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O

fficer Jamal Hudson had just finished snapping his gun belt and was about to holster his 38 Smith & Wesson service revolver when Sgt. Hicks slammed his locker closed. 

“Check the teletype, Hudson,” he said. “Your black ass has been transferred.” 

“Ok Sarge, but you know your wife isn’t going to like that,” I snickered.  

“Oh hold on thar, boy,” Sgt. Hicks said in his best southern drawl. “You ain’t gitten off that easy. I expect to see you there tonight to service that fat pig.” 

We finally couldn’t hold it any longer. We busted out into roaring laughter.

I checked for my name on the Teletype machine. This was NYPD’s old method of sending relevant information to members and commands. Messages concerning the deaths of police officers, security issues, and retirements. This time it was about transfers. There in the middle, I found my name.

Effective immediately, Hudson J, Shield number 630, is to report to the Organized Crime Control Bureau on February 4, 1983, at 0700 hours for orientation.

It went on further to say that designated members were going to be assigned to the Organized Crime Control Bureau for 30 days. I was directed to report to 1 Police Plaza Room 1012 and in business attire. I didn’t own a suit or tie.

“Dam, that’s Monday,” I said.  

The reason for my displeasure was that I had planned to make a collar (arrest) on Sunday night. But I had put in for this assignment six months ago when they first started recruiting. There was no way I was going to pass up this opportunity.

The 41st Precinct was not the gun blazing, rampant prostitute symbol it was in the late ’60s and ’70s.  It was, however, still representative of  New York’s areas of social and urban decay. Its population had declined due to years of landlord fueled arsons, high unemployment, and the flight of business owners to New Jersey. Those who remained were preyed upon by diseased prostitutes, dope addicts, con artists, and vicious drug dealers.

The dealers were the same kids you used to see playing stickball in the vacant lots.  Now they were using steel bats to collect debts owed them. Shootouts among rival gangs were increasing steadily as Aldus street became the Mecca for dope addicts in the precinct confines.  We were even told to call for backup when responding to jobs on Aldus Street because drug dealers were throwing debris and bullets off the rooftops at the patrol cars.

It is believed the dealers were doing this in retaliation for the accidental death of one of their comrades. A preliminary investigation by the precinct detectives concluded “...that while fleeing from police officers working the midnight shift, the suspect either slipped or fell from the roof causing his death.  Case Closed.” The dealers claimed the midnight cops threw him off the roof. I work steady midnights. I didn’t see anything.

What I did see were the well-dressed dealers in their brand new cars. Kids no more than eighteen or nineteen years of age, driving $50,000 cars and wearing thousand dollar gold chains around their necks. I also saw the smirks from their gold filled mouths as they let us know they knew about the search and seizure laws of our State.  

We would get to a location where we had a report of a drug sale going down only to find people standing around laughing at us.  That is until we found their stash of drugs that they would hide under cars, in mailboxes or in that small brown paper bag that always seemed out of place on the sidewalk.  Then the smirks would disappear.  We couldn’t frisk them unless we had a detailed description and they knew it.

“Look at those cockroaches,” I snarled.  

I had positioned the patrol car on a corner where the dealers could see us.  This had a twofold effect.  First, it put a damper on their business and secondly it kept us from catching stray bullets.  

“Yeah,” said John Simmons, my partner of six months.  

“I’d like to take an Uzi and spray all those fuckin’ cockroaches,” I continued.  

“Yeah, I feel you on that one G,” John replied.

“1-Adam to 1-Boy on the air?” I said into the portable police radio. 

[radio] “1-Boy!” 

[me] “1-Adam to 1-Charles pick it up.” 

[radio] “1-Charley!” 

[me] “Boy and Charles go to channel three.” 

This was a point to point frequency we used whenever we didn’t want Central Communications Division to hear our conversations. It was a frequency that was meant to be used in case the criminal element had compromised our communications system or for teams to conduct operations without interfering with the central communications network.  

Once I received confirmation that the other two units were set up at a pre-arranged location, I drove the patrol car slowly up to the corner where the dealers were standing. 

“Clear the area!” I barked over the patrol car’s loudspeaker.  

The dealers shot ugly looks and started their slow, foot-shuffling walk off the corner. I then drove a quarter of a mile away and returned to my original observation point.  The dealers had returned and were doing a brisk business.

This, in my mind, was their way of saying, “fuck the police!” They intimidate their customers, residents, and rivals. Now they were saying we couldn’t scare them; imagine that.  

“No respect,” said John dryly.  

I looked over at John, and while shaking my index finger playfully at him, I said, “Now now John, respect is something one must earn. OK, boys hit em!”  

Flooring the powerful Chevy cruiser, we came to a screeching halt in front of the corner where the dealers were standing. The other units were cutting off escape routes. I jumped out with my custom made ax handle and started wailing.  Even though I was 5’11” and weighed 145 lbs soaking wet, when I wielded that ax handle, I now had the hitting power of a 350 pounder.  

The distant screams of women were heard as my first target collapsed to the concrete with a loud thud.  I listened to the thumping and cracks of the other nightsticks and knew the “attitude adjustment” was in full swing.  Another target that had tried to make it around the corner was headed back in my direction.  

“Crack!”

My ax handle struck his leg as he yelled: “no, no, NO.”  

They were words that fell on deaf ears.  

“Ok! That’s enough,” yelled John over the moans and screams of the mutts. “Let’s get the fuck outta here.”  

As we strolled back to our cars, I turned and said to the semi-conscious scum bags, “The next time we say to clear the area, we mean clear the fuckin’ area. We run these fuckin’ streets”.  

We then sped off in different directions without lights as quickly as we had arrived.

“Dayum that felt good,” I said. 

“Yeah, made my dick hard,” John said. “Time to get the donuts.” 

“I’m buying,” I said. 

[me] “One Boy and Charles, thanks for the back.” 

[radio] “Anytime!” 

On the way to Dunkin Donuts, John told me of a notice he saw posted in the Muster room. This is the room where we stood for roll call, processed prisoners, and had a bulletin board.  The notice said that the department was looking for officers to work as undercovers and investigators for their Narcotics Division. He said I would be a natural, as I didn’t look like a cop even in uniform. I told him how much I would love to catch those motherfuckers in the act. And also to see the look on their faces when I told them, in Hollywood fashion “You just sold to da police you stupid piece of shit!”  

We burst out laughing.  As soon as I got back to the station-house, I ran and retrieved the notice.  The next day I submitted my name.

Now they had called me. On Monday I reported to 1 Police Plaza as ordered in a cheap suit I bought at Alexander’s. As I looked around the room, none of the faces were familiar to me. I only had six months on the job, so that was not surprising to me.

A sergeant, distinguished by his polished yellow shield on his suit, was handing out numerous papers for us to fill out. One of them was an essay form.  We were directed to write the reason why we wanted to be undercovers or investigators for the Narcotics Division. Mine read as follows:

While growing up in the South Bronx, I was exposed to the pain and suffering caused by drugs in my community. I saw how it destroyed the lives of the families, youth, and communities as a whole.  Decent people could not walk down the street without being accosted by an addict who was begging for money.  And when they couldn’t get it by asking, they would usually take it by force.  The victim would often be a woman or an elderly person.  

My own family was not exempt.  Junkies broke into our home and took everything my mom had worked for. Indirectly I held the drug dealers responsible for it. They proliferate their poison in our City, our parks and our schools at will. I want to be part of a unit that will send a clear and unambiguous message to them that says “You can no longer operate in our City with impunity.”

And with that said, if you choose to enlist my services, I promise to give 100% of myself to that end”. 

I imagined the reader saying “What bullshit.”

The Sergeant collected the papers and essays and left the room.  An elderly white captain walked into the room and introduced himself. I forgot his name two seconds after he said it. I was pre-occupied with his demeanor.  He represented what we called “the dinosaur.” He was 20 years past retirement. But obviously, his wife told him if he ever stayed home for more than four hours she would shoot him with his own gun.  

He only directed his comments to the white officers. When he did look my way, it seemed to be only me when he was talking about something negative.  Like being caught using drugs, selling information to drug dealers or stealing department money.  And I felt like all the eyes followed his to me, but I was too afraid to look and confirm this suspicion. So I just dismissed him as an asshole who wouldn’t know a real criminal if he fell on him with a confession attached to his ass. 

What I did pick up from his monologue was that if any officer distinguished themselves in the next thirty days, he or she could be permanently assigned to the Narcotics Division. He went on to say that this is a great career opportunity for us.  Because this would be a high-risk assignment, after only two years you would be eligible to be promoted to Detective. I knew that was me. No way was I going back into the bag (uniform).  This was where I belonged.  

The Sergeant returned and said, “After reviewing the applications and essays we have established the list of people who will be staying and who will be leaving.  When you hear your name called please sign the log and return to your respective commands.”  

Over half of the 70 men and women in the room were sent home.  I stayed with new orders to report to the 50th Precinct; home to the Bronx Narcotics Division.
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I

couldn’t wait to tell someone the great news. The first person that came to mind was Richard Barnes. Richard Barnes was a veteran NYC Housing cop. He was also my girlfriend’s father. I met him two years before when I was working for the NYC Chief Medical Examiner’s office as a medical Stenographer.

Business was booming at the office that day when Richard walked in. It was about an hour before my shift was to end for the evening.  

“I’m here to identify a body,” he said. 

“Sure, officer,” I said. “I’ll be with you in a minute.”  

I finished the report I was working on and asked him which body was he here for. 

“John Parlor from 126th Street last night,” he said. 

I checked the list for the deceased’s name and found him. 

“He was the jumper last night?” I asked.  

“Yea,” said Richard. “Another asshole that thought he could fly.” 

We both laughed. I called down to the morgue for the attendants to pull box 86. I then called one of the deputy medical examiners, who had to be present at the identification, to meet me down at the morgue. I then told one of the other clerks to take over the desk while I took Richard down to identify the body.

We took the steps down to the morgue. This was a noticeably cold and eerily lit area.  The steel storage compartments where the bodies were stored illustrated a cold finality in the struggle of life and death.  

The morgue attendant had already pulled out the body of Mr. Parlor and was waiting for us. While waiting for the doctor to show up, I engaged Richard in idle chat. I remember asking him how long had he been a cop and if he liked the job. He told me he was on for 17 years and he enjoyed it for the most part. 

I told him I had passed the exam and was going through my background investigation. 

He gave me a stern look and said, “Watch your ass.” 

I looked at him incredulously wondering precisely what he meant by that.  Did he mean for me to watch out for the criminals or to avoid the typical corruption you would hear about daily in the newspapers? Before I could ask the medical examiner came in and took some papers from Richard.

The morgue tech, as if on cue, pulled back the sheet as the doctor turned. Underneath was Mr. Parlor’s disfigured head. It was caved in on one side with noticeable brain matter oozing out on one side. His left eyeball had popped out and was dangling on the side of his cheek. His jaw bone was protruding thru the right side of his face. This whole work of art was overlaid with a dark black streak of coagulated blood.  

“Is this him?” the doctor asked Richard.  

“Yes, that’s Superman’s stand-in,” said Richard.

All four of us busted out laughing.  The doctor then resumed his professional demeanor and said, “Let the record show that Officer Richard Barnes, Shield number 1826 has officially identified the body of John Parlor at 1515 hours, on this date September 18, 1981.”  

I wrote down this information in shorthand. We then went back upstairs to my office.

Richard took a seat while I typed up the identification report. I asked him did he also live in Manhattan since he worked there. He said no and that he lived in The Bronx. 

“Oh really, so do I,” I said. “Whereabouts?” 

“The valley,” he replied. 

I knew exactly where that was because I also lived in that area. The valley covered the area west of East Gun Hill Road to the Hutchinson River Parkway which separated it from Co-Op City. It was called “the valley” because it started on the top of a hill that declined until it reached the parkway.  

“Wow that’s amazing,” I said. “I live there also, and my girlfriend lives with her dad, who is also a housing cop.”  

Now keep in mind I had just recently started dating her only a couple of weeks before and had not had the pleasure of meeting him. I did have the pleasure of meeting her; repeatedly and usually in a cheap motel.  

“Oh really?” Richard said. “What’s your girlfriend’s name?”  

“Denise but they call her Dee Dee,” I said.

“Denise!” he said feigning anger. “That’s my fuckin’ daughter, motherfucker.”

My mouth dropped open, and my heart rate increased noticeably.  Suddenly Richard broke out into laughter.

“You can relax,” he said. “I’m just fuckin’ with you.  Denise told me you worked here. You should see your face.” 

He then asked me what time I got off, and I told him as soon as I finished up with him.  He said he would wait and give me a ride home. 

I quickly finished up, and we took the hour commute to The Bronx. On the way home, we talked about “the job” and all the things I had to be careful about. From corrupt cops to psycho people who would get an erection from stabbing a cop in his throat. I had a hundred questions to ask him and hung on to every word as though they were the gospel being recited by Moses himself. We never spoke about his daughter.

Now I was here at his door busting to tell him the news. 

He opened the door with a newspaper in hand and ushered me in.  

“Denise isn’t here, but you’re more than welcome to wait,” he said. “Can I get you a beer?”

“Sure, but I came to see you,” I said as he pulled two bottles out of the refrigerator and handed me one.  

We sat in the living room and popped our beers. 

“So what’s up?” he asked. 

“I got into Narcotics!” I said beaming with pride.

Richard leaned forward, glared at me and said, “You stupid ass! You did what?”  

“I got into Narcotics,” I repeated. 

“What the fuck did you do a dumb thing like that for?” he shouted. 

“Why not?” I said. “It’s a good career path. I can get promoted to detective after two years as an undercover.”

“Undercover!!” he shouted louder. “You really have lost your mind. Do you know how many undercovers wind up addicted to dope, locked up, or killed? And not necessarily by the bad guys. But by the assholes that you work with.” 

“Nope, how many?” I asked sheepishly. 

“It was a rhetorical question, dumb ass,” he said. “You have heard of Serpico and the Knapp Commission?”  

“Sure,” I said. “I saw the movie.”

“Well, don’t think that just because they locked up a lot of people, doesn’t mean that crooked shit isn’t still going on. I can’t tell you what to do. You’re a grown man, and you have to make your own decision. All I’m going to tell you is to watch your ass. You hear me?”  

“Yes,” I said as if I was a child being admonished by his dad. 

“I’d tell my own son the same thing, so don’t think I’m picking on you,” he said.  

“I know, Richard,” I said. “Thanks for the advice. I’ll watch myself.”

“Trust no one and don’t hang out with them,” Richard continued. “Do what you have to do and go on about your business. Got it?”  

“Yes sir,” I said sipping on my beer.  

“Want another one?” he asked. 

“Sure, and a shot of whiskey,” I said.

After that notice of doom, I needed a pint of whiskey.

I was to report to the Bronx Narcotics division, after a two-day break, on the following Thursday morning at 10:00 AM. I found a parking spot a block up from the precinct. It felt odd not driving directly into the parking area reserved for police personnel, but for some reason, I knew it was in my best interest not to do so. 

I was wearing jeans, a leather jacket, and timber-land boots when I walked through the front door of the 50th Precinct. A female police officer was on the phone at the receptionist desk. There were a few white police officers milling around the front desk talking with the Desk officer. All eyes diverted to me. They were looking at me as if I was about to rob the place or go postal.  

Right then the receptionist looked up and asked me in a nasty tone, “Yes, what can I do for you?”

All conversations stopped as I reached into my back pocket and pulled out my shield and ID card.

“I’m officer Jamal Hudson. I’m looking for the Bronx Narcotics division.” 

You could almost feel the tension dissipate now that they realized I was a “good nigger.” 

“Yes sir,” she said changing her attitude. “You’ll take the stairway to your left to the 2nd floor, and it’ll be the 3rd door on your right.

As I walked up the stairs, that situation left a nauseating feeling in my gut. For the first time, I felt like I didn’t belong to the job I loved.  In those few minutes, I felt all of the racism that the police routinely leveled on my people. I felt angry and betrayed at the same time. These are the same men and women I would have died trying to save without hesitation.

Then it hit me. Richard had told me, over drinks one night that the criminals could always tell who the cops were, and the police could always tell who the criminals were. It was like a sixth sense people had who lived that lifestyle. However, these trained police officers couldn’t tell that I was a cop.

These are people who must make an assessment of a potential friend or foe in seconds. Yet they couldn’t assess me accurately until I showed my badge. How much easier would it be for me to deceive the dope dealer on the street?  I would soon find out.

The door to the Bronx Narcotics office had a picture of a Jolly Roger with a skull and crossbones flag behind it. There was blood on the sword he held. Not a very good sign I thought. 

I opened the door and sitting at the reception desk was a Hispanic male with the old fashioned, government-issued black-framed glasses. His hair was hippy styled, and he was cleanly shaven except for a pencil mustache and goatee.  He was dressed in jeans, sport shirt, and walked with a cane. He appeared to be about the same age as me; twenty-five.  Yet he moved like an old man. 

“I’m officer Hudson,” I said. “I was told to report here today?” 

Without looking up from his desk, he said in a strong German accent, “Ver are your papers?” 

I laughed as I handed him my orders. 

“Vat do you find so funny, err comrade?” he said. “You zink my accent is funny?” 

“Um, no not at all mine fuehrer,” I said playing along. 

He crossed out my name on a list and got up saying, “Valk dis vay please.”

I followed behind him mimicking his walk until he turned around when he heard people chuckling. I put on a straight face and resumed walking normally.

We approached a door that had inscribed on the glass “Bronx Narcotics 5th District.” He opened it, and the noise of typewriters and idle chatter filled the air. There were about thirty men and women working in a space built for half that amount. A large balding man was sitting at a desk.  

“Hey Sergeant, I got another one for you,” he said tossing my orders on the desk. 

“Thanks, Jose,” the Sergeant said without looking up. “I see you’re coming from Fort Apache.” 

“Yes, boss,” I said.  

“Is Top Sergeant still over there?” he asked.

“Yes he is, boss,” I said.  

“He’s a good man,” he said. “We came on the job together. Find yourself a seat outside, and I’ll be with you in a minute”.

I walked passed desks looking for a seat and a familiar face. I recognized one brotha who was in the orientation with me. We gave each other a mutual nod of acknowledgment. I found a seat next to a portly Hispanic guy who was busy typing away. 

“Mind if I sit here?” I asked.  

He looked up and said, “I don’t give a fuck what you do.” 

He returned to his typing. I didn’t know how to react. Part of me wants to see how far I could knock his fat, rice and bean eating ass out of the chair.  The other part of me told me he might be someone I could learn from and should just take it. I chose the latter as I didn’t want to get another negative reputation on my first day at my new command.  

He must have sensed my quandary.

“I’m sorry, bro,” he said. “My name is Gino, and you are?” 

“Jamal,” I said relieved that he was now civil to me.

“You got a shield?” he asked. 

“I sure do,” I said.  

“Can I see it?” Gino asked.  

I reached into my back pocket and pulled out my shiny silver shield and handed it to him. 

He looked at it and said, “Wow 630...brand spanking new!”

I beamed with pride as he looked over it. Gino then picked up the garbage can, threw my shield in it, and resumed typing. 

A skinny, blonde, long-haired guy with a full beard looked up from his comic book and said, “Don’t mind that stupid spic. That’s his way of saying hello.” 

He resumed reading his comic book. He looked like a cross between a hippy and Jesus Christ. I later found out his name was Bobby Bing. I sat down after retrieving my shield and pretended to read my orders as if seeing them for the first time.

“Alright listen up,” said the Sergeant who was now standing in front of the office. 

He was a towering colossal of a man. At least six feet four inches and maybe four hundred pounds. He had a Down’s syndrome affect to his face which was probably due to his enormous size. 

“I’m Sgt. Duncan and this is Lt. Simmons, your commanding officer,” he said. “You guys have been assigned to our 3R program. This is a program that serves a few purposes. First, it gives us fresh undercovers on the streets so that our seasoned undercovers will not be so noticeable. Secondly, it gives us a chance to discover new talent.  If you do well, we’ll bring you back for permanent status. I’m sure you know what that means for you. Finally, it allows you to see if this is for you. If not you can return back to your commands and continue on with your career. This is not for everyone, so don’t feel bad if you want to leave.”

I knew I had a few bad traits; excessive drinking, womanizing, and a hair-trigger temper, but quitting or running from a challenge was not one of them.

“We have six new uncles (code name for undercover),” he said. “They will be divided into three teams with two seasoned uncles. I want you to observe how they work and get familiar with the jargon we use. This is on the job training. OK gentleman...suit up.”  

The office came alive with activity. I thought I was in a firehouse and there was a five-alarm called in.  These guys moved like they were performing a rehearsed play. One went for the radio while another signed out the unmarked vehicles. One guy grabbed weapons. Another guy dispensed bulletproof vests while we new guys stood around with our thumbs up our asses.

Finally, Gino acknowledges that we were alive and walked over to us.

“You two assholes come with me,” he said. 

I, along with another uncle, followed him like a puppy on his way to Obedience training school. We walked past the front desk where the crippled comrade was standing with the look that said, “I wish I were not hurt so I could get in on the action too” scrolled across his face. I would later find out that he was a UC whose cover was blown and the drug dealers tossed him summarily down a flight of stairs breaking his hip. I’m sure those dealers if caught, went directly to the emergency room...did not pass go...did not collect two hundred dollars. 

We descended the flight of stairs only to come to a sudden stop by Gino’s extended hand.  He was peering through the 12 x 12 door window pane as if waiting for a signal.

After a minute, which seemed like an hour, he threw open the door and yelled, “go, go, go!” 

Like stampeding cattle, we bolted through the door and were steered around the corner and out the back door of the precinct.  Another cop pointed to the right and yelled at us to keep moving. Running towards unmarked cars and clueless, I felt an adrenalin rush. This was not the first time I had experienced it.  

It was there when I was in my first shoot out two weeks out of the academy. It was there when I made my first arrest. The only difference with this time was that I didn’t know the reason why I was experiencing it.  

I saw Bobby Bing up ahead waving us to get into a car.  We dove head first into the vehicles.  As if performing synchronized swimming, as soon as Gino’s butt hit the seat, Bobby was peeling out.  The lurch of the car made Gino’s door slam shut. We were speeding through the driveway as if we were chasing someone.  

I was thinking to myself, “Oh great, I’m going to die in a car crash before I even get out of the parking lot.”  

We exited the parking lot and sped up Park Avenue heading to who knows where. There was a lot of chatter on the walkie-talkies, but it was all Greek to me. 

Somewhere in the back of my head, I heard a voice saying, “What the fuck have I gotten myself into now?”

On route to the target area, Gino was giving us a crash course in buying drugs. He told us to forget all that bullshit they told us in orientation. It’s useless on the streets. 

He told us how the Investigators didn’t give a fuck about us and how all we were to them was a dollar sign.  If we made a buy for them, they would make enough on overtime to meet their mortgage that month.  If we made two buys for them, they could pay for the note on their wife’s Lexus. Make three buys for them, and you just paid for their next vacation to Hawaii. 

Gino further stated that we could only depend on each other because the backup team is set up far from the set.  The set is the area where we’re buying the drugs. Just like actors in a movie we had a studio set.  When the boss said “Uncle, you can go in,” that was the equivalent of the director yelling “action!” If we got into trouble, they would never make it in time.  

He said, “That is why you have a ghost.”

“What’s a ghost?” I asked.  

“It’s another uncle on the street that you and the drug dealers don’t see, but he’s watching your back in case you get in trouble,” Gino said. “Not only does he have to jump in and keep you from getting stabbed, shot or stomped, but also in case any uniformed cop comes along and starts beating on you; not knowing you’re a cop.”

Gino must have seen a look on my face that reaffirmed Richard’s warning.

“That’s right cabrone...we do get shot by these white boys by accident,” he said.

[radio] “Team Leader to uncle, on the air?”

[Gino] “Go Team Leader!”

[radio] “Anytime you’re ready. Which uncle is making an attempt?”

[Gino] “Uncle 1.”

[radio] “10-4.”

As if on cue Bobby exited the vehicle and disappeared around the corner. Gino got out and crossed to the other side of the street and followed parallel to him.  The radio in the car was eerily silent.  I could feel my heart pounding in my chest.

The other uncle was talking to me, but I was oblivious to what he was saying. My mind was racing as I scanned the neighborhood. I looked at people walking by and was wondering if they knew we were cops.  Although the car was a non-descript vehicle,(meaning it blended in the neighborhood), we, however, were not.  

We were two, clean-cut black guys who looked like either Catholic school kids or cops. Bobby and Gino, on the other hand, looked like they belonged.  They both looked like they hadn’t taken a bath in a while or knew what a razor was. Gino looked like he bought his clothes from Alexander’s Department store. Alexander’s was the Wal-Mart of the day. 

I noticed the way they walked. Both distinctly different from each other, but nothing that said they were cops. Cops have an authoritative walk and stance. I knew I would have to work on that if I had any hope of being successful. Right then and there it hit me! I had to become an actor.

It seemed like an hour, but it probably was closer to 30 minutes when Bobby returned. He waited a few minutes and then picked up the radio as Gino was returning to the car with a can of beer.  

[Bobby] “Uncle to Team Leader!”

[radio] “Go uncle.”

[Bobby] “Ready to copy script?”

[radio] “Go with your script!”

At this point, we’re in the back looking at each other thinking “What’s a script?” 

[Bobby] “Location is front of 846 Melrose Avenue, south side of the street. Two bodies. JD number one is a male black, 5’10” tall; weight approximately 165 lbs, medium brown complexion, mustache and sideburns, wearing faded blue, black & white Adidas, and a black t-shirt. He’s the steerer.  JD number two is a male black, 6’1” tall; weight approximately 190 lbs, dark brown complexion, has dreadlocks. He’s wearing a red and white, button-down, striped shirt with black pants, no socks, and black shoes.  He has an old scar under his left eye. He’s the seller.  I bought two dime bags of weed which he took from his left pocket. The stash is in a brown paper bag near his feet. Copy?”

[radio] “Copy...”

The radio came alive with the Sergeant giving instructions to the arrest teams. It seemed like seconds after he gave the last instruction that we heard the roar of Chevy engines as they blew past us.  

We heard people screaming “Five O...Five O!” while scattering.  

Then everything became real quiet. I saw the locals standing on the corner looking and pointing in the direction where Bobby had made the buy and where the team had sped. Gino calmly sipped his beer and passed it to Bobby. I could have used one myself. 

Bobby was writing down something, and then I saw him put the two bags of weed into a manila envelope which he labeled. While he was doing that Gino was telling us how important it was to maintain the evidence chain of custody.

[radio] “Team Leader to uncle.”

[Bobby] “Uncle on the air.”

[radio] “Ready to do a drive by?”

[Bobby] “10-4.”

Bobby then jumps out and switches seats with Gino. Gino slowly drives to the corner and makes the left. Bobby scoots down in the seat so that he’s able to peer over the dashboard. I see the team holding eight to ten men up against the wall with their backs to us. I immediately spot the two men who had sold to Bobby from his detailed description. He could not have done better if he had taken a picture of them.

[Bobby] “The last two on the end are hits Team Leader.”

[radio]  “10-4 uncle. BM recovered.”

I learned later BM did not stand for a bowel movement, but “buy money” which is money the police use to purchase drugs.  The serial numbers are recorded before the sale so that they can be identified later. There is more chatter on the walkies.

[radio] “OK uncles...head over to the next set.”

[Bobby] “10-4.”

On the way over to the next set, I had a hundred questions. The guy sitting next to me had none. He would not return the next day. I guess it was not his cup of tea.  

“Bobby, how can you remember the people in such detail,” I asked. 

“I always look for something outstanding about them that you can readily spot when you approach them,” he said.

Gino chimed in, “You know all you guys look alike.” 

“The last thing you want to do is to have the team pick up the wrong person,” Bobby said giving Gino a dismissive look. “There is no easier way to piss the boss off than to have him have to do a voided arrest and the paperwork that goes along with it. That is why I always give a detailed description so that if the wrong person is picked up it is because the team fucked up.” 

I was amazed to discover that we were allowed to buy a “beverage” to blend into the set. And the department paid for it! We just had to document the expenditure out of the BM. Booze on the job and they paid for it? I knew I was finally home. After a couple of more buys, and beers it was time to return to the station or the barn as it was referred to.

[radio] “Team Leader to uncles. Back to the barn!”

[Bobby] “Uncles 10-4.”

It was nearly dark by the time we returned to the barn. We sat in the parking lot waiting for the all clear so that we can enter undetected. They really wanted to protect the identities of their bread and butter. 

Once back in the office the activity level was increased tenfold since we left that morning.  Other teams were in full swing processing their paperwork. I never knew typewriters could be so loud.  Especially from those who were typing with two fingers. When I got home that night, I could barely fall asleep from their sound ringing in my ears.

It was only after a couple of days of riding with them that Bobby and Gino felt I was ready for my first buy. My mouth became dry, and my heart felt like it was going to come out of my ears.  

“Relax, Bro,” Gino said. “Everyone is scared the first time. Just be yourself.”

All of a sudden Gino didn’t seem like such a prick. I felt comfortable with my dress which was a hoodie, jeans, and Timberlands. I was able to grow a slight beard from not shaving. I even had my ear pierced to look less like a cop.

[radio] “Team Leader to uncles.”

[Gino] “Go Team Leader.”

[radio] “Which uncle is going to make an attempt?”

[Gino] “The new guy wants to try Team Leader.”

[radio] “Um... (long pause)...OK, 10-4.”

When did I volunteer I thought to myself?

Gino showed me a group of people standing by a grocery store on Tinton Avenue. 

“Go try those guys over there,” he said as Bobby turned the corner out of their view. 

I took twenty dollars in BM from Bobby, slid my .38 ca Smith & Wesson revolver under Gino’s seat, and exited the vehicle. I headed over to the group of guys who looked at me suspiciously as I approached. 

My heart was pounding but calmed down when I said to myself, “These are my people. I’m one of them. Just another brotha looking to get high.”

The tallest guy in the group spoke first. 

“What’s up?” he said. 

“What’s up,” I said. “Lemme get four nickel bags.”  

He paused for a moment and looked at me sideways as if he was trying to see through my clothes.

“Hey man, I don’t know you,” he said. “You could be Five-O.”  

I opened my arms out wide and cocked a stance that in street language said, “trust me,” but at the same time, I’m not challenging what you just said. 

“Do I look like a fuckin’ cop to you?” I said. 

Now I was turning the situation around and forcing him to rely on his need to get paid vs. his need to avoid arrest. His eyes skimmed over me even more critically. 

“Nah...you’re too fuckin’ skinny,” he said. 

The group laughed. He then told me to hand the money to a fat guy standing next to him. The fat boy counted the two ten dollar bills and nodded to the tall guy, who then took four small packs out of his pants pocket. He passed them to me in a hand slap to disguise the transaction. 

“Thanks, my brotha,” I said and headed to the pickup point.  

As I was crossing the street, I glanced back in time to see the fat guy dip into the grocery store on the corner.

“Did you make the buy?” Gino asked once I was inside the car. 

Breathing hard I barely got out “Yea.”  

“Take a deep breath,” Gino said.  

I looked around and didn’t see Bobby.

“Where’s Bobby?” I asked.  

As soon as I had asked, Bobby jumped in the car.  

“Did he give the script?” Bobby asked.  

“Not yet,” Gino said passing me the radio.

[me] “Uncle to Team leader,” I said. “Ready to copy script?”

[radio] “Go uncle.”

[me] “The main seller is a male black about 30 to 35 years of age, 6’3 to 6’4” tall, approximately 200 lbs, short afro, full beard and mustache, light complexion,” I said. “He’s wearing a brown plaid shirt, brown pants, and white Pumas. The stash is in his left pants pocket. Seller number two is a male black about 22 years of age, 5’8, and about 275 lbs. He’s wearing a grey T-shirt with I love New York logo on the front, black pants and black baseball cap on backward. He took the money and went into the grocery store on the S/E corner of Tinton Ave and East 163rd Street after the sale. I bought four bags of weed in manila envelopes. I gave him two tens copy?”

[radio] “Copy uncle...”

“Good job!” Gino said. “I see you’re a fast learner.  You know you’re a natural for this.  I knew the other asshole with you wasn’t going to make it.

“We gave him a week,” Bobby said. “That fucker didn’t make a day. Want to do another one?”

“Sure do!” I said. 

We made the drive-by identification and headed to the next set. I made six hours in overtime that night.  Gino was trying to get me to stay and milk the clock for more overtime, but the boss had come to check on me twenty minutes earlier. He had asked me how long it would take me to finish the paperwork.

“Fuck him...take your time,” Gino said after he left the office. “We take the risk while they make all the overtime.  I don’t rush for them assholes.”

But I was the new kid on the block, and I was temporary. I was not going to make waves.

When I returned the next day, the boss called me into his office.  

“You did excellent yesterday,” Sergeant Duncan said.

“Thanks, boss,” I replied.  

“You know that buy you made on Tinton Avenue?” he asked. “Well, the guy with the beard was wanted by our Brooklyn Homicide task force for manslaughter in the 73rd Pct.  Seems he and one of his former associates had a disagreement and he beat him to death with a baseball bat. They’ve been looking for him for a year now. Good job.”

“Thanks again boss,” I said grinning from ear to ear.  

I walked out of his office elated and amazed. It had never occurred to me that not only would  I be able to take out drug dealers, but other criminals who could be hiding out in the narcotics world; looking to make fast money to get out of town. I felt like an avenging angel. 

This was what I was destined to do.
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ver the next three weeks, I honed my skills.  The Bronx was my home and Bronxites trusted their own.  It was akin to wolves knowing which wolves are not from the pack.  

If you were from Manhattan or Brooklyn, a Bronxite could tell that you were not from around there.  It could be the way you dressed, spoke or walked. It was an urban jungle instinct that was indigenous to those of us who grew up in the hood, where your survival depended on such assessments.  It was this redeeming trait that made it easy for me to gain the trust of the drug vendors. It was like taking candy from babies.

One night we returned to the barn, and there was a heated argument going on between an uncle and an investigator. The Sergeant was in between them trying to defuse the disagreement. I could make out, between the fuck you’s, that someone had screwed up.  

I headed to the back office and sat down to start my paperwork. The din in the front office had diminished.  I had just concluded they had achieved a meeting of the minds when I heard “Crack!” People were running towards the front office. Of course, yours truly was not too far behind.  

“Did he shoot him?” I thought as I ran towards the front office.

Even though I was a trained, combat medic, I didn’t rush with the mindset of a first responder, but that of a rubbernecker looking to be a spectator at mayhem.  Of course, I thought this line of thinking was normal for some reason. Much to my disappointment the investigator laid sprawled out on the floor, and a few of his team members were holding down the still enraged uncle.  

Gino was laughing and saying, “Man, he got knocked da fuck out!”  

The Captain was pushing through the group to check on the downed investigator. The Sergeant was yelling for everyone to get back to work. I could hear muffled giggles as I headed back to my desk. I guess he wasn’t well liked.

Gino returned about twenty minutes later with a shit eating grin on his face. 

“What was that all about?” I inquired knowing full well he couldn’t wait to tell.  

One thing I learned early on this job was that cops are the greatest gossip spreading people on the planet. I was raised in a house full of women and never heard them gossip a tenth of what cops do.  You don’t ever want to be on the tail end of gossip.  You can be the subject to gossip in Staten Island, and it will be old news in The Bronx before you come into work the next day. I discovered this fact much to my chagrin later on in my career.  

“The investigator lost the subject,” Gino said.

A “lost subject” for an uncle is the same as a “voided arrest” for an investigator. However, it is even more detrimental to the uncle for several reasons.  

Let’s begin with the money the uncle loses in overtime (OT). If the subject is worth two hours of OT and the uncles pay rate is $28 an hour; at time and a half, that investigator just cost that uncle $84 on one body.  Imagine if he lost two subjects. I think the uncle would have shot him. 

Then there is the stress factor. When a Police Officer puts on that uniform the stress level difference between him and a civilian is level four. One being the lowest on a scale of ten. If the officer has to draw his weapon, and make an arrest, the meter inches up to somewhere around six to eight. When he is in a high-speed pursuit or a shootout, the stress level is at ten.  

The majority of cops go 20 years without ever being in a shootout, even though NYPD was reputed for having the most shootouts in the nation. In 1971 we shot over 300 people, killing almost a third of them. Even with those statistics, it is rare that a Police Officer would be in more than one shooting in his career. 

With this being said, an uncle making a single buy experiences a stress level of 10. This is on every single buy. Imagine if he does this once a day and twice a week? This would eventually cause “burn out” over time. Burn out is when the uncle loses the nerve or desire to do a buy. Eventually, I would be making three or more buys per day and sometimes five days a week.

There was far greater concern about a lost subject. It is one that involves the uncle’s life. A lost subject being on the loose is a danger to the cover of the uncle. If the uncle returns to the same area and runs into the lost subject, he runs the risk of the subject remembering that uncle was there the last time he was arrested.  If he had been caught and arrested, going through the booking system would have given him plenty of time to forget who the last person he sold drugs to was. I wonder how many undercovers lives were snuffed out because of this foul up.

Gino continued saying the investigator that got decked was a fuckup and this was not the first time he had lost a buy subject. His teammates didn’t like him, and the boss was constantly on him about his sloppy paperwork.  He also would pick up the wrong subject, which precipitated the uncles running the risk of having their covers blown when they returned to the location to point out the correct subjects.

“Want to know what’s more fucked up?” Gino said. “The uncle is gone.”

“What do you mean by gone?” I asked. 

“He was up for promotion to detective, and now they’re going to ship him back to the bag,” Gino said.  

“There’s no way they would fuck him like that,” I said. 

“Oh, yeah?” Gino said. “You watch my friend. They don’t give a fuck about you, me or what we do for them.  All they care about is the job and their necks. It’s a shame yo. But that means I just got bumped up the list for promotion.” 

Gino smiled from ear to ear when he made that statement. The uncle was suspended for a month without pay and sent back to his command after receiving a Command Discipline (CD). Two weeks later he blew his brains out while sitting in a vacant parking lot in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn.

On the 30th day of my assignment, Sgt. Duncan called me into his office. 

“Jamal your temporary assignment is over,” he said. “I hate to lose you, but I have to send you back to command. You’re potentially one of the best uncles I’ve seen come through those doors since Bobby Loop.”  

My heart sank into my shoes. The prospect of going back in the bag was not appealing. Sergeant Duncan must have seen the disappointment on my face too because the next thing he said gave me hope. 

“I have a few friends downtown who still owe me favors,” he said. “I’ll do everything I can to get you back with us.  I’ve already submitted a request for you to be permanently assigned here.  But you know how it is with this job. If you don’t have a hook, it’s hard. Jamal, your being black and without a hook is even harder. I'm going to be your hook.”  

He stood up, and I shook his hand.  

“Thanks, boss...I’d appreciate it,” I said.  

I walked out of his office feeling like my mom had kicked me out of the house without feeding me.  Despite his explanation, I still couldn’t understand why, if I was doing such a good job, was I being sent back to the bag? Then again I knew there was a lot of shit that the Department did that didn’t make any sense.  I didn’t bother to say goodbye to Gino and Bobby.  I just disappeared like a ghost.

After a two day swing, most of which I stayed drunk, I returned to Fort Apache. My co-workers were happy to see me back. 

“Let me see your track marks, junkie,” bellowed Lester. “All you undercovers are dope fiends.  That’s why the Department recruit black folks to do that job.” 

“Why don’t you suck my black dick you dumb Pollock,” I retorted. “You’re just mad because when the Department asked you to buy dope, you said that you didn’t know your daddy was for sale.”  

Lester was of Polish descent, stood 6’6” tall and weighed 280 lbs without an ounce of fat on him. One of his biceps was half the size of my body. I saw him take out a guy who was bigger than he was; Joe Louis style.  One shot!  

“I'm going to whoop you like a runaway slave, boy,” Lester said in a poor southern drawl while coming from behind the desk towards me.  

We were oblivious to the civilians present looking for service from New York’s Finest. They were now watching this showdown with incredulous looks on their faces.  

“And I'm going to kick your nuts so far up your ass you’re going to impregnate yourself,” I parried.

Lester then rushed me and put me in a headlock saying, “C’mere my little negro.”  

I feigned distress saying, “Don’t beat me, Massa.”  

The room erupted in laughter at our impromptu performance. I missed Lester. He was a cop’s cop.  Lester was the only one you would ever need for backup.  He could clear a crowd of fifty people simply by hurling his muscular frame in their direction. All you saw was ass and elbows scattering in all directions. We called him “Lester the Molester” because if you ever got a beating from him, you’d never forget it.

“How did they treat you, boy?” he asked.

Lester always talked to me as if he was a displaced plantation owner who wasn’t aware the South lost the war.  I was the only one he could play around with like that and get away with it.  Occasionally he would try it with the black old-timers, but they’d put him in his place. They were the only ones I ever saw back him down.  

This banter didn’t bother me because playing the dozens was a requirement coming up in The Bronx. The Dozens is a game of spoken words between two contestants, common in African-American communities, where participants insult each other until one gives up. It is customary for the dozens to be played in front of an audience of bystanders, who encourage the participants to reply with more egregious insults to heighten the tension and consequently, to be more interesting to watch.

Among African-Americans, it is also known as "sounding," "joning," "woofing," "wolfing," "sigging," or "signifying,” while the insults themselves are known as "snaps."  I knew Lester was not a racist. A racist wouldn’t run into a burning a building and rescue three black people including a two-month-old baby.  

A racist would stand outside asking, “Anyone remember to bring the marshmallows?”

As soon as I was released from Lester’s grip, I was put in a bear hug and heard a familiar voice say “Dayum I missed you.”  

I turned around to see the smiling face of my partner, big John Ryan.  

“I’ve been stuck with some of the most fucked up, non-drinking, scared shitless partners you’d ever want to see, Jamal,” he said. “It was like they were punishing me for you leaving.”

“Well I'm back me, laddie,” I said in my best Irish brogue. “Let’s get to work.”  

Getting into the passenger side of the patrol car felt odd to me. It hadn’t quite hit me yet that I was no longer playing the role of a civilian, but that of a police officer. I was still adjusting to the fact that only a few months ago I was one of 2,700 cadets graduating from the New York City Police Academy.  

That proud memory faded as we drove passed stripped cars and the local junkies nodding out on the corners. It was a little after midnight when we stopped at our favorite bodega to get some coffee.  Upon entering, we were greeted by the owner Manuel. 

“Que pasa, Officer Animal,” he said. “Where have ju bean?” 

The locals called me “Animal” because of an allegation that while effecting an arrest, with a much larger suspect than me, I got a hold of his ear in my teeth and threatened to bite it off if he didn’t stop resisting. My co-workers got together shortly afterward and bought me a brass plated belt buckle that read “ANIMAL.” 

“On vacation, mi amigo,” I replied in my best Spanish accent.  

Back in the car, John asked me how did I like working narcotics and where could he get the best drugs. He listened eagerly as I told him about the guys in Bronx Narcotics.  He couldn’t believe there were cops crazier than we were. 

“Trust me, John,” I said. “We’re normal compared to them.” 

We laughed and headed up to Aldus and Southern Blvd. John cut the headlights off, and I took out my night vision binoculars. I scanned the dimly lit street.  It was this way because every time the City fixed the street lamps, the dealers would disconnect them.  

“I see Hector is back out and doing business,” I said still looking through the binoculars.  

At that moment he passed something to a woman who scurried off.  Hector counted some money and put it in his pocket.  “

We got him?” John asked.  

“Bingo,” I said.  “Drop me off on Hoe Avenue and come in from the other side in case he runs.” 

I grabbed my ax handle and tossed my hat in backseat of the patrol car and walked into Aldus Street. I placed my hand over my shield. This would prevent Hector from spooking too soon and having a head start in a foot race.

Hector leaned forward trying to make out the shadowy figure approaching.  When I was within ten feet of him his eyes widened, and he bolted for the door with me right on his tail. As we ascended the stairs to the second landing, I heard John bringing the patrol car to a screeching halt out front.

We were on third-floor landing when I was able to catch part of Hector’s ankle, causing him to fall head first into the wall. My ax handle found the back of legs followed by my patented “Don’t you know you don’t ever run from the police, you stupid mother-fucker” speech. 

Hector was screaming so loud in Spanish. I didn’t hear the apartment door behind me open. 

“Tu pendejo!”a male voice screamed behind me. “Es mi primo maricon.” 

The next thing I knew I was sucker punched from behind.  I saw a flash of light but recovered in time to block the second punch. His punch caused me to drop the ax handle. Now I had to choose between using my fist or my radio. I chose the latter because it was now two on one and I wanted to dispatch him as quickly as possible.

The roundhouse punch caught him solid on the jaw; sending him and the radio flying back into the apartment he had just emerged from. I heard John’s heavy feet approaching. He was yelling on the radio as Hector’s other relatives emerged from their apartments. 

“One Boy to Central!” John shouted. “I need an 85 forthwith 840 Aldus”.  

John jumped into the melee which was taking place in a space one quarter the size of a boxing ring. There had to be about six of us brawling and one woman pleading for everyone to stop.

[radio] “BEEP BEEP BEEP! In the confines of the 41 Precinct...Signal 10-13 (Officer needs assistance), 840 Aldus Street, Hoe Avenue to Southern Blvd on the cross...units responding?

The airway came alive with every patrol car in the precinct and adjoining precincts responding to our call.

[radio] “1 Adam.”

[radio] “1 Charlie.”

[radio] “1 David going Central.”

[radio] “Put 1 Supervisor out there Central.”

[radio] “43 Adam responding.”

[radio] “41 Supervisor...have that
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