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How to Deal with the Police: Without Ending up Wearing Orange Jammies.  Seems simple, doesn’t it?  And yet, it’s a concept a lot of people don’t quite understand.  Think of the Golden Rule; treat others as you would like them to treat you.  Unfortunately, that sentiment doesn’t seem to be followed as much as it used to thanks in large part to social media.

To be honest, this book won’t work for everybody which sounds rather cynical because we all should strive for good community-police relations.  Should being the operative word here. So, what’s the problem with this thought?  It’s wrong.  Some people are destined to wear the orange jammies for the rest of their lives.  Whether they’re locked up for incredibly violent offenses, or they just continue to screw up and are in and out of jail or prison, these people in a lot of cases have chosen to be criminals.  

But why would someone choose to be a crook?  Think of John Candy’s character in the movie Uncle Buck (it’s a 30-year-old movie so if you haven’t seen it, spoiler alert:  everybody dies in the end).  John Candy plays Buck, a guy who doesn’t have a job and makes his money by placing illegal bets on rigged horse races once a year.  Having a job means responsibility and for some people, that’s way too much to ask.  In short, these people can’t or won’t handle the rules.

Thankfully, people who blew off the high school guidance counselor appointments to opt for a life of crime are few and far between.  And let’s be honest, you knew exactly who in your class would be problem children when they left high school.  What you’d really find shocking are those you pegged for losers who turned out alright. 

This book, however, is designed for those interactions with the police in which: 

A) You legitimately don’t know what to do in a situation in which the police have gotten involved 

B) You’ve always wondered why the police do things a certain way 

C) Frank Sinatra’s My Way is your theme song.  

With the tips provided in this book, you’ll learn how to successfully deal with a police officer.  And by successfully deal, I mean not ending up spending the night on a concrete slab with an inch-thick vinyl covered mattress wearing undies that have been worn by hundreds of other people.

I’m a cop.  And I’ve been doing it for the past 25 plus years, although some years seem more like a Mars year (687 days, I already looked it up so don’t bother).  It dawned on me long ago that the average citizen, media member, politician, community activist, celebrity or professional athlete has no clue about policing or what the average police officer does.  Through much deep, contemplative thinking, I finally came to this conclusion towards the end of my second day of being a cop. Back in the day before the “interweb,” it was common for people to “talk” to each other “face to face” when expressing thoughts and emotions. Their expert opinion on what the cop in any given situation should’ve done was limited to them, their friends and family, and maybe a tinfoil hat inspired rant or two to their local newspaper.  With today’s keyboard warriors, however, it’s become far easier to spread their analysis worldwide from the comfort of their own home regarding some police related event that lasted less than five seconds.  And with the advent of cellphone videos, the waters have become even more muddied regarding the police, because wait for it, there are people and news organizations who may have other reasons than showing the entire video clip and providing full context.

Policing as a profession is unique in that everyone thinks they know what the cops should be doing.  The problem is that not everyone’s definition or view is the same. Not everyone knows what’s typical in the life of a systems analyst. Or senior quality engineer. Or portfolio management specialist. And frankly, unless you or someone you know actually works in those professions, no one cares.  Watching Die Hard’s John McClane as a software designer sitting in his cubicle for two hours?  Pass.  Now, if your feelings are hurt, go ahead and say it, it wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been called that (and that one too). But just about everyone has been exposed to the police, whether it was a call for assistance, a ticket, through a friend, the media, or Hollywood.  And unless you’ve been living under a rock in America since August 9th, 2014, (you know, the day Michael Unarmed- Black-Teenager-Minding-His-Own-Business-After-Robbing-A-Store Brown died) you’ve no doubt had your fill of the talking heads and protesters’ view of the police. Yet despite all of that, policing remains a mystery to many.  Some people liken it to being kind of like pornography; you’ll know it when you see it.  The problem with that belief is that most of the public doesn’t know what legally constitutes pornography either, except, of course, people like Carlos Danger.

When a police officer waxes poetic on one of their many bizarro experiences with the citizenry without giving the proper context of the situation, peoples’ eyes tend to glaze over.  Why is that?  There are a few reasons why this might occur. One, they think there’s no way another citizen could do something so incredibly stupid and the cop is making the story up. Two, depressingly, the citizen doesn’t even realize that another citizen’s behavior is that stupid.  And the third possibility is that people, in general, are starting to have the attention spans of a fruit fly and have stopped listening to the cop’s story altogether. Sometimes it’s a combo deal.  

It’s been my experience that it’s rare the average citizen puts two and two together to figure out why what happened, happened (although given the critical thinking skills in today’s society as displayed on most internet comment sections, it’s a mystery to many as to why the Pop-Tart burned in the toaster when it was left in there too long). They never stop to think, “You know, if the person had just done this or that, everything would’ve turned out okay.”  This is especially true when it comes to some police use of force incident.  On the flipside, police officers think the stories from other cops are hilarious because they get it.  Any officer with just a few years on the street probably has a story like the one he or she just heard.  It’s not uncommon for officers to one up each other because there’s always an even dumber citizen or criminal out there.  Unlike the old axiom, there are stupid questions (you know, the questions at a mandatory job training or meeting that happen right before the lunch break or at the end of the day when everyone just wants to go home).  Just as there are stupid questions, there are stupid people.  You know them. I know them.  The police earn their paychecks because of them. 

So why do cops act like they do? In short, there’s always an outside stimulus, good or bad.  Okay, I won’t lie to you, most of the time, it’s bad. It can be a combination of the officer’s attitude, the citizen’s attitude, the boss’ attitude, the politician’s attitude and occasionally, the animal’s attitude.  After 25 years of dealing with the public as a police officer and as a sergeant since 2002, I’ve often wondered how we function as a society.  Some officers call citizens job security. Some officers call them idiots. I just call them misinformed.  

In basic terms, this is a how-to book.  A book that will answer all of those burning questions such as “How do I approach the police with a problem? What can I do to help? How can I avoid ending up wearing orange jammies smelling of jail stank that just won’t come off?” It’s my hope that the citizens who read this book will gain an understanding of what to do and not to do in dealing with the police. For merely illustrative purposes, vulgar language may be used by suspects and/or citizens in this book.  And if you believe that citizens would never use foul, despicable language at the police, well, maybe you should let someone else handle your finances for you.  At the end of each chapter, I’ll provide a helpful tip on how to successfully deal with the police.  There will also be a quiz at the end, so if you don’t pass, you will forfeit your right to be a voting citizen followed by relocation.  I’m sorry, I don’t make the rules.

Ready? No?  Too bad, cause here we go. 
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Details? We don’t need no stinkin’ details...

––––––––
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Sgt. Voss: “Police Department, may I help you?” I answered the phone for about the tenth time of the afternoon.

Caller: “The squirrel is on fire,” the caller said all panicky like she’d just run a 10K.

Sgt. Voss: “The squirrel is on fire?”

Caller: “Yes.”  At this point, 3 or 4 seconds of silence.

Sgt. Voss: “Okay, what are you talking about?”

Caller: “Look, do I have to spell it out for you?” she asked in an irritated tone.

Sgt. Voss: “Um, apparently, since I have no idea what you’re saying.”

Caller: “THERE IS A SQUIRREL ON FIRE (spoken very slowly and loudly.) What are YOU going to DO about it?” she demanded, the concern in her voice rising.

At this point, I’ve placed my hand over the mouthpiece of the phone, and I was hitting myself in the head with the handset.

Sgt. Voss: “Okay, let’s try it this way.  Where is the squirrel on fire?” I asked, my head throbbing.

Caller: “On the body? The whole damned thing is on fire!” she yelled.

Sgt. Voss: “Listen carefully, where is the physical location of the squirrel?”

Caller: “At the corner of Smith Dr. and Clark St.”  Another 3 or 4 seconds of silence.

Sgt. Voss: “Is there a man or kids there doing this to the squirrel?”

Caller: “OH MY GOD, are you coming down here or not!”  At this point, the caller wasn’t just bordering on hysteria, she had borrowed Evel Knievel’s rocket car and jumped way over the border.

Sgt. Voss: “I’ll be right there, what’s your na...?”  The caller had disconnected.

So now I’m faced with calling into dispatch over the radio to report I’m en route to a squirrel on fire.  How exactly does that get called in without me sounding like an idiot? Easy. I didn’t call it in and decided to wait until I arrived at the scene to figure out what the hell was going on.  And before you brand me as a wimp, in the policing world, like life, some things are better left unsaid especially when you know you’re never going to hear the end of it from other cops. Squirrel toys, squirrel cartoons, squirrel recipes (yes, it’s a thing) would’ve haunted me at the department till the day I left.  I know this would happen because if it happened to anyone else, I’d be one of the people leaving the squirrel paraphernalia.  In terms of pranking, cops are a brutal bunch.  

Leaving the station, I had to decide how to respond to this call: emergency lights, lights and siren, driving the speed limit, or showing up sometime before the end of my shift.  Figuring there would probably be hell to pay if I took the scenic route, I decided to nudge the speed limit a little to get there.  And if you’re wondering, officers can exceed the speed limit when responding to certain types of calls, especially when people are losing their minds. Fortunately, the location of the incident wasn’t too far away, which, given my experience, wasn’t the norm.

Arriving on scene, a woman frantically came running up to me demanding that I DO something.  She pointed to the top of a nearby power pole and yelled, “SEE?”  I then noticed billowing smoke and fire coming from the top of the pole with the remains of a fluffy gray tail hanging over the edge.  For the uninformed, power poles are normally very tall.  With thousands of volts surging through the transformer box, the utility company tends to place them out of reach of kids, politicians, and criminal defense attorneys.  Squirrels, on the other hand, have never bothered to read that safety memo and have a nasty habit of climbing all sorts of tall things including power poles.

Now, as I was staring 40 feet up at the Viking funeral on top of the pole, I was debating how I was going to answer the concerned citizen. Should I: 

A. Tell her it’s simply the circle of life

B. Tell her the squirrel may have reached the conclusion that life was no longer worth living

C. Tell her the squirrel was dead due to electrocution long before the fire started 

D. Ask her if she get this worked up about abused children.  

While all very plausible answers, I chose the letter C.  And if you’re wondering, my response was delivered with what I considered to be an award-winning performance of empathy.  Squirrels, like people, don’t take several days to die of electrocution.  Although I must admit, for certain criminals whose crimes have gone so far above the pale, several days of low power electrocution would be fine with me.  And if you think option D is a joke, please refer to the amount of news coverage anywhere in the country a deliberately injured puppy receives versus a sexually assaulted child.  There you go.

By this time, a crowd has gathered outside around the pole with various expert squirrel burning on top of a power pole 40ft up in the air opinions being given as to what I should do.  If you’re wondering about those expert opinions, that topic will be addressed later.  Prioritizing things first, I decided to ask the people if the most important thing to them was still working.  And if you’re thinking to yourself what the most important thing to you that would be was still working, be it your sex drive, your worthless in-law, or the dishwasher, don’t bother to ask me.  I really don’t care; I’ve got my own problems.  Now, if you are the parent of the typical teenager, you know that the average teen would just as soon as gouge their eye out with a spork rather than have their cellphone stop working, but I digress.

For most people (excluding those back to nature weirdos), electricity is the single most important thing out there because it powers everything.  A quick check of neighborhood experts assembled revealed that everyone still had power. And if the power had gone out, you can better believe we would’ve gotten a zillion phone calls from people complaining about the emergency.  The kind of emergencies that occur when your rock tumbler, radio out in the garage, or the mood lighting above your stuffed teddy bear collection stops working. 

Back to our informative caller, she had finally stopped hyperventilating and was now able to talk in a somewhat coherent manner.  Grudgingly, after she stopped crying, she came to the realization that the squirrel was in a better place and she could see the big picture.  I tried to smooth things over regarding the initial phone call by explaining that when calling the police, details are always important.  What I’d receive? A blank stare. I elaborated that when calling for emergency services whether it was police, fire, or rescue, details sometimes literally mean the difference between life and death.  In this case, the fact that the squirrel was a crispy critter immediately is beside the point. And given her emotional state, I didn’t use the term “crispy critter” with her, because if I did, I would’ve had to tone out an ambulance for her.

After a pause, with no sort of human recognition or comprehension, no spark in the eye indicating the human condition, the woman simply stated, “I couldn’t have made it any clearer,” and walked away.  As the remains of the pungent squirrel smoke remained in the air, it was now my turn to stare with a blank face.  Deep breath through the nose, hold for four seconds, then exhale through the mouth.  Should I go after the woman to really drive home the point? I’m sure with gentle reasoning the caller would see my way and how wonderful it was. On the other hand, it might be easier with less of a headache to teach a dog how to juggle.  And now that I think about it, I’d much rather deal with the dog. I finally did call it out over the radio with dispatch and advised of some debris (still no way mentioning the “s” word) on the top of the pole that had burned itself out, there was no other damage, and the power was still on.  

As I drove away, I could see the lady who called it in, crying again on her front porch.  Over a squirrel. Now in large urban areas, seeing an occasional squirrel is “cute.”  In rural and semi-rural areas, where the squirrel population is large, not so much.  In fact, if given the chance, they’d kill you and everyone you cared about.  Think I’m kidding?  The squirrel scene dispatching the naughty girl and her father in the film, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, is based on a true story.  So, losing your mind over a wild rodent and then being upset with the cop who didn’t show enough squirrel compassion? Wow. If that sounds a little callous, get back to me after you’ve been to lots of dead people calls and see if Squeaky ranks on the same level.  This is where you cue the phrase, “All cops are just heartless jerks!” from the internet heroes. 

So yes. That was how the call went. I’d like to say that was the exception to the rule.  Sadly, it wasn’t, which brings me to the subject of this chapter, details.  When dealing with the police, they are going to ask you questions. Lots of questions, sometimes really uncomfortable ones.  We’re nosy that way.  If you’re reporting a crime, your punk teenager not listening to you, or your friend of a relative’s second cousin has a question they wanted you to ask the police, details will determine how the situation is resolved.  Don’t believe me?  Let’s try that earlier conversation again:

Sgt. Voss: “Police Department”

Caller: “My name is Joe Schmo and I live at 123 Fake St. Yeah, you’re not going to believe this officer, but there’s a squirrel on fire on top of the power pole at the intersection of Smith Dr. and Clark St.  The squirrel’s already dead but I’m just concerned we’re going to lose power to the neighborhood when the transformer blows.  Could you come down and take a look?”

Sgt. Voss: “I’m on my way.”

See how easy that was?  The main part of the problem, the squirrel on fire, was addressed.  But what made this go so much more smoothly? If you guessed details, you got it right.  Unlike politicians, where details about proposed legislation are for suckers, we in the policing world thrive on details, nay depend on them. 

Having said all that, I would be remiss if I didn’t talk about the flipside of details.  There are times where providing details to the police can get you into trouble. You may ask yourself, “Self, why would I ever give details to the police which might get me into trouble?” Because unlike most politicians who seem to attend some sort of prep school on lying before filing election paperwork, lying to the cops by the average Joe or Jane will result in: 

A) an angry police officer and 

B) additional criminal charges against you.

So, what to do?  Honesty is still the best policy.  Why? (No, seriously, are you even asking that question?) Because if you bungle your response to the cop’s questions, too few or too many incorrect and false details will get you into even more trouble.  So, suck it up, quit wasting everyone’s time and just tell the damned truth.

After getting some information about one of the neighboring city’s hoodlums being spotted in one of our most popular watering holes, we stopped by for a chat. This pillar of society was wanted on multiple warrants and had been pretending he was the Gingerbread Man for the past few weeks (we checked on Drury Ln at his last known address but his roommate the Muffin Man informed us that he moved out a couple of weeks ago to live with his old girlfriend, skipped out on paying his half of the rent and to top it off, the jerk had stolen the TV). We already kind of knew what he looked like (criminals generally change their appearance after their last mugshot) and as we walked in, the similar-looking guy at the bar whose eyes opened the widest confirmed our suspicions. How do you think this exchange was going to go?

Sgt. Voss: “So, what’s your name?” I asked the guy already knowing the answer.  In case you were wondering, the police love to ask people questions they already know the answers to.  It accomplishes two things: one, it verifies you’re telling the truth, and two, it’s enjoyable for us to watch you squirm when it’s blatantly obvious you couldn’t lie your way out of a paper bag.

Suspect: “My name?” he repeated slowly, while scanning the room for possible exits or buddies who might help him out with a distraction.

Sgt. Voss: “Yes, what is it please?” I asked again, knowing that at this point, the odds of this entire situation ending well were slim and no way in hell.

Suspect: “My name...my name...”  At this point, the man had a studious look on his face as if he was on the verge of cracking the last genetic code needed to defeat cancer.

Sgt. Voss: “Yes, you know that thing people call you.  It’s on your identification, maybe even on your underwear.  It’s not that tough.”

Suspect: “Why do you need my name?” he asked innocently.  

Sgt. Voss: “Because I can’t book you into jail using just a symbol, Prince.”

Since we’ve been verbally dancing with no success, the situation can now go one of three ways: he tells me his name, he tells me his friend’s name, or he makes a run for it.  If he chooses option number one, he knows he’s been busted and there’s a warrant out for him. If he chooses option number two, he’s putting all his eggs in his friend’s basket hoping his friend isn’t wanted (a very common occurrence, because surprisingly, criminals hang out with other criminals). If he chooses option number three, he knows if he doesn’t get away, it will end very badly for him.  Truth be known, drunken people aren’t generally known for their athletic prowess.  For reference, watch the drunken pitcher in the movie, The Benchwarmers.
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