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Part One








Chapter 1

It is a warm September afternoon in New York as I watch Frank Serpico, age thirty-five, the son of a Neapolitan shoemaker, walk with the help of a cane toward the entrance of a fashionable Manhattan hotel. The hostility of the hotel doorman, white-gloved and resplendent in a forestgreen, brass-buttoned, epauleted uniform, is immediately evident. His nose, with crosshatched tiny red veins, sniffs disdainfully; his watery blue eyes grow suspicious at Serpico’s approach. Clearly he does not like what he sees.

Serpico is a short, muscular man, with a shock of brown, curly hair that brushes his shoulders and a full beard. He is wearing leather sandals, a pullover shirt of coarse white linen with leg-of-mutton sleeves, a leather jerkin, and brown velour trousers with flared bottoms. The trousers are supported by a wide belt with a huge brass buckle that Serpico found in a flea market. Emblazoned on the buckle are the heads of two bearded gentlemen of historical note, Henry Wells and William Fargo. Between them are crossed American flags and underneath the legend SINCE 1852. On Serpico’s right wrist there is a silver bracelet, and on his left a double strand of varicolored quartz love beads. His shirt is open almost to his waist, and suspended from a slender gold chain around his neck is a gold Winnie-the-Pooh. It was given to Serpico by a Swedish girl he met during a trip to Stockholm. One night he was reminiscing about his childhood and happened to mention that the Pooh stories had been his favorite book, and the next day the girl went out and bought the gold figurine for him.

Serpico has dressed with some care for this visit uptown. In Greenwich Village, where he lives, he would normally turn out in a striped T-shirt and a pair of faded jeans which he himself, being handy with needle and thread, has repaired and patched from time to time. Still, the hotel doorman would like nothing better than to spot a small sign of hesitation on Serpico’s part, a hint of indecision, anything to enable him to confront Serpico with an accusatory, “Can I help you?” But Frank Serpico has been through all this before; he knows exactly what the doorman is thinking, and he limps past him as if he did not exist.

I wonder what the doorman would do if he knew that inside the cane Serpico is leaning on—an eighteenth-century English cane of tightly wound stripped leather with a carved ivory cardinal’s head for the knob—there is a twenty-nine-inch-long sword with a razor-sharp edge and point, or that beneath Serpico’s jerkin, in a holster clipped to his belt on his left side, the butt facing forward, there nestles a big, loaded, fourteen-shot, 9-mm. Belgian-made Browning automatic pistol in well-oiled, working order. Serpico never goes out without the automatic; it is the reason why, even in the hottest weather, he always has on a jerkin or vest of some sort.

Serpico has just returned to the city after a two-week vacation in Nova Scotia, and since he had a doctor’s appointment near the hotel, we arranged to meet there for a drink so I could hear about the trip. He orders a Bloody Mary and asks for a stalk of celery in it. The waitress, a pretty blonde, says with a touch of annoyance, “Celery? I never heard of that.”

“You ought to try it,” Serpico says. “It’ll cure all your ills.” He looks directly at the waitress as he speaks. Serpico is not, by any conventional standard, handsome. His nose, for example, is too large for his face and is bent slightly sideways, as if it once sustained a blow from which it has never recovered. But one’s impression of him at any given moment is governed by his eyes. They are dark brown, and when he is angry, they smolder with rage. On the other hand, when he smiles, as he does now, they dance instantly with their own inner amusement, the lines around them crinkling in concert. Together with the suggestive note in his voice, the effect on the girl is magical. She smiles back, blushing, and says, “Oh, wow! I guess I will.”

Over drinks, Serpico speaks longingly of his trip to Nova Scotia, of the brilliantly crisp days, the marvelous, silent nights. He had gone north while the word was carefully passed that he was headed south, even to the extent of purchasing an airline ticket to Florida. He had driven to Nova Scotia in his Land Cruiser alone save for his English sheepdog, Alfie, specifically because of a death threat on his life, but also to get away from the city for the first time in more than a year, to reflect on a series of personal crises, past and present, and to think about his future.

Except for a two-day stay with a farmer he encountered on the road, Serpico recalls, he spent his time driving leisurely along the coast, stopping occasionally to fish or to walk on the beach to exercise his left leg, which was still weak from a severe attack of phlebitis, a painful and sometimes dangerous inflammation of the veins that had first put him in a wheelchair, then left him with the cane.

At night he usually camped out. Serpico carried a large plywood board with attachable supports in the back of the Land Cruiser, and when he spotted a suitable site, he would set up the board so that it extended out through the rear double doors, place a sleeping bag on it, and rig a tentlike tarpaulin overhead in case it rained. Then he would build a fire, feed Alfie, and cook himself a steak he had bought or a fish he had caught during the day. After coffee, he would bed down in the sleeping bag and by lamplight read one of the books he had brought with him. He found My Life, by the great modern dancer Isadora Duncan, particularly appealing. Serpico’s favorite diversions are the opera and ballet, and the Duncan autobiography had been given to him by a dancer he dated for a while. What he liked most about the book was Miss Duncan’s fierce independence and determination to do, as he puts it, “her thing.”

There was one incident on the trip that had a special significance for Serpico. He had arrived in Boston after midnight, and decided to sleep until dawn in a parking area near the South Boston waterfront. Around three A.M. he was awakened by Alfie’s barking and a flashlight shining in his face. The flashlight, he quickly discovered, was being held by a Boston policeman, and Serpico braced himself for a series of sharply worded question about who he was and what he was doing there, perhaps even a search of the Land Cruiser for narcotics. But all the policeman did was warn him that there had recently been a number of muggings in the neighborhood. “It really made me feel good,” he says now, recounting the incident in the hotel bar. “Here was a cop doing what he’s supposed to do—helping people, not hassling them.”

Serpico, who drinks sparingly, refuses a second Bloody Mary, and I decide to accompany him back downtown. On the way, he lights up one of the three or four cigars he smokes each day. He gets his cigars in a little shop near the garment center, hand-rolled on the spot for him. He has scouted places like this all over the city to satisfy his wants. In an era of plastic, prepackaged foods, for instance, he prizes the real thing and will travel extraordinary distances to obtain favored delicacies—to an obscure street in Brooklyn for a freshly made, spicy Polish sausage called kielbasa, still farther out in Brooklyn for the newly ground Turkish coffee he savors periodically, to an Italian butcher off Ninth Avenue in Manhattan who makes his own Genoa salami, to a cheese store on the Lower East Side for mozzarella so fresh that the milk spurts from it at the touch of a knife.

Serpico plans to take in a movie after dinner, and as we bounce along in his Land Cruiser he considers which girl to invite. The possibilities are enough to send an avid reader of Playboy magazine into a frenzy, and three of them immediately come to mind. One is his steadiest girlfriend, a carefree airline stewardess who looks as if she just walked in off the southern California beach where she was raised on sun and surfing.

Another is a somewhat tense, twenty-six-year-old, blond, hundred-dollar call girl with stupendous breasts. Serpico met her during the summer when he temporarily vacated his own place—for the same reason that later sent him to Nova Scotia—and moved into an apartment that a friend lent him. His path crossed hers one afternoon while he was walking Alfie around the block, and she was out with her toy poodle. About four o’clock the next morning, Serpico was still up, listening to his favorite opera, Puccini’s La Bohème, and he decided to take Alfie out for another stroll. As he turned the corner, he came upon the girl trying to hail a taxi. He asked her where she was going at such an hour. The girl replied that she could not sleep and was going downtown to talk to some friends. Serpico said, “Why don’t you talk to me? At least you’ll save cab fare.” They walked through the deserted city streets for a while before going back to the apartment, and from then on whenever the call girl wasn’t professionally occupied she would see Serpico. Once she showed up just as he was preparing to take a bundle of dirty clothes to a Laundromat. She snatched it from him. “A man shouldn’t have to wash his own laundry,” she said. “That’s woman’s work.”

There is also a volatile black model whom Serpico has been dating on and off for the past year. This summer, however, he has not seen much of her, and she has begun slipping angry notes under his door promising all kinds of mayhem for deserting her for “white chicks.”

Serpico’s normal residence is on Greenwich Village’s west side, three blocks from the Hudson River docks. The building is a run-down, five-story affair; a water pipe burst over the front entrance some time ago, and the ceiling has yet to be repaired. His apartment is in the rear on the ground floor, at the end of a dingy hall. Serpico read about it in a newspaper ad offering a “garden apartment with wood-burning fireplace.” The “garden” turned out to be a small triangular courtyard littered with broken bottles and tossed-away garbage, and an adjoining building effectively shut out the sun unless it was directly overhead. The apartment was equally small and dark, but it did have a fireplace that worked, so Serpico signed the lease. He cleaned up the courtyard, set out some potted plants, installed an outdoor lighting system, and fashioned a concrete basin which in warm weather usually contains some goldfish. A door off the courtyard leads to a sleeping alcove, barely large enough for his bed, a ten-gear racing bike, and a bubbling glass case filled with tropical fish. The rest of the apartment consists of a single, incredibly cluttered room, twelve-by-fifteen, which manages a raffish élan, especially in winter, with a fire blazing in the hearth.

In one corner, beneath a huge tapestry of a romantic nude surrounded by cherubs and a Tiffany lamp suspended from the ceiling, there is a round, white marble table which in a pinch can seat four. Like most of the other furnishings in the room—a maple chest, a small sofa, and a big armchair with a footstool—they were picked up by Serpico in secondhand shops around the city. In another corner is a kitchenette, partially hidden by a carved Indian screen, where he expertly prepares such dishes as chicken breasts with apricots. The horns of a Black Cape water buffalo hang over the brick mantel, along with an African mask, an ancient muzzle loader, and an old pendulum clock from Copenhagen. Victorian brass tongs, a shovel, and poker stand on one side of the fireplace, an enormous copper kettle filled with wood is on the other. Elsewhere a guitar leans against a wall, a Ben Shahn peace poster above it; there is also a television set, a stereo system, and a camel saddle Serpico got in Morocco which can be pressed into service as an extra chair. With Alfie’s shaggy bulk stretched across the floor—he has been trained as a watchdog and begins growling at the slightest alien sound—one must step about with considerable delicacy.

Stacks of records are under the twin windows facing the courtyard, and shelves in still another corner of the room contain various mementos Serpico has brought back from his travels—Indian pottery and a bone chess set from Mexico, beer steins from Germany, a meerschaum pipe from Holland, and ebony fighting bull from Spain, a Venetian vase in which he keeps incense sticks. More shelves between the windows overflow with books, among them Thoreau’s Walden, the collected poems of Yeats, Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du mal, Steppenwolf, Dalton Trumbo’s Johnny Got His Gun, and a best-selling novel about cops by a Los Angeles police sergeant, The New Centurions.

After driving down from the hotel, Serpico finally finds a parking spot a block from his apartment. The space is just big enough for the Land Cruiser, and he backs into it with some satisfaction. He used to own a BMW sports coupé which became increasingly dented and battered on the city streets; now the other fellow has to worry.

The neighborhood is visually undistinguished, sandwiched as it is between picturesque, tree-lined Greenwich Village proper and the lofts, warehouses, and trucking garages that front the river. Rents are relatively cheap, and the population is basically young and anti-establishment. A good deal more marijuana is smoked than alcohol consumed. The men wear their hair shoulder-length and the women consider themselves liberated.

Serpico is a familiar figure there, and as we go along the sidewalk, he is continually greeted, like a politician making the rounds of his district. A jovial round-faced black man, who has developed a thriving business making artificial flowers for the uptown trade, yells at him, “Hey, dude, where you been?” But most of the people Serpico encounters—a pony-tailed brunette refinishing a table in front of an antique store, a law student in blue jeans, a couple who have just been given their first rock recording break—call him “Paco.” It is Spanish for Frank, and Serpico acquired the nickname several years ago when he began taking frequent trips to Puerto Rico—among other reasons, to improve his knowledge of Spanish. He is a first-rate mimic and has an uncanny ability with foreign tongues. Besides Italian and Spanish, which he speaks fluently, he handles himself well in French and German, and even retains a smattering of the Japanese that he learned during his army service.

As we start to enter his building, a lanky young man in cowboy boots and a fringed frontier shirt hails Serpico and says, “Did you hear about that chick who got murdered on Jane Street last night?”

“No.” Serpico drops his casual air and stares intently at the young man. “What time?” he asks.

“I don’t know. Sometime last night. Why?”

“Was she shot?”

“I’m not sure, Paco. I think she was knifed, but I’m not sure.”

Serpico tugs at his beard. “That’s funny,” he says. “You know, I thought I heard a shot around three o’clock, and I grabbed my gun and ran outside. But there were just a bunch of fags in front of that joint on the corner, and I couldn’t get anything out of them.”

For a long time none of his neighbors knew who Serpico was. The odd thing, considering their lifestyle and attitudes, is that now that they do it makes no difference that he is in fact Detective Third Grade Frank Serpico, shield number 761, of the New York Police Department.

If Serpico’s friends in the Village were first stunned by this revelation, and then accepted it, his fellow cops were equally confounded by news of a different nature, and they still have not recovered. Serpico—this apparent hippie, womanizer, hedonist—had dared do the unheard-of, the unpardonable, in police circles. Having solemnly sworn to uphold the law, he elected to do just that, to enforce it against everybody—and not, in the grand tradition of even the most personally honest policeman, against everybody except other cops. He would not go along with the graft, the bribes, the shakedowns; and he refused to look the other way.

With that decision, Serpico became unique. He was the first officer in the history of the Police Department who not only reported corruption in its ranks, but voluntarily, on his own, stepped forward to testify about it in court. He did so after a lonely four-year odyssey in which he was repeatedly rebuffed in his efforts to get action from high police and political officials, continually risking discovery at any moment by the crooked cops he rubbed shoulders with every day, and finally, out of desperation, after he went to a newspaper with his story. This sparked a jumbled rush of related events, in which the administration of Mayor John V Lindsay found itself hugely, and publicly, embarrassed: a Commission to Investigate Alleged Police Corruption was formed; the Police Commissioner abruptly resigned; there was a mass exodus of topechelon police command; departmental organization and procedure underwent a revamping drastic beyond memory; in the wake of a new edict holding field commanders responsible for the actions of their men, precinct captains were banished to lesser posts; inspectors were reduced in rank, and lieutenants and sergeants were transferred in wholesale lots; a flurry of criminal indictments and departmental charges were announced; the head of a federal task force, launching his own investigation, declared that he had unearthed “large-scale payoffs to policemen” of up to twenty-five thousand dollars; then a parade of cops on the take, caught red-handed by commission investigators, attested in public hearings to widespread, deep-rooted corruption, with the graft in just one section of the Police Department amounting to four million dollars a year; and key municipal and police officials at last admitted under oath that, despite the specific allegations brought to them by Serpico, they had in fact done nothing.

As these events began to unfold, and Frank Serpico’s role in them was made known, he became for many police officers a man to be feared—and destroyed.

Seven months before our meeting—at 10:42 on the night of February 3, 1971—the phone rang in the emergency room of Greenpoint Hospital in northwest Brooklyn. A petite black nurse, Ann Bennett, answered, listened for a moment, and called out, “A policeman got shot. They’re coming in with him.”

Some blocks away, a radio car raced up Metropolitan Avenue toward the hospital, its siren wailing, lights flashing. Serpico lay slumped in the rear seat, his face, beard, the upper part of the army fatigue jacket he was wearing covered with blood. Beside the driver, a second cop knelt back over the front seat, bracing his hand against Serpico’s limp body to keep him from toppling over as the car swerved and cornered.

About twenty-five minutes had elapsed since Serpico, on a narcotics raid, wedged half in and half out the door of a heroin dealer in the Williamsburgh section of Brooklyn, had suddenly seen a gun poised directly at him in the dark alcove, perhaps eighteen inches away, and then simultaneously heard the roar as it went off and saw the flash—an enormous flash of colors, merging reds and oranges and yellows—and felt the searing heat in his head, as if a million white-hot needles had been plunged into it. He had been shot in the face.

Now, in the radio car, waves of weariness swept over him, and he struggled to remain conscious. He wondered how badly he had been hurt and vaguely heard the call over the radio that they were going to take him to Greenpoint and thought that maybe, if he could hang on until he got to the hospital, he would be all right. The cop in the front seat bending back toward him, holding him, said something that Serpico sensed were words of reassurance, but because of the siren he could not hear what they were, and for the rest of the trip the siren drowned out everything else.

The blood was beginning to cake on his face. Before, lying on the floor after he had been shot, he had seen it spurting past his eyes, actually a geyser of blood splattering against a filthy wall inches away. He could still feel his mouth full of blood, as well as the sinus cavities around his nose. The sensation was the same that he had experienced when he accidentally got water in his mouth and nose while swimming. But mostly now, in the radio car, he concentrated on staying awake, clutching to consciousness like a talisman, fighting the insistent tiredness that pulled at him so seductively, thinking that if he could only keep his eyes open, somehow he would not die.

When the news was received at Police Headquarters that a cop had been gunned down and that the cop was Frank Serpico, the first tremors of official trepidation set in. Some six months earlier, Serpico had been the key witness in the perjury trial of a corrupt plainclothesman who had denied taking thousands of dollars in graft. The plainclothesman had been convicted and sent to prison, causing still others in related cases to plead guilty in hopes of lighter sentences. Thus the initial fear at headquarters was that Serpico had been shot by one or more of his fellow police officers. When this, in the hours immediately ahead, proved unfounded, there remained a second ugly question: Had the shooting happened in the normal course of duty, or had he been set up?

Similar thoughts swirled through Serpico’s mind. The remembered encounters in the precinct houses. A cop he rather liked pleading with him, “Frank, why don’t you take the money?” Another cop suddenly pulling a knife on him and snarling, “We know how to handle people like you.” There was also that moment in court, recalled so many times that it came back to him now totally, without effort: sitting next to a gambler he had arrested, waiting for the arraignment, the gambler turning to him, pointing his trigger finger at Serpico and curling it, and quietly remarking, “Hey, you know they’re going to do a job on you.”

“Who?”

“Your own kind.”

A few days earlier Serpico had personally closed down a Mafia-run betting operation in East Harlem which had been paying off the police. “What do you mean, my own kind?” Serpico asked. “The Italians?”

“No,” the gambler replied. “Cops!”

Attendants were waiting with a stretcher outside the emergency entrance when the radio car wheeled into the hospital grounds. A new emergency complex was under construction, and Serpico was trundled on a circuitous route around it, down a dingy creamcolored corridor, past a waiting room and into the antiquated existing facility, a cramped treatment room which could hold no more than three patients at a time. As it happened, there was none there when Serpico arrived, and Miss Bennett, the nurse who had answered the phone, remembered looking down at his blood-drenched, inert form and saying to herself, “Oh, no, he’s dead.” Then she heard him mumbling something unintelligible and realized he was still alive, and she and another nurse quickly began to strip off his clothes—the padded army jacket, a leather vest, a heavy black woolen sweater, dungarees, and calf-high boots. Miss Bennett tried to get the gold Winnie-the-Pooh over his head and when she couldn’t, she snipped the chain. Serpico heard the second nurse say, “Oh, look, somebody lost an earring.” He knew the earring, a simple gold circlet, must be his, but when he tried to tell her he found he was unable to open his mouth.

A hospital smock was slipped on him, and the two nurses started cleaning the blood from his face and neck. Most of the flow had stopped by now, except for a watery, red-streaked dribble from his left ear. His left eye was beginning to blacken, and the left side of his face had ballooned to nearly twice its normal size and was paralyzed, giving his mouth an oddly twisted look. Then Miss Bennett saw the blood-encrusted hole where the bullet had gone in, just to the left of Serpico’s nose right above the nostril.

A doctor was standing alongside her, and Serpico heard him say, “Don’t touch it,” and someone else said, “It’s his head,” and he wondered again how badly he had been hurt, trying to maintain his confidence and thinking to himself that at least he could see and hear. Lying there on the stretcher, ringed now by a blur of faces peering down at him, he felt utterly impotent, and he hated it. Above the faces were lights glaring down on him, and he suddenly recalled lights just like them, and the same sense of helplessness, the time he had been rushed to the hospital for an appendectomy when he was five years old.

As soon as his head wound was discovered, one of the doctors severely pinched a muscle in Serpico’s shoulder. He winced in response to the pain, a sign that his central nervous system was still functioning. Then he saw the needles going into his arms. One was to help stave off any swelling of his brain. Two others were to prevent convulsions.

Once more he was seized by an immense weariness, and he struggled to stay awake, fighting sleep, equating it with death and defeat. A doctor said to him, “Just take it easy. You’re going to be OK.” Vaguely, he became aware of blue uniforms mixed with all the white ones, and of a voice asking, “Are you Catholic?” Oh, no, Serpico thought, not that, not now. It had been years since he had been to mass or confession, but he must have nodded because somebody said, “Yes, yes, he’s Catholic,” and the next thing he knew a priest was leaning over him saying, “Can you hear me? Can you hear me? You don’t have to answer,” and proceeded to administer extreme unction, the last rites of the Roman Catholic Church.

When the priest was finished Serpico saw a uniformed cop standing nearby, notebook in hand. Suddenly there was an important message he wanted to communicate, and he motioned weakly to the cop. With tremendous effort, he managed to mumble out of the right side of his mouth, “Don’t call my mother. Call my sister, my sister.”

The cop looked nonplussed. “What’s he saying?” he asked a nurse on the other side of the stretcher.

“My sister,” Serpico mumbled again. “Not my mother.” Maria Giovanna Serpico, a small frail woman, then seventy-two, not only had a history of heart trouble, but was recovering from a debilitating seige of the flu, and had been advised by her physician to remain indoors for at least another week of the New York winter unless an exceptionally warm and sunny day happened along.

More and more hospital personnel and police officials were crowding into the emergency complex, and as the babble of voices mounted, Frank Serpico was rolled past them into another room for X rays to determine whether immediate surgery was going to be necessary for the removal of the bullet inside his head. His condition was critical but apparently stable for the moment.

The X rays revealed that Serpico’s survival thus far bordered on the miraculous. What had saved him, and could also have killed him on the spot, was that a bullet entering the body often does not take a logical course. Simple muscle contraction in response to the impact can be enough to change its direction, even through the soft tissue of the face, where Serpico was hit. If the bullet continued along its original line of fire, it would have struck the upper part of his spinal cord, paralyzing his arms and legs, bladder and bowels and respiratory system. If it had curved slightly upward, it would have smashed into the base of his brain and brought about instantaneous death.

As it was, the fact that Serpico was still alive could be measured in hairbreadth terms. The bullet—fired, it eventually turned out, by a .22-caliber target pistol—had not penetrated the skull. It had gone through his left maxillary sinus, one of the two cavities on either side of the nose. It then swerved slightly down and to the right, plowing into the back of his jawbone where it broke into fragments, two of them quite large, that were now lodged in the bony portion of his left ear. Although by all odds the jawbone should have been shattered as well, the angle of impact was such that this simply had not happened. On its erratic path, the bullet tore through some facial nerves, causing localized paralysis, but aside from the initial, spontaneous bleeding, no major veins had been touched. Serpico’s escape, however, had been excruciatingly narrow. One of the fragments, after ricocheting off his jawbone, had stopped barely half a centimeter short of the big carotid artery running up the side of his neck, through which the heart pumps blood directly to the brain. Had it continued just that minuscule distance, he would have hemorrhaged to death in a matter of minutes on the dirty tenement landing where he had fallen.

Since the bullet had not gone into the brain, surgery was ruled out for the time being. Even so, Serpico’s condition remained critical, and he was taken into another room in the emergency complex to be kept under close observation. The concussive effect alone of the shooting might have caused as yet undetected swelling and bleeding in the brain. More than one patient had come into a hospital emergency room with a head injury and died two or three hours later although no skull fracture was evident. There was, besides this, the persistent watery drainage from his left ear which was now recognized as cerebral spinal fluid. Normally this substance circulates through the closed system of the brain and spinal cord, and its ominous appearance meant that the cerebral membrane had been torn, allowing the fluid to leak out and exposing the brain to the possibility of a fatal infection.

Serpico felt no specific pain then, just a numbness in his head, and in the observation room he finally started to doze off, only to be awakened by a recurrent nightmare that he was suffocating. It was very difficult for him to breathe. His nose was almost completely blocked by caked blood, left untouched for fear of reopening the wound, and his mouth was dry from drawing air through his clenched teeth. Once he tried to raise himself and fell back, unable to do so, cursing inwardly. That was perhaps the worst part for him, his total dependence now upon others. He had always been geared to independence, self-reliance, and, beyond that, to having others rely on him. This as much as anything was what had attracted him to police work in the first place, the authority and the power that automatically went with it, and the ability to help and protect people. One of his favorite movies was High Noon, the brilliant portrayal of a beleaguered sheriff who almost single-handedly saves himself and his town from a band of killers. And his best memories of being a cop were of delivering the baby of a terrified mother in a crumbling ghetto room, of spending a day tracing down the whereabouts of a soldier on leave whose stolen duffel bag Serpico had recovered, of noticing a telltale wisp of smoke and evacuating an entire apartment house in the middle of the night moments before it went up in flames.

He was always privately scornful of cops who put in their eight hours on the job and let it go at that. While he was waiting for his appointment to the Police Academy to come through, a captain had counseled him, “Never get involved in anything when you’re not working.”

“What do you mean?” Serpico asked.

“Kid, when you’re off duty, you’re off duty. Say you’re driving home some night late and you see this guy breaking into a place. Well, keep driving. Otherwise, the next thing you know, they’ll be asking you what the hell you were doing out at that hour.”

Especially during his early days as a foot patrolman, Serpico, in civilian clothes after a four-to-midnight tour, would often seek out muggers on his own. Besides his talent for mimicry, he has an actor’s ability with his body, and in a variety of guises—his favorite being that of an elderly man shuffling along over a cane, a big slouch hat concealing his features—he would go alone down dark and silent city streets in high crime areas, waiting for the attack to come, actually inviting it, his eyes probing each doorway for a sudden shadowy movement, his ears straining for the predatory footfall behind his back.

A girlfriend, lying next to him in bed one night, said, “You must be crazy doing things like that. What are you trying to prove?”

“I’m not trying to prove anything,” Serpico replied. “I just want them to know how some poor slob feels when they jump him.”

Once four young muggers jumped Serpico. He whirled, kicked the knife out of the hand of the leader, drew his revolver, and watched them freeze. He identified himself as a police officer and lined them up, hands against the side of a building, feet out. An awkward moment ensued. Despite the commotion, no help appeared. Then Serpico heard one of them mutter, “Shit, man, he can’t take us all.” He quickly stepped up to the knife-wielder and put the revolver to his head. “Any of you move,” Serpico said, “and he gets it.” Someone said, “Fuck him,” and with that, the other three raced off, each in a different direction. Serpico held his fire, afraid that a stray bullet might hit an innocent bystander unseen in the darkness.

“Hey, man, you let them go. How ’bout me?” the remaining prisoner said, the revolver still pointed at his head.

“I didn’t let them go,” Serpico told him. “They escaped.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the knife on the sidewalk and he was seized by a nearly overpowering rage. How many times had it been poised across somebody’s throat, pressed into somebody’s belly? Serpico shoved the revolver barrel against the mugger’s skull. “You want to escape,” he said, “go ahead.”

Slowly the mugger slid down the wall, onto his hands and knees. “Don’t shoot, man,” he pleaded. “1 ain’t going nowhere.”

At midnight, in the Greenpoint Hospital emergency complex where Serpico remained under close observation, Nurse Bennett was finishing her shift. Never had she seen so much top police brass, in and out of uniform, grimly milling about. Among them was the department’s second-in-command, the First Deputy Commissioner, as well as the Deputy Commissioner for Press Relations, the Chief Inspector, three assistant chief inspectors, four deputy chief inspectors, and assorted inspectors and captains—just the kind of people Serpico had been trying to reach for so long, to no avail, in his battle against corruption in the Police Department that began with the fixing of traffic tickets and ended in the traffic of heroin.

As Miss Bennett left the complex, a man with a familiar face strode past her through the swinging doors. It was not until she got home that she realized he was the new Commissioner of Police, Patrick V. Murphy. Although Murphy had been in office for nearly six months, his appointment coming in the middle of the scandal rocking the department and the city, this would be the first time he had ever laid eyes on Frank Serpico.






Chapter 2

When he was shot, Serpico was a member of a plainclothes detail in the Police Department. Plainclothesmen are actually patrolmen working, as the name indicates, out of uniform and on special assignment, usually in narcotics, prostitution, or gambling. While corruption in the police force was by no means limited to those on plainclothes duty, the temptations and opportunities it afforded for graft had always been especially high—in narcotics because of the huge profits at stake, and in prostitution and gambling not only because of the money, but because they were two areas of illegal activity that a large segment, if not a majority, of the public constantly demanded.

In theory, plainclothes work was a step up from uniform patrol, and men of superior ability were supposedly selected for it. They were given specialized training in what to look for, how to conduct surveillances, the rules of evidence in making an arrest, and so on. But to most of Serpico’s fellow trainees in plainclothes school, it was a waste of time; instead of attending classes, they could be out in the street collecting bribes.

Not all plainclothesmen, of course, were crooked. A few of them conveniently looked the other way or had their own quaint notions of how to handle the problem. One of the most personally honest police officers Serpico ever knew—a man who until the very last minute could not decide whether he was going to be a cop or a priest—was a plainclothesman. Serpico once discussed with him the widespread bribery and graft he was encountering, and asked his advice. His friend replied, “You’ve just got to set a good example so others can learn from it,” and Serpico had no reason to doubt his sincerity.

Some honest policemen simply got out of plainclothes duty as soon as they discovered what it was like. This was the course chosen years before, for example, by Commissioner Murphy. The son of a cop, Murphy had impeccable credentials as a police officer. He was an aloof, soft-spoken, delicately featured man, with enough toughness and savvy and drive to have risen steadily through the ranks of the New York police force. He also served as the top police official first in Syracuse, then in Washington, D.C., and finally in Detroit before he was suddenly brought back to his native New York to stamp out corruption in its thirty-two-thousand-man force—the nation’s largest—and to restore public confidence in its operations. It was then revealed that early in his career he had served a three-week stint in plainclothes. When asked about the exceptional brevity of his tour, a spokesman for the Commissioner explained that Murphy’s wife had just given birth and he had requested a transfer “because of the bad hours” the work entailed. But Murphy himself later admitted, “It was obvious to me immediately that I was not going to be comfortable in this kind of assignment.”

Frank Serpico stayed in plainclothes because at the time he was picked for the job it was the only way that a patrolman lacking influential contacts in the department could advance to detective rank, and more than anything else Serpico wanted to be a detective. But while he would not participate in the organized payoffs, he found in the end he could not ignore them either. Instead he tried to do something about a system that allowed corruption to flourish. And it was this that angered so many police officers, and left them baffled and bewildered. He had broken an unwritten code that in effect put policemen above the law, that said a cop could not turn in other cops.

Perhaps it would have been easier for them if Serpico fitted a recognizable puritanical mold. But he dressed like a hippie and sported a beard and long hair, and he lived in a bachelor pad in Greenwich Village doing, in their minds, God knows what. In the suburban tract houses with tiny, neatly trimmed lawns where most of the city’s policemen lived, in the saloons where they gathered, in the precinct houses and radio cars, Serpico became the prime topic of conversation. One frequently repeated rumor about him held that he was “part spic and part Ethiopian, and speaks a funny sort of Italian,” as if this, somehow, explained everything.

Around eleven o’clock on the night of February 3, right after Serpico had been brought into the emergency room at Greenpoint, his mother—in a cotton nightgown and robe which, like all of her clothes, she had made herself—switched off the television set. Her husband, Vincenzo, had retired almost an hour before, and she decided to join him in bed, although she did not find the prospect of trying to sleep very inviting after having been confined indoors for more than two weeks because of the flu.

Maria Giovanna Serpico was a doughty, voluble lady, barely five feet tall. Of her four children—three boys and a girl—Frank, the youngest, was the only one not yet married. On Sundays, at either her own home or her daughter’s, she traditionally presided over a family dinner that featured staggering amounts of food, and under the lash of her cry, “What’s the matter, you no like?” an unwary visitor was rendered helpless as serving after serving arrived, each a meal in itself, accompanied by bottles of the homemade wine that Frank’s father fermented every year in his cellar. Frank attended these marathon affairs perhaps once a month, usually bringing along a friend, to whom Mrs. Serpico inevitably exclaimed at some point, “Eh, I bet you find the time to call your mother to see if she’s still alive.”

Vincenzo Serpico was as reserved as his wife was outspoken. He was a small man physically, but he carried himself with impressive dignity, and Frank always listened respectfully when he talked. He had worked from the age of nine, when he had been apprenticed to a shoemaker in Italy, and although they were reared in different worlds, Frank had a profound feeling for his father as a man of independent spirit, devoid of pretense, a master craftsman who took great pride in his work, who insisted on repairing shoes painstakingly by hand, and who, in the event a customer complained about the time this required, quietly advised him to go elsewhere.

Nothing in their lives had prepared these simple, decent people for the trauma they experienced the night their son was gunned down. But their essential nature and what they stood for, whether or not it was directly responsible for his lying helpless in Greenpoint Hospital, in very large measure had determined the kind of police officer Frank Serpico was. Apologists for the Mafia in this country, when they admit to its existence at all, like to point to the hostile environment Italian immigrants faced in America, to the inevitability, indeed the necessity, of banding together and falling back on old ways to survive, to the myth, for instance, that a given racketeer could have achieved equal success as a respected businessman if he were not ethnically cursed and denied that chance. But Vincenzo and Maria Giovanna Serpico had chosen another way and provided a very different kind of legacy, values that transcended any ethnic consideration—frugality, integrity, independence, self-respect.

When Frank was thirteen, he started shining shoes in his father’s shop on Sunday morning after church, and during the week after school he worked for a fruit-and-vegetable street vendor. He was required to turn over his earnings to his mother, who gave him back a minimal allowance to spend as he wished. At first he was pleased with the idea of contributing, as he thought, to the household treasury, but later he began to resent being made to do it. Then, when he was seventeen and about to go into the army, his mother handed him a savings-account book, opened in his name four years before, with all the money and accrued interest in it. From that time on he never failed to put a portion of his wages into the account, and in the era of credit cards he paid cash for every purchase he made.

Vincenzo and Maria Giovanna Serpico had been married in a village not far from Naples, where they both grew up, although she was actually born in Ashtabula, Ohio. Her father had come to the United States in the 1890s and worked in the coal mines of West Virginia before moving on to a job in an ironore refinery in Ashtabula. But when Maria Giovanna was two, her father, having put aside enough money to become his own man, returned to Italy and purchased a house and some farmland, on which he planted walnut, prune, and fig trees, and began raising tomatoes and other produce, along with flax. One of her earliest memories was of her mother patiently manipulating a fork-and-paddle device to weave cloth from the fibrous plant; some of the linen sheets and pillowcases Maria Giovanna still used were similarly fashioned nearly half a century ago as part of her dowry.

Frank always delighted in hearing about the courtship of his parents, how his father fell in love with his mother while measuring her for a pair of shoes and the next day sent a boy with a message asking if he could see her. She replied that she needed a couple of weeks to think it over, but eventually she agreed to meet him in a local café owned by her aunt. After several such trysts, Maria Giovanna’s mother got wind of what was going on and summoned Vincenzo. She told him she was not interested in having him hanging around “warming a chair,” and demanded a timetable of his intentions. He explained that he was just starting out on his own, and it would be at least a year before he could assume the responsibilities of a wife and family.

Maria Giovanna had already had a number of suitors, all of whom had fallen by the wayside when her father refused to meet certain dowry conditions, and her betrothal to Vincenzo very nearly foundered for the same reason. Vincenzo’s mother stepped in to handle the negotiations on his behalf, and among her requests was a house for the young couple to settle in. Maria Giovanna’s father promptly turned this down, and for months the wedding was off. But Vincenzo at last took matters into his own hands, declaring that house or not he loved her, and they were married on August 27, 1925.

Two years later they decided to go to America. With Vincenzo’s shoemaking talents, everyone agreed, he was certain to make a lot of money. By then the United States had passed its restrictive immigration-quota laws, but Maria Giovanna was already an American citizen. At the time they were scheduled to sail, however, Vincenzo’s papers still had not been properly processed. The Serpicos were advised that he would receive priority status if she were physically in the country, so it was decided that she would go on ahead. The plan was for an uncle who lived in Ashtabula to be at the boat and take her back with him to Ohio to await Vincenzo’s arrival.

The trip was a series of horrors. Maria Giovanna was seven months pregnant when she left Naples, and in a rough crossing she gave birth prematurely. She landed in New York on a snowy December day in 1927, hemorrhaging badly, speaking no English, and with no one to meet her; the uncle who was supposed to have been on hand had become ill at the last moment. Authorities rushed her and the baby to a city hospital, but the baby, a boy, died. She remained in a charity ward for several days until distant family relations in Brooklyn finally tracked her down. Incredibly undaunted, and expecting Vincenzo to join her shortly, she stayed in Brooklyn with them. In return for a bed, she did the family washing and sewing and also went to work for a fur manufacturer; but the sweatshop conditions, the heat and stench of the skins, and the filthy hair-filled air proved more than she could bear, and she got another job on the production line of the Fanny Farmer candy company, rolling lollipops and inserting sticks in them. No saving was too small for her, and to avoid paying a nickel on the bus she walked two miles to and from work each day.

A year passed before she saw Vincenzo again, for even though his papers at the American end were in order, his passage was delayed by a Fascist edict that made it difficult for Italian nationals to emigrate. After they were reunited, they moved into a two-room, cold-water apartment in Brooklyn, and she continued at the candy factory while he looked for a job. When he found employment at last in a shoe-repair store, the cost to his pride was immense; the only opening was shining shoes for fifteen dollars a week. But within six months the regular repairman walked out following a dispute with the store’s owner concerning the length of his lunch break, and Vincenzo took over for him. He remained there for six years, his weekly paycheck gradually rising to thirty-nine dollars, until the owner, claiming that profits had dropped off, cut his salary by ten percent.

The indignity of having to accept a reduction in wages was too much for him. Maria Giovanna knew this, knew what it meant to him as a man, and, although they had three children by then, unhesitatingly urged him to go into business for himself. Together they found a suitable shop in the neighborhood and all of their resources went into leasing it, buying materials, contracting for equipment. He barely survived the first few months, but slowly his trade picked up, and by the following year, when Frank was born, he had hired an assistant, and three years later still another one when he moved into larger quarters across the street.

Vincenzo Serpico eventually saved enough to purchase a modest, three-story brick house in the Bedford-Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn. For a while it lacked central heating, and Frank could recall when the only warmth in winter came from a coal stove in the kitchen. He also remembered how in the evening his mother would ready his bed with hot bricks wrapped in burlap, and how in the morning he would huddle under the covers to avoid the awesome chill of the toilet seat.

Although Frank inherited much of his mother’s quick assertiveness, his father was the strong figure in his life, the one he consciously patterned himself after, and as a boy Frank loved to sit with him on Sunday afternoons in a greenhouse he had built in the backyard while he puttered among his plants, puffing a fearsome black cheroot and listening to the opera on the radio. The precarious state of the family’s finances was over, but even so, the days when every cent had to be stretched, when nothing went to waste, were never forgotten. On one of these Sunday afternoons, when Frank was ten, he burst into the greenhouse crying because some kids had taunted him for wearing hand-me-down clothes. His father listened, and then told him a story about a prince who disguised himself in rags to see what the citizens of his kingdom were really like, only to be chased away by them. When the prince returned the next day dressed in full regalia, the townspeople who had hooted at him bowed and scraped, but he sent them packing, telling them they ought to be ashamed of themselves, that he was still the same person. “So you see,” his father concluded, “it’s not important how a man looks. It’s what he is inside that counts.”

The story, even the incident that triggered it, was banal perhaps, the sort of thing a father would seize upon to comfort a momentarily distraught son. But for Frank Serpico it was the most vivid memory of his childhood.

By 1971, the Serpicos could view their life with some satisfaction. Their eldest son, Pasquale, had a small grocery store that seemed to be doing well; their daughter, Tina, was married to an electrical engineer; another son, Salvatore, was running the shoe shop; and Frank was a policeman.

Mr. Serpico had stopped working two years before, at the age of seventy. He had always loved the earth, and now, able to indulge himself at last, he had acquired an acre of land in Long Island, where he spent the summer months cultivating vegetables with the same meticulous care he had given to the shaping and stitching of shoes. Once he telephoned Frank and mentioned casually something about a prize seventy-one-pound pumpkin from his garden. Frank knew instantly that the pumpkin was the real reason for the call, that his father wanted him to drive out to look at it, but that he would never suggest it without an excuse. So Frank said, “Seventy-one pounds! I don’t believe it.”

“No, it’s true,” his father replied delightedly. “You can come out and see for yourself.”

Despite the country property, Serpico’s parents refused to desert the Bedford-Stuyvesant house they had lived in for three decades. At the time they bought it the neighborhood had been a blend of Italians, Irish, and Jews. Since then there had been a drastic ethnic change, and the population was now mostly black and Puerto Rican. Because of their age—and also because of the racial tensions that had polarized much of the city, and the high crime rate in the immediate area—even Frank suggested that they now might consider moving, but the house represented such a deep psychological commitment to them, the first thing they owned in America after years of sacrifice, their first real roots in a new land, that whenever the idea was broached, they would say, “Maybe next year.”

The ground floor was rented to a Chinese laundry, and the top floor to a middle-aged black couple. The second-floor apartment in which Mr. and Mrs. Serpico lived consisted of an eat-in kitchen, a living room, two small bedrooms and a larger one, fronting on the street, where they slept.

The night of the shooting, after turning off the television set in the living room, Maria Giovanna checked to make sure that there were no lights on in the rest of the apartment. She was fanatical about lightbulbs burning unnecessarily. Frank constantly poked fun at her about this, and she once triumphantly retaliated by showing him a magazine advertisement that pictured a young couple dining by candlelight. “See,” she said, “it’s not only me.”

“Hey, Mom,” he replied, “that’s because they’re supposed to be in love.”

“What do candles have to do with love?” she retorted.

Now, in the darkened apartment, she tried to sleep, but being cooped up for so long with the flu had left her restless. As she tossed and turned, her husband mumbled irritably. Then she thought that her fever had inexplicably flared up or, even worse, that she was the victim of some strange mental aberration. On the wall opposite her hung a portrait of her parents, her father with his great, drooping mustache, and her mother with her hair parted in the middle and drawn back tightly in plaits. The painting had been done from a photograph, and she had always had mixed feelings about it since the artist had arbitrarily provided her father with a tie, an item of apparel he detested.

Suddenly there seemed to be a weird glow coming from the portrait. She was certain she had seen it, yet when she closed her eyes and opened them again, it had vanished. Then, as she looked at the portrait once more, it reappeared, a ghostly, wavering incandescence that clearly, if momentarily, revealed the eyes of her parents staring back at her.

She was not a superstitious person, but the whole thing was so eerie that she could not help thinking it must be an omen, that something was going to happen. She got up, went over to the painting, and inspected it a little sheepishly. There was nothing. Turning back to the bed, she glanced out of one of the windows overlooking the street, and stopped short. A radio car was parked at the curb, and a policeman was standing next to it. A second officer was on the sidewalk. Now she knew what had caused the glare on the portrait, as the beam from the flashlight he was holding swept past the window.

She saw him move toward the downstairs door, and she was already hurrying into the living room when the bell rang. She buzzed back and stepped out on the landing, a slight figure, clutching her robe around her, her wispy gray hair in disarray, peering down the stairs through rimless glasses.

At the bottom of the stairs the cop with the flashlight looked up at her and said, “Are you Frank Serpico’s wife?”

The fears she had been struggling to subdue flooded through her. “No, he’s my son,” she said. “What’s the matter?”

“He’s been shot.”

She felt herself starting to sway, and she gripped the banister. Oh, God, she remembered thinking, give me the strength to endure this. Then she heard the cop say, “Don’t worry, it’s just his arm. We’ll take you to the hospital. Are you alone?”

“No,” she replied. “My husband is here. He’s sleeping.”

“Are there any brothers or sisters?”

If it’s just his arm, she thought, why are they asking about brothers and sisters? But she could not bring herself to say it. The nearest of her children was her son Pasquale, and she numbly gave his address.

“We’ll get him,” the cop said, “and come back for you.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, and went back into the apartment. In the bedroom she shook her husband. “Vincenzo, wake up,” she said in Italian. He groaned. “Wake up,” she said. “It’s Frank. He’s been shot!”

Mr. Serpico sat straight up, fumbling for his glasses. “What are you saying?”

“The police, they were here. They went to get Pasquale, and they’re coming back for us. Frank is in the hospital
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