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To Adriana, Tomás, and Eva—my loves





AUTHOR’S NOTE

When it comes to South Florida’s local terminology, I have opted to go with 1980’s usage rather than today’s. 2020’s Miami-Dade County is referred to as Dade County. Today’s Miami-Dade Police Department was once the PSD (Public Safety Department), etc.

It is important to note that this is a book based on interviews and public records. No names have been changed. All exchanges that occurred in the context of the trial of the police officers involved in the death of Arthur McDuffie were directly quoted from either trial transcripts, television recordings of the trial, or direct quotations carried in local newspapers. Outside of the context of the trial, scenes and conversations have been reconstructed from statements made by individuals featured in the book at public events and/or in the course of interviews and have been reconstructed from recordings, memory or notes, to the best of my ability.




PROLOGUE

APRIL 23, 1979

At noon, amid light traffic on the Florida Turnpike, a black Audi swerved at high speed attempting to outrun a Pontiac Grand Prix. The cars careened toward the end of the highway, where it dovetailed into Miami’s main thoroughfare, US 1, used by suburban southern Dade County to connect to the city. A man with thick sideburns leaned out the window of the Pontiac holding a revolver. He’d already blown out the back windshield of the Audi and sunk four more bullets into its chassis. Returning fire amid the shattered glass on the back seat of the Audi was a young man with a smudge of a mustache and long, dark hair whipping in the wind. Wearing a white dress shirt and crisp black slacks, he used both hands to fire an Ingram MAC-10 fitted with a suppressor.

Bewildered witnesses numbered in the dozens as the two cars decelerated and entered US 1. At the corner of Caribbean Boulevard the cars slowed long enough for a man to leap out of the passenger seat of the Audi. He positioned himself behind a traffic control box in front of the cowboy-themed cafeteria Westward Ho and raised a 9mm pistol to exchange fire with the Grand Prix as it returned to creep past him.

The chase only ended because a new one began. Officers in a passing patrol car spotted the three remaining armed men in the Audi. Flipping their lights and sirens on, they began a second high-speed pursuit on crowded US 1. The astonished policemen watched a man lean out of the rear of the Audi and spray their patrol car with machine-gun fire. Two miles later, the Audi pulled over close to a wooded area and the three men sprinted into the trees, untouched by police gunfire.

Panting and covered in scratches, one of the fugitives was soon captured wearing only a snug yellow bathing suit. Talking to the police in Spanish, he claimed he’d been jogging, become disorientated, and somehow lost his shoes. He was driven back to the Audi just in time to watch a crime-scene technician pop the trunk. Inside lay a corpse outfitted in brown, from socks to shoes, shirt to trousers. In contrasting stark white were the adhesive tape that covered his mouth and the 45 pounds of white powder pressed against his body in an open duffel bag. Moments later, the gunman who’d hidden himself behind the traffic control box was also found, nonchalantly browsing car parts in an automotive center while bleeding from a shoulder wound. He’d been watching through the window as police interviewed witnesses less than a hundred meters away.

It would be the first large investigation for the brand-new captain of the county homicide bureau, Marshall Frank. Previously, he had worked as a detective sergeant in homicide for seven years before leading the crime-scene section. A heavy smoker, Frank dressed in J. C. Penney suits and aviator sunglasses and carried a small bottle of Old Spice in his pocket alongside a handkerchief to mask the heavy stench of Florida decompositions.

A week into the investigation, Frank received a kind note from State Attorney Janet Reno, congratulating him on his department’s performance. Seven days later brought a swing in mood. A grand jury had refused to indict either of Frank’s suspects on murder, citing a lack of prosecutorial evidence. “It has come to my attention that the Department now considers this to be a case of second order priority,” Reno wrote, reminding Frank that if the murder case wasn’t brought to trial within one hundred and eighty days of the arrest, both men would automatically receive immunity. Frank, she chided, needed to force his detectives to develop the evidence and tie the suspects directly to the body.

The investigative files doubled in thickness and doubled again. Eighty-one leads were pursued that led Frank’s men to stolen cars, a murdered maid, abduction, aggravated assaults, immigration offenses, organized crime, and concealed firearms. Yet despite the combined efforts of Reno and Frank, the grand jury still refused to indict the suspects on anything other than weapons violations and assault charges.

Within a month on the job, Marshall Frank began to understand how difficult a post he had been handed. It came with pressure from the state attorney and from Miami’s news media. The body in the trunk wasn’t a simple murder. It involved a fledgling cocaine industry, illegal immigration, and violent acts executed in public. What Frank couldn’t yet understand was that the case also concerned corruption. The Federal Bureau of Investigation was involved. The Bureau had opened a secret investigation before Frank had even arrived. While Marshall Frank joined Reno in worrying about the rising number of fatalities in the county, the FBI worried that the 45 pounds of milk sugar found in the back of the trunk had been placed there by Frank’s detectives to conceal their theft of an equal amount of cocaine.

Was the homicide bureau itself corrupt? Miami would have little else to lean on if Janet Reno was correct in her belief that the county’s murder rate was beginning an unusual acceleration. Still, in the middle of 1979, it was very hard to guess at the extent of Miami’s looming crisis.

From Capt. Marshall Frank’s point of view, the highway shootout was a presumed anomaly. Miami had seen nothing like it before. The idea that criminals would take such extraordinary risks in public again was nonsensical. Not even the finest homicide detective can determine a pattern from a single instance, but in retrospect, Miami was about to pose new problems and new questions for the rest of America to consider.

Within the year, drugs would become a part of the national conversation. Immigration would evolve into a virulent topic in South Florida as race was redefined in Miami. Dade County not only witnessed what the New York Times called the worst racial disturbances of the century but would behold something entirely new: enough Latin Americans suddenly spilling into a city to turn both black and white citizens into minorities.

These fluid American issues of race, immigration, and drugs would mainly be seen as South Florida’s problems. In the coming hinge year, few thought of a future for Miami as bright as today’s twenty-three million visitors, thriving service industries, vast port, and iridescent skyline. Miami’s suffering was to become so obvious in 1980 that its own leaders questioned its survival.

Most presume that the city’s embrace of Latin American culture was a strength embedded in Miami’s DNA, a natural consequence of history, geography, and planning. It’s far from the truth. Today’s city accelerated into being out of a traumatic 1980. There was little planning, little history, to build on. Geography seemed to be conspiring against the city, not working for it. The more closely you look at 1980, the more remarkable Miami’s transformation into an aspiring international metropolis becomes.






PART 1







CHAPTER 1

DECEMBER 1979

By 1979, there were several Miamis that barely lapped against one another, let alone integrated. The county itself was a strange beast, twenty-seven different municipalities with their own mayor, many with their own police departments. But Miami wasn’t divided by municipalities; it was separated into tribes.

There was Anglo Miami, which the city’s boosters were still hawking to white America: beaches, real estate, hotels, and entertainment. Tourists dominated the region. Dade had 1.6 million residents but 2.1 million international visitors a year. Anglo Miami was far from monolithic. There were southerners, migrants, and a large Jewish population that ran some of the most important businesses and institutions in Miami Beach.

Across the causeway in Little Havana and up the coast in Hialeah sat Latin Miami, created by the Cubans who’d fled Fidel Castro’s revolution twenty years before. Whenever there was violence south of the border, Latin America coughed up a new pocket of immigrants. Most recently that meant that the Cuban population in Dade was being watered down by Nicaraguans, Salvadorans, and Colombians.

Then there was black Miami. It, too, had more divisions than cohesion. There was a strong Bahamian presence, plenty of Jamaicans. Both felt distinct from the African Americans who had moved south from Georgia, and those who were born and bred in Miami. The latest immigrants were only beginning to spill in: a large number of unwelcome Haitians. Arriving on rickety boats, fleeing both political persecution and economic despair, they were docking at a time when not one of Miami’s communities was in the mood to reach out and welcome them.

For all the nuances, if you were black, white, or Latin, you tended to know so little about the other tribes that you regarded them as rigid blocs. Who knew a Jamaican turned his nose up at a Georgia-born black, or that a Puerto Rican couldn’t stand another word from a Cuban, or that a Jew couldn’t walk through the door at the all-white country club at La Gorce? There was enough inequality to go around, but in this one thing, the black community got the most generous helping.

In 1979, if you were black in Dade County, you most likely lived in one of three neighborhoods: Overtown, the Black Grove, or Liberty City. Liberty City was the youngest of the three, dating back to 1937, when President Franklin Roosevelt authorized the first large public housing project in the South. It was Roosevelt’s response to local campaigns for better sanitation. In the ’30s, Liberty City had what most houses in Overtown and the Black Grove did not: running water, modern kitchens, electricity. Overtown remained the center of black life in Miami until the arrival of I-95, the vast stretch of American highway that ran from Maine down the East Coast all the way to Miami. It stomped right through the middle of Miami’s most prominent black neighborhood in 1965, a ravenous millipede with a thousand concrete legs.

Had the 3,000-kilometer highway been halted just 5 kilometers to the north, black Miami might have had a different history. Instead the highway, touted as “slum clearance,” bulldozed through black Miami’s main drags. Gone was much of Overtown’s commercial heart, with its three movie theaters, its public pool, grocery store, and businesses. Goodbye to clubs that had hosted Ella Fitzgerald, to the Sir John Hotel, which had offered their finest suites to black entertainers banned from staying in whites-only Miami Beach. But more important, goodbye to a neighborhood where parents knew which house every child belonged to. Goodbye to the nighttime games of Moonlight Baby, where kids would use the bottle caps of Cola Nibs to mark the edge of their bodies on the pavement. Goodbye to unarmed black patrolmen walking black streets.

Overtown had its own all-black police station, with strict rules. Black officers couldn’t carry a weapon home, since “no one wanted to see a black man with a gun.” They could stop whites in Overtown but had no power of arrest over them. The closest affordable housing for Overtown’s displaced was in and around the Liberty City projects. Block by block it began to turn from white to black, until neighboring white homeowners built a wall to separate themselves from ever-blacker Liberty City. White housewives in colorful plaids and horn-rimmed glasses carried protest signs: “We want this Nigger moved” and “Nigger go to Washington.” Someone detonated a stick of dynamite in an empty apartment leased to blacks. Nothing worked, and by the end of the 1960s the first proud black owners inside Liberty City were joined by many of Overtown’s twenty thousand displaced. As white flight accelerated, house prices declined, local businesses faltered, and unemployment and crime began to rise. By 1968, Liberty City had assumed a new reputation. The CND—the Central-North District—had earned the nickname “Central Negro District” from both the city and the county police departments.

There was still beauty in Liberty City, still sunrises where the light would smart off the sides of pastel-painted houses, and the dew on the grass would glisten, and churches would fill, and the jitney buses would chug patiently, waiting for the elderly to board. Still schoolchildren in white shirts tightening backpacks to their shoulders and catching as much shade as possible on the way to the school gates. There was still beauty, but you had to squint to see it.

Eighty percent of South Florida homes had air-conditioning in 1980, but in stifling hot Liberty City, only one in five homes could afford it. It was a neighborhood without a center, few jobs to offer, seventy-two churches but just six banks, not one of which was black-owned. There were plenty of places to pray for a positive future but few institutions willing to risk investment in one. The fact that a teenager called Arthur McDuffie got out at all was unusual. The fact that he came back, found a good job, earned steadily, and raised a family was rarer still.

Frederica Jones had been Arthur McDuffie’s high school sweetheart at Booker T. Washington, one of Miami’s three segregated schools. They’d met while Frederica was walking home from the local store, where she’d bought a can of peas for her mother. She’d swung her groceries at her side, and McDuffie, who’d been watching her from across the street, fell into step beside her.

After a few moments of banter, McDuffie made a simple declaration. “I like you.” Then he asked for Frederica’s number. That night McDuffie called, and the two talked for an hour. At the end of the conversation McDuffie, two years Frederica’s senior, asked, “Would you go with me?”

“Yes!” she said.

They became inseparable. They were in the Booker T. Washington band together. McDuffie was the baritone horn and Frederica a majorette. She watched McDuffie win the local swim meets. When McDuffie graduated, he joined the Marine Corps, and for the next three years, they communicated through letters. Then, within two months of his honorable discharge, they married. Two children quickly followed. After which came problems, separation, and, in 1978, divorce. McDuffie had always had a reputation as a ladies’ man, and now he had a child with another woman to prove it.

Yet toward the end of 1979, the thirty-three-year-old McDuffie was back visiting the house he’d once shared with Frederica. He mowed the lawn, fixed the air conditioners, and trimmed the hedges of their neighbor, the last white family on the block. The warmth in the failed marriage seemed to be returning. The two spent the night of December 15, 1979, together, and McDuffie asked Frederica to join him on a trip to Hawaii—a vacation he’d just won at the office for his performance as the assistant manager at Coastal States Life Insurance.

The following day, Sunday, under bright 80-degree skies, Frederica, a nurse at Jackson Memorial Hospital, drove McDuffie back to his home. She parked the car feeling like there was positive momentum. They’d talked of remarriage in front of their families. The deal was that if McDuffie could make “certain changes” in his life, then they could go ahead and make it official. As they sat in the car, McDuffie kissed his ex-wife goodbye and promised to be back at her place that evening to take care of their children before her shift. Normally, Frederica worked only afternoons, but the hospital was short-staffed over the Christmas period and she’d agreed to work that night at 11:00.

Shortly after 2:00 p.m., McDuffie walked into 1157 NW 111th Street, the home he now shared with his younger sister, Dorothy, a legal clerk. It was a modest building, painted green. Inside there was a record collection and books of music. McDuffie played five instruments, all horns. There was an entire white wall “covered with plaques and certificates of achievement,” including his “Most Outstanding” award from his Marine Corps platoon. He wasn’t a war hero, hadn’t fought in Vietnam, but McDuffie had been faithful to the corps, a military policeman who had done his job impeccably.

A dutiful father, McDuffie had already wrapped Christmas presents for his two daughters and hidden them in a closet in his bedroom. His nine-year-old would get a wagon, a jack-in-the-box, and clothes. His oldest would get a watch, a tape recorder, a radio, and a pair of roller skates.

He’d saved for months, but it hadn’t been an easy year to make money. Under President Jimmy Carter, the country, most especially the South, had been battered. Unemployment was stubbornly high, and it looked like the president was being swept downstream by the economy. For all Carter’s preaching of forbearance, the reality was that interest rates were up to 17 percent. In thirty years, inflation had never run higher. Gas prices had doubled in two years. Even hamburger meat was two dollars a pound.

Despite all this, Carter was about to enter an election year in comparatively good standing. Whatever America thought of his ability to steer the country, he retained the people’s sympathy, with an approval rating of 61 percent. Six weeks before, the Iranian revolution had become very real to the distant United States. The sixty-two hostages captured in the American embassy in Tehran had helped generate a sudden sense of solidarity in the United States. Between that and the following month’s Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, there was an understanding that Carter had a tricky hand to play. He would promise a strong and quick response to both situations. By the end of the year Carter led his presumptive challenger, Ronald Reagan, by an enormous 24-point margin.

Still, the mood was summed up best by the Miami Herald in 1979. It was a year the average American wallet had “barely survived.” The unseen benefit, according to the paper, was that Miamians like McDuffie lived in Florida. They weren’t being hammered on heating oil like the rest of the country.

By Miami standards, the evening of December 16 counted as cold, expected to dip below 70 degrees and then drop below 60 the following day. Miamians traditionally overreacted, digging out winter coats and scarves for a rare outing. McDuffie selected blue jeans, a navy shirt over a baby-blue undershirt, and a black motorcycle jacket. He searched his house for a hat to wear under his helmet. At 5:00 p.m., he closed the door behind him.

His own car, a 1969 green Grand Prix, wasn’t parked in its usual spot in his driveway. A friend had borrowed it. So he climbed on an orange-and-black 1973 Kawasaki 2100, “a more or less permanent loan” from his cousin. McDuffie turned the key, revved the engine, and drove the motorcycle south to Fifty-Ninth Street, to his friend Lynwood Blackmon’s house. He pulled up at the front door, feet still astride the bike, and talked to Blackmon’s seven- and eight-year-old daughters. He explained to them that he couldn’t help their father tune their car as he’d promised. His tools were in the back of the borrowed Grand Prix. Next he drove to his older brother’s house, his most common stop, and found him washing his car in his driveway. McDuffie grinned, revved the engine, spat up dirt over the clean car, and sped away before his brother could grab him. He raced to the far end of the street, turned, and braked hard.

“You better slow that bike down,” shouted his brother. McDuffie nodded, grinned, and pulled away.

Sometimes on weekends McDuffie moonlighted as a truck driver, making deliveries to Miami Beach. Sometimes he gave up his time to help jobless youngsters, teaching them how to paint houses. Just two years before, he’d painted the Range Funeral Home, where his body would arrive in exactly a week. On this particular Sunday evening, he was going to see Carolyn Battle, the twenty-six-year-old assistant that McDuffie had hired at Coastal Insurance. She was pretty, independent, and stylish, with a preference for dresses and wearing her hair in an Afro. He’d brought a helmet for her.

McDuffie shouldn’t have been driving at all. His license had been suspended months before, and he’d paid his thirty-five-dollar traffic fine with a check that had bounced. He’d told a coworker that he was worried about getting stopped again, but there were no alternatives for driving back and forth to work. Public transport was pitiful in Miami, and Liberty City—barely serviced—was reliant on independent jitney operators who rarely worked weekends. Not having a car was a self-quarantine.

McDuffie collected Carolyn Battle. They drove fifteen minutes south, to the edge of Miami International Airport, where they watched planes arcing out over the ocean or dropping into landing patterns above the Everglades. Tiring of the airport, McDuffie drove Battle across MacArthur Causeway to Miami Beach. When McDuffie was a child, dusk would have found an exodus heading the other way: black Americans subject to a sunset curfew. But on December 16, on the three lanes that ran east over the bright blue shallows, McDuffie showed off, hitting eighty miles an hour. They walked in the sand, stopped for Pepsi, and then at 9:00 p.m. headed back to Battle’s apartment at 3160 NW Forty-Sixth Street, just five blocks from the Airport Expressway.

At one in the morning, McDuffie slept in Battle’s bed while she watched television on her couch. At 1:30 she woke him up. “Jesus,” said McDuffie, reaching for his watch. He was far too late to show up at his ex-wife’s house. Frederica would have taken the kids over to a babysitter two hours ago. How was he going to make that up to her? Had he blown it? McDuffie gathered his watch, his wedding ring, his medallion. Still dressed in his blue jeans, two blue shirts, and boots, he put on his knitted cap under his white helmet, tied his knapsack to the back of the Kawasaki, and headed north toward home.

Was it a wheelie, a rolled stop sign, a hand lifted from a handlebar to give the finger that caught the sergeant’s attention? The officer would later offer all three explanations of why he’d first noticed the Kawasaki pass by him. It was 1:51 a.m. The sergeant got on the radio, described McDuffie’s white helmet and the tag number of the motorbike, and flipped on his red light and siren. On a cool night, with the rider in jeans, jacket, and helmet, he couldn’t have known if he was black, Latin, or white.

McDuffie appeared to glance in his mirror and then sped through a red light on NW Sixty-First Street. As the sergeant followed in his white-and-green county squad car, McDuffie blew through another red light and swept around corners, not even slowing for the stop signs. He’d picked a very quiet night for these traffic infractions. Within sixty seconds of the beginning of the chase, McDuffie was being followed by every available unit within Central District.






CHAPTER 2

As McDuffie began to weave and jig through the night, flipping off his lights and accelerating, he crossed from city line to county line and back again. Sirens wailed across the Central District. McDuffie was now followed by not one but two police departments. The city cops, in their dark blue uniforms, controlled a narrow but heavily populated area around Miami’s downtown. The county cops, in brown-and-tan uniforms, covered the rest of unincorporated Dade’s 2,400 square miles. The county cops were better known as the PSD, or Public Safety Department. In matters that seemed to land between their jurisdictions, the county force, with its greater numbers and larger budget, tended to take control.

For a moment, it seemed as if they’d all lost McDuffie between buildings. Then the sergeant who had first noted him saw the motorbike accelerate away, its lights still off. By now it seemed as if McDuffie were being followed by a freight train, eleven police cars long.

Even in the dead of night, city police chases are different from highway pursuits. “You go fast, you accelerate, brake. You take corners as you endeavor to stay on the radio, read street signs in the dark, keep an eye on the suspect.” Officers were gripping their wheels, pushing the squad cars on corners. One county car spun out, hit a curb with a rim, bursting the tire. It limped on after McDuffie at walking speed.

The radio crackled with updates on the motorcyclist’s position. They knew nothing about him. An orange-and-black bike, a tag number, a white helmet. Almost 2:00 a.m. Most had the same thought. This rider’s fleeing a traffic violation at reckless speed. What had he done?

Was it the suspended license that spurred McDuffie’s course of action? Did he think that the possibilities for 1980—a family reunification, his job, his freedom, bringing his ex-wife to Hawaii—were all at stake? Had he blown it all by oversleeping? A thirty-second high-speed chase along city streets can seem interminable, but McDuffie had now led the police for almost eight minutes. He took twenty-six turns, flipped his lights on and off, went at a deceptive crawl, feinted parking, and rode at over eighty miles an hour. There were now fourteen squad cars tracking him.

At 1:59, McDuffie finally made a sensible decision, pulling over by the on-ramp to I-395, the intersection by Decorator’s Row, and put his kickstand down. From six in the morning until seven at night, this was a busy intersection, a familiar turn for any Miami Beach resident heading home from work in the city. But Miami was not a late-night town—not in these parts, anyway. Here it was just concrete and overpasses, the occasional rumble of a truck rolling on the highway above, but no late-night businesses to bring anyone to the street, and certainly not on a night as cold as this. Two green-and-white squad cars pulled in immediately behind him, each containing a single officer drawn from the county’s force of 1,450. Moments later the blue-and-white cars of the city police joined them. In the faint light, the officers were easier to distinguish than their cars. County officers wore brown and tan, city officers a dark blue almost indistinguishable from the night.

Less than four minutes later, the sirens of Fire Rescue could be heard from several blocks away. As the ambulance slowed, its sirens were silenced, leaving just the flashing red light to illuminate the scene; enough for the attending medics to see that McDuffie’s face was entirely covered in blood. Unit Five Fire Rescue wasn’t sure what to make of McDuffie. He was now sitting up in the middle of the street. His eyes were swollen shut. Pulse and breathing were normal. A paramedic asked the police to remove his handcuffs.

As soon as they were removed, McDuffie’s arms began to flail. The head of the Fire Rescue unit calmed McDuffie down, then bandaged his head, wiping clean an inch-long gash. He inserted a needle into the inside of McDuffie’s right elbow. As McDuffie absorbed Ringer’s lactate, a solution used to replace lost blood, the medic tried to shine a light in his eyes, but they were so swollen he couldn’t force them open.

The police explained there’d been an accident. The John Doe had fallen from the bike at high speed. He’d hit his head. His helmet had spun off. Then he’d come up fighting and had to be subdued. No identification had been found. For a motorcyclist in Miami, the John Doe had been well protected—leather jacket, boots, jeans. The medic made a mental note that the man surprisingly had seemed to have escaped road rash, the usual abrasions and bruises associated with a high-speed accident.

Still conscious, McDuffie moved. He climbed onto the stretcher himself. The doors to the ambulance closed at 2:23 a.m. The vehicle sped to Jackson Memorial Hospital, where Frederica McDuffie was halfway through her night shift. Stationed in the ward above the Emergency Room, she watched the ambulance pull up and had the fleeting thought that it was a late admission for a Sunday night. By the time the ambulance unloaded, at 2:25, Arthur McDuffie was comatose. His blood loss was extreme. He received a transfusion of eleven pints, “his entire body capacity and then some.” McDuffie was carried into the hospital, registered as a John Doe, and taken to D Ward, where hospitalized prisoners were often kept. The medic paused, then wrote on the Fire Rescue report that the injuries were sustained in a motorcycle accident.

Frederica McDuffie left her shift at 7:30 a.m., and her first call was to her ex-husband’s house. His sister picked up. McDuffie couldn’t come to the phone. His bedroom door was closed, she said, and she guessed that he must still be asleep. Later that day, Frederica would learn from McDuffie’s oldest brother that her ex-husband had lost control of his motorbike and driven straight into a wall at over sixty miles an hour. He had been the 2:25 a.m. arrival at Jackson.

As soon as the hospital staff identified McDuffie, they moved him over to the main building. The morning of December 17, surgeons began to drill into his skull searching for a clot in hopes of removing it to relieve the growing pressure inside his skull. They found that “the entire brain was swelling uncontrollably.” There was no remedy. The body was alive, but the brain was dying.

Frederica spent most of the next four days at McDuffie’s bedside, inside her own place of work. The first time she saw him in the hospital, she doubted it was the man she’d married. His head was “so swollen there [were] no features in his face at all.” His sister Dorothy thought his head resembled a basketball. She said his name, and he raised an arm, the only time he’d show any sign of comprehension. Frederica looked over her ex-husband’s body, noted bruises and scratches on his arms and legs, and came to a professional conclusion she didn’t share. “No accident could look like this.”

On December 21, three days after his brain had ceased to function, the last of McDuffie’s sisters drove up to Jackson. She’d had to fly in from Germany, where her husband was based with the US Army. At 2:00 p.m., shortly after her arrival, McDuffie’s life support was unplugged. His mother, sisters, ex-wife, and brothers were allowed to sit with the body until they were ready for it be wheeled out.

Two hours later, the phone on Edna Buchanan’s desk rang.






CHAPTER 3

Hearing the phone was easy, finding the phone was slightly more difficult. Edna Buchanan’s desk at the Miami Herald was covered in competing stacks of paper, directories, and photographs.

When Buchanan finally picked up, the voice on the other end of the phone was familiar, reliable. It was the source’s story that seemed extraordinary. A black motorcyclist in a coma in Jackson Memorial was dying or dead. He had been brought in by Fire Rescue from a traffic accident in the early morning of December 17. But there hadn’t been an accident. He’d been beaten by a group of PSD officers. The multiple police reports had been written, then rewritten. If she dug, she could find the inconsistencies.

Crime reporters like Edna Buchanan walked a tricky path. Their access was dependent on the generosity of sources within police departments. Reporters suspected of having little understanding of the pressures of police work would find themselves on the outside of every crime scene, dealing with public information officers rather than detectives. Instead of sifting through scraps of truth, they’d be left standing beside every other reporter listening to standard lines and standard vocabulary, slapped with a grab bag of clichés and a press release to quote back to their readers.

Buchanan, known simply by her first name across every police department in the twenty-seven municipalities of Dade, didn’t have that problem. She’d already married and divorced one cop; had attended the Police Benevolent Association Fourth of July picnics and bonded with officers’ wives under a table while their husbands shot at the fireworks. Buchanan knew the stresses of the job. Her reputation among cops varied. Some considered her presumptuous and aggressive, but even her detractors understood that she was also hardworking, efficient, and fair. A policeman had once threatened her with arrest at a crime scene and had thrown her in the back of his patrol car; another officer let her out the other side. Buchanan never filed complaints with her editors, never sought to alert Internal Review. It was a small price for the stories obtained.

Buchanan’s style of doing business was as incongruous as her physical appearance at a crime scene. Police reporters tended to be white males, in their thirties or forties. Miami’s own archetype had been Henry Reno, Janet Reno’s father, a tall, taciturn Dane who’d held Buchanan’s job at the Herald for forty-three years. Back then, reporters covering the cops had desks inside the police stations. They didn’t need advice from a detective about what to keep in or out of an article. In their own minds, they were “more or less a member of the department.”

Instead of the besuited, mustachioed Reno, officers now faced forty-year-old Buchanan, whose slightness was emphasized by a blond bouffant that wasn’t so much ahead of the 1980s as a nod to the 1950s. She had big blue eyes, always hidden behind sunglasses in the Miami sun, and one of the rarest physical attributes: no looping ridges on the tips of her fingers. Had Buchanan been on the other side of the law, she could have had a gloveless career in crime. In the early days, she attended crime scenes in high heels and silk scarves, carrying a handbag. She kept a gun in her glove compartment. By 1980 she favored flats, usually accompanied by one of two jumpsuits she kept by her front door, one beige, the other purple. Whenever her phone rang, which tended to be nightly since “if you called someone else she’d be pissed off,” Buchanan was ready.

Her articles carried a jolt, almost always within her lead. “Gary Robinson died hungry,” began one article. Robinson had pushed to the front of the line of a fast-food chicken restaurant. He tried to order fried chicken, was sent to the back of the line by the counterwoman, returned to the front, where they were now out of fried chicken, then swatted the server in the head. Robinson—drunk, rambunctious, aggressive, and still unfed—was shot in the head by a security guard. A senseless murder turned into a seven-paragraph meditation on how circumstances could quickly accelerate to death.

Buchanan’s deadpan style seemed birthed in the staccato noir of the 1930s—a little Chandler, a dash of Hammett—and there were few reporters who had such a thirst for details. She revealed the bright colors that differentiated one South Florida life from another, and planted the macabre of Miami in the moment. What record was still spinning on the hi-fi by the body? What was in the oven? What book had been found in the corpse’s hand? Cases that would have otherwise been ignored came to life, and for a local reporter at a premier newspaper in the South, Buchanan found that a surprising number of her stories migrated to the front page.

By the time Buchanan and her source ended their call on the morning of Friday, December 21, she’d made her decision: she would chase this story to its conclusion. Buchanan had her own formula for sorting the city’s truths from its lies. If a story seemed particularly unbelievable, it usually turned out to be true.



In an open-plan office like the Herald’s, there was a football field of reporters lurking behind their Rolodex wheel of sources, telephone receivers pressed to their ears. Skinny notebook at the ready, Buchanan got a fresh dial tone and placed a call to the medical examiner’s office.

“Have you had a black motorcyclist come in the last day or two?” she asked, preparing to jot a response in her invented shorthand.

“No,” said the operator. Buchanan relaxed. Thank God my source is wrong, she thought. “But we’ve got one on the way,” said the operator. “He just died.”

Buchanan asked to be put through to Ronald Wright, the assistant medical examiner scheduled to conduct the autopsy. The two spoke, and she repeated her source’s story. Buchanan hung up the phone only to place another call immediately. This time she went straight to the PSD’s department of Internal Review, the division that policed the police. The man who answered the phone was cordial with Buchanan and assured her that “nothing was amiss. The motorcyclist simply had an accident trying to outrun the police.” That was Buchanan’s last phone call of the morning. She grabbed her car keys and headed to the gray bank of elevators. She needed to speak with the officers, despite what promised to be a chilly reception.

The relationship between the press and the PSD had reached a new low. The previous summer, the Miami Herald had published a three-part series on police brutality after the police raided the wrong house in the Central District and attacked an innocent black schoolteacher. Six months later, the Herald was still involved in a Freedom of Information suit against the police department. But the biggest blow to the PSD was that the exposé revealed a complicated and unhealthy truth: officers who were seen as aggressive, or who were being punished internally for infractions, were more likely to be posted to the predominantly black Central District. The more troubled an officer’s situation, the more likely it was that he would be given the midnight shift. It was, according to Edna Buchanan, where “they sent the screw-ups that the brass didn’t want to see in the daytime.”

Central—which included Liberty City, where working-class black residents now made up over 90 percent of the population—was also the area with the highest crime rates. The area of Liberty City patrolled by county officers contained less than 5 percent of the county’s population, but 23 percent of its robberies and 40 percent of its stabbings. The combination of unruly officers and high-pressure situations was volatile.

In a divided city like Miami, white policemen had little interaction with the black community. It hadn’t always been that way. When Buchanan had first started reporting, police often covered medical emergencies. Officers who’d delivered babies wore a tiny stork on their lapels. They were just as likely to have aided your asthmatic child as they were to have arrested your troubled uncle. When the work was passed over to Fire Rescue, it had seemed entirely logical—except now the black community and white policemen most often crossed paths in reaction to moments of extreme stress, when crimes had just been committed or were in progress. Two decades before, James Baldwin had written that any white policeman in Harlem could “retreat from his uneasiness in only one direction: into a callousness which very shortly becomes second nature. He becomes more callous, the population becomes more hostile, the situation grows more tense, and the police force is increased.” In Miami’s case, Baldwin had his last assumption wrong.

With inflation moving fast in 1979, instead of augmenting the police force, cuts had been made across the PSD. That left the county police understaffed, which meant that the toughest and most troubled police officers were working overtime in the toughest and most troubled neighborhoods. One out of every five officers had been beaten in the course of making an arrest. Miami was a tinderbox, and as Baldwin had predicted, “One day to everyone’s astonishment, someone drops a match in the powder keg and everything blows up.”

Edna Buchanan slept with a portable scanner on all night by her bed, having trained herself to wake only when it squawked the high-pitched “three signal” of an emergency. Every morning she’d head first to the Miami Beach Police, close to her home on the Venetian Islands. The Beach was the municipality with the oldest voters in America, average age sixty-eight, aging folks in aging hotels, an army of bright clothes and deep wrinkles, dragging their chairs around the terraces seeking or hiding from the sun. Their numbers included the densest population of Holocaust survivors outside of Israel. Buchanan would drive south past the oval of the Kennel Club’s dog-racing track on the southern edge of Ocean Drive, maybe stop at the bakery staffed by sixty-year-old women, concentration camp tattoos peeking from their sleeves.

From the beach, Buchanan would drive across the causeway to the city police, and finally to the county. She knew the names of all the sergeants who rode the desks, as well as their shifts. She stood in the lobbies, leafing through the police reports from the night before, sniffing out the oddities from the logs, sensing stories, preparing to follow leads.

Buchanan exited the Herald building from the rear, the only reporter with a key to the back door and a parking spot in the lot below. She always filled up at the end of the day in the Herald’s own gas station, just a block away. It would only take a reporter one lost story to understand the benefits of a full tank.



On the morning of December 22, when Buchanan strolled through the doors of the PSD building, it was hardly an unusual sight. Some of the officers bristled at her presence, but she had enough attitude, knew enough friendly faces in senior positions, that she was tolerated when she was not welcomed. At headquarters, she was allowed to listen to the eight-minute-long tape of the police chase. She noted that the pursuit ended at 1:59 a.m. “We have him,” said a sergeant’s voice. At 2:01, that same voice came back on the police radio. Buchanan could hear how breathless he was as he requested the ambulance.

Next, Buchanan turned to the accident report. There were two thousand employees at the PSD, but a few names “sprang off the page.” Of the names on the report, the most troubling to Buchanan was Michael Watts. Four year ago, Watts had been honored as Officer of the Month for arresting a serial child murderer as the man raped a woman by the side of a Dade County highway. It was a vital arrest that had saved lives. But Watts had also turned two traffic violations into hospital stays, fracturing the skull of a black man arrested for running a light, and then dragging a black woman out of her car by her feet, bouncing her head on the pavement. The infraction was an expired inspection sticker. These weren’t exceptions to the rule. Buchanan had received a phone call months before from one of Watts’s friends, a female officer in the PSD. Watts’s supervisor had noted that he “had difficulty in dealing with blacks,” and then he’d been promptly transferred to Central. Watts had been furious. He’d told his friend he’d either kill or be killed in his new assignment. Since the friend had refused to go on the record, there was little Buchanan could do.

As Buchanan finished reading the McDuffie accident report, she noted the name of the company that had recovered the Kawasaki motorcycle from under I-395. She got back into her car and headed over to Barbon Towing, an unremarkable lot among many unremarkable lots on the edge of Miami’s Wynwood district. Half an acre of poured concrete baked by the sun, the lot was cracked by weeds and protected by a taut chain-link fence topped with barbed wire. Buchanan inquired about the Kawasaki, and the owner looked relieved that someone cared. He’d found the bike in the middle of the street next to a pool of blood. “We were wondering when somebody was going to pick it up.” This was an oddity. If there’d been any type of internal investigation underway, the motorbike should have already been seized as evidence; it shouldn’t be sitting in the lot, untouched.

Buchanan asked if she could take a look. She stood with her pad and pen, noting that “every piece of glass and plastic on the machine was shattered—the speedometer, all of the gauges, all of the lights.” Buchanan had covered accidents before, and it seemed odd to her that the damage was so complete. The lot’s owner asked if she wanted to take the bike with her. For a moment she contemplated trying to attach the Kawasaki to her Camaro. Without the motorbike, she headed over to the medical examiner’s office.

After McDuffie’s body had been wheeled out of his hospital room, it had been taken downstairs on a gurney and rattled through the off-white corridors to the back of Jackson Memorial. This was Dr. Joseph H. Davis’s domain, the medical examiner’s office. It was familiar to the PSD homicide department and to the Herald’s crime reporters, another part of Buchanan’s daily routine. Davis also hosted what was considered the best Christmas party in the wider law enforcement community. Only two days before, on December 20, Buchanan, Davis, and the city and county homicide detectives had celebrated together during the day, just a couple of doors down from the morgue.

Davis was supposed to be in the Caribbean for his Christmas vacation. Buchanan’s phone call from the previous morning had been significant enough for him to miss his plane. He didn’t remove his top assistant, Ronald Wright, from the scheduled autopsy, but he chose to attend.

Davis was used to watching the Dade County dead roll in. He had worked for the county for twenty-four years, before there was even a medical examiner’s office. At first, he operated out of an abandoned garage in a refrigerated truck; but things had changed. In 1961, he’d operated with a budget of $1,000 and had overseen a couple of assistants. By the end of 1980, the budget ran to $1.1 million and forty-five employees, though it was far from perfect. Buchanan was often in the morgue when the drains would block and parts of the dead would return carried in puddles of dark water.

The father of six daughters and a son, Davis was a gardener and a cook who had taken the time to train his dachshund to sneeze on command. He was a genial eccentric, superb at his job. He’d served on the investigation committees into the deaths of President Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr. and had once headed the National Association of Medical Examiners. For a man who worked only on the dead, he was a committed advocate for the living, pushing for legislation when he saw patterns, helping to improve Florida laws on traffic safety, electrical wiring, and pool installation. In his opinion, the fewer clients he had, the better.

It was just after eleven when Buchanan walked past what Davis referred to as “brain buckets,” motorcycle helmets from fatal accidents that led to the entrance of the medical examiner’s office. On Davis’s desk sat a small sign: “A Cluttered Desk Is the Mark of Genius.” It was something Buchanan would have noted with sympathy. Scattered around were hundreds of colored slides, “pictures most people could not conjure up in their most horrific nightmares. Riot victims, accident cases, close-ups of curiously patterned gunshot wounds.” Overlaying the slides were messages from police, doctors, lawyers, and funeral homes. Beneath the slides and messages, the lens of a microscope peeked out. Books lined the floor, rising almost to the ceiling, each germane to common causes of death in Dade County: diving, guns, medicine, and cars.

Behind Davis’s desk hung an Asian sword, a British-made anti-tank rifle, and a model of the Eastern Air Lines L-1011 jet that had plummeted into the Everglades on Dec 29, 1972. Davis had worked sixty straight hours with little rest on that case, “scrambling in and out of the twisted wreckage” noting the precise positions of the dead. Despite rupturing a disc in his spine, he had still attended a meeting of county officials, which he eventually left in an ambulance. Buchanan had witnessed it all.

Now Buchanan waited with two officers from the PSD’s Internal Review while Davis and Wright began their methodical work behind closed doors. McDuffie’s helmet sat close to his body. It had arrived hours after its owner, carried in by two PSD patrolmen. Had Buchanan witnessed the helmet arriving separately, it would have deepened her suspicions.

As soon as the autopsy was over, Wright and Davis presented their findings to Buchanan and the officers. The examination confirmed that a devastating blow had shattered McDuffie’s skull. “The fatal fracture, directly between the eyes, was typical of the type of injury suffered when a motorcycle rider hurtles over the handlebars head first, smashing into a solid object, such as a pole or a bridge abutment.”

Wright kept talking. The blow that had caused McDuffie’s death had been extraordinary. “The skull was cracked almost cleanly in half, starting at the point of impact between the eyes and extending down through the base of the skull and ending at a point high on the occipital bone at the back of the head.” The major horizontal fracture ended at the point where it met the vertical fracture. That meant that the blow to the front of the head had come first. There was only one way the medical examiner could see a blow of this force being delivered—from the speed gathered on a motorcycle.

Buchanan took notes. Wright continued: there were other blunt-impact injuries that could not be explained by a crash. He hastened to add that it was common for mortally injured motorcyclists to react aggressively in their confusion, and that it made sense that the officers might have to physically restrain him.

Buchanan could sense Internal Review’s relief. The examiner’s findings were consistent with the police report, but Buchanan wasn’t satisfied. She knew that medical examiners’ natural inclination was to support the police. Daily they found themselves working alongside detectives with shared objectives. In this case, she didn’t doubt Ronald Wright’s integrity, only his conclusion. Besides, Wright, ever cautious, had written “pending further investigation” on the death certificate.

From Jackson Memorial, Buchanan drove north to where McDuffie’s motorcycle had come to a stop. It was a sunny, windy day. Buchanan parked on a side street and walked the scene. She immediately realized that there was a problem with the conclusion from the medical examiner’s office. There was nothing that a motorcycle, or McDuffie, could have hit. “No pole, no bridge abutment, not even a curb.” Wright’s conclusion may have brought ease to Internal Review, but Buchanan now had evidence to back up her source.



That afternoon, Buchanan drove to Arthur McDuffie’s house at 1157 NW 111th Street. Heading toward grief was, for most crime reporters, the worst part of the job. Buchanan felt differently. For her it was a chance to console and to connect. Over the years, she felt she’d witnessed every variety of reaction. She’d had men and women faint on her, she’d been screamed at, and she’d had doors slammed on her. She always went back knowing that grief could conjure extremes, but it often ended in the same place—with the acknowledgment that the victim deserved to be remembered, and that Buchanan could help ensure a voice was heard one last time.

Christmas was far from Buchanan’s mind as she drove along Biscayne past the odd pockets of winter cheer that seemed forced in the sun. There were lights, puppet-populated villages, trains, and Santas sitting on top of houses against bright blue skies. There were kindly folks, wandering their blocks handing out candy canes to strangers. There was the sound of organ music rising up over the palm trees.

At McDuffie’s house, she was welcomed into a roomful of grieving relatives. Buchanan quickly learned that she wasn’t the only person who’d visited the I-395 underpass. McDuffie’s mother, Eula Mae, a Miami Beach housekeeper, had already combed the area with help from her family. They showed Buchanan a broken frame from McDuffie’s eyeglasses, the chin strap to his helmet, and part of a police sharpshooter’s badge. There were no accusations openly voiced, but Buchanan sensed bewilderment. She borrowed a photograph of a smiling McDuffie wearing his Marine Corps uniform, held his mother’s hand, and “promised to find out what really happened to her son.” Driving back to the Herald, Buchanan immediately regretted the gesture. If the medical examiner’s office, perhaps the most trusted institution in Dade County, had already concluded in opposition to her source’s story, then what exactly could she promise a grieving mother?

Even Buchanan had her doubts. In ten years, she’d covered plenty of heroes and crooked cops, but on both ends of the spectrum, those officers usually worked alone or in small numbers. The thing that made her uncertain about this story was the math. If McDuffie had been beaten into a coma, then at least a dozen officers would have had to be involved in covering up the accident. Sure, there was the concept of the “thin blue line”—the idea that the police always stood together, united, impervious to leaks—but as a detective had once told Buchanan, that was just a concept. While there was a strong sense of brotherhood, the police still sought to be understood as individuals. “If the worst is true,” thought Buchanan, “how can they be hanging in so tight? Wouldn’t they all be sweating by now?”

Buchanan returned to her desk at the Herald. She went over every name on the accident report. One by one, she telephoned each officer at work and left a message. By the end of the day, not a single phone call had been returned.

By nightfall, a frustrated Buchanan had one last person to try: Charlie Black, the chief of detectives. Wide as a linebacker and grim in bearing, Black was an old-school investigator. “Always on the move like a locomotive, IQ must have been about 165, but loyal as loyal could be if you were there for him.” But many weren’t, offended by his bluntness. If he didn’t think a detective was competent, he didn’t just move him from homicide to another department, he suggested a new line of work. Buchanan knew Black’s reputation and liked him for it.

“What do you have to say about Arthur McDuffie?” she began. There was a silence on the line. Charlie Black had never heard the name before. He asked if he could make a quick call of his own.

Within minutes, Buchanan’s phone rang. It was Black and Marshall Frank, his captain of homicide, now six months into his job. Frank was already familiar with Buchanan, the daily visitor to the PSD. Dealing with her, he’d later write, was “like being plugged into an electrical socket.” He’d seen her at crime scenes again and again and never met a reporter “who could ask more questions in less time.”

Neither Black nor Frank had ever heard of McDuffie; and briefly, the roles were reversed. For the next ten minutes, two ranking detectives of Dade County asked the reporter to share her knowledge. Buchanan was stunned. “How come Homicide doesn’t know about this?” A man died because of wounds sustained in front of their police officers. It should have been a homicide priority, and yet it hadn’t even been brought to Marshall Frank’s attention?

Black immediately made an unprecedented decision. He would put Marshall Frank on the McDuffie case; for the first time in county history, the Captain of Homicide would be the lead investigator. Black knew Buchanan too well to ask her to hold the story, but he also knew that appointing Frank would send a message. It was an admission that something was awry, the accusation was being taken seriously, and the truth was close at hand.

Buchanan hung up the phone. She appreciated Charlie Black’s commitment to justice, but she couldn’t concern herself with the speed or results of Frank’s investigation. For the moment, she had information, but nothing in her own newspaper. As Buchanan got ready for bed, the rest of the city was still preparing for Christmas. Schoolchildren across the county had been asked to write letters of support to the hostages in Tehran. Kmart was reporting a sudden strong burst of last-minute sales despite the febrile inflation. At Kennedy Park, a snow machine sponsored by Burger King chugged to life, and the Miami moonlight was cut by white flurries as barefoot kids relished the novelty of frozen toes.

On Sunday, December 23, the Herald threw its annual Christmas party. By the time Buchanan got to a quiet newsroom, the celebrations had started elsewhere. Her fellow reporters would often head four blocks north to the 1800 Club, a “diminutive cave of a bar” tended by women in tight white tops and gold lamé pants. Buchanan, who wasn’t social, preferred her desk.

As she wrote, skimpy crowds gathered a mile south to watch decorated boats splutter around Biscayne Bay in a Marine Parade. There were pirate girls in bikinis, hulls covered in flashing reindeer lights, and the occasional pop of a firework. Drunk buccaneers fell off their boats while firing fake cannons, and the head of a marching band sashayed along an almost empty Biscayne Boulevard.

By nightfall, the Herald emptied out. The more experienced employees leveraged their weight and took off for the holidays, which meant that Buchanan was left to deal with her biggest peeve: an inexperienced editor. Usually, she waited until a deadline to hand over copy to her editors “so that they don’t have too much time to fiddle with it.”

As soon as she handed in the draft, most of her article was questioned. The chin strap, the busted motorcycle, this analysis could be attributed to whom, exactly? Buchanan had seen them herself. What was the problem? She put Ronald Wright on the phone. He didn’t have to come to the same conclusions, just confirm the details. Finally, the article was approved, barely scraping through for the Christmas Eve morning edition. Buchanan had her front page, but she seethed at the article. The editor had insisted she lead with the Internal Review’s explanation of McDuffie’s death. It was dulling a story that should have been sharp enough to cut through a reader’s morning fog.

Outside the Herald building, the moon was peeking out, and a nearby candlelit vigil for the Iranian hostages was forming. The organizers had expected five thousand people, but only fifty had shown up, and the wind had risen and extinguished their candles. Only a rabbi drove up for the interfaith prayer service, and he turned around when he saw the depleted numbers.

The two policemen in the Herald parking lot weren’t there to control the small crowd. They were there because they’d received telephone messages from Buchanan. Neither had responded. Now they were waiting to intercept an early copy of the newspaper from a delivery truck. They looked at it, studied the article closely, concluded that they were still safe, and went back to their homes to celebrate the holidays. The watered-down story hit the front lawns of Dade County that morning: “Cops’ Role in Death Probed.”

Buchanan’s credo was simple: if in doubt, put it in the paper. She wasn’t interested in sensationalism, but often the most sensational stories created the greatest change. Over the years, she’d inspired people to spontaneously raise money for an elderly rape victim. She’d received calls that led to the discovery of a missing child, and she’d fielded countless tips to help find suspects. Never had anything moved as quickly as this.






CHAPTER 4

The first violinist of the Broward Symphony Orchestra wore his pager on his belt and prayed that it wouldn’t go off during the holiday concert. Capt. Marshall Frank, now the lead investigator on the McDuffie case, was already overworked. Home life was a present peace after a whirlwind of disorder. Divorced three times, father to four children, adopted father to three stepchildren, Frank was currently living at home with just one daughter. There was also a girlfriend to consider, a lawyer in the Felony Division. After the concert, Frank carefully closed the case on his instrument and drove home in his county-owned four-door Plymouth, painted a drab white with a radio antenna poking from the roof.

Frank had been promoted to captain of the PSD homicide unit the previous April. Shortly after dealing with the body in the trunk of the black Audi, he had been welcomed into his role with a call from the FBI’s Miami office. The conversation was brief but clear: Frank had inherited a homicide bureau riddled with corruption. The FBI was weighing indictments. If that wasn’t disturbing enough, the county murder rate was up 38 percent in 1979. If you’d asked Marshall Frank about priorities for 1980 over his 1979 Thanksgiving turkey, the answer would have been more detectives, clean detectives, people he could trust.

Florida’s governor, Bob Graham, was aware of the McDuffie case. He was, after all, a Miami native, a practical, detail-driven man who preferred to fold his own laundry despite a retinue of staff in the governor’s mansion. There had already been coverage in the New York Times. But it was still seen as a Miami problem, created by Dade, to be resolved in Dade and not, or at least not yet, of enough consequence to trouble a governor. The pressure would fall squarely on the county’s PSD homicide bureau.

Frank sped down the six-lane freeway that cut through the middle of the city. Miami was concrete poured over swamp, a sprawling metropolis dependent on air-conditioning and the gods of the hurricane season. And while the nation as a whole was struggling to get construction projects off the ground because lending rates were still ballooning, that hadn’t affected Miami. The proof lay along the coastal route, where a line of tall buildings now blocked off the ocean view.

This city was, in theory, directly connected to the rest of America. The highway Frank took that night from Broward to South Miami ran twenty feet above Overtown. If he’d headed north, he could have driven in a straight line all the way to his hometown of New York. Historically, Miami’s troubles had come from the tristate area, home of organized crime and thousands looking for a cheap box in the sun.

Marshall Frank had arrived in Miami in 1947, before the first Cuban influx. Born to vaudeville parents, he was raised by his mother and his stepfather, a Jewish gangster with hands “soft as a baby’s ass.” When Frank was three, his older brother drowned in Flushing Bay. His mother’s red hair turned white overnight. Between the family tragedy and Governor Dewey’s push against organized crime, the family relocated to Florida, a state still considered “wide-open,” as there seemed to be limitless possibilities for corruption.

Frank grew up in Miami watching his stepfather beaten by associates. When his stepfather drank, he would turn on Frank’s mother and drag her across the apartment by her hair. By the time Frank graduated high school, his mother had been widowed and had remarried. His stepfather was a kinder lawbreaker, a bookie who ran a loan shark operation on the upper Beach. When his stepson wanted to enter the police force, all his stepfather had to do was make a call to smooth Frank’s way. Marshall Frank’s background interview with Internal Affairs lasted less than a minute. It involved a handshake and a wink, and there was Frank, a handsome, square-jawed young patrolman with a preference for aviator shades, a voice for radio, a shining badge, and a home life that was never mentioned.

Frank resisted the various temptations. Once, as a rookie, his sergeant had driven him down a street in upmarket Coral Gables and pointed to a house. The family’s away, he said. It’s full of furs, cash, coins. We could empty the place in twenty minutes. You in? No, Marshall Frank was not in. He’d spent his early life watching the intersection of crime and law enforcement, his stepfather’s card games with cops and mobsters. He was definitely not in.

Frank joined homicide in 1968, and he worked his first murder case a full month later, a reflection of the sluggish pace of Miami life in the 1960s. His last murder case came in 1973, after which Frank passed his captain’s exam and went on to head up the Crime Scene Section. Like every other captain across the PSD, he was now an administrator who wielded power. It left with him regrets, with a yearning to work cases again, and from time to time he wished he’d never taken the captain’s exam. Now, unexpectedly, Marshall Frank had one more case to investigate.

The McDuffie investigation was, in many ways, no longer representative of modern Miami’s homicides. That’s not to say that confrontations between black residents and white officers had disappeared. The county police force, tilted heavily toward white officers recruited in the South, still wasn’t a reflection of the people it represented. McDuffie was unrepresentative because there were suddenly entire new categories in homicide that hadn’t earned any attention even a year before. If Marshall Frank had to have chosen a murder indicative of Miami at the very end of 1979, it would have been the body in the trunk of the Audi. The death of black males in police custody had a history in the American South. The body in the Audi was something entirely new; a murder of a Colombian, by Colombians, over a business dispute that originated in Colombia. Miami seemed to have provided only the location.

The challenge of imported murders had been increasingly obvious twelve weeks after Frank’s promotion to captain of the homicide bureau. In the middle of an afternoon in July 1979, three gunmen had walked into the upscale Dadeland Mall, murdered two Colombians in a liquor store with machine guns, shot and hit both store clerks, and then sprayed the entire parking lot with gunfire as they exited. There had been too many bullet holes in the dead men for the medical examiner to count, though as one Colombian had fallen, he’d managed to keep his bottle of Chivas intact.

The three gunmen had escaped, but what terrified Miami was what they chose to leave behind: a brand-new van with 108 miles on the odometer. Edna Buchanan dubbed it the “war wagon.” Detective Al Singleton of Frank’s homicide bureau had opened up the doors to show her the reinforced steel plates, the gun ports, the bulletproof vests, the black one-way glass, and the multitude of automatic weapons. Before going home that night, Singleton had bought himself a fourteen-shot Browning Hi-Power automatic and retired his six-shot Smith & Wesson. There was some small solace at the Dadeland scene. One of the murdered men’s fingerprints matched prints taken from the steering wheel of the Audi used in the April shootout. Frank finally had his central suspect, albeit dead.

When he considered the growing list of unsolved murders of young Colombian men and women, Frank felt almost relieved to lead the McDuffie investigation. Of course, it would have been better if the incident had happened inside, where a scene might have been preserved days later, or if the area had been roped off for examination. But Frank was grateful for what remained. There was paperwork to pore over, a motorcycle to find and examine, and a detailed medical examiner’s report, as well as potential witnesses. The only snag was that all the suspects and all the witnesses were his fellow officers. When cases began life as public knowledge with a political edge, the trouble flowed downhill to where Frank had now been placed.

When Frank asked detectives Al Singleton and Frank Wesolowski to join him in his office on Christmas Eve, Singleton’s first thought was, Oh, shit. Homicide’s offices were in the PSD building on Fourteenth Street. You got off the elevator on the second floor, walked down a hallway to the center of the building, took a left at a coffee shop called Finger Charlie’s. The detectives all worked at open-plan desks, but the major, shift commander, and Captain Frank all had their own offices. By the time Singleton and Wesolowski stepped in to meet with Frank, almost everyone in the building had read the article about McDuffie in that morning’s Herald. Neither Singleton nor Wesolowski was eager to investigate their own, something Singleton considered “the least tasteful thing you can do as a police officer.”

A wiry, no-nonsense New Yorker, Wesolowski, known simply as Ski, wore his top button open and his tie always loose. He specialized in working scenes and interrogating suspects. There were drinkers in the bureau, there were fishermen, but if you wanted to find Ski after work, you headed to the baseball and softball fields in South Miami. There, in the Florida sun, Ski still wore his Yankee pinstripes. Slight and extremely fit, he’d once coasted by Marshall Frank in a footrace at a barbeque while running backward. When Frank kept trying to get him to smoke on the way to a scene, Ski had taken his captain’s pack of Benson & Hedges and tossed it out the window.

Wesolowski taught interrogation. New members of the squad were surprised by his choice of role model: Edna Buchanan. He described her as a digger. He found her frustrating to have at a scene, impossible to have in the office, but “God, she could keep them talking.” “Keep them talking,” he told his charges, “and you get your information.” Buchanan had his respect, right down to the “Edna door” that would soon go up to prevent her casual strolls through the PSD’s homicide bureau.

Wesolowski, like Marshall Frank, had finished his service in the marines before the escalation of Vietnam. Al Singleton, several years younger, had been a corporal in the marines, stationed in Da Nang and then Hue. A man so thin that he was known as Blade of Grass, or just Blade, he’d commanded a small unit through the jungles. One afternoon, while sitting next to the radioman and calling in coordinates for an ambush, he had an epiphany: This is me at twenty years old, he thought. What am I going to do when I return home? If I return home, I’m not going to bag groceries. The aim, he told himself, was to find a job with consequence.

He returned to his hometown of Cincinnati in 1973 with a plan. His father was a policeman. He would be a policeman, too. The only issue was that they didn’t want him, striking him from the list for his less than perfect eyesight. Miami, on the other hand, was hiring. The physical wasn’t as demanding, and so Singleton, with his trimmed mustache, became Ohio’s loss and Florida’s gain.

In his first year, Singleton made exactly $10,000. He rented a one-bedroom apartment and slept on the floor until he saved enough for a bed. In the summer of 1978, he was inducted into homicide, the holy grail of police work. Detectives had improvised their own uniform: a three-piece suit adorned with chains and fobs, and brand-new pagers attached to their belt. Almost all of them smoked cigars, considered a good way to mask the smell of decomposing bodies. Even inside Doc Davis’s morgue, detectives would smoke in the corner as Davis took out his saws and went to work.

Homicide bureaus eased their rookies in with simple cases. Singleton’s first murder wrapped before he even reached the station. A white teenage male confessed in the back of his car. He’d shot his twenty-four-year-old black victim through the head. The teenager sighed and added, “I’m tired of the black man fucking up the white man’s world.” The nonchalance of the phrase struck Singleton deeply. When he gave evidence in court, he waited to watch the judge react to those words. “He laid the hammer on him,” said Singleton, and carried his first case to conviction.



Frank, Singleton, and Wesolowski put their holiday plans on hold and began to analyze the evidence in the McDuffie case. The tiny group was filled with mutual respect. Frank had once seen Wesolowski solve a murder in five minutes. Wesolowski had noticed a bloody footprint next to a body in a bathtub. It had four toes. Within minutes, Wesolowski had their suspect, a man who calmly opened a door in a condo unit a floor down, barefoot with a bandage on his little toe.

This would be different. Wesolowski had always followed cases with the idea that if he wasn’t certain himself, he’d rather leave you on the street than waste the state’s time. Looking at the McDuffie evidence, he imagined the temptations the officers felt after a long chase. You see a man resisting, maybe you get a kick in, maybe you got “to prove you’re one of the boys.” Wesolowski looked over the names of the officers, and Watts’s name jumped out at him as quickly as it had at Buchanan.

The three detectives listened to the police tapes, and traced back the first inconsistency to a sergeant. “How did he get a fractured skull?” said an unknown voice on the recording. “Falling off the motor,” said the sergeant. At 4:58 a.m. on December 17, the department put in a routine request to examine the accident scene. But when the investigators arrived, the scene had already been destroyed.

“Why’d they tidy the stuff so quick?” one officer asked another a little later over the radio.

“I have no idea.”

Later, the same sergeant was recorded again. “He was hit with Kel-Lites,” he said, referring to the metal flashlights encasing heavy batteries that officers often deployed like truncheons.

“Kel-Lites?” said a voice. “Oh, shit.”

The detectives took note: this might contradict the sergeant’s original statement, that McDuffie had broken his skull falling off the motorcycle. Then there was the Use of Force report that the first officer on the scene had submitted, signed by his sergeant. McDuffie had fallen from the bike while turning at high speed. His bike had skidded, his helmet had fallen off, and he’d hit his head. He’d then leapt to his feet and started to struggle with five county officers. The report stated that McDuffie had kicked an officer on the right leg and wounded another, until the next two officers to arrive had struck McDuffie between six and ten times because he had kicked at their knees. The report concluded that the officers used “only force necessary to subdue the subject.”

Captain Frank interviewed the commander of the county’s Central District. The commander confessed that he’d been “immediately suspicious” on the morning of the seventeenth. So why hadn’t he, in the one week that had now passed, released the Use of Force report to Internal Review? Frank told the commander that officers from the city police department had already been talking. If the commander was trying to keep the case fenced within the county’s PSD, then he hadn’t accounted for the fact that he had no control over the city’s police. The story would emerge, regardless.

Finally, there was the accident report from the PSD Internal Review. This was painful reading for Frank. The interviews had been conducted by Linda Saunders, a beautiful young detective in Internal Affairs. The only black investigator, she was regarded as a good prospect, but at the turn of 1980, she’d “never worked a major case in her life.” Frank took one look at the transcripts and saw that Saunders had conducted only brief interviews with the officers concerned. Worse still, it was clear that the officers had railroaded her. She hadn’t probed but “had let the officers say what they wanted.”

Frank sat down with Saunders. When he asked her about the motorbike, she didn’t know where it was. To Frank, who had learned how to read a scene under Doc Davis’s tutelage, everything began with evidence. Frank was livid, but he didn’t know where to direct his rage. Saunders’s investigation should have never even begun. Any incident in which a suspect had received life-threatening injuries during an arrest should have landed immediately on Frank’s own desk at homicide. Why hadn’t the commander at Central or the chief of Internal Review handed the damned thing over?

After Frank dismissed Saunders, she stopped by Sergeant Lonnie Lawrence’s office. The streets Lawrence helped safeguard were 17 percent black, but the PSD was 7 percent black, with no blacks represented “in the higher orders.” The previous summer, three black officers—including Lawrence—had passed the sergeant’s exam, but not one had received a promotion. In response Lawrence had helped found the Progressive Officer’s Club and filed suit against the county. The extraordinary thing? The county listened. The county manager went on to fire the director of the PSD, Bud Purdy—a law and order man, a traditional sheriff who was well thought of by his own department, but a man who was highly resistant to change. Thanks to that suit, Lawrence received a sergeant’s badge and a promotion. He was now the public information officer, the filter through which the police reached the media and the media reached the police.
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