrell had a much harder time with his assignments than other kids did. Eventually, Darrell would be put in a special education program. Shirley hoped this would be a positive change, but she was well aware that it also might sour him on school and make him a target for the savvier boys who lived a faster and more dangerous life in the streets.[15]

			For a few years, Darrell’s mother didn’t have to dwell on these concerns. Her baby-faced son still liked to stay pretty close to home. In fact, she found it sweet when he got involved with a nice girl named Denise and around the same time started to enjoy “dressing, looking good, all that.”[16] She took solace as well in the fact that Darrell was a responsible kid who had managed to land a part-time job as a grocery bagger in Harlem. This made it possible for him to help out the family and take Denise on dates every once in a while.[17]

			Unfortunately, neither the relationship nor the job lasted very long. The grocery store Darrell worked at, like so many small businesses, was struggling to make ends meet. Paying a teenager so that the checkout process could be more pleasant for its remaining customers was simply a luxury the store could no longer afford, and he lost his job.

			With no girlfriend and no money of his own, Darrell seemed to lose his motivation. In the spring of 1984, he decided to drop out of high school.[18] Getting his diploma had seemed ever more pointless the older Darrell got. At seventeen, he should have been graduating, but dwindling school resources and his years in special education classes had set him behind and left him disillusioned.

			Reagan-era cuts were leading to dramatic layoffs of school personnel across New York City, including counselors, school nurses, secretaries, crossing guards, and even teachers. This had a particularly deleterious effect on students in neighborhoods like the South Bronx: It meant that there were far fewer support staff equipped to care for their emotional needs, let alone enough instructors to keep them engaged during school hours.[19] Positions for art and music teachers were getting slashed, while after-school programs were also being canceled. Meanwhile, the Parks Department was eliminating its sports teams, and local public libraries were shuttering or operating on a severely reduced schedule.[20]

			It was in this grim context that Darrell’s friend Lydell also dropped out of school. As Lydell explained, he and Darrell had some notion that they instead might “get a [full-time] job.”[21] This hope was, however, naïve. Reaganomics had made it hard even for those with high school diplomas to be employed. Its cuts had hit the public job sector with a particular vengeance and these had been exactly the positions that had provided one of the few paths to stability and self-sufficiency in the South Bronx.

			The Nixon administration’s Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA), enacted in 1973, for example, had provided public job-training programs and summer employment for low-income teens, jobs that could become more permanent and that at least provided benefits such as health care and pensions.[22] Unfortunately, however, in 1984, Reagan closed down the CETA program altogether and public sector jobs more generally dried up. It was bad enough that almost one-third of Black residents and half of the Latino residents of the South Bronx lost employment during the fiscal crisis of the previous decade. But in the 1980s, these jobs began to disappear altogether, affecting the entire city.[23] Whereas there were 264,000 unemployed New Yorkers in January 1970, by January 1983 there were a full 753,000—a threefold increase.[24]

			While the Reagan White House was doing its part to push the narrative of a seemingly intractable “underclass” that was simply refusing to reach for the brass ring of work and personal advancement, the reality was that this president’s policies were making it much more difficult for anyone to secure paid, steady, and legal employment.[25]

			With fewer opportunities remaining, many felt their only option was to turn to the illegal economy. Lack of job prospects, declining schools, and fewer public places to find enrichment or support meant that young people in the South Bronx had little to do but, as one observer put it, “sit in apartments, or hang out in the street, where they were likely to be tempted by drugs and easy money.”[26]

			Darrell Cabey still hung out with Lydell in his tiny room, but as he had gotten older, he had also started spending more time several blocks away, in one of the tougher parts of their vast, thirty-building high-rise complex.[27] Over there, near Washington and Third Avenues, a group of young guys gathered regularly. They were brash, cool, and they were always involved in some kind of potentially lucrative hustle, which likely contributed to their allure.[28]

			At first, Darrell invited Lydell to join him as he ventured out farther into the neighborhood, but to his disappointment, Lydell remained leery.[29] Darrell had begun experimenting with drugs—mostly pot but, from time to time, coke or angel dust, when it was offered. Lydell didn’t like that at all. Still, he didn’t give Darrell too much trouble about it, just calling his friend “space face” and hoping that things would soon return to normal.[30]

			The good news was that Darrell was only “partying” on occasion. As important, he still had an employed parent, which made it a whole lot easier to resist the pull of the drug economy. Other teens were not so lucky. If their mom or dad did not have stable jobs, or any at all, it was hard to ignore the fact that kids could earn more money by dealing drugs than by working any odd job they might be lucky enough to land. By the mid-1980s, selling coke, and its cheaper derivative crack, was in fact one of the only remaining ways for countless New Yorkers to make money.[31]

			The crack trade, however, would have terrible consequences, particularly for neighborhoods in the Bronx. As one local resident said, “The block was nice for a while…. Then all of a sudden, the Bronx started to change…. People selling drugs on corners. Certain people owned the corners. There were lines of people waiting to buy drugs. They would stand there with ten garbage cans with fires to keep warm. The Bronx was the first to know crack. We were the people to tell others crack was happening in our community and affecting the quality of our lives, our young people. It blew up.”[32]

			Anyone could see the toll of addiction on this part of the city, which was why Lydell worried about Darrell.[33] One South Bronx priest described it as an “overwhelming flood of really cheap, really potent drugs…. And you know, the person who would take it was not really in charge of themselves, because it was the drug taking over them. So, it was an incredibly emotionally devastating period.”[34] And it was a problem that soon seemed intractable. Over the next forty years, the South Bronx would come to have “the second-highest rate of drug overdose deaths—34 per 100,000 people—in the country, after West Virginia.”[35]

			The Bronx was also being ravaged by a new sickness, one that caused many who were addicted to develop horrible lesions and to waste away, growing sicker by the month until they died. In time, it was understood that what was felling so many in this borough and other neighborhoods in New York City—not just IV drug users but many thousands of others, including, disproportionately, gay men with or without any history of drug use—was the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), which caused a constellation of symptoms referred to as acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS).

			Identifying this deadly virus, however, did not mean that federal or state dollars would be put toward mitigating the epidemic it was fast touching off. Community residents in the Bronx were left to cope with the spread of AIDS on their own, periodically protesting and demanding help from city officials, but mostly just doing their best to care for their afflicted loved ones.[36]

			The connections between the gutting of social services during the Reagan years, the rise in drug addiction, and the spread of AIDS were direct and profound. It mattered that critical prevention and intervention services, along with health care resources, had become increasingly difficult, if not impossible, to access.[37]

			After 1980, parents in the South Bronx were not only struggling to cope with ever-increasing rates of family and child drug addiction as well as the risk of death from AIDS. The social fabric of their community was also being frayed by rising drug-related violence.[38] Here too the link between cuts and chaos was clear. An illegal economy was a dangerous economy, leaving all who were connected to it perpetually vulnerable and desperate.

			Gangs, including the Turbans, their rivals the Royal Javelins, and the Savage Nomads, were attracting ever more members who sought both employment and protection on their clearly defined turfs. Within a gang’s borders, its piece of the drug trade could be controlled and members could provide for their own families in these dire times.[39] But conflicts always arose. Danger always loomed.

			Ronald Reagan would use the violence of the drug trade and the scourge of drug addiction to amplify his broader policy message that individuals, not the government, needed to step up and take responsibility for themselves. In a 1986 address, Reagan declared crack to be “an explosively destructive and often lethal substance, which is crushing its users. It is an uncontrolled fire.”[40] He failed to acknowledge, however, that this new crisis was but the result of a desperate and ultimately devastating response to supply-side economics. Instead, his White House would insist on a big-budget PR campaign that simplified the issue: “Just say no” to drugs.[41] Those who failed to do so, the president made clear, would be locked up.

			Reagan would eventually enact one of the harshest sets of drug laws in U.S. history, one that would result in unprecedented prison sentences for drug use and sales.[42] The number of people serving sentences of twenty, thirty, forty, and fifty years skyrocketed, as did the percentage of life sentences.[43] Over the eight years of Reagan’s presidency, the American prison population nearly doubled, from 329,000 to 627,000.[44] And because the Reagan drug war was enforced much more aggressively among Black and Brown New Yorkers than white, the racial disparity of exactly who was landing in America’s prisons was staggering.[45]

			Notably, however, far more white New Yorkers, particularly those with money, were buying these drugs and thus were the ones making the trade so lucrative.[46] By 1988, Black people comprised 94 percent of crack-related arrests in Manhattan, even though, according to city health surveys, only 38 percent of users were estimated to be Black. Meanwhile, virtually no arrests were made in wealthier, predominantly white neighborhoods such as the Upper East Side, where cocaine and crack use were also widespread.[47]

			Indeed, under Democratic governor Mario Cuomo, New York State had willingly embraced the Reagan administration’s War on Drugs and passed its own draconian laws. In November 1988, it became a felony in New York to possess 500 milligrams or more of crack (about five to six vials), a significant decrease from the thirty or more vials previously required to trigger such a serious charge. As important, Reagan’s 1986 Anti-Drug Abuse Act set aside only 14 percent of its funding for treatment and prevention.[48] With few resources available to help the addicted get clean, the South Bronx’s five police precincts got busier and busier. One of these, the 44th, “went from a ‘sleeper’ house to one of the most active precincts in the city.”[49]

			Mothers like Shirley Cabey worried mightily about this new reality. Shirley had begun seeing the police in her neighborhood far more frequently, and suddenly, even her mild-mannered son was in their crosshairs. On two occasions the cops actually took the time to issue Darrell a summons to appear in court for “blocking pedestrian traffic
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