Busted in Boston


It just occurred to me what an ironic twist of fate it is that notwithstanding the interrogations by the KGB during my adolescence, they never nabbed me in flagrante delicto during the many riots and demonstrations in the late 60's. Contrary to the experience of my brothers and many friends, I never did hard time as a political prisoner. For all my haggles with the Swiss alien police, it never resulted in an actual criminal act or incarceration either. Here in America, I keep a politically loose tongue, writing to senators, voting, sending email to media outlets; I’ve even been quoted on cable Fox news as a geologist disagreeing with the junk science premises of industry and cars causing global warming.  All you misguided “protectors of mother earth” and other assorted lefties, remember the NE blizzard of 2003 and the ice storm of 04. It is a great feeling waking up peaceful and free.


Once in a while I myself don’t believe that I ran afoul of the law in the middle of the ‘80s on a business trip from Chicago to Boston. I headed to a meeting with the vice-president and several top managers of a large client. The rental company at the Logan airport messed up my reservation and as an upgrade I drove off in a brand new wine-red Buick Regal. In my gray woolen Swiss suit I was indiscernible from the local cocky, even snobbish yuppies; in my estimation there are more of them in Boston than in New York. A mere 18 months earlier I had spent a winter week in Boston during my backpacking trip across the country, and gadded about mainly through Cambridge, played volleyball with Harvard professors, and tasted for the first time at the Fisher Market in the Old Town bowl of hearty clam chowder; I still like it.


Merely finding my way for the first time in a car from memory as a pedestrian in narrow and winding streets was... - well I was too optimistic. In no time I was completely lost in the maze of one-way streets and confusing, catch-22 like signs. My destination was to be quite unlike my memories of the Old Town’s market hall. In a crawl I was approaching a crossing with a pedestrian zone. At this point I saw by the right curb a cop next to a big Harley ticketing somebody in a car. I stopped next to him and asked politely from behind for directions to the Fisher Market. He turned around furiously and growled, “Don’t even budge, you’ll get a ticket too!” That really ticked me off. I jumped out of the car and began to argue with him; and that, I shouldn’t have done. He was a beefy fellow in his 50's, black curls, looked like a Greek. Before I knew it he twisted my arms behind my back and cuffed me so tight that it cut into the bone. His bad luck was his bike and that he busted me. It took quite a stretch before the arrival of the police cruiser. So we stood there in the middle of the street next to the polished Buick, he close behind my back clutching my wrists. As in any other big city, there gathered on the crossing in no time a large crowd of gawkers. Despite my lack of the sense of smell, due to the socialist-quack healthcare, I still could sense on my neck the cesspit smell of decaying foodstuff in alcohol from his mouth as he grunted from behind into my ear, “You f... European, jist buzz off to where you came from!” - like so many times in Switzerland, this was the first and, so far, the only time it happened in America.

After that I went ballistic and rather naturally addressed the crowd. In fact, I was facing it anyway, and I do have a booming voice. While I was spelling out the situation to the locals the cop hissed hatefully and furiously into my ear, “shut up, you’re gonna get it!” Understandably, I blew it up politically and chanted vehemently, “I am a defector from Communism visiting here, and I got lost and asked this fellow for help and got busted! What’s going on in America?!”  In spite of my butt being as tight as eagle’s talons, not knowing the outcome of this deuced fix, I got deep satisfaction when the crowd roared immediately and spontaneously, booing out this crooked cop. The crowd stayed put till the cruiser took me, as I assumed, to the police station. Except that Boston being one of the oldest US cities has the transient jail in the basement of the police precinct in the Old Town not unlike the medieval dungeons of Europe. This one had about twenty metal cages along the very thick stonewalls, incredible stench, un-breathable, sultry and musty air, and only one iron door leading into the narrow, and virtually dark cellar. Each cage had one colored inmate, an awfully narrow tilting metal bunk without a blanket, under the back wall a “Moscow” latrine, i.e. a pothole without any dumping bucket or paper, and, lastly, there was I. That night I’d gladly dish out my paycheck for an old “Red Law” newspaper, despite its smearing ink... (Among the well-documented supply shortages of basic necessities in the absurd red economy was also the almost non-existent toilet paper. Hence, we used the aforementioned official party-line newspaper instead, with the wry Czech humor: that’s where it all indeed belongs...)


All night the other inmates belched out grossly vulgar curses, threats and expletives, shook the bars, and banged on and kicked the bunks booming like corrugated sheet metal. This ghastly bust up kept bouncing off, only a wee little bit being soaked up into, the surface of the 300-year-old clay slate walls. As if we were buried alive.  I was quite frightened not knowing how many more such fright-nights I was going to spend there and spent the entire night in fervent prayers; all of us tend to be humble like lambs in a scrape. I’ve got to admit that the prayers calmed me down.

Through my mind that night flashed the memory of my first visit to Boston in the winter of ‘82, how the, by then familiar, still small voice helped me again. After a week in cold yet sunny Boston I had that distinct and infallible feeling before breakfast to leave the very same day. I flew just before Christmas to Orlando with a stopover in NYC. Orlando was muggy and rainy. For the first time in my life I was soaked to the skin and at the same time drenched in sweat, and to top it off, TWA lost my huge backpack for three days in the pre-Christmas mess. Thus I grumbled under my nose regarding my silliness in obeying this, for a human still irrational, voice. The fidgets left me abruptly the very next morning. In the newspapers were thumb size headings: Boston crippled by a Nor’easter, several feet of snow overnight, millions in damage, Logan shut down... As many times before and since, I really felt like a bonehead, apologized to the Lord, expressing gratitude for this unfathomable personal protection.

In the early morning, without any breakfast mind you, I was taken to a large waiting hall on the first floor with windows with thick milky panes, filled with rather shabby and sorry bunch of petty thieves, pimps and other small time crooks, mostly white or Latino. Sporting a dress shirt and a tie (my jacket was in the Buick), I stood out nicely. After about an hour of waiting and mutual sizing up - just like in a pack, the only thing missing would be the sniffing at each other - one of the apparently repeat offenders addressed me aside: “Hey there young man, what are you in for? You’re all dolled up but I don’t dig you for a dealer.” I gave him a quick sketch of my situation and he instantly exclaimed: “You walk dude, you hear, when you see the judge, you walk!” - and added a coolly encouraging pat on my shoulder. He then turned away abruptly and with a head motion toward me said to his pals, “he’ll get out in a jiffy and he ain’t payin’ up neither”, and that was that. Any regard for “yours truly” dissipated instantly, I wasn’t from their milieu.

In another hour the city prosecutor came in and called out my name and I found myself in a showy courtroom paneled with burnished dark wood. Beside the prosecutor and me there were only two armed bailiffs present. They put me into a fenced off witness stand, and in a little while an older judge came in with who was bald on top of his head. “All arise!” blared out one of the bailiffs. We had barely sat down when the prosecutor began fiercely to spout out on my head a flood of accusations, as if his career depended on my life sentence. I only caught from this tirade my resisting arrest and causing a public riot. In any case, sooner or later the would be Inquisitor had to inhale; I was ready and stood up swiftly and addressed the judge directly: “Your Honor, I am here on a business trip from Switzerland, got lost in the Old Town and asked the said policeman for help and so you have me here.” I was the embodiment of civility. The judge with a motion of his hand underscored with a stern demeanor silenced the would be Inquisitor, who was just itching to rebut, apologized to me and released me at once without any fines. The local skunk assessed my case flawlessly after all.

At any rate, the scab of a cop got the last word; even the cab driver couldn’t find the car-impound. The cops had spitefully used one outside town in a very bad and run-down industrial ‘hood; when the meter reached $50, the driver turned it off. The chubby clerk who gave me the keys to the rental car told me that she had just moved into town from Colorado and is scared stiff of the local cops.


In a few weeks I was on another business trip to D.C. and stopped by to visit a wealthy and influential friend from Vienna, who was then an independent consultant of large corporations and even our beloved president Reagan. I was still so incensed over that scurvy cop that I wanted to sue him, which I never have done before. The very knowledgeable friend talked me out of it in no time flat. “Forget about it, the Boston cops are some of the most corrupt in the country, and in addition, hold a grudge against the locals since they voted against their pay raise. It would unnecessarily cost you a lot of money. Too bad that you stopped by the cop, now you know what’s going on there.” I heeded his advice and put behind me the only such incident in twenty years, and in my mind dumped the cop into the sewers. As it is written in the Holy Writ: “Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord.”

