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Everything now, we must assume, is in our hands; we have no right to assume otherwise. If we—and now I mean the relatively conscious whites and the relatively conscious blacks, who must, like lovers, insist on, or create, the consciousness of the others—do not falter in our duty now, we may be able, handful that we are, to end the racial nightmare, and achieve our country, and change the history of the world. If we do not now dare everything, the fulfillment of that prophecy, recreated from the Bible in song by a slave, is upon us: “God gave Noah the rainbow sign, No more water, the fire next time!”

JAMES BALDWIN, 1962

What crime and poverty have created is a riot in slow motion.

JOHN V. LINDSAY, 1990
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NOW THAT THE BABY was two months old, she seemed to be waking up at least twice a night. But since he was doing a four-to-midnight tour in the city today, the cop named Frankie Page could afford to sleep in a little. He woke up around noon with his dick as hard as a rock. His wife had already gone to work, though, so there was nothing to do, except wait for it to go away and maybe feed the baby again.

It was just after three in the afternoon when the man with the dreadlocks came into the boy’s bedroom. All the lights were out and the floor was strewn with fierce-looking toys called Gobots and Decepticons. The boy, whose name was Darryl King, was lying on the bed with one arm thrown over his face.

The man with the dreadlocks knelt over him and put the gun on his chest.

“It’s time,” he said.

Page liked a lot of things about driving to work on these cold winter afternoons. The stillness of the air and the silence of the other houses as he pulled out of the driveway. The snow on the front lawns. The cars going the opposite direction on the Long Island Expressway. The Christmas decorations outside the Manhattan stores as he drove north from the Midtown Tunnel. The only thing that remained unchanged by the holiday was his precinct in Harlem. But nothing ever seemed to leave much of an impression there anyway.

Darryl King, the boy with the gun, didn’t go straight to the job. It was too early anyway. Instead, he went downtown and found some friends at the Playland video game arcade in Times Square. A couple of them wanted to catch a sex show at one of the nearby theaters, but Darryl, who was seventeen and good-looking in a blunt way, wasn’t interested. He went to the back of the arcade and stood by the machine that simulated car crashes. After a couple of minutes, the others came back to see what he had.

“Thirty-eight-caliber revolver,” said Darryl, lifting his coat flap and showing it to them. “Just like the cops carry.”

“Damn,” one of the others said.

Why would a wife need an order of protection against her own husband, Frankie Page wondered as he sat in the patrol car parked outside a short brown building on 128th Street that night. To need someone guarding your front door against the man you married. Snowflakes fell slowly, changing shades as they flitted in and out of the street light. They landed on the windshield and melted before his eyes. A family should be together for the holidays, he thought. He hoped he wouldn’t be on call on Christmas Day in two weeks. Though the overtime would help pay for the wife’s present. They’d already sunk a fortune into the baby’s room. He was going to need that promotion to sergeant next year and the raise that went with it.

He didn’t notice Darryl King and his two friends coming up on the opposite side of the street. It was after eleven o’clock and below fifteen degrees. The only other people who were out now were the truly hardy hookers and crack dealers, and they were all down the block, over on Lenox Avenue.

Darryl walked briskly, a couple of steps ahead of his friends. Smoke streamed out of his mouth and the gun rode high in the waistband under his coat. The police car was only half a block away now, just out of the range of the streetlight.

“You’re not gonna do it,” the bigger of Darryl’s two friends taunted him. “You ain’t got the heart.”

“Watch me,” Darryl King said.

The car’s heater was starting to make Page feel nauseated, so he turned it down a little and put his hat on. There was a rap on the window and he looked up. A skinny young black kid with a flattop hairdo and a harelip was staring at him and saying something. Page rolled down the window to hear him.

“Yo,” the kid said.

“What’s up?” Page asked him.

While they were talking, Darryl King sneaked around the other side of the car. He steadied himself against the doorframe and aimed the gun. Each time he pulled the trigger, the car lit up like a furnace in the snow.

Later on that night, Darryl told his family what happened while they sat around watching a TV ad for an album of Yuletide standards.

“His hat flew off, like ‘bing’ the first time I shot him,” Darryl said. “And Aaron say his eyes got real wide. You know what I’m saying? Aaron was like, ‘Oh shit, I seen his hair go up. I seen his blond hair.’”

Darryl’s older sister, Joanna, turned slowly to look at him. “Blond?” she said.

Darryl sat up. “Yeah, ‘blond hair’s’ what he said.”

“But, Darryl, that cop who was ripping off our crack house had like dark hair.”

It took a couple of seconds for the news to sink in. Darryl looked up at the ceiling with his mouth open a little. “Shit,” he said. “That’s fucked up.”

“That’s right,” his sister said, shaking her head and standing up.

“How’d that happen?”

“I don’t know,” his sister told him. “But you better get some sleep now. Tomorrow’s another day.”
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SOME MORNINGS AT THE New York City Department of Probation, I like to play a little game called What’s My Crime? The idea is to try to guess the crime my client has committed just by looking at the Polaroid clipped to the outside of his file folder. It’s one of my ways of relieving the tension and reassuring myself that I don’t give a shit anymore.

Delilah, the heavyset black secretary behind the reception desk, puts down the Jehovah’s Witness magazine and holds up the first picture.

It’s of a Hispanic guy in his early twenties, with a friendly smile and a dreamy warmth in his eyes. His hair is long on the sides and he keeps his chin low, like he was trying to sweet-talk a girl when the shot was taken.

“He looks like a nice guy,” I say.

Delilah slips the Polaroid across the desk so I can give it a better look. “I dunno,” I say finally. “Forgery or something like that?”

Delilah is already frowning at the file opened on her lap. “This boy’s a crack-smoking schizophrenic,” she says. “He blew his landlord’s head off with a shotgun.”

“Oh shit,” I say.

Now I have to make space in my life to see this guy. I could have him come by after Maria Sanchez on Friday. But Maria always leaves me feeling wrung out, so I figure I better put him off until Monday.

My union rep walks by. “Mr. Jack Pirone,” I say, which is the way I always say hello to people in the morning.

“Mr. Steven Baum,” he says to me.

Big Jack.

Two hundred and fifty pounds of interdepartmental wisdom and sheer aggravation in a fedora and a white polo shirt. Before he was my union rep, Jack Pirone was my training instructor. His great line then was “Everytime you reach for a new assignment at probation, you’re reaching for your passport to adventure.”

He always looks out for me, when he isn’t giving me a big pain.

“How you doing this morning, Mr. Baum?”

“Laughing on the outside, crying on the inside,” I say.

“Try the other way around,” he says, slapping me on the shoulder and ambling on down the hall. “You’ll live longer.”

The clock on the wall has thin steel bars crisscrossing it, as if they expected somebody to try stealing the hands. Almost nine o’clock. Behind me I hear the waiting room full of probation clients grumbling at each other. I take a quick look over my shoulder and see a bunch of them sprawled out on the wooden benches, like a wayward congregation spilling out of the church pews. The air conditioner is broken, so there’s no relief from the June heat in here. The air is dank and it smells of stale smoke. The walls are painted a deep, intense orange. You’d think they would’ve chosen something a little more calming, like pale blue or ocean green. Instead, this orange is disturbing, maybe even inciting. It’s like a “GO” sign for the mentally ill.

One woman is standing up and throwing pieces of a Styrofoam coffee cup around the room. She’s probably getting in the mood to see her probation officer. I hope she’s not one of mine.

Delilah hands me the last file. “This one don’t have a photo,” she says.

Instead, it has a sticky yellow note from my supervisor, Emma Lang, on the front. “Special!” it says. “Attention must be paid! Watch this guy.” The new client is named Darryl King.

I check the sign-in sheet to make sure he isn’t here yet, and then look once more across the smoky civil service purgatory where people are waiting. That woman has finally stopped throwing Styrofoam around. The bleary fluorescent light gives everyone a slightly greenish tint, and there are piles of cigarette butts and suspicious-looking puddles on the linoleum floor. Half the clients look dead this morning, with their eyes closed, and their legs in stone-washed jeans extended stiffly over the sides of the benches. And with my hangover I’m not feeling so great either.

The one thing that picks me up is the hairstyles on the younger guys here. It’s been an excellent summer for hair so far. I see one guy has his shaped like an upside-down bottlecap—a new one on me. I know all about the Fade: that’s the flattop with lightly shaved sides. Then there’s the Wave, a lopsided ski jump of hair sloping up on one side. And of course, my favorite is the Cameo, a high ebony tower of hair that looks like an Egyptian headdress. I wonder if the bottle cap has a name yet. In a year white kids will be wearing it, which suddenly strikes me as hysterically funny.

Six expressionless eyes turn to stare at me. They belong to three teenage boys with big white sneakers and eerily dulled-out eyes. The term Jack would use is “lacking in affect.”

Not that they’d be real intimidated by me anyway. They look at me and see a tall skinny Jew in his late twenties with curly hair and glasses. The free weights are starting to give me broader shoulders and my hands are unusually big, but you wouldn’t look twice at me on the beach, I don’t think. I guess what they mainly see is just another white authority figure who’s got nothing to do with their lives, trying to tell them what to do.

Just then, somebody catches my eye over near reception. An emaciated black teenage girl, with a purple scarf and a gold front tooth. She’s squinting at the guard’s tiny black-and-white TV. I can’t quite tell if she’s one of mine. I’ve got 250 people on my caseload, and I know about half of them by sight. Two small boys are next to her on the bench. One is about five. The other is about a year old. The older one wears thick brown glasses and has big gaps between his teeth. When he thinks no one is looking, he pulls his little brother close and kisses him on the forehead.

I reach into the pocket of my windbreaker to see if I have a piece of candy to give him. Usually I carry my whole life around in the pocket: keys, change, pens, scraps of paper, food. Today I’ve got no candy, so I just give him a little wink.

The two boys look remarkably similar, except for some ugly scabs and bruises on the older one’s face. He clings to his baby brother like he’s trying to protect a smaller, unspoiled version of himself. Their teenaged mother suddenly turns and sees the older boy with his arm around the sleeping baby. She slaps him hard with an open hand across his cheek.

“Travis, don’t you touch him,” she barks.

    Travis looks scared and takes his hand off his little brother. The baby wakes up and starts crying.

“You know, he wasn’t doing anything,” I tell her.

She ignores me and picks at her thumbnail.

“You shouldn’t hit him like that,” I say.

“Mind your own fucking business,” she tells me.

She goes back to watching the television. The baby keeps crying. Travis, the five year old, tightens his body and stares down at his folded hands in his lap. Another client in the making.

I should just forget about it and go look for aspirin. But for some reason, the look on Travis’s face sort of gets to me. “What’s your name?” I ask the girl.

“Parker,” she mumbles.

Definitely not one of mine. “Who’s your probation officer?”

“Rodriguez,” she says, sucking in one cheek.

A voice in my head is saying, “Forget about it, man, it’s not even your case.” But my feet take me down the musty marble hall and over to the rickety mailboxes, where I write P.O. Rodriguez a short note. “Dear Mr. Rodriguez, does your client Parker have any outstanding child abuse complaints? If not, she will soon. Check it out. Yours, S. Baum.” I drop it in his box and head to my own office.

“Delilah,” I say as I pass by the reception desk again, “when are you gonna ditch that husband of yours with the big feet and come slam-dancing with me and my friend Terry at CBGB’s?”

She giggles like a flirty schoolgirl. “You too much, Mr. Baum,” she says.

“Or not enough.”

I start reading the Darryl King file as I walk down the hall. This part of the morning reminds me of descending into a catacomb, probably because of the darkness at the end of the corridor, where nobody’s replaced the light bulb that burned out months ago. I pass rows and rows of file cabinets the color of turtles, and peer into the archive office on the right where stooped-over clerks in dust masks are sorting through ancient records of long-forgotten crimes.

Stevie Wonder’s “I Just Called to Say I Love You” plays on somebody’s radio and a breeze comes from nowhere, rustling the time sheets tacked to the wall.

The information inside the Darryl King file is skimpy. He’s on probation for robbing a gas station on East Ninety-sixth Street, but he has an unusually long adult arrest record for an eighteen year old. In the last year alone he’s been charged with numerous muggings, burglaries, and assaults, as well as “acting in concert.” At one point he was accused of being part of a gang that beat a transit worker with a hammer. Up until the gas station robbery, though, he’d never been found guilty, perhaps because witnesses are reluctant to testify against him. The real danger signal is in the presentence investigation, written by Tommy Markham.

Tommy, a briny little guy, who spent most of his life in the merchant marines, is a soft touch. He recommends almost everyone get probation. This time, he didn’t.

He describes Darryl King as intelligent but says Darryl was uncooperative during his intake interview and kept snatching things off the desk. “The defendant seemed to be making a deliberate attempt to intimidate this officer,” writes Tommy, who routinely calls vicious mob hit men and drug dealers “misunderstood.” There isn’t much family or school background in the report. Tommy notes that Darryl showed no remorse about the robbery, saying he only pleaded guilty at his lawyer’s urging.

In his evaluative statement, Tommy Markham writes, “The prognosis for his future social adjustment is not favorable.” Coming from Tommy, that’s like saying, “This guy is definitely going to kill somebody.”

I’ve reached the darkest part of the hallway, so I can’t read anymore. Now I know why Ms. Lang put a flag on the assignment. Two months ago a guy on probation killed a young doctor, and the department wants to avoid further mistakes. Ms. Lang thinks Darryl King is a significant risk, and I’m inclined to agree.

Here’s the thing about Darryl: Everyone’s always bitching about guys like him getting probation instead of going to prison. And my response is usually to shrug and say I don’t decide who goes free. Which is true. Then I explain the system doesn’t have enough jail space for these criminals, so it’s up to people like me to play lion tamer and keep them in line. Also true.

But here’s the secret, which I almost never say out loud: Every once in a while, you just might turn one of these guys around.

I notice that the note attached to the file does not say what time Darryl King will show up at the office. Just “soon.”

As it is, I have more than a full schedule for today with Richard Silver finally coming in.

Silver is one I’ve really been looking forward to. He used to be one of the big power brokers in the city, a gontser macher as they used to say around my family. He’s been ducking his appointment with me for weeks. I had to bombard him and his lawyer with dozens of threatening phone calls and letters before I got any response. Already I have a problem with the guy. Approaching my cubicle, I square my shoulders and throw punches at the air, like a boxer on his way to the ring.

I stop short when I see someone waiting for me by my door. A Puerto Rican kid who looks about twelve with a chipped front tooth and glassy eyes. His dark hair leaps like a flame from the top of his head, crests into a pompadour, and then falls backward slickly. Splotches cover the front of his brown T-shirt and his jeans are too tight. He looks at me and shifts anxiously.

“Can I help you?” I ask.

The kid grunts and hands me a folder. I wonder if he can speak. “What’s this?” I ask.

He grunts again and looks down at his sneakers. “They say give you this,” he says in a small, hoarse voice.

I open the door and go in. The kid doesn’t move. He keeps his eyes trained on the floor. There’s something lost and untamed about him. Like the boy in a French movie I once saw who grew up in the woods. Except in the movie, they had five years to educate the boy about civilization, and I’ve got five minutes for this kid. I gesture for him to come in and sit down.

“Mr. Ricky Velez,” I say, sitting behind the desk and opening his file. “Says here you’re sixteen. That right?”

Ricky grunts again and nods shyly. In the cubicle across the hall, “the Screamer,” an older female probation officer whose name I can never pronounce, is yelling, “WHAT AM I GONNA TELL THE JUDGE!!” at some hapless probationer.

An overhead fan just pushes the humid air around instead of cooling things off.

Ricky squirms around in the chair but can’t get comfortable. The seat’s deliberately too hard, because no one’s supposed to stay here too long. In the past I’ve tried to make this cubicle seem more my own, even as I keep telling myself this is my job, not my life. I’ve brought in plants, cushions, and books, but the place still looks cheap and institutional with those insane orange walls and scuffed-up floors. So now I leave it pretty much the way it was. I don’t have my master’s degree from Fordham on the walls. It was required for the job—along with two weeks of perfunctory in-house training—but my clients don’t need to see it. Instead, I put up two small posters right above my desk: one of Bob Dylan and the other of a defunct theme park called Freedomland. On the other wall, I have the Times’s “Help Wanted” section—for my clients, of course, not for me—and a bank calendar that has a color photo of a sandy beach with foamy waves. It seems like a beautiful place where nothing ever happens. And, of course, there’s a blackboard in the corner.

I wipe off my glasses and start to read Ricky’s arrest report more carefully. “It says you got probation for ‘theft of services’ and resisting arrest,” I say. “What was the theft of services?”

Ricky clears his throat and says, “Just tokens.” His voice sounds scratchy, like it hurts him to speak.

“Tokens?” I say. “You mean you robbed a subway token booth attendant?”

“No.” Ricky shakes his head emphatically. “Sucked it.”

“Sucked it?”

He doesn’t respond at all now. For a moment, we both just sit there in our own stupors. I’m too hung over to move. Now I know how old strippers must feel when they hear that familiar drumbeat and see the curtain parting one more time. I rouse myself and get to my feet. Still feeling a little unsteady, I make my way to the blackboard, take the chalk out of my pocket, and draw a small, slightly shaky cartoon of a man bending over a subway turnstile with his mouth on the slot.

“Do you mean to tell me you’re one of those guys who goes up to turnstiles and sucks the tokens out?” I say in a loud sort of courtroom voice.

Ricky nods to indicate that is precisely what he did. He’s a little young to be a token sucker, I think. I usually see older, scragglier guys puckering up by the turnstiles. “Don’t you think that’s kind of gross?” I say, pointing at the picture I’ve drawn.

He smiles and some of the tension goes out of the room. “I mean there’s gotta be an easier way to make a living, right?” I tell him. “Those turnstiles are filthy. You shouldn’t put your mouth there. You do this by yourself?”

“I got a partner,” he says a little louder. “Hector.”

I write Hector’s name on the board. “Hector suck tokens too?”

“No. He does selling.”

“Oh I see, he’s like the business manager.” I put the chalk back in my pocket and return to my desk. “That was your first mistake. You shouldn’t do all the work. You should’ve made Hector the co-sucker.”

“Yeah?” Ricky starts laughing in spite of himself. As quickly and painlessly as I can, I get the necessary information. Ricky lives near me on the Lower East Side with his mother, who’s on welfare, and his three brothers. He attends school sporadically and understands English perfectly, but can’t concentrate in the classroom.

I’ve had a lot of clients like this. People who slip from one day to the next without any sense of purpose, all the time sinking deeper and deeper inside themselves. The only time their lives have any structure is when they’re out doing crimes. So what Ricky needs is somebody to pull him out of himself. At least that’s my considered opinion after talking to him for two minutes.

“Maybe we should try and do like a schedule,” I say, jumping back up to the blackboard and starting to write some more. When I notice Ricky staring at it blankly, I ask him if he can read and write okay, without looking at him. It’s the best way to ask the question and not make a client feel too self-conscious.

Ricky grunts. Not a yes or a no.

“You know, it’s okay if you can’t read so well.” My tongue sticks out a little as I write on the board. “I’ve got something called dyslexia myself. Ever hear of that?” I write the word “dyslexia” on the board and underline it twice like it’s some crazy new dance we can both marvel at.

“No,” he murmurs. “I dunno what that is.” Just a few words. But compared to what he’s said so far, it’s poetry.

“Dyslexia is … sometimes when you’re reading or trying to write, the letters won’t behave in front of your eyes.” I start drawing letters upside down and backward on the board, so it looks as if somebody put the alphabet in a kitchen blender. “Like it’s some language you can’t understand. Ever have that?”

“Sure,” says Ricky. “Kinda.”

I put down the chalk and take off my glasses. “You know it really helped when I went to this class for people with dyslexia,” I say as though I’m confiding in my best friend. “My problem was I waited too long. I should’ve gone when I was your age.”

I hate talking like this, but it seems to be working. He’s sitting up a bit straighter and his eyes seem a little more focused. I ask Ricky if he’d be interested in attending a reading class.

“Maybe,” he says without much enthusiasm.

“Well, we have to get you into some kind of program,” I tell him. “And as far as they go, the reading one’s not so bad. It’s only twice a week, and they have a place you can go on the East Side, so it’s not too far from your house. Okay?”

Now I’m getting determined to break through. I pick up my chair and bring it around the desk so we’re sitting side by side. “All right,” I say, taking out my notebook. “So what I’m giving you here today is like a list of goals.”

I never liked these touchy-feely social work platitudes. But then again, the list does help a lot of people get their lives organized. Ricky smiles when he sees I put his name at the top of the page. “Understand most of what I wrote here?” I ask.

“Most,” Ricky says.

“And if you don’t understand any of it, do you have somebody in the house who reads all right?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay.” I pull my chair a little closer, so its arm touches the arm of Ricky’s chair. I can hear him breathing heavily and I smell something like detergent in his fountain of hair. I hope he doesn’t smell the whiskey on my breath from last night. “So let’s just go over the list here,” I say. “We got five goals for now.”

“Yeah.” Ricky puts his index finger next to where I wrote “Number one.” The nail is chewed all the way down.

“Number one is the reading class,” I say, rolling up my shirt sleeves. “Two nights a week, for an hour. It’s nothing. Okay?”

“All right.”

“Number two: Let Hector suck his own tokens.” I draw another picture of a guy sucking tokens and put a line through it like it’s a No Smoking sign.

Ricky laughs and slaps his knee.

“Number three is get up in the morning,” I say. “Not the afternoon. The morning. Do whatever you have to do to get up. Make breakfast, listen to tapes. Put on like Kool Moe Dee while you’re getting dressed for school.”

The kid looks like he’s in shock that a white adult knows anything about rap music. But then he shakes his head. “I like Madonna,” he says.

“Madonna?”

“Yeah,” Ricky says with sudden great feeling as he leans forward in his chair. “I got all her tapes! I got her posters in my room! I see her boyfriend I fuck him up …”

“Okay, okay, great,” I say, putting a hand on his arm to calm him down. “So listen to Madonna for a half hour after you get up—if it’s okay with your mom—which leads us to number four, which is go to school. And that leads to number five, which is stay away from the crack guys.”

He looks around like I’ve accused him of something terribly unfair. But I know our neighborhood and I know where he’s been and where he’s going. He probably took the same train as me to get down here to Centre Street this morning. “Look,” I tell him, “I know it’s a heavy scene on the block. But you gotta stay clean.”

“Aw, man.” Ricky twists in his chair to face away from me.

“It’s tough,” I say firmly. “But you gotta do it. The judge gave you a break with probation. He could’ve put you in jail. So now you have to be careful. That’s the deal.”

The boy sighs. “I guess.”

This is the point where you lose them sometimes. When they’ve had enough of the white authority figure. And to tell you the truth, it’s the point where I feel like stopping too. I’ve said everything I’m supposed to say, and I’ve got other clients waiting outside. But something keeps telling me I have to push myself a little further.

“Listen, Ricky,” I say, moving the chair around so we’re face-to-face. “If you work with me, I’ll be your best friend in the world. I swear it. You call me anytime. But if you fuck around, and try to get over on me, I’m gonna be mad. All right? Because that’ll mean you betrayed our friendship. And I’ll send you off to jail myself if I have to. Okay?”

“I understand,” the boy says.

There’s still a long way to go, but I feel like I’m finally getting through, a little. It almost seems worthwhile to face the rest of the day. I give him the page with the list on it.

“So where you going now?” I ask.

“Home,” says Ricky, standing up slowly. He stretches out his arms and legs like he’s not sure everything still works.

“What about school?” I say loudly. “Remember? Number four?”

“Oh yeah.” He smiles shyly, showing off a chipped front tooth. “I go to school now.”

“How you gonna get there from here? The subway?”

“Yeah.” Ricky looks confused.

“Here,” I say, taking a subway token out of my pocket and putting it in the palm of his hand. “Save yourself all the hard work.”
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“YOU GOT TO VISUALIZE what will be,” the big woman said. “Plan for the future. You know what I’m saying?”

“Yeah,” the young man mumbled.

“In other words, you got to think about what’s gonna happen if you do something.” She shut the book, which was called Visualize Success, and looked at her younger brother, Darryl King. “You gotta build. Right?”

“Right,” he said.

“And remind me I got a message to give you later,” said his older sister, Joanna Coleman.

They were sitting on the stoop of a building near Frederick Douglass Boulevard in Harlem. A brutal midsummer sun was overhead. Small children kicked broken glass at each other in the gutter. A half dozen crack dealers did business on the sidewalks. Otherwise, the street was like part of a ghost town, with crumbling boarded-up buildings, vacant lots, and silent, toothless old men sitting on wooden chairs outside the corner grocery store.

Joanna took the large-size cup of Coca-Cola out of her younger brother’s hands and drank most of it in two gulps. At twenty, she was turning into a heavyset woman with big thighs and a broad head full of red-streaked hair. In a few years, she’d be taking up two seats on the subway without any problem.

Today she was wearing a white blouse and huge gold earrings with Gemini symbols hanging off them. She’d been following the signs and reading astrology books since she was in her early teens, but now that she and her Jamaican boyfriend, Winston, were getting somewhere in the crack trade, she’d begun picking up business books like Visualize Success and Winning Through Intimidation. It was hard getting through most of them, though she tried to pass on what she could to her younger brother. The trouble was he never listened.

“So what happened last month?” she asked him.

“What?” said Darryl, closing his Big Mac container.

“With Pops Osborn.”

“That was fucked up.”

“I know. I saw him after I got back into town last week. He was standing outside his crack house.”

“He was alive, right?”

“Yeah.”

“So that was, you know, irregular,” said Darryl, who had on a pair of snow-white Nike sneakers, jeans, and a T-shirt with the name of the rap group Public Enemy written across the front. “We was on the roof. Right?”

“Who’s this?” his sister asked.

“Me.” Darryl touched his chest with his finger. “Bobby Kirk. And Aaron. So I give the gun to Aaron.”

His sister put down the Coke cup and made a face. “Why’d you do that? Aaron a punk.”

“He fourteen,” Darryl said, “and I just turn eighteen. So judge won’t do nothing to him.”

“Okay.”

“Except Aaron miss his shot and Pops drove away in his car.”

“He fucked up,” Joanna said.

“’S what I said. So I’m like, ‘Oh shit, Joanna’s gonna be mad at you.’ So I come up with another plan.”

Joanna belched and asked him about it.

“We went to the gas station,” Darryl said.

“Which one?”

“Near FDR Drive. So we go in there and we rob, you know. We take money and Bobby beat up the guy.”

“The attendant?”

“Yeah. Then we fill up like three beer bottles, you know, tall boys, with gasoline. Like Winston showed us. And we put rags in them, you know, and we went back to Pops’s crack house and we firebombed it.” He pounded his left fist into his right palm.

His sister laughed. “You too much, Darryl,” she said.

“Yeah, but Pops was gone already, so we didn’t get him.”

“You get anybody?”

“Just some lady. She came down the steps with her back on fire, you know. And she just like fell in the street. The fire just ate her up, you know. Aaron was like, ‘Yo, man, you see that shit. ’S just like the movies.’ But I was like, ‘No, it’s not.’”

A black car with a beefy white man behind the wheel drove slowly down the street. Joanna and Darryl stopped talking and the dealers stopped doing business for a moment. When the car was gone, they went back to work.

“So how’d you get caught?” Joanna asked. “Wasn’t no witnesses, right?”

Darryl grimaced and kicked at a discarded Lotto ticket lying near his feet. “See, the guy from the gas station called the police and they charged us with a armed robbery.” He shrugged. “But the judge gave us probation, so it was all right.”

Joanna stood up. “That was the message,” she said.

“What?”

“You’re supposed to go in see your probation officer.”

Darryl swore and let his head droop between his knees. “I already seen my P.O.”

“Well, you got another one, I guess. They say you supposed to report to this one like once a week.”

She showed him a piece of paper with his probation officer’s name on it. He asked her to read it. “Mr. Bomb,” she said.

He looked glum. “That’s fucked up,” he told her.

“That’s what happens when you do shit, Darryl. You got to pay the price.”
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JUST AS I’M GETTING into the paperwork, the phone on my desk rings.

“Sending a new client to see you,” Roger the guard says.

Most P.O.s like to go out to the waiting room to meet clients; I think it’s easier just to send them straight back here. This time, though, I get a strong premonition that Darryl King is on the way. The headache I’ve been trying to ignore all morning begins to slam away at the base of my skull. I remember what Tommy Markham said about Darryl snatching things from his desk, so I clear off all my papers, remove my glasses, and turn in my chair to face the doorway.

Richard Silver walks right in without knocking.

“It’s like a zoo, your waiting room,” he says, like he’s already in the middle of a conversation. “Some black guy just came up to me with his eyes rolling back into his head and asked if I could spare any change.”

“What’d you say?”

“I told him to shine my shoes.”

“You got kind of a mean mouth for an old civil rights guy,” I tell him, knocking dust balls off my desk.

He exhales and looks impatient. “I’m not a racist if that’s what you’re trying to suggest,” he says, fixing the knot of his yellow Hermès tie. “This is my city too, and I don’t like getting hit up for change every goddamn time I leave the house.”

The first thing I notice about Richard Silver is that he’s a lot bigger than he looked on TV. The image I’d always had of him was as a skinny guy with his tie loosened and a jacket slung over his shoulder, cooling down the streets over the long, hot summers. It isn’t just that he’s gotten a bit of a paunch since then. He has massive forearms like a wrestler’s beneath his tailored suit.

“Since you mention it, perhaps my language was inappropriate with the young man,” he says. “Shall I go out there and apologize?”

I can’t tell if he’s being sarcastic. The small birthmark above his right eyebrow makes it look like the brow is perpetually raised in skepticism. A little unnerving, but probably very effective in negotiations across a conference table.

“Why don’t you have a seat?” I ask.

He gets a faraway, annoyed look, like a fly is buzzing in his ear. “This gonna take long? I got other appointments.”

“Tell me about it,” I say, pointing to the empty chair.

Silver walks around the chair twice, surveying it as though he’s considering buying it. Then he stops and glances back at me with his head cocked and a half smile. Very, very slowly he begins to lower himself into the chair. Finally sitting down, but only on his own terms.

“So what do you want from me?” he asks brusquely.

Beautiful. For six weeks, I’ve been writing letters and leaving messages asking him just to keep his appointment with me. Almost anybody else would get hauled back in front of the judge for acting this way. Instead, he’s sitting here like he’s on the shoeshine throne and I’m on the footstool.

“Keep your shirt on,” I tell him as I look for the papers I put under my desk when I thought Darryl King was coming.

I grew up thinking Richard Silver was a hero. As a city councilman in the 1960s, he was known in the city’s poorest communities as “the Enabler.” If the community needed garbage trucks or youth programs, he enabled them. I remember my fourth-grade social studies teacher telling us that he prevented the city from burning down in the riots and that we all owed him a debt.

But he changed. First he withdrew his support for a controversial housing project that would’ve brought low-income people into a middle-class part of Brooklyn. There was a term in Congress and then he left government for a brief whirl through the nightclub business in the late seventies. He wound up opening a law practice, where his main clients were corporations and developers looking for big city contracts. The press celebrated his million-dollar deals and he became a fixture at society dinner parties. Then he suddenly fell from grace. Convicted of a crime so surprising and tawdry that people who’d once clamored to sit next to him denied having ever laid eyes on him. His friend and partner in the scheme, Jimmy Rose, once a great political reformer himself, died of cancer a short time later.

So now I figure I ought to treat Silver the way I’d treat any other client in off the street. I get out my worksheet and ask for a birth date and current address. Silver hesitates when I get to the marital status question. “You better put that I’m still married, okay?”

On a first visit I wouldn’t give another client a hard time on that, so I let it go. “What do you do for a living now?” I ask.

“I’m a consultant.”

“What does that mean?”

“I consult,” he says, loosening his tie. “Y’know. People come to me with ideas. I say, ‘This is great’ or ‘Hey, this stinks.’”

“They pay you a lot of money for this?”

“Well, what do you call a lot of money?” he says, giving me the full eyebrow effect.

He’s almost daring me to get into a fight with him. I start squeezing the blob of Silly Putty I keep in the pocket of my windbreaker for just such occasions.

“So who consults you?” I ask.

“Private companies.” He gives the picture of the beach landscape a searching look, like his client list is on it.

Before he can explain, I get distracted by some whispering out in the hall. A couple of the probation officers from next door, probably, with their ears to the wall. It figures everyone in the office would get excited about a big deal like him coming in. It’s like the first Cadillac rolling into a poor neighborhood.

I go over to the wall and bang on it. “Beat it!” I yell. “Don’t you have work?”

“Why don’t you sell tickets while you’re at it?” Silver says with a smile as they scurry away.

I pick up my pen and papers. “What was I saying?”

“Present employment, stuff like that,” Silver reminds me, peeking at his gold Rolex.

“I’ll get back to that,” I say, holding the pen’s cap in my mouth while I write Silver’s name on top of a sheet of paper. “Part of your sentence is two thousand hours community service …”

“Yeah, well, we’ll see about that.”

    I check a document on my desk. “My concern,” I say, “is that you perform that community service and you do not associate with individuals who were involved in your original offense.”

He gets a dark, brooding expression. “Jimmy Rose has been dead a year. What do you want me to do? Raise him from the grave so I can ignore him?”

“I’m just doing my job,” I say sharply. “Maybe if you’d returned my phone calls or letters, we wouldn’t have to go through all this and I wouldn’t be looking at a potential violation.”

He doesn’t say anything for a long time. He just stares at me. There’s something strong and a little scary in his gaze. Like he’s done some truly merciless things in his life and hasn’t wasted a lot of time worrying about them. I can’t afford to look away. It’s like an encounter with a wild animal: If you let him see your fear, you’re dead. A half minute crawls by.

“You were a lawyer,” I say evenly. “You know how it works. If you don’t want to cooperate, I have to go back to the judge and tell him you’re violating the terms of your probation and he should consider giving you a stiffer sentence.”

Silver looks like he’s about to start laughing. “Oh that is such bullshit,” he says. “Whaddya think? They’re gonna send me to jail because I didn’t talk to you?”

“Maybe not, but I can run you up some legal bills trying.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Silver leans forward in his chair so he’s right in my face. He has creases and marks I didn’t notice from a few feet away. A deep scar runs from the edge of his chin to the top of his throat. It’s as if his face has kept a record of all things he managed to keep out of his written file.

In what first seems like a fatherly gesture, he reaches over and puts his hand on my arm. Then his fingers start to dig into the tendons just above my elbow, and the pain makes me wince.

“All right, you wanna play hardball,” he says in a surly voice. “Fine. I been out of government a while, but I still know people. And they know people you work for. So I’d just watch it.”

I peel his fingers off my arm and give him a long hard look. “Oh yeah?” I say. “Go ahead. Your friends can do whatever they want. It doesn’t matter. I’m already a probation officer. I can’t go any lower than that.”

A long silence passes. Silver gives me a wary look, like he’s seeing me for the first time. The current in the air has subtly changed direction. Both of us move our chairs back a little.

“What the hell is that?” he says suddenly.

“What?”

“That.” He points to the blackboard, where the man I drew for Ricky is still sucking on his turnstile.

“It’s a visual aid,” I say sheepishly.

“A visual aid? It looks like homosexual pornography.”

“Well, that’s because you don’t know what I’m doing here.”

“Oh okay … What are you doing here?” he says like a card shark looking for an angle.

“Come on. I’m not gonna play games.”

“Who’s playing games? I’m interested.” His manner has changed in the last few seconds. He’s smiling now and sounding solicitous. “You’re asking me a lot of questions about my personal life. Aren’t I entitled to know something?”

He cuts me off before I can protest. “You embarrassed?”

“No, I’m not embarrassed,” I say, pushing my fingers into the Silly Putty.

“So what kind of accent is that, anyway? You from Astoria or something?”

I give the ceiling a thoughtful look, but I can’t think of a reason not to answer. “Flushing,” I mutter. Most people can’t even tell I’m from Queens.

“I’m from East Elmhurst myself,” Silver tells me. “What street did you grow up on?”

“Blossom Avenue.”

There’s something a little disarming about the way he’s looking at me. “Flushing High School?” he asks.

“Yeah, that’s right,” I say, putting up my hand to redirect the flow of conversation.

“We used to play you in football. It was a good team.”

“Yeah, I guess …”

“You go home much?”

“Sometimes,” I say, trying to get back on track. “Anyway …”

“Your name’s Baum, right?” he says, closing one eye in concentration. “I knew a guy named Baum once. Maybe he’s related to you. What does your dad do?”

My fingers begin molding the Silly Putty into the shape of brass knuckles. “Never mind,” I say quietly.

Silver’s eyes widen a little. “What’re you so touchy about? Something the matter with your dad?”

That’s the thing about a guy like Silver. He just works on you until he finds your sore spot. “Nothing’s the matter with my dad.” I light a cigarette. “We’re talking about you anyway.”

“Of course,” Silver says, nodding seriously. “Community service. Is he in jail or something, your father?”

I blow a gust of smoke out of the side of my mouth. “Cut it out,” I tell him.

“Okay. I just like to know who I’m dealing with, that’s all.” He leans his head back and smiles slightly, obviously filing away the information for another day. “You know who you remind me of?” he says, turning to look at the small Dylan poster on my wall. “Some of the young guys we used to have doing the community action programs in the sixties. Good people. Did terrific work.”

“Is that so?” I say, starting to take notes. While I write down something about what a manipulative prick Silver is, I think about how it would’ve been nice to know more about that era.

“Yeah,” he says, crossing his legs. “Yeah, those were great programs. The antipoverty councils, the rehabilitation centers. A lot of young guys just like you running them …”

“Yeah?”

“Sure … too bad we had to cut all their funding and kick them all out on the street …” He grins and rocks back in his chair. A nice shot, I have to admit. Just his little reminder that he once held the strings over guys like me.

“Well, Richard, we’ve come a long way since then,” I say, putting my glasses back on. “So why don’t I just go over the conditions of your probation with you once before you go?”
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“AWWWWWWW, GET BUSY! Get busy! Get busy! Get busy!”

That fucking song again. All summer long it’d been driving Detective Sergeant Bob McCullough nuts. Everywhere he went he heard it. In the tenement stairwells, the school courtyards, and outside, on the street corners. You couldn’t get away from it. Not even here, in the detective bureau of the 25th Precinct. Some yo-yo turned on the radio and there it was again. The ceaseless mechanical hip-hop beat, the screeching sound like faulty windshield wipers in the background, and the frantic voice shouting over and over again: “Get busy! Get busy! Get busy!”

Now he was never going to get any work done. He sat with his two meaty arms suspended over the small old manual typewriter, like he was about to give it a good beating. But the noise kept getting between him and the keyboard. File cabinets getting banged around. A sound like an elephant stampede coming up the stairs. Some black kid, handcuffed to a chair, bitching that he hadn’t eaten in eight hours. Across the room, some black lady telling two uninterested detectives how her son got mugged. Another cop yelling at a real estate broker on the phone. And a car alarm going off in the parking lot downstairs.

Detective Sergeant McCullough closed his eyes and tried to shut it all out. He still pictured himself as a trim young greyhound leaping across rooftops to chase criminals. But in some obscure way he sensed that he was turning into one of those jowly older guys you always saw huffing and puffing up a stairway. All of a sudden he was forty. For years he’d been looking over his shoulder, expecting to see somebody patting him on the back for all his good work. But his last promotion was a couple of years ago and that transfer to the homicide task force looked like it was never going to come through now. No one was going to notice him unless he made the extra effort. Even his looks were starting to fade a little. There was getting to be more gray than blond in his hair and for the first time in his life he was having to comb it carefully to look presentable. His wife told him he was too old to get away with looking like he’d just rolled out of bed. The next thing you knew she’d be talking crazy about taking the kids and moving in with her mother again.

He glanced up at the clock. Almost eleven o’clock and he still hadn’t heard back from the guy at The New York Times’s op-ed page. He’d sent them three of his best pieces the week before, “Police Brutality: A Political Football,” “Let’s Go Auto: In Defense of Police Carrying Automatic Weapons,” and “‘Have a Nice Day, Officer’: On Better Community Relations.”

He fixed his holster strap and pounded the typewriter space bar. Writing was like getting sick, he thought sometimes. First he’d get infected by the idea. Then he’d go around for days, thinking about and talking about nothing else. It’d just get worse and worse, until he tried to sweat the sickness out into fifteen hundred words, double-spaced on six sheets of paper. But he’d only feel better once he got one of these fucking things published. It was just a matter of time, he told himself.

The two detectives across the room started telling the black lady how much paperwork her case would generate and how little chance there was of catching her son’s mugger. The cop yelling at the real estate broker on the phone started kicking blue paint chips off the wall. And the song on the radio kept going, “Get busy! Get busy!” like it was telling McCullough to work harder.

What more could he do? Everyone knew these pieces he wrote were good. Even his wife. What she never understood was why it was so important to get his name in the paper. But then she didn’t know what it was like to sit at a press conference and watch the Chief of Detectives, or the borough commander, or some other fat fuck get up and take credit for an investigation you’d devoted six months of your life to, like the rooftop sniper at the Polo Grounds houses or the Schomberg rapist. And she didn’t know what it was like to get laid off during the fiscal crisis and realize you couldn’t depend on the department to take care of you. And worst of all, she didn’t know what it was like to grow up in a family where everyone made detective, including your baby sister, and you had to practically get a fucking movie made about your life before they thought you were anybody special.

The “Get Busy” song finally ended and the car alarm downstairs stopped yowling. McCullough looked at the black pushbutton phone on his desk and wished it would just ring. Why couldn’t those people at the Times give him what he wanted? What he needed. To be recognized. To be reckoned with. The desire was like a gnawing in his heart. It’d mean so little to them and so much to him.

Across the room the two detectives had finally convinced the black lady it wasn’t worth her while to have them file a report about her son’s mugging. After she left the room, they whooped loudly and gave each other a high-five.

McCullough gingerly rolled a fresh piece of paper into the typewriter. He’d have to try to write another piece, he thought sadly. He glanced around the room, looking for inspiration.

The cop who’d been talking to the real estate broker slammed the phone down and began cursing. He got a beer out of the refrigerator and threw it against the wall. The car alarm downstairs went off again. Another song came on the radio, even more annoying than “Get Busy.” This one was called “Gettin’ Paid.”

McCullough put his hands up to his head and started rubbing his temples. All this racket going on, how was a man supposed to stand out?
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IN THE NINETY SECONDS between appointments, I cross the hall and stick my head into Cathy Brody’s cubicle. “You hear somebody making noise outside my room before?” I ask in a deadpan voice.

Cathy, who has a long pinched face and bony white knuckles, is always scolding me like a schoolmarm for acting too friendly with my clients. I’ve heard that outside of work she’s in a sadomasochistic relationship. When you run into her at parties, she always seems bored and remote. Like you’d have to let her hit you with a desk lamp before she’d be interested in what you had to say.

But now she starts getting all flustered. “No, I didn’t hear anybody outside your office,” she says, trying to keep her headband and glasses perched on top of her head. “What happened?”

Of course I know she was one of the ones trying to listen in on my conversation with Richard Silver. “I don’t know,” I say. “Somebody was trying to spy on me. Maybe it’s one of those union things.”

“Why, that’s terrible,” she says.

“I know I can rely on you to kick their ass if you see them.”

“You certainly can,” Cathy says with a proud, prim look.

When I go back to my own cubicle, I discover my glasses are gone from my desk. One of my clients must’ve stolen them. Which confuses me more than it pisses me off. Who wants a pair of used prescription glasses? I try to get accustomed to squinting.

The day goes on. Eleven more regular clients come and go, including a pedophile from Port Authority, a former used car salesman, and a street peddler from Senegal who got in a fight with an American cab driver. It’s only 11:15.

Still no sign of Darryl King, though. I see five more people and then step out into the hall to clear my head. As I stand there, smoking a cigarette and listening to the other P.O.s talking to their clients, I think: If this job were a cartoon, it would be a hundred men sitting around with tiny hammers trying to break up huge rocks.

My 11:30 appointment is a homeless guy who calls himself Freddie Brooks or James Stewart, depending on the day he’s arrested. By his own admission, Freddie (the name I prefer) has a “very chronic substance abuse problem.” He’s whippet-thin and his head droops like a rag doll’s. He wears a dirty red bandana over his scalp and his eyelids look swollen. He has been arrested almost continuously for ten years on robbery, assault, and disorderly conduct charges, but he’s still on probation.

“You know, Freddie, we’re just going to recommend they send you to jail next time,” I say, balancing his file on my knees.

“I think that’s a good idea,” Freddie says in a sad, sluggish voice as he sinks down in the chair. “I been to all the clinics for the cocaine and the heroin. But I ain’t rehabilitated.”

“I thought things were going well in the last drug program you were in.” I scratch my head with the bottom of my pen. “You told me it was a good program. Why didn’t you stay with it?”

“I drank.”

“You gotta do something about this substance abuse. I’m worried about you, Freddie.”

“I know.” Saliva bubbles gather in the corner of his mouth.

I glance down at his file. “Why didn’t you show up at your last court date?”

“I was in the hospital.” Freddie closes his heavy lids as if for the last time. The records say he’s thirty-three, but he has the face and body of a man in his sixties. His blue-black skin seems to be peeling off in places, leaving rusty patches underneath. I smell something a little funny and hope he hasn’t wet himself.

“Well, then how did you manage to get arrested again the very next day?” I ask loudly enough to wake him.

“See, I was standing in front of a liquor store on Pitkin Avenue, around Stone …”

I lean back in my chair and try to get a mental picture of the neighborhood. East New York. I was there maybe once. It reminded me of Dickens’s descriptions of nineteenth-century south London. “That’s like a really squalid place,” I hear myself say.

“Yeah, and it’s serious too,” Freddie says with an unexpected burst of energy. “I was standing in front of a liquor store with my girl and one of her kids knocked over the sign for the shoe salesman next door. So he comes out and hits my girl in the head with a hammer. So we all jumped in there on him and he bit my finger …”

I hold up my hand like a stop sign. “Freddie, all this sounds a little strange. Why did the guy get so upset about them knocking over a sign?”

Freddie does not have much of an answer for that, or anything else. His days are dissolving into a haze of bad drugs and incoherent crimes. His nights are divided between a shelter on the Lower East Side and the floor of Penn Station. There’s no point in using the blackboard or trying to draw up a schedule for him. He’s only reliable now in keeping his appointments with me, probably because he knows I care about him as much as anybody else in his life does. Which isn’t saying a lot, but we do have a kind of loyalty to each other.

“Freddie,” I say, shaking my head, “you’re committing suicide right in front of my face.”

“That’s correct,” Freddie says with a certain wasted eloquence. “And I know you don’t condone that.”

The city doesn’t care whether Freddie is salvageable or not. It just doesn’t want him taking up valuable cell space in a prison with more deserving people waiting. I try to look out for Freddie, but I refuse to kid myself about what I can do for him.

“The only assurance that he will not end up in jail is the fact that he will probably die soon,” I write in my report.

I spend the next few minutes trying to reduce the paper mountain on my desk. I hit Andy Benjamin’s file and decide it’s time to call him up and hassle him. He answers on the sixth ring.

“Andy,” I say. “You get a job yet?”

For the next few seconds I hear what sounds like a dog panting. “No,” Andy says a little breathlessly.

“Why the hell not?”

“I’m jerkin’ off.” More panting. He really is jerking off.

“If you don’t knock it off and find a job soon, I’m gonna come over to your house myself,” I say impatiently.

He gasps a little. “And do what?” he asks.

“I’m gonna tell your mother what you’re doing.”

As his gasp turns into a cry of pleasure, I hang up on him.

I use the break to run downstairs and get a new pack of Marlboros, a bag of potato chips, and a Budweiser from the deli around the corner on Worth Street. My teeth ache from chewing on pen caps all morning and my back is in knots again.

When I get back to the office, just after 12:30, my supervisor Emma Lang is waiting. She’s a tall, handsome black woman in her mid-thirties, wearing shiny high heels, a long navy blue skirt, and a blazer with shoulders as thick as a linebacker’s. She always seems to be frowning, but I’ve never figured out if that’s because she likes me less than I like her or if she’s just generally embittered.

The latter is more likely since she’s worked at the department seven years longer than me, and she makes less than thirty thousand dollars a year.

She looks around the cubicle and wrinkles her nose. “Two more weeks and then no more smoking in here,” she says.

“I know.”

She stares intently at my legs like she’s about to complain about my wearing jeans again. “There’s probably going to be some personnel changes in the next month,” she says abruptly.

“Because of the turnover?” I put down the bag with the beer in it and a little damp spot appears on its outside. My stomach flutters. I’d applied for a supervisor’s post at the Brooklyn juvenile program weeks before. Maybe she’s going to tell me if I got the job.

“Eight people gone and summer’s just starting.” She leans against the doorframe and studies her fingernails for a second.

I’m not surprised. A lot of people burn out early at probation. You can only stand by and watch so many disasters waiting to happen. The economics of it are enough to drive most people out. Cops, lawyers, and psychiatrists all make a lot more money and get better benefits, though probation officers sometimes do all three jobs.

“You’re probably going to be transferred over to the field service unit soon,” Ms. Lang says, sounding more like she’s giving an order than making a prediction.

My heart sinks. “What about that juvenile supervisor’s post?”

“I forgot you applied for that too. Cathy Brody got it. She does have seniority.”

I nod patiently, even though I feel like punching something. “But why am I getting field service?” I wasn’t aware of any vacancies in the unit, which picks up clients who’ve violated their probation in some way.

“One of the field guys went over to parole in February and they’re still looking for somebody to replace him,” she says. “I remember you telling me you were interested in that job before, so I put your name in.”

A chill creeps up between my shoulder blades and I reach for the Silly Putty again. I’d have a cigarette if she wasn’t standing here now.

“I also put in your name because I think you’ve done a very good job here,” she says.

“I have?”

“Your clients have the lowest recidivism rate in the borough office.”

“Luck of the draw.” I shrug.

“No, you are my best guy here,” she says flatly, like she’s looking up a boring fact in the encyclopedia. “I’ve monitored your cases and read the reports. I told the administration that you can be tough, and you know how to tread lightly, like with this Charlie Simms and Maria Sanchez. You have the gift for connecting.”

“Thanks.” I clear my throat loudly and blow ashes from my ashtray onto my knees. “I wasn’t aware you liked me.”

“I don’t,” she says. “You’re a white boy from Queens. Can’t like you. Don’t like what you are. Nothing you can do about that, nothing I can do about that.” Her voice drops into a deep Southern register. “You know what I’m saying. But I am recommending you.”

Ms. Lang is not the type to invite you into her office for a heart-to-heart. Like a lot of the black people I know in positions of authority, she’s constantly rigid with tension, like she’s expecting somebody above her to use any excuse to kick her out. She came from a poor Alabama family and put herself through Columbia’s graduate program in social work. She got rid of her drawl and her doubts along the way. But when she went into the city government, she hit a brick wall, mainly because she’s black and a woman. Now she lives alone, has hardly any friends, and keeps her part of the bureaucracy running smoothly. Liked by many, loved by few, and only hated by the hard-core bigots in the office.

“I can ask for another six hundred dollars or so for you when you go into the field,” she says.

I quickly calculate that with an extra twelve dollars a week I can just about afford to double the number of cigarettes I smoke. “That’s fine,” I tell her. “But what’s going to happen to my caseload?”

“You can hold on to the half who really need you.” She adjusts a flap on one of her blazer’s pockets. “You’re not going out into the field full-time right away. I’d like you to really keep an eye on this Darryl King. We just got a message that he’ll be coming in tomorrow instead of today.”

“Okay.”

“Tommy Markham is still upset from talking to him a couple of weeks ago,” she says, “so when King comes in, you might want to lean on him a little. Let him know that he’s expected to be a good boy here. Break him in a little bit for whoever gets him after you.”

“All right,” I say.

But what I’m really thinking is that it’d score me some points if I could turn this guy around myself. Especially since everybody else assumes this is a hopeless case.

There’s a rapping sound and then a thirtyish white man in a dark business suit, with thinning pale hair and a raw sunburn, appears in the doorway. I recognize him from the hallways outside the administrative offices. Ms. Lang introduces him as Deputy Commissioner Kenneth Dawson. For some reason he reminds me of the cartoon character Deputy Dawg and I have to suppress a smile.

“How do you do?” says Dawson, extending a weak, sweaty hand. “We’re so glad to hear you’ve volunteered for the field unit.”

“Well …” I’m about to correct him, but then again, why bother? This is all confusing enough already. I’ve heard Dawson’s name in connection with the department’s annual budget report. I didn’t know he ever spoke to regular P.O.s like me.

“You’re getting a very special opportunity,” he says.

“I’m looking forward to it,” I answer, for lack of any other inspiration.

“Wonderful.” Dawson sways back on the heels of his wing tips and laughs through his nose. “By the way,” he says, “when you go out into the field, you know you’re going to be required to carry a sidearm.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Guns don’t scare you, do they?”

“Of course not.” I notice that the brown bag containing my beer has turned soggy and is threatening to dissolve while the two of them are standing here. With a trembling hand, I reach for what’s left of my third cup of coffee this morning.

All three of us smile awkwardly at each other and then Dawson congratulates me once more on the new assignment. “I’m glad you’re going to be part of the magic we do here,” he says. It takes me a second to remember where I’ve seen a phrase like that recently. “Probation—Be Part of the Magic.” It’s that idiotic new slogan on the stickers around the offices downstairs. Dawson, clearly the man who thought of it, smiles tightly and departs.

Emma Lang lingers in the doorway a moment. She rolls her eyes in Dawson’s direction, tilts back her chin, and mouths, “Okay?” She turns to leave, but then sticks her head back in.

“Oh, one more thing,” she says. “I got a phone call from that Richard Silver’s lawyer a half hour ago.”

“Yeah, what did he want?”

“He says you’ve been harassing his client …”

My beer looks like it’s just about sweated its way through the brown paper bag on my desk. The outline of the Budweiser can is unmistakable now. I feel my face burning as she gives me a stern look.

“Keep up the good work,” Ms. Lang says.
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BOBBY “HOUSE” KIRK, high on crack again, was kicking out the windows and terrorizing the other passengers on the downtown number three train.

“Stop that foolishness and come over here,” Darryl King said to him. “I wanna have a talk with you all.”

The lights went on and off as a crazy old man with matted hair danced around with his dick hanging out of his pants and the little Puerto Rican guy sitting by the door buried his face in El Diario. “Get Busy” played on a giant radio. Bobby “House” Kirk, who was seventeen, enormous, and psychotic, stood facing Darryl with his back against a metal pole. He had an H carved in his hair, and a gold ring with four finger holes spelled his nickname across his knuckles. A third boy named Aaron Williams, who was skinny and fourteen, with a harelip and a flattop, stuck his head in between them. “Yo, whass up?”

Darryl steadied himself and thought about what he was supposed to say now. There must’ve been a hundred nights just like this. With the three of them ricocheting back and forth under the city like unguided missiles.

He put his hand through an overhead strap, feeling the train’s rumbling power.

The other people in the car were giving him that scared look again. The kind that made him feel all calm inside. A lady with lacquered-up hair clutched her handbag and turned away from him. It would be so easy just to take it right off her, right now.

But his sister said he couldn’t do it like that anymore. He had to stop and think about things. Use his mentality. Get into the science of the situation. Start using words like “dividend” instead of “give it up.”

The hardest part was telling Bobby and Aaron. “Things’s be different now on,” he began. “We don’t be robbin’ nobody for nothin’ now. Understand what I’m saying? So don’t go shoot nobody over a pair of sneakers no more, okay?”

Bobby was about to point out that it was actually Darryl who’d nearly beaten a boy to death over a pair of Nikes last year, but he got cut off. “We gotta have purpose when we go out now,” Darryl said, struggling to remember Joanna’s exact words. “We businessmen. Understand. We be doing business.”

“Yo, Dooky,” Bobby Kirk said. “I don’t wanna sell no five-dollar vials for your sister. That shit’s small-time.”

“Yo, House,” Darryl King said irritably. “Don’t call me Dooky no more. I’m eighteen, man.”

The train grunted to a halt at the 125th Street station and a Spanish-looking guy with a black beard and what looked like a Rolex stumbled on, followed by a well-dressed black woman with a tan pocketbook. “Watch the closing doors,” the conductor said.

“Let’s go rob,” Aaron started whispering to Bobby and Darryl. “Let’s go get paid right now.”

He began dancing around like the music was getting him in the mood to do crimes.

Darryl grabbed him roughly by the shoulder. “Don’t you fuckin’ listen, man? We talkin’ about the future. You gotta build that shit up. Then one day we don’t be riding no subway. We get a car like Pops Osborn.”

Aaron’s eyes filled with awe. “Cutlass Supreme,” he said.

“’S right,” Darryl told him. “So don’t be fuckin’ around.”

Bobby Kirk folded his arms across his chest and looked aloof. “I still don’t wanna work for your sister,” he told Darryl.

“Then you just be ignorant, Bobby. You too foolish to understand the economics of the situation. I ain’t even gonna go see you in jail ’cos I’m gonna be busy flying all around the world.”

Bobby turned away from Darryl and started walking to the next car. “You just soft ’cos you on probation now,” he said over his shoulder. “You afraida your probation officer. That’s all.”

“I ain’t even met the guy.” Darryl followed him with Aaron.

“Oh no?”

“No. I’m gonna go in tomorrow and see him.”

“Yeah.” Bobby smiled and began wiping his face with a Wash’n Dri. “You scared.”

Bobby’s words started a little fire in his mind. As big as Bobby was, Darryl thought about what it’d be like to kill him right here, right now. Or any of the other suckers sitting nearby. Just to do somebody right now. But his sister’s voice came back to him, telling him to chill and consider the situation.

“I ain’t got no worries with my P.O.,” Darryl said coolly. “He’s gonna be scared a me.”

“How do you know?”

“I just know.”

“Why?” Bobby asked. “What you gonna do?”

“You’ll see,” Darryl said firmly, like he had it all figured out. “I took care of that cop before. Right?”

The three of them stopped talking all of a sudden. They were standing on the small steel ledges between the cars now. Black space roared all around them. The amphetamized rush of the train rattled the chains and shook them from the knees on up, like a good drug. Nervous faces in the next car watched them through the window in the door.

“Yo, D!” Aaron shouted, jiggling and pulling on his red-and-white Troop shirt.

“What the fuck is it?” Darryl frowned.

“Can we just rob one for old times?”

Darryl snorted and pulled open the door to the front car. Without even thinking about it, he walked in like he owned the place. Shoulders hunched, knees slightly bent, weight up on the balls of his feet. The same charge going between him and the people in the seats. The way they avoided his eyes. Old ladies, white students, punks his own age he wouldn’t have thought twice about taking off a couple of weeks ago. And by the empty conductor’s booth, sitting with his girlfriend, that Spanish-looking guy who seemed to be wearing a Rolex. “Yeah, all right,” he said finally. “One more. Just wait till Times Square.”

He went to the head of the car where the guy was and started staring out the front window. The green and red track lights ahead were like stars floating in outer space. He half closed his eyes and imagined he was plunging deeper and deeper toward some distant point without ever really getting there.



8


STANDING ON THE CHECKOUT line, I count the items my father just put in the shopping cart.

Seven green-and-red cans of Del Monte sliced peaches. A half dozen cans of Bumblebee tuna in water. Four quart bottles of Mott’s apple juice. Eleven jars of Planters peanuts. Five boxes of Band-Aids. Two cartons of Pall Malls.

“What’re you doing, having a party?” I ask. I didn’t know he had that many friends left.

“Never mind,” the old man says with a harsh Eastern European accent that makes the Korean girl at the cash register look up.

I decide to wait a while before I ask him again why he wants all this food. My father is getting more and more eccentric with the passing years, and I ought to try to be as patient with him as I’d be with a client.

When the Korean girl rings up a total of $97.65 for his groceries, he gives her a look of pure loathing.

“You need some cash?” I ask, reaching for my wallet.

“Go away,” says my father.

With trembling, liver-spotted hands, he fumbles through the pockets of his blue windbreaker. After a minute, he starts taking out scads of tattered discount coupons clipped from newspapers and magazines. People in the growing line behind us groan loudly. I turn around and smile apologetically.

Fifteen minutes later, my father and I leave the Key Food supermarket on Kissena Boulevard in Flushing and head back to his house. It’s half past seven and the sun is just starting to go down.

My father is walking with an exaggerated stoop and a slight limp as we walk down the hill toward Main Street. He has his jacket zipper all the way up, so his stomach pushes out the front of it. His broad rump is bursting through the seams of his gray pants. He’s sixty-five, but he looks at least ten years older. His chins dangle before his throat and a small scrub brush of white hair sits on the barren plain of his scalp. His eyelids sag heavily, giving him a look you might take for permanent sadness, if you didn’t know him better.

“You got something on your mouth,” I tell him.

The old man wipes at it with his jacket sleeve. “What is it?”

“I don’t know. It’s gone now.”

Though his arms are still strong, he seems to be struggling with the one light brown paper bag he’s carrying. I take it from him and try to balance it with the four heavy bags of groceries I have in my arms. “You wouldn’t consider a cab, would you?” I ask.

“It’s just a few blocks,” he says. “What are you? Weak?”

I shrug and try to enjoy the rest of the walk.

Here are the streets where I grew up. The rows of identically quaint red brick houses always give me a feeling that’s half warm nostalgia and half nausea. Most of the other familiar landmarks are still here. The orange school crossing sign. The temple across the street and the church down the block. McGaskill’s Pub on the corner with the woozy neon sign outside. The screech of jets leaving LaGuardia overhead. The smell from the Taystee Bread plant. The way the sky turns to purple and orange at dusk. If you go down a couple of blocks, you can see the giant silver Unisphere on the World’s Fair grounds in the distance and just a little bit to the right, the rim of Shea Stadium.

“So you been watching the Mets fall apart this year?” I ask my father.

“What do you want?” the old man says. “They still got that lazy schvartze in right field.”

“Very nice.” I sigh and close my eyes for a moment.

Actually, the neighborhood’s changed in a lot of ways, I notice as we continue down Main Street. Every other store on this strip is now owned by either Chinese or Korean immigrants. All the newsstands, produce markets, discount shops, and dry cleaners look the same as they did when I was growing up, except they all have signs with Asian letters out front. The faces on the street are different too. Not just the Chinese and the Koreans, but more blacks, Indians, and Hispanics than I remember from before. Of course, they’re getting the same old dirty looks from the same older immigrants like my father, who came to this area to avoid these people in the first place.

“Okay,” he says as we turn and make our way down Blossom Avenue. “You can stop with the complaining. We made it home.”

Here is the house I couldn’t wait to get away from. The chain-link fence around the front yard. The steel gates on all the windows. The blue-and-red stickers on the front door saying the house is protected by security patrols and electronic devices. The old brown rug and the musty, ancient smell in the hallway that I could never quite put a name to. The oppressive stillness of the air. At the end of the hall, the drab, gray light filtering into the kitchen through the raggedy curtains. To the left, in the living room, the rabbit-earred antenna on top of the old Zenith black-and-white television. And the orderly stacks of the New York Post and the Jewish Press surrounding the green couch as though it were a fortress of conservative opinion under siege.

“Where do you want these, Pops?” I ask. My arms ache from carrying all these groceries.

“Put them down a second,” my father says. “If you have to.” He’s at the other end of the hall already, opening the door to the basement.

I put the bags down by the front door. As I stand up, I notice a thirty-two-ounce Louisville Slugger baseball bat in the umbrella stand. I pick it up and feel its weight in my hands. It’s signed by Dave Winfield.

“Hey, Pops,” I shout down the hall. “What’s this for?”

My father comes toward me slowly as the last rays of the sun stream through the little window in the front door. At first he doesn’t seem to grasp my question.

“What’s this for?” I ask, slapping the head of the bat into my palm.

“This,” says my father, grabbing the handle of the bat with his left hand, “is for them.” He points out the window with his right hand.

I look where he’s pointing. “It’s for the trees?” I say. “You’re gonna use a baseball bat to beat up the trees?”

My father doesn’t smile. He doesn’t seem to have enough lips left for a happy expression anyway. “For the schvartzes,” he says.

I frown and look away from him. “Come on, Pops, get real,” I say, turning on the hall light. My mother’s old fixture on the ceiling is so thick and dirty that hardly any light comes through. “You think black people are coming to get you?”

“They’re here already.” My father looks uncomfortable and moves down the hallway using the bat like a cane. “Didn’t you see? From the Bronx I moved you and your mother to get away from them. Now they’re in Flushing.”

“It’s a free country, Pops.”

“Hah.” My father gives a hacking cough that makes his throat sound like a handball court. “Free for them. Not for me.”

“These are middle-class people in this neighborhood. They’re not gonna bother you.”

“What do you know?” he says sharply.

“You’re just being crazy again,” I say, prodding one of the grocery bags with my foot. “Anyway, even if they were coming to get you, your setup here is stupid. You’ve got a baseball bat by the front door. Why couldn’t they just grab the bat and go down the hall and beat your brains out while you’re sleeping?”

“I got another bat in the bedroom.”

“Brilliant.” I snort a small laugh as I follow my father down the hall. “I can’t talk to you about this. This is nuts.”

He stops in the doorway and moves toward me suddenly. “A man does what he does to survive,” he says, shaking the bat at me.

I throw up my hands. “Don’t gimme that again, please.”

“It’s true,” my father says forcefully.

“You know something?”

The old man ignores me and keeps talking. “Someday, you’ll know it’s true,” he says loudly.

“Hey, you know something …”

“Because one day, you’ll do what I had to do …”

“Hey, you know what?” I say, touching his shoulder. “I agree with you. What you’re saying makes sense—but only if you’re in Auschwitz!”

My father slams the bat against the doorway. “Don’t make a joke …”

“I’m not making a joke. You’re not in Auschwitz anymore. This is America. Okay? The same rules don’t apply.”

The argument is always the same and it always leaves me pissed-off and downhearted. It’s true that my father has had a hard life, and that at times he had to be ruthless and completely selfish just to stay alive. When I was young, he told me how he almost killed another prisoner over a couple of scraps of bread, and the story has haunted me ever since.

The problem is that my father has applied the exact same logic to life after the camps and he’s still paranoid, bitter, and absolutely indifferent to the suffering of the rest of the world. He’s ruined his own life and my mother’s with his compulsions, and now he’s almost done closing himself off.

I’d like to think my own life is the opposite. Even on my worst days at probation, I figure I must be all right since my father disapproves of what I’m doing.

“One day you’ll know what I’m talking about,” he says wearily as he props the baseball bat up against the wall and begins shuffling toward the groceries by the front door. “You’re just like me, you just don’t know it.”

“Total bullshit,” I say. “I’m not like you. I’m normal.”

“Oy,” my father says.

“Look, I’m very sorry about what happened to you and to all those other Jews, but I’m not gonna spend my life running scared about something that happened to somebody else forty-five years ago.”

My father cries out like he’s been stabbed.

“Well, I don’t really expect you to go along with that,” I tell him. “But I’ve got my own life. Okay?”

“Yeah, yeah, sure.” My father is trying to lift the bags at the other end of the hall. “I got my life too.”

“Glad to hear it.” I exhale deeply and slap my hands together, ready to move on.

I wish there was another subject I could talk about with him. Cars, sports, women. Just things we could laugh about over a beer the way other fathers and sons do. But then we’ve never been like other fathers and sons. Sometimes I wonder why I even bother coming by the house at all. My father has driven everyone else away. And he doesn’t seem to really appreciate my visits. But I still have a vague, hungry feeling, like I’m expecting to find something I want here.

My throat feels dry. I could use a drink now, but my father probably doesn’t have anything in the house, except Mogen David grape wine. Maybe I can pop around the corner to the Irish bar later.

“So you want me to give you a hand with those groceries?” I ask him.

The old man throws back his shoulders and draws up his thick, barbed eyebrows. “You’re here, aren’t you?”

I lumber down to where my father is and begin picking up the bags. “So you never told me what you got all this for anyway. Are you actually having somebody over?”

“Not like that,” he mutters, pushing one of the bags with his foot toward the door to the basement.

“Let me guess,” I say as I walk down the hall with the bags, steadying myself against the wall. “When those invading schvartzes come through the front door, you want to give them something to nosh on before you clobber them with your Louisville Slugger.”

“You’re very funny,” my father says in a dead voice.

I hoist the bags up and follow the old man down the stairs to the basement. Each step creaks and threatens to snap right out from under me. The hallway smell is here too, though much stronger. There’s no light at all. The only reason I don’t trip and fall is that I grew up going up and down these steps. When I get to the bottom, I put the bags down and windmill my arms in relief.

My father finally turns on the light. It’s a moment before I get my bearings.

I take a good look around and begin to shake my head. What my father has done down here is extraordinary—in fact, it’s the most orderly, sustained act of madness of his largely irrational life.

There’s a tall stack of Del Monte sliced peaches against one wall. Dozens of saltine cracker boxes are piled against the adjacent wall. In the dim light of one bare yellowish bulb, I can’t see all the Bumblebee tuna cans lined up against the boiler, but there are at least one hundred of them. On the other side of the basement, there are rows of Gatorade and Mott’s apple juice bottles. It’s like he’s built himself a kind of fallout shelter in case race war breaks out in Queens.

“Why are you doing this?” I ask him.

“I just have to,” my father says. “I just have to.”

I try to think of something to say, but no words come to me. A steady drizzle of dust falls from the ceiling and the old pipes make wrenching sounds. I bow my head, turn back to the stairway, and slowly head upstairs toward the faint light.
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