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To the women in my life:

    Mom, Caitlin, Piper, Mei-Mei, Hensley, Leslie, and M,

    and to Belle






Action is the antidote to despair.

—JOAN BAEZ








PROLOGUE June 2021


When I worked undercover as a vice officer in the projects, I developed certain core survival skills. I learned how to read a room. I learned how to cut through lies and get a suspect to incriminate himself on tape. I learned how to enter a room without a weapon, armed only with my wits, and exit alive.

These skills extended from the streets to the courtroom. There’s no substitute for preparation. Whenever I had a case go to trial, I slipped into the courthouse a few days early to scout the judge and defense attorney. Before taking the witness stand, I studied the case file and mastered the facts. When you command the truth, it’s hard to lose.

I was a street cop in Washington, D.C., for nearly twenty years, and good habits die hard. So while still on the city force in June 2021, I prepped for a meeting with Kevin McCarthy, the Republican leader of the U.S. House, the same way I would before meeting a meth kingpin in Dupont Circle or a crack dealer on North Capitol Street: I studied the man. In McCarthy’s case, that meant days reading speeches, tweets, profiles, and interviews.

It had been six months since January 6, 2021. By then, McCarthy’s initial public support of the officers who responded to the Capitol riot had vanished. I was one of the 850 Metropolitan Police Department officers who rushed to help the Capitol Police that day, to defend the seat of our American democracy. Vastly outnumbered, we beat back a mob of crazed and violent Trump supporters engaged in medieval, hand-to-hand combat. During the coup attempt, scores of MPD and Capitol officers were seriously injured. Five died, including four by suicide.

I’m the MPD cop in that famous picture from January 6th, the one with the beard and black helmet with fear etched across my face, surrounded by the Trump mob, about to be tased at the base of my skull and beaten with a Blue Lives Matter flagpole. During the riot, I suffered a traumatic brain injury and a heart attack. As a result of the electric shocks, I have three large scars between my neck and shoulders, scalded flesh that may never heal. I have been diagnosed with PTSD, post-traumatic stress disorder. By June 2021, I felt fucking lucky just to be alive.

Since the insurrection, I’d called out Republicans like McCarthy who’d tried to downplay the severity of the attack. I’d written open letters to Congress, appeared on national TV, and shown riot footage from my body-worn camera to anyone willing to watch. In a month, I would testify before Congress with three of my fellow officers.

But on this day in late June, I was set to meet privately with McCarthy, alongside U.S. Capitol Police Officer Harry Dunn and Gladys Sicknick, the mother of U.S. Capitol Police Officer Brian Sicknick, who died of wounds sustained on January 6th. For weeks, the three of us had made the rounds on the Hill, urging support for a congressional investigation, pushing back against Republicans trying to rewrite history. We also tried to meet with the twenty-one Republicans who voted against a bill to award the Congressional Gold Medal to every police officer who defended the Capitol. Several of these Republicans, including Andrew Clyde, refused to even shake my hand.

Now, McCarthy was backing off on a pledge to appoint Republicans to the special January 6th Committee. The only reason McCarthy had agreed to meet with us was because he’d been getting heat for refusing to see me. When I first called to make an appointment, one of his staffers hung up on me. When I told Speaker Nancy Pelosi about this, she issued a press release titled, “Ask McCarthy: Why Won’t He Shake Officer Fanone’s Hand?” A week later, she issued another statement: “Despite claiming to ‘Back the Blue,’ McCarthy and his Conference have made a habit of disrespecting the officers who protected them from January’s insurrection.” The pressure worked. McCarthy agreed to meet with us for an hour.

Our goal was simple: convince the House minority leader to publicly condemn the twenty-one Republicans who voted against the Congressional Gold Medal bill, and commit to a serious insurrection investigation. Before I met McCarthy, I went through the same clear-my-head rituals I did before I went undercover to buy meth, heroin, or crack: I listened to Sturgill Simpson in my truck while doing breathing exercises to lower my blood pressure.

As I entered the Capitol, I did what I always did when I went on a risky op: I hit the record button on my iPhone and stuffed it in my pocket.

“Hello, I’m Kevin,” McCarthy said, extending a hand as we entered his Capitol office, a room oddly anchored by impressionist portraits of Lincoln and Reagan. “Sit wherever you like.”

I sized up which chair might be McCarthy’s favorite and planted myself there. Officer Dunn and Mrs. Sicknick took the couch. McCarthy pulled up a side chair. Dunn is a passionate man and a gentle giant—he played offensive line in the Canadian pro football league.

The Hill was Dunn’s turf, so he spoke first. He began diplomatically, noting that McCarthy claimed to be the first to alert Trump about the Capitol riot on the afternoon of January 6th. McCarthy took the cue and took credit for getting Trump to make a late-afternoon public statement urging his seditious supporters to “go home.” Mrs. Sicknick scowled and challenged the Republican leader.

“He already knew what was going on,” she said of Trump. “People were fighting for hours and hours and hours. This doesn’t make any sense to me.”

McCarthy was quick to defend Trump, “I’m just telling you from my phone call that he didn’t know that.”

I’d heard enough. “Not to interrupt you, Mrs. Sicknick,” I said, doing exactly that. Turning to McCarthy, I said, “My experience that day was pretty damn horrifying. I’m not sure if you’ve seen any of my body-worn camera footage.”

“Were you here all day or did they call you up?” McCarthy asked.

“I self-deployed,” I said, noting that I was working an undercover heroin case that day. “What I heard on the radio was what really inspired me to respond: officers screaming for their lives.”

I told McCarthy that I’d been a cop for two decades. I thought I’d experienced everything inner city policing could throw at you: resentment, anger, racism, poverty, violence—and worse, a searing and cruel indifference to the value of a human life. I’d tussled with people so jacked up on PCP that they split my skull. I’d flown through a car windshield in pursuit of a killer and faced the wrong end of a gun held by a fourteen-year-old. I told McCarthy that none of that compared to the hatred I saw in the eyes of the people who tried to kill me on January 6th.

McCarthy said, “Did you go report to somebody or, you know, run into the fire?”

I repeated that I responded to radio distress calls from fellow officers. I paused and looked McCarthy in the eye. I saw where this was going. He seemed eager to eat up time and deflect from the point of the meeting. He probably hoped I would launch into a long, blow-by-blow account: how I’d been yanked out of the Capitol’s Lower West End Tunnel by Trump rioters; how I’d been punched, dragged, spit on and stomped, electrocuted by taser; how I’d begged for my life, suffered cardiac arrest and a fucking traumatic brain injury, then blacked out… Yeah, well, I hadn’t come here to recount my story. McCarthy knew the details of my assault.

So I pivoted and said, “Post-January 6th for me and for hundreds of my fellow officers, what I found most distressing—especially as a lifelong Republican, myself—are comments made by Republican lawmakers about January 6th, which were not just shocking but disgraceful. Referring to January 6th as a regular ‘tour day’ at the Capitol?”

I told McCarthy I felt betrayed by the way some Republicans were twisting a riotous assault on law enforcement officers into a fundraising grift.

“It’s crap,” I said. “It’s disgraceful.”

McCarthy offered no response.

I continued, recorder still rolling: “What I’ve experienced since then has been horrific. It’s hell on earth. I am not a political person. I do not enjoy my time here on Capitol Hill. I’d much rather be sitting at home with my daughters drinking a cold beer, but instead I feel an extension of my service on January 6th is to be up here righting this wrong.” I asked McCarthy to condemn the twenty-one Republicans who voted against the Gold Medal bill. “A lot of officers almost lost their lives and Mrs. Sicknick lost her son.”

Mrs. Sicknick, her face contorting with pain, said, “I just don’t understand why people like you won’t denounce these people.” (Many, many months later it would be revealed that, shortly after January 6th, McCarthy did suggest privately that Trump resign, but then quickly abandoned the idea.)

Squirming in his tiny chair, McCarthy insisted that he was not to blame and made a clumsy attempt at empathy. “My father was a firefighter. It’s not an occupation, it’s a way of life.” We nodded politely. “A calling,” I agreed. McCarthy promised to “get to the bottom of this where it never happens again.” As he spoke, I caught a glimpse of the spray-on tan line just above his shirt collar. The manicured Republican leader threw up his palms and told us there were “political factors” beyond his control.

“Kevin, I agree with you,” I said, using his first name to show I wouldn’t be bullied. “It is political, because it happened here on Capitol Hill and it involved a political movement. It involved a group of extremist, white nationalist elements of our American society, which were mobilized by politicians. And that’s just a fact.” I said everyone knows that 99 percent of the nearly 800 rioters arrested were Trump supporters.

“So calling it Antifa or Black Lives Matter or all these other things, it’s not disingenuous,” I said. “It’s a lie.”

“I understand the passion everyone has,” McCarthy said. “I think we’re all headed towards the same place.”

I winced. I told him that if he were serious, he would appoint serious people to the January 6th Committee, not obstructionists or fools.

“In law enforcement,” I said, “when we get involved in an investigation we don’t care about, we assign the biggest humps to participate.”

McCarthy feigned insult and said he enjoyed a good reputation on appointments.

I pushed back. “You’re an intelligent man, Mr. McCarthy. You know exactly what I’m talking about.” Dunn and I described for him the blunt rudeness we encountered when we’d tried to meet with GOP members who’d voted against the Gold Medal bill. Most didn’t even return our calls or respond to our visits. I reminded him that others wouldn’t even fucking shake our hands.

Here’s an idea, I said: “Let’s get all the House Republicans together, put me in a room with them, and allow them to watch my body-worn camera footage so that they can experience that. I’m not here to change people’s hearts and minds. I just want them to shut the hell up and know the truth. And stop spewing bullshit because I can’t even begin to tell you how traumatic that is.”

Silence filled the room. I broke it.

“And I’m not going to go away. For whatever reason—God only knows why—I’ve been afforded a hell of a platform, and I’m going to continue to use it for the sole purpose of making people stop describing January 6th as anything other than what it was: a horrific day in which a lot of police officers almost died. I’m here because you’re the leader of the House Republicans.”

McCarthy leaned closer, as if to confide a secret. “I’ll share something with you. My job is trying to get all the information we can, but also provide it to my members.” In other words, What do you want from me? I can’t control my fringe members.

I struggled to keep a straight face. McCarthy either didn’t get it or didn’t care. He didn’t see how the Big Lie was growing like a weed, slowly strangling truth and democracy.

Until recently, I’d followed politics like the Olympics—I only paid close attention every four years. I thought about telling McCarthy that I’d voted for both Barack Obama and Trump, that I considered myself a moderate conservative. But by this point, I realized that would be a waste of fucking time. McCarthy didn’t give a shit about moderates. He only cared about power. So I told him that I’m proud to consider myself a redneck cop, that I’m a walking cliché. On the rear of my truck, I have a hunter’s specialty license plate and a Second Amendment bumper sticker. I listen to country music and drink beer from the can.

“It’s people like me you’re stoking,” I told McCarthy.

My people.

I told him about my place in Highland County, Virginia, along the West Virginia border: “I like to refer to it as the land that time forgot. When I go out there to my hunting property and interact with the people that I’ve known for almost two decades, they have no idea January 6th happened. They source their news from Newsmax and Fox News. They listen to elected leaders who go back to these rural communities and tell them January 6th was a fabrication. So people that I’ve known and loved—people I still know and love—think I’m full of shit. I show them my body-worn camera footage and they think it was created in a Hollywood studio. There are people on social media that say I’m a paid actor.”

McCarthy’s response? He asked me if I hunted deer or bear in Highland County.

Dude, I thought, who fucking cares?

Thankfully, Mrs. Sicknick jumped in and again asked McCarthy to condemn his twenty-one colleagues. Again, the Republican leader said he couldn’t control his fellow Republicans. “People are held accountable by their constituents. I try to lead in certain directions—”

I interrupted, “You’ve got a platform to call out the BS.” I bore my eyes into the career politician’s face and let loose. “While you were on the phone with Trump, I was getting the shit kicked out of me!” I asked McCarthy why he would take credit for Trump’s pathetic, halfhearted late-afternoon video address to his followers. I said, “Trump says to his people, ‘This is what happens when you steal an election. Go home. I love you.’ What the fuck is that? That came from the president of the United States.”

“How can you defend this man?” Mrs. Sicknick asked. “It’s mind boggling.”

McCarthy said his members wanted a broader mandate for any January 6th Commission, one that would also study riots that occurred during the Black Lives Matter protests. I’m a white cop, and I guess he assumed I would help him link BLM with January 6th, creating a false equivalency. I didn’t take the bait. Instead, I laid a trap of my own.

I told him that my MPD partner, Jeff Leslie, narrowly escaped during a BLM protest after someone placed a Molotov cocktail under his squad car. McCarthy nodded sympathetically and enthusiastically as I explained how the politically charged BLM protests created incredibly difficult and violent challenges for the police.

Then I reminded him that no one from BLM engaged in sedition.

“Trying to overthrow the U.S. Capitol and trying to overthrow a CVS are two very different things,” I told McCarthy. “My partner understands that, and most police officers, and most Americans understand that, too.”

Incredibly, I told the Republican leader, we were now six months past January 6th and neither the city, the mayor, nor Congress had bothered to do anything to recognize the brave work of law enforcement defending the Capitol.

“These officers feel abandoned,” I said. “Law enforcement is in a dire, dire place.”

Republicans claim to be the party of law enforcement, I said, except when it’s politically inconvenient.

“I may only have a GED,” I told McCarthy. “But I know exactly what that is. It’s bullshit and it’s disrespectful to police officers.”

I told the Republican leader that since January 6th, I’d received dozens of calls from fellow officers in absolute despair about attempts to whitewash history and ignore their trauma.

“How we’ve avoided an epidemic of law enforcement suicides in this city is a miracle,” I said. At the MPD, I told him, a dozen officers had voluntarily turned in their weapons, fearful they might take their own lives. I certainly knew that feeling.

McCarthy finally spoke, but he just repeated himself. The Republican leader said he didn’t think he could lead his fringe members back to reality—and worse, he didn’t think it was even worth trying. “I don’t think it’s productive,” he said. “It might make you feel good but I don’t think—”

“No, no,” I said, straining not to completely lose my shit. “No, no. Don’t address it on an individual level.” All we ask, I said, is that he put out a statement affirming the following: “January 6th was horrible. Officers almost lost their lives. I denounce anyone who would utilize language that diminishes that experience for those officers, staff members, and their families.”

McCarthy filibustered, throwing out non sequiturs and bullshit platitudes. “Justice is my goal,” he said. “The government is made up of individuals, people who make mistakes.” And so on.

What the fuck. I couldn’t listen to him ramble and interrupted. “I mean, they’re raising money off the backs of dead and brutalized police officers!”

McCarthy threw out another false equivalency. “There are people on both sides of the aisle who just want attention.” He wasn’t wrong. But so what? He was the Republican leader. What are leaders for?

I left McCarthy’s office in need of a stiff drink. With rare exception, he was just like all the other Republicans I met. In public, McCarthy praised the police. Behind closed doors, he didn’t really give a shit.



I never expected to write a book. For two decades before January 6, 2021, I was just a street cop, head down, focused on serving the people of my precinct, trying to keep violence at bay, keeping my own ass safe, and training the next generation of officers.

My life changed forever in a single afternoon. I lost my dream job, my anonymity, and my comfort zone—and sadly, many people I considered close friends.

As an undercover and plainclothes officer, I had avoided the limelight. I didn’t even tweet or post on Facebook or Instagram. Never in my wildest dreams did I think I would become an advocate for fellow officers who responded to the insurrection. Then again, I never expected the president of the United States to incite a mob to attack the U.S. Capitol as part of a coup to overturn a legitimate election. Nor did I expect that a third of the country would believe him when he said it never happened.

But here we are.

In these pages, I’ll share intimate details about January 6th, the rioters who attacked me, and my personal and political traumas in the year that followed. These include my struggles with PTSD, the city, Congress, the MPD, and the police union that was supposed to have my back. Like the exchange with McCarthy, I secretly taped some of those conversations. At the time I recorded the meetings (which is legal in the District of Columbia), I didn’t realize I’d be writing a book, so I didn’t do it with that intent. Perhaps it was my vice officer’s instinct. Either way, I’m glad I did so because I want people to understand what happens behind closed doors.

I’ll describe what it felt like to testify before the January 6th Committee in mid-2021, and what went through my mind as I watched the 2022 hearings from the front row. It was one thing to have a gut feeling about Trump’s culpability, but quite another to hear the avalanche of evidence in person—for example, to learn that violence by white supremacists was always part of the plan. The indifference to the safety of police officers displayed by Trump and his loyalists made my blood boil.

I’ll also draw on my two decades as an undercover street cop to write honestly about the other important issue we face today: how the police do their job. I’ve always been a bit of a renegade. It’s one reason I’ve never been management material. I made mistakes, all officers do. But I like to think I learned from them, and that I was damn good at my job. I’ll trace my evolution from young cop with a warrior mentality to wise, empathetic veteran—a journey I sincerely hope more officers will embrace.

Anyone who knows me understands that I have trouble keeping my mouth shut. I have plenty to say about policing, crime, police brutality, racism, white privilege, the Black Lives Matter movement, Trump, and politics. Coming from a white cop, some of it may surprise you.

As corny as it may sound, I believe that police officers should protect and serve their community. I admit that when I was younger, full of piss and vinegar, this was not always the case. But I matured into a cop who saw himself as a role model, who taught other officers how to protect our citizens while also treating them with dignity. I’m certain that by the time Derek Chauvin choked the life out of George Floyd, he did not view him as a human being.

An important part of my story includes the close bond I developed with one of my sources: a Black transgender sex worker who was HIV-positive. Leslie Perkins taught me more about the streets and human nature than anyone I’ve ever known. I spoke with Leslie nearly every day, and brought her home to meet my children. Our friendship outlasted my 2010 marriage and several long-term girlfriends.

For most of my life, I viewed racism through Leslie’s experience and dozens of others I met on the job. Until Trump became president and Covid hit, I hadn’t felt it viscerally. Three of my daughters are Asian American. I’ve seen through their eyes the racist ways in which Trump labeled Covid-19 the “China virus,” “China plague,” and “Kung Flu.” With smirks that smack of middle school taunts, Trump’s supplicants on right-wing TV and social media repeated the racist tropes, and they’ve become part of right-wing culture. Cops I worked with regularly used the epithets in front of me. I don’t think they thought much about it, until I told them about my daughters. When my youngest, who is still in elementary school, heard the words, she immediately understood the hate was directed against Asian Americans—directed against her. I read somewhere that Trump and his people find community by rejoicing in the suffering of those they hate and fear—that cruelty is the point. This is not easy to explain to a six-year-old.

I’m grateful that a few key elected officials and famous folks have provided unsolicited support, giving me strength to face a storm of threats from Trump sycophants. From time to time, Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi calls to check in, sometimes via FaceTime at 3 a.m. (I don’t think she sleeps.) I’ve had drinks with Congressman Eric Swalwell, a Democrat, and Adam Kinzinger, a Republican. Liz Cheney and her dad took me out to dinner. So did Sean Penn. When Joan Baez was fêted at the 43rd Annual Kennedy Center Honors, she brought along two guests—me and Anthony Fauci. I say this not to brag, but to explain how surreal my life became in 2021. In a flash, I went from anonymous street cop to instant fame. Longtime friends and family began to worry not only about my physical and psychological wounds from January 6th, but the true motives of some of my new “friends.”

Support from the famous and the powerful was of course nice, but what I appreciated the most—and frankly find fucking unbelievable in this era of social media—was the volume of letters and postcards I received from everyday Americans after my congressional testimony. To date, I’ve received tens of thousands of handwritten notes. To all the people who wrote: thank you.

Since the Capitol riot, I’ve struggled with the physical and emotional aftermath of the attack. On my worst days, the deliberate suppression of my real-life trauma—it never happened, dude, or if it did, it wasn’t that bad—has triggered very dark thoughts.

People often ask me what it costs to do the right thing. The answer is grim: It cost me nearly everything.

I’m telling my story the only way I know how, from the perspective of a rank-and-file officer who pounded the streets every day. I’m not fucking polished or highly educated. I’m not going to cite a bunch of statistics. I don’t think in terms of PowerPoint slides or well-honed talking points. But in two decades on the job, I’ve learned a thing or two, and have something to contribute.

What happened to me on January 6th is important. But my experiences before and after that day are equally relevant. They represent two of the most pressing issues we have as a nation: what police reform should look like, and how we choose to remember an attempted coup d’état.

We’re running out of time to save our country. We need to dig in.

We need to hold the line.
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CHAPTER 1 The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly


My great-grandfather came to America to escape fascism.

Ubaldo Fanone, an illiterate Italian shepherd, grew up in a small village near Monte Cassino, a Benedictine abbey founded in AD 529. Strategically located atop a small mountain, the abbey looks like a fortress. As Mussolini and Hitler solidified their alliance and World War II dawned, my great-grandfather fled Monte Cassino, making his way about sixty-five miles south to the port of Naples, where he caught a ship to New York.

Ubaldo Fanone processed through Ellis Island and joined other Italian immigrants in Sharon, Pennsylvania, a steel town near Youngstown, Ohio. He left behind a wife and two teenage boys: my grandfather Tony and my great uncle John. Ubaldo promised to send money and find a way to bring them all to America, but he couldn’t make it happen before the war erupted, and they remained trapped in Italy.

When the Nazis arrived in Monte Cassino, they began conscripting young Italians for duty on the German front lines. Tony and John hid in caves below the mountaintop abbey. They did this for three years, daring to come out only to scrounge for food, moving contraband by donkey and mule. After the war, Tony and John Fanone made their way to Naples, but were so poor it took them a year to earn enough to buy tickets to America. They arrived in western Pennsylvania in 1947, and Ubaldo found them work at a sprawling steel mill.

My grandfather Tony worked at the Sharon mill for forty years. Like Ubaldo, Tony was largely illiterate, but burly and gregarious, and a hard worker. Like me, my grandfather was gruff and spoke without a filter. He drank like a fish and didn’t take shit from anyone. His nickname was “The Bull.” Tony married another Italian immigrant, Annunziata, and in their later years they opened a small-town restaurant called The Suburban. It was a family enterprise. Every capable Fanone bused tables, tended bar, and washed dishes, including my dad, Joe Fanone. My grandfather pushed my dad hard academically, and my grandmother stressed values of altruism and civic duty. My dad so excelled in his academic and spiritual studies that his parents sent him to an elite boarding school for aspiring priests. Although my dad decided not to become a priest, he became the first Fanone to attend college, enrolling at Georgetown University. Later, he graduated from Georgetown’s law school.

My mom’s side of the family is Irish. Most arrived in the nineteenth century and a few generations worked as cops in the early and mid-twentieth century for the NYPD and D.C.’s Metropolitan Police Department. My maternal grandfather, Richard Mayer, fought the Japanese at Okinawa, where he was seriously wounded. A Jeep he was driving took mortar fire, and shrapnel from the explosion shredded his passengers. In shock, my grandfather Richard gathered up the body parts, put them back in the Jeep, and drove on.

Like a lot of guys who served in World War II, he didn’t like to talk about what happened. It just wasn’t done. But it was obvious that the war, especially the searing memory of what happened that day in the Jeep, changed his life forever. He self-treated his undiagnosed PTSD with booze. Later, after serving during the Korean War, my grandfather joined the MPD in Washington, where he was assigned to the Women’s Bureau, the precursor to today’s Narcotics and Specialized Investigations Division. My grandfather worked at the MPD until he was injured on the job and retired on disability.

My mom’s experiences as a child, as well as her devotion to Catholicism’s call to public service, led her to become a social worker who treated traumatized teens.

My parents, Terry and Joe, met shortly after college in the early 1970s. They separated in the late 1980s, when I was eight years old. From that point, they lived in two completely different worlds.

My mom lived a modest, middle-class existence. As a volunteer and a social worker, she exposed my sister, Kathleen, and me to poverty, dragging us along on visits to homeless shelters and the Red Cross. My dad, a workaholic lawyer, was a rising star at a white-shoe law firm, on track to become a millionaire partner. He lived in a ritzy home with a backyard pool and drove a Jaguar. My dad remained supportive while I lived with my mom and sister in Alexandria, Virginia.

Of all my relatives, my mother’s brother left the strongest impression. I came to admire the way Uncle Steve approached life: His job did not define him. Work was simply a means to an end, a way to raise a family and enjoy life.

Like most of my mom’s relatives, Uncle Steve lived in southern Maryland, among the blue-collar towns on the Chesapeake Bay. Everyone had a working-class job. They were steamfitters, teachers, and electricians. Everyone had a boat and we spent a ton of time out on the Bay. It’s where I learned to love the outdoors. It’s also where I picked up my southern Maryland, or “Muhr-Lund,” accent.

Uncle Steve taught me to fish and catch crabs. We had fun but he also instilled a work ethic. As important, he taught me that it’s okay for a guy to be masculine and show affection to family members. He showed me that it’s okay to get down on your knees and play with little kids or change their diapers. My mom says Uncle Steve and I are a lot alike: Our souls belong outdoors.

When I was a kid, I idolized the cowboy life. My mom bought me a Fisher-Price turntable and I nearly wore it out playing Willie Nelson singles. I still think Willie’s “Last Thing I Needed First Thing This Morning” is the greatest fucking country music song of all time. “The last thing I needed / The first thing this morning / Was to have you walk out on me.”

I loved westerns. My maternal grandfather, the retired cop, turned me on to John Wayne and I got swept up in the Duke’s whole American tough-guy persona. My friends and I played cowboys and Indians. For a while, I rooted for the Dallas Cowboys. My favorite film then remains my favorite today: Clint Eastwood, Eli Wallach, and Lee Van Cleef in the spaghetti western The Good, the Bad and the Ugly.

I won’t lie. My teen years were rough. Basically, I was a fuckup. Aimless, immature, and scarred by the divorce, it’s safe to say that I didn’t share my father’s fondness for academics or my mother’s dedication to service. In middle school at St. Mary’s in Alexandria, me and my buddy Danny Sweeney shoplifted cigarettes from Safeway and snatched bottles of wine from the church before the priest blessed them. We’d cut class and sneak to a railroad tunnel near the Safeway to smoke and drink. We thought we were badass. In reality, we were just bored and rebellious.

In ninth grade, with great hopes, my dad sent me to Georgetown Prep, the prestigious Jesuit high school in the ritzy Maryland suburbs. Prep is a training ground for the Washington elite, and alumni include Supreme Court justices and members of Congress. To put it politely, it was a bad fit. Prep’s ninety-three-acre manicured campus included a nine-hole golf course and an all-male student body that epitomized an elitist Washington I fucking despised. I was also out of my league, academically and socially. I’d figured my previous Catholic school education had prepared me well, but I found myself drowning from the get-go. A priest who taught Latin took pity and offered a passing grade if I caddied for him. I did so and escaped with a C-minus. I guess they had to let me stay the full freshman year because they’d cashed my dad’s tuition check. At the end of the year, I was “not invited back.”

After Prep, I spent half a year at an alternative school in Maine. Toward the end of my first semester, when I was about sixteen years old, I dropped out. I didn’t tell anyone. I just bought a bus ticket home to D.C. When I showed up unannounced, both parents refused to take me in. I couch-surfed for a while.

I rented a basement room from a guy named Jerry Eubanks, who got me my first construction job at Southern Maryland Installation Group. Jerry and I woke at 4 a.m. every day and for lunch packed a peanut butter sandwich and a fruit cup, about all I could afford. When it was cold, I’d go out a little early and warm up his big Chevy truck, then we’d hit the road, listening to the Greaseman, the shock jock who replaced Howard Stern on rock station DC101.

I was thankful for the work. It felt good to work with my hands all day and shoot the shit with different guys at a work site, the Greaseman riffing in the background as we hung drywall or framed a door. I left work each day with a sense of accomplishment.

The owner of Southern Maryland Installation, Bob Stump, treated his employees like family and I fit in well with his misfit characters, people worlds away from Georgetown Prep. Many of my coworkers had spent time in jail. Most carried drug and/or alcohol addictions. The guys we worked with were white, Black, and brown, and came from around the world. We busted each other’s balls, but there was an underlying tone of respect for anyone who worked hard and did their job, no matter their backstory.

One coworker I recall distinctly came from West Virginia and worked with us for six months each year. He brought his lunch to work in a small Igloo cooler. The only thing inside was a six-pack. He didn’t drive because he’d racked up too many DUIs. One day he was talking about his wife and described her as a “whore.” I asked him why he kept calling her that, and he said flatly, “Because she is. She’s a prostitute.” He explained that during the six months a year he spent with us, she worked the sex trade. The other six months of the year, they lived together in their cabin on a speck of mountain property in West Virginia. To my amazement, he spoke about the arrangement without shame or judgment. To him, it was just life, survival.

Another dude Bob hired—I’ll call him Bill—was recently released from prison and covered in tattoos. Bill was a good guy but just could not get his shit together. Bob, who had a heart of gold, got Bill a car but the guy couldn’t afford to register the vehicle. Bill slapped a “Farm Use” sign on the license-plate holder, figuring he would get away with it. He didn’t. I remember driving with Bob to help rescue Bill after a Virginia state trooper pulled him over for misuse of farm tags. Bob pleaded with the trooper to let the man go, reasoning that an arrest would derail his life again. The guy was on the road to rehabilitation, Bob argued. Why mess it up over a relatively harmless administrative violation and fines he couldn’t afford? To my surprise, the trooper agreed.

Bob and Jerry rewarded my enthusiasm for work and taught me about money. When I got my first paycheck, I used the money to buy a DeWalt power drill. Bob was so impressed that I’d decided to invest in my occupation that he reimbursed me for the drill. I used that cash to buy a radio to listen to the Greaseman on the job. Most of the guys cashed their paychecks at a liquor store, which took a 15 percent cut. Jerry explained that banks don’t take a cut and helped me open my first account.

By age eighteen, I had saved enough to secure an apartment south of Alexandria along U.S. Route 1. The place across the street was littered with drug dealers and sex workers, but I paid my own rent and made my own decisions.

I’m a country boy, but around 1999, when I turned nineteen, I got into the punk scene. I was drawn by the music, the rebellious culture, and the women. I soon met a punk guitarist named Matt Lautar, who worked at a tattoo shop called Rick’s in Arlington, Virginia. I got my first tats at Rick’s. Matt inked Irish and Italian flags on my right forearm. As I left, I felt elated. I kept stealing glances at my first tattoo. It felt cool.

About a half hour later, while shopping in a grocery store, I reached for a loaf of Italian bread and did a double take at the label. I realized that I’d been admiring the Italian flag on my arm from a reverse angle. Matt had fucked up. He’d reversed the red-white-and-green pattern of the Italian flag. I lost my shit and stormed back to Rick’s. I entered so obviously angry that Matt grabbed his gun. I wasn’t intimidated and we stood eyeball-to-eyeball for a few seconds.

Matt asked me what I wanted him to do.

“I want you to fix it, motherfucker.”

Back in the day, tattoo removal wasn’t so easy and it sure as shit wasn’t cheap. So Matt came up with a plan to use hydrogen peroxide on my skin, creating a scab that I could repeatedly pick apart, hoping that would remove the wrong colors. It took about twenty painful applications over a few years to create enough scar tissue on my forearm to fix the mistake.

Matt and I became lifelong friends, scraping by together in our early years, sharing apartments from time to time. Matt inked every other tattoo I have. After January 6th, some butt-hurt right-wingers speculated on social media that my tattoos held secret meanings, ones that could blow the lid off the conspiracy to rig the 2020 election.

Yeah, right.

Most of my tattoos are just art. I do have an angel tat for my oldest daughter, Caitlin, and a rendering of my ex-wife in a bikini on our honeymoon. I also have a black rose in honor of James McBride, an MPD partner of mine who died in a training accident. On my back, Matt inked a large tribute to The Good, the Bad and the Ugly, complete with Eastwood lighting a cannon.



On the morning of September 11, 2001, I was deep in a muddy hole at a Clark Construction job site in downtown D.C., assisting a journeyman carpenter. At about 9 a.m., while on a smoke break, an electrician came running up cradling one of those old Nextel cell phones that also works like a walkie-talkie. We could hear his girlfriend screaming, saying something about planes hitting a building. We were only three blocks from the White House. A few minutes later, we heard sirens and squad cars converging in that direction. Then the air horn blew and our foreman announced the job site was closed for the day. I headed over to my dad’s law office, a few blocks away. When I arrived, lawyers, secretaries, and paralegals were huddled in a conference room around a small TV. We watched replays of the Twin Towers attack in silence.

One day, while waiting to catch a bus to work, I saw an advertisement for the U.S. Capitol Police. It looked cool, though most of what I knew about the police came from my grandfather and watching Beverly Hills Cop and Lethal Weapon. The way I saw it at the time, movie cops seemed just like modern cowboys—except that instead of riding horses, they drove really expensive sports cars and crashed them into shit. They lived in campers on the beach, carried guns, arrested assholes, and scored hot babes. What was not to like? I was twenty-one, but still just a boy.

In those days, all you needed to get hired by the Capitol Police was a clean record and a high school degree. The District of Columbia had a special program for older teens who wanted to finish their high school degree in person. It was located at a nearly all-Black school called Ballou in one of the city’s most dangerous neighborhoods. I was the only white boy in my class.

The Capitol Police hired me in 2002. They sent me to the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center in Georgia, where just about every government agency except the FBI and DEA sends recruits to learn the law, investigative techniques, driving tactics, and firearm use. At FLETC, I trained alongside men and women headed to the Amtrak Police, the Border Patrol, the Park Police, the Marshals Service, the Bureau of Prisons, and agencies as obscure as the Federal Reserve Police. Our class was filled with people inspired by 9/11 to serve their country. One of my fellow Capitol Police trainees had quit a high-paying Wall Street gig to sign up.

At that point in my life, I was hardly what you’d call a fan of authority, and I almost derailed my law enforcement career on the first day at FLETC. An instructor who styled himself as a drill sergeant instantly took offense at my tattoos, which by this point included a spiderweb creeping up my neck. This was 2002 and most people over thirty still associated tattoos with outlaws and lowlifes. When the instructor made a crack about my tats in front of other recruits, I snapped back, giving him an earful. The instructor tried to make an example of me and have me tossed from FLETC for insubordination. Luckily, a new friend squared things. Mike Schmidt, a sergeant in the Capitol Police, was close to my tattoo buddy Matt, and we’d met before I left for the academy. I’m not very good at apologies or begging for forgiveness, but I sucked it up and called Mike. I couldn’t blow my chance to become a cop. Mike called the stuck-up instructor and learned that guy was ready to expel my ass.

“That dude is gone,” the instructor said. “I’m fucking sending him back.”

Mike vouched for me and explained that we got our tattoos from the same guy. “Listen, man, I know Fanone and he’s a good dude,” Schmidt told the instructor. “Leave him the fuck alone.”

He did and I didn’t waste my second chance. For the first time in my life, I excelled in the classroom. I learned police law and procedure. I learned how to subdue an arrestee and how to protect myself. I learned the basics about illicit drugs and how to make a narcotics case. Each day, I looked forward to the punishing physical training. I loved it all. I couldn’t wait to become a police officer. I was ready to kick ass.

I didn’t realize it at the time, of course, but my experiences at Prep and Ballou, and especially in construction, would serve me well as a police officer as I matured over two decades. Given my background, I could communicate with almost anyone and moved easily between different worlds—white, Black, rich, poor, blue-collar, white-collar.

As a cop, I would become as comfortable buying crack from an addict in an alley as I would be presenting evidence to professionals in a courtroom. I could empathize with fuckups just struggling to get by, and also call bullshit on those trying to game the system. Though I was called to duty as a cowboy, I would develop a greater calling: serving and protecting law-abiding D.C. residents living amid poverty, discrimination, addiction, and violence. But that career would come a few years later.

Meantime, I reported for duty at the U.S. Capitol.
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