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            INTRODUCTION
 
            by David Simon

         
 
         
            Were building something here  and all the pieces matter.
 
            DETECTIVE LESTER FREAMON

         
 
         Swear to God, it was never a cop show. And though there were cops and gangsters aplenty, it was never entirely appropriate to classify it as a crime story, though the spine of every season was certain to be a police investigation in Baltimore, Maryland.
 
         But to say so nearly a decade ago, back when The Wire first premiered on HBO, would have been to invite certain ridicule. It would have sounded comically pretentious to have invoked Lester Freamons claim.
         
 
         As a medium for serious storytelling, television has precious little to recommend it  or at least that has been the case for most of its history. What else can we expect from a framework in which the most pregnant moment in the story has for decades been the commercial break, that five-times-an-hour pause when writers, actors, and directors are required to juke the tale enough so that a trip to the refrigerator or bathroom does not mean a walk away from the television set, or, worse yet, a click on the remote to another channel.
 
         In such a construct, where does a storyteller put any serious ambition? Where are the tales to reside safely and securely, but in the simplest paradigms of good and evil, of heroes, villains, and simplified characterization? Where but in plotlines that remain accessible to the most ignorant or indifferent viewers. Where but in the half-assed, dont-rattle-their-cages uselessness of self-affirming, self-assuring narratives that comfort the American comfortable, and ignore the American afflicted; the better to sell Ford trucks and fast food, beer and athletic shoes, iPods and feminine hygiene products.
         
 
         Consider that for generations now the cathode-ray glow of our national campfire, the televised reflection of the American experience  and, by extension, that of the Western free-market democracies  has come down to us from on high. Westerns and police procedurals and legal dramas, soap operas and situation comedies  all of it conceived in Los Angeles and New York by industry professionals, then shaped by corporate entities to calm and soothe as many viewers as possible, priming them with the idea that their future is better and brighter than it actually is, that the time is never more right to buy and consume.
 
         Until recently, all of television has been about selling. Not selling story, of course, but selling the intermissions to that story. And therefore little programming that might interfere with the mission of reassuring viewers as to their God-given status as indebted consumers has ever been broadcast  and certainly nothing in the form of a continuing series. For half a century, network television wrapped its programs around the advertising  not the other way around, as it may have seemed to some.
 
         This is not to deny that HBO is a large and profitable piece of Time Warner, which itself is a paragon of Wall Street monolith. The Wires 35mm misadventure in Baltimore  for any of its claims to iconoclasm  is nonetheless sponsored by a media conglomerate with an absolute interest in selling to consumers. And yet, on that conglomerates premium cable cannel, the only product being sold is the programming itself. In that distinction, there is all the difference.
         
 
         Beginning with Oz and culminating in The Sopranos, the best work on HBO expresses nothing less than the vision of individual writers, as expressed through the talents of directors, actors, and film crews. For a rare window in the history of television, nothing much gets in the way of that. Story is all.
         
 
         If you laughed, you laughed. If you cried, you cried. And if you thought  and there is actually no prohibition on such merely because you had a TV remote in your hand  then you thought. And if you decided, at any point  as many an early viewer of The Wire did  to change the channel, then so be it. But on HBO, nothing other than the stories themselves was for sale and therefore  absent the Ford trucks and athletic shoes  there is nothing to mitigate against a sad story, an angry story, a subversive story, a disturbing story.
         
 
         
 
         The first thing we had to do was teach folks to watch television in a different way, to slow themselves down and pay attention, to immerse themselves in a way that the medium had long ago ceased to demand.
 
         And we had to do this, problematically enough, using a genre and its tropes that for decades have been accepted as basic, obvious storytelling terrain. The crime story long ago became a central archetype of our culture, and the labyrinth of the inner city has largely replaced the spare, unforgiving landscape of the American West as the central stage for our morality plays. The best crime shows  Homicide and NYPD Blue, or their predecessors, Dragnet and Police Story  were essentially about good and evil. Justice, revenge, betrayal, redemption  there isnt much left in the tangle between right and wrong that hasnt been fully, even brilliantly explored by the likes of Friday and Pembleton and Sipowicz.
         
 
         By contrast, The Wire had ambitions elsewhere. Specifically, we were bored with good and evil. To the greatest possible extent, we were quick to renounce the theme.
         
 
         After all, with the exception of saints and sociopaths, few in this world are anything but a confused and corrupted combination of personal motivations, most of them selfish, some of them hilarious. Character is essential for all good drama, and plotting is just as fundamental. But ultimately, the storytelling that speaks to our current condition, that grapples with the basic realities and contradictions of our immediate world  these are stories that, in the end, have some chance of presenting a social, and even political, argument. And to be honest, The Wire was not merely trying to tell a good story or two. We were very much trying to pick a fight.
         
 
         To that end, The Wire was not about Jimmy McNulty. Or Avon Barksdale. Or Marlo Stanfield, or Tommy Carcetti or Gus Haynes. It was not about crime. Or punishment. Or the drug war. Or politics. Or race. Or education, labor relations or journalism.
         
 
         It was about The City.
 
         It is how we in the West live at the millennium, an urbanized species compacted together, sharing a common love, awe, and fear of what we have rendered not only in Baltimore or St. Louis or Chicago, but in Manchester or Amsterdam or Mexico City as well. At best, our metropolises are the ultimate aspiration of community, the repository for every myth and hope of people clinging to the sides of the pyramid that is capitalism. At worst, our cities  or those places in our cities where most of us fear to tread  are vessels for the darkest contradictions and most brutal competitions that underlie the way we actually live together, or fail to live together.
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         Mythology is important, essential even, to a national psyche. And Americans in particular are desperate in their pursuit of national myth. This is understandable, to a point: coating an elemental truth with the bright gloss of heroism and national sacrifice is the prerogative of the nation-state. But to carry the same lies forward, generation after generation, so that our collective sense of the American experiment is better and more comforting than it ought to be  this is where mythology has its cost, and a cost not only to the United States but to the world as a whole. In a young and struggling nation, a moderate degree of self-elevating bullshit has a certain earnest charm. For a militarized, technological superpower  overextended in both its economic and foreign policy impulses  it begins to approach the Orwellian.
         
 
         We began writing The Wire when certain narratives were playing out within the American culture: the shocking frauds at the heart of Enron and Worldcom, outlying harbingers of the economic implosion that was still to come, as well as the institutional scandal of sexual abuse by priests and the self-preservation of the American branch of the Catholic Church. It seemed to us, back in 2002, that there was something hollow and ugly at our institutional core, and from what Ed Burns understood of the Baltimore police department and school system, and from what I had witnessed at the heart of that citys newspaper, the institutional and systemic corruptions of our national life seemed near universal. In practical ways, America was becoming the land of the juked statistic  the false quarterly profit statement, the hyped school test score, the non-existent decline in crime, the impossible campaign promise, the hyped Pulitzer Prize.
         
 
         We were observant, but not as prescient as the state of our nation now makes us seem. Or at least, we dont now count ourselves as prescient; the enormity of the mortgage security scandal and the Wall Street pyramid schemes that wrecked the world economy were too shameless and absurd for even our fevered imaginations. We saw that there were elements in the culture that were parasitic and self-aggrandizing, that the greed and rapaciousness of a society that exalted profit and free markets to the exclusion of any other social framework would be burdened by such a level of greed. We understood that throughout our national culture, there was a growing inability to recognize our problems, much less deal honestly with them. But, forgive us, we had no idea that the greed had become policy, that the rogue elements were not being carried by corrupted systems, but were in command of those systems. We could not have imagined Katrina and the hollow response to that tragedy. We could not have fathomed the empty lies and self-delusions that brought about the senseless misadventure in Iraq. We had a good argument, as far as we knew; but in the beginning we didnt know how good.
 
         To state our case, The Wire began as a story wedged between two American myths. The first tells us that in this country, if you are smarter than the next man, if you are shrewd or frugal or visionary, if you build a better mousetrap, if you get there first with the best idea, you will succeed beyond your wildest imaginations. And by virtue of free-market processes, it is entirely fair to say that this myth, more than ever, happens to be true. Not only is this accurate in America, but throughout the West and in many emerging nations as well. Every day, a new millionaire or three is surely christened. Or ten. Or twenty.
         
 
         But a supporting myth has also presided, and it serves as ballast against the unencumbered capitalism that has emerged triumphant, asserting as it does for individual achievement to the exclusion of all societal responsibility, and thereby validating the amassed wealth of the wise and fortunate among us. In America, we once liked to tell ourselves, those who are not clever or visionary, who do not build better mousetraps, have a place held for them nonetheless. The myth holds that those who are neither slick nor cunning, yet willing to get up every day and work their asses off and come home and stay committed to their families, their communities and every other institution they are asked to serve  these people have a portion for them as well. They might not drive a Lexus, or eat out every weekend; their children might not be candidates for early admission at Harvard or Brown; and come Sunday, they might not see the game on a wide-screen. But they will have a place, and they will not be betrayed.
 
         In Baltimore, as in so many cities, it is no longer possible to describe this as myth. It is no longer possible even to remain polite on the subject. It is, in a word, a lie.
 
         In my city, the brown fields and rotting piers and rusting factories are testament to an economy that shifted and then shifted again, rendering obsolete whole generations of union-wage workers and their families. The cost to society is beyond calculation, not that anyone ever paused to calculate anything. Our economic and political leaders are dismissive of the horror, at points even flippant in their derision. Margaret Thatchers suggestion that there is no society to consider beyond the individual and his family speaks volumes in the clarity of its late-20th-century contempt for the ideal of nation-states offering citizens anything approximating a sense of communal purpose and meaning.
 
         From Sparrows Point at the southeastern approaches to my city, the corporate remnant of the once-great Bethlehem Steel informs thousands of retirees that money is no longer available for their pensions. Men who worked the blast furnaces and shipyards  the very men who built Liberty ships to beat Hitler and Mussolini  are told that while they may suffer from asbestosis, they no longer have health benefits or life insurance.
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         From the piers of what was once Maryland Ship & Drydock, luxury condominiums and townhomes now rise in place of industrial cranes, while the yachts and powerboats of Washingtonians speckle an inlet where the worlds great shipping lines once maneuvered. And, as predicted, the grain tower and pier that Frank Sobotka tried to salvage in The Wires second season did indeed fall to the developers, who have transformed it into something called Silo Point, featuring luxury housing rather than union-wage jobs.
         
 
         From Johns Hopkins University  now, by default, the citys largest employer  comes the news that the remaining families who survived generations of poverty, neglect, and addiction in the barren ghetto just north of the East Baltimore Hospital would be moved out entirely, allowing the university to bulldoze their blocks into a biotechnology park. For most of the last century, Hopkins and city officials could find no meaningful way to connect the great research institution with surrounding communities; finally, they destroyed what remained of the village in order to save it.
         
 
         From the city school system comes year after year of failure and decay, with graduation rates of no more than 30 percent as we prepare Baltimores children to join an economy that has no real need for them. And with each passing election, the test scores magically rise at the third and fifth grades, before collapsing entirely two years later when the same students  having been taught both the test and the Orwellian perfection of the slogan, No Child Left Behind  finally opt out and disappear from the classrooms, choosing the corners instead. From the police department, the arrest rates go ever higher as raw statistics dominate actual police work, and the numbers game ensures that the most incompetent commanders are promoted over those actually capable of investigating crime. The clearance rate for homicides  in the 80 percent range 20 years ago  is now below 35 percent.
 
         And from the citys last remaining daily newspaper, a string of buyouts and attritions now leaves Baltimores premiere watchdog institution with 140 reporters to report on a city once covered by 500 souls. And the Baltimore Sun is not alone in its collapse; from Martin-Marietta to Koppers to Black & Decker to General Motors comes a seemingly endless string of layoffs, reductions-in-force, half-shifts and idle assembly lines. And the city empties; drive through East or West Baltimore and behold a world of boarded-up rowhouses and vacant lots.
         
 
         The new Baltimore? The Baltimore reborn?
 
         It is here, too, at points, certainly: new technologies, tourism, an ever-expanding service economy. And yet this Baltimore is distant from too many people, heard only as a rumor in the east and westside ghettos, in Pimlico and Brooklyn and Curtis Bay and Cherry Hill. For too many in those neighborhoods, the new Baltimore exists as vague talk about a job at a computer screen well beyond the county line, where mice scrape on pads and cursors ticktack through data streams. If you sensed the sea change and caught the wave  if you were smart enough to tear up your union card and walk away from your fathers local to start over at a community college somewhere  then you are there in that world, perhaps, and not here in this one, and maybe it is all for the better.
         
 
         But so many were left in the shallows  men and women on the streets of Baltimore who are, every day, reminded that the wave has crested, and that now, with the economic tide at an ebb, they are simply worth less than they once were, if they are worth anything at all in a post-industrial economy. Unemployed and under-employed, idle at a West Baltimore soup kitchen or dead-ended at some strip-mall cash register  these are the excess Americans. The economy staggers along without them, and without anyone in this society truly or sincerely regarding their desperation. Ex-steelworkers and ex-longshoremen, street dealers and street addicts, and an army of young men hired to chase and jail the dealers and addicts, whores and johns and men to run the whores and coerce the johns  and all of them unnecessary and apart from the New Millenium economic model that long ago declared them irrelevant.
 
         This is the world of The Wire, the America left behind.
         
 
         Make no mistake: a solitary television drama cannot  and would not  claim to be all of Baltimore, or by extension, all of America. The Wire does not claim to represent all of anything as large, diverse, and contradictory as the American experience. Our storylines and our cameras rarely ventured to Roland Park or Mount Washington or Timonium, and the lives misspent and misused in our episodes are not the guarded, viable lives of private schools and county tax-bases and tree-lined business parks. The Wire is most certainly not about what has been salvaged or exalted in America. It is, instead, about that portion of our country that we have discarded, and at what cost to our national psyche we have done so. It is, in its larger themes, a television show about politics and sociology, and, at the risk of boring viewers with the very notion, macroeconomics. And, frankly, it is an angry show, but that anger comes honestly.
         
 
         I used to work at a great gray newspaper in Baltimore until Wall Street found the newspaper industry and eviscerated it for short-term profits, and out-of-town chain ownership proved that they could make more money producing a mediocre newspaper than a good one. The worship of the bottom line, coupled with the venalities of transplanted, prize-sniffing editors, sucked all joy from the place. My co-creator and fellow writer, Ed Burns, worked at a police agency in Baltimore, until organizational politics and Peter-Principled, self-preserving commanders undermined the best police work. On the writing staff of the show since the first season, George Pelecanos sold shoes and tended bar, and then spent years researching and writing novels about that portion of the nations capital that remains virtually invisible to the nations leaders, the Shaws and Anacostias where black life is marginalized in the very shadow of the great edifices of American democracy. A fourth writer, Rafael Alvarez, saw his fathers career on Baltimores harbor tugs end on the picket line outside McAllister Towing and was himself working as an ordinary seaman on a cable-laying ship when HBO came calling for an episode or two. A fifth, Richard Price, spent hour after hour, day after day in the Jersey City housing projects to find his lost and tragic voices, just as a sixth, Bostons Dennis Lehane, brought to the page the working-class hurt and hunger of the rough-and-tumble Charlestown and Dorchester neighborhoods. And dont leave out Bill Zorzi, who spent years covering the smoky backrooms of Baltimore politics before joining the staff to help create and guide the shows political dynamic.
         
 
         These are professional writers, of course. It would be a pompous fraud to claim that those of us who inhabited The Wires writing room are perfectly proletarian. It is one thing to echo the voices of longshoremen and addicts, detectives and dealers, quite another to claim those voices as our own. The DAngelo Barksdales and Frank Sobotkas live in their worlds; we visit from time to time with pens poised above splayed notepads.
         
 
         But neither would it be fair to categorize The Wire as a television show written and produced by people who were intent on writing and producing television. None of us is from Hollywood; soundstages and backlots and studio commissaries are not our natural habitat. Hell, never mind Los Angeles, with the exception of Price  and his great Dempsey books speak to the worn Jersey cities across the river  we are not even from the literary capital of New York.
         
 
         Instead, The Wire and its stories are rooted in the ethos of a second-tier city, of a forgotten rust-belt America. No, it isnt as if the angriest and most alienated souls in West Baltimore or Anacostia or Dorchester actually hijacked an HBO drama series and began telling tales. But, at this point, its as close as television has come to such an improbability.
         
 
         Which credits HBO as well, for giving us the chance to voice something other than the industrys standard fare. The Wire could not exist but for HBO, or, more precisely, a pay-subscription model such as HBO. Nor could Oz or The Sopranos or Deadwood or Generation Kill. These are stories that can entertain and amuse, but also disturb and nettle an audience. They can, at their best, provoke viewers  if not to the point of an argument, then at least to the point of a thought or two about who we are, how we live, and what it is about our society and the human condition that makes it so.
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         The first season of The Wire was a dry, deliberate argument against the American drug prohibition  a Thirty Years War that is among the most singular and comprehensive failures to be found in the nations domestic history. It is impossible to imagine pitching such a premise to a network television executive under any circumstances. How, he might wonder, do I help my sponsors sell luxury sedans and pre-washed jeans to all the best demographics while at the same time harping on the fact that the American war on drugs has mutated into a brutal suppression of the underclass?
         
 
         The second season of The Wire was even more of a lighthearted romp: a treatise about the death of work and the betrayal of the working class, as exemplified by the decline of a citys port unions. And how exactly do we put Visa-wielding consumers in a buying mood when they are being reminded of how many of their countrymen  black, white and brown  have been shrugged aside by the march of unrestrained, bottom-line capitalism?
         
 
         Season Three? A rumination on our political culture and the thin possibility of reform, given the calcified oligarchy that has made raw cash and simple soundbites the mothers milk of American elections. And having established our City Hall, the stage is set for viewers to coldly contemplate the state of public education and, by extension, the American ideal of equality of opportunity and what that might mean for the likes of Michael, Namond, Randy, and Duquan in the dramas fourth season.
 
         Finally, for anyone who has come as far as season five, a last reflection on why these worlds endure, why the crime stats stay juked and the test scores stay cheated and the majors become colonels while the mayors become governors  a depiction of what remains of our media culture, a critique that makes plain why no one is left to do the hard work of explaining the precise nature of our national problems, so that we have become a nation that comfortably tolerates failing schools and corrupting drug wars, broken levees and bought politicians.
 
         And through all of this, how can a television network serve the needs of advertisers while ruminating on the empty spaces in American society and informing viewers that they are a disenfranchised people, that the processes of redress have been rusted shut, and that no one  certainly not our mass media  is going to sound any alarm?
 
         The decoupling of the advertising construct from a broadcast entity was the key predicate for the political maturation of televised drama. It made it possible for writers such as Burns, Price, Lehane and Pelecanos to work in television without succumbing to shame and self-loathing. And again, HBO was smart enough to simply let it be.
 
         As I learned on my earlier experience in network television, the NBC executives used to ask the same questions every time they read a first-draft Homicide script:
         
 
         Where are the victories?
 
         Or better still:
 
           Where are the life-affirming moments?
         
 
         Never mind that the show was called Homicide, as head writer and executive producer Tom Fontana liked to repeatedly point out, and never mind that it was being filmed in a city struggling with entrenched poverty, rampant addiction, and generations of de-industrialization.
         
 
         Brave soul that he is, when Fontana wanted to write three successive episodes in which a violent drug trafficker escaped all punishment, he was told he could do so only if the detectives shot and killed the villain at the end of a fourth episode.
 
         Good one, evil nothing. Cut to commercial.
 
         
 
         To bring it all the way back, The Wire had its actual origins in the main Baltimore County library branch in Towson, where I went as a police reporter to schmooze a city homicide detective named Ed Burns.
         
 
         It was 1985, and I was working on a series of newspaper articles about a career drug trafficker whom Burns and his partner, Harry Edgerton, had managed to bring down with a prolonged wiretap investigation. Edgerton, or at least his facsimile, would later become known to NBC viewers as Detective Frank Pembleton. But Burns? Too implausible a character, even for network.
 
         When I first met Ed, he was sitting by the checkout desk, a small pile of books atop the table in front of him. The Magus by John Fowles. Bob Woodwards Veil. A collection of essays by Hannah Arendt.
         
 
         Youre not really a cop, are you?
 
         Seven years later, when Burns  having alienated many of his bosses in McNulty-like fashion with his sprawling investigations of violent drug gangs in the Westside projects  was contemplating retirement and life as a city schoolteacher, I approached him with an alternative.
 
         If he could delay his teaching career for a year and a half or so, we could venture together to one of Baltimores one hundred or so open-air drug markets, meet the people, and write a book about the drug culture that had consumed so much of our city. Which corner? Pick a corner, any corner, at random.
 
         The idea appealed to Ed, who had spent 20 years watching the city police department win battle after battle with individual drug traffickers, yet continue to lose the war. As a patrolman in the Western District, a plainclothesman assigned to the escape squad, and finally a homicide detective, Burns was impressed by the organizational ethos of the West Baltimore drug trade. Amoral and brutal they might be, but the true players were committed  more committed, perhaps, than much of the law enforcement arrayed against them. It was not unlike Vietnam, he acknowledged, and it is fair to say that as a veteran of that losing effort as well, Ed Burns was more entitled than most to render the comparison.
         
 
         We chose Monroe and Fayette streets in West Baltimore and spent 1993 and much of the ensuing three years following the people there. The Corner was published in 1997, and by then  with my newspaper increasingly the playground of tone-deaf, out-of-town hacks  I had moved across town to the writing staff of Homicide, hired by Barry Levinson and Tom Fontana.
         
 
         As a day job, it was a great one. And I found that the artifice of film and the camaraderie were enough to offset my exile from the Suns city desk, where I had long imagined myself growing old and surly, bumming cigarettes from younger reporters in exchange for back-in-the-day stories about what it was like to work with Mencken and Manchester.
 
         Script by script, Tom shaved my prose style until the pacing and dialogue began to show muscle. Then he slowly began adding fresh responsibilities, sending me to set calls and casting sessions and editing. Jim Finnerty, the production manager and line producer who has long played Stringer Bell to Fontanas Avon Barksdale, offered lessons of his own in practical filming, crew management, and, most of all, making the day.
 
         You become a producer to protect your writing, Fontana explained.
 
         By the time The Corner was published, Tom was already locked down in Oswald Penitentiary, proving to HBO and the world in general that even the most discomfiting drama now had a place on American television. Perhaps, I thought to myself, there was room at HBO or some other premium channel for something as dark as life on an open-air drug corner.
         
 
         Tom and Barry didnt see The Corner as material for a continuing series, but Fontana was good enough to call Anne Thomopoulos at HBO on my behalf. At the resulting meeting, it became clear that the cable channel was willing to take a shot, provided I could pair myself with a black writer.
         
 
         It didnt matter to me one way or the other  I knew I had those Fayette Street voices in my head  but the other white folk in the room were not about to let a lone pale scribbler produce a miniseries about black drug addicts and dealers.
         
 
         How about David Mills? I ventured.
 
         One of the HBO execs in the room, Kary Antholis, startled. Do you know David Mills?
 
         Were friends. I worked on my college newspaper with him. We wrote our first script together. And so we had. A second-season Homicide episode in which Robin Williams had guest-starred. Mills had taken that outcome as an omen, quitting his reporting job at the Washington Post and moving to Los Angeles, where he had spent five years making a name for himself in network television. Kary had known about Mills for a long time.
         
 
         If you can get Mills on this, that would be great.
 
         I volunteered him as an executive producer, no problem. And upon leaving the HBO offices, I used a cell phone to catch the man at home: Hey, David. I know what youre doing for the next year.
 
         On the production side, Jim Finnerty volunteered a protg, assuring me I could do no better for myself. Nina Noble had been first assistant director on the premiere season of Homicide and had worked her way up in the Fontana organization. Of course, I immediately agreed to the partnership: a recommendation from Finnerty is enough for such things.
         
 
         Mills, Noble, myself  that was all the producing we needed for a six-hour miniseries, or so I thought. But HBO had doubts aplenty, and the execs wanted a visual producer in the mix. Antholis arranged interviews in New York with several candidates.
 
         Enter Bobby Colesberry, whose rsum of nearly two decades producing high-end features made me nervous. I saw myself and David fighting with Feature Boy over the down-and-dirty scripts, and over the rough-and-tumble, handheld manner in which we wanted to shoot the drug corners. I saw Nina, too, fighting with him to keep the budget down, to make him realize that series television was not a place for two-page days and arcing crane shots.
 
         So there was little trust in Karys office that day, particularly when we walked in and saw a copy of The Corner splayed open in front of this Colesberry fellow, its pages already marked up in two different colors of ink. A healthier soul might have taken this as a good sign: here was a producer, a veteran of an industry where studio suits reduce all stories to single-sentence concepts, endeavoring to read a 550-page tome and then begin charting scenes and shots in his head. Instead, Im embarrassed to say, I trusted him not at all.
         
 
         Well take your script notes, but the last pass is ours.
 
         Bob agreed.
 
         And we dont want to be frozen out of production. Were not as experienced as you, but David and I know how to put film in the can.
 
         No problem.
 
         Months later, with The Corner beautifully cast and crewed, and with Charles Roc Dutton turning in magnificent dailies as the director of all six hours, I thought back to that first meeting with Bob Colesberry and realized I did not want to put anything to film ever again without him. For something that had begun as a shotgun wedding, it was turning out to be quite a marriage.
         
 
         Looking past The Corner even before it aired, I thought about what it was that I still wanted to say about the drug war, about policing, and, ultimately, about what was happening in the city where I lived.
         
 
         The Corner was the diaspora of addiction brought down to microcosm  a single, broken family struggling amid the deluge in West Baltimore. The scripts had allowed us to probe the human dimension of the tragedy; the failure of policy, however, could only be implied with something so intimate.
         
 
         And so back to Mr. Burns, who was by now getting the full dose of the Baltimore public educational system as a middle-school teacher of social studies. There were days, Ed assured me, when a Western District patrol shift felt safer and more manageable than a tour of duty at Hamilton Middle School.
 
         We turned in the pilot script a few months after HBO had collected a trio of Emmys for The Corner, and, so, the timing felt right. After all, had we not delivered on that previous project? Just write some checks and send us back to Baltimore where we belong.
         
 
         But Carolyn Strauss and Chris Albrecht were unconvinced. The shows emphasis on surveillance would be new, and the tone of the piece was different from network fare, but The Wire, as it began to be called, still appeared to be a cop show. And HBOs primary concern became apparent: if the networks do cop shows, why are we doing one? The nightmare was to imagine critics across the country finally declaring that this was not in fact HBO, but TV.
         
 
         I asked Carolyn for a chance to write two additional scripts, if only to show that the pacing, arc, and intention of this drama would be decidedly different from anything on a network. She agreed, and I went back to work as The Corner team drifted away, looking for fresh work elsewhere.
         
 
         Nina Noble produced and managed the HBO movie Shot in the Heart for Fontana-Levinson, then headed home to North Carolina. Dave Mills went back to Los Angeles and began banging his head against the network wall, working on a series of pilots and producing a promising gangster epic, Kingpin, which, in true network fashion, would be canceled after six episodes. Bob Colesberry returned to features, producing the science fiction film K-Pax with Kevin Spacey.
         
 
         In the end, it took HBO more than a year to agree to shoot even a pilot. There was a second pass of the three scripts, followed by a begging-ass memo to Chris Albrecht by yours truly, followed by an ingathering of The Corner crew  save only for David Mills, who could not be budged from a fat development deal. I remember picking up the phone to call Colesberry in Los Angeles, catching him as he was just completing post-production on the Spacey film.
         
 
         I bet you thought that HBO show was dead, I remember saying to him.
 
         Very dead, he admitted.
 
         Asked what I had done to get the green light on the pilot, I confessed that other than begging Chris Albrecht, I was not entirely sure. I read Bob the memo over the phone, and in his own gentle, Bob-like way, he affirmed that it was pathetic, and that, ever after, I should consider myself Mr. Albrechts bitch.
 
         Also, no one likes the name Jimmy McArdle.
 
         Bob considered this for a moment. How about McNulty?
 
         Jimmy McNulty.
 
         Its my grandmothers family name.
 
         McNulty it shall be.
 
         By November 2001 we were back on the streets of West Baltimore. The scripts were in many ways the same ones that I had originally turned in, albeit with some scenes added to the pilot that hinted at the surveillance techniques that would be employed later in the season, once the detail had slowly earned the probable cause to secure a wiretap.
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         The casting by Alexa Fogel in New York and Los Angeles, and the redoubtable Pat Moran in Baltimore, surpassed all expectations. Only the role of McNulty gave us fits, until a bizarre videotape landed in Baltimore, shipped from a London address. On it, an actor was tearing through the orange-sofa scene in which Bunk and McNulty jack up a reluctant DAngelo, search him, find his pager, then walk him away in handcuffs.
 
         Unlike every other casting tape ever made, however, this one seemed to be the merest suggestion of a scene. The actor, a square-jawed, Jack-the-Lad sort named West, was reading the McNulty lines, then pausing in silence, reacting to emptiness where the responding lines should have been.
 
         With several weeks of fruitless searching for a lead actor weighing on our souls, the tape caught us off guard. Bob and I watched this weird half-scene for a long moment, then fell out of our chairs, laughing uncontrollably. Hearing us, Clark Johnson, the Homicide veteran who was directing the pilot, entered the room, watched a few moments of tape, then joined us on the floor.
         
 
         What the hell is this goofy motherfucker doing?
 
         The audition tape may have been comic, but the performance itself  when we gathered our wits and began to concentrate on what the actor had going  was impressive. A week later in New York, Dominic West explained that he couldnt get anyone in London to read the scene with him, and he didnt have access to a casting office to put himself on tape. His girlfriend had tried to help, but her full English accent kept making him laugh, throwing off the scene. Best she could do was keep quiet and hold the video camera steady.
 
         I didnt know what else to do, our McNulty confessed, except say my lines and leave spaces where the other lines are supposed to be.
 
         By the time we returned to shooting the remainder of the first season, Ed Burns and I had drafts of the first six episodes in hand, as well as elaborate beatsheets that brought us all the way to the final episodes. Deliberate planning and overarching professionalism had exactly nothing to do with it, but rather a sense that a story so intricate, with so many characters and so much plotting, had to be considered a single entity.
 
          
         An early script note from HBO execs  who, by and large, were gentle and discerning with their input  argued that an early-episode robbery by Omar and his crew should be omitted, primarily because the robbery was perpetrated on random street dealers who had no value to the central plot.
 
         Our counterargument was basic: wait.
 
         Omar seemed an aside early on, just as Lester Freamon and Wallace seemed to be mere hangers-on. But in time, they would prove themselves essential to the story. And we needed the street robbery to hold Omars place in the tale, to remind viewers that he and his crew were still in the world, so that by the fifth episode, when McNulty and Greggs try to pull him up for information, we are still aware of who, exactly, this much-talked-about Omar is and what it is he does for a living.
 
         After all, we had it in mind that we would not explain everything to viewers. The shows point of view was that of the insider, the proverbial fly on the wall  and we had no intention of impairing that point of view by pausing to catch up the audience. Consequently, all of the visual cues and connections would need to be referenced fully and at careful intervals.
 
         Perhaps the first fundamental test of our willingness to forgo exposition and an end-of-every-episode payoff came in the fourth episode of that first season, when DAngelo Barksdale first claimed responsibility for the murder of a woman in an apartment out near the county line. Fronting for the boys in The Pit, DAngelo describes the murder in some detail and suggests that he was the shooter. Later in the episode, McNulty and Bunk Moreland are in an emptied garden apartment, examining old crime-scene photos of a slain young woman and reworking the geometry of the murder.
 
         The five-minute scene offers no explanation for itself beyond the physical activities of the detectives as they address the crime scene and the almost continuous use of the word fuck in all its possible permutations  an insiders homage to the great Terry McLarney, a veteran Baltimore murder police who once predicted that Baltimore cops, in their love of profanity, would one day achieve a new and viable language composed entirely of such.
 
         A casual viewer could watch the scene and ascertain that the detectives had figured out the murder scenario. They conclude, in fact, by locating a rusting shell casing outside the kitchen window.
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         But what exactly is that scenario? And does it match the murder that DAngelo spoke of earlier? And what were the white speckles on the floor in the crime-scene photo  the droplets that Bunk pointed to? And how did that lead McNulty to open the refrigerator door, then slam it closed? And why, for Chrissakes, will no one explain what the hell is going on?
 
         For the answers, viewers would not have to merely wait out the episode, but all of them. Only during DAngelos interrogation at the seasons end does he corroborate the crime scene details in a way that convinces Bunk and McNulty of his authenticity. And, even then, the exposition is at a minimum.
 
         When DAngelo explains that he had brought cocaine to the woman, who told him she would put it on ice, the detectives acknowledge the connection to their crime scene with a single word:
 
         Refrigerator, says Bunk.
 
         And McNulty nods casually.
 
          
         Such calculating restraint offered viewers a chance to do something that television rarely, if ever, allows its audience: they were free to think hard about the story, the different worlds that the story presented, and, ultimately, the ideas that underlie the drama. And the reward for such committed viewers would come not at the end of a scene or the end of an episode, but at the end of the season, indeed, at the end of the tale.
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         As storytelling, it seemed like the best way to do business. But, even so, we had to acknowledge that this much plotting from episode to episode was an extraordinary risk, even for HBO. We would certainly lose some viewers: those who did not devote enough effort to follow the intricate story, those who gave it their all but were confused nonetheless, and those who, expecting an episodic television drama, would be bored to death by the novelistic pace of The Wire.
         
 
         Bob Colesberry and I told ourselves repeatedly that we were making the drama for those remaining. A couple dozen or so hard cases, at least.
 
         
 
          
         Before the first season aired in June 2002, HBO made sure to send as many as five consecutive episodes to critics  all of those we had edited. The hope was that by seeing more episodes, those being asked to consider the show would understand that while the pilot episode violated many of the basic laws of episodic television, it was at least an intentional affront.
 
         To that same end, in a series of press interviews, I began referring to the work as a visual novel, explaining that the first episodes of the show had to be considered much as the first chapters of any book of even moderate length.
 
         Think about the first few chapters of any novel you ever liked, say, Moby-Dick, I told one reporter in a phone interview. In the first couple chapters, you dont meet the whale, you dont meet Ahab, you dont even go aboard the Pequod. All that happens is you go with Ishmael to the inn and find out he has to share a room with some tattooed character. Same thing here. Its a visual novel.
         
 
         All of which sounded great to me until I hung up the phone and turned to confront a certain Baltimore writer by the name of Lippman, who has penned and published nine actual novels and with whom I share quarters. Her lifework is replete with hardback covers, actual chapter breaks, and descriptive prose that goes a good deal further than INT. HOMICIDE UNIT/HEADQUARTERS  DAY.
 
         First of all, she informed me, you just compared yourself to Herman Melville, which even by your egotistical standards is a bit over-the-top. And second of all, if The Wire is really a novel, whats its ISBN?
         
 
         A mouthy broad; clever, too. But, fortunately, a lot of critics were less exacting with my hyperbole, and, more important, they actually put four or five tapes into their machines before writing reviews. At least in the hinterlands they did. In New York, where time runs faster than elsewhere and critics can give you no more than an hour to make your case, The Wire suffered poor reviews in every single newspaper. We went oh-for-four in The Big Apple, feeling much like the Orioles on a long weekend at Yankee Stadium.
         
 
         Ratings dipped, too, but HBO  being HBO  did not panic.
 
         We love the show, Carolyn Strauss said repeatedly, reassuring us. We dont care about ratings, so you shouldnt care about ratings.
 
          
         For his part, Chris Albrecht called to say he had just watched the cut of Episode Five and its getting better with every episode.
 
         I hestitated to argue that I thought they were all good episodes, that they were paced precisely for the maximum payoff over 13 hours. Instead, I took the comment to heart, reminding myself that when you read a good book, you are more invested with every chapter. What Chris was sensing was our intention.
 
         By the last third of the season, the tide had slowly turned. Viewers were fully committed and there were more of them; ratings began to rise amid some healthy word of mouth. A couple of New York critics revisited the show and affirmed its worthiness. The actors, too, began to sense that we were building a different kind of machine. One Monday on set, Andre Royo, who owned the role of Bubbles, sauntered over to a pair of writers to say he had watched the previous nights episode:
 
         Every time I start to wonder what you all are doing with a scene, I just wait a couple episodes, and, sure enough, theres a reason for it.
 
         Otheractors, notably those on the wrong side of the law, began to wonder what we would do if we were picked up for a second season, what with Avon and DAngelo Barksdale heading to their respective prison cells.
 
         Corey Parker Robinson, who played the role of Detective Sydnor, thought he had it figured: Theyre gonna get out on a technicality, right?
 
         It was an understandable assumption, given that we were standing on a film set in the West Baltimore projects, where we had thus far filmed much of our story. But in our heads, the writers were already elsewhere, and, as a finishing touch, we made sure to deliver McNulty to the police boat at the end of the last episode.
 
         By then, a lot of viewers had forgotten Sergeant Landsmans prophecy in the pilot episode, that McNulty would ride the boat if he didnt stop provoking the departmental brass. As far back as the pilot, we had decided on the substance of a second season, should there be one.
 
         And when McNulty shipped out with the marine unit, it happened  typically  without dialogue, with nothing more than Bunk Moreland and Lester Freamon walking to the edge of the dock and tossing him a fifth of Jamesons beneath the roar of boat motors.
 
         If you got the joke, great. Thanks for staying with us.
 
         If not, hey, sorry. Its what we do.
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         Its Laura Lippman, again, who gets a mention for making me read George Pelecanos. Not that I hadnt been given fair warning of what George had been doing with his D.C. novels  half a dozen other writers had urged me to check him out, comparing his voice and material to that of The Corner. But we Baltimoreans have this chip on our shoulders about Washington, and though Id grown up in the same D.C. suburbs as George, I had long ago taken my allegiances north, embracing every stereotype about those tie-wearing, GS-rated, lawyer-assed sonsabitches down I-95.
         
 
         When I finally cracked The Sweet Forever and saw that Pelecanos had been mining a different Washington altogether, it made perfect sense. And, later, upon encountering George at the funeral of a mutual friend, I tried to explain what we were trying to do with The Wire, and why he might want to be a part of it.
         
 
         Its a novel for television, I said, but under my breath, for fear that my consort, also in attendance at the memorial, would overhear.
 
          
         Like many writers, George had suffered the slings, arrows and indignities of trying to get so many of his own worthy stories to film, and he immediately grasped the possibilities. In the feature world, after all, its the studios, if not the directors and stars, who have the drag. In episodic television, by virtue of the continuing storylines, its the writer with the suction. And at HBO, this is more so.
 
         During the first season, George was given the penultimate episode  particularly because it included the stark, horrifying death of Wallace. The drama of that singular moment required a writer who had built so many of his novels toward similar crescendos. And George, true to form, nailed it.
 
         Would he come back for Season Two? Would he commit to working as a story editor and producer? He certainly didnt need the money; his day job of drop-kicking genre fiction into the literary ether was enough without the hassle of a television gig.
 
         But George, who loves film and cant resist a story well told, not only signed on, he set about enlisting other novelists who were doing much the same kind of work.
 
         We could promise Richard Price and Dennis Lehane no reward commensurate with the talent. The best we could offer was that, unlike any other film project with which they might become involved, The Wire would not compromise story for the sake of a studio, a director, or a movie star.
         
 
         If you get fucked over, at least itll be another writer doing it to you.
 
         And while both Lehane (Mystic River) and Price (Clockers) are masters of a strain of crime fiction that long ago rendered the presumed boundaries of genre meaningless, the addition of Price to the writing staff seemed especially appropriate, if not at all probable.
         
 
         Anyone who has ever read Clockers  which is to the cocaine epidemic of the early 1990s as The Grapes of Wrath is to the Dust Bowl  understands the debt owed to that remarkable book by The Wire. Indeed, the split point-of-view that powers The Wire is a form mastered first in the modern novel, and Price, in his first Dempsey book, proved beyond all doubt how much nuance, truth, and story could exist between the world of the police and the world of their targets.
         
 
         On learning that the Season Three lineup of writers would include Price and Lehane, Bob Colesberry was beside himself with glee. And whom,I teased him, did he want Pelecanos to bring us for a fourth season? Elmore Leonard? Philip Roth? How about this Melville fuck I keep mentioning? He hasnt worked in a while, has he?
         
 
         And Bob would laugh at the effrontery of it, though in his own way, he, too, was expanding the show during the second season, transforming it from a limited cops-and-dealers saga into something larger, something panoramic enough to justify all the writing and acting talent.
 
         The rotting piers and rusting factories of the waterfront  and, most of all, those Gothic cranes at Seagirt and Locust Point  gave Colesberry the visuals he needed to show just what could be done with a television series shot on location.
 
         His standards had always been those of the directors he had worked with in his long feature career  Scorsese, Parker, Benton, Forsyth, Ang Lee  and Bob had learned well, rising from location manager to first AD to line producer. He was not a deskbound executive. He was instead a set rat, familiar with every aspect of filmmaking and committed to serving story.
 
         His elegance, and that of Uta Briesewitz, the shows director of photography in those early years, found subtle ways into the film throughout the first season. In the pilot episode, note the decision to stay wide, filming from across the street as Wee-Bey berates DAngelo for talking about business in a car. As Bey dresses the less experienced player down, he stands outside a carryout and beneath a neon sign that reads BURGERS.
 
         DAngelo, humiliated, is framed beneath a second sign: CHICKEN.
 
         The camera stays wide as Wee-Bey starts back to the parked SUV, only to pause as two police cars, blue lights flashing, wipe frame and wail away, seemingly after those, unlike Bey, who fail to take the lessons of the street to heart.
 
         Film such as that, conceived and edited with intelligence and restraint, was Bobs stock-in-trade. The projects of West Baltimore and the taut, credible precinct sets of production designer Vince Peranio guided the shows first year to an appropriately claustrophobic look, just as the rogue fashions of costume designer Alonzo Wilson suggested a violent and stunted street world. All of it was creativity with absolute context.
 
         As the show began to grow  carving off fresh slices of Baltimore  so, too, did Colesberry expand the shows visual sense of a working city. And even as Season Two was underway, Bob and I were contemplating a third season in an altogether different locale, and a fourth elsewhere, too. With each season, by showing a new aspect of a simulated American city in all its complexity, we might, by the end of the shows run, have a chance to speak to something more universal than Avon Barksdale or Jimmy McNulty or drugs or crime.
         
 
         To do the same show over, season after season  this was never an option. And Bob  who was once made to concede that the last pass on The Corner scripts would be writers-only  had become a partner in every aspect of the storytelling. He was never happier about the shows plotting than during the writers meetings for the third season  meetings at which he was a full and welcome participant.
         
 
         Midway through the meeting on the second episode, in fact, Richard Price expressed surprise on learning that the man sitting to his immediate right was not actually a fellow writer.
 
         Bobs an executive producer.
 
         A title which, in Hollywood terms, is often synonymous with asshole. Price was truly thrown, later confessing out of Colesberrys earshot that this was the only production he knew in which you could not discern someones job title by the way he behaved.
 
         For all of us who worked with him, part of the fun was pushing Bob out of the background  where he had long labored as the right arm of so many talented and noted directors  and bringing him into the light, where he belonged.
 
         When The Corner won an Emmy for best miniseries, Nina, David, and I were determined that Bob should accept the award. And on The Wire, we pressed him into a small cameo as Detective Ray Cole, a shambling, hapless sort who symbolized the workaday ethos of the homicide unit.
         
 
         Bob assumed he was on the hook for maybe a line or two of dialogue, but with great delight the writers began churning out more moments for Ray Cole, most of them comic and at the characters expense.
 
         Finally, and most importantly, we pressed Bob to do the one thing for which he had seemingly spent a lifetime preparing: the last episode of the second season was not only produced, but directed, by Robert F. Colesberry. Among other moments, he is the true author of that ending montage of dying industry seen through the eyes of Nick Sobotka  all that spare, brutal imagery, edited together in such a way as to imply the anger of the story as a whole.
         
 
         When Bob, only fifty-seven, died in February 2004 from heart surgery complications, it seemed to all of us on the show nothing less than an outrage. His best was yet to come, or so we had all assumed.
 
         In the ensuing three years, we did the best we could to maintain the template that Bob Colesberry brought to The Wire. And to that end, we continued forward with many of the same veteran directors that Colesberry chose in those first two seasons, and indeed, with Bobs wife Karen Thorson handling post-production duties, familiar as she is with what Colesberry would want the film to be. Whatever we got wrong in Seasons Three, Four, and Five, he was unable to prevent, and whatever we got right can safely be credited to the man.
         
 
         Lastly, we meant no offense.
 
         We staged The Wire in a real city, with real problems. It is governed and policed and populated by real people who are every day contending with those problems. The school system we depict is indeed the school system in which Ed Burns taught. The political infrastructure is that which Bill Zorzi covered for two decades. The newspaper on which we centered some of the final seasons story is indeed the newspaper at which I labored and learned the city.
         
 
         The mayor does not love us. Nor does the police commissioner, nor the school superintendent, nor the publisher of the Baltimore Sun. Nor should they. If I had their jobs, I would regard The Wire and its antecedents  Homicide and The Corner  as a necessary evil. And, ignoring for a moment the film industry that burgeoned here over the last decade, I would more often than not wonder what is so damned necessary.
         
 
         In our defense, the story is labeled as fiction, which is to say we took liberties in a way that journalism cannot and should not. Some of the events depicted in the 60 hours of The Wire actually occurred, a few others were rumored to have occurred. But many of the events did not occur, and perhaps the only distinction worth making is that all of them could have happened  not only in Baltimore, but in any major American city contending with the same set of problems.
         
 
         Certainly, we do not feel that the shots taken were cheap ones. The police department in Baltimore really did cook the crime stats so that the mayor could become governor. The school system truly does fail to graduate the vast majority of students, and faculty are, in fact, teaching the standardized test rather than attempting to educate children. Unionized labor and the dignity of work are disappearing from the citys landscape, and the war against the only industry remaining in many neighborhoods  the drug trade  has indeed become a brutal farce. And, yes, Baltimores surviving newspaper spent the last two decades reducing its staff and content, and concentrating its remaining resources on the petty frauds of impact journalism and the prize culture. They actually did abandon comprehensive coverage of the city and now miss nearly every story that actually matters to the life of Baltimore.
         
 
         It is a harsh critique, no doubt. But for the most part, we live in this city. By choice. And living here, we see what is happening in Baltimore for better and for worse, and we speak to such things as those with a vested interest in the citys improvement and survival. Speaking as Baltimoreans, we quite naturally found it appropriate to reference our known world in these stories.
 
         But, in fairness, the stories are more universal than this; they resonate not just in West Baltimore, but in East St. Louis, North Philadelphia, and South Chicago. And judging from the continuing reaction to this drama overseas, it seems these stories register as well in cities the writers were in no way contemplating when we began the journey. Perhaps Baltimore isnt any more screwed up than some other places. If it were the case, then these stories would only have meaning for people here.
 
         The Wire depicts a world in which capital has triumphed completely, labor has been marginalized and monied interests have purchased enough political infrastructure to prevent reform. It is a world in which the rules and values of the free market and maximized profit have been mistaken for a social framework, a world where institutions themselves are paramount and every day human beings matter less.
         
 
         World going one way, says Poot, reflective, standing on his corner. People going another.
 
         Many may regard these stories, in their universality, to be cynical and despairing of humanity as a whole. I am not so sure. The problems of this new and intimidating century are worthy of some genuine despair, certainly. And a supposedly great nation that cannot keep a single low-lying city behind functional levees hardly seems capable of grasping the challenge of, say, global warming. Considering that the Netherlands has for generations successfully kept most of itself out of the North Sea, the American institutional response to its problems thus far seems to justify a notable degree of cynicism.
         
 
         But in all of these Baltimore stories  Homicide, The Corner and The Wire  there exists, I believe, an abiding faith in the capacity of individuals, a careful acknowledgment of our possibilities, our humor and wit, our ability to somehow endure. They are, in small but credible ways, a humanist celebration at points, in which hope, though unspoken, is clearly implied.
         
 
         True, the stories themselves dont exalt the bricks and mortar and institutions of Baltimore; nor do they spare American policing, or education, or politics or journalism much in the way of criticism. But they at least reckon with the city honestly, and they are written with a homegrown affection that should be readily apparent even to viewers in London, or Mexico City, or Beijing. Watching The Wire, true citizens of my city will smile when they see the mallet hit a crab claw, or when an a-rabbers cart trundles past in the background; those foreign to Baltimore will miss many a reference, but not, I believe, the overall sense that they are learning about a city that matters.
         
 
         If the stories are hard ones, they are at least told in caring terms, with nuance and affection for all the characters, so that whatever else a viewer might come to believe about cops and dealers, addicts and lawyers, longshoreman and politicians, teachers and reporters, and every other soul that wanders through The Wire universe, he knows them to be part and parcel of the same tribe, sharing the same streets, engaged in the same, timeless struggle.
         
 
         
 
         David Simon 
 Baltimore, Md. 
 July 2009
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            LETTER TO HBO

         
 
         Date: June 27, 2001
 
         To: Chris Albrecht,
 
         Carolyn Strauss
 
         From: David Simon
 
         Re: The Wire
 
         
 
         So, why do this?
 
         Let me be direct about addressing what I believe to be HBOs predominant concern, to wit: HBO has succeeded in the past by creating drama in worlds largely inaccessible to network television, worlds in which dark themes, including sex and violence, can be utilized in more meaningful and realistic ways than in standard network fare. So, why do a police show when the networks trade in such? And if we are to do a police show, how does The Wire differ from what viewers have before encountered?
         
 
          
         The past is a prescription for the past only. What HBO has accomplished with The Sopranos, Sex and the City, Six Feet Under, and Oz is to seize a share of the drama market by going to places where no network could compete. This was sound programming and it has achieved, for HBO, a cultural resonance and viewership.
         
 
         But, creatively, I would argue that you guys are at a crossroads now: either you continue to hew to this formula to the exclusion of other ideals, or you find a different  perhaps even more fundamental  way to differentiate your programs. If you continue to seek worlds inaccessible to other networks, it will, creatively, become a formula of diminishing returns. The networks cant or wont do sex, serious, thoughtful violence (now theres an oxymoron I like), and character-based dramas in which characters are fundamentally, or drastically, flawed. Having achieved with prisons, drug corners, criminality, and the young and sexually active, HBO has, I would argue, gone about as far as it can in bringing fresh worlds to television.
 
         At the same time, this formula has  by default  ceded the basic dramatic universe of politics, law, crime, medicine, to the networks. In the past, this was wise. These things were the networks bread and butter, and they are at their most competitive in the hour-long ensemble drama.
 
         But The Wire is, I would argue, the next challenge to the network logic and the next challenge for HBO. It is grounded to the most basic network universe  the cop show  and yet, very shortly, it becomes clear to any viewer that something subversive is being done with that universe. Suddenly, the police bureaucracy is amoral, dysfunctional, and criminality, in the form of the drug culture, is just as suddenly a bureaucracy. Scene by scene, viewers find their carefully formed presumptions about cops and robbers undercut by alternative realities. Real police work endangers people who attempt it. Things that work in network cop shows fall flat in this alternative world. Police work is at times marginal or incompetent. Criminals are neither stupid nor cartoonish, and neither are they all sociopathic. And the idea  as yet unspoken on American TV  that no one in authority has any reason to care what happens in an American ghetto as long as it stays within the ghetto is brought into the open. Moreover, within a few hours of viewing, the national drug policy  and by extension our basic law enforcement model  is revealed as calcified, cynical, and unworkable.
         
 
          
         In the first two episodes, the impulse to assert control over one housing project in one city  a microcosm for what America is trying to do in every one of its cities  results in threatened careers, murdered witnesses, a near-riot in which a fourteen-year-old child is nearly killed. All of this brings no one any closer to a solution. These are costs paid for their own sake, and, slowly, viewers discern that unlike every other cop show that they have been raised on, this one refuses to play the card of good versus evil. We want McNulty to succeed, yes. But we also feel for DAngelo, trapped by an equally malevolent bureancracy. We feel, too, for Daniels, leading an investigation no one wants, but resent his unwillingness to commit. And though we have been taught to despise someone like Bubbles, no one consistently shows more fundamental humanity.
 
         The argument is this: it is a significant victory for HBO to counterprogram alternative, inaccessible worlds against standard network fare. But it would, I will argue, be a more profound victory for HBO to take the essence of network fare and smartly turn it on its head, so that no one who sees HBOs take on the culture of crime and crime fighting can watch anything like CSI, or NYPD Blue, or Law & Order again without knowing that every punch was pulled on those shows. For HBO to step toe-to-toe with NBC or ABC and create a cop show that seizes the highest qualitative ground through realism, good writing, and a more honest and more brutal assessment of police, police work, and the drug culture  this may not be the beginning of the end for network dramas as industry standard, but it is certainly the end of the beginning for HBO. The numbers would still be there for CSI and such; the relevance would not. We would be stepping up to the network ideal, pronouncing it a cheap lie, and offering instead a view of the world that is every bit as provocative as The Sopranos or The Corner. But because that world of cops and robbers is so central to the American TV experience, The Wire would stand as even more of a threat to the established order than a show that was marginalized because it offered a world (prison, gangsters, sex) where some viewers are reluctant to tread on any terms.
         
 
         I know the basic fear and I share it: some critic somewhere watches ten minutes of The Wire and says, its good, but its a cop show. Guess what: its not HBO. Its TV.
         
 
          
         Its for that reason that I have spent so long thinking about the exacting structure and the inherent message of these episodes. The journey through this one case will ultimately bring viewers from wondering, in cop-show expectation, whether the bad guys will get caught, to wondering instead who the bad guys are and whether catching them means anything at all. This could be a remarkable journey and a brave one for HBO. But the payoff is enormous. You will not be stealing market share from the networks only by venturing into worlds where they cant, you will be stealing it by taking their worlds and transforming them with honesty and wit and a darker, cynical, and more piercing viewpoint than they would ever undertake. You leave them the warm fuzziness of West Wing and Providence and little else.
         
 
         I also know that there is concern that because the full maze of the wire and electronic surveillance scenes is not employed up front (it is far better that the best police work  rather than a given as in all other cop shows  must be first earned by the struggle to merely identify and isolate the Barksdale gang in the first episodes), a less than discerning critic might wonder how this is different from other police shows. I can only answer: go scene by scene. Read this dialogue. These cops are behaving, thinking, surviving, and struggling with issues as no predecessors on TV ever have. These drug dealers are more complex than anything the networks can imagine. An example: from Episode Two, as additional manpower is brought into the case and we learn that it is not only a gathering of menials and incompetents  but is meant to be such. Has any such scene occupied the screen time of CSI or NYPD Blue? Or the drug dealers discussing chicken nuggets, until their own sense of their stunted place in the world overtakes them: have criminals ever been allowed this kind of sadness or complexity on a network show?
         
 
         As with The Corner, most critics will be discerning if the quality is there. But, more than that, I would argue that we can eliminate the risk entirely by filming the full season, so that all the ironies and all of the darkness and the entire point of the undertaking is utterly apparent. And for this first season at least, we can offer the critics the entire package or most of the package at the premiere so that no one could possibly miss the point. This strategy worked on The Corner. Anyone armed with only the first ten minutes of that miniseries could have concluded that it was a stereotypic ghetto drama. Instead, the critics had four episodes before the first one aired  and with that much material to see that we were after fresh ideas and bigger game, they did not turn away. If we do this right  and we will  the critical response will be that HBO has turned its gaze to a standard of television fare: the cop show. And the cop show can never be the same.
         
 
         Episode Three should be polished by weeks end. I wish I could have sent it with Two, but I had some personal circumstances that prevented me from finishing last week. Indeed, I am concerned that because Two contains much of the setup for what follows, the full sense of what Three does in terms of upending this universe may not be clear. If you still have doubts, wait until Three arrives and then scan the first three. And if that doesnt convince you, Four and Five will follow. Im going to keep honing this story until you admit that it needs to be told and that HBO, for obvious reasons, is the place to tell it.
 
         This is a smart series. It is good storytelling. And it could be the best work on television that Ive done so far. Pull the trigger, guys. As with The Corner, you will only be proud.
         
 
         
 
         David Simon
         

      

      




    
         
         
 
         
            BARACK OBAMA: WIRE FAN

         
 
         Barack Obamas march into history has been as unconventional as it has been unlikely. It began on a seven-degree day in front of the Old State Capitol in Springfield, Illinois, the place where Abraham Lincoln delivered one of his most famous speeches against slavery. Here he was, less than a century and half later, a first-term senator, a black first-term senator, announcing his candidacy for presidency of the United States.
 
         Thousands of supporters braved the cold to cheer Obama that frigid February morning in 2007, but there was also an abiding sense that his journey seemed a bit quixotic. How did a man who had been a US senator for just over two years, a state senator for seven years, a law school instructor, a civil rights lawyer, and a community organizer, find the audacity to run for president of the United States?
 
         Even now that he occupies the White House, many people remain slightly dazed by his victory. Not just that he won, but also how he won.
 
         All along, Obama promised to bring change to Washington. It was an annoyingly vague declaration, which he nonetheless demonstrated throughout his campaign and now as president. In ways big and small he flouted old political conventions and dared to do things on his own terms, rewriting the rules as he moved along.
 
         He shattered fundraising records, using the Internet to build an army of grassroots supporters and take in more contributions than any presidential candidate before him. Born to a white mother and Kenyan father, Obama self-identified as an African American. It is safe to say that is not the best brand for winning elections in a country where fewer than one in nine citizens is black and polls find significant numbers of people who still hold negative racial stereotypes.
 
         But Obama confidently operates as a man impervious to stereotype.
 
         Asked what his favorite sport is, he answers basketball. On one level that seems simple enough. It even has the virtue of being genuine: the 62 Obama played basketball for his high school in Hawaii. He continues to run ball with his friends, and from the presidential podium he occasionally brags about the accuracy of his left-handed jump shot. He even installed a basketball hoop on an outdoor tennis court at the White House where he occasionally takes guests to school.
         
 
         But in America, basketball is seen as a black sport, an urban sport, and one that some people say too many black youngsters are obsessed with, sometimes to the detriment of their studies. In short, its a sport vulnerable to stereotype.
 
         But Obama holds it close, swishing three-pointers for the troops in Afghanistan, casually sitting courtside with a beer in hand as he talked trash with a playfully heckling fan at a National Basketball Association game in Washington, and going on ESPN to reveal for the world his picks for the closely watched NCAA collegiate basketball tournament.
 
         It is safe to say that no conventional political adviser told Obama to identify with basketball. In the old days, that would be considered bad politics. But somehow Obama eclipsed the negative views of basketball while embracing all its coolness and hipness, transforming it into good politics. Clearly, it is a new day.
 
         So it was when he was asked about his favorite television show during the heat of the presidential campaign. That can be a tricky question. Someone who wanted to flaunt their national security credentials might cite 24, the television show that focuses on the daring-do of fictional counterterrorism agent Jack Bauer.
         
 
         Or perhaps someone interested in health care might lift up Greys Anatomy, which would have the added benefit of being in line with mainstream American viewing habits. That show was Hillary Clintons choice.
         
 
         But Obama chose The Wire. Not only did he choose The Wire, but he also went on to say that his favorite character was Omar, the gay stick-up man who tormented the drug dealers with his bold robberies.
         
 
         Thats not an endorsement, Obama has explained. Hes not my favorite person, but he is a fascinating character. Obama went on to call Omar, the toughest, baddest guy on the show.
 
         Obama continued to be a close fan of The Wire even after the show faded from television. During his first European visit as president, Obama was in Prague to deliver a speech laying out his vision for nuclear non-proliferation, when he spotted the actor Andre Royo, who was in town filming Red Tails, about the racial trials faced by Americas first black military pilots, the Tuskegee airmen.
         
 
         In The Wire, Royo had played the part of Bubbles, the heroin addict turned recovering heroin addict with a sweet personality and an encyclopedic knowledge of the underside of the drug game.
         
 
         Obama turned up at the filming locale, and immediately recognized Royo.
 
         I was standing on a podium and Obama points to me and says, My dude from The Wire! Keep up the good work! Royo recalls. And Im like, the president of the United States just shouted me out.
         
 
         America is a nation where many presidents have been mythologized as rural outdoorsmen. Ronald Reagan had a ranch in beautiful Santa Barbara, California. George W. Bush had a few thousand acres in Crawford, Texas, where he would retreat to ride his mountain bike and clear brush during 100-degree August days. Jimmy Carter was a peanut farmer from Plains, Georgia.
 
         By contrast, Obama is an urban president, Americas first urban president since John F. Kennedy. Obama may have been raised in Indonesia and sunny Hawaii, but his political identity was forged in Chicago, known as Americas Second City  behind New York; the City of Big Shoulders, as Lincolns biographer Carl Sandburg called it.
 
         Obama is not the only political leader who has shown love to The Wire. Michael Nutter, mayor of Philadelphia, Americas 6th largest city, is also a huge fan of the show. The mayor brought together about 100 city leaders and ordinary citizens (who were chosen by raffle) for a City Hall screening of the series finale.
         
 
         So Obamas love of The Wire, while maybe politically risky under the old rules, makes sense. Hes an urban guy. And the show appeals to urban sensibilities. While it never had huge ratings, The Wire enjoyed a loyal, urbane, informed following, drawn by the shows great writing, gritty realism, and complex, morally ambiguous storylines.
         
 
         If The Wire helped change the conventions of television by altering the goodbad moralism that inhabits much of popular entertainment, Obamas presidency is also all about the oft-mentioned change.
         
 
          
         During the campaign, he was cautious and never fully explained what change meant. But, as president, Obama has been boldly setting about changing how the US government operates.
 
         He wants to expand health care coverage in the worlds wealthiest nation, where 46 million people go without insurance. He wants to cap carbon emissions, in a nation that is the worlds largest emitter of ozone-producing carbon (even if China is closing fast).
 
         In a country where the cost of higher education has increased far faster than the salaries of most workers in recent decades, he wants government-sponsored college grants and loans to be more available.
 
         In a nation that for a generation worshipped at the altar of small government and free-market capitalism, even as fewer workers had pensions, job security, and pay increases outpacing inflation, he wants government to do more to lift the take-home income of average Americans.
 
         On the international stage, he is winding down the war in Iraq, even as he is stepping up the fight in Afghanistan. He has sought to engage Americas antagonists. He heartily shook hands with leftist Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez, who the Bush administration had clashed with, even as his oil-funded brand of socialism and friendship with Fidel Castro made him popular in many parts of Latin America.
 
         
 
         He has reached out to Iran and opened his administration to talks with North Korea. He has tried to arrest the drift in relations with a newly assertive Russia. He has made a few cautious overtures to Cuba, where a US trade embargo has held firm for more than four decades, without anything resembling an effect.
 
         All of this has happened in the first few months of the Obama presidency, even if much of it remains work in progress.
 
         Obama likes to say that his presidency has a chance to be transformative. That opportunity, he acknowledges, comes because the nation is at an inflection point caused by anger over the war in Iraq and an economic meltdown that has caused many Americans to rethink the rugged individualism and distrust of government that has long been an American hallmark.
 
          
         Looking back, Obama says, not many presidents have confronted crises of a similar scale. And the ones who did are best remembered by history. Lincoln faced down a civil war. Roosevelt steered the nation out of the Great Depression. LBJ helped drive a stake in the heart of American apartheid.
 
         And Reagan brought an end to an alleged American malaise, (attributed to Jimmy Carter for a 1979 speech in which he never used the word) that Reaganites called a product of liberalisms excesses.
 
         Now Obama is leading a kind of restructuring of America. He is working to remake government, just as The Wire changed television.
         
 
         
 
         Michael A. Fletcher 
         
 
         
         

      

      




    
         
         
 
         
            SEASON ONE
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            SEASON ONE OVERVIEW

         
 
         
            Its more about class than race.
 
            DAVID SIMON

         
 
         When John Waters was filming Hairspray in Baltimore in 1988, Pia Zadora reportedly complimented the filmmaker on the extraordinary authenticity of the set.
         
 
         This isnt a set, Pia, Waters chuckled. People live here.
         
 
         People live here.
 
         Like any other American city, said Doug Olear, who played FBI Agent Terrence Fitzhugh on The Wire, it has places that are amazing and beautiful, but a couple of miles in any direction and you can be fearing for your life  you cant build that in a studio.
         
 
         Of the many storytelling goals pursued by David Simon  from journalism at the Baltimore Sun, to the books Homicide and The Corner, and, finally, creating The Wire from all that came before it  a priority was to humanize the underclass.
         
 
         To show that people dont just die in West Baltimore, lower Park Heights, or Belair-Edison, that they often navigate extraordinary circumstances in order to live.
 
         Like the teenage Wallace running a half-block length of extension cord to bring electricity to the abandoned shithole where he plays grown-up to a gaggle of virtual orphans.
 
         Touching?
 
         As far as it goes  certainly in light of the fate awaiting Wallace  but some corner dealer will soon enough take an interest in the potential labor pool of un-parented children.
 
          
         Or Omar robbing drug dealers of product and profit with a shotgun he doesnt mind using; yet a soft touch for a young mother desperate for a fix, respectfully addressing her request for heroin to Mr. Omar.
 
         A twisted act of corporal mercy, but no skin off the stickup mans ass.
 
         How about Bubbles applying an ingenuity that would make him a star at any enterprise even approaching legitimacy  subprime loans, anyone?  to the Sisyphean pursuit of scoring dope?
 
         What was it Black Sabbath said?
 
         Killing yourself to live.
 
         Just beneath the drama, The Wire is making a case for the motivations of people trying to get by in a society in which indifferent institutions have more rights than human beings.
         
 
         That includes bureaucracies on both sides of the law; the cultures of addiction  to power, ambition, and dope  and the maw of raw capitalism.
 
         What is it about this epoch in which, if one commits to anything larger than oneself, one will regret it?
 
         Since Zadoras comment some 21 years ago, the gentrification of neighborhoods adjoining Baltimores waterfront has continued with good-life gusto. Though the pace slowed during the busted housing bubble recession of 2009, it pushes on.
 
         At the same time, the Monster That Ate Baltimore City (perhaps the real star of The Wire, a mutant drawing strength from human despair) continued to devour neighborhoods two generations removed from the days when people with living-wage jobs resided there.
         
 
         In 1992, Mother Teresa of Calcutta marched her saints into Baltimore not to fight the dragon but to provide succor to its victims, dispatching her Missionaries of Charity to the slums of East Baltimore to work with the HIV population.
 
         You see these nuns in white robes with blue piping, coming and going from their Gift of Hope convent at St Wenceslaus Church on Collington Street at Ashland Avenue.
 
         What we bless today is not a hospice in the technical sense, but [the] sisters home, said then-Archbishop of Baltimore William H. Keeler at the dedication,  the home the Missionaries of Charity are sharing with the sick poor.
 
          
         Not the sick and the poor. The sick poor.
 
         In 2004, during a Los Angeles panel for the 21st Annual Museum of Television and Radios Television Festival, Sonja Sohn, who played Detective Kima Greggs, said she was often self-conscious making entertainment, however serious, out of such material.
 
         I felt guilty, especially the first season, said Sohn, who grew up in subsidized housing at the south end of Newport News, Virginia. It reminded me too much of home.
 
          to go into it playing a cop when I grew up seeing the cops as an oppressive force who never brought order  who I never saw help anybody  thats where my resentment comes from.
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         I grew up torn between watching some pretty fucked-up shit go down in my own house or calling the cops, who calmed things down and left.
 
         To make TV out of a plague struck Sohn as somewhat exploitative.
 
         This stuff needs to be divulged, but it still ends up being entertainment, and that bothers me, she said, adding that the show was her first real break in the business. If its going to be entertainment, The Wire is the best choice for it.
         
 
         The parcel of Baltimore central to Season One was a fictional housing project, the Franklin Terrace high-rises, modeled on the actual Lexington Terrace and George B. Murphy Homes that once ringed the western edge of downtown.
 
         The eight towers and adjoining low-rise buildings were addresses for some of the worst bloodletting in the citys storied criminal history.
 
         [An early municipal nickname  Mobtown  stuck to the city after pro-Southern locals fired upon Union troops from the 6th Massachusetts Regiment moving through Baltimore at the start of the Civil War.]
 
         Many plotlines from The Wires first year are rooted in a case from the 1980s investigated by writer/producer Ed Burns when he was a city homicide detective.
         
 
         Most of Season One came from the Little Melvin Williams and [Lamont] Chin Farmer case, said Burns. The murder that left the girl [answering a tap at the window] dead in Episode Four  that all came out of the Williams investigation.
 
         The original target in the state and federal prosecution was a cocaine trafficker named Louis Cookie Savage, suspected of ordering the murder of a jealous girlfriend whod threatened to turn the player in.
 
         A nearly two-year investigation led not only to Savage, but through cloned pagers and wiretaps, the legendary Williams, one of the most significant wholesale narcotics brokers in Baltimore history, particularly in the 1960s and 1970s.
 
         A line was also drawn to Williamss elusive, Stringer Bell-like lieutenant, Lamont Chin Farmer.
 
         [Released from his last prison term in 2003, Williams played a preacher called The Deacon in Seasons Three through Five. His casting angered many in Baltimore, who found it the ultimate and perverse glorification of a drug lord responsible for countless deaths.]
 
         As in Season Ones investigation of the Barksdale gang, a federal wiretap compromised the Williams organization. Detectives carrying pagers took to rooftops with binoculars to watch specific payphones.
 
         A key break came when Burns and his partner Harry Edgerton figured out the beeper codes.
 
          
         The moment is delivered in Episode Five  The Pager  by Detective Roland Prez Pryzbylewski. Stuck on desk duty, Prez applies a passion for supermarket word find puzzles to the telephone keypad.
 
         In the drama and in real life, the dealers were sending numbers that could be decoded by jumping over the five at the center of the keypad.
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         It dawns on you: Motherfuckers, isnt this brilliant! said Burns. Figuring it out was one thing, but creating it was a stroke of genius.
 
         By the time informants were engaging principal targets in attempted transactions, detectives were ordered to prematurely close out what Burns called a gem of an investigation.
 
         In December of 1984, a city narcotics detective, Marcellus Marty Ward, was killed when an unrelated undercover operation went awry.
 
         Authorities responded by immediately using evidence from the Williams probe to stage a series of raids, an angry and emotional response to Wards death that prevented the wiretap from revealing additional facets of the organization helmed by Williams and Farmer.
 
         Williams was sentenced to 34 years on a combination of drug charges and parole violations, while Savage  caught cutting cocaine on a pinhole wall camera similar to that used by detectives to spy on Avon Barksdale  got 30 years.
 
         Chin Farmer, who Burns regards as one of the true geniuses in the history of Baltimores drug trade, skated on the likelihood of a seven-year sentence because the case shut down too early.
 
         In the wake of the convictions, Baltimores relatively stable drug culture was turned upside down in the 1980s by the arrival of cheap cocaine, soon followed by the crack epidemic.
 
          
         The Terrace and the Murphy Homes became 24/7 drug markets beyond the capacity of the city to police. The Eastside high-rises  Lafayette Courts and Flag House  were equally impenetrable.
 
         By the time a cop chased a kid across an open courtyard, the kid was inside the tower taking the stairs three at a time. By the time that same officer followed up the stairwell, bolts would begin locking on doors, the drugs would disappear, and both the suspect and contraband could be in one of a hundred apartments on more than a dozen floors.
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         The value of the high-rises to the drug trade became public in the mid-1980s in a turf battle over Lexington Terrace and the nearby Edgar Allan Poe Homes that was known as the War Against the Downers.
 
         Waged throughout the summer of 1986 by a 24-year-old dealer named Warren Boardley against brothers Alan and Spencer Downer, the battle left seven dead and twice as many wounded before Boardley had control of the Terrace and Poe.
 
         While Avon Barksdale and Stringer Bell are fictional composites, Avon Barksdale bears more than a passing resemblance to Warren Boardley.
 
          
         Once an adolescent boxer, Boardley was sentenced to a 43-year prison term after a two-year investigation by Burns, Edgerton, and federal agents.
 
         Having fought brutally to secure the towers as his own, Barksdale is loath to give the territory up, even when Stringer Bell reasons convincingly that product, and not territory, is the key to success.
 
         Boardley also staked his reputation on primacy in the high-rises, and, much like the Barksdale crew, his organization attracted police attention not for drug traffic but the bodies that fell over his insistence on monopoly.
 
         After Boardleys arrest in late 1988, Burns and other cops walked through Lexington Terrace talking to the myriad dealers still working the stairwells and courtyards.
 
         They let it be known that Boardley did not go down for drugs but for the murders which revealed his business. For two years after the Boardley investigation, said Burns, the Terrace remained an open-air drug bazaar while violence fell dramatically.
 
         And thus the argument behind Season One: law enforcement can only make a ripple upon the baser human appetites. And not even the best police work can stem the traffic of illegal drugs.
 
         
 
         In the origin of Baltimores public housing lies a sad irony of the entrenched underclass: one generations attempt to provide good housing becomes a later generations nightmare.
 
         In the late 1940s and 1950s, government housing projects of steel and brick with indoor plumbing and central heating replaced wooden shacks dating to the 19th century. They went up in every quadrant of Baltimore.
         
 
         Some 40 years later, the city razed the towers and replaced them with suburban-styled townhomes.
 
         Under the Clinton Administration, Baltimore was the first American city to tear down all of its high-rise projects. By the time The Wire began production in 2002, none remained to film.
         
 
         To get the look, a two-tower apartment complex for senior citizens in West Baltimore was dressed to look like the old projects. On each side of the city, the towers have been replaced by good-looking homes on streets with names like New Hope Circle.
 
          
         The new configuration houses less than half of the 4,000 or so people who once lived in the towers; the poverty and attendant problems once defined by the high-rises are dispersed throughout the city and the near and aging suburbs of Baltimore County.
 
         Said former city homicide detective Oscar Requer, whose nickname and general demeanor inform the character of Detective Bunk Moreland, The problem just moved somewhere else.
 
         We have a culture of violence made up of kids two generations removed from people who worked and neighborhoods that were viable, added Burns. Now, were seeing the limits of what teachers and police can do.
 
         In the new housing developments, low-and middle-income homeowners are sprinkled in with families living on federal housing vouchers.
 
         Homeowners complain that renters and their ghetto ways bring down property values. Renters resent homeowners  their private property is built on land once housing folks too poor to own anything  who look down on them.
 
         Strict lease agreements tell renters what they can and cannot do in regard to visitors, noise, and tidiness. The regulations have helped create an environment that poor folks in the city have long imagined exists in that over-the-rainbow land called the county.
 
         Having chronicled the time when the high-rises defined the rampancy of Baltimores drug trade, The Wire would follow the natural progression of the story once they came down.
         
 
         Said David Simon: The demolition of the projects was, I think, a tactical solution to a strategic problem.
 
         By depicting the tactical approach as a mere salve, Simon hoped that attempts at social reform would become public debate. The inherent contradictions of Americas war on drugs would stand throughout the five-year run of The Wire, even though the Terrace towers did not.
         
 
         It took a mere 20 seconds for several hundred pounds of dynamite to implode Murphy Homes, Lexington Terrace, and Lafayette Courts. But nearly a decade after the bricks fell, the children of those projects were naming gangs after the lost world.
 
         In April of 2004, a US district court found two West Baltimore gang members guilty of conspiracy in a crack cocaine business supported by homicide near the projects where they grew up.
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         The gang, ten of whom went to jail on various federal charges, were known as the Lexington Terrace Boys Prosecutors won convictions against all ten, claiming that the victory also cleared more than two-dozen open West Baltimore murder cases.
 
         After the trials, then US Attorney General John Ashcroft ordered federal prosecutors in Baltimore to seek the death penalty. Defense attorneys argued otherwise, describing for federal jurors  many from distinctly rural and suburban counties in Maryland  what it was like to grow up in the projects.
 
         Among witnesses testifying for the defense during the penalty phase was The Wire producer Ed Burns. Burns spoke successfully against putting the Lexington Terrace boys to death because, he said, Americans have the right to be judged by a jury of their peers.
         
 
         You cannot be a peer to these defendants if you dont understand what that world was like and what it meant to grow up in that world.
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            THE WOMEN OF THE WIRE 
 (No, Seriously)
            

         
 
         Certain biases must be acknowledged: I have always loathed the tokenism that prevails in most television shows about cops and courts. According to the unscientific survey conducted with my remote control, this alternative universe teems with a rainbow coalition of female professionals  cops, attorneys, coroners, lab techs, judges, maybe even dogcatchers.
 
         They occasionally butt their pretty heads against primitive attitudes about women and their capabilities, but these ceilings prove to be more gossamer than glass, allowing our plucky gals to shimmy through with no effort greater than a furrowed brow.
 
         There are no institutional biases, just a backward individual here or there who needs his consciousness yanked sternly upward, an atomic wedgie for the sexist soul. The argument is not that entertainment should function as documentary; anyone who writes, as I do, about homicide-solving private investigators has obviously embraced the power of fantasy. The problem with these frictionless utopias is their numbing complacency.
         
 
         The Wire, by contrast, offers a world so starkly masculine that the very title of this essay requires defensive clarification. What women? The dancers bumping and grinding in what my sister once dubbed the obligatory HBO tittie bar shot?
         
 
         The bodies on the dock in Season Two, a veritable pile of double-X chromosome MacGuffins? The first season of The Wire had only two female actors billed in the opening credits; Season Two, just three.
         
 
         Yet the full list of Wire women is, in fact, long and varied. And while the roster may appear yawningly familiar at first glance  the cop, the prosecutor, the wife, the ex-wife, the mother, the girlfriend, the stripper, the corpse  The Wires writers have provided some welcome subtlety within these archetypes.
         
 
         Take Shakima Greggs, the narcotics detective played by Sonja Sohn, the most prominent female in Wire-world. Smart, tough, and hardworking, Greggs seemed almost too admirable in the early going  its a bird, its a plane, its Super-Lesbian!
         
 
         One cynical critic even predicted that the writers would make Greggs the shows heroine, allowing her to crack the case while her less competent partners were undone by their het-male peccadilloes. Instead, she ended up sidelined by a gunshot wound well before the Barksdale case reached its climactic anticlimax in Season One. The last glimpse we had of Greggs was on a walker, thumping her way down a hospital corridor, far from the action she craved.
 
         When the second season began, Greggs was deskbound against her will  and on the receiving end of some surprising advice. If you were a man  and in some ways, youre a better man than most of the men I know  a friend would take you for a beer and tell you the truth, advised Herc, a colleague not usually known for his interpersonal insights. Youre whipped.
         
 
         It turned out that Greggss relationship problems, while superficially not as severe as those of her male colleagues, were slowly catching up with her, exacerbated by tensions rooted in temperament, class, and ambition. Greggs might not have been pussy-whipped, but her partner, Cheryl, sure wanted a house cat.
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         Greggss opposite number is Beatrice Beadie Russell, the transportation cop portrayed by Amy Ryan, who played a pivotal role in Season Two. No one would ever call Russell a good police, to use the Baltimore vernacular. When first sighted, she was cruising through her days literally and figuratively. Her only concern appeared to be getting to the end of her shift and rushing home so she wouldnt have to pay the babysitter overtime.
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         Yet Russell proved an eager acolyte when the situation demanded that she step up, readily admitting what she didnt know and learning on the fly.
  
         The scene that cemented my RussellRyan love, however, was the characters tentative attempt to transform a would-be boyfriend into a confidential informant. No femme fatale, Russell struggled with the assignment, torn between being a good police and a good person.
 
         The resulting exchange was rueful, elliptical, painfully real. Were used to watching men and women smolder on-screen, reciting blocks of brittle, hyper-knowing dialogue. Its more unusual to watch two recognizable humans tiptoeing around a subject that is seldom discussed past seventh grade: Do you like me? Check yes, no, or as a friend. 
         
 
         
 
         Of course, there are women on The Wire who enjoy a more conventional chemistry with the men around them. A partial list would have to include Assistant States Attorney Rhonda Pearlman, the redhead with the bad Jimmy McNulty habit that she cant quite break. McNultys ex-wife, Elena, who has kicked her Jimmy Jones, but dabbles just often enough to keep him off-balance; Shardene, the nearsighted stripper who is saved by the love of a good man; and the deliciously pragmatic Donette, who understands that her body is the only capital she has, so it must be invested wisely.
         
 
         The actors who play these roles embrace the flaws and contradictions, not worrying about seeming foolish or  in the case of Elena  even shrewish and manipulative.
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         There are false notes here and there  a line of dialogue that clanks because its better suited to a eunuch as opposed to a woman, some notable failures to explore why some of the women behave as they do.
 
         Pearlman  as written, not as played by Deirdre Lovejoy  strikes me as especially problematic. While utterly convincing as a driven prosecutor, she is an enigma when it comes to her love life  or, more correctly, her lust life.
 
         Its baffling to me that the same show that probes the conflicts between Greggs and her upwardly mobile girlfriend doesnt want to explore the self-destructive dynamic between Pearlman and McNulty.
 
         We know why McNulty sleeps with Pearlman; hell sleep with pretty much anyone. But Pearlmans willingness to pursue this doomed romance is never explained. Lonely? Horny? Self-loathing?
 
         McNulty is clearly not marriage material for a striver such as Pearlman, who steps so adroitly around the minefields in her professional life. Hes not even particularly reliable as a friend-with-benefits, unless one interprets benefits as falling into a dead-to-the-world stupor before anything happens.
 
         On the other hand, the motivations of Marla Daniels, wife of Lieutenant Cedric Daniels, are abundantly clear. In terms of screen time, its a small part, but Baltimore actor Maria Broom wrings a lot out of it.
 
         [To appreciate just how good she is in The Wire, its helpful to go back to The Corner and her equally strong performance as a drug addict.]
         
 
         Marla is no Lady Macbeth, but she has definite ideas about her husbands career, counsel that he once sought regularly. Alas, he also rejected her shrewd advice, which is good for The Wire as a drama, but not so good for the Danielses marriage.
         
 
         In fact, for those keeping score at home, few romantic relationships have flourished in The Wire, except for the surprising alliance between Lester Freamon and Shardene, the former stripper who didnt need contact lenses to see what a catch this detective was.
         
 
         True, William Bunk Moreland is still with his yet-to-be-seen wife, but that could change if he continues to pursue his hobby of waking up in other womens bathrobes. Herc and Carver? Well, if youre going to liken two characters to Batman and Robin, no matter how irreverently, you have to own all the implications of that comparison.
 
         
 
         It has been said that we can judge cultures by how they treat their dead. Similarly, The Wires attitude toward women can be evaluated via its treatment of female corpses. Again, the number is even higher than one might recall  not only the fourteen Jane Does in Season Two, but three female victims in Season One as well.
         
 
         The characters may be cynical and benumbed about all these bodies, but The Wire never is.
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         Consider Season One, when McNulty and Bunk attempted to reconstruct the scene of a botched homicide that they hoped to pin on the elusive Avon Barksdale. To the detectives, the dead woman was a means to an end, one factor in their equation of trajectories. To DAngelo Barksdale, who exaggerated his role in her murder, she was a shortiewith a great body and the hubristic notion that she could make an amoral killer into a faithful boyfriend. Yet the Polaroid of her corpse kept reminding the viewer of deaths indignity and, consequently, its horror.
 
          
         Through the first two seasons, only one woman, Joy Lusco Kecken, wrote for The Wire, and only three episodes were directed by women.
         
 
         There are strong women behind the scenes every day  most notably executive producer Nina Kostroff Noble, director of photography Uta Briesewitz, and producer Karen L. Thorson  but no women are involved in hammering out the stories, even as The Wire has continued to add first-rate novelists to its staff.
         
 
         So, like it or not, we must credit men with these human-scale portraits. Yes, many of the women in The Wire appear in secondary roles, but that is a simple truth about the world it portrays  and the point of view through which it is filtered. Instead of giving us Women with a capital W, it showcases flawed human beings who happen to be women. It may be frustrating, but it is never boring or unbelievable.
         
 
         
 
         Laura Lippman 
         

      

      




    
         
         

         
            SEASON ONE EPISODE GUIDE

         

         
            Wheres it all go? The money, wheres it go?

            DANGELO BARKSDALE

         

         The debut of The Wire on the first Sunday in June of 2002 introduced the world to the first chapter of a visual novel  a singular, interlocking narrative played out over 13 programming hours on cable television.
         

         In this tale, no good deed goes unpunished, reason and morality are impaired by a mother lode of economic imperatives and institutional loyalties, and the first character to take residence in our consciousness is a freshly murdered crapshooter with an elegant Baltimore street name.

         Snotboogie.

         The detective investigating Snotboogies demise  the amiable, self-absorbed Jimmy McNulty  would appear to be more interested in how the victim got his moniker than how he became a victim.

         You called the guy Snot?

         Snotboogie, yeah.

         Snotboogie? He like the name?

         If Season One did not make its plotlines immediately clear, it was obvious that what someone does or does not like, about themselves or the world in which they are trapped, makes little difference. The Wire would be a universe where hoped-for escapes to places that value individual desires do not exist  whether Jimmy McNulty, for all his intellectual vanity, wants to admit it or not.
         

         Among the multiple versions of Baltimore that pulse along the banks of the Patapsco River, the only exit from this one is via an exit wound.

         The first season concentrated on parallel corridors: the drug market of the West Baltimore housing projects and the police department charged with containing it.
         

         Over the pilot and a dozen subsequent episodes, the cops began pulling the threads of Avon Barksdales drug empire and its attendant murders. The work led to a complicated investigation with wiretaps and old-fashioned surveillance mixed with ancient themes of betrayal, corruption, and luck, both good and bad.

         The characters who would bob along that investigation included the kingpin Barksdale, his corporate-inspired lieutenant, Stringer Bell, and their primary muscle, Wee-Bey and Stinkum.

         Below this tier is Avons nephew DAngelo, a reluctant gangster who acts as foreman on a narcotics plantation in which the man-child Bodie labors with his running buddy, Poot, and a handful of outright children such as Wallace, who now and then is seen playing with toys amidst the open-air trafficking.
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         On the other side is McNulty and his homicide partner, Bunk Moreland, who report to the Gleasonesque Detective Sergeant Jay Landsman. In turn, Landsman reports to a humorless, sexually-conflicted, statistics-will-keep-my-tit-out-of-the-wringer colonel named William A. Rawls.

         Down the hall from the homicide unit, Lieutenant Cedric Daniels heads a shift of the CID narcotics section, which includes hard-as-any-man Detective Kima Greggs; a lovable knucklehead called Herc (Detective Thomas Hauk); and his rip-and-run partner, the ambitious Detective Ellis Carver.

         When the investigation gets going, with nominal support from an embarrassed and indifferent department, all are tossed together with a handful of broken-down career cops who only have eyes for overtime and a pensive detective from the pawn unit by the name of Lester Freamon.

         And then theres Omar Little, the wild-card homo-thug at the broken edge of both worlds, robbing drug dealers for a living without uttering a foul word or otherwise violating his personal code of ethics, in which law-abiding citizens and other taxpayers are spared.

         And Bubbles, part informant and part court jester, who parlays the chump change he gets from the cops and every other dollar he can snatch into a speedball habit that promises only a paupers grave.

         Said Andre Royo, who played Bubbles with grace and depth: Just doing whatever he has to do to get high.


         

         
         

         episode one
 
         

         THE TARGET

         
            When its not your turn  - MCNULTY
            

            Directed by Clark Johnson
            

            Story by David Simon & Ed Burns; teleplay by David Simon 
            

         

         The story begins with the late-night shooting to death of the aforementioned Snotboogie, whose habit of shooting craps until the pot gets big and then running off with the cash eventually proves lethal.

         McNulty asks: If Snotboogie always grabbed the pot and ran away with it, why would you even let him play?

         The lone witness to the murder is talking because it pissed him off that Snot would be murdered rather than simply beaten for his thieving ways. He looks at McNulty as if the question has come from another world and explains that they had to let him play.

         This is America.

         Besides being a true anecdote right down to that three-word declaration of patriotic faith (the murder of Snotboogie was recounted by Baltimore Detective Terry McLarney and first appeared in David Simons book Homicide), the vignette launches The Wire with a simple premise.
         

         This is America. And to the extent that its institutions manage to exclude or diminish its people, they will nonetheless find a way to play. In the Baltimore ghetto, and, ultimately, in those working-class neighborhoods decaying into the hood for lack of opportunity, there are souls who will not be denied a turn. And this: whatever is excluded from the mainstream will eventually surface as a separate society complete with its own economy and systems of justice and education. The Snotboogies of the world may be comical and doomed and they are often dangerous. But as citizens of a parallel world under the same Stars and Stripes as the legitimate America, they must be allowed to play.

         Snotboogies is a simple murder, easily handled. The next day, McNulty goes to the courthouse to watch DAngelo Barksdale  on trial for having panicked and killed a man in a drug-related dispute in the projects  beat a seemingly solid prosecution when a key witness backs up on her testimony. In the courtroom, Stringer Bell and other members of the Barksdale crime family celebrate the moment. Disgusted, Judge Phelan, hearing the case, calls McNulty back to chambers, where the detective gives the true story of the acquittal. The Barksdale organization has beat a string of killings in the projects, McNulty tells Phelan, by rewarding perjury and intimidating witnesses.
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         And who in the police department, the judge inquires, is working on Barksdale?

         No one, says McNulty.

         Has he tipped his hand to the judge on impulse alone, or is McNulty manipulating the system to get something going that he can sink his teeth into? In what will become typical McNulty behavior, the detective has happily stirred the shit.


         The judge begins battering the police command staff with questions about the unpunished drug murders. McNulty soon finds himself in his commanders office, where Colonel Rawls rips him robustly for talking out of turn and orders a report on the Barksdale murders for the following day.

         Here the drama becomes thematic and parallel as DAngelo returns home after months in pre-trial detention only to have his ass chewed by the boss, his uncle Avon Barksdale.
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         The murder case may have collapsed, but the need for the murder in the first place was clearly dubious; DAngelo is not the hardest soldier in his uncles army, and the project killing  half self-defense but mostly panic  proved this. DAngelo is home, but he will not be returning to the family drug business in the high-rise towers. Instead, he is demoted to the low-rise projects, The Pit.

         McNulty writes his report, as does Lieutenant Daniels, who is also ordered to provide some intelligence on the previously unknown Barksdale, as the bureaucracy begins to churn. McNulty is warned that such behavior will surely stunt his career as a detective. Detective Sergeant Jay Landsman, his boss in homicide, tells him that more shenanigans will see him walking a beat in the Western District. McNulty claims not to care, and Landsman asks where it is he doesnt want to go.

         The boat, laughs McNulty, meaning the marine unit.

         Keep it up, says Landsman, and thats what youll get  on the midnight shift. The well-tailored Bunk Moreland, McNultys partner, having earlier blamed McNulty for giving a fuck when it aint your turn to give a fuck, affirms Landsmans judgment.

         The reports get kicked upstairs. What comes back is a special detail to investigate Barksdale, but in the most halfhearted manner. Daniels is given command of the unit, and brings his people with him. McNulty comes from homicide with another homicide detective, the hapless Santangelo, who wants little to do with the project.


         Daniels is ordered to put a charge on Avon Barksdale quickly and not to let the investigation sprawl. McNulty is dubious. Barksdale is too clever, too insulated, and too serious a trafficker to be caught so easily.

         McNulty wants to do the case properly  to follow it where it leads  but so far has few allies.

         And the violence continues. When a snitch named Bubbles sees his running buddy, a white addict named Johnny, beaten to within an inch of his life over a two-bit scam, he offers his services to Detective Kima Greggs, with whom he has worked in the past.

         Finally, a witness bold enough to testify against DAngelo Barksdale during the trial before Judge Phelan, a project maintenance worker named William Gant, is shot to death in the low-rises.

         Avon Barksdales reach in the projects is unquestioned.

         Even DAngelo, watching from behind the crime scene tape, seems stunned by a murder that amounts to nothing more than sending a message. After all, the trial was over: Hed beaten the charge.

         

         episode two
 
         

         THE DETAIL

         
            you cannot lose if you do not play.
            

            - MARLA DANIELS
            

            Directed by Clark Johnson
            

            Story by David Simon & Ed Burns; teleplay by David Simon 
            

         

         The tale resumes at the medical examiners office, where the open murder of citizen Gant has become Bunk Morelands problem. McNulty surmises that it was most likely a hit ordered by Avon Barksdale.

         To test the theory, he and Bunk pick up DAngelo for a chat that offers an extraordinary window into the younger Barksdales soul: while admitting nothing, the young gangster feels so bad for the dead mans family that he begins to write them a letter of apology.
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         DAngelos genuine, if ill-considered act of regret is interrupted only when the drug organizations lawyer, Maurice Levy, arrives to gather him up.

         Daniels reaches out to add more manpower to his detail after realizing that Deputy Commissioner Ervin Burrell  the No. 2 man in the department, who handpicked Daniels for the detail and urged him not to allow the case to sprawl  has saddled him with fools and also-rans.

         The message is clear: if they give you good police, they expect good police work. But little is expected or desired from this detail, a point further hammered home by the units off-site offices in the basement of the courthouse.

         Meanwhile, Greggs begins to harvest street-level information about the projects from her on-retainer snitch Bubbles. Herc and Carver, accompanied by new detail member Roland Prez Pryzbylewski  notorious for shooting up his squad car, which might have gotten him tossed out of the department if he werent the son-in-law of a certain district major  sit in the courthouse basement feeling neglected.


         After a half dozen beers each, they decide to solicit information in the high-rise projects in a very irregular manner. The trios two a.m. visit to the towers ends up in a near riot.

         Air conditioners and old televisions are tossed out of high-rise windows and a 14-year-old project kid loses an eye when Prez, a loose cannon beyond even the few boundaries that Herc and Carver recognize, knocks him cold with the butt of his gun. Daniels is reluctantly forced to cover for the brutality.

         When Daniels refuses to bring the Gant murder (the slain witness from the recent Barksdale acquittal) to the attention of the bosses as leverage for more resources, the information surfaces in the news. Though McNulty denies being the leak, Daniels knows he will have trouble with this detail both from within and without.
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            THE BUNK AND THE BUNK

         

         
            Being a good cop is in line with Bunks social point of view; being a good cop is not being unfair. I think thats why hes a cop.

             WENDELL PIERCE

         

         Wendell Pierce is so good at portraying the Baltimore City homicide detective on which his character is based that The Wire credits might read, Starring The Bunk as Himself.
         

         Ill never forget the first time I saw The Wire, Pierce told New Orleans writer Noah Bonaparte Pais. We saw a screening, and we said, OK, I guess thats it. Nobodys going to get into this.
         

         You never know. Its a fragile thing. But it will be authentic.

         Indeed.


         Both Pierce and the real-life Bunk  cigar-chomping Oscar Rick Requer  have roots that go back to Louisiana. Though the actor is about 20 years younger than the original, both are African-Americans from strong families. Each mans father served in the military, and both might kindly be described as portly.

         And although Requer grew up in segregated, post-World War II Baltimore and Pierce came of age at the beginning of integration in the New South, both see the vast wasteland of West Baltimore as a tragedy so pronounced they feel it personally.

         I was raised in West Baltimore, my mother still lives up there on Westwood Avenue, near North and Pulaski, said Requer, who came on the Baltimore department as a patrolman in 1964.

         There used to be black schoolteachers and nurses and doctors living all around there. My father worked at the post office. Its terrible now, and a lot of the people who couldnt get out are stuck. My mom is in her eighties, but she wont leave.

         Wendell Pierce, who won the role of a New Orleans trombone player in David Simons Treme series when The Wire went dark, grew up in a suburban-styled, middle-class subdivision of New Orleans called Pontchartrain Park, a post-war oasis built on the dreams of black war veterans with GI Bill benefits.
         

         So peculiar to the early 1950s was the Negro development that Dixieland tour buses filled with white tourists would cruise by for a peek.

         Compared to the respite of Pontchartrain Park  by God, there was even a golf course in the middle of it  the neighborhoods where The Wire is filmed came as a shock to the Juilliard-trained Pierce.
         

         West Baltimore is so small and the concentration of poverty and destruction of the educational infrastructure [so intense] that its a mass of clinical depression just now being diagnosed, said Pierce.

         My parents never came right out and talked racism, but they always alluded to it this way: Son, there are people in this world who do not have your best interest at heart.

         And such people, in Pierces view, do not have the best interest of a neighborhood or the city itself at heart when it comes to squeezing a buck from a system that needs people at the bottom in order to prosper.

         
         

         
            [image: alt]
            

         

         Once you destroy the educational infrastructure  remember, during slavery you risked death if you learned to read  it takes just a few years for the impact to spread through a family and then the neighborhood, said Pierce.

         Throw drugs and their attendant violence in the mix, he added, and its the icing on the cake.

         Im not absolving personal responsibility  the people of Baltimore are the descendents of Frederick Douglass, and theres still plenty of examples of folks who have come from those neighborhoods and have done well  but when those in the community become those who help to destroy the community, you know that people who dont have your best interest at heart come in all colors.

         

         Drugs were unheard of in West Baltimore back when Oscar Requer, a 1958 graduate of Frederick Douglass High School, was known as Obbie in the Gilmore projects before his father bought the house on Westwood Avenue.


         Around the corner stood rows of derelict wooden shacks on Bruce Street. By comparison to what once passed for African-American housing in Baltimore, the Winchester Homes projects were, in the beginning at least, an oasis not unlike Pontchartrain Park.
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         In the projects we had radiators and gas stoves, said Requer. Before that, youd never lived in a brick house or had a daggone radiator.

         Time changed the Winchester Homes, much as it did all of Baltimores public housing projects. Eastside and Westside, the drug trade devoured neighborhoods whole. And the radiators of Requers memory can occasionally be seen in metal shopping carts, being pulled by the addicts to scrapyards for blast money.

         Requer served as a homicide detective for 20 years, ending in 1998. His nickname, acquired in the department, came from his habit of addressing all he met with the simple, all-purpose moniker Bunk.

         Solving a homicide is one of the most gratifying moments an investigator can have, said Requer.

         Among the most notable cases of his long career, the Bunk hung a drug murder on a suspect without learning the identity of the victim, no piece of cake when you consider that a murder investigation invariably begins with the victim.

         In the early 1990s case, Detective Requer received information from a snitch that a particular gangster was responsible for a drug-related robbery and shooting of a New York drug courier. Further, the body of the courier had been rolled in a rug and left in an East Baltimore dumpster.


         The victims name? No clue, except that he was supposedly from the Bronx and had come to Baltimore with a delivery of cocaine.

         Requer checked the years case files and found something that seemed to match  a John Doe who had been discovered in an Eastside dumpster, rolled in carpeting. Working the case hard, Requer eventually found an eyewitness who corroborated the informant. When the detective finally got a line on the shooter, he learned that he was in a New York State prison near the Canadian border.

         Requer got a road car from the motor pool and made the drive, arriving at the prison and confronting his suspect with the facts as he knew them. The guilty man went slack-jawed.

         You came all the way up here, damn near to Canada, to charge me with a murder and you dont even know who it was that I killed?

         Requer allowed that this was the case, and that the charging documents would allege that the man had murdered a John Doe in the City of Baltimore.

         Not my day, is it? the suspect replied.

         The real-life Bunk was also notable for his dry, off-the-cuff humor. On midnight shifts, he was known to favor a smoking robe and slippers, padding around the darkened homicide unit as if it were his den.

         Watching late-night westerns and gangster films on the television, he had a habit of announcing happily, whenever a shooting occurred among multiple witnesses, that the case could be easily solved with a minimum of police work.

         Theres a dunker, he once declared after watching Clint Eastwood shoot three men dead on a dusty main street. Put cuffs on em, Bunk.

         

         Requer left the homicide unit in 1998 and began working with the departments retirement office. He worked with widows and other survivors of officers, making sure all benefits were properly paid. Not a few of the recipients are the widows or children of cops who took their own lives.

         

         The job can be stressful and you always have the instrument of your own destruction right at hand, he says.


         Pushing 70, Requer often has fishing and cold beer on his mind. He met his on-screen impersonator after Wendell Pierce had already been cast.

         On set during the filming of The Wire pilot, Detective Requer expressed some surprise that David Simon, a police reporter during a portion of Requers tenure in the homicide unit, had not only named a character in his honor, but had found an actor of similar stature and gruff charm. Right down to the cigar.
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         episode three

         THE BUYS

         
            The king stay the king. - DANGELO

            Directed by Peter Medak
            

            Story by David Simon & Ed Burns; teleplay by David Simon 
            

         

         By Episode Three, DAngelo Barksdale is entrenched in The Pit, monitoring the youngest and least experienced of the Barksdale drug crews while trying to improve their performance. In a succinct metaphor played out in The Pit, we get a sense of the drug hierarchy and everyones place within that world.
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         DAngelo, finding Wallace and Bodie playing checkers with chess pieces, is incredulous that they dont know the better game. Bodie couldnt give a fuck, but Wallace, perhaps the last innocent on the untethered planet that is Baltimore, wants to learn.


         Piece by piece, DAngelo catalogs how everyone in the game has a role and how few, if any, transcend their assigned roles. Bodie, ignorant of chess but not without pride and self-interest, is fixated on the pawns. If they make it across the battlefield to the other side, they become royalty.

         The king stay the king. Everyone stay what they is cept the pawns, says DAngelo. They get capped quick. They be out of the game early

         Unless they some smart-ass pawns, says Bodie, correcting him.

         [Bodie, with heart and wit, will play out the string of a smart-ass pawn for many episodes to come.]

         The tension between DAngelo and Bodie is exacerbated when DAngelo appears halfhearted and weak in the eyes of his underlings. Notably, DAngelo is blamed when he is on a food run at the moment that Omar and his stickup crew roll into The Pit to take an entire drug delivery  the re-up  from a stash house.

         Tension is also evident in the opposing bureaucracy, where the presence of so many weak investigators brings out McNultys contempt. Only Detective Freamon shows any initiative at all  locating a photo of Avon Barksdale on an old boxing poster  though for the most part, he sits at his desk sanding antique dollhouse miniatures.

         McNulty is dubious of Daniels insistence on trying to go up the ladder to Bell and Barksdale through street-level hand-to-hand sales via Bubbles while a detective  Leander Sydnor  comes over from the auto theft squad to go undercover on drug buys.

         The buys only implicate the lowest rungs of the organization, and the ensuing raids on the projects leave the detail empty-handed, save for the enigmatic Freamon, who uses the opportunity to look over the locations carefully, going so far as to write down phone numbers scratched on stash house walls.

         During the raids, Bodie knocks one of the detailed officers on his ass, dropping an aging alcoholic cop with a single punch, earning himself the respect of his peers and a beating at the hands of responding police, including Greggs.

         McNultys doubts intensify when his FBI source, Agent Fitzhugh, warns that Daniels is a dirty cop. The Bureau had looked into Daniels a few years before and found he had too much unexplained money banked away.


         The Feds informed Deputy Commissioner Burrell about it, says Fitzhugh, and nothing happened.

         

         episode four

         OLD CASES

         
            Thin line tween heaven and here - BUBBLES

            Directed by Clement Virgo
            

            Story by David Simon & Ed Burns; teleplay by David Simon 
            

         

         Fallout from the raids includes the disability retirement of Detective Mahone, who uses Bodies solitary punch to end his career with pay, leaving his equally alcoholic partner, Detective Polk, abandoned and lonely.
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         Meanwhile, Herc and Carver journey down to lower Prince Georges County to try to interrogate Bodie at the juvenile facility where he is locked up after the melee. Bodie defeats them by simply walking away from the facility, stealing a car, and returning home to Baltimore.
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         He arrives in time to hear DAngelo recount his apparent involvement in the earlier murder of a young woman  a girlfriend of his uncles who, angry at Avons inattention, had threatened to expose him to the authorities. DAngelo describes the murder in detail  a recounting motivated as much by the disrespect of his underlings in The Pit as by the horror of the story itself.

         Meanwhile, Detectives Greggs and McNulty reluctantly find each other as allies, agreeing that they are eventually going to need a wiretap to make the case  a conclusion that Daniels has been loath to accept, having promised Deputy Commissioner Burrell that he would contain the case.

         Greggs hears secondhand about the stash house robbery from Bubbles, who identifies Omar as the stickup artist. She brings that information to McNulty, along with a plan to jack up Omar, perhaps catch him with a gun and pull whatever information Omar can give them on the Barksdale crew.

         Together, McNulty and Greggs pitch Daniels and the rest of the detail, whereupon Freamon chimes in: he has done his own police work, discovering that in addition to the pagers the Barksdale dealers carry, they are communicating via payphones around the projects. Watch the payphones, Freamon says, and put together probable cause for a wiretap.

         Great idea. But do they even have a pager number? Freamon pulls his notes on a number written on the stash house wall during the earlier raids, a number that had D written next to it. Its DAngelos pager. He checked.

         McNulty regards Detective Freamon as if for the first time. He had thought him to be another piece of deadwood dumped on the detail. Not so.


         At the same time, McNulty and Bunk are obliged to look into an unsolved murder as Landsman dumps old cases on the Barksdale detail, hoping for a murder clearance or two.

         The case file in question is the murder of a young woman; a witness called in months earlier to claim that a D had been present on the night the victim was slain. McNulty and Bunk work a scene similar to one that DAngelo described in The Pit earlier and discover fresh evidence, though nothing that yet suggests Barksdales involvement.

         

         episode five

         THE PAGES

         
            A little slow, a little late.
            

            - AVON BARKSDALE
            

            Directed by Clark Johnson
            

            Story by David Simon & Ed Burns; teleplay by Ed Burns 
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         In the wake of the recent raids and stash house robbery, Avon Barksdale and Stringer Bell fear a snitch among DAngelos crew in The Pit. Bell tells DAngelo to cut the pay for his people and see who is still holding cash at the end of the week.

         Arguing in court papers that nothing else has worked, the detail gets the green light to clone DAngelos pager. The clone works, with the detectives receiving the same pager numbers as DAngelo, but the numbers that come back do not, indicating that the Barksdale crew is utilizing a code.

         McNulty and Greggs get on Omar and his young lover, Brandon, attempting to follow them and pull them up on weapons charges. Instead, Omar leads them into a cemetery, then gets out of his car to confront the police. A parley ensues in which Omar refuses to snitch on Barksdale or anyone else.
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         Only after McNulty surprises Omar with the news that the third member of his crew, Bailey, was murdered overnight does Omar offer anything in return, telling the detectives that if they want to know who killed the workingman  Gant  they need to look at another Barksdale shooter, who goes by the name Bird.

         Help then comes from an unlikely source as Prez, consigned to desk duty since the near riot, fiddles with a pager code and discovers how the Barksdale dealers are working the code: jumping over the five in the middle of the keypad.

         Now, the detectives can begin collecting payphone numbers, even as Daniels remains resistant to a wiretap.

         The episode concludes with two of The Pit underlings, Wallace and Poot, spotting Omars lover  the stickup boy Brandon  in a downtown greasy spoon and video arcade. Communication leading to Brandons subsequent ambush and abduction by a truckload of Barksdale muscle is all recorded on the pager logs.

         

         
         

         episode six

         THE WIRE

         
            And all the pieces matter. - FREAMON
            

            Directed by Ed Bianchi
            

            Story by David Simon & Ed Burns; teleplay by David Simon 
            

         

         The tale resumes with the image of Brandons tortured body  at the hands of Stinkum and other Barksdale assassins  lying across the roof of an abandoned car in a Westside alley near the projects, a message to all about the cost of challenging Avon Barksdale. The trophy is on display near the vacant rowhouse where Wallace and Poot live, acting as surrogate parents to a crew of even younger waifs.

         After viewing the body, and knowing that he not only contributed to the death but profited from it when he earns the bounty for Brandons head, Wallace is never the same again. He begins to brood and worry.

         Back downtown, Freamon takes Prez under his wing and together they begin to monitor the pager traffic in earnest. At headquarters, Rawls gets around to reading the follow-up reports that McNulty wrote on the open Barksdale cases, including the fresh but weak evidence on the slaying of the young woman in the apartment.

         Realizing there is enough to charge DAngelo Barksdale with the murder (but not enough to convict), Rawls wants to bring whatever charges he can, which would cause Barksdales crew to change their patterns, jeopardize any chance at a wiretap, and end the detail.

         Daniels asks Rawls to hold back. Rawls refuses and the struggle goes before Burrell, where Daniels fights for his detail  more aggressively, perhaps, than Burrell had expected when he gave the posting to Daniels.

         As Daniels turns a corner and fights for the importance of the case beyond simple drug busts, Omar gets in touch with McNulty.

         Brandons brutal torture and murder has persuaded him to offer what he knows about the Barksdale organization  to the point of lying about being an eyewitness to the Gant murder and naming Bird as the shooter.

         And a promise to avenge his lovers death through means that will not involve the police.
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         episode seven

         ONE ARREST

         
            A man must have a code. - BUNK
            

            Directed by Joe Chappelle
            

            Story by David Simon & Ed Burns; teleplay by Rafael Alvarez 
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         With probable cause established, the wiretaps on several project payphones are up. Coupled with surveillance on those phones, the detectives are able to monitor midlevel communications of the Barksdale organization. They do so to the point of catching a resupply of drugs to The Pit, supervised by Stinkum, whom they let go in the hope he will lead them up the ladder.

         The move raises Avons suspicions and Stringer Bell decides to change the pattern, disabling the payphones closest to The Pit, where the arrest occurred, and ordering DAngelo to use phones some distance away.

         Bunk and McNulty find another witness to the Gant murder, while the other homicide investigator assigned to the detail, Detective Santangelo, is told by an angry Rawls  jilted by McNulty and embarrassed by Daniels  to bring him dirt on McNulty.


         When Santangelo objects that it is not his job to destroy another cop, Rawls notes that Santangelo has done piss-poor police work in homicide and gives him an ultimatum: bring back dirt on McNulty or clear one of his many open cases.

         Bunk and McNulty, with Omar as a witness, arrest Bird as the shooter of Gant, at the same time clearing an additional murder given up by Omar almost as a casual favor, a murder in which Santangelo was the primary detective.

         His ass saved by his fellow detectives, Santangelo resists Rawls and tells McNulty that the commander is out to destroy him.
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         episode eight

         LESSONS

         
            come at the king, you best not miss. - OMAR
            

            Directed by Gloria Muzio
            

            Story by David Simon & Ed Burns; teleplay by David Simon 
            

         

         As Stinkum and Wee-Bey prepare to murder a rival dealer to extend Barksdale territory onto fresh corners, Omar emerges from the shadows with a shotgun blast, killing Stinkum and wounding Wee-Bey to avenge Brandons death.

         The whole point of letting Stinkum walk away from the re-up bust in the previous episode is now moot, his murder weakening the case built so far against the Barksdale group.
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         The hit by Omar comes after a wild party among the crew, at which one of the dancers from a Barksdale-owned club overdoses. When her body is found in a back room, it is rolled in a rug, a death that will work to the advantage of detectives when they are ultimately able to turn another dancer  DAngelos lover, Shardene  into an informant.

         Using the wiretap, the detectives target what they believe will be another re-up. Instead, they catch the aide to West Baltimore state senator Clay Davis taking a bag of cash from a project dealer. The reaction from police HQ is swift and virulent.

         Called to the deputy commissioners office by Burrell, who seems to know everything that happens inside the detail as it occurs, Daniels is ordered to return the cash to the aide and write up the car stop as unfounded.

         He does so, and McNulty again challenges him, asking if Burrell has anything on Daniels himself, angering the lieutenant as it hits home. When Burrell presses harder, ordering Daniels to take down the wire, Judge Phelan  McNultys original patron  intervenes, threatening the deputy commissioner with contempt of court.

         Back on the street, Wallace sinks into depression and addiction, unwilling to work The Pit or leave his bedroom as gossip about whether hes cracking up buzzes along the wiretap.

         

         episode nine

         GAME DAY

         
            Maybe we won. - HERC
            

            Directed by Milcho Manchevski
            

            Story by David Simon & Ed Burns; teleplay by David H. Melnick & Shamit Choksey 
            

         

         As Barksdale and a rival Eastside dealer, Proposition Joe Stewart, are gathering ringers for an annual Eastside-Westside neighborhood basketball game, the detectives press their investigation.
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         Freamon sends Prez and Sydnor in search of the paper trail on Barksdales assets and influence, and they bring back information on front companies and real estate holdings west of the downtown. There are also a number of political contributions to incumbent state officials.

         Detectives, using the overdose death of her friend as emotional leverage, press Shardene into service as an informant inside Barksdales club. At the same time, McNulty overhears talk on the wiretap about Wallace being upset and distant since Brandons murder  a weak link to be exploited.

         As Herc and Carver take in the basketball game, it dawns on them that Barksdale, thus far unseen by police since the investigation began, may be in attendance. Daniels calls for surveillance, but Barksdale is quickly onto them.

         There is further trouble within the detail when Herc and Carver, having seized money from Wee-Bey in an earlier car stop, fail to turn in all of the cash. They luck out when sloppiness and not corruption is suspected.

         Finally, Omar robs another stash from a Barksdale crew and uses it to pay Proposition Joe for a pager number for Avon Barksdale. He uses that number to ambush Barksdale outside the strip club. If not for Wee-Beys timely return from a food run, it would have been curtains for Avon.
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            A SNITCH FROM A SOUTH BALTIMORE ALLEY

         
 
         
            PROPERTY OF BUBBLES

         
 
         In March of 1992, a peculiar obituary appeared in the Sun newspaper of Baltimore.
         
 
         No services were listed. Nor survivors. And certainly not a worthy charity to which the bereaved might send donations. The dead man wasnt even identified by the name his mother gave him.
 
         It was the obit of a 48-year-old police informant who went by Bubbles if you knew him in Baltimore, Possum if you ran across him in New York, and Larry Johnson if you were the police department payroll clerk processing vouchers.
 
          
         The obit was written by the papers cop reporter, David Simon, who stood on his head to get such unorthodox fare in the paper. To get Bubbles to tell his life story, all he had to do was cough up $20.
 
         For the better part of three decades  when he wasnt shooting dope, running hustles, or stealing outright  Bubbles collected $50 to $100 of taxpayers money for each felon he gave to the police, all of them wanted on warrants and many of them escapees. Sometimes the cops paid him out of their own pockets.
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         Back in his prime in the 1970s, Bubbles was the best police informant in Baltimore, working on commission for the Feds, state authorities, and street cops. He is the con who perfected the red hat trick that his cinematic alter ego, played by Bronx-born-and-raised Andre Royo, would perform with lan on The Wire.
         
 
          
         Royo wanted to act from the time he was a kid and saw the power that comedy and drama had on his no-nonsense father, a bongo-playing, Cuban-American construction worker named Louie.
 
         He loved Fred Astaire, said Royo, and hed act out John Wayne scenes. I wanted to be involved in anything that could make this serious dude emote.
 
         As for Bubbles, Royo said: I was intimidated when they asked me to play a street junkie; when youve never done drugs like that, you dont want to be a clich.
 
         At first I was a little superior to the role, thinking a junkie was different from people addicted to other things, thinking they were bad people  When Id see junkies begging on the subway in New York they got on my nerves.
 
         But I went out of my way to meet some of them  to try and find a common thread I could hang on, but I found there isnt one. The drug affects everyone in different ways; theyre human beings and most of them were just happy to talk to someone trying to depict them as human beings.
 
         Over the course of The Wires five seasons, junkies in Baltimore  where heroin has been entrenched since as far back as the 1930s  came to see Bubbles as their very human hero.
         
 
         Enjoying a dinner of meatloaf and mashed potatoes at a restaurant co-owned by his wife Jane  Canele in the Atwater Village neighborhood  Royo said street addicts hanging around the on-location sets of The Wire often came to his trailer between shots.
         
 
         Theyd give me pointers, like how a junkie would never throw a half-smoked cigarette away. So I went to the director and said, We gotta do that one again.
         
 
         After the days shooting was over, however, Andre would clean up, change his clothes and hop in a car. A Teamster would drive him back home, leaving Bubbles behind until the next days call.
 
         The junkies would see that and it would hurt them, said Royo. One of them said, I wish it was that easy.
 
         By Season Five, after years of pushing stolen scrap metal through the streets of Baltimore, Bubs managed to shake out the junk for the last time in his sisters basement.
 
          
         I didnt think living in the basement carried that much weight [for the story] until I saw it on the screen, said Royo, finishing off the meatloaf special with an ice cream sundae.
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         But in the end, he got to walk up the stairs. Bubbles earned the right to sit down at the dinner table  a little hope.
 
         
            

         
 
         The real Bubbles carried his role with pride.
 
         Im a watcher, said Bubbles a month before his death from AIDS, gaunt face bobbing, one of his dark, stick legs stretched over a table in a rowhouse apartment on Harlem Avenue in Northwest Baltimore.
 
         I can watch people and tell things about them. I can look at a face and remember it. I would go round a-rabbing, or in my truck, or Id ride my bicycle even, and all the time, Id be seeing whats up.
 
         When Bubbles sussed that something was up, it was up. His information led some 500 escapees back to prison.
 
         Always dead-on, said a homicide detective at the time. If he told me right now to go kick in a door, Id kick in that door.
 
         Bubbles was born on an alley street in South Baltimore where Oriole Park at Camden Yards has stood since the year of his death. He tried heroin for the first time at 15, got sick, and tried it again.
 
         By 17, he was shooting dope just about every day and working as an a-rabber, the Baltimore term for men who sell produce on the streets from a horse-drawn cart.
         
 
         Before he turned to snitching, Bubbles was a sneak-thief, shimmying through roof caps and skylights of stores in South Baltimore and Pigtown, grabbing what he could and breaking out through a window to confuse police as to how he got in.
         
 
         One night in the late 1950s, a crew Bubbles had trained and worked with broke into a pawnshop on South Charles Street. They came down through the skylight but forgot to break a window on the way out to distract attention from the point of entry. A detective noticed the open skylight.
 
         He asks around and finds out that Im always coming down the skylights, remembers Bubbles. So he comes by my house and I tell him it aint me, and he says to me, Okay, but then you know who it was.
 
         The choice was to give up names or take the charge.
 
         I gave him the names, said Bubbles. And he paid me a few dollars.
 
         Soon enough the retired sneak-thief was churning out information on burglaries, robberies, and fugitives, making enough to keep his habit going, and no one on the street was ever the wiser.
 
         I was careful, he said.
 
         In 1976, Bubbles found himself playing the escapee, having walked away from a state work camp for convicts and a seven-year sentence on drug charges.
 
         A cop familiar with Bubbless usefulness arranged to have the drug sentence commuted and the escape charge dropped. Thats when he went to work more or less full-time for the Baltimore Police Departments escape unit.
 
         Bubbles was loyal, but not without testing his new employers commitment.
 
         At an early meeting with the escape squad, Bubbles showed up with a baby in his arms, his son. The whole time he was talking with the cops outside of police headquarters on Fayette Street, he held the infant tight.
 
         Later, after the working arrangements had proved satisfactory, Bubbles explained the babys presence.
 
         I figured they were just going to lock me up  so if it was going to be this way, I was going to hand the baby to the cop that looked the fastest. Then I was gonna outrun the others.
 
         Bubbles was the guy with the photographic memory who always blended in with the action, whether selling cantaloupes from the back of a wagon or stealing new copper downspouts. No one paid much attention to him while he was paying attention to everything.
 
          
         At first, hed turn guys in by name. In time, hed memorized the escape units mug-shot binder and was turning in wanted men by their faces.
 
         Because he only got paid when the mark was caught, he complained when the cops failed to show on the right corner at the right time. Like the time he was working a section of Amsterdam Avenue in Upper Manhattan, called Little Baltimore for the surplus of Crabtown gangsters whod go there when sought by authorities back home.
 
         As theyd done many times before, detectives put their best informant on a bus to the Big Apple, hoping to fill their quota from the Amsterdam Avenue corners. Once, however, with a high-profile escapee in view, the New York Feds kept grabbing the wrong guy.
 
         Eventually, Bubbles gathered up a bunch of hats, hit the hot corner, and went to work. Pretending to be selling stylish lids, he put a red cap on the right man and drifted into the scenery as the agents finally grabbed their fugitive.
 
         Introduced by Baltimore homicide detective Ed Burns, who had worked with Bubbles for many years, Simon was able to sit and talk with Bubbles only twice.
 
         On a third visit to the West Baltimore walk-up, the reporter, hoping to write a magazine article on Bubbles and his notable career, encountered an empty apartment. The landlord confirmed that Bubbles had died in his bed a few days prior.
 
         Although proud of having fashioned a career that avoided direct violence, Bubbles told Simon in their last interview, somewhat sheepishly, that hed killed two people once.
 
         There was a stickup man in the projects who kept taking dope from him when he was trying to make a little bit on the side.
 
         Every week he robbed me, said Bubbles. And every time, he would take not only what I was selling, but the couple bags I kept in my pocket up here for myself.
 
         After the third or fourth robbery, Bubbles switched the heroin in his pocket with battery acid.
 
         Eventually [he] fired it and got dead then and there. Another someone died because they fired it with him  I felt bad for that person, but, hey, its all in the game.
 
         
            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            [image: alt]
            

         
 
         There was so much in the game meticulously diagrammed by The Wire that Royo and some of his fellow actors had doubts that the pilot would be picked up as a series, much less last five seasons.
         
 
         We always thought The Wire would never fly, said Royo. Its long, its low and it has too many characters.
         
 
         But it flew in such a graceful, feathered arc that Royo  who by the shows end was pestering the producers for a Bubbles love scene, a little cardboard box make-out session,  found plenty of work when The Wire left the air.
         
 
         I was getting arrested on Law & Order and I saw that the hallway was clear and was going to make a run for it, said Royo, who in May 2009 was filmed in George Lucass remake of the Tuskegee Airmen story in Prague.
         
 
         The [Law & Order] producers said, This isnt The Wire, Andre. When you see our cops coming you just put out your hands and let them cuff you.
         
 
         Royo says he will carry Bubbles with him forever, having come to see the character as someone trying to hold onto his goodness through all of it.
 
          
         Drugs are destroying his mind and his body and his ego, but not his good spirit.
 
         And apparently not his legs, favored limbs of addicts once theyve blown through all of the veins in their arms.
 
         In a scene where his shopping cart dents a car owned by Marlos muscle, Bubbles and his sidekick Johnny are facing the gun until the kingpin tells his men to either do it or dont but hes got to roll. The thugs extract humiliation as payment, and Bubbles and Johnny are next seen pushing the grocery cart in their underwear.
 
         The producers never saw me without my pants, said Royo, without irony regarding the casting couch. My legs are in good shape and huge.
 
         I told [the director] that if a junkie is carrying around radiators all day, he might have some legs on him, but they still didnt think it looked right so I just walked through the scene fast.
 
         The beauty of Bubbles plays across Royos face through large, tired eyes; in the subtle Are you fucking kidding me? look he gives a fellow junkie when he realizes the man cant read.
 
         Ed Burns told me I had a Chaplinesque quality. Thats the sort of thing you dont hear in this business, said Royo, who in one memorable scene takes in the world from a park bench without saying a word.
 
         Like Michael Kenneth Williams, who played Omar, Royo was told early on that his character may not survive more than seven or eight episodes.
 
         But both proved to be of service to the story from beginning to end.
 
         The first time in my acting career that I got to follow a [true] journey, said Royo. Bubbles wakes up every day with a big, big wish-list. He needs his dope, but he still tries to complete the rest of the list, maybe one day get around to seeing his kid, seeing his sister.
 
         He finds pleasure in helping the cops. It aint just about the $20 to get high. If you really want money for dope, you can do it a million different ways for a lot more money than snitching.
 
         And then there was the day that Royo won the kind of prize they dont award in Hollywood.
 
         We were filming on the street; I was in makeup but away from the cameras, he said. This guy comes up to me and handed me some drugs. He said, Here, man, you need a fix more than I do.
 
         That was my street Oscar.
 
         
 
         
         
 
         episode ten
 
         THE COST
 
         
            And then he dropped the bracelets  - GREGGS
            
 
            Directed by Brad Anderson
            
 
            Story by David Simon & Ed Burns; teleplay by David Simon 
            

         
 
         McNulty catches up with Wallace and breaks him down in the interrogation room, implicating Wee-Bey and Stringer Bell in Brandons murder. Without money for witness protection, Daniels stashes Wallace at his grandmothers house on the Eastern Shore, more or less the Mississippi of Maryland.
 
         An unrelated Maryland State Police undercover investigation nabs Wendell Orlando Blocker  the frontman for Barksdales nightclub and a gangster hanger-on  for attempting to buy narcotics.
 
         Cut loose by Barksdale and with no other protection, Orlando tries to avoid jail by making a controlled drug buy from the Barksdale organization. Detectives are dubious that Orlando can get anyone above a lower-level lieutenant in the room for a buy, but Burrell, seeing a quick end to the case, approves the operation.
 
         Bubbles, worn down by the suicide-by-sandpaper life of the street, resolves to get clean and prevails on his estranged sister to let him shake it out in her basement. He appeals to a sympathetic Greggs for help.
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         At the same time, Omar is approached  through Proposition Joe  about a possible truce with the Barksdale group. McNulty and Greggs put a wire on Omar, hoping to get Stringer Bell talking about drugs and/ or murder in the ensuing meet with Omar. Stringer proves too smart for that.
 
         Having used Omar as much as possible, McNulty puts him on a bus to New York, if only to keep one of his two witnesses in the Gant murder alive.
 
          
         The detectives plan their controlled buy with Orlando carefully. The buy proves to be a setup, and both Orlando and Detective Greggs, who is with him as a club girl, are ambushed in a darkened alley. Orlando is killed, Greggs severely wounded.
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         episode eleven
 
         THE HUNT
 
         
            Dope on the damn table  - DANIELS
            
 
            Directed by Steve Shill
            
 
            Story by David Simon & Ed Burns; teleplay by Joy Lusco
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         Working back from the scene of Orlandos murder and info from the continuing wiretap, detectives are able to identify two possible shooters. Greggs, unconscious in the hospital, cannot help.
 
         Daniels is now all-in with the investigation in the wake of Greggss shooting and fends off political interference as best he can, even as Deputy Commissioner Burrell orders premature raids. When Daniels tries to hold out one location for further investigation  the main Barksdale stash house  he is again ordered to do otherwise by Burrell.
 
         Who is the leak in the detail providing top brass with day-by-day info?
 
          
         The raids put dope and cash and some guns on the table, but the wiretap is now useless as the Barksdale organization has changed its method of communication.
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         Bubbles, now without Greggss help, stumbles in his effort to stay clean, particularly when he is pushed back into the project world as an informant.
 
         As the investigation into Greggss shooting progresses, Wee-Bey is forced to flee to Philadelphia with DAngelos help. Barksdales nephew fears that his uncles efforts to clean up the organization may include more executions, including his own.
 
         In the end, the department congratulates itself on the successful raids in response to the shooting of an officer while Daniels and his officers know the job is far from finished.
 
         
 
         episode twelve
 
         CLEANING UP
 
         
            This is me, yo, right here. - WALLACE
            
 
            Directed by Clement Virgo
            
 
            Story by David Simon & Ed Burns; teleplay by George Pelecanos 
            

         
 
         Bored with the country and unsure of his place in the world, Wallace returns to The Pit  much to the consternation of DAngelo, who knows that his uncle, having learned of the wiretaps, is cleaning house.
 
         DAngelo is ordered to go to New York on a resupply mission as the Barksdale organization struggles to maintain its hold on the projects in the wake of the police raids. Though the wiretap is now useless, detectives manage  with the help of Shardene  to place a hidden camera and microphone into the back room of Barksdales club. They then overhear the conversation between Avon Barksdale and his nephew, implicating both.
         
 
         New Jersey troopers catch DAngelo dirty on the turnpike, but he refuses to cooperate. McNulty leaves him with this to consider: Wallace has been found shot to death in the projects.
 
         Alienated by the hit on Wallace, DAngelo argues with Stringer Bell and the lawyer Levy when they arrive in New Jersey, repeatedly asking Stringer about Wallaces whereabouts. Stringer, who ordered Bodie and Poot to murder their friend, will not answer.
 
         As Deputy Burrell tries to put the case down for good, Daniels is summoned to meet state senator Clay Davis, who assures him that he is neither corrupt nor profiting from Barksdale drug money.
 
         With Greggs still clinging to life, Daniels will not be deterred, even at the risk of his career. Burrell orders the arrest of Avon Barksdale on a charge connected to DAngelos arrest in New Jersey.
 
         McNulty and Daniels go to the club and cuff Barksdale. But they are forced to leave Stringer Bell on the street  he has not implicated himself on the wire  and the death of Wallace has made it impossible to charge him in the murder of Brandon.
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         episode thirteen
 
         SENTENCING
 
         
            All in the game - TRADITIONAL, WEST BALTIMORE
            
 
            Directed by Tim Van Patten
            
 
            Written by David Simon & Ed Burns 
            

         
 
         Frustrated by their departments unwillingness to pursue the case beyond the arrest of Avon Barksdale on a minor charge, Daniels, McNulty, and Freamon try to take the investigation to federal agents.
 
         They quickly realize that the US attorney is more interested in political corruption than inner-city murder and drug trafficking, particularly since Freamon has connected the Barksdale rings political contributions to real estate holdings in a government-funded redevelopment area downtown.
 
         The detectives back away from the Feds, but their approach is soon known to Rawls, and, ultimately, Burrell.
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         Greggs regains consciousness and can identify the heavy-set Little Man (played by Micaiah Jones) as one of her shooters, but not the second, even though Bunk gives her the heavy thumb on Wee-Beys mug shot.
 
         The case breaks wide open when DAngelo begins to cooperate in New Jersey, consenting to a meeting with Assistant States Attorney Rhonda Pearlman and the detectives in which he recounts the violence, including Brandons murder, the slaying of the young woman in the apartment, and other brutalities.
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         DAngelo wants immunity and a new life and the detectives, seeing both Barksdale and Bell vulnerable to weighty charges, are ready to agree.
 
         It falls apart when DAngelos mother  Avons sister, Brianna -arrives to make it clear to her son what he owes to his family. She succeeds and DAngelo backs off from the promised cooperation.
 
         Barksdales lawyer arranges a structured plea agreement in which all of those arrested plead guilty instead of subjecting themselves to further investigation via a trial. While Avon faces a minimum sentence, DAngelo gets 20 years for the New Jersey bust and Wee-Bey takes life without parole for owning up to a number of murders, some of which he clearly did not commit.
 
         Now the number one man on the street, Stringer Bell sets up business in a funeral home as the drug dealing continues unabated. Bodie is put in charge of a tower and Poot runs The Pit.
 
         Greggs is left to recover from her wounds. Freamon, rescued from oblivion by the case, is reassigned to the homicide unit. Burrells informant in the detail unit proves to be Detective Carver, who is rewarded with a promotion to sergeant and the contempt of Daniels.
 
         And McNulty?
 
         Go back to the pilot episode, the scene in which Detective Sergeant Landsman holds up $20 and declares: Ill go this against ten, youre riding the boat, midnight shift.
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            Q&A WITH LITTLE MELVIN WILLIAMS

         

         In March of 2004, David Simon and Ed Burns  the former reporter and the ex-cop whose adventures with bureaucracy and bad guys pumped stranger-than-fiction blood into The Wire  sat down with one of the legendary kingpins in the annals of Baltimore narcotics, Melvin D. Little Melvin Williams.
         

         Williams, then 63, had spent more than a third of his life in prison when he met with Simon, Burns, and a tape recorder at The Wire offices on South Clinton Street along the southeast Baltimore waterfront.
         

         He was less than a year out of prison  and a year away from making his debut as The Deacon on The Wire  after a federal judge had reduced a 22-year sentence on a 2000 handgun charge because it did not meet certain technicalities.
         


         Simon, who in 1987 chronicled Melvins criminal career in a five-part series in the Baltimore Sun, described the meeting as one of the more wonderfully bizarre moments of his career.
         

         As a city homicide detective, Burns had a lead role in the 1984 federal wiretap case that had resulted in Williams spending 16 years in federal prisons. For his part, Simon cemented his reputation as a crime reporter at the Baltimore Sun with the aforementioned series.
         

         When the trio got together for the first time, taking lunch several months earlier, Williams passed out a business card with his phone number on it.

         What I wouldnt have given to have had that more than 20 years ago, quipped Burns, who had spent hundreds of hours on dialed-number recorders and wiretaps before discerning exactly which phones were being used by Williams.

         The 2004 meeting  taking place between Seasons Two and Three of the show  only occurred because of the mutual respect the unlikely trio have for one another.

         Burns, the career cop, who played fair; Simon, the reporter who looked past the immediate details of the crime scenes for motivations more subtle than greed; and Williams, a survivor of a lifetime in the big leagues of organized crime, a man who prides himself on an unblemished reputation for loyalty and discretion.

         I wouldnt be in this room if Ed had shit in his blood, Williams said of the cop who locked him up. He was as sincere about what he was as I was about what I was.

         The Baltimore saga of Little Melvin goes back to the late 1950s, when, at the tender age of 14, Williams was being pulled out of Pennsylvania Avenue pool halls by the cops with hundreds of dollars in his pocket.

         He learned to shoot dice  and, more importantly, to cheat at dice  before leaving grade school. By the time he entered Frederick Douglass High School, Williams was regarded as one of the best pool players in the city, if not the East Coast.

         As a sharp young man on his way up in the world of 1950s gambling  he is fabled among a certain generation for hitting the three-digit number twice in a row on $100 bets  Melvin eventually became a protg of Julius the Lord Salsbury.


         A lieutenant of Meyer Lansky, Salsbury controlled the layoff for Baltimores lucrative illegal lottery before jumping bail and disappearing in 1970, never to be seen again.

         You cant come in as a guy from West Baltimore and have any better break than to have Salsbury say, Respect this man, observed Burns.

         A math prodigy specializing in games of chance, Melvin impressed Salsbury instantly, having cost the older man dearly with those successive lottery hits. In his first stretch in prison, where Williams earned his high school equivalency, he was accused of cheating because hed scored so high on math tests.

         So [the teacher] made up another test right in front of me, and as fast as he would put up the problems. I would do them, recalled Williams. He said, When did you learn that? and I said, I dont know. He said, How did you learn that? And I said, I dont know.

         To hear law enforcement authorities tell the tale, by the mid-1960s when the Avenue had changed and heroin had become the dominant criminal enterprise, Williams turned from gambler to drug trafficker and became one of the most successful in the citys history.

         Williams says he did not get involved with narcotics until he was framed by federal drug agents and Baltimore narcotics detectives, who utilized the testimony of a corrupt informant and planted a small amount of heroin on Williams when he was arrested.

         In his 1987 series of articles, Simon interviewed a former federal agent  long since fired from the job  who acknowledged that the probable cause to arrest Williams was manufactured and the drugs were likely planted by a Baltimore sergeant who later killed himself while under investigation for perjury.

         This agent, as well as others, argues that the frame-up was motivated by the fact that Williams was a large-scale trafficker who could not be caught fair-and-square.

         Williams returned to the streets in the early 1970s, built a larger and more insulated drug ring, but was again felled by a federal investigation and served another four years. Again he came home, this time caught up in Ed Burnss protracted wiretap probe of several interconnected West Baltimore drug crews.


         Acknowledging that he had not been a nice guy by any stretch of the imagination, Williams is pleased to have retired from a game that buries most of its players before they hit thirty.

         Williams also nurtured and cherished a home life and the middle-class agenda that goes with it, including college for his kids.

         Its not easy buying your daughters automobiles from the visiting room [of prison], even though youve got more than enough money, he said. So you say to yourself, When did I not have enough money? Why did I continue to be involved when I long ago had too much money?

         Because its not about money.

         Calling the shots, Williams conceded, reflecting on his legendary status in the East Coast drug trade. Its addictive, calling the shots.

         Williams never drank or used drugs. He does not eat meat and has long maintained a personal discipline that made pursuing him a nightmare for investigators, who knew they would never catch him flashing money or openly associating or communicating with other suspects, much less ever being in the room with product.

         Hes a very, very intelligent guy who knows how to listen, how to read between the lines and size people up, said Burns. He was a nine-to-five drug dealer who never went out after dark, whose daughter went to college.

         

         DAVID SIMON: The drug game has grown beyond the small, back-alley game that you might have known in the 1950s. Now, its almost part of the pop culture. What are the people trying to play it now not seeing?
         

         

         MELVIN WILLIAMS: That nobody got away. Theyre not seeing that at a time when I spent 26 years in [some] of the worlds worst penitentiaries, there was still a parole board and I only did one-third of every sentence I ever had.
         

         But in 1987, the United States removed parole from off the planet. Now, the standard sentence they give young people for drug involvement is 30 to life, usually life.

         These kids have been [deluded]. But theres so many of them on so many street corners that the big boys [federal agents] dont have a chance to go after all of them, as they did back in our day. The only thing they have going for them is numbers. As each one grows to be a shark, theyre going to cut his head off.
         

         And when one of them slips out of the Mickey Mouse drug-dealer [phase of the game] and buys the automobile that says I have arrived, he identifies himself to the big boys. And the big boys are the big boys just because they are the big boys. They dont play and they dont miss and theyre going after kids that study no law, know nothing about protecting themselves or their family, and the end result is so [inevitable] that you could make book on it.
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         DS: Ed, what do you think the players miss when theyre in the game?
         

         

         ED BURNS: I think its a question of culture, this is all they have. You know what the scariest place in Baltimore is today? The middle schools. Go in there and see how damaged these kids are at the age of 11, 12, 13.
         

         [But] when Melvin started, Im sure he came in on a level several steps removed from the street. The kids starting out today start on the street.


         The gangs in Baltimore are neighborhood gangs, and the clever kids use their little group as a vehicle [to work the game].

         Theyre always going to have muscle around them and theyre going to play the other kids, but theyre hoping to get off the street, because you get killed out there. Theres only very few people that have that intellectual capacity, that distance that allows them to marginally go up the ranks.

         In West Baltimore, you might have 20,000 kids trying out, you might have five winners, and by winners we mean people who move up the line. The difference between [Melvins] generation and today is that before it was semi-controlled. Murders meant something. Now its just your shoes are wrong, bang, youre dead.

         Before cocaine came and changed everything, there was a certain amount of charm to it. I locked up a guy one time on an escape [warrant]. His name was Peacock, and when we rode downtown and got on the elevator, he says, Maybe you can do me a favor?

         Anything you want, I said, and he goes, Can you take this out of my back?

         I reached around and he had a.45 in his back and I said, Tell you what. Well write this up as found property, and he said, Thank you.

         I was going to take him up to the office, take the handcuffs off him, and get him a coffee. If he was another type of guy, he would have pulled out the.45, blown us all away, and walked out of the goddamn building at two oclock in the morning.

         Its all ugly now, and ugly is not where you want to be.

         

         DS: You remember Peacock?
         

         

         MW: Of course.
         

         

         DS: I dont think I ever met anybody from any side of the tracks that had as much personal discipline as you, Melvin. Where did it come from?
         

         

         MW: I grew up in a martial arts environment and all of it was designed so that you defend yourself. It didnt have anything to do with attack. The discipline of doing push-ups on your knuckles and running after everybody else stopped  when your guts are falling out and you say, Im going to run for three more miles  thats part of where the discipline came from. I started when I was around 15.
         

         

         DS: Ed, what did the name Melvin Williams mean to you when you heard it the first time?
         

         

         EB: Melvin is unique unto himself as far as his stature in the Baltimore drug world. There were other guys that got big, but they never really left the street. Melvin was the top of the pinnacle. He was the guy you would go for.
         

         The drug game didnt interest me so much as the challenge [of the pursuit]. In any occupation, if you work with a second person, theres got to be communication. A prosecutor once told me, Youbuildamousetrap. Every day you build a mousetrap because its only got to work one time. That mouse can beat you 364 days of the year, but the one time it works, its over.

         So it became about building a better mousetrap and getting the department to give you the time to do it. Not all of my wars were fought on the street. A lot of my wars were fought inside the building, saying, This guy over here is dangerous, truly dangerous people. Just let me have the time this time to get him, and theyd resist.

         Once a police officer aspires to rank  you would think that stopping crime would be the number one priority  crime is so far down the list you cant find it.

         

         DS: Is there a way to play the game where youre not vulnerable to enforcement?
         

         

         MW: There are people that have sold boatloads of narcotics for the last 40 or 50 years. People who transfer narcotics in boats at ports where nobodys watching. Thats what they do. And by the time it winds up in the city, its been broken down eight million times.
         

         The kind of credibility that you have to have to communicate with those kinds of organizations has to come from the kind of past that a Melvin would have. The kids [hustling] today are disenfranchised. They can never come from the street to be anything more than what is considered trivial in New York but is special here.
         

         Tonight, tomorrow, and all the rest of your life, somebody is going to sell poppy illegitimately for a tremendous amount of money. Just like the New York Stock Exchange.

         Once, someone called me way back when and said, I want you to go to [New York], just be present and take a little money with you. I go, and Im the only guy there who looked like me.
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         Everybody has on Turkish mohair suits, top-of-the-line, $3,000 or $4,000 suits. The alligators match perfectly  burgundy with burgundy, blue with blue, black with black. The ties were the very best of silk. Youre at the top of your game.

         One guy reaches [for something], another guy brings him a vial, he puts something into the vial and shakes it and it turns blue-black, and its evident this is heroin.


         The man says: I got 3,842 kilograms of that, Melvin, and youre first because youre the newest guy here. Im selling these for $75,000 a kilogram  China White  you cut it 40 times and it gets stronger.

         I reach into my briefcase and I bring out $225,000 and he takes it and balls it back up and sticks it back in my case. He says, I dont want to offend you because I understand youre a martial artist, and everybody laughs.

         He says, You have not understood the gravity of your being here. You have been accepted. Tell me the amount of these that you want, and two streets that cross any place on the planet, and in 24 hours Ill make it happen.

         I told him, Ill take 40, and I gave him two streets in East Baltimore, and within 24 hours he did just what he said. He said, If the material is in a vehicle, the vehicle is yours. If its in a U-Haul, take it out to the airport and turn it in. And the rest is history. You become a millionaire overnight. You dont have a choice.

         I remember going into Julius Salsburys office one evening, and he and three other men were sitting around talking about people that died 20 years ago, billions of dollars, people that would die 20 minutes from now, billions of dollars.

         Two of those persons were present at the Appalachian mountain meeting when they [organized crime bosses] divided the country up. I walked in, and nobody ever looked around to see who this black guy was that had just sat down or changed his thoughts.

         [Salsbury] had told them, Theres a black kid thats going to come in here that I love. Dont offend me, or him, by breaking conversation or stopping whatever the nature of this conversation is all about.

         I have never been more proud in my life.

         

         DS: But now, to work your way up that pyramid from the bottom?
         

         

         MW: Cant happen. [The new guy of today] is never going to be accepted. The door is closed.
         

         

         DS: No one on the planet can say that Melvin Williams had a conversation with law enforcement that was about anything beyond the weather. There were people who broke that code, much to your detriment. How much of the code is still intact?
         

         

         MW: When I got into a federal penitentiary, somebody at the top of each of the [crime] families, at some point when I first come through the door, would kiss me in the proximity of everybody so that everybody can see, We dont want this guy to have a problem.
         

         Theres just so little of that going on that thats what [an up-and-coming drug trafficker] aspires to. Thats carte blanche in jail and they wouldnt trade that for nothing.

         

         DS: What do you miss the most?
         

         

         MW: In the game? I dont miss it.
         

         

         DS: Theres got to be something.
         

         

         MW: The only reason I became involved in the drug game was I had a group around me, and the group didnt have the same kind of gambling, thinking, and charisma that I had, so I had to find something where everybody could earn that kind of money without really being that kind of person. And drugs was the only thing at the time.
         

         

         DS: Was there nothing about it that had its charm?
         

         

         MW: It was a headache. Every day you gotta worry about Joe making a mistake. You know you werent going to make any, but Joe has gotten more money now than hes ever dreamed of in life, and [women], and everybody thats wise is always after him, so youve got to watch him all day, protect him all day long from his whores and his fantasies. Every day youve got to ride around and see whos trying to throw a curveball at him. Thats a headache.
         

         

         DS: Who do you miss, Melvin?
         

         

         MW: When I was away, the old man that first taught me everything that I know about gambling passed away  Cherry Reds Franklin.
         


         We met because I had devised a way to shoot the dice; its called the turn down. I had found a way to shoot the turn down on every surface, including smooth concrete  to determine at least a high percentage of making my number.

         I went around to see him the next day and I went around every day after that until I became an adult and went to the penitentiary. I missed that I wasnt there when that old guy died. He was a very light-skinned old man considered to be a grumpy old guy to everybody he had ever met.

         He never worked a day in his life and sent all of his children to college. I was the only dark-skinned person that anybody had seen him with. And he used to call me his baby. He must have passed away sometime around 1970.

         He told me, Melvin, never place a bet  no matter how much better you are than your opponent  on something that you cant replace. Ill never forget that. He also asked me if I planned to have a lot of money and fame [and power], and I said, Absolutely, and he said, Then youre planning in reverse.

         He gave me a week to figure that out, and after that week I said, I dont know the answer.

         So he told me, Anytime you plan to have a blow job, a lottery hit, a windfall of astronomical dimension, youre gonna like that. And you dont never have to plan for something that you like because youll be delighted.

         Plan [instead] to be going in the house in the middle of the night with your hands full of shopping bags and the stickup mob turn the corner. Plan to be sitting at the table, counting the amounts of different kinds of substances that will turn into millions of dollars and the door come off the hinge.

         Always plan for something that you dont like so you can stop it.

         I never forgot that.

         

         DS: Ed, who do you miss?
         

         

         EB: I miss Bubbles. He was my informant and he was an amazing guy. When I left, I turned Bubbles over to guys who didnt respect him. They didnt like him because Bubbles made them work.
         


         Bubbles would call and say, Theres an escapee out here, and theyd go, Hey, its lunchtime. Id have to go out to Bubbles and take money out of my pocket because theyd been cheating him.

         

         DS: Aside from the 26 years of lost time, are there other regrets?
         

         

         MW: The way the script was written, thats just the way it is. Thats a long time to be removed from your family, but Ive had some days in the penitentiary that were so delightful, I wouldnt replace them with nothing. Sometimes the gates were opened and I was told, See you, but there aint nowhere that I could go.
         

         Ive had some dinners and some meals prepared by people from other parts of the world that own restaurants and villas, people I am certain have never been in the presence of an African-American before, who said, Melvins on a late detail and were not going to eat one shred of this stuff until he gets here.

         I consider that priceless. People who have conversations that can go from billions of dollars to murder and never worry that I might repeat it. Thats the top of the line for me. I wouldnt substitute that for anything.

         

         DS: Theres been an American prohibition on drugs going back for most of the last century and increasing in its fervor. What do you think about that, what youve seen it do to the city?
         

         

         MW: I see the country for what it is. This is a part of the world where they say, Give us our piece and we basically dont care what you do. We have a lifestyle and grandkids that need to ride horses in fields that go as far as the eye can see. I need to have money thats going to be regular and often. That [culture] governs and determines things. The changes in the community, as ugly as it appears to be, are something that nobody has been able to overcome.
         

         A junkie in England can go and get his shot for a dollar. Who the hell can compete with that? You want to stop drugs? Sell it legitimately.

         Make a package that has the same amount every time, rather than let somebody that has no intellectual or chemical experience make something up in a bowl in his kitchen, and when he runs out of [thinners], he reaches up in his cabinet because he needs another hundred pills and dumps something white down in it.
         

         He doesnt know what kind of negative chemical reaction its going to have on anybody; hes interested in dollars and cents.

         In Britain, they have determined that if we put this amount in this container over this period of time, the user will never OD. You want to do that, you dont have to worry about [anything else] because nobody can sell and make money below a dollar.

         

         EB: In this society, as far as the legitimate economy goes, only a certain amount of people are productive. The ones who are not productive, you have to do something with them. You could be a nice guy and educate them and take care of them and make them part of your economy, or you could say, Go get high.
         

         The addiction rate is increasing  not only in the inner city, but all over the country  because the jobs are disappearing, and if I dont need you to work anymore, Ill just get rid of you.

         I cant kill you, that would be bad, so I send you down the road of addiction, which is hideous, and Im quite content to say, Its your fault because you got addicted, not societys fault.

         And thats the interesting thing  why dont we do something about drugs? This wars been going on for 30 years and they havent begun to do anything about it. If drugs went away, law enforcement, as its structured today, would take a terrible hit.

         

         MW: No question.
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