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dedication:

			To anyone who has ever been falsely accused, the pages of this book are dedicated to you and to the truth.
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Introduction

			Let’s get one thing straight off the bat. The truth is, not all cops are good. This should hardly come as a shock. 

			Why do I say that? 

			Law enforcement officers are human beings. In other words, we’re just like you. We have families: spouses and children, fathers and mothers, brothers and sisters. We have friends we care very deeply about, communities we love, and dreams we’re pursuing. We go through good times and bad times. We celebrate wins but we also make mistakes. 

			Being a police officer is like being an apple. The population of police officers is like a barrel of apples. And in any population, you’re bound to get a few bad apples mixed with the good. 

			When it comes to cops, I can tell you without hesitation, the good apples want the bad apples tossed from the barrel. If there’s one thing good cops can’t really stand, it’s a bad cop. Trust me on this.

			Unfortunately, recent events have conspired to make some people suspicious, or even afraid of cops. Not bad cops; I mean all cops. 

			Right now, the good cops are paying the price for isolated instances of atrocious conduct. We’re all getting tarred with the same brush. And that’s not right. 

			It’s not just unfair. It’s ignorant. 

			That’s part of why I wrote this book. 

			But you might be asking, “Who is this guy?”

			My name is Sean Larkin. A lot of people call me “Sticks.” 

			I know, it’s a curious nickname. Here’s how I got it:

			Ever since I was a kid, it’s been my dream to become a cop. Back in the mid-90s, I was a twenty-one-year-old college student studying criminal justice. I’m from the Bay Area but went to college in Tulsa, Oklahoma. So I figured the best way to gain some real, practical experience was to intern with the Tulsa Police Department. 

			That’s how I started doing ride-alongs. 

			They’re just like you see in the movies and TV shows. Basically, you embed yourself with cops while they’re working their everyday shifts. A ride-along gives you a chance to see what the work of being a police officer is really like. So every Friday and Saturday night, I’d ride with two officers from Tulsa PD, Thomas “Luke” Sherman and his partner, Mike Eckert, aka “Eck.”

			One night, we got in a car chase with some gangsters. Eck drove like a bat out of hell. The siren was wailing. Our lights were flashing. The suspects’ car screeched to a stop, a door snapped open, and somebody bolted out. 

			I don’t know what got into me. We were all hyped-up, our adrenaline flowing. Picture me. I was this skinny college kid wearing a ballistic vest, no gun or handcuffs, no baton. I just had a flashlight. Still, I jumped from our car and gave chase. 

			I dove for the suspect’s legs, brought him down, then got on top of him. Told him not to move. I was proud of myself for that. 

			When Eck caught up, he turned to me, glaring. He called me a “fuck stick.” He was right to be angry. 

			I wasn’t a cop. I was only a kid doing a ride-along. 

			From that night on, I was Fuck Stick. 

			Later, when I went through the Tulsa police academy, Eck was one of my instructors. He knew that a person’s reputation is everything when you work in law enforcement. So he shortened “Fuck Stick” to “Stick.” Which, once I got out on the streets, became “Sticks.”

			The new name stuck like glue.  

			To be clear, nobody in my private life calls me Sticks. I’m just Sean or Dad to my family and kids. But for anything work-related, it seems like everyone knows me as Sticks. Hell, even the mayor of Tulsa calls me Sticks. It’s a little unnerving. 

			In 2016, I was offered a job with the team of Live PD and Live PD Presents: PD Cam on the A&E network.  

			The producers asked me, “What do you want to be called? Should we call you Sean? Detective Larkin? Sticks? What?”

			“Sticks,” I said. “Just call me Sticks.”

			It couldn’t be anything but.

			☆ ☆ ☆

  

			I joined the Police Department in my home city of Tulsa, Oklahoma, twenty-four years ago. Most of my career has been spent working in specialty units tasked with investigating or solving a specific crime issue. For instance, a specialty unit might handle narcotics investigations. Or violent crime. Or domestic abuse. Its members might serve warrants, rescue hostages, or work to disrupt criminal street gangs. 

			Don’t let the details confuse you. In the end, specialty units all have the same purpose: the purpose of the police. We’re there to protect and to serve. We’re there to make our communities better, safer places where everyone can work and live.

			I was asked to join Live PD and Live PD Presents: PD Cam because both programs showed cops across the country doing their jobs ... Live PD in real time  and Live PD Presents: PD Cam directly from an officer’s point of view via their body or dashcam.

			I had the book’s printers italicize real time because it’s important.

			When you show the real work of police officers—the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth—it’s a fact that you’re going to see some action. By this, I mean car chases, takedowns, hot words spoken, even occasional guns being fired. That’s all part of being a cop in America. 

			But you’re also going to see the nuances of the job. How being a police officer is like walking a tightrope, minute by minute and year after year. Our men and women in blue are in a constant state of tension. Consider the questions they deal with each day:

			
						Will the next suspect I deal with turn violent? 

						Will they spit at me? Insult me? Stab me? Shoot me? Kill me? 

						Will they do those things to my partner? Or even worse, to an innocent person?

						Will I get to go home to my spouse and my kids when my shift is finished today? Or will they get that call, the one that every relative of every police officer has nightmares about?




 These are all dire questions. But there’s another that’s just as important. It’s the question that made me write this book:

Will I be treated fairly? 

Meaning if roles get reversed and I, a police officer, have to defend my methods, my professionalism, my integrity, and my reputation ... will I be presumed innocent until proven guilty? 

Or will people leap to assumptions? 

☆ ☆ ☆

  

Like I said, I know this is tough to talk about now. 2020 was a tough year to be a cop. The media broke story after story alleging police brutality or behavior unbecoming of the badge.

I won’t list the incidents here, we’re all aware of them. In many cases, I found it astonishing that police officers were being accused of murder and criminal activity before the facts of what took place were even released to the public. Celebrities, athletes, politicians, and social justice advocates were demanding that officers be charged, calling for changes to how policing in America should be conducted ... before they knew what had happened!

Am I saying the police were in the right in every one of these instances? Absolutely not. But it’s amazing to me that, these days, the police are often considered guilty of wrongdoing before all the facts of an incident have been gathered and reviewed. “Innocent until proven guilty” is a bedrock principle of American law and American life. It stems directly from guarantees made regarding due process in the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments of the United States Constitution. 

When someone is falsely accused of a crime, civilians will cry, “I’m innocent until proven guilty!” They are right to do so. But this begs the question: aren’t police officers also innocent until proven guilty?  

I wrote this book to give you a glimpse of what life as a police officer is really like. And maybe to change your mind a bit about justice. 

Specifically, I want you to consider if justice is served when cop­s—good cops—get wrongly accused. I want you to understand the price we pay for wild accusations and whether or not that price is fair. 

As you’re about to read in these pages, police officers, like civilians, can become the target of injustice. And that has to stop. 

It has to stop now. 

☆ ☆ ☆

  

Why am I so passionate about this subject? In part because it happened to me. I was once falsely accused. I recount how that happened in Part One of this book. 

This incident made such a huge impact on me, I went out and got my first tattoo. That way I would remember what happened the rest of my lifelong days. 

I got the tattoo on my left bicep. It covers that whole part of my arm. It’s a picture of Lady Justice. 

Yes, you’ve seen her before. She stands in every courthouse across our nation. She’s blindfolded. Wearing a robe. She’s got the sword in her one hand, the scales in the other. 

My tattoo artist was José “Inkfather” Sanchez, one of the best in Tulsa and possibly nationwide. But I had José do my version of Lady Justice with a twist. 

Normally, Lady Justice is shown with her arm up, holding a balanced scale. Balanced scales symbolize weighing the evidence. How truth and fact should prevail over things like opinion and supposition. But on my Lady Justice, the scales are tilted to one side. She’s not balanced at all. 

I asked José to include another pivotal difference. 

Normally, Lady Justice wears a blindfold. The meaning of this should also be clear. True justice is impartial. She doesn’t factor in things like race or a person’s appearance. She treats everyone the same. But on my Lady Justice, the blindfold hangs down. She has one eye covered, the other is peeking. In other words, she’s not blind at all. This reflects my view of the courts. 

Don’t get me wrong. In my view, America has the best system of justice of any nation on the planet. I’ve already mentioned that, here in America, every person is innocent until proven guilty. Thanks to the Sixth Amendment of the United States Constitution, every person accused of a crime is guaranteed a lawyer to help him or her with their case. The Sixth Amendment also grants us the right to face our accusers. Plus, there are countless appeals that a person can file if convicted of a crime. And this is all scratching the surface.

And yet, despite all that, I can’t honestly say the American system of justice is perfect. No system is. The truth is, our justice isn’t impartial—or anyway not all the time. The idea of justice is one thing, but that’s all it is: it’s just an idea. 

Remember the sword Lady Justice always holds? That sword is meant to symbolize punishment. She holds her scales up since the weighing of evidence should come first. But she holds her sword down because, in a perfect world, punishment follows what the weighing of evidence dictates. 

The fall of the sword is a sentence delivered. It should be swift and precise. But in my experience, the sword of Lady Justice is far too often used to cut corners. She often gets very important things wrong. 

Maybe the worst part of all, she makes mistakes. And sometimes these mistakes affect the very same people who try to uphold her. 

Yes, I mean the police. 

And yes, like I said, I know about this since it happened to me.

That’s Part One of this book.

☆ ☆ ☆

  

Part Two presents eight stories where hard-working cops from around the country stood falsely accused.

I want you to know what happened to them. How they paid for their calling. 

How justice sometimes turns a blind eye toward the people who serve her best. Maybe then, we’ll start to see cops a bit differently. Maybe then, we’ll put aside prejudice, blanket assumptions, and blatant misinformation ... and start to see our heroes in blue for the people they mostly are: the unsung heroes of our communities, our society, and our nation. 

The overwhelming majority of U.S. law enforcement officers are public servants through and through. They’re our first responders, warriors for peace on the front lines of our society. And when it comes to describing them, all the old sayings hold true:


						They’re the first ones in and the last ones out. 

						The people who run up the stairs when everyone else is running down. 

						These are the men and women who put their lives on the line every day for our communities. 



For you.

It’s true what they say. If you prick us, we bleed. But think about this. It’s the pivotal difference:

				
		More often than not, when a cop bleeds, we’re not just shedding blood. We’re bleeding for you.



 So, read on. I want you to hear these stories and factor them into your thinking.


In telling my own story, I’ve set down each conversation as accurately as I can recall it. When possible, I use the real names of colleagues and criminals in an effort to be transparent. If I change someone’s name, I note that I’m using a pseudonym. This was done for reasons that have to do with privacy, ethics, or legality. 

The stories of other officers are the product of careful research. The same rules above hold true for these tales. In the cases noted, I interviewed the officers involved personally and use transcripts from their conversations to help tell their side of the tale.

I certainly hope that you’ll keep these stories in mind the next time you hear someone telling you that all cops—all police—are in desperate need of reform. 

Justice must work for everyone if indeed we call it justice. And certainly, it should work for those who labor so hard to defend it.  

			

Sean “Sticks” Larkin

Tulsa, OK 

November 2020


		


		
			
PART ONE: My Story of Being Falsely Accused


		


		
			
Chapter One: Candy for the Golden Child


			In 2009, I was supervising the OGU, or Organized Gang Unit, for Tulsa PD. As the name very likely implies, this unit was tasked with checking out credible threats posed by organized groups of criminals—gangs—and working with other authorities at the state and federal levels to maintain safety in our community. 

			Now please don’t go thinking that Tulsa must be infested with gangs to have its very own full-time Gang Unit. Turns out almost every decent-sized American city has a unit that monitors gangs. Law enforcement personnel often refer to them as GSUs or Gang Suppression Units.

			Put differently, good police work is less about guns and riot gear, more about gathering information and using it wisely. If you know something’s going to happen, who’s thinking of doing it, where and when, you can stop almost any act of crime or violence before it even gets started. That’s the best-case scenario. That’s what we shoot for. And, to be honest, it’s damn hard.

			Because that quote from Friedrich Nietzsche holds true. If you stare into the abyss for too long, you often find the abyss staring back. Cops who are constantly checking on gangs see a lot of bad things on a regular basis. They’re talking with criminals, day after day. This can twist them around. Not always, of course, but it happens. It’s a bona fide risk, and one we take very seriously. 

			I mention all this to set the stage. 

			One day in 2009, my captain called me in for a meeting. “Sticks,” he said. “Sit down.”

			My captain at the time was a gentleman by the name of Nick Hondros. Nick was a legend on the department. He’d worked in the narcotics world for pretty much his entire career, and anyone that came through the Special Investigations Division loved and admired him. 

			He was on the backside of his career by then, but he still worked longer and harder than just about anyone in the department. He also took more notes than the rest of the department combined. 

			I mean that. If Nick was on the phone or you were talking to him, he was writing down what was being discussed. But what’s funny is that Nick never forgot anything. As in, ever. Still, he wrote everything down. To this day, I have never seen anything like it. 

			Captain Hondros told me an investigation had launched to look for corruption in our department.  

			“So who’s running the investigation?” I said.

			I assumed it was going to be run by a federal agency and, if anything came of it, the U.S. Attorney’s Office in Tulsa would prosecute it.  

			“Eastern District of Arkansas,” he said. “It’s a joint operation: Little Rock U.S. Attorneys working with Tulsa FBI.”

			I nodded. That made perfect sense to me. With a population of just over 400,000, Tulsa’s a pretty small town. Our U.S. Attorneys and the officers from our specialty units all knew each other from working together. From what the rumors were, the very cops that were being investigated were some of the ones who testified in court on a daily basis. That meant a potential conflict of interest. Ethics demanded that our U.S. Attorneys recuse themselves from any investigation into these officers.

			Captain Hondros wanted me to keep my guys on track. Keep them motivated. Keep doing the job of reducing violent crime in Tulsa. We felt confident that the officers working within our division were a bunch of hard chargers that busted their asses day in and day out chasing bad guys. Hondros told me to let him know if I heard anything from that day forward, good or bad. He knew we had good officers. But if someone was in fact doing something illegal, he wanted them caught.

			Nick Hondros also knew how I felt. We both felt strongly that bad cops have no place in police departments. 

			The job was the thing. We were there to keep people safe, so that’s what we focused on. Me and my team. 

			An Increasingly Shaky Situation

			Unfortunately, things started heading south almost at once. Like I said, we were officers in a specialty unit that dealt with organized gangs. This meant we had day-to-day, intimate contact with our underworld informants. 

			These were people who had their ears to the ground. As a matter of course, they told us everything they heard. And what they heard wasn’t good. 

			“Yo, Sticks!” said one of my contacts. “Yo, man, the feds are out here. They’re askin ’bout you, man. You an, like, your whole unit.”

			I also heard:

			“Sticks! Man, the feds are all over the place! What’d you guys do, man? These dudes are serious.”

			Then there was:

			“Sticks. What’s up with the FBI?”

			Meanwhile, the other guys in my unit—and colleagues from other units— were hearing the same things from their informants. And this was just what we heard on the streets.

			Within our own department, rumors were flying around like crazy. It seemed like every minute, some new and increasingly wild allegation got thrown. So the burden of proof had already caved in. The main doctrine of justice was already shot. 

			We weren’t innocent until proven guilty, we’d already been found guilty in the court of public opinion. At times, it honestly felt like someone would stop by our office and throw us in jail. 

			Some of the officers in our unit began showing the strain. 

			“Relax,” I told them. “Stick to your job. Remember what we do here. Get back to work. Keep doing the best that you can.”

			I’m proud to say everyone in my unit kept showing up for work. They didn’t miss a beat. They went out on the streets, put themselves in grave danger, and basically busted their butts, same as they’d always done, and still do today. 

			Violent crime in Tulsa was up. We wanted to bring that quotient down. 

			“Just let the feds do what they do,” I said. “It’s really got nothing to do with our job.”

			We meandered along for a couple of weeks. Then somebody tipped off the media. Suddenly, we had reporters calling the department and reaching out to officers they knew in the department. To call the situation aggravating would be an understatement. 

			Our job became a real circus, that’s what I’m basically trying to say. Actual detective work isn’t like what you might see on TV. It’s silent. Painstaking. Careful. Most of the time, you’re collecting data. Moving slowly, incredibly slowly, you hang each bit of evidence like an ornament on the Christmas tree of your mind. You’re waiting for something to click into place, that final piece of the puzzle that tells you, This Is What’s Going to Happen. Or maybe: This Bit of Evidence Here Allows You to Get a Warrant and Make the Arrest. 

			But all that effort and painstaking care was suddenly tossed out the window once the carnival rolled into town. 

			The media kept up its hunt almost daily. Meanwhile, the feedback we got from the streets grew increasingly shocking in nature. 

			One time I heard: “Yeah, Sticks ... so, like ... the FBI? ... See, they’re askin around, sayin, ’Hey, man. Like, tell us who the dirty cops are, okay? Do that an ... ‘“

			“Yeah?” I said. “And what?”

			“Well, they’s sayin if we tell them who the dirty cops are, like ... that people might be gettin their cases dismissed.”

			I couldn’t believe my ears. This happened not once, but multiple times. We heard it from our informants. Suspects with cases pending against them were saying it. We heard that convicts already in prison were saying it. Even the kids hanging out on the streets. 

			Everyone reported the same thing. Federal agents were saying they could help them out with their cases. Also that people were talking about suing the City of Tulsa for potentially massive payouts if only they started offering names. 

			That’s when I knew the justice candy had started to drop. 

			What do I mean by that?

			Imagine it’s Halloween. The kids from the neighborhood come to your door in their costumes, wide-eyed, holding their goodie bags open. Has this ever happened to you? 

			You know what those kids often say to get candy? Anything. Anything at all. 

			They know how the game is played. So do criminals. 

			Think about that for a moment. 

			Imagine you’re a career criminal. You’ve got a record as long as your arm and you’ve got a case pending against you in state or federal court. 

			Now imagine that some federal officer comes along and flashes a badge in your face. This officer announces that he or she can potentially get your case dismissed or help get your sentence reduced. All your troubles will magically disappear ... if only you go on record saying something, anything about dirty cops. 

			The key word here is anything. Some of the deals the feds were cutting required no proof. To get their cases dismissed, these informants just had to lie. They just had to make the investigators believe that they’d been falsely arrested. In many cases, this isn’t hard to do. It gets even easier if the person telling you the story is really and truly motivated. 

			But there’s a problem with that. You can probably see it. Most of these people the feds were approaching were criminals. And criminals don’t often have any problem telling a lie. Especially when their freedom’s at stake. Especially when the pot has been sweetened with potential monetary gain. 

			Listen. I know that criminals lie at the drop of a hat because I’ve spent half my life around them. Call it an occupational hazard. These are people who’ve figured out intricate ways to get whatever they want—illegally, most of the time. Most of them are grown adults who, either by means sophisticated or crude, have never worked a legitimate job in their lives. They’d rather burglarize your house, sell drugs, or rip off your bank account. That, to them, is an honest day’s work.

			In all my years of associating with criminals, I’ve also learned a thing or two about their psychology. If you give them an inch, they’ll take the whole mile then snicker and laugh, then they’ll take a bit more. If you ask them to lie, for instance, they’ll do so cheerfully. Then they’ll embellish, often to crank up their cred on the streets, with their peers, their families, their enemies, allies ... anyone they want to impress. 

			Bottom line: you can never rely on what criminals tell you. Especially when they’re telling you something to get themselves out of trouble. 

			To get to the truth, you have to vet all your sources and back up your backups. You dot all your I’s and you cross all your T’s. Get redundant about your redundancies. 

			And yet, based on what we were hearing, the feds weren’t doing that. We got wind their procedures where slipshod: less about truth and more about making a collar. 

			We all felt nervous about this. Understandably so, I thought. 

			Anyone who has been a cop in a proactive unit knows that bogus complaints come in from time to time. It’s part of the job and honestly not the end of the world. 

			“Hey, just relax,” I told the squad. “The truth will come out. In the end, it always does.” 

			If only I’d known how wrong I was, I’d never have uttered those words. 

			Introducing the Golden Child

			My colleague, Jeff, had a female confidential informant. Most of us called her “the Golden Child.” Why? Because the information she passed to her handlers always checked out. As in, always. 

			For instance, if the Golden Child told you that Suspect A had a pound of marijuana wrapped in a packet he kept in the trunk of his car, you could pretty much bet it would be there if you pulled the guy over and looked in his trunk. 

			If the Golden Child told you that Suspect B kept an arsenal of handguns under her kitchen sink, you felt confident asking the judge for a warrant. 

			If the Golden Child had spoken, there was no better word than that.  

			It’s hard to describe how rare this is, or how valuable. An informant who provides consistent, reliable, actionable intelligence about criminal activities can boost the efficacy of any law enforcement effort. In the process, he or she also makes the officer they’re working with look amazing in the eyes of their peers. 

			The Golden Child’s real name was Rochelle. Rochelle and I knew each other well. She’d actually been my informant six or seven years prior. 

			Back in 2004, I was an investigator for a unit called UDNSC. This stood for Uniform Division North Street Crimes. Basically, we were a street patrol squad. We investigated drug dealers, prostitution, and gang activity—all of it street level stuff, and all of it had to take place within our division’s geographical boundaries. 

			Rochelle and I started working together when UDNSC started investigating her boyfriend. I’ll call this guy Dub Foster. 

			Dub was a member of the Bloods. They’re one of the most infamous criminal street gangs in the United States. You’ll find sets of Bloods in cities from coast to coast.

			Founded in Los Angeles back in the 1970s, the Bloods were dirtier, more violent, and more ruthless than any LA gang at that time, which is saying a lot. For instance, when dealing with rival gangs, the Bloods had a “take no prisoners” attitude. Corpses would litter the streets of LA when the Bloods would go on a spree. 

			And they were territorial as sharks. A gang of Bloods could swallow up whole neighborhoods, holding the streets like feudal warlords. No one who lived in these neighborhoods ever talked back. They never tried brooking dissent. They knew what would happen to them if they did.

			Dub and Rochelle shared a house together. Since Dub was a Blood, this house was the frequent target of rival gangs. The serious stuff included drive-by shootings that happened at practically any hour. 

			One such attack claimed the life of Dub’s brother. I’ll call this brother Ricardo. Ricardo was sleeping one night on the couch when a car roared past firing shots from an SKS Soviet-style semi-automatic carbine into the house. Ricardo never woke up. The bullets tore right through the wall of the room he was in and killed him, just like that.

			What’s crazy is that Ricardo was from a criminal street gang called the Hoover Crips. And the Hoover Crips were the Bloods’ rivals in Tulsa. So the guys that shot up Dub’s house were also Hoover Crips. Meaning, they’d accidentally killed one of their own. That’s how gangster life plays out sometimes on the streets. It’s pretty ugly.

			At UDNSC, we’d heard a lot about Dub and Rochelle’s house. We knew about the gang attacks, the homicide of Ricardo, and so much more. But we’d also heard that Dub was dealing drugs from that house. We wanted to shut that down. 

			That’s how I started working with Rochelle. When you boil everything down, she was a young woman who grew up most likely in the wrong place at the wrong time. So many teens and young adults we come across in the gang world would most likely be normal citizens if they were raised by different parents or in a different part of the city. They just wouldn’t have the exposure to draw them into the gangs and the world of the streets. 

			But, like I said, all this happened in 2004. Back then, Tulsa PD was facing a budget crisis. We weren’t alone in that. Nearly every other PD in the country was feeling the crunch, as well. 

			Suddenly, our department experienced a rapid and alarming decline in the number of patrol officers it could field. The solution? Disband units like ours. Put its officers back in uniform. Put those uniforms back on the streets. 

			This made perfect sense at the time. The truth is, you can’t run a police department without patrol officers. They’re the backbone of any local law enforcement agency. They drive the marked units you see cruising the streets. They handle the calls for service. In any community, they’re the most visible law enforcement presence, the constant reminder that someone is out there, ensuring that people are safe and sound.  

			I didn’t like reassignment one bit. We had a great squad, plus violent crime and drug houses were still plentiful in the area. But we had no choice. We had to stop. This meant that Rochelle and I were no longer working together. I had to chalk the whole thing as a loss. 

			But then, out of nowhere, it seemed, she showed up in my world again five years later. 

			The Feds Attempt to Flip Demarrio

			By that point, like I said, I was the supervisor for OGU. My colleague, Jeff, had taken over as Rochelle’s handler, and been doing that a few years. Jeff, who was being investigated by the feds. Jeff, who was under my supervision. Jeff, who was my friend.

			But Rochelle hadn’t skipped a beat in the five years or so since we’d last worked together. The information she passed us through Jeff helped OGU make a series of busts for drugs and illegal possession of firearms. The Golden Child was showing her stuff and the City of Tulsa was benefiting greatly from her largesse. 

			But by that point, she wasn’t with Dub anymore. Her new boyfriend was a guy named Demarrio, and this became important.

			Demarrio had a lengthy criminal record. Most of his charges were drug related. In fact, by 2009, he’d earned himself a life sentence in a state prison. 

			You have to understand: his offenses weren’t really that huge. But the state of Oklahoma passed a three-strikes law back in 1989. This law mandated life without parole for any conviction of drug-trafficking, provided the offender had two previous felonies for drugs. Which Demarrio did. 

			To be clear, Demarrio and I never met. To this day, I still couldn’t tell you who he was if he walked in the room, shook my hand, took a seat, and asked me to have a beer. But it turned out our fates were entwined. 

			One day, I got a call from Jeff, who told me Rochelle had reached out to him. Evidently, the FBI had gone to visit Demarrio in prison. 

			Allegedly, these federal agents asked Demarrio to give them dirt on Jeff. Any information at all, they said. Just pass it along and they could potentially help Demarrio get his sentence reduced. They’d even hinted to Demarrio, Rochelle told Jeff, that they might even work something out where Demarrio eventually went free. 

			Think about this for a moment. The feds had offered to help free a man who’d gone to prison for life. In exchange ... for what? Telling anything, including lies, about a police officer the feds wanted to nail. 

			To his credit, Demarrio was confused by all this. He told Rochelle that it didn’t make sense to him. 

			In the first place, he didn’t know Jeff. They’d never met; they knew nothing about each other. He didn’t even know Rochelle had been working with Jeff until the feds told him. This, in my opinion, was reckless behavior on the part of the agents. It’s a top priority of any informant’s handler to keep their identity quiet. People on the streets threaten, shoot, and even kill people they suspect of being snitches. So why were the feds coming to Demarrio and telling him Rochelle was an informant? 

			(Yes, I’m aware that I’m mentioning Rochelle here, while writing this book. And yes, I’m saying she was an informant. The difference is that she went on to testify in court. Her name was in the media throughout everything I’m about to describe.) 

			In the second place, Demarrio was getting plenty of conflicting advice. His fellow inmates were urging him to say anything to appease the feds. 

			Just do it, they told him. Do whatever it takes to secure your release. 

			A few of them even mentioned the feds had made similar offers to them. And all of them planned to cooperate. Meaning they’d lie about Jeff, but who cared about that? They cared about getting their sentences reduced. They cared, first and foremost, for serving themselves. 

			When I heard all this, I went to Captain Hondros’s office and knocked on his door. “I think we’ve got a problem,” I said.

			He told me to please have a seat and asked me to brief him, which I did. His pen kept moving the whole dang time. As I mentioned earlier, this guy was a bear for taking notes. 

			At the end of my spiel, Captain Hondros got right down to business. “What do you think Rochelle would say to recording a phone call?” he asked.

			“What do you have in mind?”

			“Well, you mentioned that Demarrio has a contraband cell phone. Somebody smuggled it to him in prison?”

			“That’s right.” This happens all the time with inmates.

			“So.” My captain stared at the wall. “Let’s say we record a conversation between Rochelle and Demarrio. You think she would go for that?”

			“My gut reaction is she would, Captain.”

			We shared the idea with Jeff and he, too, thought that Rochelle would do it.

			Again, to be clear: my department had good reason to believe that an incarcerated person was possibly going to lie to the FBI about fellow officers in the Tulsa PD. The motive? To get his life sentence reduced. 

			Rochelle agreed to the plan, so we had an equipment officer pull us a telephone recording device. This device was given to Jeff who, along with his partner, brought it to Rochelle. They instructed Rochelle on how to use it and waited to hear what happened next.  

			Within a week’s time, Rochelle called Jeff. She told him she’d recorded a conversation with Demarrio. Jeff contacted me as his supervisor. I, in turn, called the captain to let him know Rochelle had recorded a call with Demarrio.  

			The captain told me to arrange to meet Rochelle in person and pick up the tape at that time. 

			I still had her number in my phone so I called it. “Rochelle,” I said. “It’s Sticks. How’re things?”

			She wasn’t surprised to hear from me. Jeff had already called to say I’d be reaching out. 

			“Where you want to do this?” she said. 

			I recommended a combination gas station/quickie mart we both knew. But she had a condition. 

			“I’m going to be out rolling around with someone,” she said. “I can’t let her know we’re meeting up.”

			As I mentioned a few pages earlier, protecting an informant is something that Tulsa PD takes very seriously. Again, if criminal elements discover someone’s working with the police, they might assault or even kill them. This is especially true when dealing with criminal street gangs like the Bloods. 

			“I’ve got a way we can do it so we won’t even look each other in the eye,” I said. “You ready? I want you to do it like this ... ”

			A Handoff at the Quickie Mart

			Later that evening, I met a corporal from narcotics in the parking lot of our division. I’ll call him Mike. That’s his first name. I can’t share his last name. He still works undercover.

			We were each wearing plain clothes. We took Mike’s undercover vehicle to the gas station and went inside. 

			At the appointed time, Rochelle came in. 

			Okay, so maybe we did look each other in the eye. But the exchange only lasted a second or less. 

			I hadn’t seen her in several years but she basically looked the same. Being a cop and working the same area is kind of funny at times. You literally watch the transformation that people make from teens to young adults and so on. I had known Rochelle long enough to see that change myself. 

			Precisely as arranged, Rochelle walked over to a counter near the soda fountain. She was pouring herself a big Coke when I noticed her lay a microcassette on the counter right by the coffee lids. She was clever. She placed it in a spot where no one could see it if they weren’t looking for it. 

			As she walked away, I moved into position and took the cassette Rochelle had left there, slipping it quickly into my pocket. 

			The transfer was a complete success. There was no way anyone could have known what we were up to. By the time Mike and I circled around toward the front of the store, Rochelle was already gone. 

			A few weeks after I grabbed the tape, Rochelle called me personally. Not Jeff. She called me. Right away, I knew something was up. 

			I could hear it in her voice. She was scared.

			Rochelle told me that the FBI had come to speak with her. They wanted her to testify in front of the grand jury.  

			I thought, Here we go.

			Fun fact: a grand jury convenes after a federal investigation is initiated by a U.S. Attorney’s office, or after a federal complaint is filed by the arresting agency. A typical grand jury is composed of sixteen to twenty-three panel members. This process is kept very secret to protect both the jurors and the case. The grand jury is not administered by a judge or magistrate. Long story short: it’s a pretty big deal. 

			Rochelle and I spoke at length about her testifying. This might strike some readers as odd. But the truth is, law enforcement officers often develop decent working relationships with their informants. 

			It’s been my experience that many informants have never enjoyed positive, stable role models in their lives. It can be very gratifying to see how they react when an officer treats them with care and respect. In many cases, this is all they need to see themselves in a different light: less like a gangster or street thug, more like a decent, upstanding member of the community with a potentially bright future ahead of them.  

			Over the years, I’ve been contacted by many informants I’ve worked with. They ask me for advice on everything from matters of finance to relationship troubles. Memorably, one of them asked me to help him vet which college basketball picks he was putting in his NCAA tournament bracket. Another invited me to his graduation from HVAC school. Another time, a gang member informant asked if I wanted to go to a WWE Wrestling match when it came to town. 

			FYI, I did go to the HVAC graduation. But not the wrestling match.

			Rochelle was no different. Yes, she was an informant and associated with the criminal street gangs we were trying to prosecute. But she also trusted us to help guide her through the normal world of being a productive adult. 

			Hell, Rochelle was taking classes at a local school. She once called me up to ask for help over the phone with her homework. I remember it was some class that had to do with finance. She needed help understanding the difference between debits and dividends.  

			But now she was scared, and she asked me about exercising her Fifth Amendment rights. I told her I didn’t know if that was possible in the grand jury. But if she did have to testify, she needed to tell them the truth. 

			That’s how testifying works. Under oath, you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. Anything less would be perjury.  

			My statement regarding the truth turned out to be somewhat prophetic. Because not very long after that, several officers from Tulsa PD, including myself, got subpoenaed to testify before ... you guessed it. The same federal grand jury the feds wanted Rochelle to appear before. 

			I remember rolling my eyes and thinking the same thing.

			Here we go.

			Finding Myself in the Crosshairs 

			Thankfully, back while I was still enrolled in the police academy, I joined the Tulsa Fraternal Order of Police, Lodge 93. I say “thankfully” because one of the benefits of membership is your option to sign up for Legal Defense. 

			Basically, Legal Defense is a group of attorneys that represents members in good standing however they need it. This can be particularly helpful during criminal or departmental investigations—inquiries where the reputations, rights, and careers of officers hang in the balance. 

			Officers pay for Legal Defense separately, with their own money. In that way, it’s kind of like insurance. You pay for it, hoping you’ll never need it. But if you need it, you’re glad you have it. In my opinion, every officer in the country should sign up for Legal Defense.

			Now going before a grand jury is a big deal, especially if you’re a police officer. Which is why, along with several other officers who’d also received grand jury subpoenas, I called up Legal Defense. 

			Every officer in the Tulsa PD knew the attorney I dealt with. In this book, I’ll call him Syd Webb. That’s not his real name, but I like how it sounds for an attorney.

			Syd Webb represented cops in everything from sexual misconduct allegations to shooting cases and administrative actions. As it happened, I’d actually used Syd before. Earlier in my career, I’d been a member of our department’s Special Operations Team, or SOT, more commonly known as SWAT, or Special Weapons and Tactics. 

			We’d been called out to a residence after a male subject shot a female citizen multiple times. When the first officer arrived on scene, the suspect shot at him. Luckily, he missed. After hours of trying to contact the suspect and receiving no response, we tactically opened the front door of the residence. When we did so, we were met with gun shots. Several of us returned fire. The suspect was shot and later taken into custody.  

			Following any officer-involved shooting, there is a criminal investigation and then an administrative investigation. The criminal investigation looks at whether the officer was justified in his or her use of force. Questions abound but the primary point of interest is this: Were any laws broken? The administrative investigation looks at whether or not any departmental policies were violated. It also tries to determine if there are any training issues that need to be addressed.  

			Syd guided me ably through both the criminal and administrative investigation. He even had me laughing at times, which I appreciated.

			And so, a few days prior to the grand jury, a bunch of officers who’d gotten subpoenas met with Syd to talk about the grand jury. 

			“So my basic strategy is this,” Syd said. “I’ll ask the prosecutors to grant you immunity prior to questioning.”

			One of the guys said, “What exactly does that mean?”

			Syd explained that immunity means any testimony you give as a witness can’t be used against you. However, if the prosecutors acquire evidence substantiating that you’ve committed a crime independent of your testimony, that means the witness may then be prosecuted. 

			We all understood what he meant after that. Syd was telling us that, if we’d done something wrong, immunity before the grand jury was no Get Out of Jail Free card. This was, and is, as it should be.

			I vividly remember the day I testified. I was called to take the stand on the same day a few of my fellow officers did. We didn’t witness each other’s testimony, however. That might have been prejudicial. For this reason, only one witness at a time was allowed into the room to be questioned. 

			Here I should also pause to point out that I never signed an immunity letter. When it came time to testify, I had nothing to hide and felt that I didn’t need the immunity protection. Rightly or wrongly, I went into the grand jury not one bit worried about what was ahead. 

			The prosecutors talked to me about my relationship with Rochelle. How would I describe that relationship? They asked me what was the purpose of my working with her as an informant for the Tulsa PD? When was the last time I’d seen her? And so on. 

			I testified that the last time I’d seen Rochelle was the day I went to the gas station/quickie mart accompanied by a plainclothes corporal from narcotics to pick up her cassette tape. The same tape on which she’d recorded a conversation between herself and her boyfriend, Demarrio. 

			The prosecution then launched question after question about my relationship with Jeff. What did I know about his activities as an officer in my unit? How did I come to understand that Demarrio had been approached by federal agents? Or that Demarrio was allegedly told his sentence might be commuted if he provided information on Jeff? 

			In the course of this back and forth, it became clear to me that Rochelle hadn’t told the federal prosecutors about recording her conversation with Demarrio. Didn’t matter. They knew now thanks to my testimony. It was also very obvious to me that the federal prosecutors were not happy about it one bit.

			The prosecutors then asked why my unit had wanted Rochelle to record her conversation with Demarrio. So I told them what I knew. That we’d been appraised that Demarrio was going to lie. That his lie would allege that an officer who worked for me, Jeff, was corrupt. Furthermore, I stated that, as far as we knew, Demarrio was going to lie for no better reason than to get his sentence reduced. And that we, as a police department, whose reputation means everything to the community we protect and serve, felt Demarrio’s account of these events should be documented. 

			Here’s one of the things you learn early in your career as a police officer: When you testify in court, keep your responses short. You don’t want to elaborate and give the defense—or in this case, the feds—anything that they can twist and turn on you. 

			We went step by step through questions on how the recorded conversation between Rochelle and Demarrio came to pass. I told the prosecutors everything I knew about the entire process, as well as everyone that was involved in it.

			The day after I testified, the grand jury heard from Mike, the narcotics corporal who accompanied me to the quickie mart. When I heard this, I knew that the feds were being thorough. They wanted all sides of the story. Any angle was worthy of coverage. They’d even subpoenaed a copy of the micro-cassette, which we dutifully turned over for their consideration.

			Now, the way I’m telling this story, it might sound like everything happened really fast. But let me be clear. It did not. Legal proceedings rarely do. 

			Months rolled by. We heard that the slate of witnesses before the grand jury got longer and longer as more people from inside and outside the law enforcement community were called to testify. 

			But during all this, my unit was busy with our caseload. Things got to the point where we hadn’t the faintest clue what was going on with the grand jury. We only knew it was still convened. Subpoenas were still being filed. The FBI was still interviewing people. On and on like that it went. 

			Meantime, as I mentioned, the media was having a field day. “Innocent until proven guilty” might hold true in our courts. But the media often operates under a different set of assumptions. Our local newspaper in Tulsa ran headlines which, in my opinion, were directly biased against the Tulsa PD. 

			One of the things I particularly found offensive was the amount of information that was being fed to the media about the case. Keep in mind that prosecutors and the police both serve the judicial system. And the judicial system, in turn, is supposed to serve justice. It was therefore infuriating to read coverage that seemed to imply that officers had been prejudged as suspicious, if not outright guilty. Prejudged by the very same people who are supposed to keep every citizen in Tulsa safe! 

			Now look. The reality is that cops and prosecutors sometimes find themselves at odds with each other. It’s not uncommon. In this case, however, there seemed to be great animosity. To say we weren’t fond of each other would be an understatement.

			The Plot Thickens

			Eventually, the grand jury spoke and the FBI arrested a handful of police officers, including Jeff and another police officer who worked in my unit. I’ll call him Barrow. 

			The stakes could not have been higher. These were two professional law enforcement officers who worked under my direct supervision. They were hard working cops. They were responsible for putting a lot of very violent people in prison throughout their career. They were also my friends. 

			Immediately, I felt an obligation to see that they were properly represented as they looked to their defense. They were both fathers. Jeff had a wife at home. I was worried for them, for their families. I was worried for their careers.

			The following day the courts held a detention hearing. This is a pretrial hearing where a judge determines what type of bail, if any, should be extended to the defendants. 

			During this hearing, an FBI agent testified that he believed Jeff and Barrow should be held without bail until their trial. But in order for that to happen, the court had to rule that the defendants were dangerous and/or that they posed a flight risk.

			I wasn’t able to witness this agent’s testimony myself. Our chain of command at Tulsa PD made it clear: no officers from our division were allowed to attend the detention hearing. However, a couple of close personal friends who aren’t in law enforcement went. When it was over, they called me on the phone, in disbelief.

			They told me about all the allegations the feds made against Jeff and Barrow. Then they told me that my name was also mentioned by an FBI agent.

			“What?” I said. “What do you mean?”

			I heard my friend say this: “He said ... well, he testified. This agent told the judge that, at one point, you and Jeff had ... you know, allegedly .... well, you kidnapped a man and held him at gunpoint.”

			I’m pretty sure I stared straight ahead with my jaw hanging open. “He said what?”

			“Sticks, this agent ... it came out in court. You’re part of the case. They said you were a ... ” He paused and tried to recall the term. “A ... not indicted ... you weren’t indicted. But you were still a ’conspirator.’ Is that the right word?”

			My heart sank. “Unindicted coconspirator?” I said.

			“Uh huh. I think that was it.”

			I couldn’t believe my ears. In the first place ... I’d kidnapped somebody? Held someone at gunpoint? This wasn’t the truth, it was fiction ripped out of a TV cop drama. It was a story I might have found mildly entertaining had my reputation not been at stake.

			And not just mine, as things turned out. 

			This bogus story was one of the factors that helped sway the judge, who decided that Jeff and Barrow would be held without bail until after their trial. They couldn’t go home. Couldn’t work. Couldn’t earn an income. Couldn’t be with their families. Instead, they would have to sit in jail like the criminals they had been trying to take off the streets of Tulsa.  

			But now I knew my own situation had become very grave. Being labeled an unindicted coconspirator is no laughing matter. I’d heard the term before, of course, but I wasn’t precisely sure what it meant. Or, more importantly, what implications it bore. 

			Now that I understood my position, I contacted a veteran corporal in my department, Dale Francetic. Dale was a guy I admired. Over the course of many years, we’d worked cases together, off and on. 

			In 2007, we actually worked together in the same squad. This corporal was legendary in the department. A transplant to Tulsa from Michigan, he still maintained a bit of his northern accent. He was a huge man with long dark hair and a gnarly long beard. He honestly looked like he belonged behind the bar at some shady establishment serving up three-dollar wells and two-dollar beers.  

			Dale was also one the brightest and hardest working guys I’d ever been around.

			“Who’s the best criminal defense attorney in Tulsa?” I said.

			Dale didn’t hesitate. “That would be Allen Smallwood,” he said. 

			I knew the name but had never faced him in court. There was a damn good reason for that. The bad guys I was arresting, mostly street gangsters, couldn’t afford Mr. Smallwood. 

			I called his office to make an appointment. 

			A short time later, I made the trip to his law office. It was located just south of downtown Tulsa, maybe eight blocks from the federal courthouse. It was an older home that had been converted into a business, the same as all the other homes on the block.  

			When I met with Mr. Smallwood, I immediately saw why my friend said he was one of the best in the business. An older gentleman, not particularly tall, he was soft spoken and confident. Over the years, he’d been in federal court numerous times. I remember being impressed with that. 

			Let me tell you, there is a huge difference between being an attorney with time in a federal courtroom and time in a state district courtroom. If it turned out I needed an attorney, I had a gut instinct that Allen was the guy for me.

			Allen told me he was already well aware of the case I was involved in. Partly because of the nearly daily media coverage. But also because of the regular scuttlebutt traded by attorneys and other courthouse staff.  

			Did I mention earlier that rumors were flying around like crazy?

			Smallwood told me that other officers involved in the case had already contacted him. But he told me, “Frankly, if your friend hadn’t vouched for you, I wouldn’t have taken your call. Now why don’t you tell me your side of the story.”

			So I did. 

			When I was finished, Smallwood sat back in his chair and studied the ceiling. Finally, he said, “Here’s how we’ll leave this, assuming you agree. If you get arrested, I will represent you. Based on what I heard, you’ve done nothing wrong. Nothing at all.”

			At that point, I asked Smallwood what his fees would be should I need to hire him. It’s tough to describe how discouraging I found his answer. 

			I’m a cop. We don’t make much money. This guy was one of the best defense attorneys in the city, so he charged like a guy who’s the best. 

			I remember I left his office feeling simultaneously elated and discouraged. Elated because Allen Smallwood said it sounded to him like I’d done nothing wrong. Discouraged that, should somebody else think differently, I could be arrested. That would be bad enough. But I’d also be impoverished for daring to defend myself with somebody who was skilled. 

			It was an awful fix to be in. The kind of thing I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. 

			In the end, I called up my parents and asked them for help. That’s a humbling experience, and something no adult ever wants to do. But I felt I had no choice. I didn’t have the money to hire Mr. Smallwood myself. But I was being victimized by the system. And that was simply untenable. 

			My parents lived up to every good thing I’ve ever thought about them, which is saying a lot. They agreed to help put up the money should my circumstances come to that. 

			This put me a little at ease. But only a little. The situation was basically this: If I fell from the frying pan, into the fire, my mother and father would catch me. Even so, I was going to get burned. 

			The whole situation was too dang hot for me to come off unscathed. 
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