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For the too many victims of violent crime and the loved ones who grieve their loss.
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FOREWORD
BY JOE NAVARRO


JANA MONROE IS THE SINGLE most influential woman to ever serve in the FBI. Jana is too humble to write this herself, but it needs to be said. Yes, she coached Jodie Foster for her role as Clarice Starling in The Silence of the Lambs. Jana was the only female FBI agent in the Behavioral Science Unit when the adaptation of Thomas Harris’s novel was being filmed at the Bureau’s Quantico, Virginia, campus. To me at least, Jana’s stamp is all over Jodie’s portrayal. And, yes, Jana went on to an illustrious career as a special agent in charge. All that will become apparent as you read this highly personal account of some of the most significant cases in the history of the FBI. From working mob cases to serial killers, Jana did it all. Yet few know her personal side as I do.


Every May for more than thirty years, I’ve received a birthday card from Jana and her wonderful husband, Dale, which she signs simply “from your bud.” That’s how we greet each other: “Hey, bud.” No names needed. Even though I was Jana’s senior in the Bureau by eight years, she and I developed a special bond. We worked closely together on cases that are still classified. I also flew surveillance missions with Dale, who was an accomplished Marine pilot. We sat in boring all-night watches together, ate together, commiserated together. And in that closeness, I got to see things no one else had time to see about Jana.


As a former police officer, Jana came to the Bureau with a great reputation, and when she arrived in the Tampa Division her presence was immediately felt. She was sharp, witty, and clever, with great street smarts. In the Bureau, we rate each other based on investigative skill, credibility, the agility to think and improvise, how you worked the cases and the streets, and how well you got along with others. Jana had it all, and by that alone she had great influence.


Young agents routinely get hazed, especially young female agents, but you could not do that with Jana. She was too sharp, too accomplished, and too fearless. There was no job she wouldn’t do, no matter how dangerous. I loved working with her because I could always count on her. Everyone else around her believed that as well.


I knew Jana was headed for greatness in the FBI when she left for the Behavioral Science Unit at the FBI Academy in Quantico, Virginia. What I did not expect is that she would nominate me to become the next criminal profiler in Tampa and later would support my nomination to the National Security Division’s elite Behavioral Analysis Program. Both acts of kindness came to define my career in the FBI and later led me to become the FBI’s body language expert and to a writing career after I retired.


Because I was so close to Jana, I also saw the effect she had on others. She was a stalwart, a giant among agents. When it came to duty, she set the standard for many of us. For female agents, she defined what could be achieved—that there was no glass ceiling that hard work, intellectual robustness, investigative acuity, an agile, compassionate mind, humor, and camaraderie could not overcome. She opened doors and commanded respect by virtue of who she was and set an example that few have equaled. In a Bureau that had plenty of “dinosaurs” left over from what had long been an all-male workforce, Jana silenced critics, humbled the mediocre, crushed the incompetent, swayed leaders, and provided a light for others to follow. She made the FBI a better place, she made us better investigators, and she did it by her example, with her hard work and a deep caring that went beyond the institution. Jana won’t say it, so I must: This book is about great, sometimes horrifying cases and the scary people who walk among us, but it’s also the memoir of a great woman, a great human being, and a great friend who has helped to define what is possible in law enforcement but few will ever achieve … unless, that is, you are my bud, Jana Monroe.


—Joe Navarro, 2022


Joe Navarro was an FBI Special Agent for twenty-five years, specializing in counterintelligence, and a founding member of the Bureau’s elite National Security Division Behavioral Analysis Program. He is the author of Three Minutes to Doomsday and the international bestseller What Every BODY Is Saying.






PROLOGUE:
JUST ANOTHER DAY AT THE OFFICE


YOU KNOW HOW OFFICES ARE. You fall into routines. One day becomes pretty much like another. You don’t think a lot about your surroundings. You just get the job done.


That’s the way it was at the FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit, which I joined in 1990. The BSU—it has gone by many iterations since—sounds almost like an academic research center, and, indeed, we did a lot of research into arcane subjects. But the unit’s charge is about as grim as it gets in law enforcement—or in any other line of work, for that matter: understanding and teasing out the secrets of tormented people who do unspeakably ghastly things, mostly by confronting head-on the ghastly things they have done.


The workload was onerous: During my five years with the unit, I was involved in roughly 850 cases, almost all of them homicides. Sometimes I would piece together the likely traits and characteristics of the killer, or I might do a case link analysis to determine if multiple murders had a likely single perpetrator. One afternoon I might be consulting a manual on the various ways in which flesh decays. The next day I would be comparing decapitations with my morning coffee.


I wasn’t new to murder or grisly crime scenes. In Tampa, Florida, where I had been assigned before joining the BSU, I had dealt with a triple homicide—a mother and two teenage daughters—that haunts me still. Nor was I naïve about the work ahead of me when I shifted jobs: The BSU was where many of the FBI’s most gruesome cases eventually migrated for help if they couldn’t be puzzled out at the field office level. But in Tampa the crime diet was leavened (if that can possibly be the right word) by bank robberies, property theft, the whole broad banquet of crime. Here, it was essentially all murder all the time. The ghoul factory never closed down.


Victimology was also a big part of my work. What did the bodies themselves tell us? Or the crime scenes? If a case was headed to trial, I might advise on jury assessment and selection. As I will discuss later, I almost never saw a case through to closure. At BSU, we walked in and out of the gore. Since a lot of those 850 cases involved serial killers, I dealt with far more dead bodies than that—not one of them pretty to contemplate in its final battered, too-often gutted state.


The BSU was soon to be famous, thanks to Thomas Harris’s runaway bestseller The Silence of the Lambs and the Oscarsweeping 1991 film based on it. I can claim a role in that. As I’ll get into later, I coached Jodie Foster (Best Actress) when she was cast as Clarice Starling for the movie. In a way, that was inevitable: Clarice was a fictional trainee at the BSU, and I was sole woman in the unit, the only one who could walk Jodie through our peculiar world from a woman’s point of view. Along with all my colleagues, I also recognized many bits and pieces of the psyche of Hannibal Lecter, maybe the ultimate screen villain.


But to us the BSU was our workplace, not a film set, and to describe its visual appeal as “upscale low-rent” is to do it a major favor. Mind you, the FBI Academy and its five-hundred-plus acres carved out of the massive U.S. Marine base at Quantico, Virginia, is a spectacular facility. Opened in 1972 as the Bureau’s training facility for new agents, it was later expanded to include a national academy for training selected police officers and sheriff’s deputies. The BSU, though, did not get the best part of it.


For starters, our office space was two stories underground, in a repurposed site that had been designed to be longtime FBI director J. Edgar Hoover’s underground bomb shelter—if and when the Cold War came to a head and if and when there was warning sufficient for Hoover to skedaddle the thirty-six miles from FBI headquarters in DC. We had no windows, of course. That wasn’t the idea, but that part of Virginia can be both sweltering hot and dripping humid in summer, and to combat that and the mildew, mold, and everything else that comes with high heat and punishing humidity, we kept the air-conditioning on high from late May into September, and I worked (literally) in a parka in what seemed like fifty-degree temperatures, periodically rising to ground level as if entering a sauna.


The floor above us—still underground—mostly served as office space for the instructors who trained new FBI agents and the police officers attending the National Academy. Two floors above was the gun vault and the gun-cleaning room, the latter directly above my office down in the dungeon below. I spent my workdays with the distinct aroma of Hoppe’s No. 9 gun bore cleaner wafting down through the ceiling vents. The aroma of Hoppe’s still brings back vivid memories.


Not to mention the sewage. Once every eight to ten weeks, as if on government schedule, the bathrooms on our sub-subfloor would overflow, and we’d have, well, you-know-what flowing down the hall. The custodial crew would clean it up right away, but the underlying problem—plumbing from the Ice Age—got addressed only when someone anonymously contacted OSHA. I swear it wasn’t me, but heartfelt thanks to whoever was responsible.


At any rate, within this underground paradise was my office space—four walls, a desk, filing cabinets, a door—and I used it the way anyone else would. (Connectivity back then was out of the question, at least for me, both because of our subterranean location and because this was the FBI, where “computer” would continue to be a dirty word for another decade.) My desk stayed mostly clear for current projects. Old ones, or ones on hold, got filed away, and the walls I used for evidence, visual reminders of what I was working on, prompts to both my conscious and subconscious awareness. Sometimes answers to deep conundrums just popped off those walls.


That’s the state I left my office in one afternoon before departing for a three-day meeting on the West Coast. When I returned, the BSU was in an uproar, and I seemed to be at the heart of the problem.


“What happened?” I asked.


It turned out that while I was gone, one of the unit’s biggest congressional supporters had made a quick visit, just to gauge the state of things and familiarize a few of his staffers in tow with our work. Most of the briefing was handled by John Douglas, my boss and the BSU unit chief, but at the end our friend on the Hill asked if he could show his team one of our offices, and John, knowing I was away, volunteered mine. That’s where the trouble began.


The small entourage had no sooner walked into my office than one of the staffers—a guy, I was told, in his thirties—had a look around my walls, fainted dead away, cracked his head on my desk as he fell, and left a major puddle of blood on the floor before they could get some pressure on the wound.


“You injured him!” John told me, half in jest.


Injured him? I wasn’t even there! But when I opened my office door, I looked around to see what might have been the matter. The walls were decorated with a series of photos that were the only traces we had of a serial killer who had been preying on homeless women in Philadelphia. All of the victims had been eviscerated from below the navel all the way up to the neck. The forensic photographer, I should add, had done a thoroughly professional job—not only in preserving the evidence without tainting the crime scene but also in capturing the full horror of the crime itself.


Who knew, I thought, that congressional staffers were such delicate flowers? But a few days later a new ruling was promulgated for the BSU: If you’re going to be out of the office for even a day, clear the damn walls.


For that matter, who could have predicted that a girl who practically from the cradle wanted to right the wrongs of the world would end up in such a peculiar corner of law enforcement?


As noted earlier, I stayed with the BSU only half a decade. The psychological toll of the place was immense. I wanted to inhabit a larger, more varied world, and I did. Ruby Ridge and the Branch Davidian standoff at Waco, Texas; the school massacre at Columbine; the assault on the El Al ticket counter at Los Angeles International; the Texas Seven—they all became part of my résumé to a greater or lesser degree. I barely slept for what seems like months after 9/11. Eventually, I launched the FBI’s new Cyber Division and ended my Bureau career as special agent in charge at the Phoenix field office.


All that is part of this memoir, but my half decade with the Behavioral Science Unit and the hearts of darkness I lived with there colored everything that followed. The BSU is not an experience you can just close the door on.






1.


DAYS AND NIGHTS WITH DIRTY HARRY


IF YOU’ VE NEVER HEARD OF St. Edward, Nebraska, don’t despair: Almost nobody has. St. Edward is a tiny town in northeastern Nebraska with a population of slightly under seven hundred people, about the same as it was when my dad was born there in 1905. In 1939, just as the Depression was easing and before a new war settled in, Dad and his teenage bride, also from St. Edward, joined the stampede to Southern California, and that’s where I was born fifteen years later in Long Beach, their only child.


My mother was a fastidious housekeeper. Even our towels and washcloths were carefully ironed. I loved her dearly, but early on I knew that her life wasn’t for me. Cooking was a chore for Mom, not any kind of pleasure, and her meals showed it. She had no girlfriends that I can remember, nothing like a network of acquaintances. Neither she nor my father were active in the community. They didn’t attend a church. Their only social activity was bowling twice a week. The other constant in Mom’s life was repainting the kitchen every Fourth of July weekend. Rather than escape the boredom of St. Edward, they seemed to have dragged it with them to the West Coast.


Dad had no more ambition than Mom did and made no more effort to broaden their social circle, but as far I was concerned, he couldn’t have had a better job. Dad was the projectionist at the West Coast Theater in Long Beach—a 3,000-seat throwback to the golden age of movies, bigger than just about anything up the road in Los Angeles—and that’s basically where I was raised, on double-feature movies, and not just one showing. I would watch them again and again as the day wore on, and Dad played reel after reel. And believe me, I paid attention.
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Mom and Dad. He was fifteen years her senior, and I was their only child.


By the time I hit my teens, I could quote at length from all the Clint Eastwood movies, especially the Dirty Harry series, supposedly based on a real San Francisco police officer. It’s probably a stretch to say that Dirty Harry was my babysitter, but Eastwood’s character, Harry Callahan—ruthless, fearless, confident, willing to dig in and get his hands dirty to get the job done—was definitely a formative influence.


Even when the bad guys were supposed to be lovable, I wasn’t biting. Paul Newman and Robert Redford were definitely eye candy in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, and they got all the good banter. But the line I remember most of all was the one they uttered in amazement when the posse was doggedly pursuing them: “Who are those guys?” Whoever they are, I thought, I want to be one of them.


Remember, this was the 1960s. John F. Kennedy was assassinated when I was nine; Martin Luther King Jr. and Bobby Kennedy were shot when I was just entering my teens. All three of those murders devastated me. Other kids my age were tuning in and turning on to the counterculture, ready to drop out and do acid. All I could think about was righting the wrongs of the world, beginning with the wrongs right in my own backyard at Washington Junior High School.


Our part of Long Beach was a mixed area to begin with, and busing made the school more mixed still: Asian Americans, Mexican Americans, African Americans—the whole SoCal rainbow experience. We even had our own little street gang. Almost every day at lunchtime, which we ate outside, the gang would go from group to group, shaking down kids for their pocket change or demanding their sandwiches or oranges or whatever was in the lunch bags.


Being a stickler even then for the rule of law, I naturally reported this behavior to one of my teachers; being someone not to look for trouble, she naturally did nothing about it. So, a few days later, when one of the gang members knocked my sandwich out of my hand—not to eat it but just to show he could—my inner Dirty Harry took over and I got really aggressive with him, meeting him face-to-face with only inches between us. My invasion of his space and my unwavering stare seemed to be the impetus that sent the entire gang running, but not before a lunch monitor hauled me off to the principal’s office for starting the whole thing. That resulted, per school rules, in my parents being summoned, and that brought my interest in law enforcement out into the open where they could no longer ignore it.


Everyone—my mom and dad, the principal, the whole chain of adult authority above me—assumed this was just a phase I was going through. “Oh, next week she’ll want to be ballerina, and the week after that a nurse,” the reasoning went. “Jana will outgrow this.” I didn’t. In fact, that same year I went on my first official law enforcement mission, although “official” and “mission” might overstate things. Our neighbor’s son was with the Long Beach Police Department, so I asked if I could ride along with him for a couple nights, and he said, “Sure.”


I can’t say it was very exciting—I keep thinking of the old TV series The Mod Squad in trying to describe those few nights—but on the second evening we finally saw some action. A bartender had called in a disturbance, so we raced over there with siren blaring and arrived the same time as another policeman, who had been summoned as backup in case alcohol was involved, which it was—in quantity.


A very attractive (and also very inebriated) woman in a stylish trench coat had turned rowdy and obnoxious, and increasingly athletic and voluble. Just as we arrived, she climbed up on a table and let loose with a foulmouthed torrent that couldn’t be ignored.


“I’m sorry, ma’am,” my neighbor’s son said, in his best guy-takes-charge voice, “we’re going to have to arrest you.”


And with that, she stripped off her long trench coat, revealing she was completely naked underneath. I remember laughing in surprise at that moment, along with most of the patrons in the bar, but my two male police officer companions were far from amused. Where do we touch her? Are we even allowed to look at her? And the handcuffs—how in the hell do we get those on?


I was a ride-along, mind you, barely a teenager, zero help other than to observe. Still, I couldn’t help but notice that, in the midst of this small-neighborhood-bar debacle, the two male police officers were standing around with their thumbs up their noses, with no idea what to do next. Law enforcement, I thought, was definitely in need of additional training, especially in situations requiring interactions with the opposite gender. Maybe there really was space for a woman’s sensibility.
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By junior high, I was already trying to right the wrongs of the world.







2.



GIRLS ARE GIRLS, COPS ARE COPS


AS EYE-OPENING IN MULTIPLE WAYS as that first law enforcement foray was, it did little to prepare me for what I would eventually encounter as a “real” police officer and, later, FBI agent, but it did steel my resolve. I knew I could do this—that policing was within my skill set—and I was not going to be told no, even though I was told just that time and again.


At Long Beach State University, I majored in criminology, but when I graduated in 1976, Proposition 13 was still strangling state and municipal budgets in California, and no police departments—at least, that I could find—were hiring. I continued working at the local department store where I had started when I was fifteen years old, stayed all through college, and eventually became a junior assistant buyer—not exactly what my college training had prepared me for, but at least it fed my lifelong interest in fashion.


Meanwhile, I kept looking for female role models to guide me on the way. In fact, I probably would have done better to search for Amelia Earhart’s remains. Almost invariably, the only women in the policing-related movies I watched were uniformed secretaries or file clerks for square-jawed, no-nonsense cops or leggy secretaries for wisecracking private detectives.


On NBC’s procedural series Police Woman, Angie Dickinson’s portrayal of Sergeant Suzanne “Pepper” Anderson gave me some hope that a female could succeed in a male-dominated world, but I didn’t see myself going undercover as a prostitute, flight attendant, or dancer to help bag the bad guys. Even if I had, though, nothing in Police Woman would have prepared me for my very first job in law enforcement: a short stint just out of college at the Youth Training School (YTS) in Chino, California. YTS sounds like a nice, polite place for kids, and in a better world it might have been just that. But despite its benevolent name, YTS was nothing more than a prison for juveniles, and its youthful inmates were the worst of the worst. Convicted of crimes like homicide, grand theft, rape, assault, and battery, most of the “residents” at YTS deserved to be in adult prisons but were too young to be sent there. However, here was the truly shocking thing: All the men I worked with were worse than the prisoners. They leered at me, made constant sexual comments, and used the F-word like it was “Hello.” Of the kids, I  quickly had few if any expectations. Of the adults, I kept hoping forlornly for better.
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As this photo suggests, my tenure as a probation officer was heavy on paperwork.


TV’s Pepper Anderson didn’t do me much good either when the Proposition 13 drought broke and I was finally able to land real law enforcement–related jobs, first with the probation department in Ontario, then with the Chino and Upland police departments, all in Southern California.


Women by then were no longer absolute rarities in law enforcement. The feminist movement had noticed that this large sector of American employment had long been closed to half the American population, especially at the operational level, and a class action lawsuit was already working its way through the courts to force the FBI to open its doors as well. But even when women managed to secure police work, our male colleagues generally had no idea what to make of us.


Partially this was old-fashioned chivalry, partially chauvinism. A fair amount of male pigheadedness and confusion entered into the mix as well. Policing could be rough business; women were the fairer sex. What to do?


The answer, at least in the places I worked early on, was to designate the new females on the force as “quick-draw” officers, which meant basically that we would do everything the men didn’t want to do. Babysitting, for example.


People seldom think of police forces as being in the kiddie care business, but Child Protective Services (CPS) exists for that very purpose. If we were heading out to make an arrest and knew there were likely to be small children in the house, we would give CPS a heads-up so they could arrive simultaneously and take the children into temporary custody. CPS, though, didn’t seem to operate on exactly the same clock as we did. Often there would be a gap between our departure and their arrival, and that’s when a female officer proved particularly handy.


“Quick, draw something with these kids,” one of the guys would shout over his shoulder at someone like me, and then someone like me would sit for sometimes hours at a time, trying to humor scared little boys and girls who had just seen their mommy and/or daddy being handcuffed and led out the door by a bunch of heavily armed officers.


Fun, this wasn’t, but obviously the job needed doing, and as far as my male colleagues were concerned, this was women’s work, plain and simple.


One time, the wait for CPS stretched so long into the evening that I finally took two adorable little kids home with me—probably illegally and certainly stupidly, since if anything had happened to them while they were in my care, I would have been on the hook and out of a job—but the three of us survived the night, and the kids were rested and well-fed when I turned them over to CPS the next morning.


The older kids I dealt with during my brief time with the San Bernardino Probation Department were often the exact opposite of whatever “adorable” is. These were juveniles who frequently came into their teens already trailing criminal records and were probably eventually headed to the Youth Training School in Chino I had worked at earlier, or a similar facility, on their way to an adult life in and out of confinement.


I remember one thirteen-year-boy in particular—a small, skinny, extremely violent kid with one of the foulest mouths I’ve ever encountered, adult or child. His parents had basically given up on him, and he had clearly given up on complying with the terms and conditions of the probation he was already on for crimes I have long since forgotten. After the fourth or fifth such violation, we had no choice but to arrest him and haul him down to San Bernardino’s Central Juvenile Hall.


At first, the job looked easy. The parents knew we were coming—in fact, they wanted us to come—and they assured us their son was asleep in his bed, which he was. So my male partner and I woke him, told him who we were and what we were doing there, and were about to haul this scrawny little guy wearing nothing but boxer shorts away to an uncertain fate when some inner mothering instinct took hold of me and I asked him if he didn’t want to get dressed first.


“Sure,” he said, and started for his closet, then cut right, jumped through his second-floor window, hit the ground, and took off running.


Speed afoot was not my partner’s long suit, but I eventually ran the kid down, cuffed him, and was waiting by the road when my partner pulled up in his cruiser, explained that he’d had another call, and asked if I could drive the kid the forty minutes back to San Bernardino. (We’d come in separate cars.) With that, he ran us back to my car and took off, and I sat the boy in the back seat, tightened the legs restraints we always used in these circumstances, and set off for Juvenile Hall.


About ten minutes into the trip, this normally voluble cursing machine was so quiet that I adjusted the rearview mirror and took a peek at him, and he was sitting there with both hands free, picking his nose. This was before steel screens between the front and back seat, before back doors that couldn’t be unlocked from the inside, before all sorts of protections. If the kid had had the sense to reach down and undo his leg restraints, he could have jumped me in the front seat or taken a chance and thrown himself out the back door. Instead, I slammed the brakes on, wrestled him onto the ground, used flex-cuffs this time—I’d failed to notice that his wrists were so thin, he could slip right out of the standard cuffs—and proceeded on to San Bernardino with a new and profound gratitude for the training I had to date and hungry for more.


TRAINING, THOUGH, CAN PREPARE YOU for only so much, as the cow on Central Avenue in Chino so effectively proved.


Chino today is a bustling city of more than 90,000 people, but back then, in the very early 1980s, it was still a farm town at the heart of one of the largest dairy centers in the state, a fact you could smell long before you got to Chino proper. The city was surrounded by milk cows, some of which occasionally slipped through open gates or downed fences and meandered around until they found someplace highly inconvenient to the general population, then refused to move a step farther.


This particular cow had decided to station herself on a bustling thoroughfare dead at the heart of Chino, which naturally caused a massive traffic jam. Naturally, also, the Chino PD turned this problem over to its “quick-draw” officer—me—which is how I found myself in the middle of a sea of honking cars and irritated drivers, trying to reason with a half ton of cow flesh. I had a vague memory that cows, unlike horses, can kick sideways, not just backward, which kept me head-on with the cow, in a perfect position to be stampeded if this major traffic obstruction took off running. Maybe because I was a woman, I also couldn’t help but notice that her udders looked close to bursting, which couldn’t be improving her temperament.


Other than that, though, I had no idea what to do. Nothing in my training—no scene in any of the movies I had watched at my dad’s movie theater—had prepared me for this moment. To the best of my knowledge, Dirty Harry had never once faced a circumstance like this. But I knew with dead certainty what the guys back in the squad room would have to say once this was over: “What? You can’t even get a cow out of the middle of Central Avenue? Women!”—which is pretty much exactly what they did say once one of the dairy farmers stuck in the traffic took charge of the situation and got Bessie off the street, and Chino could go back about its business.


Was the cow control gig a setup? Sure, in a way. I can just see the police dispatcher’s face breaking into a big smile when someone called in a heifer problem on Central Avenue.


“Who should we give this one to?” he might have called to the guys around the station house. And they would have answered in unison: “The quick-draw officer!”


In fact, though, I brought some of this razzing down on myself. I’m not physically imposing, but I was trying to make my way in what had always before been a man’s world, and I was determined not to be disregarded or dismissed. I did all the “lady cop” work that was asked of me to the best of my ability—and, in the cow’s case, to the limits of my experience. Looking after kids while we waited for Child Protective Services was a form of stereotyping, but it was still important work. There was never a child in my custody during that time who was happy about the situation they had been placed in. How could they be? They had just seen their parents cuffed and hauled off to jail. But as a woman, I was less threatening to them than a man would have been in those circumstances, especially since the arresting officers were almost without exception males.


Similarly, interviewing female victims of battery or rape or whatever the crime—another of the regular quick-draw assignments—was an essential use of the new female component on police forces. Women can talk more easily with each other about all kinds of subjects, including the awful things that sometimes happen to them precisely because they are women. But was I happy doing “lady cop” work? No, of course not. I felt like a second-class citizen, a child being handed busywork to placate them. And I was determined the role wouldn’t last.


If there was “man’s work” to be done, I volunteered for it. If the opportunity to volunteer didn’t arise, I would pester the guys on the force to take me along. And when they did take me along, I sometimes went out of my way—maybe too far out of my way—to show that I could be tough as nails, too. There’s an old saying that goes: “If you can’t find a seat at the table, bring a folding chair.” That’s what I did. I set up that chair as close to the table as I could get it, and, in what I think of as my own quiet way, I demanded to be noticed and included. I would be shocked, and maybe even a bit disappointed, if my male colleagues didn’t sometimes refer to me as “that pushy broad,” in the language of the times. But you can’t learn on the job if you are not given the opportunity, and if I forced the opportunity, it was always with the goal of learning more and more and more.


Sometimes the results were grudging at best. I had never worked drugs, but I’d gone to coffee with a bunch of the guys who did, and while we were talking I said, “Next arrest, please include me if you need additional help.” A few days later they did.


I was never told what the arrest plan was, and I didn’t ask. It was going to be a controlled vehicle stop—that much I did know—and vehicle stops are never optimal. They have too many moving parts, figuratively and literally. But there were seven of us in on the arrest and only two targets in the car. That put the odds in our favor, and the bad guys seemed to realize that. They stopped the car without incident, exited on command, and were standing there, showing no sign of resistance, when the case agent turned and threw me the handcuffs.


“Here,” he said, “you put ’em on.”


In different circumstances, that might have been an honor. He might have even meant it that way, but I was so unprepared for the moment that I barely caught the handcuffs and was still fumbling with them when the bad guys conveniently held out their arms for me to cuff them. Clearly, they had had a lot more experience with this than I did. In any event, on went the cuffs, and off they both went to booking.


OTHER TIMES, MY OFF-AND-ON INITIATION into what I considered “real policing” bordered on the farcical, such as the first time I was allowed to handle the “knock-and-announce.” As I’ll get to later, this is an especially big deal in the FBI, but it wasn’t small potatoes in this instance, either. The guys had taken me along on a response to a domestic disturbance in progress, and Dispatch had advised us the suspects might have a gun in the house. When we got there, my colleagues said, completely out of the blue, “Okay, Jana, you make the arrest. You go through the door.”


Maybe it was the fact that the man and woman on the other side of the door were screaming so loudly at each other that none of the other officers wanted to risk getting between them. Maybe it was an expression of grudging respect for my iron determination to be a “full cop,” not just a quick-draw one. Maybe it was just another test: Would she do this, knowing there might be a gun on the other side of the door? And if so, how badly would she screw it up?


Whatever had motivated the offer, I took the bit in my teeth, marched up to that door, gave it a good, loud bang, and shouted out, “Police! Open up!” With that, the door, which hadn’t been latched, flew right open, and the two people on the couch inside—who up to that moment had been vehemently angry with each other—suddenly verbally attacked me with such vigor and enough suggestions of physical violence to follow that I drew my weapon to calm things down. And that’s when the real trouble began.


The problem was twofold. First, I was wearing hoop earrings because, even when I was in uniform, I liked to look my best. Second, I also was carrying a shoulder bag and had no time to run it back to the squad car before the knock-and-announce. Normally, this combination would not have been cause for alarm, but somehow, in drawing my gun, I hitched up my shoulder and when I did, the strap for my bag got tangled up in my hoop earring. I quickly reholstered my gun when it became apparent the warring couple had no weapons at hand, but by then my shoulder bag was basically hanging from my right earlobe, which hurt like the devil and soon began to bleed.


All in all, this amounted to a pathetic enough situation that my colleagues took charge of the couple while I untangled my make-shift ear ornament with one hand while stemming the blood flow with a large wad of tissue. On the plus side, my sideshow seemed to quickly defuse the domestic disturbance, or maybe it just united the combatants in mutual derision of their would-be arresting officer. Either way, it wasn’t long before peace was restored, and we were on our way back to the station, chuckling at the unique way this situation had been resolved.


THROUGH ALL THESE “COULDAS” AND “shouldas,” I kept learning, kept gaining experience, kept hardening myself and building self-sufficiency, so that when I finally did make it to big-city policing in 1982—a temporary assignment from the Upland PD to Los Angeles—I felt confident I could work cases and ride the streets in the 77th Division, including Watts, which had been torn apart by riots in 1965 and would erupt again in 1992 following the acquittal of four LAPD officers involved in the beating of Rodney King.


By then, I’d even had my own brush with gunfire—something that I will stress throughout this book isn’t at all common in law enforcement work. I was out on a gangland-related drug surveillance with two Upland detectives when the bad guys spotted us as they were driving by, started shooting, and hit our driver in the knee. Or at least that’s what we originally thought. By the time we got through the after-incident report, though, it became apparent that in the heat of the moment the detective in the back seat had had a Barney Fife moment—not only shooting out our own windshield but also firing the bullet that hit the other detective’s knee. I still consider it a minor miracle that the gunfire didn’t also hit me in the passenger seat. Friendly fire can be as deadly as incoming.


Undeterred by that incident or maybe hoping for an improved experience, I asked my new colleagues in the 77th Division to let me ride along as an observer on an arrest, but these guys saw things differently.


“This would be a really stupid place for you,” one of them told me. “This isn’t juvie work”—his way of telling me this wasn’t a quick-draw assignment. “We’re going to a really dangerous place, and a white blonde like you would stick out like a sore thumb.”


My first reaction was my usual internal response in such situations: “I am woman. Hear me roar!” But it didn’t take me long to see that this officer was right. If I were along, these guys would inevitably be in protection mode, at least to some extent. And in a firefight, if it came to that, you need a hundred percent of your attention on the bad guys. I wanted the experience of course—I always did; I was starving for it—but not at the expense of endangering fellow officers.







3.



GETTING SERIOUS


POLICING WAS A MAN’S WORLD when I started out, far more so than it is today. Time and again I had to push my way forward, into and across the gender gap. But other critical issues were at play, too—issues that continue to plague law enforcement and society as a whole—and I was thrown right in the middle of them as well. One of the jobs I drew early on—almost certainly because they couldn’t think of where else to put me—was as a community school police officer, the cop who worries about kids who would rather smoke down an alleyway than show up for math class. A few acts of truancy were generally forgiven, but after a set number I was summoned, and the school would set up a hearing with a student’s parent or parents or guardians or whoever was in theory responsible for them, and half the time a “responsible adult” wouldn’t even show up. When they did, it was often almost worse: Some parents or guardians were drunk; others were under the influence of something almost certainly illegal. Even the ones who did appear and clearly cared were often barely making a living or even holding their lives and families together.


Was it depressing? Sure, and sad, of course, and in its own tortured way even educational. After a while I began to think that the kids who were off hustling during the school day instead of nodding off half comprehendingly in class were the resourceful ones—the ones better training themselves for their world as it is, not the world as we want it to be for them.


My time as a probation officer and doing presentencing investigations for the Superior Court was equally frustrating. It wasn’t like the work was unimportant. Part of my job was to make recommendations for a juvenile-court process known as a “fitness” or “transfer” hearing, in which a judge determines whether or not a minor should be transferred to face criminal changes in adult court. In effect, I was helping to determine what tier of punishment would be imposed: jail or prison time or perhaps probation for those found guilty in adult court; a relatively comfy juvenile hall or a much tougher youth correction facility such as the one I worked at in Chino, or again probation for those too young for a “fit and proper” adult hearing.


I took the work seriously because I felt I had to. My recommendations could affect the course of an entire lifetime. But the caseload was ridiculously high, and way too often when I recommended after much consideration that someone’s probation be revoked, the judge would glance at his docket, think about how crowded the incarceration options already were, and say no. With that, whoever it was would go back on the street, and the whole cycle would start over again.


That scrawny kid I mentioned earlier—the one I ran down after he leaped out his bedroom window? He was in constant violation of the terms and conditions of his probation. He’d fled arrest; he was walking, talking evidence that, without meaningful intervention and counseling, recidivism is all but guaranteed, and after I hauled him in, the judge socked him with a weekend detention in juvenile hall. Big whoopee.


So many of the teenagers I dealt with lived at the intersection of youthful abuse, poverty, racism, terrible decision-making skills, and boiling rage. I remember one eighteen-year-old who had been sexually molested by an adult male as a child and was still confused about his own sexual identity. He repeatedly told the psychiatrists who examined him that he was evil, bad to the core. By then there was evidence to that effect.


The eighteen-year-old had recruited two accomplices—one age fifteen, the other twenty-one—to help him rob a thirty-something gay couple at their home in Upland. That part was easy, and the haul was a bonanza: nearly $10,000 in cash and valuables stored in the house. Only afterward did it dawn on the eighteen-year-old that the two men could readily identify him, so he and his ad hoc crime team appropriated a car rented by one of the victims, stuffed the two men in the trunk, dropped off the twenty-one-year-old, and drove into the mountains before stopping, beating both men unconscious, and throwing their bodies down a steep thousand-foot slope. One survived and by morning had scrambled back to the stop of the slope, where he was helped by joggers and connected with the Upland police. By noon that day, the eighteen-year-old and his fifteen-year-old partner were hunted down. They were still driving the dead man’s car.


One could argue with the light sentencing in the case: The twenty-one-year-old was handed a life sentence even though he wasn’t present at the murder site, but he was given the possibility of parole; the fifteen-year-old was remanded to Juvenile Hall, where he would remain until he reached age twenty-one. For the eighteen-year-old, though, life was over. He was tried as an adult and sentenced to life in prison without possibility of parole. Essentially, the court agreed with his own self-assessment: Whatever had made him that way, he was really and truly bad to the core.


Don’t despair: There are positive tales from those days—upbeat counterbalances to all those young men who had been abused in one way or another as children and grown into rageful and sometimes homicidal teenagers. There had to be: The job would have been unbearable without them. But even the positive stories from those days were always in danger of tumbling into negative territory. At one level, Orlando Montoya was a typical problem kid: in a lot of trouble at an early age, deep into one of the few gangs in Upland, and with minimal prospects ahead of him. But he somehow managed to get himself into the Marine Corps—or more likely was given the option (available back then) of “enlisting” in the Corps or going to jail—and the Marines turned him totally around.


By the time I transferred from the Chino to Upland police forces, Orlando was a year or two out of the Marines and had become the best hope for a lot of area kids growing up much as he had. Orlando mentored them through after-school programs, especially boxing, which was popular in the Latino neighborhoods. He was always available for kids in crisis or for our police force in understanding the deeper issues often behind those crises. In my own mind, I can still project a future for Orlando that might have included local or state political office, maybe even Congress and beyond, but none of that was to be. One evening, as Orlando Montoya was minding his own business, he was killed in a drive-by shooting, whether intentionally or not we could never prove. Orlando had lived by the gang growing up; he might have died by the gang as well.


Which gets me to the gang members themselves, who also made my early policing work so difficult and educational. Los Angeles was then and remains to this day the gang capital of America. The suburbs and exurbs where I learned policing were no match for that big city, but the gangs were steadily metastasizing out of downtown LA and degrading everything in their path.


The crimes were getting worse by the month, it seemed, and the gang members we arrested ever younger. I can remember hauling in and talking with eleven- and twelve-year-olds who already had the equivalent of Murder One on their juvenile rap sheets. More and more, I wanted to understand the deeper why of all that—not just what had precipitated the violent acts that had brought these kids to our attention, but what had attracted them so powerfully to gangs in the first place. To that end, I began to read up on the meaning of the various tattoos that gang members were covered with. It was like a mystical, nonverbal language that actually told you a great deal: not only the specific gangs they belonged to but the types of crimes they were most likely to commit as acts of loyalty. I also read whatever I could find on the psychology of gangs and gang behavior and on the developmental and socioeconomic issues that underlay all that.


The gang kids I worked with were often far from unintelligent. They might have been too immature to imagine the consequences of whacking a rival gang member, but they clearly knew right from wrong. Many of them had older brothers and cousins already in prison for similar acts. They might even have seen them behind bars. And yet they had pulled that trigger. Why?


The best answer I could come up with was the simplest one. Yes, these kids had been dealt a bad hand. Role models like Orlando Montoya were few. Their schools were almost uniformly lacking. Violence was often endemic in their neighborhoods. All that played a role, but above it all was the power of belonging. Gang membership entails certain obligations: Only kids willing to be badasses need apply. But gangs also gave them the definition and meaning they hungered for, and prison by those terms was less a punishment than a badge of honor.


Whether all this speculating I was doing on the nature of evil presaged my eventual tenure with the FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit, I have no idea, but it wasn’t long before I became the go-to person among my colleagues for questions about gang members. Maybe that’s what began to urge me toward operating in a larger venue like the FBI, but I think it had been in the back of my mind all along. There were, however, two serious impediments to that: my boss and my then husband.


LET’ S START WITH THE EASIER of those two: my captain in Upland.


“These assignments I’m getting,” I told him. “I feel like I’m going nowhere with them, so I’ve applied to the FBI. I want a broader range of experience.”


His response wasn’t exactly encouraging: “The FBI won’t take you.”


“I don’t know why not,” I said. “I think I can do it.” And I honestly did. By then I had worked everything from truancy to homicide, at least glancingly, including a fatal encounter during “Bat Night” at Dodgers Stadium. Two inebriated fans of the opposing teams attacked each other with the miniature wooden bats given away in the promotional, one with enough fury to smash in the other’s skull. Los Angeles police had jurisdiction, but the assailant was from nearby Ontario, where I was working, and enough bits and pieces of the case fell my way that I got a good taste of what a homicide investigation entails. (Bat Night giveaways throughout Major League Baseball turned almost immediately to lightweight plastic bats—better for America’s forests and humanity generally.)


I had also seen enough dead bodies laid out on slabs with medical examiners probing them to know that both my stomach and my psyche could handle violent death and its aftermath. The first of those was an act of nature, not man—a twenty-year-old water-skier struck by lightning—but as the medical examiner went to great pains to point out, the damage to the young man’s body was broad and immense.


I was also among the very few women in law enforcement, and I was applying to an FBI finally awakening to the need for women in its ranks.
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