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			Advance Praise for 
AMERICAN DOOM LOOP

			 

			“For the past half-century, journalist Dale Maharidge has been an indispensable voice on America, bearing witness to what is now widely recognized as an empire in decline, warning us about the fall long before it was fashionable to do so. In American Doom Loop, he revisits the 1980s, the start of both his reporting career and so much of our present dysfunction. For anyone seeking to understand the violence endemic to modern America, this is essential, eye-opening reading, a reminder of how we got here—and the human toll that comes with forgetting.”

			—Jessica Bruder, author of Nomadland: Surviving America 
in the Twenty-First Century 

			“An ode to journalism, the old-fashioned kind, by a working-class kid driven by idealism, by a desire to make America a better place. He rides the rails with hobos, helps young Salvadorans flee the violence, talks to cops, steel workers, and sharecroppers; and has endless hours and empathy for victims of rape and violence. He bears and bares the demons and PTSD. A beautiful book.” 

			—Raymond Bonner, author of Weakness and Deceit: U.S. Policy and El Salvador and Waltzing with a Dictator: 
The Marcoses and the Making of American Policy

		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			 

			A REGALO PRESS BOOK

			 

			American Doom Loop:

			Dispatches from a Troubled Nation, 1980s-2020s

			© 2024 by Dale Maharidge

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			ISBN: 979-8-88845-164-9

			ISBN (eBook): 979-8-88845-165-6

			 

			Cover design by Cody Corcoran

			Interior design and composition by Greg Johnson, Textbook Perfect

			All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright ©1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com. The “NIV” and “New International Version” are trademarks registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office by Biblica, Inc.™

			“Escape from El Salvador” chapter: Sanctuary Trial papers, box 6, folder 19, courtesy of University of Arizona Libraries, Special Collections.

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: ] 

			New York • Nashville

			regalopress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			For Judith Haynes

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			“I think we’re an aggressive nation. 
We were fighting the British for our freedom. 
We fought the Indians to take their land. 
We fought the Mexicans. 
We wanted California from the Mexicans; we took it. 
We’ve been fighting all of our existence…. 
We are aggressive—let’s face it.”

			—Tom Price, member of L Company, Third Battalion, 
Twenty-Second Marines, Sixth Marine Division, 
who fought with the author’s father in the Battles of Guam 
and Okinawa in World War II

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Successful feature films and novels have a multidimensional central character shaded with complexity who drives the narrative. These come quickly to mind: Joe Christmas, Tom Joad, Charles Foster Kane, Port and Kit Moresby, Luke in Cool Hand Luke, Nathan Zuckerman, Cliff Booth—characters and their worlds providing a truth via the backdrop of a house burning in Mississippi, California’s iconic Central Valley, the “Rosebud” sled, the vast Sahara beneath its sheltering sky, a prison chain gang (“What we’ve got here is a failure to communicate”), a declining industrial city and a glove factory in New Jersey, a wife-killing sidekick to a washed-up actor who is crazy enough to pick a fight with Bruce Lee. Seldom does nonfiction have an avatar that provides universal meaning. Most journalism isn’t even one-dimensional—at best it’s one-quarter or one-eighth dimensional. It isn’t that we as journalists are ignorant of or choose to ignore complexity; many characters simply don’t have the ability to get one thousand feet above their place on Earth and share that vision of what they see of their lives, or they can but refuse to allow their psyches to be probed. The vast majority of people in real life never let their guard down for us to get close even in the most nonjournalistic of situations. I recall a conversation in a New York City bar in the 1980s with a Pulitzer Prize–winning novelist: he told our group that he was sleeping with as many women as possible as he researched a certain fiction (one of those women he was attempting to bed was present with us over drinks for this exchange), for when one is naked, one can get closest to another person’s secrets. His aim was to learn as many secrets as possible from these unclothed women. This research and/or thought process, beyond being cringeworthy even in the 1980s, appears to have led to work that this novelist published in the 1990s. He, however, was wrong. One repeatedly realizes, if they have lived a long life of attempted intimacy, that one can have sex with someone for a year or more and never really know them.

			The key for the narrative long-form journalist is to identify those rare characters with the ability to ascend to the heights and view themselves one thousand feet below, and then spend a lot of time with them. Slow journalism. Research means patient immersion with people on the receiving end of violence or injustice, who are generous enough to share their experience so that others can learn from it. It’s as close as one can get to the veracity of a novel or film character.

			This book is about some of those people. Their stories are centered in the 1980s, a decade that has many things to tell us today. I reconnected with central figures in my work from that era and bring their stories forward to the present—in one case forty-one years after I first interviewed her. Through it all, my job description has been to listen.

			About the listener:

			Memory is not to be trusted; that’s reason enough for being a packrat. The stories in this book are drawn from the contents of footlockers that I’ve lugged through the years: tens of dozens of notebooks, printouts of journals, memos to and from editors, cassette tape recordings, credit card receipts, original newspaper stories, and other material.

			In immersing in the dust of this archive, I was transported back in time to the events that gave me PTSD. While writing, without consciously realizing it, words emerged in present tense as some scenes were relived. And with this came a return of the nightmares. Even though use of that tense clashes with the overall voice of this book, I’ve let it stand in those places for this reason: the traumatic past is an enduring present.

		

	
		
			Part ONE

			“Go for the Fucking Throat”

		

	
		
			River Styx Road

			We are told that when we dream of watching a person climbing out onto the rotting branch of a towering, barkless dead tree one hundred feet off the ground, we are really looking at ourselves. We are that person who is upside down, koala bear style, slowly shimmying toward the fragile bone-white tip. The branch is surely going to break, and that person is going to plunge to their death. We try yelling, “Turn back,” but no sound comes from our throat. This kind of mirror may pervade our waking hours and explain the dream: what we are drawn to pursue is a reflection of what troubles us.

			Riding my Yamaha motorcycle on ice-slick roads in the shoulder seasons of that Ohio winter of 1976, sometimes in sleet storms, wasn’t risk. For me, risk is rooted in something ultimately far more dangerous: my desire to learn all that I can about others—their secrets, what motivates them—and to write about it. I’m especially drawn to understand the dark side of human nature, as well as the wounded in heart and soul, and what Jack London called “The People of the Abyss.” I wanted to focus on fiction. But a more realistic goal for telling stories, one that actually might put dough in my wallet, was to become a professional journalist.

			Bored with college, at the age of nineteen, I began training at the bottom, “stringing” for reporters at the Cleveland Press, a big afternoon paper. I covered meetings. There was plenty of work. Some forty suburban cities—all with their own mayors, town councils, and school boards—surround Cleveland. I was kept busy two and even three nights a week. Each morning I phoned in my notes to Sarah and Stephanie, the reporters who would craft them into stories. There were no bylines. But I simultaneously freelanced to get writing clips.

			School boards and city councils are populated with the best members of humanity, and also the worst—the petty and conniving. I learned a lot. How to detect bullshit. How to observe. I saw a fight coming between two council members in one meeting long before fists were thrown. I became skilled at getting people to talk. Most of all, I discovered how to listen. Sarah and Stephanie paid me five dollars for the first hour, a buck sixty per hour thereafter. Time hunched over the handlebars didn’t count on the clock. I throttled the Yamaha hard between meetings.

			In the fall of 1977, I rode the motorcycle to apply for a full-time job at a small daily newspaper, the Gazette, located in a city twenty-five miles south of Cleveland with a population of eleven thousand. Settlers in the early 1800s wanted to call it Mecca, but the name had already been taken by another Ohio town. So they chose Medina for both the city and the county. None of the pioneers were Muslim, yet they somehow knew about the two ancient metropolises sacred in Islam, in what would become Saudi Arabia. Gross pay for the job was $125 per week, $103.39 take-home.

			I was assigned to a bureau office in Brunswick, a suburb of tract homes at the northern edge of the county. It was a fast-growing enclave for the solid middle class that then still existed, composed largely of blue-collar factory workers and front-office suits. When I was hired, Medina County was nearly 100 percent White. I would never see a person of color in all my time there. It was a White-flight destination for people running from the old Cleveland neighborhoods.

			Two weeks after I showed up, Michael Swihart, age eighteen, came back from his freshman year at Miami University to his home at 101 Westchester Drive, on a one-third-acre lot in the Forest Hills subdivision off Boston Road. Michael and his father, Donald, had an argument. The father, forty-one and a front-office worker for Hilti Fastening Systems, Inc., which sold industrial steel products, was displeased by his son’s sports-playing ability. Donald stood in front of Michael holding a baseball bat and asked if he would ever learn how “to use one of these.” Michael grabbed the bat and beat Donald to death. When his mother, Sue, age forty, came into the room screaming, he whacked the life out of her too. His brother, Brian, age sixteen, tried to take away the bat, and Michael hammered him to death as well. His nine-year-old brother, Russell, was outside. Michael took Russell to the store to buy him candy. He also purchased gasoline. When they got back to Westchester Drive, Michael beat Russell to death. At 7:40 p.m. that Sunday night, Michael poured gasoline all over the house, walked to the front entrance, and lit a match. The blast shattered the windows of a neighbor’s house. Flames leaping into the sky were visible a mile away.

			Fellow staffer Ed Noga and I teamed up, scooping reporters from the big dailies in Akron and Cleveland and the out-of-town press. That Monday our stories were splashed across the front page of the Gazette. It also happened to be my twenty-first birthday.

			Cleveland in those days, with its smoking steel mills, was rife with violence and riven with various ethnic factions of mobsters. In 1975, Shondor Birns, a Jewish gangster with a lengthy murderous history, left Christy’s Lounge on Detroit Avenue on the South Side and got in his Lincoln Continental. When he turned the key in the ignition, the car exploded. His body, cut in half, was blown through the roof. The ensuing gangster war was intense: in 1976, there were thirty-seven mob-related bombings. In October 1977, the Italian Mafia took out Irish mobster Danny Greene, who always wore green clothes and wrote in green ink. After leaving a dentist’s office in an eastern suburb of Cleveland, he got in his green car. The vehicle parked next to his contained explosives; one of Greene’s arms was blasted a hundred feet across the parking lot.

			Those killings among mobsters didn’t affect ordinary citizens, and in a way, kind of made sense. Michael Swihart’s massacre didn’t.

			I went back to reporting on school boards, sometimes working in the main newsroom. One day, a priest came into the office and asked the receptionist to speak with the religion editor. “Go to Hell and fry,” he thought he heard her say. The cleric was outraged.

			Helen Fry, the religion editor, had been at the paper forever. Her hair was tied back so tightly that it appeared painful, and she looked ancient. She would thunder with disgust if other reporters sneezed. Helen hated bodily secretions. We lived in fear of catching colds.

			Most of the time, however, I worked out of the Brunswick bureau. After my colleague Ed left the paper, the city editor sent in a woman named Jo to fill the spot. That editor wanted to get Jo out of the main newsroom, and as an enticement, he named her Brunswick bureau chief. Every morning, Jo hung a huge American flag out in front of the bureau, inserting the pole into a metal cup that I’d never before noticed. It appears that she’d hired someone to drill holes in the brick and affix the bracket. Jo loved the title of bureau chief—and the power that came with it. I’d be doing an interview, phone cradled in my ear, furiously taking notes, and she’d bark: “Young man, get your feet off that desk! This is a professional office!”

			Jo had been a school board member at the same time as she wrote searing unsigned editorials against teachers. After the start of a meeting in that district, a board member, face red with rage, ran up to me. He jabbed a finger in my chest, admonishing me for not reciting the Pledge of Allegiance. I’d stopped in Catholic grade school after a lay teacher’s fiancé was killed in action in Vietnam. I didn’t bother to explain. According to this board member, I was “un-American and a disgrace to the country.” He phoned the city editor to complain.

			On another occasion, when Brunswick teachers went on strike, the school superintendent lunged at me, swinging a coffee mug and threatening sexual mutilation. “I’m going to cut off your ying-yang!” he screamed. Aides had to restrain him. I didn’t do well with school boards.

			There were the old-timers like Jo, and those of us in our twenties. The primary duty of us young staffers was covering high school sports, which was the sole reason most readers plunked down fifteen cents for the paper. Donald Swihart was a typical subscriber—crazy about high school sports. I hate sports. A motivating factor for me to cover them: the twenty dollars of extra-duty pay.

			When Steve, the sports editor, assigned me to a football game the first time I worked a Friday night, I confessed knowing nothing about football. I typed out the story on a Royal manual typewriter, using paper cut from the castoff end rolls of newsprint from the printing press that shook the building. After reading my effort, Steve announced: “You’re right. You don’t know anything about football.” After that I became a photographer.

			The only good thing about those Friday nights was learning how to shoot and develop Kodak Tri-X black-and-white 400 ASA film. We also drank a lot of twelve-year-old Chivas Regal. As one reporter said about being in that newsroom: “If you were there, you were on your way up or on your way down the ladder of journalistic success.”

			I covered everything: chamber of commerce events, ribbon cut­tings, and “check passes” by donors giving money to an official at a school or an organization. These headlines ran over my stories: “Brunswick boy is budding thespian,” “Hinckley girl finalist in pageant,” “Pumpkin patrol rides in Brunswick again,” “Service unit lends a hand,” “Her yarns knit a tale,” “Highland sex education book gets parents buzzing at Board session.” And I wrote a lot about crime: “Investigation into McNeil stabbing death continues,” “Youth okay after accidental shooting,” “Ammunition taken from county home,” “Shotguns stolen from Brunswick home,” “Bad checks spree ends in Brunswick,” “Christmas thieves are stirring locally,” “Brunswick youths arrested for burglary,” “Brunswick pizzeria robbed Thursday.”

			But the fiction embraced by many residents was that nothing bad ever happened in Brunswick—even after Michael Swihart. One suspects the citizens who were paying fifteen cents for the Gazette to see pictures of their sons throwing and catching balls didn’t read these kinds of stories, or that if they did, there was a subconscious disconnect. They chose to see only the budding thespian, the girl in the pageant, the service unit, the grandmother spending thirty hours knitting afghans to supplement her Social Security income. Bad things weren’t supposed to happen, and if you ignored them, maybe they didn’t happen. Yet if everyone felt so secure, one wondered why so many homes had firearms. 

			If you dropped into this place, you were supposed to salute the flag and pledge allegiance to it. You were supposed to write flattering stories about school boards and ignore the fact that teachers were paid so poorly that some qualified for federal food stamps. Parents were supposed to go to high school games and scream with bloodlust at their sons and their opponents on the court or field. Your children weren’t supposed to have sex, and they were not supposed to burglarize the neighbors. Your son was not supposed to come home from college and kill you.

			One fogbound night in the winter of 1978, I was driving on River Styx Road south of the main office. I may have been leaving a party at Helen Fry’s house. Her husband, “The Colonel,” drank whiskey by the tumbler and expected visitors to do likewise. Or I may have been coming back from an assignment. All I recall for certain: visibility was near zero and I was depressed. I’d already outgrown the Gazette and was worried about how to next advance my career. The rusting Buick Skylark I drove when not on the motorcycle had a dented front fender that caused one light to skew toward the heavens. Blinding white mist caught in that headlamp came at the windshield that night.

			The road led to a hamlet called River Styx, named by uncheerful pioneers in the 1820s because there was a nearby dismal swamp. I’d dropped out of college to work at the paper and didn’t know much about Greek mythology. But I knew about the river in the ancient story: it flowed into a desolate marshland. The River Styx formed the border between the living and the dead. Charon, the ferryman, carried the newly deceased across its waters to the underworld.

			I soon quit. I’d lasted about eight months. It would be the first of three newspaper jobs that I would quit in anger.

			I’d wished that the Gazette would be my first and last newspaper gig. I wanted to be a writer, and a real writer wasn’t a newspaperman. Now I realize that the newspaper years were the best training. Not to be a writer, but to know America. And knowing America means understanding violence, which means understanding high school sports, school boards, police, crime, war, empire, patriotism, money, and power. They’re interconnected. Medina County was a good microcosm for beginning a pilgrimage into the 1980s and what Philip Roth called “the indigenous American berserk.”

			 

			I write of a time that seems idyllic in comparison to the present day—a time when it was easier to obtain certain books than guns in some states, a time when abortion was legal everywhere in the United States, a time when the word “homeless” infrequently appeared in print. I write of the 1980s, a pivotal decade that was the start of a “doom loop,” which is a cycle of negative events that feed off each other, making things progressively worse. Examples: gun sales soar after mass shootings on the belief that access to firearms will be restricted, thus putting even more weapons in circulation. The antiabortion movement has been active for years, with some extremists bombing clinics. Even the overturning of Roe v. Wade wasn’t enough. States like Texas moved further away from rationality by immediately proposing legislation to limit access to contraception.

			The doom loop is especially seen with homelessness. I began covering the unhoused in 1981, before the crisis had a name; the vast majority of the relatively small number of people living on the street were pejoratively deemed “winos.” I witnessed the emergence of the “new” homeless that began with the severe recession of 1982. I became immersed in their lives and in places like the necropolis of Youngstown and its shuttered steel mills. One man’s story illustrates my point: up to the 1970s, he had driven a truck for the mills. He lost his job in early middle age. He ended up in Houston and, after a series of menial jobs that didn’t pay enough to cover his rent, began living in the woods. He was sane then. By 1995, he’d become a man who babbled. Over the past four decades of documenting the homeless, I can attest to one certainty: that after one lives on the street for a year, or two or three years, there is a strong probability that one will become mentally ill. And many by this point will start drinking or using drugs to self-medicate.

			Fast-forward to 2023 in doom loop America: conservatives have increased calls to kill the decades-old federal Housing First approach to fighting homelessness. The program is limited in how much it can accomplish, but as its name implies, housing is what those without homes need—it does good work.

			Republicans, backed by conservative think tanks, got behind a bill introduced in the US House of Representatives in early 2023 that would mandate treatment for mental illness and drug use before anyone could receive help through the program. This is far from being a humane policy; proponents want to further demonize the homeless by denying them services via onerous hurdles to surmount. A podcast by the right-wing Cicero Institute suggests that instead of calling people “homeless,” words like “vagrants,” “bums,” and “tramps” should be used. This justifies ignoring them.

			This vilification is proved wrong by the fact that Mississippi, the second-most poverty stricken state in the union, has relatively few homeless people. Los Angeles County has six times the number of the unhoused per capita compared with the metropolitan area of Jackson, Mississippi. The reason? An average apartment in Jackson rents for around $800, compared with $2,200 in Los Angeles.

			In 2023, a study came out from the Benioff Homelessness and Housing Initiative at the University of California, San Francisco, billed as the most comprehensive in decades. It involved surveying hundreds of the unhoused, and found that seventy 70 percent said a monthly rental subsidy of $300 to $500 would have kept a roof over their heads; 90 percent believed that landing a Housing First voucher would have saved them from the street.

			Cheaper housing, not subsidies, is the real answer. Mississippi makes it easy to build. California does not. So-called liberal communities in the Democratic stronghold of the Golden State have for decades made it very difficult to construct affordable housing—the inhumane result condemns many of the poor and working class to live in tents and under bridges.

			The problem of homelessness could have been addressed early on, with better wages for low-income workers and the construction of affordable housing. Instead it gets more difficult to solve with each passing year.

			The most succinct way to sum up the definition of a doom loop: the worse it gets, the worse it gets.

			 

			One can trace much of the contemporary crazy to the 1980s. We were a country shimmying out onto the dead branch. Things both noticed and unnoticed began occurring. Ronald Reagan, who started his political career in Sacramento as governor of California, was elected president, with the message that government was the problem. Perhaps not coincidentally, on October 14, 1984, Rush Limbaugh launched a show on KFBK in Sacramento. Simultaneously, a cell of angry right-wing White men began meeting in Sacramento; there were cells like this emerging around the West.

			I had a front-row seat for the 1980s, documenting it as a newspaperman, writing about cops, homicides, serial killers, white nationalists, war and its aftermath. I was embedded with that Sacramento group of angry White men. I was immersed in seemingly disparate but connected worlds of worsening violence. When in 1989 Patrick Purdy opened fire at an elementary school in Stockton, California, killing five kids and wounding thirty others, I covered the story. A school shooting was rare then, so rare that it actually prompted Congress to do something. The Stockton shooting led to the Federal Assault Weapons Ban of 1994, which outlawed “semiautomatic assault weapons” and “large-capacity ammunition-feeding devices.”

			Congress allowed that law to expire in 2004.

			What followed is a classic doom loop: in 2000, there were three “active shooter” incidents in the United States, the FBI reports. In 2006, twelve; 2010, twenty-seven; 2020, forty. As I write this, the average is now one every six days in public settings. The FBI does not define “mass shooting.” But by the measure of the Gun Violence Archive, a mass shooting is one with four or more victims, not counting the shooter. By its calculation, there were 383 in 2016, 417 in 2019, and 647 in 2022—over one dozen per week in that latter year.

			Many mass shootings involve “large-capacity ammunition-feeding devices.” These devices, with up to one-hundred-round drum magazines, are legal. Yet it’s now a felony punishable by up to five years in prison for teachers to have some books deemed “woke” in Florida classrooms. Amid this, Florida and other states are making it easier to purchase and carry the firearms used in school shootings. And because of “stand your ground” gun laws—which have fueled an attitude of “shoot first and ask questions later”—innocent people are getting shot for simply knocking on the wrong door or pulling a car into the wrong driveway.

			Now it’s a time of the psycho du jour, with mass shootings so common that many no longer make national news. Ninety-eight percent of the time, it’s a dude with a gun. Details conflate. AR-15. Young, alienated male. Loner. Thirty-shot clip. One-hundred-shot drum. Bump stock. The parents knew something was wrong. Screams of children. He was suicidal, hated women, hated Jews, hated gays and trans people, did reconnaissance. Attack was livestreamed. Motive was unclear. The sites of shootings—schools, malls, grocery stores, nightclubs, synagogues, cities—also conflate. Columbine. Virginia Tech. Sandy Hook. Uvalde. Parkland. Highland Park. Greenwood Park. Monterey Park. Pulse Nightclub. Aurora. El Paso. Fort Hood. Las Vegas. Tree of Life. San Ysidro. Nashville. The shock is no longer from the events themselves but from the indifference, which is more horrifying. We’ve allowed these massacres to become part of the ordinary background noise of American life.

			When I walk to my dentist’s office in Manhattan, several synagogues are along the route. Each has a police officer or two standing in front, on protective duty.

			I take the war correspondent’s seat in restaurants: back to the wall, eye on the door. Maybe it’s because I have PTSD. Or I simply expect bad shit to happen. It’s America, after all.

			I’ve been an unwilling student of violence. I grew up in a house of rage. My father had a traumatic brain injury from a blast concussion during the Battle of Okinawa in World War II. His temper was explosive. It wasn’t the “good war” for my father.

			One wonders if rampant gun violence is connected to the fact that we as a nation love war. Since 1776, we’ve been at constant war, save for just fifteen to seventeen years, depending on who does the calculating. The US defense budget was $266 billion in 1996; in 2024, $836 billion. Simply by paying taxes, even a pacifist supports the American war machine.

			One thing this book is not: a definitive academic study. It’s about what I’ve witnessed. I’ve been the Forrest Gump of journalism, stumbling into the wrong places at the right time. Yet much of what I’ve documented was planned. If you worked the street in the 1980s, you could see a lot of what was coming. You didn’t have to be all that smart to notice.

			By default, this volume is also about newspapering. The erosion of the media is part of the story of America’s descent. In 1980, there were just three major television networks; cable news was in its infancy. Along with strong regional and national papers, and network radio, these allowed most Americans to be exposed to the same fact-based reality. Today, citizens spend time in thousands of fragmented silos of information. At best, this reinforces what people already believe; at worst, it nurtures conspiracy theories from disinformation spewed on X, formerly Twitter, and other social media.

			Those days of print hegemony were a unique time to be a newspaperman. Some legacy journalists are nostalgic about the final days of the “golden era” of daily print, when Sunday editions rolled off the presses so fat with advertisements that they weighed as much as newborns. I’m gravely concerned about the loss of local reporting and its impact on our democracy, but I won’t glorify those years. In numerous ways, they weren’t so golden. This book isn’t a hagiography, yet news then was crafted in an entirely different journalistic ecosystem. There was no posting on social media. Reporters would sometimes spend weeks or months immersed in a project. My last newsroom in Sacramento had over two hundred editorial employees—over one hundred of us were writers and photographers. The editors didn’t want something from us every day—it wouldn’t fit into the product, the newspaper, that was thrown upon 243,000 driveways and front stoops in the early weekday morning hours.

			Newspapers were a curious shorthand. I never felt satisfied when writing for them. In the 1980s, my shop was one of the twenty largest US metropolitan dailies in terms of Sunday circulation. It barely made that list with 297,000 subscribers, but it was big enough for editors to occasionally send you to wars and around the country. But those assignments were never freely dispensed—you had to fight for them. I fought. In the first eight years at this last newspaper job, I was out of the office for about four of them. That made it a good newspaper job.

		

	
		
			Copshop

			When I worked at the Gazette, the head cop for the city of Brunswick was Chief Clayton M. Crook. I never brought up the incongruity of his last name, because I figured he’d been kidded about it his whole life. Anytime he smiled, which was rarely, it was when asked something he didn’t want to answer. He was a cop’s cop. Crook was suspicious of everyone—especially reporters. Especially a kid who was twenty years old and appeared to still be in high school. Crook always looked at me out of the corner of an eye. I dreaded each visit to the front counter at the police station to study the crime reports. He made it clear that this was a huge favor to the Gazette, even though what came across that counter was by law in the public record.

			I didn’t like cops, though this dislike wasn’t based on any negative interaction with them growing up. I was a “good” kid. I spent a lot of time alone in the woods. I didn’t sell weed, didn’t drag race a 1967 Trans Am with a 350-cubic-inch V8 engine or a souped-up Mustang, like the greasers. But I was friends with some of those kids. One sergeant hounded them and made their lives miserable. Selling grass or racing a car at three in the morning on the empty Metroparks road flanked by woods didn’t seem all that criminal to me.

			I hated authority. It started with the nuns in first grade at St. Albert the Great. Maybe it was partly due to the influence of my father, who churned through the Pacific War as a grunt Marine, landing on the beaches of Guam and Okinawa; he distrusted all authority and political systems. With these ingredients, as I moved up in the grades, the threat of being drafted into the Vietnam War looming, my animosity toward power structures only grew more acute. The papers and television news were filled with images of cops beating protesting hippies. We were a two-newspaper household. The Cleveland Plain Dealer arrived in the morning, and the Cleveland Press in the afternoon. The Press’s Dick Feagler covered the Chicago Democratic Convention in 1968. He was among the few journalists who correctly called it a police riot. I believe he received more than a few billy club whacks from Mayor Richard Daley’s cops. Then came Kent State. By the time I showed up at the counter of the Brunswick Police Department in 1977, I was primed to be wary of Chief Crook.

			After leaving the Gazette, I learned that when a Black family finally moved to Brunswick, they woke up one morning to find their garage door covered with spray-painted hate graffiti: “KKK,” the N-word, and a swastika. Crook told a reporter that the father’s fear was “foolish…I really don’t see it as that important.”

			I was happy to be done with cops. I turned to freelancing for the Cleveland Plain Dealer, writing for the paper’s weekly Friday entertainment magazine as well as features for the Sunday Magazine. In my best year, 1979, I earned $8,000 plus cash from grinding industrial cutting tools in my father’s business. I was now twenty-three and in need of a real income. I’d driven to California earlier that year, in part to land an interview with Governor Jerry Brown for a friend who edited a politics magazine aimed at college students. I didn’t get Brown, but I liked Sacramento. The Sacramento Bee was doing some bold and creative journalism; there was a story by a reporter who took a Greyhound bus across the nation and reported along the way. It was exactly the kind of work that I wanted to do.

			When it became clear I wasn’t going be hired for a staff position at the Cleveland Plain Dealer, I began a job search with a focus on California, sending a cover letter, clips, and a résumé to some dozen newspapers that had advertised openings in the trade magazine Editor & Publisher. Those attempts were futile. No one was going to hire me from two thousand miles away. I hatched a plan to drive my Datsun pickup to California and live out of it while seeking a newspaper gig. How could editors not agree to meet if I was close at hand? I believed that with face time, it would be possible to talk my way into a job.

			In August 1980, I loaded the covered bed of the Datsun with all of my belongings and drove west on Interstate 80. My first stop was the Sacramento Bee. I had a long meeting with city editor Robert Forsyth. He asked me to return the next day with a critique of that day’s Bee compared with its rival, the Sacramento Union. I wrote my analysis, being unsparing of the Bee, on an Underwood manual typewriter that night while camped at Folsom Lake State Park. When I returned with the essay the next day, Bob pointed to a waist-tall stack of four hundred applications in a corner of his office. Out of all of them, he said, he wanted to hire me. But there were no openings. He told me to keep in touch. I used payphones. We talked every week, usually on Friday.

			The Datsun was home. I slept in national forest campgrounds, state parks, and secret places used by the homeless with cars and vans. I wangled meetings with newspaper editors up and down the state. In late October, an editor for the San Bernardino Sun rejected me because I didn’t have a college degree. A few days later he changed his mind. Maybe he was a swell guy, or maybe he couldn’t get anyone to work in the Barstow bureau. Other prospective hires might have been repelled by its desolate location in the Mojave Desert, in an area where hit men for the Las Vegas mobsters dumped corpses. But it was a job with benefits, and I was prepared to take it—except that afternoon, the Riverside Press-Enterprise asked me to come in for a three-day tryout on the general-assignment night shift.

			Riverside had several zoned editions covering the county, which stretched two hundred miles east to west. Forest fires were raging, and that first night a murdered girl’s body was discovered in an orange grove. At one point, I had a telephone receiver balanced on each ear as I typed on a computer, updating each edition. It was like working for the wires. On the third night when I entered the newsroom, city editor Jim Bettinger walked up to me, smiling. In his hand was a message from Bob Forsyth. I’d told Bob in a phone call where I was.

			Jim knew the deal. He pointed me to an empty office. I closed the door and phoned Bob, who said there might be an opening. He was engaged in some delicate negotiations, vaguely referring to someone he was trying to get moved to another position. “Some people don’t like me here, and I’m trying to make a deal,” he said. “You can’t tell anyone or it might blow it.” He brought up pay. I had four years of experience. He proclaimed that if things worked out, he would credit me with five. Because it was a Newspaper Guild shop, meaning its journalists belonged to the union, with a defined wage scale. I’d earn $469 per week. I almost fell over. That was more money than existed in the world. Bob told me to stall Riverside. “CYA,” he said. I didn’t know what this meant. (“Cover your ass.”) If the gig he was trying to create didn’t happen, Bob didn’t want to see me jobless.

			I hung up and went back to my tryout desk. Soon after, executive editor Norman Cherniss called me into his office. Norm was a balding, short man who appeared far older than his fifty-four years, and he had a face and lips that looked like he was always smoking a big fat cigar—but there was no cigar. He sat behind his desk, brow furrowed, and announced I’d “done okay” in the first two days of my tryout. I smelled negotiations mode. He held up my résumé and peered at it through reading glasses. He paused for a long, well-rehearsed moment. The offer: $220 per week. All the while I thought of Bob’s offer: $469! But Norm pushed me to say yes, so I said yes. I’m a bad liar, and I wanted to simply get out of Norm’s office.

			Bob told me to call him for an answer the morning after Election Day 1980. I splurged for an expensive campsite at Doheny State Beach. I wrote letters to friends on the Underwood and took long walks along the surf line. On the appointed day, I phoned.

			Bob: I’ve got good news and bad news.

			Me: What’s the bad news?

			Bob: Reagan’s president.

			He told me I had the job. And I thought: “Please, please, please don’t let it be the police beat.”

			Bob: You’ll be covering police.

			Me: Great!

			Bob: You’re going to replace a guy who’s had the beat for decades.

			He said my predecessor was an apologist for the cops. He never came into the newsroom, had his checks delivered by courier to the press office in the police station. The guy didn’t have a press pass—he had some kind of police ID. My job description was “attack dog:” “I want you to go down there, kick ass, and go for the fucking throat,” Bob instructed. He told me to come straight to Sacramento to get the paperwork underway.

			Rather than phone Norm Cherniss, I felt the proper thing was to tell him in person. I went to Sacramento via Riverside and walked into the newsroom. Norm’s jaw dropped when I told him I wasn’t accepting the position. “You have to take the job!” he said. When I politely said I couldn’t do that, he shouted, “You’ll never work in this state again!” He vowed to undertake a campaign to blacklist me. He called me all kinds of bad names. I yelled back. I remember these words: “They’re going to pay me more than twice as much!” Norm was now full-bore screaming. I was screaming. Our invectives blended: “Fuck you!” “Fuck you!” “Fuck you!”

			In the next year and a half, I would experience a half-century’s worth of life on the police beat. I also learned a lot concerning what would come into public awareness only decades later with the Black Lives Matter movement and police abuse of power. I met and got to know some really bad cops. I also met and got to know some pretty damn good ones. On the police beat, it became clear how difficult the job is, especially for the good cops. But I also learned that a police department represents what its community wants its officers to do. Police accountability is not really about the police. It’s about us. Bob Forsyth understood all of this, and he had a great sense of societal justice. This passion had been the foundation of those words when he hired me to “go for the fucking throat.” Bob, now long deceased, was ahead of his time.

			Everything one needs to know about what I was walking into is contained in this paragraph of the obituary for the reporter I replaced:

			In 1947, Warren was hired on by the McClatchy Company as a picture editor for the Sacramento Bee. After a short stint in the position he began his three-decade tenure as a crime reporter. Warren’s desk was located at the old Sacramento Police Station at 6th and H streets, where he developed a long, trusting relationship with both the Sacramento Sheriff’s Department and the Sacramento Police Department. Affectionately called “Scoop” by many officers, Warren was given an honorable Sheriff’s Badge and numerous plaques of gratitude for his service upon his retirement in 1984.

		

	
		
			Part TWO

			“In Dreams Begin Responsibilities”

		

	
		
			Snapshots: 1980–1982

			My start date at the Sacramento Bee was Monday, November 17, 1980. My predecessor took me around to all the detective divisions that first day on the job. Among those he introduced me to was Lieutenant Hal Taylor, head of the homicide unit for the Sacramento City Police. Taylor, balding, looked at me with the same sideways stare as had Chief Crook back in Brunswick. The second time we met was on the morning of December 9, 1980. Taylor was gleeful—John Lennon had been shot dead the previous evening in New York City. Taylor pointed to the headline of the newspaper on his desk and guffawed. I thought he might just be trying to rattle me. But he continued being jubilant, as if he’d just scratched a winning $1,000 lottery ticket.

			By then I’d learned from one of the detectives that Taylor had once hung a poster of Adolph Hitler on the outside of his office door. After complaints from officers, a captain ordered him to take it down. Some detectives despised Taylor, and they talked freely to me on background, meaning I couldn’t quote them by name. I learned from others that the unit was botching homicide investigations—and that Taylor was part of the problem. I began investigating.

			[image: ]

			Headline in the Sacramento Bee on Sunday, 
December 21, 1980: 
“The Agonizing Wait for a Deputy.”

			I covered two major law enforcement agencies: the Sacramento City Police and the Sacramento County Sheriff’s Department. The first worked inside the ninety-two square miles of the incorporated city limits. The second worked within the much larger unincorporated county, with 880 square miles. Each agency had the same number of officers, but the sheriff had to cover an area nine times as large, plus staff the jail, which meant fewer officers in patrol cars. I found my first big story in data about response time.

			If someone was being beaten, robbed, or raped in a large swath of unincorporated eastern Sacramento County, with its 160,000 residents, the response time after someone called 911 averaged 16.7 minutes in 1980, up from 11.6 minutes five years earlier. In the city it was nine minutes. Some people in crisis waited two hours for a Sacramento County sheriff’s deputy. As few as three deputies covered the whole area at night. Some nights, there were periods when no deputies were on duty. I used the sheriff department’s own data to discover these facts, and I’d already developed some sources. Deputies were frustrated that they couldn’t do their job, that they’d get a priority call about a domestic assault in progress and be a half-hour drive away from it.

			When I called Sheriff Duane Lowe for comment, he said that if my two-part series ran, crooks would realize they could run amok. People with bad intentions already knew this, but the public didn’t. Newspaper heiress Patty Hearst wrote in her book Every Secret Thing that when she and the Symbionese Liberation Army went to rob two banks in 1975, they chose them in the county outside of Sacramento’s city limits, because they knew the sheriff’s department was understaffed.

			It wasn’t the fault of the line officers. And only part of the blame rested on the shoulders of Sheriff Duane Lowe. It was a matter of allocation of resources. There wasn’t funding to hire more deputies. Ultimately, the question was, how much in taxes did the suburbanites want to pay for better service? They could not make this decision unless they knew that if their spouse were to threaten to stab them to death, they would be a corpse long before a deputy showed up.

			No matter. Lowe was pissed about the story. He said I was anti–law enforcement.
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			That fall of 1980, two first-year students, both eighteen, were involved in a blossoming romance at the University of California, Davis. Sabrina Gonsalves had moved to Davis that summer from Germany, where she had graduated from high school early that year. Her father, Army Lieutenant Colonel George C. Gonsalves, was stationed there. John Riggins had grown up in Davis—his father, Richard Riggins, was a UC professor. John had long blondish hair that fell straight; the cut resembled that of the then-popular musician John Denver. Sabrina had long dark hair and a wide smile. The two had met two summers earlier while working for the parks department in Davis, but they had become close only just before school started that September. John was Episcopalian, and Sabrina a devout Catholic. John adored his mother so much that he had personalized license plates for his van: “3S MUM,” a reference to his mom having three children.

			Sabrina and John were inseparable. On the Saturday night before Christmas, they volunteered at the Veterans Memorial Center in Davis, doing cleanup after a performance of The Nutcracker. They left hand in hand and got in the van to make two stops. One was Sabrina’s apartment, to pick up some presents for her sister’s surprise birthday party later that night. The other was a shopping center near the intersection of Covell Boulevard and Anderson Road, to purchase cider for the party. It’s unclear which came first.

			There was a thick tule fog—named by the Spanish colonists centuries earlier for the winter fogs that erupt from the Central Valley’s wetlands; they set in for days on end. At 8:30 p.m., Sabrina and John went to the Chandelier Inn, a restaurant in the shopping center. They picked up a menu. “You should have seen them,” chef Robert Mazza said. “They were giggling and laughing. I asked them what they were laughing about, and they said they were laughing because the menu was so big.” The couple then left to go to a nearby Chinese restaurant to look at the menu there. Mazza went outside into the dense fog to do something, and he saw a man dressed in black, with a dark cap, hanging out near the couple’s van. “When he saw me, he looked away, like he didn’t want me to see him.”

			The couple never made it to the birthday party. They vanished. Family and friends spent all the next day, Sunday, scouring Davis trying to find them.

			On Monday, the bled-out bodies of Sabrina and John were found some twenty-five miles to the east. They lay in a dry creek bed, amid a grove of oak trees shrouded in the fog, off Folsom Boulevard near the Aerojet company’s vast land holdings. Their wrists were bound with gaffer’s tape, and their throats had been slit.
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			The naked body of Leah Schendel, age seventy-eight, was discovered beneath a mattress in her apartment, in Sacramento’s Meadowview neighborhood, during the third week of December that same year. The killing happened right after an attack on an eighty-eight-year-old man and a ninety-year-old woman. “I counted off forty-eight steps from where the couple was attacked to the front door of the woman who was murdered,” Lieutenant Taylor said in our third and penultimate in-person meeting.

			Next: David Weaver shot dead Mariano Nito Gray, whom Weaver discovered inside his house stealing a $100 tape deck on January 6, 1981. Weaver fired his .357 Magnum pistol when Gray lunged at him with a screwdriver, he said.

			One day later: a White girl named Deborah Leeders, age eighteen and a high school senior, was shot dead in a hail of bullets when she came home at night from her job at Weinstock’s department store. The girl lay dead in the driveway of her Elk Grove home. Her former boyfriend, Patrick Hill, age seventeen, was arrested after a forty-minute standoff with sheriff’s deputies.

			Just over one week later: the nude body of Mary London, a seventeen-year-old Black girl, was found in North Sacramento, stabbed to death. A few days earlier, six blocks from her home downtown, an unidentified undocumented Mexican man had been stabbed to death. I noted this in my story about Mary, because I remembered that victim. But the two killings were unrelated. The paper might have run a one-paragraph brief, but I don’t recall our publishing anything about the murder of the immigrant until Mary London was knifed to death.
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			I was in the newsroom at 2 a.m. writing a Sunday “situationer” on the murdered Davis sweethearts. It was two days after Christmas in 1980. My day had started fifteen hours earlier at their memorial service. I was deep into immersing myself in the slayings, which had haunted my dreams in the few hours of sleep I’d had all week. I’d been out to the oak grove where the bodies were found, amid the continued thick and creepy tule fog; I talked with family members, friends, witnesses.

			The last of the editors had cleared out, and the floor was empty. I’d been writing for two hours and had eighteen inches of text: the mainframe computer system packed into a big room down a hall measured the words in this manner. The system was fickle. Computers had been in use in most newsrooms for only a few years. I’d worried about this while in Cleveland—what if an editor who wanted to hire me asked if I could use a computer? Judith Haynes, my Plain Dealer editor, had let me practice on a computer in the Sunday Magazine office.

			It wasn’t that our system at the Bee was complex. It just didn’t work well, always crashed. It was wise to hit the store command a lot while writing. On this night, I had not done this, because it would take three to six minutes or more to save, and during this time the page would be locked. Sometimes I’d hit print when the system was slow, but I hadn’t done that either. I was exhausted and focused on putting words on the screen, which suddenly froze. Three mango-size domed warning lights of different colors that hung from the ceiling near the photo desk began flashing.

			I turned around and stared at the lights blinking red, yellow, and blue. The computer screen went blank. Poof. Several hours of work gone. Tears streamed down my face. All the emotion poured out. I had been at the paper for five weeks, and most editors barely knew my work. I had to rock with this huge story. I had just turned twenty-four and was living in a new state where I didn’t know anyone, and the only people I was dealing with were cops, crime victims or their kin, and people in the newsroom—the vast majority far older than I was and not friend material.

			The newsroom had harsh fluorescent lighting as bright as a hospital’s operating room. I went to a remote stairwell and curled up in a dark corner to nap for two hours. Upon awakening, I went to my desk. The domed lights had ceased blinking. I recrafted the story, working until well past dawn. I went home and slept a bit.

			I returned hours later and continued reporting by phone. I remained in the newsroom until the Blue Star early edition, for circulation in far-flung counties, rolled off the presses sometime after eight that evening. We’d had a story every day in the paper since Tuesday. I was guaranteed page one and most of the back page. I went to the pressroom to get the still-hot copy when the papers came down a conveyor belt.
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			Headline in the Bee on Sunday, January 11, 1981: 
“Law Officers Who Use Big Bad Bullets.”

			My first day on the job, I’d noticed something that appeared very odd: the officers had spare bullets held by loops on waist harnesses, and the tips of the bullets were visible—they were hollow-point—which had been banned in warfare by the 1899 Hague Declaration. They weren’t used back East; I confirmed this by making phone calls to numerous big-city police departments. But they were the ammunition of choice by cops in California and other western cities.

			“You’ve got a bunch of cowboys out there,” Dennis Hill, a spokesman for the Baltimore Police Department, said. American Civil Liberties Union attorney Amitai Schwartz said of these bullets: “If the person lives, they’re calculated to cause unnecessary maiming.”

			To illustrate this fact, I purchased both solid and hollow-point bullets and drove into the Sierra foothills with a .357 Magnum, and I shot bars of Ivory soap with both. Those soap bars were on the front page: the solid bullets made a tiny hole in the soap upon exiting; the hollow-point ones blew out the back side, nearly cutting the soap bar in two.

			When I phoned Sacramento County sheriff’s spokesman Bill Miller to ask for an interview with Sheriff Lowe, he told me: “You’re not going to put the sheriff on the spot. He’s not going to debate philosophical things.”

			I wasn’t talking philosophy—I was focused on the fact that bullets banned in war were being fired on the streets of the county. Miller then announced that I would not be allowed to “play inspector general.”
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			County of Sacramento

			Inter-Department Correspondence

			Date: March 5, 1981

			To: All Division Commanders

			From: William N. Miller

			Subject: Bee Reporter Dale Maharidge

			Please advise all personnel under your command that effective immediately, if they are contacted by Dale Maharidge, reporter for the Sacramento Bee newspaper, that under no circumstances are they to answer any questions from him or engage in any conversation with him.

			All inquiries from this individual are to be referred to the undersigned.

			William N. Miller

			Assistant to the Sheriff
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			Reporting on the city cops’ homicide unit became a backburner project. Word had long since gotten back to Lieutenant Taylor about it. I was frozen out. At the same time, my colleague Hilary Abramson was working on a story involving the Ku Klux Klan and the appearance of right-wing hate groups. I’d told her about the Hitler poster on Taylor’s door.

			Hilary clicked record on my tape recorder and phoned Taylor on April 8, 1981.

			“I’m from the Sacramento Bee. This may sound off the wall…I’m doing an article involving Hitler, and I heard you had a poster of him on your door. Is that accurate?”

			“Who said that?”

			“You hear these things. I heard it’s no longer there. And I said this may sound weird, but I said I’m going to call and ask him.”

			“Who told you that? Maharidge told you that.”

			“Who?”

			“Maharidge.”

			“You mean the guy who works here?”

			“Yeah, yeah. It had to be him…. There was a joke one time—this is way back, six years ago. And somebody said, ‘That’s what we need here, a good fascist Hitler to run this police department.’”

			“I had to ask you.”

			“You’re doing a story on Hitler?”

			“I’m doing a thing on ultra groups and followers in Sacramento…”

			“I can’t say I was a Hitler fan. You ought to do [a story] on Maharidge. That, that thing there is weird, I’ll tell you. That little…! I’ll tell you where he’d fit right in. Do you remember Hitler’s Fifth Column? Overthrew Norway and Austria? Maharidge would have been an ace on his staff. That’s all I can say. There’s more similarity between Maharidge and Hitler than there is between Taylor and Hitler.”

			“Not that I was accusing you in any way. I just heard you had a picture on your door one time and wondered if you did. Thought I’d ask. And if you did, you were the one to ask.”

			“It was fun. Everybody was laughing. It was a joke.”

			“Well, part of my business is asking questions.”

			“I can understand. Mine is too. Most of my business is investigating. And old Maharidge is going to get investigated.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“That’s all I got to say.”

			“I really don’t what you’re talking about.”

			“Well, Maharidge is stirring a lot of crap up around here. In all the departments. Sheriff’s office, the police department. When you throw a lot of crap, you’re bound to get some on you.”
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			At that point, you couldn’t be a reporter in California and avoid stories about the fallout of the war in Indochina. Of the estimated five hundred thousand Vietnamese who fled to America, two hundred thousand were in the state. Sacramento had a large concentration. The refugees came in waves: first the elite, then the Vietnamese soldiers, then the Laotians, who initially were held in overseas camps and began arriving in 1981.

			Many Indochinese settled in South Sacramento and Rancho Cordova. On the second weekend in May 1981, several people went to these areas and plastered professionally made license-plate-size stickers on the doors and windows of businesses and apartment buildings:

			Vietnamese,

			You must get out of California state capital…

			KKK

			“I came in Sunday morning and saw the sticker pasted to the window,” I. T. Hatton, owner of the Tha Huong Market in Rancho Cordova, said. “It was spattered with red paint to make it look like blood.” Hatton said he knew six families that fled to the Bay Area in the following days. School staffers said that many parents kept their children out of class that week. I phoned Harvey Hopkins, the local grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan. He denied that his group had posted the stickers but said, “We don’t believe they should be coming here and taking White men’s jobs.”
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			Police crime incident reports were called the “yellows,” even though they hadn’t been that color for years. What was made available was a photocopy—on white paper.

			On June 3, 1981, I was leafing through these documents at a police department counter and came to a 261, the California Penal Code for rape. The report noted that the incident appeared to be part of a pattern in Midtown Sacramento. It was the third one in which the same perpetrator was suspected. The victim, a twenty-one-year-old woman, had been asleep. She awoke sometime after 3 a.m. to a man with a gun standing next to the bed. He had on a ball cap; his boxer shorts were tucked under the hat and covered his face. The man tied up the woman and raped her.
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