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“To Serve, to Strive and Not to Yield”


OUTWARD BOUND MOTTO


















NOTES ON THE MATERIALS



THIS MEMOIR is about my career and is based heavily on public information. I reviewed more than seven thousand pages of trial transcripts, including the complete record of each of the trials against Arthur Ashby, Loren Bellrichard, and Richard Kagan. A transcript of the William Lenius trial could not be found in court files. I read appellate rulings, judicial sentences, and court records for every case where they were available. Evidence submitted during a trial, including photographs, laboratory reports, and documents, becomes part of the court record.


Every case I chronicle in detail received extensive media coverage, including articles in the New York Times, Chicago Tribune, Chicago Magazine, Ladies Home Journal, and others. Most of the investigations were also covered by television news, including ABC, CBS, NBC, PBS, and CNN, as well as the Phil Donahue Show and 48 Hours. I also reviewed professional law enforcement publications and personal journals.


Some pseudonyms have been used, including many of the individuals identified by first name only. Some dialogue has been recreated and some identifying details have been changed.


The treasure trove of public source materials allowed me to write about my cases in depth and with precision. I have included actual trial testimony from federal agents, forensic experts, prosecutors, defense attorneys, victims, witnesses, judges, bombers, arsonists, and outlaws.















PROLOGUE



RON PETKUS WAS AS BAD A MAN as I ever investigated as an ATF agent. He was an enforcer for the Hell’s Henchmen Outlaw Motorcycle Club, now a part of the Hells Angels. He told me on his deathbed in prison that he had murdered forty-six people. Bloodshed and violence were his profession, and he was good at it.


Petkus had two nicknames. He was tagged with “Stupid” when he shot himself in the butt with a shotgun as a young man. He always denied it to me, but that was the story. His other nickname, the one I saw provoke not fear but terror, was “Big Ron.” And Big Ron was laughing uncontrollably in the backseat of my car.


In the spring of 1994, I worked with a team of ATF agents to arrest Ron Petkus on charges of attempted murder in the first degree, arson, and possession of an incendiary device. Petkus and another Hell’s Henchman, Melon, had blown up a car, intending to murder the wife of a prominent Chicago criminal defense attorney, Richard Kagan. Kagan had hired Petkus to kill his wife, Margaret, because she was contesting their divorce and delaying his marriage to his younger girlfriend.


Petkus and Melon had followed Margaret Kagan for weeks trying to shoot her with a silenced .25 caliber pistol but neither one could get a clear shot. So Petkus decided to blow up her car instead. He built a powerful bomb out of sweating, degraded dynamite, which has a yellowish, waxy look to it and makes the weapon highly unstable. A booby trap–triggering mechanism would detonate the explosive device when the car moved.


When the fateful day came, the two men, who knew where Margaret would be, saw her park her car in a train station parking lot. After they watched her depart on her train, they attached the deadly device underneath her sedan, unobserved. When she returned to her vehicle later that day, Margaret put the car in reverse and touched the accelerator. The resulting explosion was massive, destroying her heavy automobile and shooting shrapnel, flames, and choking smoke through the sedan. Remarkably, Margaret Kagan survived the devastating blast almost unscathed.


As the lead investigator, I worked for months with an excellent team to build the case against Richard Kagan, Ronald Petkus, and Melon. While I had no doubt Richard Kagan was ultimately responsible for the attempted murder of his wife, I had to prove it. And I needed Petkus’s cooperation to make the case against Kagan airtight. After several months of hard work, we obtained enough evidence to get an arrest warrant for Ron Petkus.


We arrested Petkus on a beautiful April afternoon, just a few minutes after he drove away from the Hell’s Henchmen’s clubhouse in Chicago. He was in the passenger seat of a compact white pickup truck that was driving through a neighborhood of brick houses and small businesses on the near southwest side of Chicago. I was in the passenger seat of the car following right behind him, with at least a dozen additional units right behind us. I couldn’t help laughing as we tailed Petkus because he was so huge that the little white truck leaned heavily to his side as they sped along—truly a Big Ron.


We came to a four-way stop at a quiet intersection. I decided to arrest him there rather than risk them getting to a busy street and radioed to my team that we were taking him down now. We peeled out into the intersection and pulled in front of the truck, boxing him in with cop cars in front and back. I jumped out of my car, sprinted to Petkus, and stuck my black .40 caliber pistol in his face through the lowered front window of his pickup. I grabbed him by his T-shirt and yelled, “Police! Get out of the car!” He opened the door without hesitation, and I dragged him facedown onto the ground. Agents swarmed around us. I told Petkus he was under arrest for attempted murder in the first degree while I worked to cuff him. True to his name, he was so big I needed three sets of handcuffs to fasten his hands behind his massive back. I searched him and pulled a loaded six-shot .38 caliber revolver from the back right-hand pocket of his jeans.


Together with several other agents, I was able to bring Petkus to his feet, walk him over to my government sedan, and secure him in the backseat. I got into the front seat and turned to look at him. I told him who I was and asked him about the revolver in his back pocket. He calmly told me that if he’d known I was a cop, he would have shot me.


“No, you wouldn’t,” I told him, “because I would have shot you first.”


To my surprise, Petkus burst out laughing. I knew he meant what he said, and he knew I meant what I said. And based on our mutual willingness to shoot each other, we built a highly productive professional relationship.


In my twenty-seven years as a special agent with the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, I investigated many sinister bad guys. Ronald Petkus and Richard Kagan are just one story out of many that shaped my unusual career.


In 1987, I was one of the first women hired as an ATF special agent. Soon after, and unexpectedly, I became the first woman to earn the coveted “Top Gun” award for being the best shot in my class at the ATF Academy. I fought to find my way as a new agent in an office that had coldly driven out the first female agent shortly before I arrived. Not long after, I had to come to terms with my mother’s terminal brain cancer. As a young agent I worked with behavioral profilers at Quantico’s National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime, who convinced me to stick to my guns and changed my career.


I investigated a number of high-profile bombings and arsons, several of which resulted in lengthy trials. I extracted confessions from deadly serial bombers and hunted suspects on the National Church Arson Task Force. I worked Secret Service details, protecting Presidents Reagan, Bush, and Clinton, and spent weeks protecting foreign diplomats at the United Nations in New York City.


I arrested Vice Lords and Gangster Disciples in the heart of Chicago’s most desperate neighborhoods. And at a time when rivalries and turf wars could cripple major investigations, I willingly worked with outside agencies. Many years later, I came out on top in a bureaucratic power struggle. And despite my dedication to a demanding career, I went on to adopt a little boy from Russia as a forty-four-year-old single mother.


I thrived in a violent world of murderers, gangsters, and bombers. I learned why people shoot, burn, and blow up each other. I’ve seen terrible things—a father’s body torn open by shrapnel from a pipe bomb, a mother’s terror for the life of her young teenage son, and the bleakness of our inner cities. I know how and why people buy and sell guns and drugs. I know they commit crimes for money, power, sex, and revenge. I can find them, arrest them, and help prosecute them.


As a girl and young woman, I didn’t aspire to this career. It wasn’t even an option when I was growing up. But beginning in the 1970s, new federal laws created opportunities for girls and women that we never thought would be possible. Doors were opened for the first time, and I didn’t walk through—I ran through them full speed ahead. I never could have foreseen what awaited me on the other side.















CHAPTER ONE



GOOD GUYS WERE ALWAYS BOYS


WE DIDN’T LOCK OUR FRONT DOORS when I was growing up in suburban Chicago in the 1960s. Kindergartners walked to school down the street and across the park without a second thought. After school we just showed up at our friends’ houses and rang the front doorbell, expecting to be invited in to play. On summer nights, all the kids on the street gathered in the middle of the block outside my house, ready to play catch or tag.


I grew up in a family of four: my mom, dad, older brother, and me. My mom happily stayed at home at a time when women weren’t considered lucky to be able to do so. She was a musical, artistic, outgoing woman who loved to cook and would have loved to raise five or six children. My mom and grandmothers taught us politeness as a cardinal virtue. My dad was a hardworking, successful civil engineer who wore a suit and tie every day and took the train to his office in downtown Chicago. He rewarded us for achievement, but no matter what, every night when he came home from work he gave us each a small pack of gum.


My brother was two years older than me and liked to read and build airplane models. He had a paper route for a year or two, and every morning I’d help him roll the newspapers and load them in the red wagon. Sometimes I would help deliver them too. We all loved the family dog, a tricolor Shetland sheepdog named Tammy.


Along with the Chicago Bears and Cubs, our one family television was often tuned to The Lone Ranger, Roy Rogers, and Superman. All of the good guys on TV were men. Sometimes there was a female sidekick, like Dale Evans, who rode an impressive horse, but she was rarely in on the action. So even though the good guys had all the fun—galloping into the sunset, shooting the bad guys, and flying through the air—being a good guy wasn’t considered a realistic future for a girl.


Lassie was the one exception to the “good guys are always boys” rule. Lassie was on every Sunday night, and I never missed the show about the beautiful collie and her boy, Timmy. I loved Lassie the most. I felt terrible when something bad happened to her and she whimpered or limped around. God forbid mean guys fought with Lassie or kidnapped her. I had to run upstairs and tell my mom if that happened.


But few things made me happier than when Lassie would come flying in at the end of the show, tail wagging and barking madly, to save Timmy from whatever mishap had befallen him. Once Lassie had rescued Timmy there would be lots of laughter, dog petting, and joy. There were close-ups showing Lassie’s gorgeous fur and the magnificent blaze on her muzzle. She would rest her paw on Timmy’s arm and everyone would laugh some more. Then Lassie, Timmy, and his parents would return to their farm to rest before Timmy fell down a well again the next week.


There were two problems with Lassie being the only role model for a girl who wanted to grow up to be a good guy. First, she was a dog. Second, she was actually a he. Lassie was played by a boy dog. Apparently the producers just wanted him to be a girl dog for the show, and he was furry enough to make it work.


I was already as tough as I would ever be by the time I was a fourth-grader at Franklin School in Park Ridge, Illinois. I was the only girl in a neighborhood full of boys, and we played and played. In the summer we’d be outside all day, breaking up our games only when our moms called us to come home for dinner. I spent so much time in the sun that my skin burned until it peeled. We loved to play baseball, kick the can, and red light/green light, even as the sun set and the sky darkened.


In the winter we’d spend all afternoon building lopsided snow forts and having snowball fights, followed by hot chocolate and cookies courtesy of one of our moms. My best friend, Teddy, lived across the street. We played hockey in the basement of his house, using a rolled-up magazine for a stick and a tennis ball for a puck. We played on our hands and knees until our knees bled, then we played some more, trying to whack the ball past the goal line between two pieces of furniture.


In the fall, we all played sandlot tackle football in our jeans and sweatshirts. One afternoon, ten or twelve of us were playing in the park, a welcoming place where green fields beckoned kids to play and oak trees abounded. In the center of the park one mighty oak stood alone, standing sentinel over every living thing. Our yellow-brick elementary school stood in the northwest corner reminding us that math, science, and English awaited us the next day. Norman Rockwell would have struggled to do justice to our idyllic park.


On the football field we all played both defense and offense, and each of us had a chance to play quarterback. We would draw plays up in the palm of our hand, diagramming the route each receiver should take, while the defense would count “one Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi” before being allowed to rush in and chase the quarterback around.


One afternoon a dozen of us were in the middle of a football game when I abruptly found myself flat on my back, looking up at the blue sky, with two boys kneeling beside me. Pete was the best athlete, biggest kid, and unquestioned leader of our crowd, and I vaguely heard him asking me if I was okay. Brett was a little jerk from down the street who sometimes played with us but wasn’t one of our core group. I heard Brett saying furiously, “Beebe, you’re such a faker.” I’d been knocked out when I tackled the running back.


I looked over, and the rest of the kids were crowded around the running back, bent over with a bloody nose. Back then no one gave a thought to concussions or bloody noses or anything less than a broken bone. I got up, and we played on, including the kid with the bloody nose. Brett was still grousing about me as the game went on, when I was surprised to hear Pete shut him up. He told everyone on the field, “Beebe is the toughest one of all of us.” The big dog had spoken. If Pete said I was the toughest, then I was the toughest.


In the summer of 1971, I finished sixth grade. I was going to start junior high school, and my brother was going to be a freshman in high school. My parents decided that if we were ever going to move to a bigger house in a different town, this was the time. I was totally opposed to this incredibly bad idea, since our three-bedroom house seemed big enough to me and I desperately wanted to stay with my friends. I was outvoted. I was crushed when we moved about twenty minutes away to a four-bedroom house in Glenview. I cried at having to leave my friends, particularly my beloved Teddy, the boy across the street I had played with almost every day of my life.


Despite my many tears and protestations, I soon made lots of friends and thrived in my new hometown. In 1972, I was a good student athlete entering eighth grade when my life was changed forever, although I was barely aware of it. I was interested in politics and read the papers daily, but I didn’t foresee the monumental change in our country that was brought about by the passage of Title IX. President Nixon signed the comprehensive federal civil rights law that summer, and it fundamentally altered the lives of all women and girls and, by extension, all men and boys.


Title IX stated in one sentence that all federally funded schools must provide equal opportunities for girls and women in educational programs. The law’s impact rocketed through the world of girls’ sports. (Decades later, Title IX is being used to address the pressing issue of sexual harassment and sexual violence in educational settings.) The influx of a few teenage girls onto basketball and tennis courts, softball and soccer fields, grew to a torrent in the time it took schools to order new uniforms and hire coaches.


But when I started high school in 1973, it was only the second year that there were school organized and funded programs for girls to play varsity sports. We had coaches, uniforms, practice facilities, and competitive schedules against other schools. My teammates who were juniors and seniors had played only occasional intramural games when they were freshmen. My friends and I were lucky—fate and President Nixon had given us opportunities that girls born only a few years before us could not have dreamed of.


I loved high school. I had great teachers and good grades came easily to me. I played varsity tennis, basketball, and softball and was elected captain on several teams. I was also elected president of a number of organizations, including my junior class and the National Honor Society. But at heart I was an extroverted introvert: a serious, private person, even as a little girl. I came by my reticence honestly, as a descendent of a long line of Yankee WASPs. Ancestors on both sides of my family had fought in the American Revolution.


I loved to read and study and write. I thought I might be a lawyer or English professor or journalist, although I remember hearing in high school that the FBI had started to hire women. That sounded like an interesting career, but I never gave it serious thought.


There was one terrible incident when I was in high school that shocked me to the core, however. Back in fifth grade in Park Ridge, I did a social studies project with two friends. For a few weeks, the three of us would walk to my house after school and have fun working on our assignment and eating homemade chocolate chip cookies. One of the girls and I had been in the same classroom off and on throughout grade school. Her name was Lynda Fuchs.


When my family moved to Glenview at the end of sixth grade, Lynda and I lost touch. But one night at the end of my freshman year, I was horrified when I turned on the television news and learned that Lynda’s older brother had murdered her and her family and then committed suicide. The news showed photographs of Lynda with her family and by herself. She looked exactly as I remembered her.


Every day I turned on the television news and scanned the newspaper, hungry for more details about the tragedy. The news constantly showed photographs of the family and footage of their red brick house surrounded by yellow crime scene tape. It seemed impossible to me that someone I had grown up with had been murdered. But as the details of the terrible crime were released, fourteen-year-old Lynda’s death became seared into my brain.


On Friday, June 14, 1974, Lynda’s eighteen-year-old brother Jeff took a .22 caliber rifle and shot his father in the head. He strangled his sixteen-year-old brother Scott and hit him in the head with a heavy object, fracturing his skull. He strangled his mother with a rope, stabbed her in the neck, and tied her hands in front of her. He stuffed dirty laundry between her legs. All of their bodies were found in the basement.


The police believe that Lynda was the last member of her family to be murdered. Jeff phoned her at a friend’s house at about 5:00 p.m. and told her she had to come home. Lynda refused, telling her brother that she had their mom’s permission to be out with her friend. At about 7:30, Jeff called again and ordered her to come home. When Lynda got inside the house, he shot her in the head with a .22 caliber rifle. Lynda’s body was also found in the basement. She was fourteen years old.


Afterward, Jeff tried to start a massive fire. He had constructed a Rube Goldberg time-delay incendiary device in the basement. If the device had functioned as intended, seven cans of flammable liquid would have ignited next to wooden planks and cloth, causing a significant blaze, if not actually burning the house to the ground. There was evidence that Jeff lit at least two candles, causing materials to smolder but failing to produce flames.


Jeff then killed himself by swallowing a lethal combination of alcohol, sleeping pills, and aspirin. His body was found upstairs in the kitchen. He did not leave a suicide note. He spared one member of the family—their dachshund, Schatzi. Jeff left the dog, his high school diploma, and his yearbook at his grandmother’s house. She was away for the weekend. She returned on Sunday night and, while it’s not known whether she was used to finding Schatzi in her home, she went to check on the Fuchs’s house the next morning. When she turned the key and opened the door, she saw a smoldering fire in the kitchen and called the fire department.


This was an unusually heinous crime, even for a murder/suicide. It was up to the forensic psychiatrists to diagnose Jeff Fuchs. Classmates described Jeff as a “loner” and “withdrawn.” He rarely talked to anyone and had no friends. He had refused to attend his high school graduation.


There was another detail about Jeff that struck me: his classmates said that he always walked right next to the wall with his head down and rarely, if ever, looked up. This was such a distinctive behavior that the image stayed with me. Later, when I interviewed crime victims and witnesses, I would ask them to describe how a suspect walked and moved, looking for any fact that would help me identify and understand the person. I did this most often when I was investigating bombers and arsonists, who tended to be more complicated people than gangbangers and gun traffickers. They had their own distinctive traits.


When I first saw on the news that Lynda and her family had been murdered I was fifteen years old and had just finished my freshman year. That my former social studies partner had been murdered by her brother was almost impossible for me to comprehend. That was not the world I grew up in. I was not naive before Linda died; I knew Norman Rockwell was a mirage. But after her death, the world was a different place. I knew that evil existed, even in a white-bread suburban high school, even behind the bespectacled eyes of my friend’s brother. Even now, after all I have seen, words fail me when I think of Lynda’s last moments.


As it must, time went on and the horror of Linda’s murder moved from front and center to backstage. I got back to normal, and for the next three years I thrived in high school. My dad had always assured me that he would pay for me to go to the best college I could get into. During the fall of senior year, I asked my dad if I should apply for either academic or athletic scholarships to help pay for college, and he said no. Athletic scholarships for girls were brand new and while the idea of being able to help pay for college by playing sports was exciting, it was also weird. I had never played sports for any reason except fun.


When the summer of 1977 arrived, it brought both highs and lows. I turned eighteen and a few days later graduated with class awards for academics, athletics, and leadership. But my graduation was overshadowed by the fact that my mom and dad had not been getting along for some time. Several of my friends’ parents had recently split up, and I thought my parents would probably get divorced too.


A few days after graduation, I flew to the state of Washington for a twenty-three-day backpacking expedition with Outward Bound, a well-established mountaineering school. This adventure was my high school graduation present, and I had looked forward to it for months. I had studied maps and guidebooks and gone for lengthy runs to build up my endurance.


Our trip was in the heart of the Washington Cascades, a heavily forested and unspoiled mountain range. Of the ten mountaineering students in my group, I was the youngest. I was usually one of the most cheerful and energetic backpackers, probably to the annoyance of some, but one day my enthusiasm waned when we were making a lengthy ascent through dense, rocky timberland. The sharp switchbacks seemed endless. I sat and rested on a rock, exhausted. I didn’t know how far I had to go. It was my lowest point.


But a few minutes later my favorite instructor came up the trail. He paused, gave me a quick pep talk, and hiked on and out of sight. Alone, I realized I had to go on too, picked up my heavy pack, slung it on my back and climbed, one weary, aching step at a time, before making it to the top.


A few days later I was feeling invincible when we made a summit attempt on one of the highest peaks in the Cascades, well over 14,000 feet. The sky was a deep, clear blue, and the air was cold and clean. After hiking up the trail for hours and then scrambling up a lengthy scree field full of snow, ice, loose gray rock, and boulders, several of us reached the summit, where we all celebrated. My mom’s favorite picture of me was taken that day as I stood atop the crest in my simple mountaineering gear. In that photo, I look happy—beaming and sunburned. The white zinc oxide that I used to protect my skin was smeared on my face. I remember how proud I was to stand atop the peak, looking out with my friends on the spectacular, endless mountain range spread out below us.


At the end of our expedition we all received a patch with Outward Bound’s motto on it, “To Serve, to Strive and Not to Yield,” a phrase taken from Tennyson’s poem “Ulysses.” Later, I pinned the patch to my office wall as a talisman. Many times in the years to come I looked at my patch and remembered how hard I had fought to overcome seemingly impossible obstacles, including that endless ascent through timberland.


When I arrived home from my Outward Bound trip, I discovered that what I had long anticipated was finally happening—my parents were getting divorced. My dad had waited until I was eighteen years old to move out. It was an unpleasant, commonplace story, made worse because no-fault divorce laws didn’t exist then in Illinois. Their divorce took years and many thousands of dollars, and one day my dad told me there was no money to pay for me to go to college. I was shocked. But I quickly picked myself up and was fortunate to earn a full athletic scholarship for softball to Northwestern University at the last second.


My mom, grandmother, and grandfather had all graduated from Northwestern, and it seemed natural for me to go there too. The gorgeous campus hugs the shoreline of Lake Michigan, just north of Chicago in Evanston, Illinois. My freshman year was only the second year the university offered athletic scholarships for women—another luck of timing. Northwestern’s softball field was barely adequate, and we had no dugout. Our season started in early April and more than once we played in the snow. I remember sitting on one of our two benches along the third base line and watching the snow melt on my hands as I held a bat. But Title IX had started to pay off for girls and women in monetary terms. Just like men, women were now able to attend college at little or no financial cost because of their athletic skills.


I always wanted to major in English and American literature. I never seriously thought of anything else. By the time I was nearing graduation in 1981, I had three thoughts in mind. I would either get a doctorate in literature on Dostoevsky or Virginia Woolf, go to law school, or get a master’s degree in journalism. But first I had to earn some money, so after graduation I worked for a year as a race director, organizing running races, including a marathon in the north suburbs. I applied to schools for a doctorate, took the LSAT, and applied to Northwestern for their master’s in journalism, a one-year program. To my surprise, the first response was an acceptance from Northwestern. When my grandmother said she would cover the tuition, my decision was easy, and I happily returned to the Evanston campus.


After I graduated with my master’s in 1983, I worked for a couple of years as a freelance business writer and publicist. I was in my mid-twenties and uncertain I was on the right career path. Fate stepped in when I met a female FBI agent through mutual friends. She made the possibility of a career as a federal agent real to me. Before, it had seemed like an interesting idea, kind of like how it might be fun to climb Mt. Everest one day or live in Paris for a year or go on a lengthy photo safari in Africa. Now, I learned everything I could about the fascinating work.


I wanted to apply for a job at the FBI, but I found out that they often transferred street agents to different parts of the country. I didn’t want to leave Chicago, so I lost interest. But in the process of looking into the FBI, I learned about other federal law enforcement agencies, including the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms (ATF). When I found out they investigated guns, arson, and bombings, I was intrigued. When I also heard that ATF rarely transferred street agents without their input, I wanted that job.


Early in 1987, I took the entrance exam for U.S. Treasury agents, which was a multiple-choice test similar to college entrance assessments. I passed with a high score, and ATF Chicago soon called and scheduled an interview.


I interviewed with three men, including the Special Agent in Charge (or “SAC” in ATF lingo). The interview was going well, when the SAC asked me if I would be willing to work anywhere in the country. I said yes, although privately I had no desire to work anywhere other than Chicago. I knew that every agent had to sign a mobility statement before being hired, agreeing that he or she is willing to work anywhere in the country. I couldn’t have foreseen what an impact that fact would have on my life.


Toward the end of the interview, the SAC asked me if I had ever done any acting. I had to answer no; despite all my activities, acting was not one of them. He explained that acting experience would have been useful for undercover work, giving me the impression that he believed that women agents were only good for posing as wives, girlfriends, or hookers. The SAC, clearly irritated, told me that there were already too many women agents in Chicago. At the time, there were almost 100 agents in the division. Seven of them were women.


Afterward I waited for what seemed like forever for an answer. Finally an envelope arrived, and I was offered a job as an ATF agent—in St. Paul, Minnesota. I was dismayed. I had taken it for granted that if I were hired at all, it would be in my hometown. I knew that Chicago needed more female agents. I loved to travel but had never believed for one second that the grass was greener anywhere in the world than in Chicago.


St. Paul had no female agents. I would either be the only female agent in St. Paul or I wouldn’t be an ATF agent. I knew I would never get another chance if I refused. I was torn, but I accepted the job with a start date of July 7, 1987. Even before I moved to the Twin Cities, I was hoping to find a way to get back to Chicago. I eventually did. First, though, came a whirlwind three years of work, travel, and disaster.















CHAPTER TWO



TOP GUN


THE TWIN CITIES BECAME MY HOME over the Fourth of July weekend. Fortunately, friends in Minneapolis let me stay with them for a few weeks. I wanted to get to know the area before I leased an apartment. My first impression was that Minneapolis was a beautiful, cosmopolitan city, but it felt small compared to Chicago.


I was predictably nervous and excited on my first day at work. I arrived at a large, gray federal building overlooking the Mississippi River in downtown St. Paul. The office consisted of ten or eleven agents, one group supervisor, and two secretaries. The agents were men, the secretaries were women, and everyone was white. I didn’t know it when I first walked through the door, but my first supervisor was the best supervisor I would ever have. Bob had been a Chicago cop for ten years before becoming an agent and a street agent for ten years before becoming a supervisor. Crucially for me, he took the time to teach me how to think like an agent and build a criminal investigation.


I was a new agent with no law enforcement experience—I was in ATF kindergarten. St. Paul was a busy, productive microcosm of ATF. Unlike some larger offices that required agents to specialize in certain types of cases, agents in St. Paul could work guns, bombings, and arsons concurrently. Over the next three years, I worked on dozens of cases with senior agents, police officers, and prosecutors. I spent a total of four months studying at one of the best law enforcement training facilities in the world. I also spent months working with the U.S. Secret Service on their protection details. By the time I left the Twin Cities in the summer of 1990, I had earned my ATF doctorate.


All new agents were required to graduate from two classes at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center (FLETC), in Brunswick, Georgia. Each class lasted eight weeks. We were supposed to go to FLETC right away, but ATF’s hiring boom had caused a significant backlog at the academy. Bob told me that FLETC was so crowded that I wouldn’t start my first eight-week-long school until mid-November, which meant I would have to spend Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s down in Georgia. I would miss those holidays at home. I also learned that new agents couldn’t carry a gun until they passed firearms training at the academy.


Still, I was so excited to be an agent that I was happy to do whatever they told me to do. Almost immediately, a crime fell into my lap that influenced the rest of my career. In a coincidence in a metro area with more than 3 million people, the incident happened in the neighborhood where I was staying with my friends.


My friends’ house was near a lovely park on the south side of Minneapolis. To get to work, I drove north through the city until I got to I-94 and then headed east into St. Paul, about a twenty-minute drive. On the morning of August 3, I left for work and had driven only a couple of blocks down a main street, when I was startled to see a corner grocery store with its front window blown out. Scattered debris and dirty water covered the sidewalk and yellow crime scene tape was up, cordoning off the block. I had never seen anything like it. I didn’t see any people outside as I drove past and remember thinking, “Wow, it looks like a bomb went off in there.”


As soon as I got to work, I learned that the Minneapolis Fire Department had already called our office and asked us to investigate the fire at the corner grocery store, Lincoln’s Market. That morning I drove back to Lincoln’s Market to work the fire scene with a senior ATF agent, Arthur. A Minneapolis Fire Department arson investigator met us and told us that the fire definitely was arson. The fire department had already found significant evidence, including discarded gasoline cans.


Before I walked into the store, a firefighter loaned me a heavy protective helmet and a pair of knee-high, steel-toed rubber turnout boots. I followed Arthur cautiously through the charred doorframe, past the waterlogged, grimy debris and into the blackened, acrid interior of the ruins of the burned-out market. Arthur and the firefighters used their powerful flashlights to carefully study the evidence, taking the time to show and explain to me how they read the fire scene. I heard the terms “ignition,” “fuel load,” and “flammable liquid” used for the first time in an arson case. As we stood there in the watery, stinking sludge, I followed every word and movement of the arson specialists. Their bright lights pierced the black wreckage and illuminated the path of the fire, providing clues to the actions of the arsonist.


The building had been severely damaged but could be repaired. What made this crime far worse than a straightforward commercial arson was that a family lived directly above the grocery store. They had all escaped unscathed and the fire department had arrived quickly, but this could easily have been a murder scene in addition to an arson scene. When I learned that people lived upstairs on the second floor, the callous nature of the arsonist made my blood boil. As I stood there examining the chaotic ruins in my oversized fire boots, I realized I wanted to help find the vicious bastard who did this and put him in jail.


Lincoln’s Market was my first fire scene. I was instantly fascinated with the immense power of fire and the stories that the science of a fire scene could tell. I had less than a month on the job and realized I wanted to work arson. I was intrigued with fire in the way that a lot of other ATF agents are intrigued with guns.


For the next two years, I would work on and off with Arthur on the Lincoln’s Market arson investigation. He patiently taught me the lengthy, painstaking process of building a circumstantial arson case. As often happens in commercial arsons, it turned out that the storeowner had intended to defraud his insurance company and collect on his policy. Our investigation eventually led to a conviction against the storeowner for arson and mail fraud.


In the weeks immediately following the fire, I drove past Lincoln’s Market every day, sometimes wondering if fate had brought me to a crime perpetrated almost on my doorstep. I couldn’t foresee then that one day I would go on to teach arson investigation at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Academy.


More unexpected events happened in September. On three consecutive Sunday nights, two of the local Planned Parenthood clinics were attacked with small explosive devices, none of which caused major damage. After the second bomb at the St. Paul clinic, I was surprised but happy when my supervisor assigned me to open a criminal case on the bombings. We had little evidence to go on other than a description of a large, two-toned van that had driven past both locations.


We set up Sunday night surveillances on the Planned Parenthood location for a few weeks. Several of us sat up all night in our cars, keeping an eye on the building and watching for any two-toned vans to drive by, occasionally talking to each other on our radios. The first couple of times we did this, I thought it was exciting and cool. I watched eagerly for any sign of a two-toned van. But by the third or fourth Sunday night of surveillance, I started to agree with my co-workers that maybe it wasn’t quite as exciting as I thought it was—I was starting to grow tired of drinking bad coffee and snacking on doughnuts in the middle of the night.


The attacks stopped cold, and we closed the case. But my first two investigations had made a deep impression on me: I was all in on the complex world of bomb and arson investigations.


For the next several weeks, I shadowed senior agents until I left for the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center. I learned about federal laws, report writing, interviewing, surveillance, trial preparation, and undercover work. Most importantly, I got to know my co-workers, for better and worse.


One affable agent quickly became a favorite of mine. Jeff was a burly guy who loved to teach me about guns and shooting, two subjects on which I knew almost nothing. One day he sat me down and said he wanted to speak with me about something serious. He told me that because I hadn’t been a cop, I needed to understand three of the most important rules in law enforcement.


Jeff leaned toward me in his chair as he told me rule number one. “Cindy, in a gunfight,” he said, “you gotta be the firstest with the mostest.”


In most gunfights, the shooters are only a few feet apart. He said that if I decided to fire, I had to shoot fast, aim center mass, and keep shooting until my adversary was down. At the police firing range, “center mass,” means the torso.


In my twenty-seven years of training in shooting and police tactics, I was never instructed to shoot to kill. I never instructed anyone to shoot to kill. The goal is to neutralize your adversary—period. Our adversary has to be unable to cause harm to anyone. We want the offender down, handcuffed behind their back, and in our physical control.


The second rule of law enforcement was simple. “Cindy,” Jeff said, “it’s better to be tried by twelve than carried by six.”


In other words, if I thought I had to shoot someone, I should. If, later on, I had to defend my actions in front of a jury, so be it, but at least I wouldn’t be dead because I was afraid of doing the wrong thing.


Jeff’s third rule was obvious. He told me to always remember that “it’s better to have a gun and not need one, than it is to need a gun and not have one.”


I knew a lot of agents who never left their houses without a gun, even when they were off duty. I never got into that habit, although I was always armed on the job.


Jeff’s guidance wasn’t just my first lesson in firearm tactics. It was the most succinct instruction I ever received and one of the most thoughtful things any agent ever did for me. In addition to being practical lifesaving advice, it stayed with me because I could tell how important it was to Jeff that I was well prepared to be an agent. I thought about Jeff and his lessons often when I was on the streets.


Around this time I was taken aback when, in separate incidents, two agents approached me and told me flatly that I didn’t belong in ATF because only white men could do the job. I was politely informed that women and minorities could never figure out how to conduct complex investigations or supervise white men. I was sitting in the office cubicle of one of the agents, when he stood up and declared, “There is no chance that ATF will ever allow two women alone to go out to arrest a man.”


I was shocked into silence more by his unprovoked rudeness than by his stupid words.


I knew he was wrong the second he said it, but it wasn’t my style to intentionally cause offense, so I didn’t argue with him. I was a serious student of history. He was just a middle-aged man lamenting the old days, no different than an old-timer sitting around the campfire and reliving the glorified days of the “Wild West.” I knew it was just a matter of time before he would be proved wrong over and over again. And it was.


The argument that only white men could do the job was illogical, in addition to being offensive. I had only to glance around my office of ten or eleven white male agents to see that some were good agents and some were not. Women and minorities deserved to be agents too. Some people would be good agents and some would not. Gender and skin color had nothing to do with ability, confidence, or fortitude.


Most of the agents in St. Paul had worked together for years, and there were harsh divisions among them. Some agents refused to even acknowledge the presence of other agents, reminding me of a group of middle school girls. I stayed out of disputes as much as possible, but I still complained about office politics to my friends.


Once, when I was upset about something an aggravating co-worker had said, a shrewd friend looked at me and commented, “Consider the source.”


I paused a beat, let her words sink in, and have followed her advice ever since when facing petty jealousy and cruel gossip.


The calendar turned, and in November I arrived at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center on southeastern Georgia’s Atlantic coast. I joined hundreds of students from dozens of agencies. FLETC sits on 1,600 acres and is an enormous facility with dozens of classroom buildings, shooting ranges, explosive ranges, high-speed driving tracks, and fitness facilities. We wore blue polyester uniforms to class, ate on picnic benches in a cafeteria, and slept two agents to a room in a nondescript dormitory on the base.


My Criminal Investigator Training (CIT) class consisted of forty-eight new agents from ATF, Customs, and the IRS, most of them men. Most had prior law enforcement experience, but I wasn’t the only one who had never handcuffed anyone, memorized Miranda, or shot an AR-15 rifle. We soaked up academic lessons on the federal rules of evidence, writing search warrants and arrest warrants and how the court system worked. We practiced fingerprinting people, ran endless laps around the track, and lifted weights. In tactical exercises we hit people with batons, threw them on the ground, and, above all, learned that it’s not a suspect’s eyes that kill but their hands—hands, hands, hands.


The only serious problem I had during CIT was in tear gas training. Reading about tear gas is easy, but breathing it is not. In class, the instructor taught us about all the horrible things that tear gas can do to the human body. After his lengthy explanation of the different types of chemicals that are used in various types of tear gas, we walked outside for our practical exercise.


Next to a little hut were stacks of battered gas masks piled on a table. We each grabbed one. The instructor told us that we would go into the hut and then put on our masks. He would go inside with us and after we secured our masks he would release tear gas. As the gas dispersed through the room, we were to inhale one final giant breath of fresh air through our gas masks and hold our breath. Then on his command, we were to remove our masks and stand there while he counted to seven before he would release us to run outside. We would be exposed to tear gas for those seven seconds. The point of the exercise was for us to learn that tear gas was bearable and that we could tolerate it in a riot, even if we didn’t have a gas mask.


The instructor was showing us how to secure our gas masks to our face when he casually mentioned that about 20 percent of the masks were defective. He said he didn’t know which ones they were, but we would soon find out. He didn’t seem at all concerned. We all looked at each other. It wasn’t the first dumb thing we had encountered at the academy, but it sounded like this could be a goat rope—one of the more polite colloquialisms that agents use to describe a fiasco.


When my turn came, I crowded into the dimly lighted hut with six or seven agents. I secured my straps tightly across my face. The instructor wore a fancy new gas mask, light years beyond our tired contraptions. He paused a second and then released the tear gas. I heard the pressurized can activate and instantly I felt my eyes burning and my nose running. I started choking and coughing. I felt like I was breathing poison. I had picked up one of the defective masks. The instructor told us to remove our masks, but we still had to stand there, gasping for breath, until he finished counting. When he finally set us free, I was one of the first out the door. I was heaving and sucking fresh air into my lungs, and it took a couple of minutes before I could breathe freely. There was a water faucet with cool water where we could rinse off our eyes and face. I used it once, then a second and third time.


When the instructor came out and addressed us, he explained that he could tell who had a defective mask because their faces didn’t change when they took off their mask—he could see that, even with our masks on, we were already gasping and choking. In that practical exercise, I learned the opposite lesson of what they intended: tear gas was awful, and some of the instructors at the academy were idiots.


I paid attention in class, and when we graduated on January 20, 1988, I had earned a Distinguished Graduate award. I was proud of my accomplishments and the congratulatory memo I received from the Special Agent in Charge when I returned to St. Paul. The street agents weren’t impressed though; they only cared that I knew enough not to screw up on the streets.


The run-down tavern across the street from the office became my second, unofficial academy. I learned more about the job while drinking with the guys than I did for the rest of my career. I drank more in my first two years on the job than I have before or since. We would often “go across the street” and swig cheap beer and munch on crackers and hot dogs until midnight or one in the morning. Several of the agents had been on the job for twenty or twenty-five years. They had seen and done it all. We talked shop for hours. I talked sometimes, but mostly I listened.


A wonderful tavern story that sticks in my head came from one of my favorite agents, Brian. He had worked for years in North Dakota, which was part of the St. Paul Field Division. At times he was the only agent assigned to cover the large state. In North Dakota, the federal courts and ATF office are in Fargo, which sits on the western bank of the Red River along the southeastern edge of the state, across from Minnesota. Fargo is hundreds of miles away from North Dakotans who live west or north. If Brian had to arrest a defendant who lived seven or eight hours away, it would take a couple of days to drive out there, find the guy, arrest him, and drive him back to Fargo. In the harsh northern winters, snow and wind could make travel times even longer.


So Brian had come up with a way to ease his demanding travel schedule. If he was arresting a suspect on a relatively minor federal charge, he would employ a technique he called “dial-a-pinch.” Brian would telephone the suspect, identify who he was and why he was calling, and explain that one way or the other the person on the other end of the line was soon going to be under arrest. Brian would ask the suspect if he would willingly show up in court of his own accord. If the suspect said yes, Brian would tell him when and where he had to show up in Fargo, effectively arresting the suspect with a telephone call.


Brian would warn the suspect that if he didn’t show up as agreed to, he would drive out, handcuff him, and drive him back to Fargo. Brian, who was a genuinely nice man, said he sometimes ended his conversation with “If you don’t show up, I’ll come kick the shit out of you.” Perhaps one of the reasons that dial-a-pinch worked was that Brian had a deep, commanding voice. Amazingly, dial-a-pinch never failed him. Every time Brian told this story, he laughed so hard that the rest of us cracked up too.


I enjoyed my tavern lessons, but I was soon reminded that I was an unseasoned rookie agent when I went to arrest my first official suspect, Roscoe. I had assisted on other arrests, but this was the first time I would handcuff a suspect myself and read him his rights. I had written a criminal case report on him that was accepted for prosecution by the U.S. Attorney’s Office. Roscoe was a drug dealer found in possession of a sawed-off rifle, which is a federal crime that ATF agents commonly investigate.


In the predawn dark of an early March day, my partner, Arthur, drove us to Roscoe’s apartment in Minneapolis. Our plan was to knock on the door, quietly tell him he was under arrest, handcuff him, and drive him to the U.S. Marshals Office to be processed. We parked directly in front of Roscoe’s ground-floor apartment. I was surprised to see his lights on through the drawn curtains because it was so early in the morning. The rest of the small apartment building was dark and still.


I was unsure what to do, and Arthur suggested we just sit in the car and watch for a few minutes. I didn’t realize how nervous I was until suddenly, I saw the shadow of a man walk past the window in the front room of the apartment. I was so surprised I screamed and asked Arthur, “Is that him?” Laughing, Arthur said it probably was. Arthur’s laughter made me laugh, and I soon calmed down and started thinking like a federal agent—calmly and tactically.


We slipped out of the car, and I prepared to knock on the door. If Roscoe answered, I would first say, “Police,” then “ATF.” It saves time and confusion for everyone to know the police are at the door. At that moment, no one cares what law enforcement agency we’re with. I gently knocked and when Roscoe cracked open the door, I softly but clearly stated, “Police.” I showed him my badge and told him that we had a warrant for his arrest.


I don’t know if Roscoe was used to answering the door and being arrested at five o’clock in the morning, but he was remarkably calm when he let us in. My partner was calm too, but I’m sure my hands were shaking when I handcuffed Roscoe behind his back. He was an average-sized man who said little and spoke just above a murmur. He told us he didn’t want us to wake up his neighbors, and I quietly walked him out the door and secured him in the backseat. I don’t remember anyone speaking louder than a whisper the whole time.


That morning changed me. Before, I had been well trained at the academy and had already assisted on several tactical operations. But it wasn’t until I actually handcuffed a suspect, read him his rights, and processed him through the U.S. Marshals’ prisoner intake jail that I felt like a professional agent. I had caught my first bad guy. My hands never shook, and I never screamed on the job again.


As March came to a close, I was back down at FLETC for ATF’s specialized two-month course, New Agent Training (NAT). We studied federal laws pertaining to ATF: arson, firearms, drugs, explosives, conspiracy, and more. We examined inert explosive devices and bombed-out vehicles on the explosives range. We competed in physical fitness and shooting. I was well prepared and quickly realized how much I had learned from the agents in St. Paul. I had already done far more work on investigations and tactical operations than most of the agents in my class.


One of the first topics we studied was the dynamic history of ATF, which had evolved as a branch of the IRS, under the Department of the Treasury. Both the “Alcohol” and “Tobacco” sections of ATF originated from a law passed in 1791, called the “Domestic Tax on Alcohol and Tobacco Act.” The forerunners to today’s ATF agents were the IRS’s “Revenue Agents,” who battled with moonshiners during Prohibition in the 1930s. In response to the outrageous street violence committed by gangsters such as Al Capone, the federal government had passed the National Firearms Act of 1934 (NFA). This law regulated weapons favored by mobsters, such as fully automatic machine guns, silencers, and sawed-off shotguns. ATF’s predecessors were tasked with enforcing the NFA and other federal laws related to firearms crime.


ATF’s jurisdiction expanded significantly when the sweeping Gun Control Act of 1968 (GCA) became federal law. When Congress assigned ATF to be the lead agency to enforce the GCA, we effectively became the federal “gun police.” This massive, controversial firearms law passed through Congress as a direct result of the assassinations of President John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., and Robert Kennedy.


On November 22, 1963, Lee Harvey Oswald assassinated President Kennedy, shooting him in the head as he was riding in a motorcade in Dallas. Oswald’s weapon was an Italian military rifle. Oswald, who lived in Dallas, had legally purchased the rifle by mail order from Klein’s Sporting Goods store in Chicago. He had mailed Klein’s a postal money order for $21.45 on March 12, 1963. The cost included the rifle, telescopic sight, and shipping. Eight days later, Klein’s shipped the rifle and sights to Oswald.


After President Kennedy’s earth-shattering assassination, Congress held hearings and soon proposed that the federal government should step in and regulate the sale of firearms and ammunition. They also proposed new federal laws to prohibit the illegal usage of firearms. The proposals were met with fierce resistance in both the House and Senate. For the next five years, Congress furiously battled over the implementation of new federal gun laws.


Then, on April 4, 1968, James Earl Ray assassinated Martin Luther King Jr., shooting him in the head as he was standing outside on a hotel balcony in Memphis. Ray’s weapon was a Remington Model 760 Gamemaster .30-06 sporting rifle. Ray had purchased the rifle in Birmingham, Alabama, on March 30, 1968, using an alias, Harvey Lowmeyer.


Two months later, on June 5, 1968, Sirhan Sirhan assassinated Robert Kennedy, shooting him in the head as he was walking through a hotel kitchen in Los Angeles after giving a campaign speech. Sirhan’s weapon was an eight-shot Iver Johnson .22 caliber revolver. Sirhan had reportedly obtained the gun illegally from a neighbor.


After Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy were assassinated within sixty-one days of each other, the mood of the country turned. The shocking murders of two of our country’s most well-known leaders galvanized Congress into legislative action. In the weeks immediately following the assassination of Robert Kennedy, both the House and Senate passed the Gun Control Act of 1968, although not without continued furious resistance. President Lyndon Johnson signed the GCA into law on October 20, 1968.


The Gun Control Act created new federal regulations for interstate and foreign commerce in firearms, including importation and licensing provisions. It was a sea change for everyone who bought, sold, and owned firearms and ammunition.


The GCA established dozens of new laws related to the use of illegal firearms. A category of “prohibited” people who cannot legally own firearms under federal law came into being. This category includes convicted felons, illegal immigrants, and people convicted of a domestic violence misdemeanor. It also includes people who are “adjudicated as a mental defective” or who have been committed to a mental institution. To be “adjudicated as a mental defective,” a judge or other legal authority has to determine that a person is “mentally defective,” which is an extremely high bar. Rarely has the “crazy” guy down the street been legally prohibited from buying guns. The GCA also created federal jurisdiction over illegal explosives and arson cases, based primarily on interstate commerce.


The modern-day ATF was born in 1972, when ATF officially separated from the IRS and became the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms under the Department of the Treasury. ATF’s jurisdiction continues to change as new federal laws are passed, such as 1993’s “Brady Bill,” which was enacted in response to the attempted assassination of President Reagan. In 2002, ATF was transferred to the Department of Justice, when the Department of Homeland Security was created in response to the 2001 World Trade Center bombing.


ATF primarily targets violent criminals in possession of firearms, including gang members, violent offenders, and convicted felons. To this day, firearms cases make up about 85 percent of ATF’s annual criminal case production, with arson and illegal explosives cases making up most of the rest. The tobacco and alcohol cases we investigate usually involve people who are selling large quantities of goods without paying taxes or holding proper licenses.


At FLETC, I found New Agent Training fascinating, and despite the heavy workload, the weeks flew by. Unexpectedly, my most memorable achievement happened on the firing line. Our duty weapon was a six-shot Smith and Wesson .38 revolver, which is a fine handgun but is now considered underpowered for law enforcement. For two months, the twenty-four of us went to the range and shot and shot and shot. We worked on trigger control and discipline, front sight acquisition, and reloading drills. I can still hear the instructor’s commands, “Ready… Aim… FIRE!” Each time I fired, the silver revolver recoiled in my hand and a flash erupted from the barrel. Then came the resounding boom inside the enclosed shooting range, followed by the stench and acrid taste of gunpowder on the back of my throat. After each practice, our hands would be covered with a slight dusting of grayish-black gunpowder residue.


I loved it.


Three or four of the guys were already excellent marksmen. During the two months of firearms training, we shot thousands of rounds. But I had been a competitive athlete since I was a little girl and excelled in hand–eye coordination. I also performed well under pressure, whether it was a big test or a big game. This carried over to the shooting range.


During training there was a lot of talk about who would win the final shooting competition and earn the coveted Top Gun award. ATF is all about guns. Shooting is a big deal. Everyone in ATF knows what it means to be Top Gun. The three or four agents who were the favorites occasionally had shot perfect scores during practice rounds. I had too.


When the day of the Top Gun shoot arrived, I thought that the winner would need to shoot a perfect target, which a number of agents could do. When the competition began, I focused only on my shooting. I thought to myself, “Front sight… trigger control.” As the contest continued I knew I was shooting well, but I also knew I had dropped at least a point or two. When the targets were scored, no one had shot 100. I hadn’t either, but I had shot a 98. To my surprise, it was the highest score that day.


No woman had ever been Top Gun at the ATF academy. Everyone was surprised that I won. I was just surprised that the other guys hadn’t shot as well as I had. I was happy that my hard work and concentration at the shooting range had paid off. I was even happier that the guys were gracious about it. If even one of the guys had been openly pissed off, it could have been an uncomfortable victory.


I knew everything was okay when I didn’t pay for a single beer that night. A day or two later, one of my favorite agents gave me what would become one of my prized possessions: a black-and-white postcard with a photo of Clint Eastwood as Dirty Harry, his gun drawn in the famous bank robbery scene. Written on the card in blue pen was “Cindy, I don’t like women partners, but you’ll do.” I kept it taped to the wall by my desk for my entire career.


NAT was more fun than CIT. I thought most of the academic classes were important and well taught. I was happy to win Top Gun. Most importantly, I made friends I kept in touch with throughout my career. We graduated on May 26, 1988, and headed home.


The guys in St. Paul loved that I was the first woman to be Top Gun. One or two of the agents in my office had also been Top Gun at FLETC, and a bunch of us went across the street to the tavern to celebrate over beers. But my celebration was short-lived. A few days after my return, I was called out to respond to what would eventually become one of the defining cases in my career.
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