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Amid the jumble of candy bars, plastic dolls, sunblock and videotapes at Coney Island Variety in Mastic Beach, mention of the local school district embezzlement scandal elicited a snort of contempt Sunday afternoon.

"I'm moving to Texas," announced a regular customer known as "Artie," as he pocketed his pack of Parliament 100s and nodded goodbye to proprietor Edward Mazza.

"It's not going to be any better down there!" Mazza, 64, called after him. "It's the same everywhere. You could pick any community and dig dirt up." 

But in the blue-collar South Shore communities of the William Floyd school district, this white-collar crime against taxpayers and students is particularly galling to residents, as they expressed loud and clear at a raucous and impassioned school board meeting attended by about 250 people last week.

There are similarities in the unfolding revelations of corruption in the William Floyd School District, where former treasurer James Wright faces grand larceny charges for allegedly stealing more than $700,000, and in Roslyn, where former superintendent Frank Tassone and chief financial officer Pamela Gluckin are charged with stealing $2 million in district funds.

But there are significant differences in the communities that find themselves in this predicament: Roslyn has long been a relatively affluent community, while Mastic, Shirley and Mastic Beach are historically working-class communities pulling themselves out of a decades-long decline.

"I think it hurts people's morale more than anything," said Mazza, who has talked to customers about the scandal over the past few weeks. "They're hard-working people and they're paying big taxes ... And it bothers people more when they feel that ... [Wright] is going to just get a slap on the wrist."

By many measures, the area, which went through a slump in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, is on the mend. Families shop on Neighborhood Road, where prostitutes used to ply their trade. Real estate agents tout the beachfront communities as an affordable version of the Hamptons. And high school students have a sparkling, state-of-the-art building, renovated four years ago.

School board member Bob Vecchio, elected just before the school district discovered last year that money was missing, pointed to the achievements of students on the robotics team and in "The Long Island Challenge" academic quiz show.

"This scandal has divided the whole community and taken all these accomplishments and thrown them out the window," Vecchio said. "It's going to be really hard to repair that."

On the other hand, he said he doubts the scandal will permanently damage the area's reputation. "We've been dealing with many stigmas for many years," Vecchio said. "This is just one step back. But we'll move forward again."

Janice Schaefer, president of the Mastic Beach Property Owners Association, had an even more optimistic assessment.

"The community has rebounded from things in the past, and I'm sure this will make the community a lot stronger," said Schaefer, who has written a book on the history of Mastic Beach. "It just seems like when something bad happens, everybody gets together, talks more, and accomplishes a lot more."

Joan Kessler, a 29-year resident of Mastic Beach who attended William Floyd schools herself, said she would like to see parents forming a group to air their concerns about the schools, fiscal and otherwise. She has complained in the past, she said, about a lack of security and metal detectors at William Paca Middle School in Mastic Beach, which her 13-year-old daughter attends.

"It's been bothering me, where did this money go? And whose hand was in it?" said Kessler who was attending a meeting of the Bow Tie Boulevard Camaro car club at Smith Point on Sunday. Her family has sold their house and is now renting, she said, partly because of property taxes that reached $4,200 a year.

Solidarity was in evidence at Wednesday's school board meeting, though it seemed mostly to be a solidarity in anger.

School board president Vincent Pascale was jeered when he tried to rally the crowd by appealing to these communities' sense of being the underdog and the perception that they have been unfairly derided and ignored by the rest of Long Island.

"Our school district and our entire community are under attack," he said. "This is nothing new for the William Floyd community."

He was heckled by some in the crowd. "By who?" someone yelled.

Blossom Thame, a social worker who moved to Shirley from Queens three years ago, said the William Floyd school district was one of the reasons she and her husband chose the community. Their daughter, who went to private school in Queens, now attends Nathaniel Woodhull School in Shirley.

"It was a big step for us to trust the school district," said Thame, 42, as she shopped in Shirley last week. "So it's devastating that this would happen."

On the other hand, Thame said, she's been nothing but delighted with her daughter's school and teachers. "I don't know how directly that person's actions might have affected my child or the others," she said. "But I'm still happy with what she's received so far, and I don't see a negative step back in the quality of education in the future."

Jerry Krupnick, 58, a part-owner and broker at Your Team Realty in Mastic Beach, said this is what he hears from most people he's spoken to.

"They're mad at the crooks that stole money from the kids," he said. "They're not mad at the schools or the quality of education they're getting."

William Corey, 35, an Amityville resident considering buying a house in Mastic Beach with his wife, Diane, and sons Griffin, 2, and Max, 1, said he doesn't see corruption as a negative sign about the community or the schools. This weekend, as the family picnicked on the beach at Smith Point County Marina, Corey said he has actually found himself encouraged by the local reaction.

"There's no way a community can know about the corruption until it's brought out in a public forum," he said. "I mean, God, if it happens in Roslyn, why wouldn't it happen here? It's probably a cancer that's spreading through the districts of Long Island."

What matters, Corey said, is how the community deals with the situation. "If there was an apathetic community that didn't care, that wasn't trying to get some restitution or prosecution," he said, "that would be disheartening."

GRAPHIC: 1) Newsday photo/David L. Pokress - Edward Mazza, owner of Coney Island Variety, says the schools scandal 'hurts people's morale more than anything.' 2) photo by Julia Xanthos - William Corey of Amityville, with Griffin, 2, and Diane holding Max, 1, at the Smith Point Marina. The scandal hasn’t dissuaded the Coreys from a possible home buy in Mastic Beach.

LOAD-DATE: July 13, 2004
