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Foreword

In the Godhead we have the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost, three persons in one God. Each one as much God as the other. In New York City, we had three police departments: Street, Transit and Housing. All three had the same police power. I was a member of the Transit Police. Ten years back all three merged and became one. They are now one police. NYPD.

This book is dedicated to: Jesus; my angels; my wife Ann, who is my forever police partner and who as a cop’s wife lives every second of this most dangerous job; and last but not least, every police officer in New York City – who are some of the greatest men and women I have known – cops in America, and cops all around the world.

I wrote this book to show you God’s sustaining power in any situation in your life, even when bullets are flying around you. Hang in there! God’s gonna take us all the way through with Jesus.


Introduction

Tension had been mounting all evening. The sticky heat of a long summer’s night in New York City meant trouble on the streets, you could bet your last dollar on it. On many blocks, on many street corners, groups of restless New Yorkers gathered. The air was full of suppressed anger. Years of poverty, fear and frustration had created generations of downtrodden people, and polluted, airless conditions have a habit of bringing things to a head.

The police were out in force. Something sinister and dangerous was imminent.

Not long after midnight it began. A man was arrested. His crime was unimportant; he was simply the trigger. He became the cause – he gave people a reason to react.

This wasn’t gang warfare, one group of people with a particular allegiance or ethnic background against another. This was the hippie generation, led on by a handful of subversives, rising up against authority, represented by the police.

The crowds who had been scattered throughout 42nd Street and Times Square gathered together, their fury building with each moment that passed. They turned on the police, swearing and screaming abuse. The first bottle to be thrown was quickly followed by others, and then bricks and any other missiles to hand.

The police responded in the only way possible, meeting violence with strong resistance, using nightsticks to protect themselves and to hold back the rioters. They were still unable to prevent a number of patrolmen being injured in the scuffles.

Back-up units were summoned, but by then it was too late. Nothing could now stop the crowds, who numbered near a thousand, from storming the streets.

It was several hours before order was restored, before a peace of some sort was established. Maybe fatigue had something to do with it, or maybe the crowds just ran out of steam. They’d been able to give voice to their frustrations for a while, but in the end both the rioters and the authorities were left as bitter as the acrid smoke from the burning cars.

I was a young cop in those days, experiencing my first riot in my first summer on the streets. I’d read about riots in the papers, seen them on television, but nothing had prepared me for this.

This wasn’t like TV. This was real. I could see the anger in people; I could feel the hatred coming out of them; I could understand their fears, their desperation.

Amid the noise and violence, the arrests and injuries, my overriding emotion was one of terrible fear. I remember thinking, ‘Is this what I’m gonna be facing all my working life?’

Over the next twenty-two years, I saw more riots and all sorts of unspeakable crimes. I also saw how many policemen responded to the suffering they saw in the only way they knew, by burying their emotions and becoming hard. But God had other plans for me. Thank God, I found Jesus.


Chapter 1

I was ready for him. I stood with my knees slightly bent, my body angled towards my opponent and a piece of wood gripped firmly in my hands.

‘You’re going to have to do better than that, Charlie, if you wanna get me outta here,’ I yelled.

‘Just you wait, Mikey, see what you can do with this.’

‘Oh yeah? Come on, then.’

I grinned. Let him try, I thought. I was ten years old. I had all the confidence in the world.

At the other end of the concrete school-yard, Charlie began his pitch, his face distorted with determination. His last ball had hit the wall behind my knees, well outside the large chalk square that represented home plate, but this time he was sure he was going to get a strike, I knew it. And I was just as determined to stop him.

Charlie completed his pitch. His timing was perfect. The small rubber Spading ball shot through the air straight towards the large chalk square … and straight towards the old broom-handle I was using as a bat. I drew it back and swung it forward to hit the Spading, which soared high into the sky. I put up my hand to shield my eyes from the sun as I watched the ball’s progress. Charlie turned and was watching it too, as he started to run, following the line through the air, hoping to make a catch. Our eyes continued to follow the ball as it started its descent. Charlie speeded up and then came to a sudden halt. His way was blocked by the solid brick wall of the old catholic church which bordered one side of the school-yard. The ball landed on the roof and bounced into the guttering.

I walked over to join Charlie, and we stood together and looked up at the roof. We’d pooled our money to buy the ball the day before. It was the only ball we had, and we had no more money.

‘We gotta get it back.’

‘Yeah,’ Charlie agreed.

‘Look, if you give me a shimmy, I should be able to get up there. It’s not too high.’

We walked along beside the wall, studying it until we found the most likely-looking section with the most footholds, and then Charlie bent over and formed his hands into a cradle. I put my left foot in, then felt around the rough brickwork of the wall until I found an edge I could grip. With Charlie pushing and me pulling myself up, I could just reach the edge of the flat rooftop. I gave it a tug to test its safety.

‘It’s okay, it’ll hold me. Just give me another bunk up.’

Down below, Charlie grunted. It was a hot day. I could hear him take a deep breath and then he straightened up as far as he could, supporting my weight. It was enough. With a final heave I pulled myself up on to the roof, and what I saw there, I tell you, I would have given a plate of my mother’s meatballs for.

‘Charlie, gold!’ I yelled.

‘What? What you talking about, Mikey?’

‘Here, catch, Charlie.’

One by one, and then two by two, I showered Charlie with balls, the legacy of generations of kids who’d played softball in the school-yard. We’d stumbled across treasure.

‘Wow!’

I sent Charlie scuttling all over the place collecting up the balls that I bounced down from above, until at last the roof was clear. We must have had at least a hundred balls. I scrambled down and we hunted around until we found a box to store them in. When we’d done, we stood back and looked at our plunder. There were enough balls there to last all summer at least. We grinned at each other and then, suddenly, Charlie remembered something.

‘Hey, the ball went out of play so that means you’re out.’

I was about to argue with him when we heard the squeal of the school-yard gate opening. We looked around. There were two gangs, one black, one white, of youths coming into the yard. We didn’t know what was going on but it didn’t look good. We hurriedly pushed our box into a corner behind a shed and crouched down beside it.

When the yard was full – there must have been two hundred there altogether – one of the youths took a heavy metal chain and padlocked the gate. We knew then that whatever was happening, no one was going to leave until it was over.

The rival gangs lined up on opposite sides of the yard, and there was a nervous silence. The air smelled of sweat and fear. Then two of the older youths strode into the centre of the yard. They each raised an arm and held it in the air for a moment before dropping it. This must have been the signal the rest were waiting for. The two gangs charged. They laid into each other using knives, chains, baseball bats, the sharp pointed metal of car aerials, or anything they had been able to lay their hands on that would cause damage to their enemy.

Charlie and I cowered in the corner, huddled together, watching all this, not daring to move or say a word, thankful that no one had spotted us.

After what seemed like hours but was probably only ten minutes, we heard the sound of sirens wailing as police cars approached the yard. We figured some passers-by must have seen the fight and called the police. The gang members heard the sirens too, over the screaming and yelling, and those that could still walk struggled to climb over the chain-link fence to escape. Others were too badly injured to get up off the ground, where they lay bleeding or semi-conscious.

When it was all over and the last body had been taken away in an ambulance or a squad car, Charlie and I stood up. We didn’t say anything, just picked up the box of balls between us and made our way slowly back home.

That incident, my first real encounter with violence, had a profoundly shocking effect on me. For three months afterwards I shut myself away, refusing to leave the apartment. I went straight to school in the morning and came straight home again at night. My mom and dad couldn’t understand it.

They asked me, ‘What’s the matter with you, Mike?’

But I didn’t want to talk about it, I couldn’t talk about it. Charlie and I had seen the kind of things no one should see when they’re only ten years old.

The balls, the treasure we had found, stayed unused in their box that summer.

Perhaps Charlie and I were lucky to have reached ten years old without witnessing violence, living as we did in New York’s notorious South Bronx. While the majority of people who lived there were families like mine and Charlie’s, decent hard-working men and women who struggled to give their children a good upbringing in spite of poverty and bad conditions, there were others who chose a different life, and what Charlie and I had seen that day was an everyday part of life for many.

But not for us.

I was born in the South Bronx in 1946 to Albert and Bernadette DiSanza. They’d both been born in New York City of immigrant parents. My mom was Italian and my dad was Spanish–Italian. Economically we were at the bottom of the scale. My dad had had to leave school during the Depression, and both my parents worked in factories for very little pay. My mom was a seamstress in a sweatshop. They were hard workers but they only earned enough money to keep us fed and for the bare essentials. We were a typical Italian–Spanish family: we ate lots of spaghetti, which was cheap, and my mom’s meatballs, which were the best. We didn’t have a car or a television, but we had a good loving home.

The six of us – my parents, me, my twin brother Tommy, my older brother John and my little sister Laura – lived on the fifth, the top floor of an apartment building on 148th Street. In any street on the Bronx, there are maybe ten buildings on each side, each building housing thirty families. My grandparents had ten children and they all lived on the same street, so I was never short of cousins to play with.

The neighbourhood we lived in was predominantly Italian. If a family moved out, it was usually another Italian family that would move in. The Bronx was like that, split into ethnic areas. As well as the Italian quarter, there were black, Irish and Puerto Rican neighbourhoods.

Coming from a Roman Catholic family, I grew up attending St Peter’s, the local Catholic church. Roman Catholicism and all its rituals played a large part in my early life. We went to confession on Saturdays and Mass on Sundays. There seemed to be rules and regulations governing everything I did. I soon learned that if I did wrong and died without making confession, I would go to hell, and that it was a terrible, terrible place. This was drummed into me and the fear of it overwhelmed me; it was always there in the back of my mind. The only way to avoid going to hell was to go to confession, and that became part of my Saturday ritual.

Like any normal kid I was constantly doing wrong during the week, and it was a real worry for me that I would have an accident and die before I had a chance to confess my sins the next Saturday.

One of the many rules I learned by heart was that it was a sin to eat meat on Fridays.

Every Sunday we’d have meatballs for dinner. My mom worked of a Saturday so she’d prepare the meatballs on Friday and freeze them – that way they’d be ready and she wouldn’t have to spend a long time making them on Sunday. One day I got home from school and found that she had forgotten to put the meatballs in the freezer. Instead, she’d left them out on the kitchen table. I looked at the tray of meatballs and my mouth watered. My mom’s meatballs were so good.

‘She won’t miss it,’ I told myself, ‘if I just take one.’

I put out my hand towards the tray, then I stopped.

‘Nah, I shouldn’t.’

I turned away, but the delicious smell filling the kitchen stopped me. I looked over my shoulder at the meatballs. I’m sure I heard them call out to me – surely it wouldn’t hurt if I just took one?

I grabbed the juiciest-looking and stuffed it in my mouth. Mmm, it tasted good. But now there was a gap on the tray where my meatball had been. I figured if I moved the others around a bit no one would notice there was one missing, and I was just wiping my hands when I remembered something.

It was Friday.

A sudden cold fear gripped my stomach.

I wasn’t supposed to eat meat on Fridays.

I knew if my mom found out that I’d taken a meatball she would shout at me, but she’d soon forgive me. I wasn’t scared about that. No, I was scared because I’d committed a far more serious sin – the sin of eating meat on a Friday. I knew that if I died that night I’d go to hell, and just because of that one meatball. I didn’t sleep that night and I was first in line for confession the next day.

When I got older, I liked to go out on the town on Saturday nights with the boys. After one Saturday night when we’d been drinking and partying, I overslept. When I woke up, I rolled over in my bed and looked at the clock. I saw it was early afternoon. I closed my eyes again and then suddenly I sat bolt upright, wide awake.

‘I’ve missed Mass!’

The thought struck me like a thunderbolt from heaven. I’d missed Mass and that was a mortal sin. If I died before going to confession next Saturday, I would go to hell.

I couldn’t go back to sleep now. I sat on the edge of the bed, trying to calm the anxious thoughts going round my head. I wondered if a hot bath would make me feel better. I got up, went to the bathroom and turned on the faucet (water tap). When the bath was full enough, I dipped my hand in to test the temperature.

‘Ow!’ I pulled my hand out quickly. I hadn’t turned on the cold water and the bath was scalding hot. That was when it hit me. If I can’t take this hot water for one second, how am I going to cope with burning for ever in hell?

I changed my mind about the bath. Instead, I pulled on some clothes and ran down the road to the rectory. I knocked impatiently on the door. When the priest opened it, he was rubbing his eyes, looking like he’d just been woken up from his Sunday afternoon nap. I blurted out, ‘You gotta hear my confession, Father.’

‘Why, what’s the problem, Mikey? Have you killed someone?’

‘No, Father, but I missed Mass this morning.’

‘Is that all? Can’t you wait until next Saturday to have your confession?’

‘It’s all right for you. If you die today, you’re going to heaven. If I die today, I’m going to hell.’

This was a real concern for me. I was coming to think of God, if he existed at all, as someone who was out to get me. I had no security, no peace, no certainty of my salvation. As far as I was concerned, I was destined for hell, and there was nothing I could do about it. I was a yo-yo Christian, headed for heaven one day and hell the next. The Church told me what to do and what not to do. I knew I could never hit the mark. I was fed up with struggling and always failing, so I stopped going to confession as often.

The next time I went I began, ‘Father, forgive me for I have sinned. It has been six months since my last conf–’

The words weren’t out of my mouth before the good father was at my side in the confessional. He grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me.

‘You didn’t come here for six months?!’

I was taken by surprise by his response, but by then I had lost most of my respect for the Church so I stood up to him.

‘No, I haven’t been here for six months, and let me tell you why. I’m tired of coming here every week saying the same things and nothing ever changing, so I figured I’d just save it all up for six months, do it all in one go.’

The priest looked at me and his face changed. He smiled, ‘Well, at least someone round here is honest!’

I often wondered what the priest thought when he listened to confessions on a Saturday. Did the idea of a young boy’s stolen meatball make him chuckle? Did he ever question the rules that brought such fear into lives? Did he have any idea what guilt and anxiety were being instilled by the regulations, or what condemnation people were living under?

Eventually I gave up even on the six-monthly confessions. I stopped going to church altogether.
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