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AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

My name is Eric Tansey, and after eight years as a police officer patrolling one of the toughest neighborhoods in the United States—Raleigh, North Carolina’s Southeast District—I was presented with a lifesaving award and was fired on the same day.

Spoiler Alert: That’s how my police journey ends, and if that sounds like a wild juxtaposition, then just wait until you hear about everything that led up to that moment. As a cop, I did my job the same way I do everything: full-throated, unapologetically, and with everything I have. That led me to many amazing and terrible adventures as an officer, from gunfights, to car crashes, to being nicknamed Leroy Jenkins (after the famous World of Warcraft video where the guy ruins the plan by jumping into a fight too early), to becoming a sommelier, to talking people off ledges, and to everything in between. I routinely vacillated between hating my job and loving what I did, almost as if I were two officers playing as one.

To be honest, though, my life kind of rolls that way. In high school, I was the football player who was also a surfer, where neither group was fond of the other and I was stretched in between. I went to Bible Club but I wore all black, grew my hair out, and played punk rock. I loved the social aspect of school but hated sitting in a chair all day and dreamed of dirt-biking, skateboarding, surfing, or really anything other than sitting there and looking at a chalkboard.

After I graduated, I lived on the beach in St. Augustine, Florida, with my girlfriend and my buddy, working a fishing charter and loving life.

And then one day I heard the Battle of Fallujah livestreaming over a radio.

I knew then that I had to leave my idyllic life and do something more, so I enlisted in the National Guard, as a cavalry scout. (They sold me on the idea that I would ride dirt bikes. Surprisingly, I never saw one the entire time I was in.)

At nineteen years old, I went straight to Afghanistan and was immediately split off from my platoon and into a six-man recon element that was used to run missions from in and around Jalalabad, in Nangarhar Province, all the way to Bagram and the capital, Kabul. I was the youngest guy in the squad and was wildly immature. I literally volunteered for every mission, every convoy, and every foot patrol. I just felt it was my destiny to be there and so I was determined to do it all and go the distance.

A few months into the deployment, a Green Beret Operational Detachment Alpha (ODA) spent the night at our forward operating base and requested for one of us to join them as a gunner on one of their gun trucks. My sergeant decided I was the one going with them on their extended mission. I stayed with them for six months, and had no choice but to grow up or die.

Two years later I would attend the Special Forces assessment and selection process to become a Green Beret. I made it through the grueling three-week ordeal and I got selected. I then attended the Special Forces Qualification Course, graduating in BLC and BNOC (Basic Leadership Course and Basic Non-Commissioned Officer Course), Small Unit Tactics, SERE (Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape), Airborne School, and the basic waterborne operation course.

The only thing I had left to pass was language school. While attending these schools, typically a few guys pool their resources and live in a house to save money. A couple of my roommates got caught up in some kind of investigation for allegedly defrauding the government by double-billing rent or something, and everyone in the house got sucked into the investigation.

While I wasn’t involved, was never suspected of anything, and didn’t get into any kind of trouble, the Army played it safe. I couldn’t become a Green Beret until the investigation was over. That took over a year.

During that time I attended an advanced land navigation course, various shooting courses, and a lot of swamp-based tactics training exercises, since my group was located in the swamps of Florida and operated mainly in South America. Most importantly, I met a beautiful girl whom I instantly knew was the one. We dated for a while, and she told me that she couldn’t marry a Green Beret with all the baggage the job entailed.

Because of the long delay, my enlistment was up, and I had a choice: either reenlist, go to language school, and finally become a Green Beret, or chase the girl. Without telling her, asking her, or anything else, I left the military and showed up at her doorstep. To say she was flummoxed would be an understatement. Fourteen years and five kids later, I know I made the right decision, even though I abandoned the dream of earning the coveted Green Beret.

But now I was in a new place and needed a job. I wanted to continue to serve, so becoming a cop made perfect sense. And after all, after spending time in combat with special operations, how hard could it be being a cop?

Real hard. Real. Fucking. Hard!

Truth be told, I had no idea what I was getting into. My military training prepared me for some of what I was about to see, but the only way to truly understand the challenges of being a police officer is to live it.

The job almost broke me many times, and if it were not for the support and mentorship from my fellow officers, it would have. Nevertheless, the longer I served, the more I found I needed to find catharsis outside the job to keep my sanity. One way I did this was to jot down stories of my worst (and occasionally best) days, so I could unload the emotions onto my laptop and not bring them home with me.

There the stories sat, in an emotional cocoon, trapped away for me and my wife alone, until that same woman encouraged me to share them with people who might be able to help me get them published. She told me the stories were good enough, and even though I wasn’t sure she was right, I trusted her.

Through mutual friends, I met up with Nick Palmisciano, who had just written the New York Times bestselling book Scars and Stripes with Tim Kennedy, and I told him some of the stories. He was crying laughing as I relived my past, so I asked him if he would read my collection.

“I’ve never seen stories like this before,” he told me. I was surprised, so I asked him if that was good or not. His reply got me fired up. “I’ve read cop books where the cops are perfect in every way, and I didn’t believe them. I’ve read the cop hate books where every cop is corrupt and the criminals are the real victims, and I didn’t believe them at all. But this is real. It’s honest. I believe it. This made me understand in a way that no other explanation could.”

And with that, Pig Latin was born.

My goals with this book are pretty straightforward.

First and foremost, I want to put you in the shoes of a new police officer and watch my journey. I want you to feel my stress, be pissed at me when I fuck up, cry with me when I encounter loss, and ask me what the fuck is wrong with me over and over again as I try my best to protect my community. Whether you agree with what I did or how I did it, I want you to understand how hard the job can be. I don’t want you to revere cops any more than I want you to hate cops, but I do want you to empathize with the challenges officers face. The only way I know to do this is to be honest with you, for better or worse.

Second, I want you to understand that there is nothing sexy or cool about gangs, regardless of what Hollywood movies and television shows tell you. We’ve done a fantastic job of mocking white-trash racists in our society as being nothing to aspire to, but for some reason, we’ve gone the other direction with gangs. Gangs ruin communities. They ruin kids. They bring nothing but violence, rape, fear, and death.

Third, I want you to empathize with the communities that have to deal with gangs. Life is hard for everyone, no matter who you are. Life is harder still if you were born poor. It’s hard as fuck if you’re born poor and gangs are actively trying to keep you from getting out from beneath their heel.

Fourth, even though I don’t use their real names, I want to tell you about the amazing officers who shaped me, supported me, and worked with me. They are the best of us (except the assholes, whom I will tell you about too), and I want you to see their sacrifices.

Finally, I want to make you laugh. Being a cop is a wild ride. You’re either dealing with bad people or good people on their worst day. A lot of crazy stuff happened to me during my ten years in uniform, and most of it (if you’re not the one it was happening to) is pretty damn funny.

As you read my book, please keep a few things in mind:


	Gang members use the “N-word.” No one wants to use it, let alone put it in their book, and I removed it anywhere it was not necessary, but the word has incredible power and knocks people off their feet. When I was at the police academy, they shared stories about how the use of that word can unbalance officers of all races and force them to lose focus in key situations. As such, working with my editor, I chose a few critical moments to retain the word and eliminated it elsewhere.

	The “fog of war” is a real thing in both the military and police work. So I looked back at police reports, newspaper articles, and interviews with my fellow officers to help corroborate some of the stories I tell in this book. The dialogue is largely reconstructed based on my recollections.

	I wrote most of the stories in this book when I was still a police officer. I resisted the desire to change “how I felt” in the book to reflect how I now feel about certain situations with the benefit of time and space. This is not a book that is meant to be from the perspective of an older, reflective man, but rather a man who is still in the fight, hence why I opted to use the first-person present tense for most of the book.



Thank you very much for taking the time to read my book. Please take it easy on yourself (and me) as you read it. These stories will make you laugh, and they will make you cry. Some will probably piss you off, while others will have you giving thanks. They will bring you anxiety, and maybe even some adrenaline dumps of your own. I did my absolute best to be honest and raw in my telling, and I hope you enjoy it, feel the emotion in it, and in the end, I hope that brings us closer together.

Enjoy your first lesson in my language: Pig Latin.







1 THE DEEP END OF THE POOL


Hovering above me, perched at the top of a short set of stairs and framed like a goddess by the early morning sun, stands a rather large woman. When I say large, I want to be really clear about exactly what I’m staring at. I don’t mean “big-boned.” I don’t mean “plus-sized.” I mean this lady is four hundred pounds—the same weight as a large male lion or, you know… a bear. She has an American flag wrapped around her head like a turban and she is draped by a long sundress that is flowing just a little at the bottom as the wind blows past her. If someone started playing the theme song to The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly right now, it would be oddly appropriate.

But that’s not what’s worrying me twelve whole minutes into my first-ever shift in the Southeast District of the Raleigh Police Department. Nor is it her death stare, as if she’s looking right through me.

It’s that right after I showed her the department-recommended steepled-fingers pose and calmly delivered the lines “Hello, ma’am. My name is Officer Tansey of the Raleigh Police Department. Your son is worried about you. How are you today?” she raised her hands into tight fists and assumed a boxing stance, daring me to climb farther up.

I’m not new to violence. I spent years in special operations in the military. I’ve trained in martial arts. I’ve been around. And because I’ve been around, I do not like the fact that her boxing stance looks legit.

Her elbows are locked in tight. Her right hand is protecting her chin. Her left hand is just a little away from her body so that the jab can flow freely. More than that, though, she is rocking back and forth, from her left foot to her right, like an athlete. You know that opening screen of every fighting video game where you toggle from one character to another and they’re just kind of bouncing a little? Well, I am apparently playing Street Fighter, Raleigh Edition, because this lady is ready to go.

Visions of getting knocked the fuck out by a woman on my first day on the job dance through my head. I know I’m the rookie, and I know there’d be nothing funnier than me getting starched by this lady. I know I’d never live it down. Hazing, like it was in the military, is a critical part of being welcomed into an elite police force. There’d be nicknames, photos, reminders in PowerPoint presentations. It would never go away. I was also raised to never hit a woman, and I don’t want to start now. More important, I don’t want to overreact and hurt this lady if I have to roll up my sleeves and go to work. What the fuck do I do now?

I look over to my training officer, Jayce, as I round out my thirteenth minute on the force.

Jayce has his arms crossed and looks bored. Fingers facing the ground, he extends his arm a little and flicks his wrist at me in the “get on with it” motion.

Well, thanks a pantload, Jayce.

As I turn back to the lady, she reaches into her mouth with her sausage fingers and proceeds to remove some big white object from it. I squint. Mother of God, those are her teeth! As she calmly places them on the railing of the staircase, she locks right back into her fighting stance.

Who takes out their fucking teeth before they fight? Someone who has lost their teeth fighting before, that’s who.

I take one last desperate look at Jayce. Surely he sees this is about to go south, and for the benefit of both me, the rookie under his charge, and her, the lady shadowboxing like she’s Apollo Creed at the top of the stairs, he will now get involved to provide guidance and wisdom.

Nope. Now he looks even more pissed at me, spits on the ground, and gives me another limp-wristed flurry of get-on-with-it. I take a deep breath and turn back to the lady. My eyes go wide and my body tenses in fight-or-flight mode.

In the moment that I took to look at Jayce, she decided to charge me. And by God, she is lightning-fast. I now know what elk feel like before they get run down and eaten alive by a grizzly bear. They look over and see this giant creature and probably think, Even if it does try something, I’m so quick that I will easily be able to get away. I’m gonna keep munching on this grass.

Wrong.

She’s so close that I can feel the static electricity of her body about to connect with mine, and I throw myself to the side with everything I have, narrowly avoiding a major impact with this force of nature the way a matador avoids the charge of a bull… or at least that’s how I think I look. Jayce would later describe my actions as “jumping back like a scared child,” but I’m going with “deftly maneuvered like a skilled matador.”

Her momentum carries her way past me and for a brief moment she takes in Jayce’s presence. She quickly realizes he’s not getting involved, and huffing and puffing from her explosive assault attempt, she turns her eyes back to me. But something changes. Her eyes soften. Her muscles relax. She unfurls the American flag wrapped around her head, snakes it between her legs, and while making eye contact with me, starts grinding on it.

“You want some of this, baby?” she asks as she breaks out Shakira levels of hip gyrations on that poor flag. I’m gonna have to have that thing donated to the Boy Scouts to be disposed of, because there is no coming back from that.

“No, ma’am, I do not,” I say, steepling my fingers so hard that they hurt. “Can we just talk?”

“You like that, Daddy? You want to arrest me?” she beckons.

“Not really, ma’am. I just want to talk. Can we please talk?” I plead.

But she has other ideas. She lies down on the flag belly first and begins to grind and hump it, thrusting her hips into it sensually. I’m mesmerized by her rhythmic hip thrusts. How does a woman that size move so gracefully? She looks up at me, still twerking on the flag, and whispers, “You like this, big boy?”

I did not sign up for this. I look back at Jayce helplessly, albeit for much less time than last time, just in case she tries to charge me again. I’m so overwhelmed. I want this to end so badly. I would do anything for just a little bit of help but Jayce looks like he’s about to pour himself a glass of tea and do the crossword or some shit. Actually no, now there is a little smirk, like he’s enjoying himself. Fuck!

I have no idea what to say or what to do, but since no one is coming to help, I remember my time in the military. When in charge, be in charge.

With my background driving me, I finally muster up the intestinal fortitude to speak. I deepen my voice and bellow, “Ma’am, I’m going to need you to stand up and calmly walk over to the police car so we can have a discussion, or else I will have no choice but to take you in.” My delivery is powerful and masculine. That should do it.

Drinking me in with those deep brown eyes, barely visible with those fat cheeks peeking over the edge of them, she rolls onto her side, brings her top knee to her chest, and props her head up, while resting on one hand, also known as the “come and get me” pose. The same pose every man who is even a little bit lucky has seen once or twice in his life, and the same pose I hope to get from my wife if I make it through this shitpot of a day. She adds a sexy come-hither look motion with her finger. Oh God. I’ve somehow made it worse.

She rolls her tongue across her lips and says, “Come here, big boy. You know you want me. You gonna arrest me?” As she delivers that line, she pops up on one elbow so her whole body is in a one-armed push-up position and pulls her dress up. She is not wearing underwear, which was a little gift I didn’t expect to be receiving at 6 a.m. With some minor struggle, her large belly frees itself from the trappings of the dress, but she can’t quite clear the dress over her bosom in this position. With a grunt, she yanks with her arm and straightens her body, clearing the dress completely, and tosses it aside. She is now completely naked. It’s now a whole lot worse.

I know better than to look at Jayce. It’s me versus her. I am going to prevail.

“Now, you gonna arrest me, baby?” she moans.

“Yeah sure, ma’am. For lewd and lascivious acts, I guess…”

I take one step toward her. With a feat of athleticism I generally would only expect from professional athletes or elite CrossFitters, this lady burpees to her feet. The instant those pudgy toes hit the ground, she jumps, spins in the air, and lands in a perfect 180, so that her ass is facing me and she is now looking over her shoulder. The fat jiggles down her body like a wave.

Then I hear something. A grunt. I know that sound.

I had been trying very hard not to make direct visual contact with her. You don’t want to stare at the naked body of a person in this condition. It gives you that uncomfortable feeling, like when you’re thirteen and your weird uncle brings you to Hooters. But I have to look, and as I do, I see the result of the grunt. There is a turtle head poking out of this woman’s ass. She is twerking in my direction and she is trying to shit. Oh my God, she’s shitting on me! She relaxes and the shit goes back inside.

She grunts again and the turtle head reappears and makes it a little farther out. This time it doesn’t go back in. She hops backward toward me with the poo still protruding from her ass. I am in a sheer panic. Fight-or-flight kicks in again and I choose flight. I attempt to maneuver past her to get closer to Jayce, but she matches my every move, hopping in circles, wincing and groaning, as she tries to cover me in shit. Just then, I hear the sound I’ve been waiting for—my training officer!

“Put some handcuffs on her!” Jayce offers.

“She’s shitting on me!” I scream back as her dancing, shitting ass moves at me to the beat of some music that only she can hear. Then, with one more grunt, she leaves a small piece of shit in the grass and takes off at a dead sprint, back toward the stairs we started from.

“Go get her!” Jayce screams in my eighteenth minute as a peace officer. He seems mad. I don’t give a fuck. I’m mad. I wanted a nice first day. I wanted coffee and a donut with a mentor who welcomed me into the thin blue line with stories and lessons. But here I am, losing a footrace to a four-hundred-pound lady who is trying to shit on me.

She flies up the stairs like a cat, waves of cellulite dancing with each bound. I don’t know what this chick used to do, but she should not be able to move like this. She hits the doorway of her house and sprints in, just as I hit the top of the stairs.

I look to Jayce. In the military, you never go into a building alone. “You better go get her!” he screams at me, even more perturbed than he was a minute ago. I do as I’m told and open the door.

She explodes out, leaping into the air. To me it’s all happening in slow motion. I don’t know how high she got, but in my mind, she’s hovering in the air at least three feet above me, like she’s descending from the heavens. As she reaches the apex of her jump, she screams, “My president is black, muthafucka!” and with perfect timing, as she delivers the final syllable on “muthafucka,” she brings down the full weight of her power and proceeds to smash an extremely large portrait of President Barack Obama over my face, head, and shoulders, so that I’m left wearing a picture frame like a goddamn Bugs Bunny cartoon.

I’m done. I’ve been a cop for nineteen minutes and it’s the worst nineteen minutes of my fucking life. Obviously, I’m not cut out to be a cop. And then it happens.

Just as I’m wondering if, after multiple tours to the Middle East, I’m going to die at the hands of a large, naked, flag-humping lady with shit stains running down her leg, a SWAT officer the size of the Incredible Hulk sprints past me, palms her face like it’s a basketball, and bends her backward over the railing with one hand while brandishing pepper spray with the other, screaming, “You wanna get sprayed?”

She calmly replies, “Nah, I’m good.”

“Put your hands behind your back,” he says gruffly.

She does. He cuffs her.

“Was that so hard?” this nameless superhero asks me.

“No,” I respond.

“She almost shit on you, man,” he says, reminding me. I resist the urge to say, “No shit,” and instead meekly say, “I know.”

“You can’t be scared of them, man, or you’ll end up hurt,” Mr. SWAT says as he walks away in slow motion. I can almost see fiery explosions begin to burst around him. He refuses to look at them because he is too busy emanating cool. If I wasn’t married and straight, I might’ve proposed at that moment.

I take over, walking her down the stairs and to the police car.

“Ma’am, I’m going to put you in the car now.” Surprisingly, she lets me do it without a fight. Finally, some respect.

As I close the door to the back of the car, I let out a deep breath. Holy shit, I am glad that’s over.

And there I meet Jayce’s eyes. He has finally moved from his perch. “You gonna bring her to the jail like that or are you going to try to put her dress back on?”

“I’m going to put her dress back on,” I mumble.

I walk back onto the grass toward her dress, careful to sidestep the pieces of shit she left there, and gather it in my hands. I then return to the vehicle and open the door as SWAT drives away.

Expecting the same calm rational attitude she offered to Mr. SWATTY McHulkMan, I am surprised when I eat a kick from one of her giant legs. “Get away from me, you son of a bitch!” she screams. I slam the door and sprint to the other side while she’s completely committed to kicking where I just was. I open the door on the other side of the vehicle and see her head, and instantly and victoriously throw the dress over it. But as I start to try to pull it down her body, she somehow completely flips toward me, lashing out with her meaty hooves once more. I slam the door again. After four or five attempts at this, where I run back and forth around the back of the car trying to outmaneuver this lady, I come to the conclusion that a dress necklace will have to do.

I am twenty-four minutes into my first shift—which, incidentally, I started twenty-four minutes early, so I’m really at minute zero—when Jayce walks over and says, “You better get her to the jail.”

I get back into my police car and Jayce gets into the passenger seat. Two dozen minutes ago, getting into this car was the coolest thing I had done in a long time. Right now, sweating through my uniform from the antics of trying to be a cop for the first time, feeling Jayce’s judgmental eyes on me, and hearing the occasional “You can’t have none of this no more, you son of a bitch!” from the back of the car make it markedly less cool. I radio in that 421 David (our vehicle) is on its way to the jail, and head out.



“You know, you don’t have to strip them down before you bring them in, rookie,” the stern jailer says to me.

“I know that. She wasn’t cooperating. I tried to get it back on,” I sheepishly reply.

“Mmmm… hmmmm…” she answers, filling those syllables with more judgment than even a tribunal of Italian, Jewish, and Asian grandmothers could. I don’t know what to say, so I just stand there until Jayce points me to a row of computers. “Go over there and type up an affidavit,” he says, emotionless.

“Absolutely,” I reply confidently. As I walk in the direction of the computers, I realize I have two problems. First, I have no way of logging into the system since this is my first time at the jail, and I haven’t been given credentials yet. Second, I have no idea what an affidavit is or what it looks like. Nevertheless, I’ve failed so many times today that I cannot bring myself to tell Jayce I suck once again, so I wing it.

There’s only one other cop sitting there—a state trooper who is cranking out about a thousand words per minute. I plop down next to him and pray to the gods that he is cooler than Jayce. “Hey, man, is there any chance you can help me?” “Sure, what’s up, man?” comes the reply. “I’ve been a cop for thirty-three minutes and I need to do an affidavit and I have never done one and I don’t know how to get on the system and I have the training officer from hell.”

He smiles and takes pity on me, logging me in, sifting through all the forms to show me where the affidavit is, and showing me exactly what and where to type. Thank God.

As I get to the meat of the document, I realize I can only fit four or five sentences in the allowed space. How do I possibly explain what just happened in five sentences? But as I’m about to ask the nice trooper that very question, Jayce appears behind me like the Phantom of the fucking Opera. I prepare myself for the deluge of insults and the mockery of my typing speed that I am sure are about to occur. Instead I hear something much more low-key: “You gonna do something about that?”

As I look to where Jayce is nodding I realize that the “that” which he is asking me to do something about is my nemesis, the lady who brained me with President Obama and shit-twerked me while other officers laughed, has climbed onto the bench, is once again naked, and is dropping soft-serve ice cream–style shit cakes all over the jail floor.

I rocket my chair back, forgetting Jayce is there, hitting him in the nuts. He groans and says, “You’re lucky she’s not throwing it at you.” In that moment, I realize that having shit thrown at me seems to be a real part of this job, and that Jayce would have happily let that happen in the name of “teaching me.” I approach the lady once again, with no idea how to stop this, and with no member of SWAT to back me up.

I didn’t need it. This time I am saved by a jailer who is maybe five feet tall. Her size doesn’t affect the booming in her voice as she proclaims, “Ohhhhh hell no! You best not be shitting on my floor. Bitch, you gotta be crazy if you think Imma let that fly!” In a blink this tiny woman was on the bench, retrieving my nemesis by the hair, and dragging her into a holding cell.

“Get somebody in here to clean this floor. We’ve got someone shitting on the floor in here!” she screams the second she returns. On cue, two inmates arrive with a mop and a bucket.

I just stand there for a minute, then I hear Jayce’s voice once again. “Come on. It’s time to see the magistrate.” I just follow him. My brain isn’t working anymore. This is military basic training all over again where there is so much to process that you lose the ability to function.

We arrive at Magistrate Tibbet’s desk, and within five seconds I think I’m talking to Mark Wahlberg’s dad because this guy is such a larger-than-life Bostonian. “Wut happened? Tell me wut happened? Oh, she was nakid? Down by the pahk? Did anyone see her? Oh, her son did? Figures. Oh, you got a victim? Who’s ya victim? Ya gotta have a victim, right? Yuh chahgin’ her but there’s no victim? That ain’t right. Did Sully hear ’bout this?”

Okay, he didn’t say the Sully part, but the rest is pretty much exactly what he said. He stops and looks at me for a brief moment, and I see a gleam in his eye. He knows I’m broken. I don’t care anymore. The lady didn’t offend me. She’s just batshit crazy. I don’t care if she goes to jail. I just want to leave, dig a hole, and die in it.

He changes tactics. “Tell me what happened, young man.”

I do. I tell him all of it. Every detail. The charge. The stripping. The grinding. The shitting. The assault with President Obama. The kicking. The additional shitting.

When I’m done, he looks at me with just a little smile on his face. “All right, heah’s what we’re gonna do. Go back and retype this, and I know there ain’t much room, but if ya go to the bottom and open a new fahm, you’ll have moah room to type. Once that’s done, hustle back heah. Come back and we’ll write some new chahges. We’ll get this all sorted out.”

This is the first kindness I have received all day and it refills me. Hope wells within me, and I remember that there were days like this in the military and it all turned out all right… well, maybe not quite like this. There was less assault, less shit, similar levels of nudity, but mostly male nudity… With a spring in my step, I head out to write my new chahges… I mean charges, damn it.

As I sit down and start happily typing away, Jayce adds his first words of wisdom to the mix: “Tibbet’s an asshole, but he’s the best kind of asshole. He just wants to make sure you did it right and you had probable cause. We hold people’s lives in our hands. It matters.” And with that, he walks away like some kind of bored Yoda.



As I close the car door, I tell myself that while that was a rough start to my first day, it cannot get any worse. Maybe now I’ll get that coffee-and-donut experience I have been desperately craving.

I start the car and Jayce looks at me. Either by mere coincidence or divine intervention, he says, “Feel like a coffee?”

“Absolutely!” I respond, maybe a little too excitedly. And if I’m externally grinning, inside I’m doing the entire opening dance routine to the movie Bring It On. Yeah, the one about the cheerleaders.

“Okay, let’s do it,” he responds.

With a big smile on my face, I put the car into gear and head to Dunkin’ Donuts, one of the few places in the area I know how to get to without assistance. Just as that glorious pink and orange logo comes into view, a crackle comes over the radio. “421 David, Raleigh.”

That’s us.

“Answer the radio,” Jayce barks.

Crap. Even though I’ve learned all this stuff, I’m used to the military methodology on the radio, where you can talk a little. Cops want everything to be number codes and that’s it. So if you forget the number code for something, you might think you’re showing up for a domestic disturbance, but there’s really a cat stuck in a tree or some shit. Naturally, when he told me to answer the radio, I forgot everything I knew and had ever learned.

“421… David… Raleigh… uh… Go… ahead,” I say in the slowest, saddest way possible.

“421 David, we’ve got a disturbance at 123 This Isn’t The Real Address Lane.”

Well… looks like I won’t get my coffee…



As we arrive at my second-ever call, I see a young, attractive, professional-looking black female wearing a business suit and standing in the middle of the street. As we approach, she waves us down. It’s hard to gauge the exact emotion on her face. There’s definitely anger in there, with a good helping of disgust, and maybe just a soupçon of fear? It was the kind of look my mom would give me when I passed gas at church.

I exit the vehicle and approach her. “Ma’am, what’s wrong?” While still maintaining eye contact with me, she points her finger ninety degrees to her right. “There is a naked man in my car.”

We just stand there staring at each other. What? How does one follow up on that bad boy? If I ask her if she knows him, it might be offensive. Do I ask what he looks like? No. That’s stupid. I can just go look myself. Maybe just ask her if she’s okay?

As my rookie brain wrestles with this conundrum, she takes mercy on me and breaks the ice, whispering, almost like she owes this man some kindness. “I was backing out of my driveway on my way to work, and as I turned my head to look out the back window, I saw him in the back seat.” She pauses, briefly covering her mouth, and I think she’s about to vomit. At least it’s not shit…

“Saw who?” I ask.

“A naked man in my back seat! Oh God! He smells so bad.” She is waving her hands up and down rapidly, clearly on the verge of a meltdown.

“Ma’am, is he completely nude?” At this question she loses all her composure and walks away, practically hyperventilating. I can tell by the way she’s dressed and by the manicured nature of the front of her home that this lady likes things “just so.” She might very well burn this car to the ground when this is all over. Still, how bad can it be?

I look over to Jayce for some guidance. I don’t know why. He’s been such a bucketload of help so far today. Smirking, he gives me a simple thumbs-up and a slight wink. Awesome. At least you’re having fun. Huge fucking help, boss.

I walk over and look through the cracked rear window of the victim’s car, and sure enough, there he is—stark naked, all curled up in the fetal position with his twig and berries mashed out the back of two excessively hairy legs. To add a little spice to the whole image, there are flies buzzing all over his balls, which makes me think of those nature documentaries where there’re always flies buzzing around animals. That in turn makes me think about rhinos, because of all the animals out there, rhinos seem to always position themselves so that their genitals are just right there in your face.

I sniff the air. Yep, smells just like Bigfoot’s jockstrap after a hard day of pickleball with the other forest creatures. I get a little kick of gag reflex but hold it together. Jayce has a fist balled up in his mouth to keep from laughing.

No more waiting around like a bitch for guidance. Time to do what I’m paid for! I dramatically throw the car door open and announce, “Raleigh Police!” On TV shows, this shit always results in the criminal taking off at a sprint, resulting in a badass foot chase, or with them putting their hands up in an obvious show of respect for the power and authority of the job of peace officer.

This dude doesn’t even move. He just lies there balled up (pun intended), snoring away.

I am bummed (pun intended).

That’s when my eyes pick up on other things in the car besides testicles. Little things that only a trained officer would pick up on… like the fact that he is using wadded-up women’s panties for a pillow… or the fact that he is covered in rose petals and that rose petals are covering the floorboards… I mean straight up, this dude is lying on like sixty dollars in rose petals.

I turn to the woman and ask, “Ma’am, are you missing any panties?”

“What!? No… I don’t think so…”

“Do you normally keep rose petals in your car, by chance?”

“Eww, what? God no!” She shakes her head, offended and disgusted. Yes, this car is being burned to the ground or sold by day’s end.

Summoning my strength, I turn my attention back to the car and announce myself even louder than before.

“RALEIGH POLICE! Hey, man, wake up!” I roar.

Slowly, like an olde-tyme cartoon character waking up to some classical music, he lifts his head from the wad of panties and looks up at me. Unimpressed, he casually stretches and yawns.

A little aggravated at the fact that he isn’t giving me my due, I bark in my best not-a-rookie voice to get out of the car and to keep his hands where I can see them. Not that he can really hide them anywhere.

In the same slothlike manner in which he reacted to me, the man slides himself out of the car and stands next to the trunk. The proper, put-together car owner gasps and shields her eyes as he does, because this guy doesn’t give a fuck. His dark skin makes the salt-and-pepper hair covering his whole body stand out, and because he’s like 3 percent body fat and slight, he’s basically a muscular skeleton, albeit one who’s hung like a rhino. To make matters worse, as we start our conversation, he straight-up Peter Pans it, hands on hips. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Jayce shaking in quiet laughter.

“Hey, man, what are you doing in this lady’s car… naked?” I ask.

“Maaaaan, I just got out of jail last night. I needed a place to sleep… her car was unlocked and it looked comfortable,” he replies, as if I’m the asshole in this situation.

“Okay, sure, that makes sense… I guess… but what’s up with the panties and flowers?” I ask, trying to rein this back in.

“I don’t know about dat. Dey ain’t mines,” he says.

“What?” I respond, a little taken aback.

“Dem ain’t mines!” he proclaims with gusto.

Standing there in front of me, he is so matter-of-fact, so confident, so shameless, and so very naked that I start to question myself. He doesn’t appear to be drunk or high. Am I missing something? Am I the bad guy? Wait, no!

“You’re under arrest, sir.”

“Fo’ what?!” he asks me.

“Well, for breaking and entering a motor vehicle,” I reply.

“Oh damn,” he answers.

“And for indecent exposure, man.”

“Yeah, I can see dat…” He trails off.

As I am about to put him in the car, I remember the valuable lesson I learned thirty minutes ago. I look at the car owner and say, “Ma’am, I noticed a pair of Guess jeans in the back of the car. Are those his?”

“No, they are mine,” she responds. As I start to form my next question, she blurts out, “Yes! He can have them.”

“Would you like me to return them to you when we get him to jail?” I ask. She holds her hand over her mouth and shakes both her head and her other hand at me in the most forceful “no” gesture I have ever seen.

But the pièce de résistance is watching this dude put on women’s jeans. I mean this guy puts on a performance. Hip swivels. Gyrations. Jumping to clear his ass. And finally, a deep inhalation, coupled with a hand stuff to get the family jewels into jeans that make no such allowance up front. When he finally clasps that top button and pulls that zipper true, he crosses his arms and smiles like he has just won the WWF championship belt.

We never did find out where the panties and rose petals came from, or where his clothes went, but I’m sure it’s a very romantic story.



I pull into my driveway and sit for a minute. After bringing him in, Jayce and I had twelve more calls. It’s now 9 p.m.

I drove to work this morning at 4:30 a.m. I was supposed to report at 6:00 but I couldn’t sleep last night worrying about my first day, so at 4:00 I just decided to drive in. Pulling in this morning, I was scared shitless. All you hear about SED—the legendary Southeast District—is that it’s nuts. It’s hard-core. If you’re working there, you have to be good. You have to be on your shit. It’s the military equivalent of choosing to be in Ranger Battalion or Special Forces. There are much easier paths. I knew all of that and I thought I wanted it, but the whole day made me question that.

From the moment I pulled into the precinct, which was nestled behind a bank and a seriously overgrown set of tree branches that made it feel like I was pulling into the Bat Cave, to being hazed for having too much gear when I walked in, to the shit, vomit, nudity, and assault I dealt with all day, my shift drove me to my knees. I had nothing left. It ended at 6 p.m., but that’s when the paperwork started. After a quick dinner in solitude and a lot of slow typing, I finally left the station at 8:30 p.m., very confident that whatever I had typed was not going to be good enough.

I take a deep breath and exit the car door, dragging myself up the stairs and through my front door, where I am greeted with a hug and a kiss from my wife, Ashleigh.

“Tell me about your day! How was it?!” she musters, showing excitement for me and my new profession.

I want to meet her energy, but I can’t. I don’t have it in me to recap my day. I just lived it, then recapped it for the magistrate every time I had to bring someone in, then recapped it in reports for the last two hours.

“Babe, if it’s okay with you, I just need to take a shower and go to sleep. I have to be at PT [physical training] at 4:30. Everyone in the squad goes to the gym together.”

“Whatever you need,” she offers, surprised by my attitude.

As I trudge to the shower, her voice follows me: “It’ll get better.”

Man, it needs to. It fucking needs to.







2 THE LORD’S WORK


Look at that glorious fucking thing.

Officer Serious’s mustache wraps around his chiseled features and gives additional gravitas to an already imposing 6’1,” 185-pound panther of a man. I realize there are only four men who have ever existed who can pull off the lip rug that this dude is sporting. They are, in no particular order, Tom Selleck, Sam Elliott, Wyatt Earp, and Officer Serious.

Officer Serious is a legend, and let’s face it, very few people are legends while still on the job. George Washington got dragged through the mud by Thomas Jefferson’s people in his second term. Tom Brady was called a system quarterback until he retired. Vincent van Gogh wasn’t appreciated until twenty years after he died. Officer Serious is the exception.

Serious never planned to be a cop.

He was running a successful landscaping business that covered most of the Greater Raleigh area when one of his employees, on his lunch break, was murdered during a bank robbery. Now, most employers, even really, really good ones, would perhaps have set up a fund for their deceased employee, maybe helped the employee’s family in some way, and maybe given the rest of the employees some time off. But then, in short order, they would have gotten back to business.

Not Serious.

Although in his mid-thirties, he saw a real problem and decided he needed to be part of the solution. He decided to become a cop.

So he sold his business and went to the police academy. He embraced the training and transformed himself into Officer Serious, and unlike me, he immediately excelled on the police force. He listened and learned from anyone and everyone, and because he was older, he didn’t look at the job quite the same way most young street cops did.

Serious never had any interest in rousting people for small crimes like simple drug possession. Instead he would identify frequent low-level criminals and pull them over for traffic violations and the like. Invariably he’d find drugs or guns or any number of offenses. Then, rather than charge them, he would offer to trade information for leniency. He was really interested in finding out “Who’s the guy above you?” Moreover, as he gained more information and achieved greater success, he began working with the district attorney to cut deals with the people who provided really good information. Sometimes previous charges were dropped and in some cases records were completely cleared for repeat minor offenders, all the while opening up a trove of information about previously untouchable career criminals.

In a matter of months, Serious was delivering high-quality field-level intelligence and was responsible, time and time again, for the biggest drug and weapons busts in the history of Raleigh. With success came power, and if Spider-Man taught us anything, it’s that with great power comes great responsibility.

In no time, Officer Serious and those who became his disciples became very busy police officers. So busy, in fact, that eventually the department would form a squad dedicated to that line of work. Officer Serious, of course, would unofficially occupy the helm. They would gather information on murder suspects, prostitution rings, gang meetings—anything and everything. The more dangerous the job, the more they embraced it. All these dudes wanted to do was hunt evil men, no matter the risk. Their success allowed them to evolve their own schedules and obtain whatever resources they needed. Due to their flexibility and creativity, they would eventually be dubbed the FLEX Team. But that sophistication was years away.

Right now, in my fourth week on the job, I am looking at the three scary meatheads who are the heart of that future team: Officer Serious, Ralph, and Spoon, all members of the Southeast District D squad. They are all glaring at me.

You see, Jayce, my training officer, is out on paternity leave, leaving Rookie Officer Tansey with no one to babysit him. Officer Serious is suddenly my new training officer.

He clearly does not want to be my training officer. He isn’t trained as a training officer. When his name was called at roll call, the expression on his face said it all. This was as much of a surprise to him as it was to me.

Officer Serious and I currently hold different surprised looks. My surprised face is like a kid walking into a candy store. I was just given the gift of working with a legend. What incredible luck! His face, however, looks like he just ate some bad borscht. Full disclosure: I’ve never had borscht, but it seems like the kind of thing that would be really bad when it is bad, so I used it here for dramatic effect. My point is, he really doesn’t look happy. Nor does he look lucky.

Unfazed, and sure that once they get to know me they will love me, I approach the threesome that at this point is dubbed “The Dream Team.”

“Gentlemen, I’m Officer Tansey and I look forward to learning from you today,” I say with a smile.

“Okay,” replies Officer Serious. He then just walks away from me, with his consiglieri, Ralph and Spoon, in tow. As I follow them, I take in my new “partners.”

Ralph is a 6’4”, 220-pound muscle. Honest to God, I’ve never seen a dude who has less of a neck than this man. Even his jaw and forehead. How do you work out your forehead? Maybe scrunch your eyebrows? His nickname is Wreck-It Ralph, not just because he looks like a shredded Wreck-It Ralph, which he does, but because he acts like one too. Ralph’s reputation is that he enjoys the hunt every bit as much as Serious does, but that he likes it even more when the altercations get physical. His joy ends when the suspect is in cuffs and in the car. Then he immediately gets bored and just wants to find another challenge. Whereas Serious and Spoon revel in the interview process and the flipping of a suspect, Ralph just wants the action. If this were a heist movie, Ralph would be referred to as the Muscle.

In the same heist movie, Officer Spoon would be the Brain. At 5’11” and 175 pounds, Spoon is a former college wrestler and a former Mormon missionary. He is very cultured. He lived in Ecuador during his missionary years and is fluent in Spanish. While he isn’t quite at the Matt Damon in Good Will Hunting level, his superpower is memory. He knows every gang member’s name, nicknames, and affiliations. He knows where they hang out, who their associates are, and what they are doing at any given moment. You could tell Spoon where you last saw a gang member, and he would tell you why they were there and who they were meeting. And 99 percent of the time, he’d be right. Spoon and Ralph are best friends and seem to have an ongoing competition for who gives off the best “I’m the coolest cop but I care the least about actually being a cop” vibe. If there was an explosion behind them, neither would look back, I can tell you that. They complete this vibe by sporting unruly hair and unshined brass, and dragging their feet as they walk cockily through the station. They remind me of my friends in Special Forces.

They are inseparable and have their routine on lock. Every day starts with picking a small area of the district at the beginning of the shift, and they laser-focus on that area all day. They are consummate professionals with a rigid code of what’s fair play—they don’t fabricate issues or anything like that, but if a car driving by has any minor violation, they stop it. Most of the time they’ll simply give people warnings. They don’t care at all about taillights or registrations. All they want is drugs and guns.

They look for certain indicators like needles, needle caps, Brillo wadding, odors of marijuana, or excessive nervous behavior from the occupants. No indicators? “Have a nice day, sir or madam! Here’s your verbal warning.” But if a car has indicators of more nefarious activity, that’s when the real magic kicks in. The guy who stopped the car immediately calls the other two for backup. Then they’ll have everyone get out of the car, and Spoon and Ralph use their humor to get the occupants to loosen up and give them consent to search the vehicle. If they hit on drugs or illegal guns, which they almost always do, then Serious steps in and wheels-and-deals for quality information. If they run, Spoon the Gazelle chases them down. If they try to fight, Ralph will… well… wreck them.

But we aren’t doing that tonight. As I get in the car with Officer Serious, his phone rings.

“Yeah, I know the complex,” Serious answers. I can’t hear the other side of the conversation, but it goes on for a minute. “Got it. I’ll be right there.” With that he hangs up and we start to drive, us in our car with Spoon and Ralph following in theirs. “Where are we going?” I ask, a little scared to embarrass myself with the question. “We have to meet a contact of mine,” Serious answers seriously.

We drive for a little while and I watch the buildings go by, wondering where the fuck we are going. This job has been fast-paced so far. Every day has been different; crazy, often scary, and unlike anything I expected. Nevertheless, I am hopeful each day, and on my way to work I offer a morning prayer, asking that if there is one person I can help and change for the better, then Lord please help me answer that call.

Every single day I mean this prayer, but I am quickly finding out that the hardest part of this job is that while I believe I am making people’s lives better, it almost never feels that way. When someone’s house is on fire, firefighters show up and spray suds and water all over the place, literally ruining the house and everything that the people who live there own, and they get hugs and thank-yous. Cops almost never get any kind of thanks or compliments. Even when we do everything perfectly, someone always has something to say about what we could have done differently, should have done better, or my favorite: that life would be better if we ceased to exist.

Maybe that’s the way it’s supposed to be? Maybe that’s part of the bargain, society says. “We’ll grant you extraordinary authority, the power to arrest, and the power to use force when necessary. But every time you use it, we’ll be watching.” Maybe that kind of scrutiny is a good thing. But I’ll tell you the truth: it wears on us. It’s worn on me already, and I am only a month into the job.

My thoughts and the occasional squelch of a radio are the only sounds I hear while driving to go meet a mysterious contact at a mysterious complex. Officer Serious says nothing to me. I think he is pretending I don’t exist in the hopes that I will disappear.

“We’re here,” he says as we pull behind a shitty grocery store near a shittier apartment complex. There’s a dude leaning against a car wearing a Hawaiian shirt. I can’t tell if he is a criminal, a source, or what. I’ve gone from doing regular cop shit with Jayce to meeting a strange man who looks like he’s a guest star on Magnum, P.I. waiting next to the dumpster of a third-rate grocery store. This is awesome.

As soon as the guy starts walking, though, I know he’s a cop. There’s a little confident swagger that cops and military guys have. Turns out this guy is a parole officer, also known as a PO. POs check up on criminals who are on probation to make sure they are living up to the terms of release. Magnum here had a bad feeling that the heroin dealer who just got out of prison was now—and this will come as a real shock—back to dealing heroin.

The terms of this guy’s parole were that his home could be searched at any time, but everyone here knew from experience that when you show up to do a search, criminals are exceptionally good at getting rid of everything before letting the police into the premises. However, if you do what’s called a “residence check,” where the parole officer is simply going to ensure that the parolee is actually living where they say they are, they usually just hide the drugs and let the police in.

After some brief discussion, Serious announced the plan. “Magnum, you’re going to call this guy and let him know you’re coming by for a residence check. When we get there, Ralph and Spoon will cover the back exit in case they try to squirt out and get away. You’ll knock on the door to do your check, and the second you do, I will stick my foot in that door and Tansey and I will pour in and stick guns in faces if we meet resistance.”

Holy shit. I’m living a freakin’ Michael Mann movie right now! Do I get my linen suit now, or does that come later?

These guys all nod like this is everyday life for them, when to me it’s the coolest thing that’s ever happened to me. That’s when I realize that this is literally what they do all the time. I get hit with a sense of nervousness immediately. Don’t fuck up. Be cool.

While I am wrestling with my emotions, the PO is already on the phone with the parolee. He’s home and he agrees to the residence check.

We are a go.

The drive to the complex from the grocery store is short, and as we arrive I see that the target is a dilapidated town house connected to other town houses. Ralph and Spoon have parked a block away and are already working their way around the back. They text that they are in position and we move to the front door.

Serious and I take our positions to either side of the front door, out of sight of the peephole or the windows. Am I Jason Bourne? Possibly. The PO casually knocks on the door. The parolee opens it and Serious immediately sticks his foot in the door and he and I pull him outside in a friendly yet forceful manner. I’m new, but I’ve already learned that putting your hands on a drug dealer is tricky. Most of them carry guns, so you have to be a little aggressive in order to stay safe, but they also might not have a gun, so you have to be a little friendly too. It’s a delicate balance. Dying is bad, but so is ending up on the news for police brutality.

Now that we surprised him with a full search, ensuring that he couldn’t flee the scene or get rid of any drugs, we enter the house. We immediately detain a few more people who are inside. And speaking of the inside, it looks like it is inhabited by a dozen teenagers. The place stinks of body odor and rotting food. The dishes are stacked so high I wonder how often they have to buy more dishes to stack, instead of just cleaning the ones they own. Mold is on everything. Piles of dirty clothes seem to be everywhere. The adrenaline has my senses firing on hyperdrive and I sense movement out of the corner of my eye. My eyes chase it, only to find over and over again that the movement is from the roaches streaming across the floor and up and down the walls.

Serious moves to the back door to let Spoon and Ralph in and they begin their search, leaving Magnum and me with the detainees. Magnum immediately goes into professional mode and reads a court order informing them that we have the right to search the whole premises, ending with “I’m giving you guys an opportunity to confess to any known contraband right now, before we start this search. It will be worse for you all if we have to find it.”

To a man, they all deny that there is anything in the house, and add that if we find anything, they didn’t put it here. They look at him, then they look at me, then I look at me. Magnum has on jeans and his awesome red Hawaiian shirt with a bulletproof vest. I’m wearing my sharply pressed uniform with my bright shiny shoes. Everyone knows who the cherry is in this room, and that knowledge puts a little more pressure on me. Be cool.

Nevertheless, even a cherry like me can tell the jig is up. Their voices are trembling and they are adding too many words to overcompensate for their nervousness. Sweat is beading on their foreheads and dripping down their noses and, in the case of one extreme sweater, off his beard. I’m expecting one of them to run for it at any moment, and I loosen my muscles and lock into prepared mode. I don’t get the sense that any of them is going to try to take me on, because they are obviously users and not dealers, but I’ve already learned you can’t take any chances. I’m ready.

“Can you guys sit on the couch for me? It’s going to be a little while, and I’d rather we all be comfortable,” I say, very pleased with myself at the control tactic. They all sit.

As I watch over them, I hear a sound above my head. A light thud, followed by a subtle and slow creak. All three hooligans on the couch snap their necks at the ceiling, indicating that they had heard the noise too. “Sooo… are there any mice in the attic?” I ask. They answer all at once, stepping over each other in a bid to be first:

“No, there’s no mice in the attic!”

“Yeah, man, we have mice…”

“We don’t have an attic!”

Their contradictory statements raise the hairs on my neck as I watch them descend into panic. They’re tapping their feet and fidgeting in their seats like a group of third graders sitting outside the principal’s office waiting for the ax to fall. One of them is even rocking back and forth while biting his nails. The only way it could be more obvious that something is in the ceiling would be a neon sign and a brass band playing, “Hail to the Guys Hiding in the Ceiling!”

Ninety percent of me believes someone is in the attic, but there is that 10 percent that doesn’t want to call everyone over and make a big deal about it, only to find out it was the wind or a tree branch or something. Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. I take a deep breath. Fuck it.

I call out to Serious. He immediately stops his search and makes his way down the hallway to me in the living room. “Someone is in the ceiling,” I whisper. He looks at me like I’m crazy, but only for a second, because one of my couch buddies can’t control himself and tries to defuse the situation with this amazing string of verbal vomit.

“Guys, there isn’t anything in the attic! We don’t have a ceiling… attic… thing. I mean, I don’t even think that if we did have an attic thing, anyone… What attic? Could an attic even fit in this kind of… you know?” (Public service announcement: Don’t do drugs, kids.)

Serious and I stare at him, wide-eyed. Then we slowly look at each other, and let our gazes drift up toward the ceiling. As if on cue, we hear a horror-movie-like creak above us. “Stay put,” he whispers and goes down the hallway to retrieve the other officers.

He returns with the guys and we huddle up in the living room. As I try to explain what I heard, Ralph seems unimpressed and maybe even pissed that we interrupted his search. Spoon is smiling like a Cheshire cat, obviously amused by my concern. “I heard the creak too,” Serious explains. Immediately they’re all paying attention. “We need to at least check it out,” he continues. With Serious’s verbal support, they slowly become believers in the possibility of a secret army of attic dwellers. Magnum looks over at the three on the couch and asks, “Who’s in the attic?”

They begin jabbering all at once again. The staccato melody of chaotic speech, confused looks, and palpable panic fills the air. My new partners immediately change their expressions. Magnum looks at the rest of us and says, “We need to check that attic.”

“Let’s send Tansey!” Ralph and Spoon offer simultaneously. Serious agrees with them because he understands the need for “rookie hazing.” Even though he didn’t really care about or participate in the games, he knew it was my role as a rookie to do exactly these types of things. And after all, I am the one who heard it.

But he wasn’t going to let me go alone. “I’ll go with him,” he quickly adds.

Serious and I walk down the hallway until we find the entrance to the attic, and Magnum follows. He points down at the floor to a debris field of dust and ceiling particles. Someone has recently pulled down the attic door. Serious looks at me and his face gets deadly… well… more serious. In a very low tone, he says, “Someone is probably up there, and that means we have to go up there and get them. Are you good with that?”

“Yeah, I’m good,” I respond.

“Look, going into an attic sucks and there’s no real safe way to do it, okay? The trick is to go fast and keep moving upward so I can get up there right behind you. Pick the path of least resistance, and if you don’t see anything in front of you then look behind you. But don’t stop no matter what. Just keep moving up. You got it? The shitty thing is that once we open the door the secret is out that we’re coming up there. That means there’s no escape for him, so he’s going to be like a cornered snake. You have to be committed and you have to be aggressive, okay?” Serious says, looking deep into my eyes to see if I have it in me.

“I understand,” I say, drawing my pistol. Serious does the same.

On the count of three, Magnum pulls down the ceiling hatch and the ladder unfolds. I sprint up the ladder into the deep black void with one hand on the rail and the other hand pointing my gun into the abyss.

There is nothing “not scary” about going into an attic for me, even in my own house. Maybe it’s from too many horror movies, but even when I go up there to get the Christmas ornaments every year, I always pause at the top for a quick peek—just to make sure there is nothing up there that’s going to rip my head off. Add to that the many police stories about guys getting killed in situations just like this one, and my lived experience in the military, where stairways and ladders are basically the worst place to find yourself in close-quarters combat, and my pucker factor was at an all-time high.

Right now, I don’t have the luxury of a quick peek. I have to get up these stairs and get out of the way of the entrance so my partner can get up here with me, for both of our security. This is not my attic. There is definitely going to be someone up here. The only question left is whether they want to rip my head off.

As my head gets closer to cresting the attic floor, the adrenaline lights my body on fire. Right before my head pops up, I let go of the railing, grab my flashlight from its holster, and balance myself. This is it. If the suspect has a gun, he will have an easy, clean shot at my skull and there is next to nothing I can do to stop him. The only thing I have left is what Serious had just told me: to go in fast and committed.

Go.

I launch myself up the final steps and drive into the darkness at the top with my gun and flashlight pointed out in front of me. “Show me your hands! Raleigh Police!” I shout. My flashlight cuts through the darkness with the high-powered beam of LED light. There was an odd beauty to it, amid my internal panic. I felt like I was waving the Bat Signal around. But wave as I might, there was nothing but darkness.

I hear Serious reach the top, and even though I know that doesn’t make me safe, at least I know I’m not alone. But the vastness of this attic quickly elevates my heart rate once again.

This attic is not divided between the adjoining town homes, so to my front and rear is just a long corridor of shadows and pink insulation. One, this is scary as fuck. Two, was I wrong? It’s all just beams and insulation.

I push forward and step deeper into the blackness, with Serious not far behind. Rip! The pink insulation in front of me explodes as a man bursts out of it and begins to run down the long beams deep into the darkness. Every muscle in my body tightens and somehow, some way, I don’t shit myself or die on the spot from a heart attack. This is why we keep the finger off the trigger. Now it really is a horror movie. My light bounces around in the darkness as I try to give chase across the beams, creating a strobe effect on the suspect. Is this guy a fucking gymnast? The dude is sprinting down the beams like they are two feet wide instead of two inches. Meanwhile, I’m just trying to not fall through the ceiling underneath me. How is he not falling?

On cue, the suspect disappears from my vision and the light emanating from my flashlight, and I hear a crash. I stop and focus my light downward. Both of his legs have fallen through the ceiling, and he is now straddling a two-by-ten beam. This dickhead has fallen off the beam and through the floor, then landed on his dick. There’s some poetry in there, but I don’t have time to think about it now.

“Show me your fucking hands! Put your fucking hands up!” I scream. He is trying to get his bruised nuts off the beam but with his legs stuck in the ceiling, he is having a real hard time, pun intended. I’m having a hard time too. Do you know how hard it is to move quickly through an attic with both hands occupied? I didn’t before, but now I do.

FYI, it sucks.

This guy is only partially complying as he keeps moving around, trying to take the pressure off his balls.

“Keep your fucking hands where I can see them, asshole!” I yell.

“My hands are up, don’t shoot me!” he wails.

I flinch as another muffled, screaming voice pierces the darkness. “Man, what the fuck am I doing with some muthafucka’s legs coming through my goddamn house?! Who gonna pay for this shit? Somebody gonna pay for this shit! Ya’ll muthafuckas have gone too far!”

My brain catches up to my ears and I realize the sound is coming from the poor bastard who lives next door to these assholes. Not a threat. Return to the moment.

I close in on him with my gun aimed at his back and my flashlight aimed at the back of his head. As I get closer, I see that he has a duffel bag slung across his back. Then it hits me. I have no idea what to do next. How do I safely get this guy into cuffs?

Thinking I’ve won the fight now that he is literally stuck in the floor, my brain switches gears to the logistics of cuffing him and getting him out of the ceiling. In that mode, I shove my gun downward into its hard, plastic holster. The second I do it, I hate myself. Never holster your gun before you cuff someone. The suspect hears the metal clank into the heavy Safariland holster and knows he has another shot at getting away. Both his hands immediately drop toward his stomach as he doubles over onto the beam. Oh fuck!

I instinctively jump down on top of him, having no idea what he is trying to do but knowing his hands are down beneath his body, and that’s every cop’s worst nightmare. A suspect’s hands can disappear below the beltline for several different reasons, but none of those reasons are ever good.

I am now straddling him as he straddles the beam, and I know my life depends on getting his hands back into my sight. I punch him in the back of the head, my right fist making contact with the top of his ear. He bellows out in agony. I rear back and punch the same spot again, this time causing him to turn his head away from me and release his hands from under his body. He tosses up his hands and throws something out into the darkness, causing a muffled thud in the insulated abyss. He whimpers, “I’m done, don’t hit me again, please.”

I stop. I can see a little blood trickling down from the top of his ear, mixing into his sweaty hair and unshaved whiskers. “Put your fucking hands behind your back or I will hit you until I’m fucking tired!” I command, mustering my best sergeant voice from my time in the military. Thankfully, he surrenders, flopping his hand onto the small of his back. I reach behind me for my cuffs, but when adrenaline goes up, fine motor skills go down, and I am having a hard time getting my fingers to manipulate the clasp. I simply cannot wrap my head around how to unhook something.

As I fumble with this problem, another voice cuts through the darkness. “Tansey, here, take mine,” Serious says. He stretches out his cuffs toward me. A field training officer would have made me work through the adrenaline to get my cuffs out on my own, but Serious isn’t an FTO, and doesn’t want to be. At this moment, I feel like I am part of the team.

As the adrenaline dump hits me, I realize this attic is hot as fuck and I no longer want to be here. As I finish cuffing his slimy arm, I feel my own sweat pouring down my forehead and off my nose onto his back. My thighs are cramping from the awkward bracing between the beams, and my lower back is screaming from being bent over. But I can’t leave. We still need to get this guy out of here, and by the way, what did he throw when I was hitting him?

I slowly back away from him and adjust my weight onto another set of beams. Serious and I bump knuckles and make a quick plan to get him out of the attic, using an intricate system of pulleys and a welding torch. Just kidding. We decide to balance him between us as we slowly walk him across the beam. Just to add a little fun to the mix of intense heat, heavy body armor, and precarious balancing, the suspect keeps trying to throw himself to the ground in the hopes of landing a police brutality win in court, or a lawsuit for not ensuring he was safe after custody.

After a long, arduous, and excruciating team effort in the North Carolina heat, exacerbated by the itchiness crawling over my skin from the fiberglass insulation, we successfully get this asshole onto the couch with his asshole friends.

Serious and I regale Spoon, Ralph, and Magnum with the story of our adventure in the attic and about how the dude threw something.

“Man, that sucks. I really feel like I missed out,” Ralph says.

“Yeah, I wish I was covered in sweat, fiberglass, and that guy’s body odor,” added Spoon.

“Since you’ve already gone through all the trouble of getting sweaty, maybe you two should go up there and find whatever he threw?” Ralph chimed in.

“I agree,” smiled Spoon.

After chugging some water, Serious and I head back up. After digging around where I had heard the thud, I find something metal. Pulling it into the light, I come face-to-face with a large Dirty Harry–style .44 Magnum revolver. Upon inspection, I realize the gun is fully loaded, with one in the chamber.

The duffel bag has over ten bundles of heroin in it and a trafficking quantity of assorted pills.

For the rest of that shift, after I change out of my gross uniform, the guys treat me differently. I’m not necessarily one of them, but they now know I don’t completely suck.

As I drive home that night, a lot of thoughts sit with me. In my mind, I had hit the guy two or three times when he went for his waistband. Serious had informed me that it was way more than that. I now understand how you see such overreactions from those cop videos where the internet plays judge, jury, and executioner. It all happens so fast.

But also, the man that I fought is a convicted felon with a trafficking quantity of heroin and opioids on him. He was, in fact, that cornered snake that Serious warned me about, and if it would have meant getting away, he would have happily put a bullet through me, Serious, and everyone else there.

He meant to kill me.

After I pull into my driveway and shut the car off, I sit for a moment.

Would I have lived today if I wasn’t a combat veteran? Would a normal rookie have flipped the switch in time and engaged in the fight?

I don’t have an answer.

The stink of the day weighs heavily on me, though. I need to wash it off.

I get out of my car, take a deep breath of air to settle my thoughts, and walk inside to greet my wife.
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