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Chapter 1
Rise of the Triumvirate


Barranquilla, Colombia, November 1968


El Patron turned to one of his lieutenants, “Get rid of the body.” His voice sounded flat, emotionless. El Patron had just shot a drug mule twice in the head at point-blank range. Perhaps a little too close, as he casually flicked a piece of brain matter from his shoulder. “Cut off both hands, leave the wedding band on, return the truck to the factory with the right hand, and tell them to find drivers who won’t short me a brick. The left hand is for the widow. Make the message clear: Cheat me, and you die.”


As a wisp of smoke curled up from the barrel tip, he held the gun flat in his hand and eyed it for a moment. This C-96 Broomhandle Mauser, a top-loading 9 mm, was a trophy that always brought him good luck. He believed the story Marcus Sterling, his Cuban partner, told him when Marcus gave him the gun: An old soldier, down on his luck, had taken it from a dead German officer in 1944. The Cuban had picked it up for a fraction of its value, one more piece for El Patron‘s extensive gun collection.


The gun brought back the scene about six months earlier. He had met Sterling in a Miami hotel and a new partner. Tyrone (the Professor) Jones was a respected and self-educated heroin dealer in Washington D.C. The Professor had been well-recommended by associates trusted by Gonzalez and Sterling for years.


With the amphetamine market in tatters, cocaine they agreed could fill that void. People would be willing to pay for stimulants. In addition, a new middle-class market was emerging, one that did not attach a stigma to cocaine use. Jones had a well-established distribution network in place, which already controlled most of the city’s heroin, adding cocaine would not be difficult. Of course, the plan required hiring some white dealers who could fit into the go-go bars and suburbs.


Sterling was enthusiastic, but Gonzalez less sanguine and clearer about potential problems. The production of cocaine paste was scattered from the Upper Huauaga Valley of Peru to the San Jorge Valley of Colombia. “Who is going to oversee the three distinct steps? Specifically – leaf to paste; paste to base; and base to the final product, cocaine hydrochloride. The paste also has a short shelf-life and must be converted rapidly to base. This last step requires a yet-to-be-constructed laboratory near Barranquilla.”


Gonzalez’s questions were pertinent and to the point. He then offered, to nobody in particular, that he had established a friendship with a Paez Indian chieftain, who had left his tribe to join the Colombian military to fight the FARC – a five-year-old communist insurgency, which had already clashed with the Paez. “They may be interested in money or arms to help protect their lands, and they cultivate significant amounts of leaf and convert it to paste.”


Sterling said he would be willing to fly to Peru to investigate possibilities for establishing reliable connections there.


Jones asked about the lab. “What will it cost? What does it need? How much space is required?”


Gonzalez had replied, “A good lab consists of several buildings including dormitories, eating facilities, generators, and filtering and drying equipment. The cost is considerable.”


After further discussion, the three men agreed to divide lab costs evenly, but profits as follows: Gonzalez 35 percent; Sterling 30 percent; and Jones 35 percent. Jones argued that his risk exposure was greater, and the primary function of Sterling was logistics. The plan included construction of the lab in an industrial zone in Barranquilla, a convenient location close to the Ernesto Cortissoz International Airport.


These men had just formed the Barranquilla Cartel, which would control cocaine from Richmond to Philadelphia.


Yes, thought Gonzalez, as his gazing at the gun ended. It had seemed so much easier then, when risks could be assessed and shares divided.










Chapter 2
Ambience


Washington, D.C., May 1969


I worked in the Fifteenth Precinct in the northwest part of the city, a short block from Georgia Avenue, a principal urban corridor. After a year of cajoling, my friend Mike had signed up with the Metropolitan Police Department (MPDC), completed “Rookie School,” and was assigned to my precinct. A converted old brick colonial, the station house’s gray slate roof had seen a half-century of winters. On the main floor, cheap partitions replaced walls, and government furniture made in federal prisons was dropped everywhere. Painters, apparently, had been told to use light green or brown on every non-moving thing. The building stank of fast food, cigarette smoke and, during hot spells, sweat. Telephones rang from everywhere, and both emergency and non-emergency calls came into the desk sergeant’s area. Across from there was a space for paperwork and informal interviews, full of metal desks facing each other and never enough wooden chairs.


Walking toward the back of the station, a right turn led you to a cellblock for short-term detentions. A standard prank was to lure a rookie into one of the cells and lock him in for at least an hour. A left turn in the precinct brought you to a circular staircase, perhaps reminiscent of a grander time, which led upstairs to the roll-call room.


The basement—cluttered with desks, mechanical typewriters, and government-issue ballpoint pens—featured one table with stacks of forms for all necessary reports. Officers interviewed and processed prisoners here, including, for example, a standard Form 252 for each misdemeanor or felony arrest. The most coveted desk sat by a rusting cold-water pipe that ran vertically near the corner of the room‘s entry. One cuff fit around the pipe and the other around a wrist, while the officer completed the paperwork.


Officers with dangerous or agitated prisoners got priority. Out the back center door was an overhang where police brought in prisoners, and cruisers rolled in to be “hot-seated” during shift changes. The motor kept idling; the radio turned up loud; and the relieving officers were often handed a clipboard with new radio runs that the prior crew was unable or unwilling to take. Squabbles about fast-food trash in the back, or shoved under the seat, were common.


An eight-foot cyclone fence enclosed the area around the building, including a parking lot and a gas pump.


The workload was intense during late afternoons and night. The “power shift” ran from 6:00 p.m. to 2:00 a.m. Roll call for each shift started one-half before. Therefore, day work began at 5:30 a.m.; the evening at 3:30 p.m.; and midnights at 11:30 p.m. (As a paramilitary organization, they use the 24-hour time system.)


Coming late was never an option, and tonight we worked 3:30 p.m. to midnight. Outside the room hung a grease board with the “uniform of the day” written on it. The official uniform could be short sleeves, long sleeves, blouses, or heavy jackets. Beefs about short sleeves in fifty-degree weather or blouses in ninety-degree heat were common. Nevertheless, changing was not negotiable. In fact, nothing was changeable. Uttering the word union would cause lightning to strike your cruiser. The brothers shuffled into roll call alone, in pairs, or small groups, at least fifteen minutes early.


The banter and bravado often boiled down to, “I got more testosterone than you do.” The room was self-segregated, with black officers on the right and white on the left.


“Hey, Brinson,” came the taunt from the left, “you are one seriously ugly motherfucker.” Brinson’s voice on the radio was one of several that you wanted to hear when you needed serious backup, fast. Brinson swaggered up to the podium and addressed the room. “I’m the biggest, blackest, and meanest, nigger in this room. Anybody got a problem with that?” Hearing no objections, he returned to his seat, only for the usual buzz to resume. Footsteps pounding up the stairs signaled the beginning of work.


Sergeant Townsen and Lieutenant Dominik scanned the room for missing faces in the platoon. As usual, the next thirty minutes followed an orderly sequence of assignments (partners, special details); teletype (who has been robbed, shot, or flimflammed in the last sixteen hours); and the distribution of auto “hot sheets.”


Today, he circulated an artist’s sketch of a man wanted for the murder of a Maryland state trooper. The look-out-for was a red Ford model 110 with Maryland tags. Everybody memorized the information not only to avoid being the next victim of a shotgun clamped to the inside of a driver’s door, but also to acknowledge how often the fraternity of police crossed jurisdictional and racial boundaries. It could happen to anyone. In this case, as the trooper approached, the killer opened the door to the correct angle and shot him. All listened to assignments with anticipation, because the chemistry between you and your partner (if you had one) would color the next eight hours.


“Rip and Country in 64; O’Day, you’re alone in 65; Preacher, you’re also 10-99 in 66; 67 is out for brakes. If you assholes don’t stop riding the brakes with your left foot, I’m going to put you on permanent midnights, on foot beats eight and nine, and you can eat that biker-bar food. Grabowski and Crash in the wagon. Grab, you drive; Flyboy, you got Jansen the rookie, three and four beats, pull on the half; PT, take one and two beats on the hour.”


“Shit, Sarge,” said PT with a huge smile radiating across the room. “Let’s make it interesting,” he pulled five new twenties from his pocket and spread them apart, like a poker hand. “I got a hundred dollars here that says, with a half-hour head start, I can pull every box, and you’ll never find me.”


Grabowski farted his approval of the proposed wager as laughter replaced the momentary silence.


This was a familiar jibe by PT, but Townsen was in no mood for it.


“Let’s make it more interesting. You will pull every box, and I will see you on the street working your beat. If I don’t, I keep the money, and you don’t need directions to the Trial Board because you’ve been there before.”


“Sure, Sarge,” now with wild laughter. “You can blindfold me on the front steps of headquarters, and I’ll still find the right room.”


The litany of assignments continued. Roll call ended with an inspection of uniforms and revolvers.


Lieutenant Dominik looked at Grab’s filthy pants. “When is the last time you changed the oil in your pants?”


“Huh?”


“For Christ’s sake, Grab, take your uniforms to the cleaners before I see you again.”


The lieutenant concluded with, “Take your beats, men.”










Chapter 3
The Beat


Washington, D.C., May 1969


The next day, Jansen and I took PT’s normal one and two beats. We had barely started strolling when I noticed a familiar-looking figure ambling down the sidewalk.


“Mike, I know that guy with the dark sweater stepping toward us. I arrested him a couple of years ago for selling stolen property out of the trunk of his car. As a second conviction, he pulled a little time.”


“Leroy, you remember me?”


“Yeah.”


“You must have built up your good time to be out so early.”


“Yeah.”


“Seems like you got a good job. Did I see you mowing fields in the park here?”


“Yeah.”


“Pays good?”


“Yeah.”


“Your parole officer happy?”


“Yeah.”


“Nice talking to you, Leroy.”


“Yeah.”


“I can tell he’s a close friend, Jake,” said Mike, laughing.


“Yeah.”


I reminded Mike about the blue call boxes every five or six blocks, with a phone going directly to the station. You pulled a box on the hour or half past it. Because the promised radios for footmen had not yet arrived, any arrests were taken to a box to call for transport – old-style police work. With a thin shift, we walked many beats alone at night. Citizens sometimes helped out officers with phone calls, but this unseen help gradually disappeared as the beats moved south into all-black neighborhoods. Here, many viewed the police as an unwelcome, even occupying army. One and two beats were on Georgia Avenue, about sixteen blocks in total. Beginning at Missouri Avenue, one and two moved south through a busy commercial corridor of clubs, cleaners, liquor stores, and bars.


Everyone knew one bar near the beginning of the beat: the Zombies. I passed through the rusting iron security bars welded to the back door and into the kitchen with Jansen in tow. Maude, the cook, was a somewhat heavy black woman in her late thirties, with astonishing mammary development. Even when adding a little extra grease to her recipe, she greeted all cops coming through the back with a special treat.


“Jake, honey, your hands look cold.” She put each hand inside her stained blouse and used both hands to rub them in a circular motion around her breasts. Looking at Mike, she said, “I don’t know you, baby, but you got that uniform on, so what’s your name?”


I grinned at Jansen and said, “Close your mouth and use it to answer her.”


“Mike,” he replied weakly. As she was giving Mike “the treatment,” she apologized that her boobs were “not as hot” because of my cold hands.


As we walked into the bar, I leaned over into Jansen’s ear and said, “There are two ironclad rules here: First, don’t eat Maude’s food; and second, look but don’t touch any of the women. We come here after a shift to buy half-price drinks. Every woman in here is a lesbian. It’s a straight bar during the day. You can see that most of the barflies are beginning to leave. At 6:00 p.m., one of the dykes puts a ten-dollar cover charge for men in the window, in case they’re new to town and think they just found paradise.”


Some had begun to dance, a few were making out in the booths which lined the long wall, and others sat at the bar drinking and chatting. The Zombies was rectangular with a relatively small area facing the sidewalk and entrance, and Maude’s kitchen was out of direct sight in the back. The bar faced out onto a nice wooden dance floor.


A bear dyke with a light brown crew cut walked slowly up to me with a half-smile on her face, her hobnailed boots clicking on the wooden dance floor as she approached. Large dykes, sometimes called “bear dykes,” are lesbians who present themselves in a masculine manner. Big Carol and I had a symbiotic relationship, meaning I accepted her without overt, or even implied, criticism. Of course, I took heat for this from some of the brothers. Because no man had accepted her before, Carol felt “special” toward me. Sometimes, we sat and got drunk together, talking like two men. She would occasionally ask for advice on behalf of one of her “femmes,” who constituted the majority of the bar’s denizens. I, in turn, used Carol’s apparently inexhaustible knowledge of the street scene. It was a delicate dance. I had to be hyper-alert not to push too hard or too often. Her information was almost always more credible than that of my other informants – two hookers and an ex-stickup man on parole looking at five years’ backup time if he tripped up.


At six-foot-four-inches and about two-hundred-twenty pounds, Carol was larger than both of us. She wore motorcycle boots, jeans, a denim top, and a black leather vest with leather dangles.


“How you been, Flyboy? Looks like they gave you a newbie to break in.” Jansen, who appeared recovered from Maude’s treatment, was staring up at the toughest-looking woman he had ever seen. Big Carol continued, “I hope you’ve already told this boy to keep his hands off my girls.”


Looking around distractedly, I replied, “Yeah, we covered the rules. I don’t see Tina and Nina.”


Tina was one of several dykes who, like most, kept her distance from me and the other cops. Nina, a gregarious femme, was Tina’s favorite girl. They were an item in the Zombies. Carol froze a little at my implied question, then recovered.


“They got popped buying a little action.”


I pushed, “Buck action caps, black beauties, greenies, or what?”


Carol hesitated, looked at the wall behind me as though it would help her avoid the question.


“Cocaine.”


“Shit,” I replied. “This is a smack and speed town. Where did they score coke?”


“I don’t know, Jake; you got the badge and gun. I hear talk that it’s starting to make the scene.”


Although I was curious, I knew that Carol would not elaborate. After a few more minutes of socializing, Jansen and I took our beat.


We settled into a “footman’s stride” – a little faster than a slow walk, but slower than a normal gait. The idea was to see and be seen. Storeowners loved cops on the beat and complained if they came too infrequently. Commanders had to balance this with the demand on resources and the volume of calls that cars could handle, in contrast to mostly uneventful foot patrols. We pulled the boxes, chatted with storeowners, and ate some greasy chicken along the way.


“Mike, turn slowly to the left and look across the street. See the big, light-skinned black man with the reddish-orange hair?”


“Yeah.”


“He’s Big Red, a notorious police fighter. They’re rare, not really discussed much anywhere, not even among cops, but we need to know who they are. Until a few months ago, we had a woman police fighter with a well-known address. She was skinny as a rail, but fought like a wild animal each time we arrested her. When she overdosed, we breathed more easily. Big Red is meaner and much stronger. He has an uncontrolled, fanatical hatred for the police that respects no boundaries. Take a close look and stay away, if possible.”


I asked Mike if he was up for a little fun. Mike had endured some of my fun in the Zombies and eyed his partner with suspicion.


“What do you have in mind?”


“There’s a really tough bar called McCombos Lounge at the edge of our beat. It’s a place with an attitude. The patrons are holdup men, thugs, a black motorcycle gang, Black Panthers, and other seedy characters. I like to walk in as a white cop and feel fifty eyes on me as all the conversation stops. I always order a Sprite and turn around for the stare down.”


“Jake, you’re as crazy as me. Let’s do it.”


At 6:00 p.m., as Mike and I entered, McCombos was filling up with the usual suspects. The bar was a male enclave, although a few brought their girlfriends. The smell of beer and cigarette smoke filled the air. Common interests dictated who clustered together. Bikers sat with bikers, Panthers with Panthers, and other characters seemed grouped by geography or criminal specialty. The bartender came over and asked the usual double-edged question: “What do you want?”


We ordered two Sprites and turned around for the stare down. Soon, we heard a taunt from one Black Panther to another.


“I guess the white pigs are here to show us how tough they are. Maybe we should treat them with the respect they deserve. You know, help them find the door.”


A few chuckles and curses seemed to foreshadow a consensus for action. I turned to Mike and whispered in his ear, “See the biker covered with tattoos near the left corner?” Mike’s head nodded gently. “He’s wanted for a robbery homicide.”


Meanwhile the Panther table seemed more agitated. We were running out of time. I turned to the bartender and said, “I need your phone for about a one-minute call.”


“Fuck you,” he replied.


“Listen, asshole, I can get the Alcoholic Beverage Control Board to shut this place down because I know you don’t serve food. Now hand me the phone.”


I called dispatch, telling them we needed at least two backup units at McCombos for an arrest in a hostile crowd. We would wait outside for help. I silently wondered how many guns were in the room.


“Finish your drink, Mike. The welcome mat has been pulled out.”


As we headed for the door, several Panthers stood up and moved to cut us off. One was now directly in front of us with the door to his back. We probably could not fight our way out so I decided on one of Preacher’s tricks, namely, kindness.


I smiled at him and said, “We appreciate you fellows offering to help us find the door, but I can see it now, and we are leaving.”


The cordial tone caught him off guard and bought us enough time to slip past him to the exit.


Several cars pulled up within a few minutes, including Lieutenant Dominik. I explained the situation to him, but he took more time than I expected to respond.


“Are you pretty sure this is the guy who’s been knocking off restaurants, the one who later killed the owner of the dry cleaners after he resisted?”


“Yeah,” I replied. “The description is dead on, especially the red and blue tats on his arms.”


Dominik called for additional units from the adjoining precinct and laid out the plan after they arrived.


“We are going to make the arrest with such a show of force that resistance will be unlikely. Although we will move rapidly and try to avoid trouble, we know what kind of people hang out here. If someone pulls a gun, defend yourself. I want Stone to go in front directly to the suspect. All of us will follow with drawn revolvers at our sides and sticks in the other hand. Questions?”


No one asked anything. The only sounds were sticks being pulled out of their carry rings and weapons from holsters.


“Okay,” said Dominik. “It’s show time.”


The sight of ten or eleven officers walking in with drawn weapons had the desired effect. Nobody moved or talked. I cuffed the suspect, and all of us were outside in less than two minutes. The lieutenant thanked everybody. Meanwhile, a wagon had arrived to transport the prisoner to the precinct. Fortunately, the cold-water pipe was not in use. I gave the collar to Mike and coached him on the paperwork.


An Ugly Rite of Passage


Mike came to court the next morning with me to watch the process. The arresting officer sits down with an Assistant U.S. Attorney who reviews the arrest report and criminal history of the defendant. After a few questions for the officer, the AUSA decides whether to press charges or release the defendant for lack of evidence or improper police procedure during or after the arrest. Outstanding warrants for robbery and murder made the decision simple in this case. Later, we caught a few hours of sleep and arrived for the 3:30 p.m. roll call the same afternoon.


The room was full, like nobody was on leave or sick. Excess manpower translates into two-man cars and foot beats.


Townsen began bellowing out assignments. “Stone and Jansen, one and two, pull on the hour, and stay the fuck away from McCombos.” A few ripples of laughter followed the admonition.


An occasional foot beat gave patrol officers the opportunity to meet merchants and common citizens alike, listen to their crime problems and complaints while trying to repair some of the mistrust and racial tension, hanging thick in the air after the riots of 1968. Fast-moving cruisers on the streets cannot take in details such as hidden alleys, fire escapes, apartments above stores, and other information that might be helpful later during a disturbance or pursuit.


Footmen also have the luxury of pulling a box, then ducking into a restaurant to eat real food. The greasy pork fried rice and Kung Pao chicken we finished off was fair.


Resuming our trek north on Georgia Avenue, I turned to Mike and said, “See those two hard cores in long coats who just entered the liquor store? Their fronts were open, and the one nearest to us was using his arm to hold something against his body.”


“Like what?”


“Like a sawed-off, twelve-gauge suspended by a leather sling from the shoulder. Easy to conceal, ready for action. Holdup artists here use a lot of sawed-offs.”


“Jake, what’s the plan?”


“We walk in together with pistols drawn but down at our sides. If everything is cool, we quietly holster our weapons. If not, we make the collars.”


As we approached the door, the shouting to hurry with the money gave me a shiver. This would not end well.


Rushing into the store, I screamed, “Police! Drop the weapons or die!” The clerk dropped straight down behind the counter as the shotgun swung directly at Mike. The ex-Green Beret fired a deadly two-round burst to the center of the chest, or as the instructors like to call it, the “center of mass.” Standing behind and slightly to the left of Mike, I ducked instinctively as the other robber fired a wild shot into the wall near me. His eyes told me I was the target. I hopped to the left away from Mike and got two clear shots at the gunman’s right shoulder. He twisted right as he was hit, and dropped to his knees; a .32 caliber semi-auto skidded harmlessly across the floor. In a few seconds, the action ended. The young man with the shotgun had locked eyes with Mike. Even heart shots can allow the brain a minute of oxygen before unconsciousness and death. For Mike, in those few moments, there was no right or wrong, no lawful killing, just humanity and death hanging in the air. Later, the grim setting would permeate the armor of most who came and went.


“This had to be wrong,” Mike thought. “I am a Christian.” The eyes pleaded and accused at the same time. I’m going to die now because of you, they said. Seeing the exchange, I tried to break it off by moving in front of Mike and yelling at the clerk to dial 911 and hand me the phone.


“I’ve got a robbery holdup with two bad guys down from gunfire. Georgia and Allison Streets. No officers or civilians injured. Stone and Jansen.”


In a few minutes, officials from the precinct, Homicide Division, and one of the night inspectors converged on the crime scene. Order belied the apparent chaos. Ambulances carried both men to the Washington Hospital Center. Homicide officials separated Jansen and me for preliminary statements. A Homicide detective also interviewed the clerk, who was recovering from staring down both barrels of a shotgun. Lieutenant Dominik walked slowly up to us after listening to the statements.


“No widows to notify, two bad guys off the street, no civilians hurt, a righteous killing, it doesn’t get any better. Great work.” Dominik was sincere in his praise, but melancholy eyes belied his smile. “Both of you will be on administrative leave for about three days while Internal Affairs finalizes its investigation. Jansen, it is just a formality in these cases. Scout 66 will take you back to the station where you can turn in your badges and weapons to the desk sergeant.”


Mike and I rode in silence, and we gave a perfunctory thank you to Preacher for the lift.


Desk Sergeant Joe Allen had done the paperwork. Two badges, two guns, and two signatures. For Mike the process was surreal – like this happens all the time.


“Mike, let’s go to my place and talk. Karen is out of town.”


No response. “Mike?” I tried again.


“Yeah. Fine.”


“Karen’s house,” as I called her place, could be featured on the cover of Southern Living. Both of us, however, skipped the pleasantries, headed straight for the bar, and poured two stiff ones. The bar was located amidst beige leather chairs and sofas situated on thick, chocolate brown wall-to-wall carpet in a spacious, sunken living room. At the other end a huge picture window looked out over a manicured lawn and a Japanese-style garden.


“I have some idea where your head is,” I offered.


“You don’t have a clue,” snapped Mike.


I kicked off shoes, leaned way back in my favorite chair, and said, “Tell me.”


“I spent a year in ‘Nam and didn’t kill anybody. Some VC probed our positions once, but the South Vietnamese did all the dirty work. We counted the dead guys in black pajamas and gave them advice on perimeter defense. Tonight, I killed a man, up close and personal. As the two rounds jerked him back, I knew I made a heart shot. I couldn’t break away from those eyes staring at me as he died.”


I took a long drink. “Where is your head now?”


“Saying I should puke and resign.”


“I had a similar reaction once; couldn’t work for two days. My mistake put me on the wrong end of a gun. Would you care to hear the story?”


“Yeah.”


“My partner, a rookie, and I responded to a domestic shooting call. The wife had shot her husband, who had managed to make it out of the front door with five wounds before collapsing on the steps. I asked the small crowd of neighbors who shot him. Several said, ‘Mrs. Wilson, and she’s inside.’


“I asked where the weapon was and someone said, ‘Next door with her aunt.’


“I told the rookie to make sure an ambulance and Homicide had been called, do what he could to stop the bleeding, and get names and addresses of witnesses before they drifted away.


“This happened in 1968, and I wore a heavy reefer, which covers the service weapon. With the new Sam Browns, everything you need – gun, cuffs, nightstick are outside. That cold day, the reefer was buttoned. After all, the gun was next door, and she had finished off her target. Another routine, violent domestic dispute. As I walked in, I saw a middle-aged black woman rocking gently in her chair. She had a shawl over her lap.


“‘Are you Mrs. Wilson?’ I asked.


“‘Yeah.’


“‘Mrs. Wilson, I have several witnesses who saw you shoot your husband. You’re under arrest and will have to come with me.’


“‘Ain’t no white motherfucker taking me nowhere cause I’m going to do you just like I done to the other sack of shit.’


“She casually pulled back the shawl with her left hand, revealing a loaded .38 caliber pointed directly at my chest. Less than ten feet separated us. I went speechless. Did you know, when staring at a cocked, six-shot revolver, you can see two live rounds on each side of the cylinder, which means one is at the bottom and one is under the hammer—waiting for the firing pin. I also noticed the six spent shells on the floor in plain view. I had really fucked up, and was now awaiting execution. I couldn’t get to my gun, I couldn’t run, I couldn’t do anything except wait for the blast.”


Mike sat forward, “You’re still here. What did you do?”


“I pleaded for my life. It wasn’t pretty. I started talking. Trying to buy time and wear her down. I gambled that her husband was abusive and asked how often he hurt her.


“‘Often enough,’ was the hard reply. ‘You motherfuckers didn’t do nothing except lock him up once for disorderly conduct.’


“I appealed to her self-interest saying the court might go easy on her because of the history of abuse. Her actions may even be self-defense. In contrast, for the first-degree murder of a policeman, she would die behind prison bars. I watched her shift in her chair for the first time. Some progress. I could hear sirens coming, and she looked up.


“‘Your house will be flooded with police in a few moments. Don’t add another body. I’m not your enemy. He’s dead on the front steps. Just hand me the gun, and we’ll walk out together.’ She took a deep sigh and tossed the gun at my feet. I picked it up, de-cocked it, stuffed it in my reefer, and held out my hand to her. We walked out together just as a Johnny Yates, a Homicide detective I knew, was stepping around the body.


“‘Any problems?’ he asked.


“‘No,’ I lied. ‘Here’s the murder weapon. Based on her statements to me, her husband abused her for a long time. It may have been self-defense.’ I kept quiet about her threat to kill me.”


“Why?” said Mike.


“I wanted to put the incident behind me. She wasn’t a danger to society. For a few minutes her rage, which had been building over the years, was displaced onto me. I almost paid the full price for being careless. I knew the Assistant U.S. Attorney would have charged her, resulting in some jail time. She was already a broken woman; I didn’t want to pile on.”


By then, we had poured a second, or maybe a third, round of drinks.


“I finished the paperwork, went home, and got drunk. The next morning my hands started to shake as I reached for the uniform. I couldn’t put it on. I called in sick and reported to the police clinic, as we’re required to do. The intake physician sent me to the shrink. He listened to the story, told me I did a great job, and should be ready for work after another day of rest. And I was. I still remember the date as sort of a second, secret birthday. I thank God for each day since.”


“Wow, and I thought you were a hard ass.”


“I am a hard ass,” I said, perhaps a little defensively. “I try to maintain some perspective as the radio sends us from one calamity to another. Many of the brothers lost that ability long ago. For them, dealing with their emotions is not an option. Too complicated, too much pain. It’s easier to lump people and situations into categories and drink away the pain with other cops who feel it too. I’m not immune from that. Few cops share their emotions with their wives; it’s not macho. An unspoken bond says that only cops understand other cops, especially those who work in the city.”


“You know,” said Mike. “I might have to drop the hammer on someone the day after I go back to work. I don’t know if I can do that.”


“The odds are really small. Most cops retire without using deadly force. However, you have to know that it could be necessary again. Another thing, just to cheer you up. This incident will stay with you unless you accept that it was necessary; accept that it is part of the job; and accept that the people have a right to expect justice and safety. Hey, the store owner is alive and in business because of your actions.”


“Man, did you practice that speech?”


“No, but remember how I said that most cops have trouble dealing with their emotions. Having strong emotions are inconsistent with the swaggering, tough-guy image of ourselves. And fear is a forbidden topic. You will find, as you rotate through partners, everyone who has killed someone in the line of duty has the need to tell you about it sometime during that eight-hour tour. You are expected to reassure him—it was a righteous killing, you did the right thing, had no choice—especially, if the killing was a little gray, unlike tonight. They have not accepted it and made peace with their actions. That must be your priority.”


“Jake, you never seemed this smart before.”


“Fuck you.”


“Well, fuck you, too, and the horse you rode in on.”


We laughed, and the tension broke. “I think Karen has an extra three or four bedrooms. Neither of us should be driving. Since we’re unemployed for a few days, we can screw off tomorrow.”










Chapter 4
Rain and Snow


Washington, D.C., May 1969


Sergeant Townsen put Jansen on one and two beats his first day back, no coincidence. He was partnered with “Crash” Dudley, a big man, about six-foot-three-inches, stocky, never said much. “Crash” was an ex-gravedigger, no social skills, and was such a bad driver that precinct officials always put him on a beat. Jansen would have a long tour, especially since the rain had begun to fall in earnest.


I drew Brady in 67, an imposing black man with an imposing reputation. Officers who worked with him believed he was the smartest cop in the section, with a nearly photographic recall. He memorized hot sheets before the end of roll call. Brady would usually nail one or two stolen cars a week, more than anyone else in the precinct.


Brady was senior and wanted to drive the first four hours. Normally, the eight-hour shift is divided, not only for driving, but also for discretionary matters. Some guys like to sit out of sight at light-controlled intersections and hand out “movers.” Others just write enough tickets to keep out of trouble and prefer to keep driving. Do you lock up the drunk who just described your mother’s sexual preferences, or do you let him go? The driver usually makes these low-level policy decisions.


After notifying Desk Sergeant Allen that the fifty-round box of ammo was missing from the trunk, I climbed into the right seat, stuffed my nightstick between the seat and backrest, and put more accident forms in the box between us. It is a rough-cut wooden box with one coat of gray paint and loaded with forms and flares. Rain means more accidents than usual.


As the cruiser mingled with the lighter-than-average traffic heading south on Fourteenth Street, Brady shouted, “That motherfucker is driving a stolen car – check it out.”


“Nice work,” I said with obvious admiration. “I’ll verify it through WALES.1


“A ’66 Olds, black over cream, DC 384-194 is definitely hot. Brady, look at the driver, he fits the general description of the High’s store robbery yesterday.”


“Flyboy, I think we got a two-for-one here.”


Meanwhile, other units began to flank the car moving in parallel on Sixteenth Street and Georgia Avenue. More set up a roadblock about ten blocks south.


I grabbed the mike, “Scout 67 emergency, we’re made, and the stolen vehicle is running south.”


“All units in vicinity of Fourteenth and Upshur Street, black over cream Olds DC 384-194 reported running south.”


I had flipped on the light bar and selected “yelp” as the primary unit. The next car should select “wail,” but the system always failed when all hell broke loose. Riding shotgun, I managed communications. It was going to be a high-speed chase in the rain. Brady drove fast and continually cursed. The moaning sound of the Holly four-barrels cut in and out on the 383 Interceptor package as Brady fought to stay on the edge between maximum speed and controllability.


“Scout 67, he’s turning right on Spring Road. Now right again on Sixteenth Street.”


“All responding units, vehicle now fleeing north on Sixteenth Street.”


“Scout 67. Ask the Park Police to cut off Military Road if that’s his plan.”


“Scout 67, say present position.”


“67 just passed Decatur Street.” Sixteenth Street was a straightaway here. Brady was fifty yards behind him doing one-hundred-ten in the rain. My adrenalin was off the scale as the yelp of the siren pounded in my head.
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