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INTRODUCTION




Picture a murder case as a spinning top on a table. It is made to spin. It spins perfectly. You as a detective should admire it for as long as necessary to determine the parameters of the case. If you touch it too quickly or too firmly in the wrong place, it scoots off the table and disappears—and you never get it back. You only have one chance to get it right. You can make it unsolvable if you don’t know what you are doing on that first touch.


—RETIRED POLICE DETECTIVE JOE KENDA




Hugging wasn’t big in my family, growing up. We were more like the Addams Family than the Waltons. Vacation trips were rare, so it was a major deal when my parents decided to take my brother and me to the Pittsburgh Zoo.


Our first stop at the zoo was the Primate House. As we approached I spotted this sign. It said: “Around this corner, you will see the most dangerous animal on earth.”


Intrigued, I ran around the corner and there stood a mirror, a big floor-to-ceiling mirror reflecting the image of all the people walking around the zoo, including me. I stood and looked at that mirror for a long, long time as I thought about the sign’s message.


The concept of humans as dangerous beasts really struck me. It was a moment of epiphany. I wondered if it were true. Could we be the most dangerous creatures on the planet?


I pondered that question so long, my mother yelled at me to keep moving along with the rest of them. The thought of humans as murderous predators lingered in my mind.


Throughout my twenty-three and a half years in law enforcement, I confirmed that it was indeed true, time and again. I saw firsthand that while most other animals kill only for need, humans can and will kill for pleasure and other sordid reasons.


I became a homicide detective because I wanted to investigate why humans kill each other—and because I wanted to solve the worst of the worst crimes. They throw you in jail for life or execute you for murder, so, I reasoned, murder must be the worst offense, and I wanted to put away the worst of our species. I did put a lot of them away; not enough, but a lot.


If you want to know what it is like to investigate homicide, come with me and I’ll show you. Be warned, however. You may not want to see the realities of murders committed by the most dangerous killers in our world. If you have an interest in the truth, you are reading the right book. If you don’t think you can handle the darkest aspects of human nature, then you might want to put this book down, because it will get real in a hurry.


As you may or may not know, I was a police officer for the city of Colorado Springs, Colorado. For nineteen years of my career there, I was a homicide detective. I was involved in 387 homicide investigations. I solved 92 percent of them. So, you can say I did a good job 92 percent of the time, or you could say I was the idiot who couldn’t figure out 8 percent of his cases.


Those unsolved cases still haunt me, but I loved my job, and I want to make it clear that I was never the Lone Ranger out there solving cases on my own. Please understand this book offers my personal reflections and recollections, I was always working with teams of law enforcement professionals, including my supervisors, fellow detectives, and patrol officers who contributed their guidance and skills in all of these cases. I never would have solved any of them without their support and assistance.


As with every law enforcement agency, ours had many individuals with unique talents. We had one guy who could open any lock, another who could plant (court-approved) cameras, phone taps, and monitors, and others who were like ghosts when tailing and surveilling suspects. If I needed information stored on a computer we’d seized, I called our in-house tech genius who was like Sherlock Holmes with a keyboard. Whenever we had a tough undercover job that required both brains and brawn, we had a man for that too. They were all major contributors to our investigations.


Over the years, I also benefitted from the experience of my co-workers. My bosses yelled at me and called me an idiot quite often, early in my career, and they were right. You learn from people who know what they are doing and your skills increase thanks to their guidance. That is how you grow as a professional.


I served under five different police chiefs during my career. Each had his own leadership style, but they were all wonderful professionals whom I learned from. All of those I worked with deserve credit for the successful investigations mentioned in this book, not just yours truly.


I loved working with them in solving crimes and taking criminals off the street. I would have done it for free, though my wife might have objected. I saw it as a mission. If a monster does horrible things to another person, you can stand up or you can remain seated. I stood up for the victims of murder. I was proud of that.


As much as I enjoyed catching nature’s worst killers, the darkest aspects took a toll on me and my family. I turned in my resignation on the day that I lost control of my emotions and came dangerously close to becoming like those I’d hunted.


After recovering my sanity, I knew it was time to retire before someone had to come after me. I thought I could close the door on my memories and wall them off. I thought that, in time, I could put the horrors I’d seen behind me.


I was wrong, so wrong.


Fortunately, I found another way to reclaim my life and my sanity. Or, I should say, a way found me.


We recently began filming our seventh season of Homicide Hunter for the Investigation Discovery network. Initially we did six shows per season. Now we are filming twenty. We’ve hit almost 30 million viewers in the United States, and the show is seen in 178 territories around the world. They tell me that’s all very good in the broadcasting business.


What matters most is that telling my stories is cathartic. It’s a way of releasing the grief and the horror accumulated over my career as a homicide detective and police officer. I have written this book for the same reason; sharing these stories eases the burden of carrying them. It also puts my experiences in law enforcement into perspective. I’ve come to see them as simply a part of my past, and, thankfully, not nearly as important and influential in my life as the love of my wife, my son, and my daughter.


Going public with these stories has had another unexpected effect. People seem to connect in a more positive way with me now. When I worked as a policeman, I didn’t feel a lot of love or respect. I used the animosity on the streets to drive myself, to do a better job. The killers, their families, and those who feared me made no bones about it. They despised me.


My life was threatened innumerable times. They also threatened to kill my wife, my kids, and my dog. I felt hatred.


The striking part is now that I’m on television, the reverse has happened. I actually feel appreciated. Strangers want to talk to me in airports and malls and on the golf course during my backswing.


I am not the most adept person at social media, but there are at least six Homicide Hunter fan pages on Facebook, including one called: “Kendamaniacs.”


That page recently featured a “Where’s Waldo” poster and the message: “Lt. Joe Kenda is the reason Waldo is hiding.”


What, me? A folk hero?


Could it be a sign of the impending apocalypse that there is a Detective Joe Kenda line of souvenir coffee cups, T-shirts, tote bags, and smartphone cases? Or my own lineup of wines, including a My, My, My Merlot?


After twenty-three years dwelling on the dark side of humanity, I am enjoying the light, and I enjoy sharing my stories. I don’t know why this is true, or where the storytelling gene came from. There certainly were no other storytellers among my surly and contentious family as I was growing up.


Most of them were too busy trying to kill each other, or threatening to kill each other. So, being a homicide detective felt like home to me.













PART I



EARNING MY STRIPES, MY LUMPS, AND MY NIGHTMARES













ONE



SHIT MAGNET


The Colorado Springs Police Department was still an old-school force when I joined it in 1973. Most of the officers were military veterans with at least ten years on the job. College degrees were rare. Brawn, quick fists, and street smarts were the primary traits needed for advancement.


Rookies didn’t get weeks of classroom training before hitting the streets like they do now. Instead they paired you with a veteran partner who showed you the ropes. They had the new guys ride with partners for just two or three weeks until we got to know procedures and the city. Most patrol officers cruised solo, but we didn’t get our own patrol cars until we earned them by proving we could survive on the street. There wasn’t a written test for that. Usually it meant getting bloody.


I earned my patrol car about two weeks into the job. We were dispatched to the White Spot, a twenty-four-hour drive-in and eat-in restaurant on the city’s West Side where trouble was always likely. The typical crowd was drunk and disorderly. After midnight, it was all downhill from there.


My training partner and I were dispatched around 1 a.m. on a call from a cook who said, “A cop is getting killed in here.” That got our attention. Upon arrival, yours truly ran inside the joint only to find this mountain of a guy slowly strangling one of our officers on the lunch counter. The cop’s face was turning blue.


I waded in with my adrenaline pumping from a volatile mix of fear and anger. I grabbed a fistful of the bad guy’s greasy hair and slammed his face onto the lunch counter with my full weight behind it. In my fury, I had not observed a stainless-steel cream dispenser on the countertop. I did not intentionally flatten the dispenser with his face, but that was the result.


Facial bones and cartilage were crushed. Blood spurted everywhere. I thought I had killed him. Everyone else thought the same.


I backed off. The restaurant went dead silent. My partner called for an ambulance. I checked the cop who’d been taking a beating. He was battered and gasping for air, but he’d be okay.


His assailant would need facial reconstruction. When he looked in the mirror and saw the scars, he would not remember me fondly.


Had I gone too far? I wondered if I’d just ended my career before it officially began. I shouldn’t have worried. The captain of patrol thought it was really cool that a rookie had so boldly rushed in to assist another officer. The fact that I had smashed in the bad guy’s face was worth extra bonus points.


The next day, without fanfare, I was awarded my own patrol car. My reputation as a head-banging street cop was made. The White Spot incident grew into an urban legend of sorts. That was helpful, but it also tagged me with a reputation for attracting trouble. That pattern continued for my entire twenty-three years and six months on the job.


Even as a rookie, I was always getting shot at or attacked by drunks. None of the other cops wanted to be around me. “You’re a shit magnet,” they’d say, and they were right. Take for instance my first fight call at Fred’s Bar, another West Side dive.


Fred’s, which is now blessedly out of business, served the cheapest beer to the lowest of lowlifes. The dump dated back to World War II. They hadn’t wiped down the bar since V-J Day. The charming clientele was known for sucking down beer and pissing it out without ever leaving the bar. I’m serious. The regulars didn’t mind the filthy decor or the reeking odor because they contributed to it.


I was dispatched to Fred’s one night on a fight call. Standard operating procedure would have been to wait for backup, a cover officer, but chairs and tables were flying and the situation was already out of hand. So, I went in as the Lone Ranger. And who did I find inside the bar kicking everyone’s ass? A linebacker-sized Native American wearing red patent leather shoes and tossing people around like rag dolls.


He was a beast.


“You are under arrest!” I announced.


The beast responded not as I’d hoped.


One giant hand grabbed my crotch. The other wrapped around my neck. He then hurled me like a sack of potatoes through the front picture window of the bar with such force that I flew over the sidewalk and bounced off the side of my own patrol car parked on the street.


I was still lying in the gutter, checking for broken parts, when my backup arrived. He surveyed the scene, chuckled, and inquired, “Do you think you need some help here?”


“Yeah, I think so,” I mumbled.


We didn’t have Tasers back then, unfortunately. Instead, we entered Fred’s with nightsticks drawn. By my estimate, we swung and connected with our mighty nemesis at least fifty times.


We didn’t hurt him. He just got tired and gave up.


A few months later, I met his more-evil twin. The radio dispatcher said there was a fight in the men’s room of the bus station. I’d grown smarter. This time I waited for reinforcements.


Again we encountered a Native American of impressive stature, probably six feet five inches and 280 pounds. When we entered, he was calmly coiffing his dark locks in the mirror. At his feet were three guys bleeding and unconscious.


He didn’t acknowledge our presence until we drew our nightsticks.


Then he looked up and said, “Does your mother know you boys are out?”


That comment was my first hint that we were in for the fight of our lives. By the time we locked the cuffs on him, my uniform shirt was in shreds and I’d lost about three handfuls of hair. We brought him down, but we paid for it.


After a while, my shit magnet reputation spread beyond the police department and into the community at large. One night a neighbor, who also belonged to our Catholic parish, came knocking. I opened the door and he handed me a package.


“Everybody in the church got together and bought you this,” he said.


It was a bulletproof vest, one of the first developed for police work. My neighbors and fellow parishioners were very kind. They didn’t want me to die on the job. I wore that vest even though it was heavy and uncomfortable. I didn’t want to disappoint my benefactors.


WILD WEST SIDE


My assigned patrol area, the West Side, was a hot zone. You won’t find it on the travel brochures showing Pike’s Peak, the Garden of the Gods, or Red Rock Canyon. It was not the new and shiny part of Colorado Springs. While there is a great deal of natural beauty within its boundaries, the city had its fair share of crime and violence.


In those days, especially, Colorado Springs retained some of its Wild West heritage, thanks to a diverse and particularly well-armed population that included residents of an army base, two air force bases, the U.S. Air Force Academy, the Cheyenne Mountain nuclear bunker, the U.S. Olympic Training Center, and more conservative evangelical churches than you could ever count.


My first patrol area, the West Side, had more bars than churches. Sleek Olympians and shiny military brass were not among the patrons. Most West Siders were born there and they would die there, often prematurely. There were good, hardworking people in the neighborhood, but I never got to meet them unless they’d become victims of a crime. Otherwise, I only met the dirtbags, the crazies, and the drunk and disorderly.


I’d been a cop for all of ten days when I was dispatched on a domestic disturbance call at 2 a.m. These are always volatile situations. You never know what you are rolling up on when drinking, drugs, and weapons are in play. This seemed like a low-grade squabble at first, though the presence of a Great Dane wandering around the front yard did catch my attention.


The complainant wife announced from the front porch that she wanted her husband arrested. I asked if she had a particular reason, preferably one punishable by law.


“We are getting a divorce. That’s my dog. He wants it, but it’s my dog. He won’t let me take it.”


When she saw that I wasn’t impressed by that scenario, she tossed out another mitigating factor: “He has a gun.”


I called for backup.


Hubby then joined us on the porch. He did not have a gun, but he and the ex-to-be resumed their vitriolic debate over the not so Great Dane, who appeared to be embarrassed by its warring owners.


I was already feeling sorry for the dog when my backup came around the corner with lights flashing. My sympathies intensified when the Great Dane dashed out into the path of the oncoming patrol car.


The big dog was dead on impact.


“I’m so sorry ’bout your dog, ma’am,” my fellow officer said as he stepped out of his squad car.


The dead Dane made their marital dispute a moot point. The couple fell silent.


Such was life on the West Side. Most residents abandoned hope before it abandoned them. This was fitting because that section of Colorado Springs, the original center of an old Gold Rush boomtown, had a history of abandonment.


The original section of town was called Colorado City. It was a shithole, but so were most Old West towns. Still, its glory days lasted less than a week.


Historians will tell you that Colorado City was named the territorial capital on November 5, 1861, at a meeting of the legislature in Denver. When the legislators actually ventured into the crappy little town for their first official session, they looked around and decided they’d made a mistake.


They were so appalled, they packed up and left. Five days later, the legislators named Denver the state capital.


DYING FOR A FIGHT


By the time I arrived, Colorado Springs had swallowed up the original site of Colorado City, which became the woeful West Side neighborhood. You may think I’m exaggerating the neighborhood’s lowly quality of life, but how many knock-down, drag-out brawls have you been to in a funeral home?


It was a Saturday morning. I was on patrol around 10 a.m. and I thought my morning would be peaceful at least until the local lizards crawled out of their hangovers. I thought wrong.


I was dispatched to join the other West Side patrol officer who had responded to a “disturbance” call at the local mortuary. I pulled up behind his squad car. He was standing outside the funeral home. There was nothing going there.


We walked up to the main doors, opened them, and gazed upon a mourning crowd like no other. About twenty men and women in their funeral finery were engaged in a riotous, rolling fistfight, going at it like packs of rabid dogs. Sport coat sleeves were ripped off. Ties were flying sideways. Purse strings were being deployed as garrotes for choking.


After exchanging WTF glances, my fellow officer directed my gaze to the center ring, where there stood an open casket with not one, but two occupants. The undead one was kneeling on the corpse of the not-so-dearly departed, hammering punches into his pasty face. Bam! Bam! Bam!


Maybe the assailant thought, no blood, no foul? Whatever the case, there would be no resting in peace for this deceased dude. I couldn’t help but bust a gut laughing for a second, then we rushed in to save the dead from further abuse. By the time we cuffed his aggrieved attacker, the dead guy’s jaw was shattered and one eye was drooping from its socket. The carefully applied funeral home makeup was smeared all over the fists of the postmortem mugger.


We made the executive decision to go with a closed-coffin ceremony from that point. Our backup arrived and cops streamed into the funeral home doors. We subdued all of the other grieving friends and family members trying to kill each other. One of them had a skull fracture thanks to being hit with a metal folding chair.


During our follow-up interrogations, we learned that early in the service, several mourners had shouted out epithets cursing the deceased as a no-good son of a bitch. Hell was suggested as his final destination and, as a result, hell was unleashed. Even the most decorated veterans among my coworker cops said they’d never seen anything like that. Privately, the brawling mourners reminded me of my own family of battling Bohunks back in Pennsylvania.


THE BALKAN WARS IN COAL COUNTRY


My boyhood home was in Herminie, Pennsylvania, a little coal town outside of Pittsburgh where many of my family members worked and sometimes died in the deep shafts underground. The Ocean Coal Company owned the two local coal mines, creatively naming them Herminie No. 1 and Herminie No. 2.


The entrance to each shaft was surrounded by company housing, cheaply built brick duplexes. If you took a job with Ocean Coal, you were awarded one side of a duplex. Your rent came directly out of your paycheck, as did the grocery bills from the company-owned store. They owned your soul.


Herminie’s Main Street was lined with bars, thirteen of them in a town of two thousand coal-stained souls. When workers surfaced blinking and coated in coal dust each day, they headed first to the bars. Eventually they stumbled home to wash up and sleep it off. Most miners were immigrants who had few other options for employment.


My grandparents came from their native Slovenia to the United States in 1913 to escape the turmoil that led to World War I. They were among the few Kendas to make it out. The Nazis killed most of them in World War II. In my grandfather’s native village, Čezsoča, on the Soča River, there is a war memorial, an obelisk built to commemorate members of the local resistance who were assassinated by the Germans. The Germans lined them up and machine-gunned them. There are seven men named Kenda on that obelisk.


My paternal grandfather was among the many Slovenian immigrants drawn to the Pittsburgh area by coal jobs. I never knew my grandfather Josef. He was killed in a mine cave-in in 1933. He was an experienced miner and, the story goes, he was working one day when he sensed that a collapse was coming. He could have saved himself, but he ran to his sons—my father and my uncle—and shoved them out of the shaft. Then the walls collapsed on my grandfather. He was killed saving his boys.


Whenever the story of his death was told to me as a child, it was always emphasized that my grandfather was so acutely aware of conditions in the mine that he alone felt the collapse coming. As a young fan of Sherlock Holmes, I was already aware of the importance of being observant of your surroundings. This frequently told family story sealed that in my mind. It probably helped me become a better detective because I trained myself early on to make note of everything around me, just like the grandfather I was named after.


I suppose you could say that was something positive to take away from such a tragic family event. My father, on the other hand, took his usual dark and negative approach. He actually blamed his brother, also named Joe, for my grandfather’s death. He said his brother was lazy and their dad always felt he had to stay on him. My father decided that my grandfather was in that dangerous section of the mine on the day he died because he had to motivate my “lazy” uncle.


As a result, my dad and his brother never spoke to each other after my grandfather was killed. Uncle Joe was not even permitted in our house. When I grew old enough to realize I had an uncle in town whom I’d never met, I began visiting him. He welcomed me, but said my father wouldn’t let him come around us.


My father was tough, stubborn, persistently sullen, and unforgiving. My mother was Irish, born Virginia Morrissey, which you’d think would give her at least a sense of humor, but she took on the Bohunk mentality after marrying my father. It leaked into her within minutes. She became just as unforgiving and vindictive as him.


My mother was especially mean to the two women who dared to marry her sons and steal them away from her. For my wife, Kathy, the shunning began as soon as we started dating. You see, Kathy was not my mother’s choice. I chose her, and that pissed off Mom for the rest of her life.


It didn’t help that I met my future wife while on a blind date arranged by my mother and her best friend. I was a sophomore at Greensburg Central Catholic High School when my mom pressured me to take her friend’s daughter to a basketball game, even though I didn’t like her, or basketball.


The friend’s daughter was a nice enough redheaded girl, another Bohunk offspring like me. I had no reason to truly dislike her, other than the fact my mother had matched us up. My mind and my eyes wandered during our date. I was sitting in the stands at the game with her when I looked up and spotted the prettiest young lady I’d ever seen in my life.


I remember the moment like it was yesterday. She had blond hair and blue eyes and she was wearing a camel-hair skirt and camel-colored vest and a white blouse. I thought, Wow, who is that? And before I knew it, I’d left my date on the bench and walked up the stands.


Then I started talking to the love of my life, Mary Kathleen Mohler. We’re still talking, most days. We dated all through high school and then married after Kathy graduated from Duquesne University with a nursing degree on December 26, 1967. My mother never got over it.


She held a grudge until the day she croaked—forty years after our wedding. As we were leaving Mom’s funeral, I looked at my wife and said, “You are in luck: Your mother-in-law no longer hates you, because she is dead.”



DIPLOMATIC DESIGNS


I had to negotiate my way around so many volatile and warring personalities growing up that my first career choice was international diplomacy. It seemed like a logical move at the time. I majored in political science as an undergrad at the University of Pittsburgh. Then I attended Ohio State University, thinking I’d get a master’s degree in international studies. I had romantic notions of being the suave chargé d’affaires at the U.S. embassy in Paris, but the State Department had other ideas when I applied. They told me it was more likely that I’d end up pushing paper somewhere in the wilds of Africa. Worse, they said I couldn’t take Kathy because it was too dangerous.


I was already souring on the thought of working for the foreign service when I attended a State Department briefing for potential employees. The briefing was led by a noxious CIA guy whose worldview was considerably darker than mine at the time. I had served in the Air Force Reserve while in college and I had a patriot’s view of my country. I thought the United States was the benevolent guardian of liberty around the world.


The CIA man made my country sound more like a manipulative and exploitive bully. All he could talk about was overthrowing governments, protecting our sources of oil, and assassinating anyone who stood in the way of our need to dominate the globe. His vision of America was not the same as mine. I’m a right-or-wrong, black-and-white kind of guy. I wanted no part of his predatory worldview.


I returned to campus feeling dejected, with just a few hours of grad school needed to complete the degree that I no longer really wanted. The final blow came one day in a big classroom while we were waiting for our professor to show up. I looked at the guy sitting next to me and for the first time, I realized that he seemed a lot older than me. So, I asked him his age.


“I’m thirty-nine,” he said.


I was shocked.


“You’re still in school? Have you ever had a job?”


“No,” he said. “I go to school full-time.”


I closed my notebook, stood up, and walked out. I was married with our first baby at home. It was time for me to leave academia behind and get a real job. The problem was I didn’t have a plan B when I left Ohio State. So, I made the mistake of my life. I joined my father in his business. I know what you are thinking: They don’t teach common sense in college.


My father was not a joy to be around, but he was a fairly successful, street-smart guy. Dad spoke several languages and he tracked spies in the United States as an army intelligence officer during the war. He didn’t work in the mines, like most of the adult males in our town. He was severely injured in a train wreck while tracking a suspected spy aboard the train. His neck and back were broken and one leg was badly mangled. He spent several years recovering in military hospitals.


Initially the doctors thought he’d never walk again. He proved them wrong out of pure spite. He had to wear a corrective shoe paid for by the government, which gave him an odd gait. Still, he was able to get around and he regained most of his physical strength eventually.


Since his disability ruled out mine work, my dad got a loan from his parents and bought the local wholesale newspaper distributorship. The Herminie News Company handled deliveries of the Pittsburgh Press and Pittsburgh Gazette and our local county paper, the Tribune Review. It was a labor-intensive business with long hours.


Dad had two trucks. One of them delivered papers to newsstands and drop-off points for paper boys. The other delivered to rural subscribers. I worked for him on the truck from the age of eight, while also holding down a huge paper route. At fourteen I took over the rural motor route even though I wasn’t of legal age to drive.


When Dad asked me to join his company, I thought the plan was to help him expand and then, one day, I’d take it over so he could retire. Dad had his own plan based on the indentured servitude model. I was the indentured servant. He didn’t think of me as the new owner in training. He thought of me as “the help.”


My old man put me to work twenty-nine hours a day, eight days a week and he paid me squat. Worse, I had two shifts, splitting my day between early morning and evening deliveries. It seemed like I was either working or exhausted from working, which didn’t allow much time for my wife and the kids. They came one right after the other. Our son, Daniel, was born in February 1970 and our daughter, Kristin, followed in October 1971.


Kathy had little help from me with the kids in those early days because I worked so much, a pattern that would continue through most of our marriage. Her frustration in those early days was salted with embarrassment because she had to borrow grocery money from her parents due to my lowly wages. My wife put up with this situation for about two years before she staged a vodka and orange juice protest strike. It wasn’t pretty, she freely admits that, and I’ll let her fill you in.




I am very good at stretching a dollar, but it got to be embarrassing because we couldn’t make it to the end of the month without borrowing from my parents. Joe was either working or asleep, or if he was awake he didn’t want to deal with the kids and me so he’d go out with his friends. This wasn’t working for me, or us. One night, I put the kids to bed while he was still out with his buddies. While I waited for him to get home, I made myself a vodka and orange juice. Then I made another one. By the time he got home, I was absolutely shitfaced.


When he walked in the door, I said we need to talk.


His expression was “Oh shit.”


I told him what I thought of him working for his parents and what they were paying him, and I probably tossed in a few other things. Basically, I said this wasn’t working and he needed to find another job or I was out of there with the kids.


The next morning, I woke up with a monumental headache. Joe was staring at me.


“Do you remember anything about last night?” he asked.


I said, “Do you want a synopsis or chapter and verse?”


Once again his expression said, “Oh shit.”


Joe had been talking for a long time about maybe becoming a cop. He thought it would suit him, based on stories he’d heard from his favorite uncle, his mother’s brother who was a Colorado State Patrol officer. He had also talked about one day moving to Colorado Springs, where he’d visited his mother’s parents as a boy. I gave him a year to apply there and some other places. I didn’t care if he got a job within a year, I just wanted him to make the effort. Something had to change. We weren’t making it.





FLIGHT OF THE KENDAS


Kathy was serious, no doubt about it. I agreed with her that being employed by my father wasn’t working out for us, financially or any other way. We needed to put my parents in the rearview mirror, where they deserved to be. My wife and I talked many nights about places we might like to live and Colorado Springs was on the list. We’d visited her brother and other family there. We loved the mountains and the clean air. We especially loved how far it was from Pennsylvania.


A Colorado move was still a dream when, just a few weeks after our first discussion, a pilot friend asked if I wanted to take a quick trip to Colorado Springs with him aboard his boss’s $3 million jet. I’d managed to get my pilot’s license in my very little free time, so this was an invitation I couldn’t pass up.


The pilot had to drop the boss’s son off at the Air Force Academy, which I figured would give me time to put in an application at the Colorado Springs Police Department. We flew there on the designated day. I borrowed a car from the local airport’s fixed base operator and drove to the city of Colorado Springs personnel office. There I met the personnel director, Norman Gieseker, a friendly guy who delayed his lunch plans to talk to me for a few minutes.


He was impressed that I was a college graduate applying for a police officer’s job, because they didn’t have many in the department back then. It also might have helped when I told him I was only in town for a couple of hours because I’d flown from Pennsylvania in a private jet to deliver a kid to the Air Force Academy.


Norman let me take the police exam application test right there at his desk, sitting in his nice leather chair, while he went to lunch. He even promised he’d review my test when he got back. Colorado Springs was looking like a nice city to work for.


The test seemed easy enough. I left it on Norman’s desk and returned to the airport. We flew home and over the next few weeks while I waited to hear from Colorado Springs, I also applied for police jobs in Pittsburgh and nearby Greensburg, figuring it couldn’t hurt.


It always takes a long time for a police department to check out applicants, so it was a couple of months before I heard from anyone. As luck would have it, the first call came from Norman, the personnel director for Colorado Springs. He offered me a job as a city patrol officer and I took it without hesitation.


Norman said I should report for work on March 6, 1973.


I promised him I’d be there.


Then I went to tell my wife we were moving to Colorado and far from my family, so she had no call to divorce me—yet.


Later, I’d give her plenty of reasons to kick me to the curb.















TWO



A CASE FOR THE COLLEGE BOY


The general public has a deathly fear of large caliber pistols. That is understandable, but somewhat misinformed. You see, a small gun firing small bullets can cause much more physical harm than a monstrous Dirty Harry .44 Magnum revolver that fires cannonballs. A big bullet punches a hole through the body. If it doesn’t hit anything important along its path, you just put a Band-Aid on the entry and exit holes and you’re pretty much out of danger.


A small-caliber bullet can do much more damage because it ricochets around the victim’s body, taking the grand tour. This greatly multiplies the danger of damage to vital organs and major arteries. Think of it as death by a thousand cuts. The victim might hang on to life for a day or two, but often the result is a premature departure to the hereafter.


Homicide detectives know this all too well because they don’t get fully involved until a bullet or some other killing tool proves lethal. That’s why I was able to step in and take a small-caliber case that had a major impact on my career.



CHASING THE GOLD AT 7-ELEVEN


After three years as a patrolman, I was promoted to burglary detective, which was a step in the right direction, but only a step. I wanted a homicide detective badge. Burglary detectives wear a flimsier metal alloy badge. When I got mine, my brothers in blue upgraded me from “Shit Magnet” patrolman to a “Pewter Badge Puke” member of the burglary squad.


I was honored, but by no means placated. I still wanted to hunt bigger game. Investigating burglaries was like playing Trivial Pursuit, in my mind. Most burglary victims are insured against loss of property. I’m not minimizing that they are crime victims. It can be very disturbing to have a stranger go through your personal things. They might feel violated and fearful that their security was breached, but nobody died.


On top of that, burglars typically get probation, because there isn’t room in the overwhelmed prison system for them, so even when you catch the perpetrator, you don’t get the satisfaction of putting away the bad guy for a long time. I wanted to take killers off the street permanently. There is great satisfaction in that.


Fortunately, I was in burglary for less than a year when I seized upon the case that brought me a coveted detective badge. This game-changer was an armed robbery in which two victims were seriously wounded, but skillful doctors stabilized them quickly. Still, they were on the precipice of death, so this one appeared likely to become a murder case—and one with some special challenges.


I was called to the scene initially only because it was an all-hands-on-deck situation. A female clerk and a male customer had been shot by a small-caliber handgun during an armed robbery at a 7-Eleven convenience store in a densely populated neighborhood.


The bad guy fled the scene. We had not a clue to his identity. The store was surrounded by apartment buildings, so there were a lot of potential witnesses who had to be interviewed. Thus the call went out for all available personnel, even the burglary detectives.


When I arrived, the front door of the store was propped open for the ambulance gurneys. Nobody was guarding it so I walked in like it was my job. A bold move, I know, but crime scenes call to me. I figured a quick look would help me when questioning potential witnesses. Also, I am a competitive SOB and I was fired up. I wanted to solve the case. I always want to solve the case.


On my tour of the ravaged 7-Eleven, I tried to visualize what had happened and how the armed robber and his prey had behaved. I immersed myself in the crime scene.


Just as I entered a zone, my sleuthing was rudely interrupted.


“Hey, Kenda, what the fuck are you doing in there? Get out!”


Yelling at me was not really effective when I was in the flow. My brain and all my senses were focused on reading the crime scene. I was extended another invitation to evacuate, but I made one last, long scan before departing with it imprinted on my brain.


The store was a mess. Signs of a major knock-down, drag-out fight. Blood on the floor. Displays knocked over. Canned goods, cereal boxes, and other items strewn everywhere. All of this was to be expected based on what had happened there.


Mayhem had occurred, possibly murder. A convenience store turned upside down, but a convenience store with all the usual items. Except one. A metal display rack that had contained family-sized potato chip bags had been dumped over. The chip bags were scattered on the floor, but among them, lying under the lowest shelf of a nearby display case, was an ID bracelet, a linked chain with a flat piece of metal that was not polished silver, but smoke-colored.


These bracelets were very common in the late 1970s. Boyfriends gave them to their girlfriends. Girlfriends gave them to their boyfriends. Romance on the cheap.


I didn’t know if this one came from a customer who’d lost it or one of the shooting victims, or their attacker. The piece of chintzy jewelry amid all the scattered grocery goods intrigued me. I didn’t pick it up because the bracelet was physical evidence that should be left for the crime scene guys to examine, bag, and catalog. I did store an image of the bracelet in my mind’s own evidence locker after mentally labeling it “potentially useful.”


A LOSER CASE


I stepped outside. A dumpy homicide sergeant was handing out addresses in the surrounding neighborhood, assigning them to all of us dragged in to help knock on doors. This was early on a Sunday morning. Most residents, other than avid churchgoers, were still tucked in their beds. It was unlikely that anyone had been awakened by the small-caliber handgun being shot inside a brick building.


Still, there were a lot of people living nearby. Maybe some of them were insomniacs with excellent hearing, or curious sorts looking out the right window at the right time. I hit the street, awakening the public to a violent crime in their midst. Everyone was surprised. No one had heard gunshots. No one had seen the suspect enter or flee.


After a couple of hours of banging my head against a dense wall, I rejoined my fellow officers and reported back to the homicide sergeant, who crossed off addresses one by one as they were cleared. I was standing in line to offer my own lack of success when I overheard the grumblings and wheezing of several overweight veteran detectives. The old limp dicks were moaning and groaning that the 7-Eleven case was a loser. Nobody wanted to be assigned to it.


Their expert summation: a random robbery, hit-and-run shooting, no likely links between the victims and the bad guy. They also noted that since both victims were still breathing, this wasn’t a homicide. They were backing away from this one like it was a rabid skunk.


Their homicide sergeant wasn’t unsympathetic. He seemed to see the case as a loser, too.


As I observed this, my competitive juices roiled. I was young and aggressive and, as you might suspect, not adept at keeping my mouth shut.


“Hey, I’ll take this case if no one wants it.”


Oh, sweet Jesus, did I say that out loud?


The homicide sergeant at first glared at me. Then he smirked as his oafish pack of detectives mocked me: “Yeah, Sarge, give it to the college boy. He’ll have it solved before recess!”


I waited for their smirking leader to tell me where to shove it. Then he surprised me.


“Let me see if your sergeant will approve that, Kenda. If he does, you can have it,” he said, silencing his boys.


Maybe the homicide sergeant wanted to see me fall on my face. Maybe he secretly hoped I’d show up the old guard. More likely, he just wanted to hand off this “loser” case while he still could.


The next day, he dropped the file on my desk and said it was mine. Both victims were still hanging on so the case was in limbo anyway. My initial thought was, Oh my God, what have I done? I just put my career on the line. If this comes up snake eyes, I’ll be investigating VCR heists until I die.


Then I had another thought: Nothing ventured. Nothing gained.


A BIG GULP


Once they gave me the 7-Eleven case, I became a man on a mission. Food, water, and sleep were unnecessary distractions. This shooter was mine. He just didn’t know it yet.


My first stop was the hospital. Store clerk Susan Irving, who’d been shot in the forehead, was hanging on to her nineteenth year of life. Normally cops aren’t allowed to interview victims in intensive care. So I tried not to look like a cop. I was wearing a nice suit, bought off-season at a discount. I assumed a physician’s confident manner. Apparently acting was in my future.


“Good morning, Doctor,” said a nurse.


I went with that.


“Good morning, nurse,” I said.


I didn’t say I was a doctor. She did.


Susan Irving’s head was swathed in bandages. A respirator was keeping her alive. She looked awful. I felt sad for her, then angry, then vengeful.


None of the nurses paid attention to me. They wandered away, thinking I was on the hospital staff. I stepped up to the bed. As I looked down at her, Miss Irving shot up to a sitting position, ripped the respirator mask from her face, and screamed like a zombie banshee.


My entire body puckered. Someone had vacuum-packed my vital organs. My heart blew a rod. A nurse approached as I stood frozen solid.


Obviously, I was not a trained medical professional.


“Get out, whoever you are,” she commanded.


Miss Irving would not be available for an interview, though a real doctor confirmed that she was still alive. Relieved that I hadn’t somehow killed my first witness, I skulked down the hall to post-op, looking for the other 7-Eleven shooting victim, a sixty-three-year-old rancher who’d gone to buy his Sunday paper and bought a bullet instead.


This time I didn’t try to play Marcus Welby, M.D. I found a real physician, identified myself as a detective, and asked if I could speak with Mr. Fred Howard, a gunshot victim recovering from surgery.


The doctor said he was doped up and probably incoherent, but he let me give it a shot.


“Don’t stay too long,” the doctor said.


Fred Howard was awake, and groggy, but just coherent enough to explain to me what happened. He’d gone to the convenience store to buy the Rocky Mountain News at 7 a.m. He wasn’t planning to go inside. There was a newspaper vending machine out front.


While feeding it quarters, he saw a guy open the front door of the store and gesture at him to come inside. “Hey buddy, come in here. There is a girl hurt.”


My guess is the bad guy lured him in because he thought Mr. Howard saw him through the window. He didn’t. He was focused on buying his paper.


Mr. Howard went inside, being the Good Samaritan. The guy pointed behind the sales counter, where poor Susan Irving was lying in a puddle of blood.


“That’s when I got a really bad feeling,” Howard told me from his hospital bed.


He turned around to find a handgun aimed between his eyes at close range. He threw his hands up in front of his face just as the bad guy pulled the trigger. A churchgoing person might say divine intervention stepped in at that moment. The bullet struck the wedding ring on his finger, blowing the ring and the finger off, but saving Mr. Howard from a lethal shot to the face.


The rancher then fought for his life. He and the shooter locked up and wrestled through the store, tearing up the place. The robber was younger and more muscular, but Mr. Howard was tough as old leather. The struggle went on until the robber fired four more shots into the rancher’s chest. He went down.


The robber fled, taking all of thirty-one dollars in cash.


Both victims were lucky to still be alive when the paramedics arrived. I was admiring the old guy’s tenacity when he offered up a piece of information that made me even more fond of him.


“While we were fighting, I pulled an ID bracelet off his wrist,” he said. “I don’t know where we were, but I ripped it off his arm and it went flying.”


I told him I’d seen it on the floor of the store, and I’d be sure to check it out.


Then I asked if he could describe the shooter.


“I think he was a white guy,” he said.


His voice was weak. He was fading in and out. I thanked him and told him I’d be back. Before I left, he opened his eyes and whispered: “Find him.”


“I will,” I promised.
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