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Foreword



I am not a cop. And most likely neither are you. If you’re at all like me, your experience of the police and police work comes mostly from TV shows, movies and maybe the occasional novel. My experience with the police might be slightly broader in that I’ve also, for the past quarter-century, lived in a city neighborhood that is usually described as “transitional.” My neighborhood is on the edge of a ghetto, but it’s populated by people—city workers, single moms, gay couples, working-class folks and a smattering of professionals, all in the rainbow hue of colors humans usually come in—who like living in the city and having a lot more house than you can buy in the suburbs. We call the police regularly and trust that they’ll help us, or at least try to.



Still, most of the time I’ve no clue what their job entails, or what they do all day, or what the job looks like from their perspective. Like you, I only know I want them to show up pronto when they’re needed. And that’s why 400 Things Cops Know is such a wonderful book. Adam Plantinga takes us behind the stereotypes and general notions we have about police work and gives us a richly detailed tour of what it is really like to be a cop—everything from the “tells” a person gives off that they actually want to fight with a cop, to what it’s like to be pepper-sprayed, to how to kick in a door properly, to why, when you approach a car and an occupant of said car lifts his shoulders, you need to be wary—they’re likely removing a gun from their waistband either to hide it under the seat or to use it.



This book is chock-full of insightful nuggets and details, like why cops write their blood type on their ballistic vests in large print, and why they don’t—no matter what you’ve seen in movies—stand in front of cars hurtling at them, blasting away. How you can lure an angry pit bull into a squad car using only Junior Mints, or what to do when faced with an underfed pit bull during a drug raid. How thugs walk versus how the rest of us do, and why, when you see the right-hand pocket of a suspect’s windbreaker swinging like a pendulum, you can be reasonably sure there’s a gun in said pocket. You’ll learn how easy it is to walk on a stolen vehicle rap, and why, when you’re assigned to watch a prisoner at the hospital all shift, it’s likely you’re in for eight hours of the prisoner’s scrotum on display. You’ll learn about the “turtle effect” of shoplifters, and about “ghost calls,” which can haunt you, and that, while “you never see Dirty Harry writing a police narrative,” a big hunk of your day can be spent writing reports and filling out forms that come in various colors and with routing specifications that can make you feel like you’re a bit player in Terry Gilliam’s Brazil.



400 Things Cops Know gives you more than what cops know; it gives you what cops feel. The befuddlement of having someone come up to you while you’re making the perimeter for a bank robbery still in progress and their wondering if it would be okay if they just ducked inside for a minute to use the ATM. The rage of having a suspect, while you’re arresting them, ask you to “say hello to Officer X, the most recently murdered cop on your department,” most likely a cop you know and have had to your house for dinner, and resisting the urge to take a swing at him, because he might have an accomplice nearby filming it so they can sue you later. The heart-wrenching, punch-in-the-gut feeling of dealing with victims of child pornography, wanting to go medieval on the perpetrator, and then going home to watch your own children sleep, and questioning the balance of good and evil in the world.



Full disclosure: some twenty years ago, Adam Plantinga was a student of mine at Marquette University. He wrote an amazing story back then called “Untitled” that wound up anthologized in Twenty-Five and Under: Fiction. I was impressed by the intensity of the writing, but also by its tenderness—a story two-thirds Mad Max, one third Million Dollar Baby. Time and again in reading this book I was taken by how smart, how knowing, how tough, and also how tender the writing is. How human.



I’ve taught writing for going on thirty years now, and 400 Things Cops Know does what great books always do: It takes you inside somebody’s world so that it feels as real as your own. It renders the strange familiar and the familiar strange. (“As a patrol cop, you’re a generalist ….You must be familiar with everything from how to treat a sucking chest wound to the various city ordinances governing horse-drawn carriages.”) Told in a matter-of-fact style, 400 Things Cops Know is by turns funny, harrowing, insightful, chilling, and unrelentingly honest. Most books, the writer Richard Russo once said, “aim for the head, the heart, the gut, or the funny-bone.” The best books, he continued, go for all of them. This is one of those books.



C.J. Hribal

Louise Edna Goeden Professor of English at Marquette University Author of The Company Car, American Beauty, Matty’s Heart, and The Clouds in Memphis


 

Introduction



I became a police officer because I liked the thought of varied, challenging work, I was interested in criminal justice, and I wanted to see some action; the idea of kicking in doors and chasing down felons appealed to me. Beyond that, I had been a writing major in college and my impression was that police work was where some good stories might be found.



I think I was right about that.



I have just finished my thirteenth year as a patrol cop and my first year as a sergeant. I was an officer with the Milwaukee Police Department for seven years, and I’m currently with the San Francisco PD. I’ve worked days, midnights, street crimes, and the foot beat. I have been an FTO (field training officer) and have conducted prostitution stings for Vice. Thirteen years is far from forever, but it’s long enough to have picked up a few tricks along the way. Long enough for the color of my uniform shirts to have faded from a navy blue to a dark purple. Long enough for some of my police patches to fray.



Most of the situations and scenarios I describe in these pages are things that I’ve experienced firsthand. But I don’t write this book to portray myself as some kind of police expert. I’m still learning every day, and the things I don’t know about the job would fill a much bigger book than this one. No, this work came together for two reasons. One, I like to write. Always have. And two, I’m fascinated by the body of knowledge that comes from police work, which is simply one of the most engrossing professions around.



Although my hope is that it will be difficult to put this book down without a greater respect for what law enforcement does, these pages aren’t filled with accounts of cops swooping in and saving the day. Police work is eminently frustrating and the triumphs are often minor; 400 Things Cops Know reflects this reality. In addition, I don’t attempt to put law enforcement up on a pedestal; indeed, I take our profession to task for some of our weaknesses, biases, and oversights. But in doing so, I feel I’ve done a service to the job by portraying things as they actually are. Because sometimes cops are better than people think. Sometimes we’re worse. Sometimes we’re just different.



I make generalizations in this book, but they are born of both my experience working for two different metropolitan agencies and dialogues I’ve had with cops from across the country. While agency protocol and criminal code vary among jurisdictions, urban police work in the United States has a distinct sameness to it. I could have a conversation with an officer from Cleveland about law enforcement that would be very similar to a conversation I might have with a cop from Dallas or DC. We would talk about how this line of work is alternately rewarding, fierce, ridiculous, and terrifying. We’d express similar attitudes and concerns. We’d talk about how our uniforms are different, but the job is the same.



We’d talk about the things we know.


 



ONE



27 Things Cops Know

About Shots Fired



If you are shot …. The fact you are alive to know you are shot is a good sign. Think of it as a very emphatic warning shot. Say to yourself: “I’ve been better, but I could be worse.” Know that a mission, a goal, can keep you going. Okay, you have been hit, so now your immediate goal is to prevent getting hit with another bullet …. Understand that your heart can be stopped by a bullet and you still can have five to seven seconds left. What are you going to do with them?

—Lieutenant Dave Grossman, On Combat



1



Most bad guys can’t shoot for spit. They’re about as accurate as the stormtroopers in Star Wars. You’re thankful for this, except when they miss their intended target and hit a bystander. I once responded to a shots-fired call where six men on a front porch were shot at half a dozen times by three other men from about eight feet away. It happened so fast, the guys on the porch didn’t even have time to duck. But no one was hit. Not even a graze wound. I was at another scene where five bullets were recovered inside a living room and fourteen shell casings were found outside, which meant the shooter had aimed at a target literally the size of a house from fifty feet away and went five for fourteen. 35.7 percent accuracy. Shaq used to do better than that at the foul line. It speaks to the fact that if you don’t know what you’re doing and you rush a shot, it’s pretty easy to miss, even up close. People who haven’t handled weapons much don’t understand that. They don’t put time in at the range and tend not to practice the fundamentals of shooting such as stance, grip, sight alignment, and trigger control. Instead, they adopt a different kind of technique, one known in police circles as Spray &  Pray. If the average criminal ever decided to take formal shooting lessons, this nation’s homicide rate would quintuple.




The Spray &  Pray technique is also referred to as: Ready? Fire! Aim.




But there are notable exceptions to this. Some felons, especially gang members, do practice. Some have military experience. In fact, some join the military just to get weapons training and then drop out and go home to apply their newfound talents to committing strings of violent crimes. They may live in urban war zones where these skills are useful, and they’ve probably been in more shootings than you have. They are as lethal a criminal type as there is. They are the reason we have SWAT teams.



2



Some handguns, especially the higher-quality models, will fire underwater. The range will be greatly diminished, but they’ll still be deadly up close. You keep this in mind in case you ever find yourself in a swimming pool or creek engaging an armed suspect. Your gun might work just fine in the drink. But then again, the suspect’s might too.



3



When you approach someone on the street to talk and he turns his right side away from you, it sets you on high alert. That’s because it’s human nature for suspects carrying concealed firearms to turn their gun side (which is more often than not their right side) away from the police. This is not normal behavior for law-abiding people, who tend to talk to you face to face. You also want to watch the style and manner of dress of the people you approach. Criminals carrying concealed weapons often wear baggy untucked shirts or have their coats partially unbuttoned in winter, so they can have ready access to their weapons. They also like to keep their gun hands tight against the body as they walk in order to secure it. Because the gun shifts position as he moves, the suspect will make a series of sometimes subtle and sometimes not-so-subtle pats, taps, and tugs to ensure that the firearm is still in place. These are known as gun retention movements in police parlance, a phrase you want to include in the report when you make a firearm arrest.



4



If you’re trying to help a seriously injured gunshot victim and hear his ragged breathing, it probably isn’t breathing at all. It’s what’s known as agonal respirations, the hard rattle in the throat immediately preceding death. You still do what you can for him. You try to staunch the bleeding. You start CPR. But he’s already well on his way to the next world. Your life-saving efforts aren’t altogether futile, but only because it’s better to be doing something, like chest compressions, than just sitting there watching a person die.



5



It will go against your natural instincts to fire your weapon through a solid surface in order to hit your target, but if it comes down to it, you can effectively shoot outgoing rounds from a seated position through your own squad car windshield with a minimum of glass spray. However, if you are fired upon through the same windshield, the glass blowback will cut your eyes and face and the trajectory of the incoming rounds won’t lose any of their accuracy.




Police training also teaches you that smooth is fast in a gunfight. Smooth is accurate. Your gun glides out of the holster—it isn’t yanked out—and is brought to bear on the target with a squeeze of the trigger, not a jerk. Wyatt Earp is credited with saying that to win a gunfight, you take your time in a hurry.





6



Shootings, particularly those that are gang related, set into motion a wearying circle of retaliatory violence. The reports of shots fired keep pouring in all over the district, everyone’s out, everyone’s settling scores, and all you can do as a cop is investigate each one to the best of your ability, scramble to keep up, and pray for rain. You know that while some shooting victims are innocents caught in the cross fire, many are career criminals who get shot because of some drug- or gang-related activity they indulged in. That’s why you pat a wounded victim down for weapons, even if he’s on a stretcher moaning in pain. You may find the gun he returned fire with. Nobody’s your friend out there, and today’s victim is often tomorrow’s suspect.



7



A handgun is the great equalizer in a fight. If you’re armed, you don’t need determination or training to prevail. You don’t need courage or physical strength or fortitude. All you need is a trigger finger and the ability to exert around eight pounds of pressure with it. That’s why the best cops are the ones who don’t get overly confident when taking on suspects of small stature or guys who don’t look like much. If they have a gun, they can end you no matter what your mile-and-a-half time is or how much you can bench-press.




A handgun is the great equalizer in a fight. If you’re armed, you don’t need determination or training to prevail.




8



Shotguns are heavy, especially if you have nothing to brace them on. It’s enervating to hold them level at a target for an extended period. You want to lower the weapon mid-crisis and rest your leaden shoulders, but then you’ll feel like a wimp and a bad guy might riddle you with bullets. You just hope the situation resolves itself before your arms drop the hell off your torso.



9



When you’re out and about during your off-time and people learn what you do for a living, a common question they’ll ask is if you’ve shot someone. You will be asked this question at parties, in restaurants, and on airplanes. You understand people’s curiosity, but you resent the question itself. It’s out of bounds, especially coming from a stranger. Police shootings are relatively rare, so odds are you will answer no to this question. But if you’ve had to pull the trigger, it would likely be under traumatic circumstances. It’s not like the movies where the hero caps nine guys and then casually smokes a cigarette. Real police shootings bring with them mental and physical anguish. Grief. Gore. At times, a public outcry. Maybe second-guessing and regret. Mandatory off-time involved and subsequent counseling. So why would you want to talk about all that with someone you hardly know at a social event? How would the tone of that exchange even go? (“Yeah, I put two in a suspect’s chest once after he cut his wife’s throat. One of my bullets ricocheted and hit an innocent bystander and paralyzed her from the waist down. Hey, are we all out of salsa?”)



10



At a shooting scene, you’re looking for both shell casings and the bullets themselves to book as evidence. The casings are easier to find. They’ll be ejected close to where the shooter was firing from, although once in a while they get caught up in the tire treads of the responding fire department rigs. But as far as the bullets go, that’s another story. If they don’t happen to be lodged in the victim’s body, they could be anywhere—even factoring in wind resistance and the pull of gravity, most handguns have ranges exceeding a mile. You search for them, giving it the old college try, but you aren’t always optimistic about your chances. Sometimes bullets will even enter a surface without leaving a mark at all, especially soft targets like the interiors of cars. And if you do find them, their evidentiary value is limited, owing to the fact that they’re often so mashed up and blobby from their high-speed impact that they look like the final class project of the kid who got a D- in metal shop.
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While you should certainly strive to maintain a civil tongue as an officer, there are times when a well-placed “fuck” is appropriate and even tactical. If you have a felony suspect at gunpoint, the difference between “Get on the ground” and “Get on the fucking ground” is significant. You’ll have suspects refuse to comply when you order them down sans expletive, but you’ll find they will move faster and be more compliant when an f-bomb is included. After all, it’s language they both understand and probably use themselves. This is only anecdotal evidence of the effectiveness of blunt language, but in the absence of a clinical trial, anecdotal still counts for something.



The downside is that rough language can be almost too memorable where witnesses are concerned. Say, for instance, a cop orders someone to the ground using obscenities and then the suspect produces a weapon and the cop has to shoot him. Detectives find an eyewitness and ask her if she heard the officer issue the suspect any lawful commands like “Drop the weapon” prior to discharging his firearm.



“I don’t know,” the witness may reply. “All I heard the cop say is fuck.”



12



People sometimes screw around with guns and accidentally shoot themselves. They are hesitant to report this to the police, because they may be a felon prohibited from carrying a firearm, they may rightly fear being arrested for carrying a concealed weapon, or they may just be embarrassed as hell. So in lieu of calling the authorities, they have a friend drive them to the ER. Because hospitals are legally obligated to report gunshot wounds, the police get involved. The shooting victim’s story is often some half-formed tale that goes something like this: “I was walking down the street by myself when I got hit. I didn’t see who did it. I have no idea why someone would shoot me.”



As a cop, you are intensely interested in these types of cases, because if it appears the guy shot himself, you take it as a personal challenge to get him to admit it. So you start dismantling his story. For starters, you ask him why, when you send patrol cars to the area where he claims he was shot, the officers find no witnesses and no shell casings. Also, you point out, the placement of his bullet wound is odd. People who accidentally shoot themselves often take the bullet in the meat of the hand or in a finger. But if the guy claims someone else shot him, how could that be? Did he just so happen to be pointing at something right before he was shot? If not, the round would likely have passed through the finger into his upper legs or torso unless he was walking with his arms straight out in front of him like the Mummy. His story just doesn’t check out. In fact it sucks and you let him know it.



But the tell-all is a simple check of the victim’s hands, which often bear black burn marks—gunpowder residue from a close contact firearm discharge, sustained when the knucklehead was fiddling around with the gun in his pants pocket and mistakenly pulled the trigger.
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When the federal ban on assault weapons expired, some citizens acted as if the sky was falling. But law enforcement wasn’t particularly concerned, because this ban never had much impact. During assault weapon prohibition, gun makers just tinkered with their weapons (removed flash suppressors or changed the stock up a bit) and put them back on the shelves. The guns were just as deadly, but the minor modifications meant they weren’t considered “assault” weapons anymore in the eyes of the feds.



The assault weapon ban may have seemed like a bigger deal than it was because some people assume assault weapons are automatic weapons— that is, a weapon where you hold down the trigger and bullets come out at a rapid rate. But fully automatic weapons are illegal in more states than not, and federal law prohibits all civilians from owning machine guns manufactured after 1986. Rather, assault weapons are semiauto, which means that for every pull of the trigger, only one bullet comes out. All the same, assault weapons are still a nightmare. Equipped with high-volume magazines that cut down on the need to reload, assault weapons fire rounds that can go through cinder block walls and telephone poles—your standard ballistic vest offers no more protection against them than if you lashed a couple sheets of fabric softener to your chest. You hear a radio call of a man with a rifle and your body starts to tingle with equal parts anticipation and dread. But a real ban on assault weapons, a ban with some teeth to it, would restrict the magazine capacity on such firearms to just a few rounds, like how duck hunters are allowed only three shot clips in some states.




You learn to love the shotgun. It’s like having your big brother right alongside you when the bullies come around the bend.
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Some criminals aren’t impressed when faced with your handgun, but when you pump a round into the shotgun, it makes a satisfying “snick-snick” noise that gives even career felons a moment of pause. Sometimes you want to jack a round into the chamber even if you already have one in there, just for the sound effect. You learn to love the shotgun. It’s like having your big brother right alongside you when the bullies come around the bend.
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People who are the targets of bullets may have blowback shrapnel in their body, like auto glass or chunks of wood, but no actual ballistic wounds. And victims who are shot by pellets or Airsoft guns sometimes think they’ve been hit by real bullets. “I’ve been shot!” they say dramatically as they stagger toward you. Then you see the lone BB nestled in their hair and you give them the good news that it’s going to be okay. But you don’t make light of either situation. Getting shot with anything is scary, and you don’t expect people to be instant experts on the type of ammunition that just struck them.



16.



In the police academy and in subsequent in-service trainings, you fire on paper targets that feature to-scale pictures of suspects, many of whom are brandishing guns. Half a dozen of these pictures are in regular circulation on the shooting range. You grow intimately familiar with the suspects in the pictures because you’ve put so many holes in them over the years. The strange but true part of this is that the pictures are not of citizens but of actual cops across the country, to guard against the possibility that you might encounter a citizen on the street, recognize them from the paper target, and be more inclined to shoot them without proper cause, just because you had shot at them so many times before in practice.



17



Unless a shooting victim is pronounced dead on scene, you may be assigned to ride with him in the ambulance to the hospital. While en route, your job is to ask who shot him, especially if he might not make it, because dying declarations from victims may potentially be used in court. This is not an assignment you relish, and it is usually given to the officer with the least seniority. This is because it involves a lot of jostling around in the ambulance and listening to a victim howling in agony, a victim who is often a heavily tattooed gangbanger who has probably shot a few folks himself over the years. Your efforts to find out something about the shooter tend to be complicated by the following:



A. The victim may hate the police and want to square things himself.



B. The victim usually has an oxygen mask on, making it hard to understand what he says.



C. The victim is often in a considerable amount of pain and doesn’t want to answer your questions. All he wants are pain meds. But ambulance crews can’t dispense painkillers, so the victim has to hang tight until he arrives at the hospital where morphine awaits.



18



The seriousness of a gunshot wound depends on a host of factors, including the type and caliber of the round, the distance the bullet travels, and if anything is present to slow the bullet down (a wall, a door, another person) before the moment of impact. But it’s a given that anything going into the spine is a disaster, and close-contact handgun rounds to the face can leave the victim’s molars spilled out on the ground or can blast off half of his skull, leaving a conical section of bone and skin that resembles the head of a unicorn.




Bullets rarely maintain a straight path. They loop and spin and sometimes follow the curve of the body.




Other than that, anything goes. Bullets rarely maintain a straight path. They loop and spin and sometimes follow the curve of the body. A shot into the arm can be “through and through,” or it can ricochet off the elbow bone and explode the heart. A bullet entering the lower torso can rip through the intestines and cause lifelong complications or end up lodged in soft tissue without any lasting damage. Many gunshot victims in the latter category are released from the hospital the same day they entered, as it is often medically safer to leave the bullet right where it is. A shot in the buttocks can be a painful but ultimately colorful tale for the shooting victim to share with others, or it can result in an artery being pierced, causing the victim to bleed to death, something one of my sergeants witnessed years ago and to this day still cannot quite believe.



I spoke with a man once who had recently attempted suicide by shooting himself just behind the left ear. The bullet caromed off his skull and exited out the top of his head, leaving him dazed but very much alive. I could still see the corresponding C-shaped scar on his scalp. I once investigated a shooting where a round entered through a woman’s back, shattered the shoulder blade, and came to rest perched on top of her right clavicle, jutting out like a marble without breaking the surface of the skin. As a police officer, you look at bullet wounds with both respect and wonder because you know that for a gunshot victim, the difference between life and death can be the narrowest of margins.
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Depending on your department’s magazine capacity, you carry anywhere from thirty-six to forty-six rounds with you at all times. If you’re in a situation where you burn through all of these bullets and still need more, consider the possibility that you’re in a little over your head or have mistakenly wandered into Fallujah.
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In the movies and on television, cops are always confronting gunmen and telling them to drop their weapons. If the bad guy doesn’t drop it, the cop often will warn him again. You’ll watch these movies and shows in disgust at the ineptness of the officer. Sometimes you’ll shout at the TV screen. As a firearms instructor once told me, “Fuck all that. What are you waiting for? This guy has a gun, he’s ten feet away, and you’ve got no cover. Shoot him.” Warnings are fine when practical, the instructor explained, but action always beats reaction, so the bad guy can plug you before you can even get a “Drop the” out of your mouth. So shoot instead of chat. And, he continued, if you feel so strongly about saying “Drop the gun,” say it to the guy after  you’ve fired.




Good cops practice religiously at the shooting range. They perform drills where they draw their firearm across their body and shoot it with their off hand in case their dominant hand is ever incapacitated in a gunfight. They practice chambering a round by using the heel of their boot to rack the slide. Other officers’ lack of preparedness is dismally clear. I was at a firearms training years back where a coworker fired off a full clip at a close range target of a glowering, armed thug. He missed with every bullet. He then turned towards the class and quipped, “Threw a hell of a scare into him though.”
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If you shoot someone at point-blank range, you will be sprayed with their blood and tissue. It will go in your eyes and nose and in your mouth. You will, in effect, be wearing them. You will then undergo a battery of tests to see if you have contracted hepatitis or HIV or any number of diseases communicable through human blood. You will wait months for the final results, a drawn-out period of fear, frustration, and anger. During that time, you will wonder if the police job, if any job, is worth this.
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Females, especially those who are gang affiliated, tend to hold their thug boyfriends’ firearms for them, because the females count on the fact that they won’t be searched as frequently as their male counterparts. And rightly so. There are two reasons for this. The first is that cops tend not to focus on females as much as males, because most violent crime is committed by the latter. (The FBI recently reported, for instance, that only about 10 percent of homicides in the United States are committed by women.) The second is that, absent exigent circumstances, most departments require female suspects to be searched by female officers. And female officers, although far more prevalent these days than in years past, are still sometimes hard to come by. You may have to call up another district to get one, which means waiting awhile. And cops aren’t the most patient of souls.
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If you come across the victim of a gunshot wound, especially if it appears they are an innocent, you keep an even keel and try to give them some measure of comfort. You tell them you’re with them now and won’t leave them and they’re going to be all right, which statistically is the truth, as the vast majority of gunshot victims survive. You say “I’ve seen people hurt a lot worse than you” even if you haven’t, even if it looks like they’re living on borrowed time. You act this way because it’s professional to do so, and you say these things because they are the decent things to say in the situation. But you also know that surviving physical trauma has a lot to do with keeping up the right attitude and maintaining a fighting spirit. If you let the victim see the shock playing out on your face, they may to start to panic themselves. And panic kills.
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Bullet wounds don’t always look like bullet wounds. Sometimes they look like something else; a homicide detective once related a story to me about a man who was discovered unresponsive on the ground. The cops on scene and even the responding firefighters thought he fell and hit his head, but the subsequent CT scan revealed the source of his pain was a .22 round that had fragmented when it entered his skull and was now causing his brain to swell. As an officer, you are at times far too quick to go with the obvious and most readily apparent explanation for any given situation. So it’s a fall, not a bullet wound, because you’re a seasoned veteran and you’ve never seen a bullet wound like that and you’ve seen it all, right? Well, no. No one out there has seen it all.
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Bad guys are apparently too cool to use holsters. They often tuck their guns in the front of their pants closest to their shooting hand, which 85 to 90 percent of the time is the right side. If a gun is hidden in a windbreaker pocket, the weight causes that pocket to swing like a pendulum. Some shooters cup the outside of the pocket to counter this effect. As a cop, you approach these people with the upmost caution. Sure, maybe that’s a radio in his pocket, or a can of food, or a Sippy cup for his infant son. But if you have a lawful reason to detain such a person, you’re going to make sure he keeps his hands out of his pockets while you go in there and see for yourself.
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Pre-Columbine, the police response to an active shooter (i.e., a gunman who is in the process of killing people) was to hold the perimeter and wait for the Tactical squad to enter with their long guns and ballistic shields. Active street cops resented these regulations, because they wanted to get in there and do their job. There was no time to wait for Tactical. Columbine showed they were right. The longer you wait, the worse it gets, because the active shooter probably has no expectation of going home alive and he is in a person-rich environment. So now police departments have completely revamped their approach. Now as a patrol cop, you and whomever you can round up go in right away with the mission of locating, isolating, and engaging the shooter. This means listening for the sounds of gunshots. This means stepping over the dead and ignoring the wounded. Until the shooter is neutralized, nothing else matters.
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Once in a while, even with the deep-rooted cynicism that comes with the job, you’ll get a casualty so raw that you carry it with you long after you clear the assignment. Like a seven-year-old girl who is struck by stray gunfire while playing outside her house and who dies at the scene in front of her family. One minute she is skipping rope. The next, she’s gone. And you read the rest of the news headlines that day. The government is unveiling a new food pyramid, which recommends one more serving of vegetables and one fewer of grains, and the price of gas is up three cents, and Paris Hilton has a new fragrance out. And it all seems so stupid and petty. And no, the whole world doesn’t come to a grinding halt just because a little girl is murdered on some corner in some city in America. But maybe, just for a little while, it should.


 



TWO



18 Things Cops Know

About the Use of Force



He which hath no stomach to this fight,

Let him depart; his passport shall be made.

—William Shakespeare, Henry V



1



Police use of force can be broken down into four categories:



TT: Trained technique. This means whatever you did was precisely what you were taught to do in the police academy.



DTT: Dynamic application of a trained technique. You followed your training, but things got a little freewheeling out there. Maybe you put something extra on your takedown and accidentally put the suspect through a glass-top table. It happens.



UJ: Untrained but justified. You bypassed the conventional methods because the situation demanded it. Maybe you punched a guy in the groin because it was the only striking surface available to you. Or you took a bite out of a suspect’s ear when you were both rolling around on the ground fighting over control of a handgun. I gouged another man’s eye once because he was on top of me trying to take my baton away and I thought, with reasonable certainty, that if he got it, he would try to beat me to death. It isn’t ballet out there. It’s an untidy business and you do what you have to. As the old quote says, anything worth fighting for is worth fighting dirty for.



BSL: Bizarre shit land. Perhaps inspired by the latest kung fu film, you went off menu and did something that no reasonable cop would even consider. This is when you explain your actions afterward to the shift supervisor and he cocks an eyebrow and politely inquires whether you know any good attorneys. This is the arena where cops ultimately get disciplined, fired, arrested, and sued. It’s not where you want to be.






For some combatants, once they are hurt or cut, the fight is over. As a cop, you can never have that defeatist attitude. Getting injured is just the beginning, not the end. If you break your right hand, punch with your left. If you lose your baton, strike with your flashlight or your radio or a piece of brick from the ground. If you’re fighting for your life, everything is on the table. Cheat. Pull out that fifth ace. And keep swinging, even if you’re not connecting. Stay in the fight until help arrives. Don’t ever give up.





2



Most people who fight with you are trying to get away. The fighting is a means to an end—namely, escape. Once in a while, though, you’ll run into someone who isn’t trying to get away at all. He just wants to throw down or he wants to get in a gunfight. After a dustup with such an opponent, your body is battered and aching, your uniform typically ripped, your pants streaked with mud, like workingman’s pants after doing a dirty job. But the feeling you have when it’s all over is one that combines satisfaction with the relief of having just escaped something. It’s a sensation you want to bottle. It’s one of the greatest feelings there is. When you get home after such a day, whether you won the fight or not, a cold drink tastes all the better because you’ve earned it. “It’s a tough job,” my old partner Rolf Mueller liked to say. “But that’s okay. You wouldn’t want something that was easy.”



3



Getting a face full of pepper spray is like having barbed wire wrapped around your corneas, like a small army of demons burrowing under your skin and cackling at your misfortune. After the initial exposure, you have a second or two of “Hey, what was that?” Then you tilt forward, head in hands, and moan. You hack like a forty-year smoker. You sweat. You burn. If you have contact lenses on at the time, kiss those suckers good-bye. And soon all the mucus in your body, all the snot of your past, present, and future, streams down the front of your shirt in long, glistening strands. Water provides only nominal relief. The only respite comes with fresh air and time—anywhere from ten minutes to a few hours. I’ve been sprayed maybe half a dozen times on this job, both during training and as a result of the errant aim of my coworkers. I’d rather get shot than get exposed to that devil juice again. I’m completely serious. Give me a bullet in the meat of the thigh any day.
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If someone fights you, you can’t afford to lose. Assume they will try to take your gun and use it against you and your partner. Hit them as hard as you can. Make it the worst day of their life.
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There are exceptions to every rule, but generally speaking, if a car driven by a fleeing felon is speeding right at you, resist the temptation to shoot at it. First of all, your chances of disabling the vehicle with one bullet or even several are slim to none. The Drug Enforcement Agency helped illustrate this point by producing an instructional videotape where they had an agent roll up in a nondescript sedan, park the vehicle, and walk away. That sedan was then pumped full of bullets by other agents at close range. A total of about five hundred rounds were fired, everything from .357 shells to .223 rifle cartridges. When the agents were done shooting, the first agent got back in the car, which started right up, although it sounded a little wheezy, and drove away. So there you go.



Second of all, killing the driver doesn’t magically stop the car in its tracks. It just makes the vehicle pilotless. Best just to get out of the way if you can.
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When you’re in the middle of a fight, your adrenaline is pumping and you’re feeling no pain. The problem is, the same is true for the bad guy. During one melee, I smacked a guy hard with my baton twice in the knee and he looked at me as if I had just bopped him with one of those foam swimming pool noodles. Then he punched me in the face several times, blows that, owing to the adrenaline, I subsequently did not feel. It went on like that for a while between the two of us.
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The way Tasers work is by shooting out a pair of electrically charged prongs that stick into a suspect’s body, causing painful muscle contractions that typically drop the target to the ground with a newfound respect for the frailty of humankind. One press of the Taser’s trigger equals a few seconds of incapacitating voltage, which usually gives you enough time to move in and put on the handcuffs. Once the trigger is released, the pain stops. The Taser is designed not to cause any lasting physical damage, and studies have shown it to cut down on both officer and suspect injuries that may result from a protracted fight.




One press of the Taser’s trigger equals a few seconds of incapacitating voltage, which usually gives you enough time to move in and put on the handcuffs.




The news gets around quickly not to mess with the Taser, or “The Shocka” as it’s known on the street. You train the Taser’s red targeting light on a guy’s chest, and a lot of times he’ll give up right then and there. He’ll do anything to avoid the voltage. He’ll edge your lawn.



But there are, of course, always exceptions. One of my coworkers told me about an incident where he zapped a 6’3", 260-pound drunk. The man shook his head as if brushing off a horsefly and then tore the prongs out of his body.



“Is that all you got?” he bellowed.
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People give off plenty of indicators that they’re looking to fight. Some precursors are obvious, like the clenched fists and the readjustment of the feet into an attack stance. Others are more subtle, like the lowering of the chin to instinctively protect the neck, or the rigid setting of the jaw or brow. Some people dry their hands on their pants to prep themselves for an assault. Many of these indicators are reflexive. People don’t even know they’re doing them. They’re tells, just like the tells poker players have. So it helps to pay attention to these signs and signals because if you see them coming from the guy you’re about to arrest, take your baton out and call for backup, because he’s not going quietly. He’s going to make you work for it.
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In a scuffle, you try to use the techniques you learned in the academy, but the academy can’t simulate street-level fights where tussles often end with everyone going down in a tangle, like that human pile in comics where the bad guy escapes from underneath while the cops fight each other in a cloud of dust. Officers have been known to accidentally handcuff each other in these types of scrums.
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The Supreme Court decided some time ago that as a police officer, you’re justified in using force one increment up from the force level you’re facing. You don’t have to wait to let a little resistance turn into a lot of resistance. In other words, you don’t have to fight fair. You are legally entitled to give worse than you get. Generally speaking, this means that if someone threatens to fight you, it’s appropriate to spray them with pepper spray. If someone shoves you, you may hit them. If someone punches you, you may respond with your baton. If someone goes for a knife, you don’t try to roundhouse-kick it out of their hand—you go for your gun. The reason for this one-increment-up approach is simple. Anyone who decides to fight with the police is automatically dangerous. The police have to win that fight. And you don’t win a fight by being tentative or defensive. So it’s ill advised to punch your opponent and then step back and study the effects of your punch. It’s bad practice to get in a boxing match. Situations deteriorate swiftly, so you’re quick to go hands on, and if you have to hit someone, you hit them repeatedly until they’ve stopped resisting and are under control.
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The general public doesn’t always understand use-of-force dynamics in police work. Maybe it’s unreasonable to expect them to. Police departments do what they can to explain them, either through media channels or during periodic citizen police academies. But deep misunderstandings continue to drive a wedge between the cops and the public.



Now, the public and the media provide police oversight. That’s fine, because cops carry guns, drive large cars very fast down busy streets, and take away people’s liberty; you should have oversight. You also understand how people can criticize cops and their tactics without fully comprehending them, much in the way you might heap verbal abuse on your favorite NFL team’s offense without ever having played a down of organized football. But it would be nice if the public and the media sometimes gave you the benefit of the doubt. While media coverage of police brutality is commonplace, you rarely watch a news story about how officers took a violent suspect into custody using the minimum amount of force necessary, even though it happens every day, because, after all, what’s interesting about that?



That being said, you will see cops who have a knack for escalating even the most benign encounter into a fistfight. Maybe they got cut from the high school football team twenty years ago and they’re still looking for payback. Or maybe they’re young and unproven and think that if they are quick to shove some people around, they won’t be perceived as weak. Whatever the case, they seem to want not just to arrest suspects but to teach them a lesson, failing to realize that there isn’t much honor in kicking a guy when he’s already under control. But these officers are in the minority, which is good, because roughing up suspects unnecessarily isn’t just wrong, it’s bad business. You can lose your job, be charged criminally, and become embroiled in a federal civil rights lawsuit. As a police officer, you have to be better than that. And most of the time you are, respecting the law even if the criminals don’t. In the words of one Milwaukee police deputy inspector, “You have to guarantee someone his constitutional rights, no matter how much of a puke he is.”




The head butt, if done right, is a showstopper.
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The head butt, if done right, is a showstopper. It feels like a bowling ball has just exploded into your skull.
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In many careers, crucial decisions are deliberated in meetings with white boards and breakout sessions. Options are weighed. Exploratory committees are formed. Ideas are mulled over and then discarded. Gourmet coffee is consumed. Perhaps finger sandwiches are brought in from the catering joint down the street. The whole process can take hours, days, weeks.



One of the most crucial decisions you make as a cop is Shoot or Don’t Shoot. Given how quickly situations can go all sorts of wrong, you will probably have about a second and a half to deliberate before you make this call. Critics then have a lifetime to pick apart your decision over that coffee and those sandwiches.
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Having to fight with women is the worst. You sometimes tend to go a little easier on a woman than you would on a man in deference to the fairer sex. And they make you pay for it. Their fingernails rip your flesh. They go for your eyes and groin. They spit on you and pull your hair. When you’re a cop, all chivalry gets you is hurt. And in the public’s eye, you always look like you’re in the wrong when you go hands on with women. Actually, some people’s idea of police brutality is, to paraphrase a character from the television show The Wire, anytime the police win a fight. Such people take the “peace” in peace officer a bit too literally. It’s as if they expect you to forgo physical violence altogether and hand out demerits or pelt your foes with origami paper cranes.




In the old karate movies, they talk about never taking your opponent lightly. That’s good advice. A skinny, untrained teenager can shatter the orbital bone of a man twice his size with a single punch.
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Victims of physical violence sometimes say they got beat up for no reason. This happens once in a while, but unprovoked street assaults by strangers are rare. There’s usually a reason. A racial insult, an uncollected drug debt, revenge for the victim having sex with someone’s underage daughter—it’s always something, just not something the victim necessarily wants to tell the cops.
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In the old karate movies, they talk about never taking your opponent lightly. That’s good advice. A skinny, untrained teenager can shatter the orbital bone of a man twice his size with a single punch. A victim who has been shoved can land wrong and break his neck on a street curb or suffer a hematoma when his skull strikes concrete. Street fights have no padding and no regulations and are typically fought over surfaces with little give, like the sidewalk. The results are bloody and unpredictable.
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You’ll get hurt on this job. It is a certainty. It is the cost of doing business. After thirteen years, I’ve been socked in the face, kicked, and head-butted; had a chunk taken out of my right palm; and been hit by a car driven by a fleeing felon while I was on foot. During melees, I’ve sprained both my wrists so badly that I couldn’t put on socks for a week and smashed up my left elbow to the point where, even years later, whenever I rest it on a hard surface, it feels like it’s on fire. I’ve been black and blue from head to foot. My right ankle still makes unnatural sounds after I rolled it going over a fence in pursuit of a suspect. But my injuries pale in comparison to those of other cops I know who have wrecked lower backs and bulging disks in their necks from traffic accidents, who have sustained broken ribs from fights with combative suspects, who are convalescing after being shot multiple times in the chest during close-range gunfights, or who have had fingers bitten clean off by plumb-crazy people. You tend to get excellent health coverage with this job. That’s good because you use it all the time.
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There’s always someone out there tougher and stronger than you. You’ll be dealing with graduates of the state pen who manage to get ripped even when prisons remove all weights from the exercise room, guys who have practiced gun takeaway moves in the yard, convicts who have been in the life a hell of a lot longer than you’ve been a cop. So you have to use teamwork. You have to be smart. So you call for as much help as you can, and if some citizen feels the need to challenge you on why it took seven officers to take the lone suspect into custody, the answer is because eight weren’t available.


 



THREE



29 Things Cops Know

About Tactics and Hazards



Prepare for the unthinkable, as though it was inevitable.

—Tim McClung, chief of police, Perkins Township, Ohio



1



Never leave a locked door behind you on an assignment. If things go bad while you’re inside a building and you need help, you don’t want your backup slowed by a locked door. Use handcuffs to prop it open or a business card slipped over the lock.
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Be prepared for a gunfight. Always have an idea where you could go for cover if bullets start flying, and quickly assess the difference between cover (an engine block), which will stop bullets, and mere concealment (drywall, the thin metal of a car door), which will hide you only from the gunman’s view. Run through various shooting scenarios with your partner, and debrief after hot runs where deadly force could have potentially been used. Preparation and the right mind-set are everything. They separate the living from the dead.
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If you’re a male officer who has just taken a hard blow to the groin, hop up and down on your heels to speed your recovery. It isn’t everything, but it can take the edge off. It can reduce the pain from, say, a ten to an eight. That’s pretty significant, because when you’ve taken a testicle shot, you need all the help you can get.
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If you have only two cops to check a house for a suspect, pile up trash cans, bikes, and children’s toys at the rear door. That way if the bad guy tries to flee out back while you and your partner are checking the front, you’ll slow him down and make him give away his position with all the racket he’ll create trying to get over your homemade barrier.
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Don’t roll your window down for a prisoner you’re transporting to the station, even if he says he’s sick and needs to throw up. While in the backseat, he may have slipped one cuff off his abnormally skinny wrist so when you lower the window, he can just reach through it, open the car door from the outside, wait until you’ve stopped, and then sprint madly away and disappear into the woods. Such an incident could potentially make the local news. Especially don’t do this while you’re still on probation and can, at best, be hit with a lengthy suspension and can, at worst, be fired without appeal. There are unconfirmed reports that such an incident happened to me.



Okay, maybe they’re confirmed.
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Studies have shown that, on average, if you are twenty-one feet away from a subject armed with a knife, that person can run up and stab you before you can draw your gun, aim, and fire. Even if the suspect is more than twenty-one feet away, they can still throw that knife at you and embed it in your chest. You don’t really think about this scenario until you’ve actually had a knife thrown at you. Then it becomes all you think about.




Many police academies contain mock towns that are like miniaturized versions of the FBI’s Hogan’s Alley, where they conduct scenario-based training that incorporate concepts like the twenty-one-foot rule. The streets in these towns are typically named after the department’s fallen officers. 
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Anything that weighs two pounds or more can hurt you. Bricks weigh that much. So do guns. This means that if you see a suspect with anything bulky in a pocket, a pat-down search for weapons is warranted. As you move in to conduct the search, it’s good to ask the person if they have any weapons on them or anything sharp that might cut you. Most law-abiding or even semi-law-abiding people say no. Any response other than that should set off alarm bells. For instance, if someone hesitates or says something vague like “I don’t want any problems,” they are either immediately going in handcuffs or getting taken straight to the ground. Why wait to get cut or shot? People who hem and haw in response to a straightforward question about whether they’re armed usually are.
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These days, in the era of color-coded terror alerts, people will see an abandoned suitcase on the sidewalk or an unattended toolbox in a bus shelter, and they’ll call it in as a suspicious package.



When you show up on scene, you don’t have to immediately get on the phone with the Undersecretary of Defense. You do some threat assessment first. Sure, the package looked odd to the caller, but does it look odd to you? Would you have called the police yourself if you had seen it? Is the package in front of a high-profile target like an embassy or circuit court? As for more obvious warning signs, is it humming or beeping? Are there any exposed wires? Has anyone called in a bomb threat recently?



If you do decide to treat it as an explosive device, you block off traffic, clear out pedestrians, and stay off the air, as radio waves can potentially set off explosives. Then you wait for the bomb squad, who will come out and do their thing with their armored suits and robots and mobile X-ray machines. If the package turns out to be harmless, the bomb squad will never criticize your decision to call them out. At least not to your face. Who knows what they do back at bomb squad HQ between screenings of The Hurt Locker?



But given that it takes the bomb squad awhile to gear up, given that you’re tying up a lot of manpower and resources on what could be a big nothing, and considering that in a large urban area people leave stray crap around all the time, sometimes you just go in and check it out yourself. If such a decision is made, you don’t draw straws or do Rock Paper Scissors to decide which patrol cop is going to be on point. There is a simple, time-honored system in place to handle such a scenario. The newest officer automatically goes in. He or she then has the option to strap on their riot helmet complete with plastic face plate, which is supposed to offer some measure of head protection from bricks and bottles thrown from hostile crowds but isn’t rated against explosives. Any potential blast, after blowing off your unprotected arms and legs, would probably just fuse the helmet to your skull. But you still sometimes don the helmet when approaching a potential bomb, if only for moral support.




Never park your squad car in front of the address you’re sent to, no matter how routine the assignment sounds. They call this parking spot the “kill zone,” because it immediately puts you in harm’s way.




So you check out the package. Even if you think such a decision is reasonable, you’re still half-wondering if there’s some crazed bomber with a remote detonator watching you from afar with a telescopic lens. You know that if you open the package and see an electronic counter ticking down 3, 2, 1, you’re going to have just enough time to feel like a jackass before you are rendered airborne.
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Cops love coffee, but you have to be prepared to dump your whole cup out the window if you get a high-priority call. There are no cup holders in the squad car, so if you speed off with lights and siren and you don’t dump it, it will invariably end up in a scalding pool on your groin.
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Never park your squad car in front of the address you’re sent to, no matter how routine the assignment sounds. They call this parking spot the “kill zone,” because it immediately puts you in harm’s way. Sure, you may have only been sent to a barking dog complaint, but why is that dog barking? Maybe it’s because of the home invasion armed robbery in progress at the dog owner’s house. So don’t be lazy. Park half a block down and scope out the scene as you approach. For these are uncertain times.



11



If you respond to a mass casualty incident, like a multiple-car pileup, shooting spree, or natural disaster, there’s no time to wait for the medics to sort things out. You have to triage right away. For starters, you want to get anyone who can walk to move to one side so you can concentrate on those most seriously injured. Have everyone else sound off, so you know who’s conscious. If someone isn’t breathing, open their airway and give them one breath. If that doesn’t work, under normal circumstances, you’d reposition the head and try to breathe again and possibly start CPR. But in a mass casualty incident, you don’t have the luxury of that kind of time. If that one breath doesn’t do it, they’re dead, and there’s no time for handwringing. Move on. Someone else needs you more.
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You take a lot of assignments where people are screaming at each other and they don’t stop screaming when you arrive. In fact, the screaming sometimes intensifies, as if those present know that now they’re safe in saying anything they want to say to the other party, because the police will prevent things from getting violent, or because everyone wants to show you how upset they are so you’ll take their side.



Every cop handles the noise differently. Some officers will try to outshout people. Others will adopt more creative tactics. One cop told me he likes to sit down with the newspaper while people shriek all around him. Gradually the din lessens and people look at him in a confused “Hey, that cop is reading the paper” kind of way. Once everyone is calm, he commences with his investigation.
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As a cop, your life is threatened regularly. Some threats are just drunken ramblings, but others have some weight behind them. Military vets with weapons training may threaten to shoot you between the eyes where your vest won’t save you. Officers who are the linchpins in felony cases have had contracts put out on their lives. Cops who have shot and killed a suspect in the line of duty now have to contend with the friends and family of the deceased, some of whom may seek vengeance. These officers live in fear of violence to their loved ones and take home police radios in case they have to call for backup.



If you’re a police officer, your home isn’t always your castle after all.



14



There’s a street weapon out there that looks like a tube of lipstick, but when the bearer twists the head, a wicked-looking blade comes up instead of the cosmetic. Surprise! You thought I was going to color my lips, but now I’m carving a divot out of your jaw. The list of exotic street weapons available to criminals also includes belt buckle knives, cell phone guns, and a .25 derringer that can be completely concealed within a wallet. Criminals have been known to paint red tips on working handguns so they look fake and to disguise a shotgun as a Super Soaker squirt gun. It’s rare to run across any of these implements unless you’re trying to arrest Maxwell Smart, but it’s good to know they’re out there. Their existence is enough to make you both cautious and distrustful in a profession that already lends itself to extreme paranoia.




Cover all wounds, even the tiniest ones. The people you will come into contact with will not be paragons of hygiene, and some will teem with easily transmittable diseases.
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Write your blood type on your ballistic vest in large print. If you get shot, you’ll be asked your type in the Trauma room, but in the heat of the moment, you may not remember it, or you may not be in any condition to talk, in which case the ER staff will strip off your uniform shirt and know where to look for it.
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Cover all wounds, even the tiniest ones. The people you will come into contact with will not be paragons of hygiene, and some will teem with easily transmittable diseases. Wear cut-resistant gloves to ward off the uncapped syringes and uncovered razor blades that will be in the pockets of those you arrest. Also wear gloves—sometimes you’ll grab someone and your bare hand will stick to him, because this particular chap hasn’t showered in six months.
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As a cop, if you’re given an assignment, you don’t call other people to handle it. You’re hardwired to go in there and take care of things yourself. Sometimes this mentality can hurt you. My partner and I were once called by a landlord to deal with a guy who was huffing paint in his room. The smell was overpowering. We tried calling him out into the hallway, but no one emerged. So we went in, both of us holding our breath, eyes stinging from the fumes. The guy sat on the bed, a can of industrial strength paint thinner at his side and a sock soaked in thinner clutched in his hand. His eyes were glassy and his mouth hung open, as if he were about to ask a question. We hauled him outside, drew in fresh air, and called him an ambulance. Then we realized that this whole time, he’d been holding both a lighter and cigarettes. We later mulled over what would have happened if the guy had lit up a smoke in that room. We figured the subsequent explosion would have showered all of our body parts over a full city block. Regardless if the guy lit up, it was a small miracle that the thinner fumes hadn’t ignited the pilot light to the stove. My partner and I both laughed afterward, more out of relief than anything, as we contemplated our potentially fiery demise. Three hundred feet is the minimum safe distance when dealing with a potential explosive. That’s a football field, or twelve houses. We weren’t three hundred feet away. We were zero feet away. The lesson we came away with is to leave the hazmat situations to the fire department. It wouldn’t kill the firefighters to take an occasional break from surfing Match.com at the station house or primping for next year’s calendar to get out there and work for a living.
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Wear a cheap wristwatch at work because it will invariably get hooked on a fence when you’re chasing a suspect or scratched up when you have to take someone to the ground.




Some cops don’t wear their wedding rings at work for that same reason; the ring could get hooked on a fence and tear off part of their finger. Others don’t wear their rings for, well, other reasons. “I like to fornicate,” a married cop once told me cheerfully.
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You get plenty of EVOC (Emergency Vehicle Operation Course) training as a cop, not just in the academy but at subsequent police in-services. But no matter how many times the EVOC instructors remind you to get to your assignment safely or you won’t get there at all, no matter how often they advise you that the squad car’s lights and siren don’t magically protect you or the public against wrecks, you always have at least one moment, especially when you’re new, when you respond lights and siren to a high-priority call and push it too far. Maybe you slow for the red light but still surge through without checking oncoming traffic and narrowly miss a T-bone collision. Or you take a corner too quickly on wet concrete and nearly hydroplane into a pedestrian. You’re spurred on by the radio traffic of an armed robbery in progress or an officer on the air shouting for help. “Get there get there” is the mantra running through your head, all the lessons you learned in EVOC completely forgotten. But once you get one of these near-misses under your belt, you continue on, shaken, vowing never to drive like that again, your close call a harrowing reminder of how quickly you can go from all is well to all is lost.
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When you’re going into a house on a hot call where the suspect is thought to still be on scene, never hesitate in the doorway. You move fast and keep moving because in the doorway you are a prime target; linger there and you might as well hang a bull’s-eye around your neck. And if you take down one suspect, don’t relax just yet. Look for his partner. The second guy. It’s the second guy who will get you.
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Especially if you work in a larger jurisdiction, odds are that at some point the president of the United States will pay a visit to your neck of the woods. Which means you will be working alongside the Secret Service, as they frequently enlist local cops to swing traffic and hold an outer perimeter. There is nothing that lets you know your relatively lowly place in the law enforcement universe more than working with the Secret Service. They are polite and professional, and will be continue to be polite and professional when they tell you that as a line cop, you are utterly expendable. They will shoot right through you in order to neutralize a threat to the POTUS. So if an assassin presents himself, forget any thoughts you may entertain of taking him down and earning a medal of valor. It isn’t going to happen. You’re not going to protect the president—the Secret Service is going to protect the president—and the only medal you might earn is the Purple Heart when the Secret Service riddles you with bullets because you have the misfortune of being in the same general area as the bad guy. It’s not that they’re bad shots—they’re among the best. It’s just that their training prescribes that protecting the leader of the free world is paramount and that everything else runs a distant second. They have multiple hit teams waiting in the wings, guys who have probably been up for twenty-four hours and have advanced weaponry and are chewing on caffeinated gum, who have trained and trained again for just this moment and will respond to any foe with sudden and overwhelming force. You’re only in the way. It’s a strange concept to grasp at first, because the typical cop mentality, to meet danger head-on yourself, is turned completely upside down when the Secret Service is involved. So what is the proper police response to take if one of these hit teams has to roll out? As one agent advised my partner in all sincerity, “Just lie down on the floor and pretend you’re dead.”




Some of the most polite criminals are the most lethal. They’ll Yes Sir and No Sir you ad nauseam, trying to lull you into complacency.
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Some of the most polite criminals are the most lethal. They’ll Yes Sir and No Sir you ad nauseam, trying to lull you into complacency, while at the same time probing you for weaknesses as they contemplate Fight or Flight. Never let your guard down. Keep in mind the old law enforcement adage that sounds like a country song: The Only Person I Trust Is My Mother and I Ain’t Even Too Sure About Her.
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High-risk traffic stops are typically done when the police believe a car contains wanted felons or someone who is armed. If performed properly, the high-risk stop is crisp, orderly, and a fearsome thing to behold. Two squad cars position themselves diagonally behind the suspect vehicle, and everyone assumes their specific roles. The driver of the backup squad covers the driver’s side of the suspect vehicle with a shotgun, and the passenger of the backup squad covers the driver’s side of the suspect vehicle (SV) with a handgun. The driver of the primary squad calls the play, giving the occupants of the SV step-by-step instructions over the PA, telling them to turn off the car, place the keys on top of the roof, slowly exit the vehicle, put their hands in the air, turn around slowly (to see if they have any weapons in their waistband), walk backward to the sound of his voice, and finally get down on the ground where an officer with handcuffs is waiting. Step by step, smooth, and by the numbers.



The problem is, sometimes you’ll get a vehicle occupant who doesn’t respect the process. I had that one night with the passenger in a stolen Ford Explorer. Her name was Vesna, and she was an eccentric English-speaking hooker from Czechoslovakia. When the cop on the PA began issuing instructions, Vesna stepped out of the car, casually smoking a cigarette and looking bored. She ignored the rest of what the cop had to say. Instead she merely squinted back at us and continued to take long pulls off her cigarette, looking around as if to say “Can you believe this nonsense?” I was pointing a shotgun at her from fifteen feet away, but she wasn’t impressed with me or my crude noisemaker. Apparently this was how they handled the police in Czechoslovakia. Her demeanor was so surreally inappropriate to the situation that I began to laugh. I couldn’t help it.



We ended up just walking up and grabbing her.



Sometimes you skip a few steps.
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If you’re in a restaurant on duty and have to use the bathroom, don’t leave your food or drink unattended. The odds of someone spitting in them or slipping you a mickey are slight but not worth the risk. Don’t wear shirts bearing your department name outside work; you don’t want strangers knowing you’re a cop. Never have a police bumper sticker on your car unless you don’t mind having all your windows broken out, perhaps by some antiestablishment types or a frustrated driver who just got his third DUI. Bumper stickers are for firefighters. Everyone loves firefighters. Not everyone loves cops. Not even cops always love cops.
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When you have your first potential jumper who is threatening suicide, thoughts of rescue will race through your head. Visions of saving the day. After all, you’re a cop. This is what you do.



But you have to hold yourself in check, because you don’t know anything about this person. Maybe he wants some company in his plunge two hundred feet down. You don’t want to get into any death-defying heroics or a struggle over the precipice. What you want to do is talk to the guy while you’re waiting for an official negotiator. Find out his name and call him by it. Get what you can of his story. It’s often the classic hard-luck tale. He’s been fired. He has no family. He’s got a terminal illness. He’s got nobody who cares about him. It’s reminiscent of something a boxer once said about growing old: First you lose your reflexes, then you lose your job, then you lose your friends.



You can try to talk all day. But the secret weapon with many jumpers is smokes. That’s why you always want to have a pack of cigarettes in your duty bag. The sweet promise of a Newport Lite, nay, the whole pack, has talked more than one suicidal soul off the ledge. Just don’t forget the lighter. Cigarettes aren’t much good without it.
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In the movies, even the slightest cop knocks down a door in one kick. Real life is different. Once it took me twenty-seven tries. I know this because there was a sergeant next to me counting out loud encouragingly. In terms of technique, striking the middle of the door doesn’t do much; instead you want to aim just underneath the knob. And the most effective means of entry isn’t the manly snap kick where you face the door with your shoulders squared, but rather the mule kick, where your back is to the door and you lash out with your foot like Eeyore. Don’t bother running into the door with your shoulder either. It looks cool, but you’ll bruise like a peach and the door will still be standing.



If you show up at a call with a couple of other cops and you do have to kick down a door, you will subsequently have a brief discussion about who has to do it, a conversation that you never hear on cop shows but that takes place in real life all the time. One of you is maybe coming off back surgery so he’s out. Another one kicked in the last door. Someone wore sneakers to work instead of boots, so she’s no good. Sometimes you just make the newest guy boot it in. He’s probably all jazzed up to do it anyway. He’ll batter it down and run in there like Leeroy Jenkins.



Once in a while, you will encounter a door you just can’t get through. Maybe it’s solid metal, or it opens out instead of in. Then you have to call the fire department. They have all sorts of tools and mechanical spreaders to gain entry. But it’s always a bit of a letdown to admit failure and call firefighters for this purpose. They find it to be a letdown as well, because you just interrupted their three-on-three basketball tournament at the station to come out for this.
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It is estimated that 90 percent of cop fatalities on duty involve officers making, at some point, a tactical error that results in their death. Maybe they went around a blind corner after a man with a gun or sped through a red light after a fleeing stolen car without checking both ways. You never want to speak ill of the dead, but many of these fatalities could have been prevented. As Annie Dillard once wrote, danger is the safest thing in the world if you go about it right. That’s why cops shouldn’t rush into hot zones without backup or a plan. You aren’t superhuman. You shouldn’t act like it.



28



Don’t try to yank an arrestee out of a car when the keys are still in it. First of all, pulling someone, especially someone with a significant center of mass, out of a car when they don’t want to go is incredibly difficult. It’s like trying to uproot a tree. But second, and more important, if the driver starts that sucker up and floors it while you’re caught between the V formed by the open driver’s side door and the body of the car, one of two things will occur. You will get flung or you will get dragged. Both of these outcomes can cause you a significant amount of pain and injury. I learned this firsthand. Experience is a hard teacher.
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You must stay vigilant as a cop, even when all appears well. Because when you’ve just had a hearty meal or quitting time is ahead and you’re planning your weekend, that’s when the drunk driver smashes into your squad or someone opens fire right in front of you. Don’t try to unwind at work. You can relax once you get home. Complacency is the enemy. When asked how he was able to kill four cops at a Newhall, California, gas station, convicted murderer Bobby Augusta Davis said, “They got careless, so I wasted them.”




Some officers, especially those who have been involved in shootings, take this vigilance to the point that they are reluctant to close their eyes in public, even off-duty. Not to catch a few winks on a long flight. Not even in church during prayer. They want to always see what might be coming at them.




 



FOUR



19 Things Cops Know

About Working with the Public



Rachel: We want nothing to do with your laws.

Book: Doesn’t surprise me. Lot of people I meet are like that.

—Harrison Ford as Philadelphia police detective John Book, Witness
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If the public screams at you, don’t scream back. Because if they piss you off, they own you.
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Once in a while, you’ll encounter an undocumented immigrant who has no ID and claims not to know his exact date of birth, which may be true, as some immigrants hail from remote places where certified birth certificates are few and far between. If you arrest such a person, you run their prints and see if anything comes up. If nothing does, you have to put something down on the paperwork for a date of birth. So you just assign them one. The time I did this, I made it in July. The suspect seemed okay with that. July is a good month for birthdays, with the favorable weather and all. When I was done, I felt a faint God complex. I have bestowed a date of origin upon you. I have given you life. Go forth and be fruitful.



3



If you respond to a holdup alarm at a bank with a suspect potentially still inside, you’ll tape everything off and cops will be covering the perimeter with shotguns, awaiting the order to go in. This will not stop citizens from driving up and asking if the bank is closed. One time I told a guy, yeah, it’s closed because of a bank robbery that could still be in progress. He then asked if he could just pop in briefly to use the ATM. “I have to get money out,” he explained, as if this ATM possessed magical money-producing properties that the dozens of other ATMs at nearby unrobbed banks did not.
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Neighbor trouble is a typical police call for service. These can be legitimate assignments where someone has broken the law and you can help restore a little civic order. But what you’ll usually get are complicated squabbles that come complete with deep back stories, heroes and villains, and a litany of mutual complaints dating back to when mastodons roamed the earth. Two neighbors will approach you at once. Both have been grievously wronged. The first one will say something like “Yes, officer, three weeks ago, my car got keyed and I think it was the neighbor, and then a few days ago, he called me stupid, and now his kids constantly skateboard past my house.” The second will have something for you like “This man’s tree branch hangs a foot over our mutual property line and yesterday I found my tomato plants partially trampled and …” Both neighbors want restorative justice, and they want it now and they want you to give it to them.



These complaints tend to boil down to something so trivial, and stem from such unreasonable people whose troubles are so largely self-inflicted, that it makes you want to grind your teeth. On these calls, you’re essentially a glorified babysitter dealing with people who both have an utter inability to coexist with each other and fail to grasp what the police are really for. They are, as my former partner Steve Pinchard liked to point out, just children in adults’ bodies. As a cop, you do what you can for them. Sometimes you refer both parties to a neighborhood mediation clinic or to civil court. But what else is there to do? Most of these people call because they think their neighbors are jerks, but it’s not against the law to be a jerk. The police are not part of a Miss Manners strike force, responding with corrective action and colorful pamphlets when people are rude. You can’t make someone be a good neighbor. Maybe cops should be thankful for these folks. They’re certainly job security for law enforcement because they never stop calling. But when an armed robbery in progress comes over the radio and you’re forty blocks away trying to referee an intricate dog poop dispute, you tend to get a little cranky.




On neighbor trouble calls, you’re essentially a glorified babysitter dealing with people who both have an utter inability to coexist with each other and fail to grasp what the police are really for.





The dumbest neighbor call I’ve ever gone to involved a guy who called the police to report his neighbor had recently given him a dirty look. Oh, boy. Thank God I have extensive police training, because I will be calling on all of it to fully explore the solution to this significant event. Could you describe the look, sir? Was the brow fully furrowed? Was it accompanied by clenched teeth? So essentially he was squinting at you? Is it possible the sun was just in his eyes? No? You say it was overcast at the time. Okay, I just checked Weather.com and I have confirmation of overcast during the time frame in question. Good. Takes that defense right off the table for the suspect.
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It’s easier said than done, but your mood shouldn’t affect your job performance. Maybe you’re bringing baggage to work. You’ve got problems at home with your wife and kids. Money woes. Health concerns. You worked until six in the morning, had to be up for court at nine, and man, forget about protecting and serving, you just want to take a nap. But none of that matters once you suit up. The public doesn’t care about your problems. They shouldn’t have to. Once you put on the uniform, you have to make like everything is fine. As one police academy instructor once told me, this is called The Show. You have to put on The Show. The Show is on.
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Certain members of the public will downright loathe you. This may be because of their contact with cops who have legitimately done them wrong. Perhaps it was an offense stemming from corruption, such as an officer pocketing a bottle of the homeowner’s OxyContin at a burglary scene. Or it could be an offense of ignorance, like the two patrol officers sitting in the front of the car casually chatting about local sports while the traumatized sexual assault victim sits in back waiting to be interviewed by a detective. But most people who hate the police are criminals. And they hate you because you arrest them. Because you tell them they can’t have their way. They in turn teach their children to hate you and so it goes through the generations. Others blame you for not doing enough to prevent crime, although they never seem to hold the fire department culpable for not doing enough to prevent fires.



But the typical person who claims to hate the police seems, more often than not, to hail from a certain sociocultural group. A group populated by the type of people you find as guests on whatever garish daytime talk show is in fashion, those high on drama and lawlessness and low on reason and etiquette. They live in the kinds of community where when you return to your squad car, you find “Cops 187” traced on it in road salt (187 is the California penal code for homicide). Even the most clever PR efforts won’t win them over, because it’s not how well you do your job that’s the problem. For them, it’s the system that’s the problem. It’s always working against their interests. And you’re the most visible embodiment of that system. In their minds, you aren’t out there for them, you’re out there to guard the status quo. The irony, of course, is that the people who live in the kinds of neighborhoods that need you the most also hate you the most. You try to mend fences with these types when possible, because citizen-police cooperation is essential. When you lose sight of the felony suspect, the bystander can either point you in the right direction or purposely point you in the wrong, depending on how their last interaction with the cops went. But some fences don’t mend, and sometimes you don’t even try. When people tell you they hate the police, you may respond that you aren’t too wild about them either.



But you will run into citizens who will thank you for the services you render. Or you’ll see some pedestrian raise a hand in Go Get ’Em solidarity as you whip past in pursuit of a suspect vehicle. Or some folks, frustrated at the direction their neighborhood has taken, will watch you take drug suspects out of an apartment in handcuffs and say, “Good job. Get rid of those crackheads.” It’s nice to get that feedback. The thank-yous mean a lot. It’s easy to lose sight of the fact that you do have some people rooting for you out there.
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There is a notable figure in contemporary law enforcement lore called The Person Who Won’t Shut Up. TPWWSU is typically drunk and unreasonable and holds all the cards. He or she will be as profane and disruptive as she wants for as long as she wants. There is no police remedy for this affliction. No antidote. They don’t issue you muzzles to deploy on the loud and disorderly. You just hope they lose their voice or develop a nasty cough.



Now, if TPWWSU ends up going to the hospital, the medical fix is the drug Haldol. One dose and TPWWSU tends to chill out immediately. Most cops would endorse Haldol for free.
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The cavernous depths of mental illness you encounter in this business will leave you in awe. You’ll talk to a man who collects his own feces in jars because he thinks they’re valuable, like money. You’ll try to help a woman who is in pain, she insists, because her dead adult son is living inside her. You’ll arrest a bipolar diabetic, his feet scaly and oozing pus, who speaks in a nonstop stream of consciousness with his invisible friend Peter and insists that you watch out for the mustard gas. You’ll be sent to an assignment where a woman is in such a frenzy to end her own life that she swallows ninety pills, downs two bottles of cough medicine, slashes her own wrists, and then puts a bag over her head in an attempt to suffocate herself.



Many of these tortured souls defy standard solutions to mental health problems. They are lost in their own tangled minds. Maybe there are medications that can help them, but they don’t take them. Or they just take them on Tuesdays. All of them need more than a pill. They need lunch. Someone not crazy to talk to. Working heat. An apartment free of bugs. Many are so well known, they go by just one name, like Pele. If someone knows how to fix them, they are wiser than you are.



I tend to get contemplative around the severely mentally ill. I try to articulate something meaningful about their condition, some illuminating truth regarding the bridge between reason and sanity. But in the end, all I can really come up with is that it’s nice not to be them.




Among the mentally disturbed stands out the legendary woman who was fairly normal except for her penchant for collecting dead rats. A patrol cop was talking to her trying to figure out a way to help and she responded by flicking one of the rat carcasses his way. It hit him right in the teeth and left a stain.
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Be careful not to talk down to suspects, especially in front of their loved ones. Maybe some guy has just been laid off from work and he’s trying to figure out how he and his family are going to make it. That man is clinging to the only thing he has left—his self-respect—and now you’re trying to take it from him by belittling him in his own house in front of his wife and kids. That’s not right. Show some respect; maybe you’ll get some in return.
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If you come across a recently amputated limb and are hoping it can be reunited with its owner, you want to keep that appendage cool but dry. If you put it directly on ice, the tissue will immediately start dying and the chances of it being successfully reattached will plummet.
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If you encounter kids selling lemonade or raffle tickets for their school or sports team, you shall buy some, and if you have no cash on you, you shall go to an ATM and procure some. There are no exceptions to this rule.




Here is another rule to which there are no exceptions. If a citizen asks you for directions, and you are not on a priority assignment, you shall stop what you are doing and assist them. This is what solid community policing requires, being helpful and polite to those with questions. This includes when you are standing at a fixed post at the intersection of Powell and Market and the fourth person in a row looks at their map, looks at you, looks at their map, looks at you, and then tentatively approaches and asks you where Powell and Market is. Helpful and polite, every single time.
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People make formal complaints against the police all the time. In fact, if you never get any complaints as a cop, it probably means you don’t leave the station much. People can complain about anything. This cop was rude to me. That officer pulled me over for no reason. Those cops didn’t believe my story and didn’t arrest whom I wanted them to arrest. All of these complaints have to be investigated. That’s why you’re thankful if your department has a strong union because it can help you navigate the complaint process. But many of the people who make complaints against cops have long and distinguished rap sheets or are just plain batty, like the woman who once called the lieutenant to complain about my “aura.”



But while many citizen complaints are baseless time wasters, some of them are spot on. These substantiated grievances often result from a common weakness among law enforcement—we aren’t very good at explaining ourselves. The archetypal case may go something like this. A report of an armed robbery comes out. Officers stop a couple of teenagers who match the suspect description. The cops shout at the teens to show their hands, prone them out at gunpoint, handcuff them, pat them down for weapons, and run them all for warrants. During the subsequent investigation, maybe some other cops catch the actual culprits a few blocks away, or the victim takes a look at the handcuffed teens and says, nope, it wasn’t them. The upshot is that these guys had nothing to do with the robbery. So the detaining officers let the kids go and tell them to get the fuck out of there.



All right, let’s break this thing down.



First off, you have the initial detention of the teens matching the suspect description, accompanied by plenty of sound and fury, shouted commands, and guns and handcuffs out. Is that legitimate? Absolutely. It’s Police Work 101. Maybe these guys are your suspects, maybe not, but no one gets the benefit of the doubt, not yet, not until you know more.



Then there’s the releasing of the teens with a brusque “Get the fuck out of here” without telling them why they were stopped in the first place. Well, now we have problems.



This kind of police response is a natural by-product of some officers’ mentality that even if these kids didn’t do this crime, they did another one, especially if some of them have criminal records. So you’re not going to get all weepy about having put their faces in the dirt and leveled a shotgun at their head. They don’t deserve an explanation. Screw ’em.



And this is exactly where the complaints roll in, especially when you consider how that seventeen-year-old’s parents may feel when their teenager comes home and describes his recent and eventful encounter with local law enforcement.



At the bare minimum, you have to uncuff those kids, dust them off, make sure they’re all right, explain exactly why it was that you detained them, and apologize for the misunderstanding. You’re not apologizing because you’re in the wrong. You’re apologizing because being treated like John Dillinger, if only for a few minutes, isn’t any fun. You’re apologizing because it’s stressful to have a gun pointed at you. You’re apologizing because you deprived them of their liberty for a little while, which is a pretty big deal, and it should be treated as such.



Now if the crew you stopped happen to be hardened felons and probably have  been robbing folks, but just didn’t pull this particular job, hopefully you’ll get them the next go-around. Until then, you gotta be nice. It’s nice to be nice. If nothing else, it probably keeps your blood pressure down.
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The fear of retaliation weighs heavily on the minds of crime victims and witnesses. If a citizen reports an offense where there’s a known suspect, she may get all her house windows broken out or a baseball bat to the face in an alley for her trouble. She works hard for her things and someone breaks them. Or breaks her. She has to miss work and shell out money she may not have to repair her damaged property or broken bones. Now she has to live in fear. Even if the criminals get arrested for their actions, they won’t miss work themselves because they probably don’t have jobs. The deck is stacked in their favor. For this reason, many calls to the police are anonymous. “No police to caller’s door,” the dispatcher advises you. It’s hard to blame folks. Restraining orders can have some effectiveness, and there are times when you can make the caller confidential in the police report. But a suspect has the right to face their accuser in open court, so at some point that accuser must be named. It’s a problem with no easy solution other than to make extra passes by witnesses’ homes while on patrol and to make it clear to suspects that you’ll come down on them Old Testament style if they attempt retaliation.
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Some people obey the law because they feel it is ethical to do so. Others need consequences to stay in line, like being found out and shamed, or going to jail and losing money, employment, or a spouse. Such consequences keep many of us from knocking off banks and running rum. But a certain segment of the population is utterly immune to these hooks. Members of this group are typically homeless or close to it, and often mentally ill. This group boasts those who have literally been arrested hundreds of times, often for nuisance violations like public drinking and disorderly conduct or for petty theft. They do not fear arrest or jail. Why would they? There’s nowhere they have to be tomorrow. An arrest means a place to lay their head and regular meals, and besides, their friends are probably there. There’s no magic wand to get this group to abide by the law. It’s like dealing with a prison lifer in solitary who stabs a prison guard in a state with no death penalty. He’s already in jail for the rest of his days. You’ve got no leverage. What are you gonna do to him? Take the mayo off his sandwiches? Make him sleep on a bumpier mattress?




Some people obey the law because they feel it is ethical to do so. Others need consequences to stay in line.
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You run into quite a few pack rat houses on this job. Christmas ornaments still adorn the walls, even in July, and boxes and crates filled with newspapers from the last three decades are stacked to the ceiling, with narrow, twisting paths carved out of the clutter to allow travel from one room to the next. There are often curios in such homes, like the fish clock that intermittently sings “Bass to the Bone.” There are knickknacks and model airplanes and wooden carvings of ducks and flypaper … there is always flypaper in houses like this. Cleaning is done infrequently. If any staffers from Good Housekeeping  ever came through the door, they’d immediately implode.
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There are Good Samaritans out there who will render aid to those in need, and at times do so at great risk to themselves. You’ve seen them at work and you greatly appreciate them. But as a cop, it’s more common for you to see their precise opposites. I once took a stabbing call in a bar where a man was flat on his back on the floor in a growing red pool. Jagged smiles had been carved into his face from cheek to forehead, and blood pumped from his wounds. He was surrounded by half a dozen gawkers, none of whom were trying to assist him. A bar employee was standing over the victim swabbing around him with a mop and looking down at him as if to say, “Hey, whenever you’re done spurting jugular blood, pal, I can make some headway with this mess.” It was such a surreal image, this barback with mop and bucket standing over a dying man, that at first, I couldn’t process it. There should be a word to describe people like that. Maybe the word already exists. Maybe it is “asshole.”
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As a cop, you will be called out to monitor demonstrations, especially in a protest-happy city like San Francisco. Many of these demonstrators will be even-minded people who are passionate about a cause. They’re out there taking a stand, and in this day and age of general indifference and addictive diversions like PlayStation, you’ll all for it. But these folks are soon drowned out by the louder fringe dwellers who treat busy intersections like their personal playground, and who will call you a Nazi fascist pig for no particular reason other than that you’re in uniform and close by. The conspiracy theorists who wear T-shirts that say “Occupy Everything” will demand to know if you work for Halliburton or Bank of America. They’ll loudly chant, “Fuck the police.” At least one of them, usually some kid in a headband and skinny jeans whose idea of tough is probably overcoming shin splints, will get in your face and tell you he hopes you get shot. They’ll call you perpetrators of systematic violence and accuse you of allowing humanity to be ravaged in the name of economics.




Some protestors seek to make their arrests as labor-intensive and cumbersome as possible. They’ll lock arms with each other and make their bodies dead weight. Or they shriek dramatically when the police try to put handcuffs on, as if they’ve just been zapped by a cattle prod, in order to try and manufacture the appearance of police brutality.





Okay, so they don’t like the current system. Got it. But you always wonder what they’re proposing in its place. Would they rather there be no police at all? What an interesting society that would be. If a law enforcement–free culture does become the norm, you’re going to visit all of their homes and ring their doorbells, and when they answer, you’re going to punch them square in the nose. You won’t have to worry. Because there will be no police, there will be no consequences for your actions.



All in all, these people greatly annoy you, but you try not to sweat them too much. Being as ignorant as they are must be its own special kind of hell.
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When people call the police and you respond, they sometimes show up at the door in interesting garb and demonstrating varying levels of hospitality. Sometimes they’re not wearing pants. Or the person at the door is a 350-pound woman squeezed into a leopard-print dominatrix outfit. Or there’s hard-core porn loudly playing in the background. One may think citizens would adopt some standard of decorum when they know the police are coming, but hey, it’s their house. They can open the door in a gibbon suit and you still have to render police services with due diligence.
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Cops aren’t always the most compassionate souls around, even when dealing with legitimate crime victims. This job tends to hammer the compassion right out of you. But it’s always good to say something like “I’m sorry this happened to you” or “You seem like a strong person. I think you’ll get through this. Because while it may be the eleventh violent assault call you’ve taken that week, it may well be the victim’s first ever. So say something kind. Anything. It takes only about three seconds. Then you can go back to being cynical and flinty.
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17 Things Cops Know

About Juveniles



[After a teen was just involved in a potentially deadly fight] We took him over to his cousin’s house. We were talking about how he got hit. And he tumbled over. Like a cartoon character …. So if you get them to laugh at themselves, give them a moment to pause, to think about how crazy and funny that it was, find that soft spot in that person. Not weak, but soft spot. And you just ride on that.

—Ameena Matthews, The Interrupters



1



When you go into a school, without fail at least one kid will put his hands in the air and say, “I didn’t do it.” This is vaguely amusing the first time but a little thread-bare the two thousandth time.



2



Growing up in an orderly, rather idyllic town in the Midwest, I don’t recall having a single police contact other than with Officer Friendly teaching Stranger Danger and passing out coloring books at my elementary school. I got into fights with my brother and with kids in the neighborhood, and sometimes one of us got bloodied as a result. Some bigger kids once tossed me in the local creek, simply because they were mean and I was both weak and available. But it never occurred to anyone to call the police. In my mind, the cops were off chasing armored car robbers, or maybe guarding the pope. I didn’t think they’d have time for the likes of me.



But how things have changed. A fourteen-year-old will call 911 because his thirteen-year-old brother hit him. Nobody is hurt. The fourteen-year-old didn’t even cry as a result of taking a familial punch of moderate force to his stomach. But in his mind, this is a police matter. A woman will call the district station because a neighborhood kid threw some cans in her yard. She wants something done about this. She wants this incident documented and would like to know how to get a copy of your police report. Sometimes she’ll call the station and ask about the status of the investigation. “Ma’am, the Toss-the-Can caper is still a work in progress. The task force meets again tomorrow.” As for a copy of the report, cops typically write reports only when crimes occur. This job has enough paperwork. You can only imagine the additional workload if every police call for service generated its own written narrative. After all, you can take as many as thirty different assignments in one shift. If every officer, in addition to all of their other tasks, had to write thirty separate incident reports before signing off for the evening, it would take about a month for the sheer weight of the overtime paid out to bring the department to its knees.



3



Some juvenile criminals are pretty smart. They know to use spark plugs to break auto windows with a minimum of noise and fuss. They’ve figured out how to start cars without the keys. They know the best ways to ditch the police if they’re being chased. You wish they’d channel that interest into something more productive, like a nonprofit internship or piano lessons.



4



Mothers, particularly single moms, will sometimes call the police because they feel their teenager is uncontrollable. When you show up, the teen does a lot of eye-rolling. She’s often one of multiple kids. The mother will tell you she bought all the kids pizza today. Why don’t they appreciate her? She could have not bought them pizza. She could in fact have given them all away, she explains. But she didn’t.



Single moms are about the bravest people on earth, and it’s nice when your mom brings you pizza, but women like this seem to be stumping for some kind of domestic medal for Not Giving Your Kids Away, and there is no such award. They have gotten themselves into an untenable situation and now want the police to correct in five minutes family problems that have been building for years. That kind of attitude is like the one displayed on the novelty T-shirt that shows an overweight person and underneath says “What are you going to do about how fat I am?”



You tell the daughter to respect and listen to her mother. You tell her that being a single mom is tough and that she should be helping her mother instead of making things difficult for her. You say that friends come and go but that at the end of the day, family is all you really have in this life, even when they sometimes drive you crazy.



That’s about all you have to offer. The rest is up to them.



5



As a cop, it’s easy to get discouraged about the state of today’s youth. You don’t see much of the honors student bound for Dartmouth, because he doesn’t do anything that would cause him to come into contact with you. You mostly see the teen hustler wearing a jacket with dollar signs written on it gearing up to break the Ten Commandments but good. You patrol neighborhoods where toddlers chew absently on cigarette butts from the ground and two-year-olds with matted hair and jam-smeared faces play unsupervised in the street. You see fifth graders with girls’ names tattooed on their arms. You talk to teenagers whose dad is locked up and whose mom is strung out on dope. The kid’s breakfast is a bag of chips and his lunch is a butter sandwich—which is exactly what it sounds like—and his friends are all just like him and some of them are carrying guns. Does it really come as a shock that these young people tend to fall out on the lawless end? They’re just little criminals waiting to become big criminals. The shock would be if they turned out halfway normal. You marvel at the few who make it. It’s the equivalent of muscling their way out of quicksand.




For juveniles who grow up this hard, there’s no guarantee they’ll reach even their twenties. So each individual birthday is an achievement in and of itself. I asked one kid from a crime-ruined block how old he was.



“I just made fourteen,” he said proudly.





6



 Depending on the jurisdiction, you can detain kids as young as seven for felonies. They don’t go to kids’ jail or anything—if convicted, they typically receive service referrals for counseling or, in extreme cases, get sent to group homes, but you still put handcuffs on them and book them. I once arrested an eight-year-old for burglary. He was about four feet tall, and when I searched him, I had to stoop to reach his pants pockets. It was like frisking a frog. He later cried because he had to go to the bathroom. I’ve had to make a felony arrest of a nine-year-old, a kid who was so shell shocked at being in custody that he could barely tell me his name. The biggest joke comes when you read them their rights and question them. Hell, give them a can of soda pop—truth serum, cops call it—and they’ll tell you anything you want to know. But does an eight-year-old know what a lawyer is? Can you really tell a nine-year-old, “If you cannot afford to hire a lawyer, one will be appointed for you at public expense,” with a straight face? Is a kid that age capable of forming criminal intent? Is all of this, these arrest procedures and interrogations involving kids so young, really the best way to go? You hope some expert out there is working on these questions because you yourself have no idea what the answers are.



7



Sometimes when you’re dealing with a kid who has committed a serious crime, you’ll eventually bring him home and get a pretty good idea how he became the way he is. The kid’s parent, and there is usually just one, will come to the door and listen as you explain the circumstances surrounding her child’s arrest.



“I told you, you little motherfucker,” she’ll shout at her flesh and blood. And you look inside the house and see various thugs sprawled out on the couch. Crushed beer cans on the floor. Siblings running around with wild hair and vacant looks.




How do the police respond when entering such a home? You start to make needed differentiations. Okay, the kids are dirty, but they seem unharmed. They’re likely neglected but not abused. The baby in the house isn’t changed, but he looks fed. There are mice and roaches, but you don’t see any rats. You take whatever you can get.





Other times, you’ll take a kid home and not be quite so sure how it got to this. The house is bright and clean, the parents polite and concerned and expressive of a desire to correct their child’s behavior in a reasonable way. There’s no simple equation that states that lousy parents churn out bad kids and good parents produce law-abiding ones. A correlation may be at work there but not causation. Some of it is just a roll of the cosmic dice.
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Strictly speaking, it’s the job of the police to enforce the law, not to rehab kids. The rehabbing part is the responsibility of someone else, like maybe their parents or Oprah Winfrey. But you’ll still give juveniles a standard stump speech about staying out of trouble, a speech that covers such areas as integrity, civic stewardship, and being a gentleman. The longer you’re a cop, the shorter the speech will get. But you do what you can to convince them the police aren’t the enemy. To get them to see you differently. To sell them on the fact that you want to see them do well. Maybe you ask them who their role models are. If they say Scarface or 50 Cent, it’s a bad sign. If they say it’s the corner drug dealer, who gives them five dollars to get him a soda and lets them keep the change, it’s even worse. You want them to say their high school history teacher or Denzel Washington or even Che Guevara, but they usually don’t.




It’s the job of the police to enforce the law, not to rehab kids. The rehabbing part is the responsibility of someone else, like maybe their parents.




With others, especially the repeat felons, you don’t bother with the soft sell. Maybe you’ll tell them if they keep up their gangster ways, some other gangster is going to shoot them. You’ll predict they’ll take one in the spine and be one of those kids who has to blow on a straw to move their wheelchair. It’s your own, half-thought-out version of Scared Straight!  But they’re not having any of that. You might as well be trying to threaten them with the dangers of acid rain. They are young and, in their minds, impervious to bullets, free to wallow in their misspent youth.
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Juveniles are a handful, but sometimes you need to give them a break and an outlet. If a lady calls the police because kids are playing basketball on a hoop mounted in the alley and she’s scared it might damage her garage, ask her what she’d rather have, the kids playing ball near her garage or sitting around with a lot of idle time to contemplate breaking into her garage?



10



It isn’t unusual to be called to some kind of family fracas and have an allegation of juvenile molestation or child abuse surface, an allegation that often seems to be generated out of thin air only to inject more drama into an already dramatic proceeding. And if it’s shown that these allegations are false, the accused parents often look at you triumphantly, as if ribbons and certificates are to be handed out to parents who don’t beat or molest their kids.
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Some parents have had it with their children. “Just take them,” they tell you in all sincerity. Wait, take them where? If the child hasn’t committed a crime, he isn’t going with you. It’s not like you’re going to take him home and put him up in your garage apartment. So the kid stays put and the parent has to do some parenting after all, although when the shoe is on the other foot, and the police come calling for Junior because he’s a suspect in a crime, many of these same parents turn fiercely protective and refuse to let you into their house without a warrant—well within their constitutional rights, of course, but still highly irritating.
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 Once in a while, you’ll be sent to a call of a juvenile who has committed a crime, and you show up in your full police regalia ready to talk some sense into the tow-headed youngster, your demeanor stern yet approachable, and you’ll have a kid as young as seven tell you to go fuck yourself. Seven. When you’re dealing with a damaged kid like that, you’re at a complete loss. What is to be done here? He’s seven. You aren’t equipped to handle someone like this. The law isn’t either. Or the schools. Maybe no one is. You figure this is how Lex Luthor started out. It makes you wonder if they’re still doing shock treatment. The kid needs a team of crack child psychologists, working around the clock to rewire him. He’s a societal problem you can’t fix and can barely understand.
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 Law enforcement efforts regarding juveniles can be largely toothless. It’s a given that minors shouldn’t be treated the same as adults, but all the regulations in place for police contact with juveniles can get to the point where young offenders are handled like delicate climate-sensitive flowers. You have to Mirandize them as soon as practicable, even if you’re dealing with them for only a minor offense. There are elaborate written general orders for how many phone calls they get and when and under what circumstances you may handcuff them to a fixed object like the station’s bench as they await processing. Some jurisdictions require that minors in custody be provided with a snack within a set amount of time, which sets off a fierce debate among officers for who has to pony up for the Snickers bar from the station vending machine for the fourteen-year-old carjacker. You’ll even have community organizers show up at police meetings and demand that law enforcement refer to teen gangsters as “youth at risk” instead of gang members in order to avoid stigmatizing them. Even the legal terminology used is often antiseptic; juveniles aren’t technically “arrested” (maybe because that sounds mean), but rather they are “taken into custody” and have to be isolated from any adult prisoners at the district who may corrupt them. The serious offenders—the young armed robbers and rapists—are taken from the district to secure juvenile detention, but everyone else is ultimately released to their parent or guardian with a future court date. So if a kid breaks all the windows in your car and yanks your stereo out of the dashboard, and the police pick him up at noon, you may very well see him back on the street before dinnertime ready to take your new stereo.



But it’s all about protecting the youth, those mischievous rascals.



I’ll tell you, if I had known any of this as a kid, I would have gotten into a lot more trouble.
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One of the reasons you have your hands so full with wayward youth is that people who arguably shouldn’t be reproducing are having two, six, nine kids and counting with a slew of different partners. I ran into a guy named Milton once, a foul-mouthed con on parole for homicide who proudly boasted that he has sired thirteen kids, none of whom he could support, but most of whom were named after him. He was going to have even more kids, Milton told me. He was going to create an army of little Miltons.



Or take twenty-one-year-old bipolar street hooker Veronica, who sports a tattoo on her left shoulder that says “Bitch” and has a small bandage on her arm from a recent gonorrhea shot. Veronica has given birth to two children, one a four-month-old boy and the other a one-year-old girl, and the Bureau of Child Welfare is a regular visitor to her house regarding allegations of child abuse and neglect. Veronica is having problems with one of the children’s fathers, a man named Andre. Veronica has a domestic abuse injunction against Andre, and Andre has a similar injunction against Veronica, legal orders that both of them routinely violate. Ask Veronica how it’s going with Andre and she’ll tell you matter of factly that she “bit his dick” during their last encounter because he tried to rape her.



These parents make one think of a passage from The Closing of the American Mind: “But they have nothing to give their children in the way of a vision of the world, of high models of action or profound sense of connection with others.”



What they have instead is the ability to create generations of family units that are at best tangled and at worst hopelessly broken. Some of these kids may claw their way out of their situation through a combination of determination and luck, but the deck is stacked. This influx of maladjusted, physically and mentally unhealthy kids is at the core of many of our societal problems, especially when they grow up into maladjusted, unhealthy adults who commit a boatload of crimes.



You know good people and competent agencies are working to combat these societal woes. There are mentoring programs and awareness-raising 5K runs. But times are tough and something more is needed. Maybe an eccentric billionaire could start a series of birth control clinics that pay people to undergo voluntary vasectomies and tubal sterilizations. It would be a program similar in philosophy to Project Prevention, the American nonprofit agency that pays drug addicts $300 to receive long-term birth control, but these clinics would offer services to nonaddicts as well. You would want to pay out enough to attract those who are not ready for the responsibilities of child rearing but not so much that it would unfairly entice those who are hard up for the money but would also make good parents. The same clinics would also offer to reverse these birth control procedures for free at some point if the client could demonstrate a stable home life. The clinics would be spread throughout the United States. They would have polite receptionists, convenient parking, and an assortment of popular magazines in the waiting rooms. Maybe free coffee and hoagies if funding permitted.



Some would call this approach eugenics. But critics might be well served to spend some time with the Veronicas and the Miltons of the world before making snap judgments about whether this is a viable solution.



Now an eccentric billionaire must be located to fund this venture.



Know any?
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 In many police departments, if you stop a juvenile for a curfew violation, you are supposed to ask them if they are exercising their constitutional right of free assembly by being out on the street after hours. It sounds strange, but if they say yes, you may not cite them, because you are then acting as a government agent infringing on the Bill of Rights. Juveniles don’t quite seem to catch on to this curfew escape clause, however, because when you ask this question, nine times out of ten, the answer you get is “Huh?” You then dutifully record this response on the narrative of the citation and wonder whether high school civics is still being offered as a part of anyone’s core curriculum.




Some kids see your badge and they see a superhero or a celebrity. You aren’t either of those things, but you don’t mind being treated like one, at least for a little while. 
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Once in a while, typically at all-American venues like cookouts or ball games, you’ll be in uniform and you’ll have a kid come up and ask you to autograph something. It strikes me as the kind of thing kids used to do a lot but don’t do as much anymore. They see your badge and they see a superhero or a celebrity. You aren’t either of those things, but you don’t mind being treated like one, at least for a little while.
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Cynicism in law enforcement is widespread and, to some degree, self-perpetuating. But sometimes you strive for optimism. You try to picture many of the juvenile criminals you deal with years later, as adults, having turned it around. One day you’d run into them and they’d be healthy and gainfully employed. They’d remember you and you’d remember them and you both would look back at that day in question and shake your heads knowingly at the folly of youth.



You snap back to reality as you book the thirteen-year-old auto thief. Food is stuck in his hair and he smells bad. He lives with his grandma because he doesn’t know his father and his mother is in prison for the next decade. When you’re filling out your arrest paperwork and ask him how to spell his middle name, he takes a stab at it before admitting he’s not sure. You stare at him, trying to penetrate his thoughts, to mentally peel open his brain to see what’s going on in there. To see if he’s going to make it. And you don’t know. What you do know is that, for better or worse, he’s the future.



And the future has to start somewhere.


 



SIX



13 Things Cops Know

About Seasonal Policing



There was a desert wind blowing that night. It was one of those hot dry Santa Anas that come down through the mountain passes and curl your hair and make your nerves jump and your skin itch. On nights like that every booze party ends in a fight. Meek little wives feel the edge of the carving knife and study their husbands’ necks.

—Raymond Chandler, Trouble Is My Business



1



Summer is the mean season for police work. As the roll call sergeant is more than happy to tell you, “Every fucking summer, the city goes to shit.” The temperature makes tempers rise and fists fly. It also makes people’s bad body odor worse. During summer, it isn’t uncommon for metro 911 dispatchers to receive close to two thousand requests for service a day. The calls keep coming. They don’t stop. You finish one and are sent to the next, some bizarre, some heartbreaking. “Caller reporting that neighborhood juveniles stole his statue of a chicken …. Take the indecent exposure. Caller states a couple was having relations in a car when the airbag deployed … respond to the fight. One parking checker knocked another one unconscious … Sexual assault, child is bleeding from the anus, suspect last seen running northbound through the alley …. Check for a white male in a red coat talking to himself, hitting stop signs, and screaming …. Caller states an invisible Paul McCartney is on her property cutting her with invisible rubber knives.”



When it’s that busy, pending calls for service in a single district can stack forty deep. If they aren’t emergencies, they are thrown on the back burner, which means that if a citizen calls about neighbors playing loud music, or someone prowling near their house, they won’t see a squad car for a long while. They’re pissed when you finally show up. You can’t blame them. You wonder how charitably you’d feel toward the police if, busy night or not, it took them five hours to tell the neighbors to turn down their death metal and two hours to show up for the strange man lurking outside the window.
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If the temperature is above, say, 85 degrees, and you chase a guy on foot for more than a few blocks, everyone is going to be dripping with sweat and someone is going to puke at the end. You just don’t want it to be you. You hold that bile down, because there is a distinct pleasure to be had when you book the suspect and he then retches in the sink for a good few minutes. You held your vomit, but he didn’t. It makes you feel like you’re made of hardier stock than he is. Having the suspect puke at the end of a long foot pursuit is about the best thing in the world.




On busy summer nights, there’s no time for follow-up. You take your assignment and go on to the next one. It’s fast-food police service.




3



Cops hate working the Fourth of July. It’s madcap. Even for experienced officers, it’s difficult to distinguish between certain types of fireworks and gunshots. You may think someone is opening up on your squad with a 9mm, but it turns out just to be a couple of kids with Roman candles. Or vice versa. Those who celebrate Independence Day by shooting guns in the air risk injury or death. Bullets don’t get stuck in clouds up there. They eventually drop, and do so at a velocity of about four hundred feet per second, fast enough to penetrate the human skull. If this kind of mishap occurs to the original firer of the shot, some cops like to call it “thinning the herd.”
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On busy summer nights, there’s no time for follow-up. You take your assignment and go on to the next one. It’s fast-food police service. “Thank you, please drive through.” On nights like this, if you want to get a bite to eat, you have to make it quick. You’ll find yourself eating while you drive, spilling ketchup on your gun belt in the process. The calls keep coming even though there are calls still pending. It’s like taking a cup that is already full, but you keep adding to it as the water spills around you and you pour and pour and pour.



On such nights, you will not get off on time, especially if there is a critical incident, like a homicide or an officer-involved shooting. You could be held on for another eight-hour shift. Those are the nights when you punch out, make your bleary way into the station parking lot, and wonder why your keys won’t open your car until you realize this car is the same color but wrong model. Your car is actually one row over.



5



If the temperature climbs much past 90 degrees, the district sally port, which isn’t air conditioned due to budget cuts, turns into a Dutch oven. Process a prisoner there and the sweat will pool in your hair, roll off your brow, soak your ballistic vest, and drip on your reports, which will subsequently stick to your arms like a wet napkin. Your elbows will leave small ponds of perspiration on everything you touch. You will sweat so much you will leave salt stains on your shirt collar and belt line. It is an environment not inclined to produce excellence. The heat is enough to make you conjure up excuses not to arrest people. “Well, he shot that guy, but he seems contrite. Would an apology and a handshake suffice? Let’s handle this informally, like gentlemen.”
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In summer, kids play ball in the street, and you stop and say hi and suggest they take their game to the park so they won’t get hit by cars, and they surround your squad car, asking you for baseball cards, marveling at your shotgun, asking to play with the spotlight, four of them, now eight of them, now ten, multiplying as curious kids do. But not everyone milling about come summertime is so benign. At some crime scenes, the whole neighborhood will come out to watch the show, making the phrase “crowd control” close to an oxymoron. Those assembled have magically been transformed into police sages and have advice for you ranging from “You should arrest that fool” to “Let him go, he didn’t do nothing.” They want to be included, to be part of the investigation. Some, for their own idiosyncratic reasons, want to wear your police crime scene tape like a scarf. They’re like a Greek chorus in the background, only drunk, and wearing tight, midriff-bearing T-shirts with slogans like “Juicy.”



In summer, push-cart vendors hawk paletas (like Popsicles only better) and roasted corn, which they serve with red pepper, lime, and mayo. Many if not most are undocumented immigrants. They conduct a cash-only business. Few of them speak English, and fewer still have cell phones with which to call the police. For these reasons, they are regarded as soft targets by criminals and are consistently robbed and assaulted. But maybe because they fled a life of poverty and work long hours for meager pay, they are also tough as roofing nails. I was on a call once where a witness reported that such a street vendor had just been shot in the hand courtesy of some armed robbers. After taking a bullet, the vendor didn’t seek medical treatment. He didn’t even call the police. No, he stayed at his corner and continued to sell ice cream even as the blood streamed down his fingers. I wasn’t sure what was stranger, the vendor selling ice cream having sustained a gunshot wound or customers continuing to buy ice cream from a bleeding man. It reminded me of the Seinfeld episode where Kramer commandeers the city bus.



“You kept making all the stops?” Seinfeld queries.



“Well, people kept ringing the bell,” Kramer says in exasperation.
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Halloween is typically an active night for cops, what with the boozing and general anarchy of a day that celebrates the dark and ghoulish. Plus everyone has a costume on, so masked people out and about who commit street violence don’t stand out as they normally do. But if things slow a bit, and time permits, you can have a spirited conversation with your squad partner about which monsters you could defeat in combat. You figure you can take Frankenstein, because he couldn’t even beat Laurel and Hardy. Wolfman is easily bested with silver, and you’re sure that somewhere in their van of ropes and ballistic shields and vitamins, the SWAT team has some silver bullets. Dracula presents logistical problems because he can turn into a bat, which would be tricky to catch. Swamp Thing would be disoriented by the blinking lights and traffic sounds of a large urban area. And finally, the Mummy is just too ponderous and all you have to do is set him on fire, unless, of course, he summons those flesh-eating scarab beetles, in which case you’re screwed.




Halloween is typically an active night for cops, what with the boozing and general anarchy of a day that celebrates the dark and ghoulish.




You are still on the clock when you contemplate these scenarios, your discussion completely taxpayer funded.




Winter is the season when suspects wear puffy coats, some of which are specifically designed by enterprising urban outfitters to conceal drugs or weapons.
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Winter is the season when suspects wear puffy coats, some of which are specifically designed by enterprising urban outfitters to conceal drugs or weapons. These coats have side pockets, inside pockets, hidden pockets, and pockets inside pockets. It’s not unusual to thoroughly search an arrestee on the street and come up empty and then take them to the booking room where a second search reveals a crack pipe, a folding knife, or a nickel bag of dope.
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There is some respect for Christmas Day even among criminals, and an unofficial cease-fire seems to exist, at least until midnight, when it’s all back on and predators prowl the streets looking for easy marks and dull-eyed hookers resume their place on the street corner, a collection of people who probably didn’t observe Advent.
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It takes awhile to get places when there’s heavy snow out. Even with your lights and siren on, your speed might top out at a comical ten miles per hour. Any faster than that and your brakes will lock and you’ll find yourself deep in a snowbank. You have to plan for that time factor as an officer. If you need backup, it might be coming from across town. You’ll be left to your own devices for quite a while. That’s why when the roads are close to impassable, you tend not to try to stir up the pot as much. Maybe save the dope raid for another day. Better to hunker down.
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Wanted bad guys are sometimes hard to find. Many of them have no fixed address, no job, and no car in their name. But on holidays, you can often find your suspect home at the dinner table among friends and family, a fork poised midair as you move in with the handcuffs. Season’s Greetings, pal. Put down the figgy pudding because you’re going to jail.
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In winter, snow covers some of the blight in your squad area, blanketing the split tires and snack wrappers and discarded clothing, but it can’t hide the boarded-up A-frames awash in graffiti, or do much for the houses burned by some unknown arsonist or by a candle left lit that are just husks now, blackened and spectral in the late afternoon light.



In winter, some families who can’t afford rent still string a hundred dollars’ worth of Christmas lights down their front porch, and suspects flee from the police on foot and often shed their jacket or hooded sweatshirt to avoid detection. In rough weather, this doesn’t always help them, because if you respond to the pursuit and see someone badly underdressed for the climate, you know something is up. Guys don’t walk around in just a T-shirt when it’s -15 degrees out, unless they’re fleeing from the police or they’ve just lost a bet. If you don’t find the suspect but do find his jacket abandoned in the bushes, you set up containment on the block and wait him out. If you’re tooth-chatteringly cold in your heavy winter cop jacket and long johns, you know he’s hurting without a coat at all. After about five minutes, suspects have been known to walk out from their hiding spot and turn themselves in, electing for jail over dying of exposure. If the suspect doesn’t emerge, you pack up shop and leave. Maybe he’s frozen in mid-stride, in which case he’ll turn up come spring thaw.
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Some winter days get so cold that the ink in your pen freezes. You switch to your backup pen, which writes with a heavier but wetter ink, but if it snows and you’re outdoors, at a traffic accident, for instance, the flakes will land on the pages of your memo book and blur the ink, transforming a driver’s name from Rick McGovern to Rilpp Mbllll.



Winter presents other challenges as well. If a car you want to stop passes you going the opposite way, making a U-turn to follow is tough. In the warmer months, you can drive over the curb and give chase, but now jagged peaks of tire-puncturing ice line the sides of the street like a natural security fence. The best you can hope for is an ungainly three-point turn on a slippery street while the other driver, watching you keenly through his rearview mirror, turns the corner and fades away in the hard freeze, disappearing like the DeLorean from Back to the Future.




Buying dope on the street often involves coded references to the particular drug desired. Weed is “trees.” Crack cocaine is “that hard.” The slang constantly changes, and its use is a way for both buyers and sellers to screen out pretenders who don’t know the lingo or potential undercover cops. But on some drug corners in winter, it’s so damn frigid that there’s no time for such verbal coyness. The bundled-up customers will walk up to the sellers, blowing on their hands, and ask, straight-out, “You all the ones with the Xanax?”




 



SEVEN



11 Things Cops Know

About Courts and Legalities



If you’re looking for justice, that’s just what you’ll find—just us.

—Richard Pryor



1



Many defendants dress casually, even for felony trials. The collared shirt is a rarity. Most wear what they might don to watch Saturday morning cartoons, like a shirt that says Lucky Charms or flip-flops and shorts. Or an oversized football jersey and their good jeans, the ones with the embroidered dragon on the rear pockets. Defendants will show up for trial on a marijuana sales case wearing a shirt with a marijuana leaf design—not on a dare, or as some kind of political statement, but because they’re so oblivious that they put the shirt on and don’t think anything of it. My partner Steve recently told me of watching a defendant stand before the judge during sentencing wearing the latest urban T-shirt that said “No Remorse” in bold script, a choice of apparel that probably made the man’s defense attorney, at the very least, loosen his tie.
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Even if you feel you have a solid case against a suspect, and even if the district attorney feels the same way, you take your chances when you go to jury trial, where you are at the mercy of twelve citizens who are sometimes able to generate reasonable doubt in the most unlikely of places. As an attorney once said on the show Law & Order: “The crap a jury will buy boggles the mind.”
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Traffic court is a free-for-all. Most defendants appear without an attorney and are generally mystified by courtroom protocol. Confused, they jump in and answer questions that the judge is posing to the prosecution. They grapple laboriously with rules of evidence, hearsay, and the relevance of testimony. They’ll be given new court dates for their trials and will nod, get up, and walk out of the courtroom without writing the new date down, and have to be shepherded back with a sharp “Hey” from the court clerk, who will hand them a written reminder of their next appearance.




As an attorney once said on the show Law & Order: “The crap a jury will buy boggles the mind.”




“We can’t have the trial,” the judge often says, “if you’re not there.”
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Your interaction with the DA when you discuss charging a rather sordid case often contains an unspoken understanding that you (the police and the DA) are not like some of the unwashed suspects and inarticulate victims you encounter. Let’s say that in this particular case you’re examining, two women got fed up with the fellow they were both seeing and attempted to set his car on fire. He came outside with a two-by-four and split one woman’s head open. The crime scene featured plenty of blood and several globs of hair with scalp still attached. All three participants were both victims and suspects. All three are unemployed. All three were loaded when it all went down. It’s an impressive mess. Your own lives aren’t like that. You and the DA have decent jobs and are relatively civil and you showered that day and there are no bodily fluids on your clothing and you have working electricity at home. You have achieved separation from those people with their dysfunctional relationships and drunken capers. Sometimes this understanding is more pronounced than others, but it’s often there, running just under the surface of your conversations. You shake your heads at their antics. You cluck-cluck at their behavior. You are the surface dwellers. They are the Morlocks. That’s how it goes. It is the way of things.



5



There are times when you’ll arrest a suspect based exclusively on a victim’s statement. The suspect may bitterly protest this turn of events. “I didn’t do anything,” he may say. “You can’t arrest me just because she said I hit her. There are no witnesses. It’s just my word against hers.” But the Supreme Court decided long ago that a victim’s statement, even uncorroborated, can in and of itself function as probable cause for arrest. If you tell the suspect this, it will prompt the response “Fuck the Supreme Court.”
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On television, cops arrest people and immediately read them their Miranda rights. Not so in real life. As a police officer, you are required to read someone their rights only after they are in police custody and you have begun interrogating them about an offense. Custody plus Interrogation equals Miranda, not before. Sometimes it can be tactical for the police to wait to Mirandize a guy because the offender may make a spontaneous, incriminating statement prior to formal interrogation. Criminals often don’t understand this. “I’m totally going to beat this case, dude,” they’ll tell you triumphantly. “You didn’t read me my rights when you arrested me.” Okay, legal eagle. Thanks for the law enforcement tip.




You are required to read someone their Miranda rights only after they are in police custody and you have begun interrogating them about an offense.
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Say you pull over Donald and Pierre in a stolen car. Donald is driving and Pierre is the passenger. Neither man is the titled owner of the car. Neither claims to know whom the car belongs to. You get in touch with the car’s owner, who comes over, looks at Donald and Pierre, says she’s never seen them before, and tells you neither had permission to take and drive her car. Open and shut case of Operating Auto Without Owner’s Consent, right? Far from it.



If Donald and Pierre are smart, it will go something like this. Donald will claim that Pierre, whom he knows from the neighborhood, picked him up at the corner in the car and then asked him to drive because Pierre doesn’t have a license. So Donald slides into the driver’s seat and off they go. Donald tells you he didn’t know the car was stolen. No way. He figured it was Pierre’s car.



Then it comes time for Pierre’s statement. He claims that Donald, whom he knows from the neighborhood, picked him up at the corner in the car. He didn’t know the car was stolen. No way. He figured it was Donald’s car.



So one of them is lying. But who? It doesn’t really matter. No DA will touch this case, because even though the men’s stories are directly contradictory, both of them have plausible deniability when it comes to the origins of the car. In order to effectively prosecute them, the DA has to show beyond a reasonable doubt that the men knew the car was stolen. If there’s no damage to the steering column and the keys are with the vehicle and the driver didn’t try to flee upon being stopped by the police, the DA won’t prosecute unless the suspects confess.



Some DAs may even take it a step further. Even if the steering column is peeled and even if the suspect flees from the police, the DA still may not charge the case without a confession. Because all the suspect has to say is something like “Yeah, a dude on the corner lent me this car and he told me the column was messed up because someone had stolen it from him before and he just never got it fixed. I took off from the police because my license is suspended. I had no earthly idea the car was stolen. Honest, officers. What a terrible misunderstanding this all has been.” Ka-boom, there it is. The “dude-on-the-corner” defense. We now have reasonable doubt. Release the suspected auto thief immediately, says the DA, although preferably not in the DA’s neighborhood because she’s fond of her own car and would like to retain possession of it.



Given how easy it is to walk on a stolen auto rap, you have half a mind to get into that business yourself.
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During sentencing, whereas the prosecution often paints a dire picture of the defendant, the defense tries to pretty him up for the judge. There often isn’t much to work with. The defendant hasn’t had a job in years, but, the defense attorney points out, he’s trying to get his GED. And he’s sorry for what he did. And he’s taking Bible classes. And he walks on water, but only when no one is looking. He is portrayed as a bastion of good intentions and shimmering hope for the future who has just lost his way. You’re all for people turning their lives around. But sometimes, especially when the crime involves a dangerous repeat felon, it’s okay to be a little skeptical of this recidivist’s possibilities. Because some people just have larceny in their hearts. They steal, rob, assault, commit all kinds of offenses. They will not stop.




Some defense lawyers are pretty funny, especially public defenders. You need a sense of humor to make it in that business, for a good number of your clients commit poorly planned crimes that are often caught on crystal clear video, frequently fail to return your phone calls, and still expect exoneration via some sort of legal hocus pocus. I once asked a public defender how his client’s trial went. “We came in second!” he said with mock enthusiasm.
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You want to watch defendants during sentencing. If they don’t care for what the judge is telling them and feel strongly that after getting tagged with twenty years of straight time they have nothing to lose, violence can ensue. Defendants have gone after judges. After jurors. Have lunged for the deputy’s gun and subsequently been shot dead right there in the courtroom. If someone is desperate enough, anything goes.



10



Some folks are under the impression that if you ask an undercover cop if they are, in fact, a cop, they are legally obligated to tell the truth. They aren’t. I don’t know where this notion came from in the first place. Think about it. How would any undercover law enforcement operation function if this were the case?



Undercover cop: “All the men in this room with automatic weapons make me a little nervous, but I would like to purchase a large quantity of narcotics from you.”



Drug kingpin: “Are you a cop?”



Undercover cop [sheepishly]: “Yeah.”



Cue rapid gunfire.
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You won’t feel sorry for many defendants. You figure they probably committed a dozen crimes before they finally got caught for this one. But it can give you a moment of pause when you’re subpoenaed for court and you look around to see how few people have shown up to support the defendant in his criminal trial. Sometimes it’s just one. An elderly woman, the defendant’s grandmother perhaps, who appears interested in the proceedings but a little disoriented. Then that woman gets up and leaves, and you realize that she wasn’t the defendant’s grandmother but just some old lady who realized she was in the wrong court room. Back down to zero. The defendant may have gone through life largely alone and is now being sent to prison alone. If I ever got arrested, my friends, extended family, junior high art teacher, and every member of the Polecats—my elementary school T-ball team—would show up with supportive banners and character references and exculpatory evidence. It is yet another difference between the haves and the have-nots.


 



EIGHT



19 Things Cops Know

About Chases



Everybody runs.

—Tom Cruise as John Anderton, Minority Report



1



It sounds counterintuitive, but police officers are trained not to run full speed after fleeing suspects, because foot pursuits often end in a fight, and you don’t want to be so exhausted at the end of it that the suspect can push you down with one finger.



Some cops will call out the flight path of the suspect on the radio but won’t chase them at all, for various reasons, chief among them being age, general disinterest, and the threat of injury. Others adopt a kind of hybrid approach. As one cop told me, right or wrong, “I’m forty-six. If I decide to run after somebody and we go a few blocks, I’m going to make sure I have something left in the tank afterward. Because if I don’t, and I catch him, and he squares up to me, I’m going to let him go. If it’s between him getting away and me getting hurt or killed, I’ll let him go.”
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The start of any foot pursuit involves some threat assessment. Why is this person running from you? Is it after hours and he fears a curfew ticket? Or is he wanted on federal charges of sedition? You may have an educated guess, but you never know for sure. If you decide to chase, the first thing to say is “Stop, police,” which sounds corny but is necessary, because then the suspect’s flight officially becomes the crime of Resisting/Obstructing an Officer. Otherwise, the guy can claim he went for a spontaneous jog and figured the cops were running after him because they too must enjoy jogging.
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Bizarre happenings can occur during foot pursuits. My partner Steve told me of a guy who fled from him and hit a slight rise between the sections of the sidewalk hard enough and at such a sharp angle that his lower leg bone snapped and burst through his skin with an audible crack. My partner Rolf told me the story of an officer from his district who chased a felony suspect on foot. The suspect stopped in the middle of an intersection, pulled a handgun, and drew a bead on the pursuing officer, who had not yet drawn his own firearm. The suspect had the cop dead to rights.




When you’re chasing a suspect, the hazards are aplenty. You have to beware of low-hanging branches and ill-tempered dogs and their slippery feces.




And then a passing truck hit him at about forty miles per hour. Killed him on the spot. “The truck driver felt so bad, but all the cops were cheering for him,” Rolf said.
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If a guy is holding up his pants with one hand while he runs from you, it can indicate he’s trying to keep a weapon from falling out. But that’s not an infallible sign, because these days nearly everyone has to grip their pants with one hand just to keep them up above their thighs, as even the slightest of youth are wearing trousers so baggy and low that they hang off their backsides like a rain-delay tarp.
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When you’re chasing a suspect, the hazards are aplenty. You have to beware of low-hanging branches, jagged lawn furniture, clotheslines, and ill-tempered dogs and their slippery feces. Also watch out for vehicle traffic if the suspect crosses the street, as well as your fellow officers, who may be barreling blindly down the alley in their squad car to lend you a hand. Track the suspect to see if he throws anything while he flees, like a firearm. (They like to toss those on rooftops.) Watch your own gear, as expandable batons and handguns have been known to sail out of their holders during a chase.



If the suspect disappears, the best play is to slow everything down. Your pursuit has ended and it is now officially a search. The reason for this is that armed suspects have been known to lie in wait for the pursuing officer to run around the corner and then execute him.



So in summation, during a foot pursuit, you have to watch out for every single thing everywhere.
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If a driver stopped by the police has a warrant or contraband on him, he may send out the rabbit. A rabbit is a passenger in the car, often a juvenile, who has no warrants or only minor ones, and whose job is to jump out of the vehicle and sprint away. The driver’s hope is that the officers will chase the rabbit so the driver can get away scot free.
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When you run after someone, you’re carrying anywhere from twenty to thirty pounds of gear on your person. The bad guy isn’t similarly weighed down. That’s why a lot of suspects will you leave in the dust, even if they aren’t particularly fleet of foot. This is why you prefer chasing drunk-driving suspects above all others. They sway when they run like Weebles wobble, and they are pretty easy to catch. They may as well try to escape on a parade float.
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When a foot pursuit ends with you cornering the suspect, you want to call in your location on the radio so you can get some backup. The problem is, after sprinting through multiple backyards and hopping a few fences, you may have no idea what address or intersection you find yourself at. You try to keep a running travelogue in your mind, but in the heat of the moment, it’s easy to draw a complete blank. Sometimes you can ask the suspect, especially if he’s local. Maybe he can do you a solid and tell you where you are.
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If you know a suspect has fled into a house, you may legally charge right in after him under the exigent circumstance of the “immediate threat of escape,” which does not require a warrant. Despite this, it’s standard police practice to contain the residence and call for more units for officer safety reasons. But just because that’s what’s best doesn’t mean that’s what you’re going to do. If you’re close on the suspect’s heels and you know backup isn’t far behind, you’re probably going in. It’s a reflexive move, because your job is to prevent the bad guy from escaping and too many of them do. If you wait for the cavalry, the suspect can just stroll out the backdoor. So you’ll crash through more than one surprised person’s living room in pursuit. Some guys, you’d probably chase into a hurricane. Because sometimes you say to hell with it—I’m a cop, I have a gun, let’s do this.




If you know a suspect has fled into a house, you may legally charge right in after him under the exigent circumstance of the “immediate threat of escape.”
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You don’t always get the best look at the faces of the guys you chase, but if you find someone you think is the fleeing suspect, you can tell a lot just by putting your hand on their chest. If their heart sounds like a drum solo and they’re sweating profusely despite mild temperatures, they have some explaining to do. Also, their initial statement to you about why they were just running is often telling because, owing to the adrenaline of the pursuit, they haven’t yet had time to come up with something believable. The explanation they opt for often invokes the “I-was-at-the-store” defense and sounds something like this: “I was running because … I … was just, I was at the store and coming from over there and … I was at the store … and I didn’t know what it was and … I was scared.” The I-was-at-the-store defense rests on the supposition that if you were at some point, today, at a store, you are somehow legally immune from any future claims of lawlessness or impropriety.



Law enforcement tends to find this explanation a little wispy.
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Whether you’re broadcasting a vehicle chase or a foot pursuit, keep your voice calm and without affect so other officers responding to the scene can understand you. Try to sound authoritative yet calmly reassuring, like NPR’s Bob Bach. I heard a cop shrieking into the radio once and my blood went cold, and not metaphorically; I’m certain some sort of biochemical reaction occurred because it sounded like this officer was being stabbed to death. As it turned out, she was simply radioing in a foot pursuit of some guys who had tried to break into a gas station for the free smokes. The officer received no small amount of grief afterward for the dramatic broadcast, and rightly so. This job is not kind to the hysterical.
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People flee from the police in their vehicles for a number of reasons. Maybe the car is stolen. Maybe the driver is drunk or has a felony warrant and a handgun under his seat. Perhaps the trunk is stuffed with bricks of the superweed (Kentucky Bluegrass, Northern California Sinsemilla) that Spackler was talking about in Caddyshack. Whatever the reason, you’ve lit the car up and it has taken off. Now it’s game on. This is the promise of excitement that lured you into the department. This is why your little brother still thinks you’re sort of cool. From there, the chase can go anywhere. The wrong way down a one-way street. Through alleys and parking lots. Over front lawns. But the one constant is that when you’re in pursuit of a vehicle, you’re constantly fighting an uphill battle. At each traffic sign or signal, you have to slow to look for oncoming traffic and take it easy on the hotdogging, even if you have your lights and siren on. The legal term for such driving is “due regard.” The suspect has no such restrictions. He can drive as recklessly as he wants. He can scatter pedestrians in his wake as he blows stop signs and red lights without slowing. He drives like this because:




When you make a sharp right turn during pursuit driving, you should be taking it at fifteen to twenty-two miles per hour tops with your foot off the brake. A professional auto racer might be able to get away with twenty-six miles per hour. At twenty-eight miles per hour, no matter who you are, you’ve just entered opposing traffic and are about to get hit head-on. At thirty miles per hour, you’re crashing into someone’s living room. Because when you crest twenty-six, it’s not about the skill of the driver, it’s about the unblinking laws of physics and the capabilities of the car. The car simply can’t do what you are asking it to do.





A. He wants to get away.



B. Being pursued by the police puts him under a great deal of stress, which causes him to make lousy decisions.



C. Maybe he’s driving a stolen car, in which case he doesn’t care how crazy he drives or how much damage he does to the vehicle. After all, it’s not his ride.




In a vehicle pursuit you have to slow to look for oncoming traffic and take it easy on the hotdogging, even if you have your lights and siren on. The suspect has no such restrictions.
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There are a few common techniques that fleeing motorists use to shake the law:



The Stop and Go. The driver will pull over, as if conceding defeat. If the officers then get out and approach, the driver will take off again, now with a head start as the officers scramble back to their squads to give chase.



The Dip and Pray. Less frequently employed than the Stop and Go but still a serviceable option, the Dip and Pray occurs when the driver turns the corner, immediately parks, turns their car off, and ducks down in hopes that the police will fly right by.



The Leap of Faith. The driver will jump out of the car while it’s still moving, usually at fairly low speeds, in hopes that the officers will try to stop the moving car from causing an accident instead of chasing the driver on foot. This is such a frequent occurrence that it has generated its own traffic ticket, which is called Alighting from Moving Vehicle. But try explaining this offense to the suspect if you arrest him. “I did what?” he may say. “I was alighting? I alit?”
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Pursuit policies vary by department, but generally speaking, you’re not allowed to ram cars like in the movies. You may deploy spike strips to puncture the fleeing vehicle’s tires, but you’re not supposed to shoot out tires, because firing at a moving vehicle is far more dangerous than practical. And there’s always a supervisor listening to the chase on the radio, a supervisor whose job is to balance the need to apprehend the suspect with the need to protect the public. This supervisor will terminate the pursuit if it sounds like things are getting out of hand. If you catch the suspect, but in the process two pedestrians are run over and the suspect’s vehicle ends up lodged in the City Hall foyer, all because the driver fled due to his expired license plates, it is debatable whether the public has just been protected and served.
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Unless you are dealing with multiple suspects, only two pursuing cars are supposed to be in a chase, the primary and the secondary, in order to minimize chaos. But this is rarely the case. Cops you haven’t seen since the autumn of 2002 will come out of the woodwork, joining the chase directly behind you or paralleling the suspect vehicle on a side street. Everybody wants in on the action, because it’s no fun when the bad guy gets away. “I will follow him around the Horn, and around the Norway maelstrom, and around perdition’s flames before I give him up,” Captain Ahab said of the white whale in Moby-Dick. You get that. You’re all just a bunch of Ahabs out there.
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The cop who is radioing in the vehicle pursuit is supposed to advise dispatch of several factors, including the approximate speed of the fleeing vehicle, the road conditions, and how heavy traffic is. But officers know that if you tell dispatch you’re going eighty on black ice in the middle of rush hour, a supervisor is going to shut the whole thing down but good. Cops don’t want that. They want to catch their quarry. That’s why when some officers broadcast a pursuit, the roads often seem to be suspiciously clear, the weather eminently favorable, the traffic as light as the deserted postapocalyptic roads from I Am Legend. “We’re going, uh, about thirty-five,” an officer will claim on the air, the sound of V-8 engines straining in the background as speeds approach twice that.
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In a pursuit, the suspect vehicle may just flat outrun you. That’s because police patrol cars aren’t anything special. They’re equipped with antilock brakes, which let you steer even in a skid, but your squads don’t have turbo-charged engines or double-reinforced tires. They’re just big cars made in Detroit, painted in police colors with some lights slapped on them. They have no superpowers. Sometimes their transmissions blow right in the middle of the chase.
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Pursuits get your blood pumping. They possess a built-in cool factor, and some, with their feints and dips, screeching tires, and honking motorists, so closely approach the cinematic that you half-expect to knock over a fruit cart and see an angry street vendor shaking his fist in your rearview mirror. Some cops live for the adrenaline spike of the hunt. But the potential for the pursuing officer to get in a crash-and-burn accident, or for the suspect vehicle to strike an innocent, makes the chase experience like a sharp intake of breath that isn’t released until the suspect is in custody. Pursuing a vehicle is like being on a high-speed roller coaster that hasn’t been safety inspected in a while—exciting, sure, interesting, you bet, but you have no idea how or where the ride will end.
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Once the fleeing vehicle has finally come to a halt, your training dictates that you then conduct a high-risk stop. You park your squad car in a position of tactical advantage and order the occupants out in a systematic, cautious fashion. But cops being cops, that’s not often how it goes. Instead of the high-risk stop, you get the felony rush. Or the blue swarm, or the polyester pile, all different terms to describe cops, guns drawn, who run directly at the target car, sometimes in each other’s cross fire, sometimes jumping up on the hood of the fleeing vehicle, in order to yank the occupants out through any available open window, their adrenaline so high they can’t wait, like a kid tearing open her Christmas presents on December 24. These same cops have the tendency to fade away once the excitement is over, and only the lengthy police reports loom. Everyone likes to go to the party, but no one wants to clean up.
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28 Things Cops Know

About Booze and Drugs



One martini is just right, two are too many, three are not enough.

—James Thurber



Lash hated narcotics the way social workers hate poverty, the way epidemiologists hate disease. Not an active, festering hatred, but as something to push against. A battle he didn’t expect to win, only to wage honorably.

—Chuck Hogan, Devils in Exile
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“Alcohol,” Homer Simpson said. “The cause of and the solution for all of life’s problems.” Mr. Simpson had it right. Ask any cop how many of the calls they go to are alcohol related and you’ll get estimates ranging from 50 to 90 percent. One may think that in this day and age of cheap street narcotics, alcohol would take a backseat, but people’s affinity for booze runs deep. You’ll encounter drunks who will guzzle mouthwash for the alcohol content. I once ran into a guy who had what looked like a jagged tattoo of the word “Beer” on his right forearm, the skin red and pinched around the letters, but when I looked closer, I saw it wasn’t a tattoo. It had been carved there, and not carefully.
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The Intoximeter is the machine that measures the percentage of alcohol in a person’s breath. It’s an easy test anyone can do, but some drunk drivers know the Intoximeter will reveal them for what they are, so when it comes time to blow into the machine, you get a lot of comically inept efforts. A guy will suck in instead of blowing out and then act baffled that the machine didn’t measure his sample. Or you’ll get some college kid who will make a grand production of drawing in air, like the Big Bad Wolf, and then all that comes out is a weak puff, like she’s been mystically transformed into an eighty-year-old asthmatic. Other drunk drivers will employ various tricks to try to fool the machine. These inventive countermeasures include sucking on a penny and, in one classic example of drunken legend and lore, eating a urinal cake. These tactics can be amusing to watch, but none of them work. The only thing that will beat the Intoximeter is not being drunk.




The only thing that will beat the Intoximeter is not being drunk.
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The penalties for drunk driving, particularly in beer-friendly jurisdictions like Milwaukee, are pretty anemic. The first offense isn’t even a crime; it’s just a traffic ticket. You’ll read about people on their fifth DUI conviction, their seventh, their ninth. It’s enough to make you look around at the way other countries do things. Drive drunk in Finland and the punishment is a year of hard labor.
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Lights play a prominent role in drunk-driving investigations. If your squad car is parked with its overheads on, drunk drivers may head straight for it in booze-filled wonder, drawn in by the pretty light show. These are subsequently fairly easy arrests to make. You always appreciate it when the offender turns herself in, whether conventionally or not.



On the other hand, if you see a driver at night operating without headlights, they may be drunk. Drunks often forget to turn on their headlights. They have more important things on their mind, like trying to remember where they live.
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You will rarely take the drunk person’s side in a dispute. It is typically a waste of time trying to reason with them. They will be soft spoken and compliant one moment and will want to fight you the next. Some drunks will assume an easy familiarity with you, clumsily trying to shake your hand or pat you on the back. Others, if they’re lit enough, will confidently try to chew the handcuffs off their wrists as if they’re made of sourdough pretzels or, when confronted with the distinct horizontal line on a citation that they are supposed to sign, will instead promptly scrawl their name vertically in a move as counterintuitive as trying to push open a refrigerator door instead of pulling.
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The paperwork involved in arresting a drunk driver is crushing. A cop I know once joked that arresting a drunk driver is more labor intensive than arresting a murder suspect. He was kidding, sort of. DUI procedures are lengthy and redundant, and the reports are confusing and sometimes even out of print. And heaven forbid you have to take the suspect to the hospital to draw blood, an ordeal in itself that involves several separate forms and a trip downtown to inventory the evidence. If you get a few drunk-driving arrests under your belt, the whole business becomes more manageable. But to the uninitiated officer, it is such a vast and foreign process that it doesn’t seem worth the trouble.




The paperwork involved in arresting a drunk driver is crushing. DUI procedures are lengthy and redundant, and the reports are confusing and sometimes even out of print.




Some cops have gone years without writing up a drunk driver. Some never have. Now that isn’t to say these officers hand the car keys back to the drunk and wince and hope for the best as they drive away. Cops are creative. They’ve been known to instruct a sober friend to drive, or call for a taxi for the drunk. There are tales told of car keys being tossed into the sewer, or locked in the trunk, or put in the mail. Or officers may arrest the drunk, but only for his revoked license or warrants, thus avoiding the DUI headache but still getting the drunk off the street. The temptation to sidestep the DUI becomes even more tantalizing if you encounter a boozy driver right before your shift ends. Are you looking to tack on another four or five hours to your workday just to write up what amounts to a glorified traffic ticket? Or would you rather get off on time so you can attend your daughter’s first piano recital? Public safety demands the former, of course. It is your duty to arrest drunk drivers for drunk driving, not just for whatever less laborious charge you can pin on them. After all, maybe your daughter doesn’t make it to the piano recital because she’s been struck by a drunk driver that the last few cops let off easy. That’s why conscientious officers find and befriend the one person on their shift—and there is always at least one—who loves handling DUI cases. “Take this one off my hands,” they may plead, “and I’ll buy you brunch for a week.”
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There exists an elite group of chronic drunks out there who are nothing short of legendary among cops, paramedics, and nurses, because they are the source of more emergency calls for service than any combined city block. For the purposes of this paragraph, I’ll call them the Rollos for no particularly good reason.



Some of the Rollos are quiet and personable, even when they’re hammered. Others get in fights and shoplift. What unites them is that long ago, they turned their lives over to squalor and they have to go to the hospital all the live-long day. It’s not that they call for an ambulance themselves. It’s usually a concerned pedestrian or motorist who sees them lolling in a drunken stupor half out of their wheelchair, or passed out in a pool of vomit on the sidewalk.



“Caller fears the man is sick or hurt and needs help,” the dispatcher will tell you. “Caller is unsure if the man is alive or dead.” A description is then provided of the subject and you know precisely who the caller is referring to, because you’ve dealt with him at least once a week for the last six years.



“Oh, he’s alive all right,” you mutter. “It would take a Trident missile to kill that guy.”



When you make contact with the Rollos, their bodies are often covered in flies, and it’s not rare to see an open wound so full of pus it resembles a melting candle. So you call them an ambulance, because you can’t just leave them like that. When the ambulance drops them off at the ER, the doctors aren’t any happier to see them than you are. Your Rollo reeks of street life and is caked in his own emissions. Nurses have to don breathing masks to tend to his current maladies. But despite their wretched appearance and ill health, the Rollos still retain an air of invincibility about them. Despite quaffing 24-ounce cans of malt liquor for breakfast and forgoing exercise, vegetables, and preventive medicine for the last decade, they still, in their own weird way, keep trucking along, models of resiliency.



Those belonging to this special society have no medical insurance, so the taxpayer shoulders the financial burden. If you add the cost for police hours, ambulance rides, and hospital expenses over roughly a ten-year period, the total bills generated for one Rollo’s care can approach a cool million dollars. This is not an exaggeration. You have done the math. In their own way, the Rollos are as formidable as the Freemasons.



Cops are solution oriented, so you try out various tactics with the Rollos. You may attempt to have them committed to a mental health facility as being unable to care for themselves, which hopefully will lead to drug and alcohol treatment. If that fails, you discuss dropping them off in a different police jurisdiction so that department too can experience the bliss that is the Rollos. And there will always be a cop who will offer to pay some Rollo’s bus fare out of state. I’m talking way out of state. Like Yuma.
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It’s not just suspects who get sauced. “Straight home now,” sergeants will tell you when your shift is over, because their sergeants said it to them when they were line officers and so had those sergeants’ sergeants, continuing a hundred-year history of cops telling cops to go home to avoid the myriad of troubles that come with police officers cozying up to the bar. These troubles are very real. You will have coworkers getting suspended, fired, and criminally charged for alcohol-related offenses from domestic violence to unlawfully brandishing a firearm. And once in a while, you’ll run into someone sleeping one off in their car or slumped down in an alley who will tell you they used to be one of you. They used to be a cop. You always confirm it. Most of the time they’re telling the truth. You try to give them a little professional courtesy as you stand aside and watch them circle the drain.




You deal with so many drunks all the time that it makes you yearn for Prohibition, even though it didn’t work and just made organized crime rich.




9



You deal with so many drunks all the time that it makes you yearn for Prohibition, even though it didn’t work and just made organized crime rich. You want to start anew. Bring it back. Try it again. It will stop drinking. This time it will usher in a new era of sober prosperity and hope where the teetotaler will rule all she surveys.
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Crack is a combination of cocaine and baking soda. If you want to know if someone smokes it, check their hands. If they’re a regular user, their fingertips will bear burn marks from holding hot crack pipes.
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Drug dealers hide their stash in toilet tanks, air vents, the plastic framing underneath their car dashboard, candy tins, the rim of their ball caps, and any and all bodily crevices. The sheer amount of narcotics that can be successfully lodged in the human anus or vagina to await resale is nothing short of astounding.
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The occupants of dope houses use various tactics to fend off the police. Some have surveillance cameras posted on the roof and two-by-fours propped up on the inside of doors. Others have backyards populated by underfed pit bulls specifically trained to feed on the uniformed. Sometimes you have to shoot these dogs. If the dog is inside when you go through the door, you have to cycle through your options, none of which are great. If the residence you’re entering is an upper unit and you shoot at the dog and miss, your errant round could go through the floor straight into one of the occupants of the apartment downstairs. You don’t want that. This is where good, solid boots come in. If the dog attacks and it’s smaller than, say, a duffel bag, consider kicking it across the room instead of firing a shot. These are the kinds of things you have to think about as a cop.




When you’re clearing a drug house, look under the couch cushions for weapons. Dopers like to keep everything from shotguns to machetes down there.




13



When you’re clearing a drug house, look under the couch cushions for weapons. Dopers like to keep everything from shotguns to machetes down there. Also, if you come across a copper scrubber, it isn’t being used to clean the countertops. Addicts use it as a filter for crack pipes.
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Crack houses are always strewn with empty cans of discount beer. The wall behind the stove will be spattered with grease. There is, more often than not, somebody hiding in a bathroom who is half naked. The police jargon used to describe these people is “confederates lurking,” one of my favorite phrases in the English language.
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If you smell the odor of fresh marijuana on a guy but can’t find it, it’s between his cheeks, also known as the prison wallet, because that’s where cons keep things. It’s best to have him fish it out for you, not just because going in there yourself is rather unsavory and could cause medical complications, but because you’d need a warrant to retrieve it, especially if it’s deeply crammed in there.
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If you have enough personnel, and dispatch is leaving you well enough alone, it’s enjoyable to do what’s called “running the dope house.” That’s when you get into a drug house, arrest and/or detain the occupants, and then just sit back and wait. Sure enough, every few minutes, a customer will come up and knock on the door. When you open it, decked out in full police uniform, they always seem so surprised to see you. Then you pull them inside, like trout. People keep knocking. You keep yanking them in. After a time, you take the customers with the best warrants, turn off the lights, and lock the door behind you. There’s always a nice finality involved in such an operation. Sure, a lot of dope houses are still out there. Maybe there’s another one just down the street. But this one? It’s closed, folks.
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You never want to stick your finger in the mound of suspected narcotics and taste it as they used to do on Miami Vice. Not only is such an act against department policy, but it’s incredibly dangerous because you don’t know what’s in there. The drugs could contain rat poison or hallucinogens or some substance that will make you start bleeding from the eyes.
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When you approach suspected drug offenders, watch their hands. Some dopers will carry their stash in their palms so they can casually drop it if the police show. If they aren’t arrested and the police don’t find the drugs, they can always retrieve it afterward. Other dopers carry their drugs in their mouth. You can try to pry it out of there by using pretty much any means short of choking the guy, but your odds of getting bitten are far better than your chances of retrieving the narcotics, and besides, legal or not, all the thrashing, grunting, and violent jaw manipulations involved look downright awful to onlookers. If you think your guy has just swallowed his stash, call him an ambulance and accompany him to the hospital, because ingested narcotics can be fatal. If he then passes the dope in his stool, it’s considered abandoned property and can be used as evidence against him. The downside of this approach is that not even the most enthusiastic officer wants to be on bowel-movement-monitoring detail or have to wrangle with any subsequent stool-covered evidence.




Crackheads typically have a good initial burst of speed when they run from you, but start to slow drastically after about thirty yards, plodding along on wasted legs.
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Crackheads typically have a good initial burst of speed when they run from you, but start to slow drastically after about thirty yards, plodding along on wasted legs. When you catch them, and a teachable moment presents itself, you might recommend a combination of a sensible diet and regular exercise if they want to be successful in their next flight from law enforcement.
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IV drug users who clean their syringe with a cotton swab may unknowingly leave traces of cotton on the needle so the next time they shoot up, they inject those strands into their veins. This makes the skin swell up and crack open. This is known on the street as cotton fever.
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When you find dope in a suspect’s pants pocket, he may claim those aren’t his pants, a vapid protest that always makes me recall the last time I wore someone else’s pants, which was around age nine when I borrowed my brother’s corduroys.
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If you open the backpack of a meth user, you are guaranteed to find at least two things: porn and bicycle parts. The former is present because meth enhances the sexual experience to the point where some tweakers will literally rub themselves raw when masturbating. The latter is there because meth heads collect a lot of random crap, tend to gravitate toward things that are shiny, and long ago sold their car for drug money, leaving some rickety, cobbled-together Schwinn as their chief mode of transport. Meth users are also quite fond of identity theft, so among their belongings you often encounter someone else’s welfare check. A bunch of stolen mail. A dozen credit cards, none of which are in their name. It’s just a big backpack full of crime, left for you to sort through. This sorting process is known in the police business as “peeling the speeder onion” because layers upon layers of criminal offenses were involved in the acquisition of these items. We’re talking auto burglaries, street robberies, and home break-ins. The best part is when you ask the speeders how they obtained any of these items. If they say anything at all, it will boil down to one of two things:



A. I just found that on the street. I was going to turn it in.



B. That’s my friend’s card and I’m just holding it for him. “Really,” you might say, as you look at the name on the platinum frequent-flyer card and then look at this hapless, scabby meth addict wearing a rope belt. “And how is it exactly that you are acquainted with Louis Winthorp III? Do you summer together on the Cape?”
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Drug dealers will sometimes get defensive and tell you that they aren’t drug dealers. They just exchange drugs for money, they’ll say. They’ll also tell you that crack is a plant and it’s from the earth, and it’s all good. Other times, you’ll run into a dealer who claims he has to sell drugs because no one will hire him for legitimate work because of his criminal past. You point those people in the direction of social service agencies that specialize in job placement for felons. And if that doesn’t work, well, no one should be playing any harps for someone who makes a living selling dope, especially crack cocaine, which is the single most corrosive substance the inner city has ever known. Some apologists talk about dealers like this being “caught up” in a violent drug culture, as if they accidentally trip into that life as they might stumble into a thornbush. As if they have no choice. As if personal responsibility is some obscure, ancient art practiced only by the mystics.
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Many if not most home invasion armed robberies are drug related. Some of these are preplanned. Others are spur-of-the-moment operations where the potential buyers have a flash of capitalistic inspiration and decide to take all the dope and money at gunpoint instead of paying for it. Some of these ripped-off dealers just swallow the loss, perhaps vowing to better screen their clientele next time. Others will call the police but will take great pains to leave out the part about the drugs, reporting only their stolen cash. They may think they’re being sneaky, but the monetary loss they’re claiming is always an amount not typically found in law-abiding residences. Who keeps ten grand in their kitchen? Drug dealers, that’s who. It’s a dead giveaway. So is the coke residue on the glass-top table that they forgot to Windex.
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One of the biggest adrenaline rushes on this job is being the first one through the door on a drug raid. You wait on deck, knowing that because you are about to enter a place where the occupants can be both armed and high, such ventures get complicated and sometimes things go wrong. You have your gun drawn, sweat salting the corners of your mouth, ready to rumble with a hype or a pit bull, ready to shoot, punch, duck, shout commands. You don’t know what’s on the other side of that door. One suspect? Two? A baker’s dozen? That great unknown generates a specific electric charge, one that starts in your stomach and ends up somewhere in your chest, a kind of queasy excitement born of both expectation and resolve. There is nothing like it.
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The casualties of drugs range from the teenage girl who rips car stereos out of dashboards to sell for heroin to the forty-five-year-old addict with a five-year-old child in tow who asks passersby for money because he’s stranded in the city after selling his car to a hooker in exchange for crack. No matter what their age or background, addicts have a particular look about them. A look that combines hopelessness and guilt. A look that suggests they are unable to keep up with the speed of the world rushing at them.




Hardcore heroin addicts have built up such tolerance to the drug that they have to continually shoot up—not so much to get high, but to simply maintain equilibrium and “stay well.” That’s why they’re among the best confidential informants. If caught on a minor offense, they are eager to cut a deal and tell you what they know, because they don’t want to go to jail, where they will become quickly and violently ill.
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If you arrest a drug dealer, sometimes it’s fun to take his phone and answer it in front of him. If he’s any good at his job, it will ring incessantly. These conversations can go something like this:



“Yo, Bolo there?” the caller says.



“No, he decided to stop being a drug dealer. He does this reverse ventriloquist act down at the Rosemont. Is there some way in which I can assist you?”



“Where Bolo at, man?”



“He’s out of the life. He got a new job. He’s now a seamstress.”



“Man, fuck you man.”



“Thank you. I enjoyed our conversation.”



Click.




One of the more effective ways to arrest street-level drug dealers is to conduct buy-bust operations. These feature an undercover cop who purchases narcotics from the drug dealer with marked money and then covertly signals to the arrest team, who roll in and pick off the dealer. But if you’re the cop posing as the junkie, you have to look the part. That means taking it a little easy on the high end aftershave, drawing track marks on your arm and dirtying up your hands with tire grease. And don’t forget your dope pipe or needle. The drug dealer may ask you to show it to test if you’re really an addict.
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Sometimes you’ll find dope on a suspect and then later, when you’re back at the station typing up your report, you may struggle to remember where exactly the stash was on that guy. Was it in the left side of the coat? The front of the hoodie? The back of the shorts? Right rear pocket? Left rear? Front lower right? Perhaps for this reason, an inordinately high number of police reports indicate that the narcotics were recovered from the suspect’s right front pants pocket. This particular pocket has been known to serve as a universal fallback when memory falters. Although once in a while, this can lead to complications. I’ve heard a story, perhaps apocryphal, about a street officer who indicated in his incident report that he recovered drugs from that very pocket.



“That seems a strange place for this man to put drugs,” the reviewing sergeant said.



“Why?” the arresting officer asked.



“Because,” the sergeant pointed out, “he’s got no fucking right arm.”


 



TEN



31 Things Cops Know

About Investigations



[The Dude has just asked the Auto Cop if there are any leads on who stole his beater of a car.] Auto Cop: Leads, yeah, sure. I’ll just check with the boys down at the crime lab; they’ve got four more detectives working on the case. They got us working in shifts! [laughs]

Auto Cop: Leads! [laughs as he walks away]

Auto Cop: Leads …

—The Big Lebowski



An investigation’s proper course cannot be mapped in advance. It follows each piece of information forward to the next one.

—Ben H. Winters, The Last Policeman
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It’s important to ask witnesses where they were when they saw what they claimed they saw and then go to that spot and verify that they could actually have seen it. Witnesses are not necessarily lying, but sometimes their brains fill in the blanks of what they don’t know and they end up exaggerating in their desire to be helpful to the police.
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Fights between teenage girls often start with one girl saying, “Heard you’ve been talking about me.”



3



In books and on film, detectives locate the killer through some exotic means—like the suspect leaving behind traces of rare clay unique to a small fishing village in New Brunswick. Or they find an obscure clue on a surveillance tape that leads them to their man. (“Okay, Ned, play it back. Now forward. Freeze on that!”) But in real life, criminals are caught because they impulsively shoot someone in front of a dozen witnesses. Or because they leave clearly defined whorls on the glass door of the house they burglarized as if the process of fingerprinting is an art utterly unknown to them. Or because they tell their crackhead pals about the violent felony they committed and are subsequently turned in for the Crimestoppers reward. Basically they are caught because they’re idiots. As a result, some of these crimes pretty much solve themselves.
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The elderly are prime targets for swindles and door-to-door cons, not just because they may be more trusting than most, but because they often have a fair amount of cash in the house only half hidden in drawers or under mattresses—perhaps it’s a lingering vestige of a generation that didn’t much believe in banks.



The fallout of being swindled, particularly for an elderly person, goes far beyond mere monetary loss. It rattles them. Makes them feel foolish and ashamed. Strikes a blow to their sense of independence and security in their own home. That’s why when you catch one of these bunko artists, especially if you are able to recover the victim’s money, you’ll want to dance a jig.
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Elder abuse cases are a tricky business. If you encounter a gaunt senior with bedsores and visible injuries, maybe it’s neglect. Maybe it’s not. What at first glance appear to be bedsores could in fact be pressure ulcers, which certain cancers or metabolic disorders can produce. Blood thinners that the elderly person takes may mean that a mild bump into the kitchen table results in a nasty bruise. Osteoporosis, not physical assault, could be the main cause of a broken bone. And if the person appears underweight, they could be on a medically approved low-calorie diet or they may just be rejecting their food because the pills they take make everything taste bland to them. Successful prosecution of elder abuse cases often requires a forensic geriatrician to sift through the physical evidence to help determine criminal culpability.




Elder abuse cases are a tricky business. If you encounter a gaunt senior with bedsores and visible injuries, maybe it’s neglect. Maybe it’s not.




But there are certainly cases where it’s depressingly clear what’s happening. You’ll get a call for a welfare check and go to the home and the elderly victim is hard to locate because he’s in bed on crusty sheets half buried under trash. Cockroaches are crawling on him. He’s alive, but the smell coming off him is that of decay. And the caretaker will stand in front of you and say something like “He’s not feeling well,” as if this is somehow a satisfactory explanation for the horrific sight in front of you.



Suspects in elder abuse offenses often fall into one of a few camps. Some are simply stressed out and overwhelmed, like the 90-pound wife who is trying to lift and bathe her 250-pound disabled husband. Others are incompetent but without malice—they’d probably do the job right if they could or knew how.



But then there are those who can best be described as stone evil. Mother lives in the basement in her own filth with open wounds so severe her spine is showing, but the caregiver resides upstairs where the waxed floors gleam and a new Lexus is parked in the driveway, courtesy of Mom’s savings account. And when you interview them, they’ll quickly begin spinning their tale because they want to get you on their side. Mom falls down all the time, you see? She’s so clumsy. And she has dementia so you know you can’t trust what she says. I give her food, medication, a roof over her head. I give her everything.



When you interview the elderly victim, even in such extreme cases, they often don’t want their caregiver arrested, especially if it’s their son or daughter. This is the archetypal case, for powerful parent-child issues are at play here loaded with shame and guilt. “He’s beating me,” the parent might think, “because I failed in raising him.”
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Bank robbers, especially amateurs, often have misspellings in their demand notes, even fairly basic words like “robbery.”
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Commercial robberies almost always net more than street robberies, but suspects may not want to deal with store surveillance cameras or the clerk with the handgun under the counter. So they rob random strangers in alleys. The results are mixed. When you talk to the victim and ask what was stolen, you realize the suspects just committed a high-end felony where the take was a buck fifty and a dime-store watch with a broken strap.
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If you are investigating a graffiti complaint and locate a suspect, it’s smart to check their hands for paint or marker and take a look at their clothing, which is often scrawled with their personalized tag. If the fresh graffiti on the city bus says Merlin105 in purple ink and the kid has both purple ink on his hands and Merlin105 written on his tennis shoes, you have just stumbled upon what is known in the business as a clue.
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Anyone who applauds taggers as creative artists writing “the newspaper of the street” has never had to clean graffiti off their own property.
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In fires, muscles contract so forcefully that bodies are often found in the pugilist position with arms bent at the elbows and hands clenched into fists.
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In the movies, an arsonist will lay down a line of gasoline, drop a match, and watch the line neatly catch fire moving in a direction away from him. In real life, if a guy tries that, he’ll immediately set himself ablaze once he drops that match because he’s surrounded by gas vapors.
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Gray puffy smoke usually stems from a natural fire. Black smoke often derives from an accelerant, which typically means arson.
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Some arsonists try to fool you by putting a flammable object near a wall socket so the fire will look electrical.



14



The best place to find fingerprints in a stolen car is the rearview mirror, the first thing suspects adjust when they enter an unfamiliar auto.
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Citizens have inflated expectations of the fingerprinting process. People watch crime shows on TV so they think the police can get readable prints off just about anything—human skin, stucco walls, quesadillas. I had a crime victim once ask me to dust a rock someone had thrown through his window. A detective told me that while he was investigating a residential burglary, the homeowners insisted their dog be printed in case the burglars had touched it during the commission of the offense. Needless to say, cooler heads prevailed and the canine remained unprocessed for evidence.




The best place to find fingerprints in a stolen car is the rearview mirror, the first thing suspects adjust when they enter an unfamiliar auto.




Only a few surfaces are conducive to the retrieval of fingerprints. Noncoated glass gives you the best shot, but many painted items are also good. Glossy paper and some metals, particularly aluminum, have a decent chance. I’ve heard of prints being taken off live plants before, and Band-Aids. But the list of surfaces where fingerprints don’t show up is longer and includes undressed wood, bricks, cloth, and, well, most everything else. If a suspect touches a dusty surface, he’ll just remove dust instead of leaving a print, and the kind of hard plastic most electronics are made of don’t hold prints because of their textured surface.



People leave more prints when it’s humid out and their fingers are oily than when it’s cold and their hands are dry. Manual laborers or workers who deal with chemicals for a living often have hands so gnarled and scuffed from their jobs that they couldn’t leave prints at a crime scene if they tried. And then there are, of course, burglars who merely wear gloves, which you can buy for two and a half bucks at any retail outlet and foil the ID tech.



But once in a while, you call for a scene to be processed even if you don’t think there’s much chance of finding prints. The tech will show up and throw some dust around and then leave. It’s a bit of a charade, but it seems to make people happy. Sometimes police work is like the circus. You’re just there to put on a good show.
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Longtime officers and detectives from Sensitive Crimes often look physically and spiritually weary, as most people would if they were exposed to a steady diet of crimes against children. If you talk with them for a spell, they’ll describe the unique nature of pedophiles to you. You could take Halle Berry, they’ll say, and parade her around naked in front of these offenders and they won’t care. They’ll push past Halle to get to that seven-year-old boy or ten-year-old girl. You see, they’ll continue, most crimes are a means to an end. A guy robs a store because he wants money, not because he necessarily likes robbing places. If he had another way to get money, he probably wouldn’t rob the store. But for a pedophile, the means—sexual contact with a child—is the end. He has no other way to get what he wants.



Perhaps the other reason they seem weary is that their work involves conducting investigations into child pornography, especially those cases where the suspect has documented his or her own sexual contact with children. And you understand this. Because as a patrol cop, you never forget the first time you have to see it, especially if you have young children yourself. It is representative of a broken world, and there is such a disconnect between those vile images and the way things should be that your mind recoils at what goes on in the dark corners. You may think, even with everything you experience as a street cop, that there is still more good than evil in the world. When child pornography is in front of you, you question this assumption. You question it deeply. And you realize that if a suspect is in custody for such an offense, he may not be safe from you. You contemplate, just for a moment, how it would be well worth it to go into the cell and get your hands on him, worth it to lose your job and be charged criminally just for the chance to spend a few minutes physically punishing him for his unthinkable crime, as if this violence would somehow restore the balance of things. But you don’t do that. You lock it away. When you get home that night and watch your own sleeping children, you may weep. And if those same children ask you at some point if there are really such things as monsters in the world, you wonder if you may truthfully answer no.
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If a child is murdered, usually the suspect turns up, not just because the homicide unit may be proficient, but because if someone knows something, they tend to say so; this is, after all, a murdered child, not some career criminal shot after a broken dope deal. There is still a sense of outrage with a dead child. Someone, maybe the shooter’s girlfriend or cousin or friend tells someone who tells someone who tells the police. And then homicide detectives got involved and find the suspects and arrest them and, more often than not, obtain a confession and a conviction. And the community comes together for a little while, rallying around the child’s family at peace marches. Candles are burned and pledges to change are made. And sometimes things get better for a while before they go back to the way they were.
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Criminals do things that defy understanding. I investigated an entry where the burglar brought her dog to the house and tied him to a drain-pipe in back while she went inside and did her burgling. The homeowners got suspicious when they returned and saw the unfamiliar pooch lashed to their residence and then encountered the burglar in their bedroom helping herself to their jewelry and electronics. A detective and I once arrested a male and female duo for robbing the female’s ex-boyfriend at knifepoint at the duo’s own house. We caught them that same night when they came home from an evening church service. The female admitted to the robbery right away, shyly, an “Am-I-in-trouble?” look on her face, as if she considered armed robbery one of those quaint crimes like adultery which, while still officially on the books, was never prosecuted. It’s enough to make you largely give up on determining people’s logic and motives. They commit the crime in the way they do because they want to. Because it’s overcast. Because it’s Thursday.
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Sometimes you’ll stop someone who matches the description of a suspect you’re looking for and it turns out to be the wrong guy. It happens, especially during confusing scenes. In 2000, singer Lenny Kravitz was detained by Miami Police because he matched the description of a bank robber. The police were looking for an unshaven black male with an afro and wearing green pants. When the officers encountered Kravitz, a black male, he was unshaven and wearing olive khakis. He had no ID on him. He was handcuffed and held briefly until the bank teller could confirm he wasn’t the suspect. Lenny was reportedly cooperative at the scene and shook officers’ hands. He himself later admitted that he did fit the description of the robbery suspect. But he wrote a song about the incident called “Bank Robber Man”: “We don’t need no reason / You’re going in the can / You look like the bank robber man … Do you think I did it just because I’m tan?”




The police do not possess the ability to peer into men’s souls and determine whether they are the guilty party. You often have to rely on physical descriptions.




What Lenny may not know (besides the fact that in the rich pageant that is the English language, better rhymes are available than “can” and tan”) is that the police do not possess the ability to peer into men’s souls and determine whether they are the guilty party. You often have to rely on physical descriptions. Perhaps Lenny didn’t understand that his temporary detention showed all the signs of being solid police work. Or maybe he did understand this but was drumming up controversy to sell more records. I know “Bank Robber Man” is just a song, not a dissertation, and Kravitz has artistic license to take his police encounter and run with it. But he did law enforcement a disservice by writing lyrics that implied the cops both violated his rights and racially profiled him. And regarding that latter point, if the suspect description provided by witnesses is that of a black male, is it not logical for the responding officers to focus their search on black men? If you encounter Wink Martindale from Tic Tac Dough during your suspect canvass, do you really need to detain him as well just to be egalitarian?
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Occasionally you’ll run into the rare suspect who is refreshingly candid. “Yeah, I stabbed him,” the girlfriend will tell you matter of factly after thrusting a knife into her boyfriend’s back during an argument. “Cuz I hate his ass.” “Did you enter the store with the intent to steal?” you ask the suspect, knowing that if he replies in the affirmative, you can charge him with felony burglary instead of misdemeanor shoplifting. “Yes,” he replies. “I’d been planning it all day.” Maybe part of this verisimilitude is that, in the end, everyone likes to talk about themselves. But such people call to mind a line from comedian Ron White, who said, “I had the right to remain silent; I didn’t have the ability.”
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During bomb threat investigations, officers’ searches for explosive devices tend to be a little desultory. That’s because such threats don’t typically yield actual bombs. I once asked a veteran bomb squad detective how many bomb threats he’d been to where there was in fact a bomb, and he paused for just a moment before saying, “Well, none.”



22



Burglars don’t stick around long once they’ve burgled. Out of every hundred burglaries, you may catch one suspect on scene. Finding a burglar still in a house is along the lines of encountering a leprechaun or the Wendigo.



23



Cops typically dislike responding to burglaries because it’s a lot of investigative work for little payoff; clearance rates on burglaries tend to hover around 15 percent. (A crime is cleared when an arrest is made, regardless of whether the suspect is ultimately charged or convicted.) The list of property taken is often exhaustive, like the thirty different pieces of stolen jewelry, all with different carats, styles, and number of stones, which have to be recorded in your memo book, written in the report, and then sent out to all districts on a teletype. Some of these items are irreplaceable, like a bracelet from grandma or the gold necklace with a loved one’s name inscribed on it, and all were most likely hawked by the burglar at one-twentieth of their value for street drugs.




When you’re investigating a crime, you canvas the block for witnesses. Canvasses tend not to reveal much, especially if it’s a quieter offense like a burglary. But once in a while, you strike gold. You locate the classic nosy neighbor who tells you, “Sure, I did spot a man coming out of the victim’s burglarized home. He was carrying a blanket, but I could see there were electronics underneath it. Have I ever seen this man before? Sure, it’s Crackhead Johnny. He lives around the block. In fact, look, officer, that’s him walking down the street right now.”
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When you’re searching for missing or abducted children, you have to look in any place where a child might fit. Not any likely place, but any possible place, which means kitchen cabinets, trash cans, the refrigerator, the freezer, and the oven, all locations where children have subsequently been located, alive or dead.
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In physical assault investigations, reliable indicators are often around that help tell the story of what happened. These include overturned furniture, defensive wounds on the victim, and torn clothing. One unreliable indicator, however, is the color of any blunt-force trauma. Whether bruising is yellow, purple, or green, multiple studies have shown that these shades don’t tell you much if anything about either the extent of the injury or the time frame in which it occurred.
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When you have victims look through a computerized mugbook of suspects, it’s rare that someone makes an ID. You need a “That’s-the-guy” moment from the victim to move forward on the case, but what you often get instead are the victims, God bless ’em, squinting at the screen and saying, of multiple photos, “I dunno. That kinda looks like him.”
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Shoplifters tend to evince something called the “turtle effect” where they put their heads down slightly and hunch their shoulders forward when making off with their stolen wares, perhaps more as a result of unconsciously playing out the role of the slinking thief than of being burdened by any feeling of guilt.
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When you’re investigating a case, you’ll sometimes come across information that sounds far too improbable to be true. Maybe it is, but don’t automatically discount it. As an illustration of this, an academy instructor once told my class, “We have two cops on the Milwaukee Police Department. Both are named Bronco Stojsavljevic. They are not related.”
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Vehicles with their high beams on may be stolen, because car thieves often damage the headlight controls while using a screwdriver to punch the steering column, causing the high beams to stay lit.
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In an armed-robbery investigation, you hope the suspects have distinguishing physical characteristics that will help you identify them—things like bad acne, a lazy eye, neck tattoos, or buckteeth. Maybe they walk funny or talk with a distinctive accent. If there was more than one suspect, did they call each other by name or nickname? What exactly did they say? The difference between “Hand over your money” and “Break yourself, bitch” is an important one, because armed robbers often say the same thing during their crimes, and the specific language the suspects use can help link them to multiple offenses.



The problem, of course, is that it’s often difficult for victims to recall suspect descriptions or remember what was said to them if they were just looking down a barrel of a gun. All of their attention is focused on that gun, and whether it was a little .22 or a big .45, to them, it may look like the size of a weapon you’d mount on the deck of a battleship.




Another way to link suspects to their crimes is through their jail calls. If you are following up on a felony arrest, you may listen in on them in hopes that you’ll hear something incriminating about a case. Despite the large written warnings at county lockups advising prisoners that their calls may be recorded, criminals still slip up and say things that can be used in court to submarine them. But it’s an exercise in pure tedium to wade through the banalities of your suspect’s daily existence as conveyed via the phone (not that your own calls would necessarily be all that more interesting). People talking about what they had for breakfast. The weather. Asking their girlfriend to put some money on their jail account so they can buy some chips. And that was just the first two minutes. You still have nine more hours to listen to.
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Most critical incidents you’re involved in take anywhere from a few seconds to a few minutes to resolve themselves. The paperwork that follows takes hours. You’ve got the incident report, the clearance report, the inventory forms, the DA sheets, the arrest report, the prisoner statement, and supplemental reports for all witness interviews. Then the reports are signed by the lieutenant, copied, stapled, and routed. But not all reports are copied in the same quantities or colors. The liaison office receives an extra clearance report. The incident report requires a pink copy that stays at the district, and the clearance report, which was originally green, needs white copies that are sent to the DA with the green original routed to Central Records. The arrest report needs six copies, one for the booker, one for the captain, three for the county jail, and two for the DA. Some copies are one sided. Some are two. Some are collated. Some are stamped. You stare at the photocopier dully and try to remember these clerical vagaries while at the same time thinking about how Baretta never had to do any of this crap.


 



ELEVEN



18 Things Cops Know

About Traffic



Every vehicle stop is a story waiting to be told.

—Sergeant Wayne Corcoran, Phoenix Police Department



1



Plenty of drivers are out there with no license or one that is suspended or revoked. When you stop such drivers and ask for their license, the first thing they say often begins with “I was just …” as in “I was just going to the movies” or “I was just dropping off a friend.” They seem to think their claim of driving a short distance is a mitigating factor, as if the only people who really deserve tickets for unlicensed driving are those in the midst of cross-country odysseys.
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A high-velocity vehicle collision can leave the impression of a person’s clothing on a bumper. Pedestrians can get hit so hard by cars that they are knocked clean out of their shoes, which remain at the point of impact.
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If the air bags are deployed, they can save your life, but they come out with such force that they can also break jaws and noses and cause chemical burns upon inflation.
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If you have a choice between pulling over a frosted-haired old lady with fresh flowers in the backseat of her sensible Lincoln Town Car, or a sedan crammed with slouching teens in gangland apparel, you’re going stop the latter more often than not and be content you’ve done right. Some may criticize this kind of approach as profiling. That’s exactly what it is. I’m not sure when profiling became a bad word. Profiling is common sense and good police work. I’m not talking about racial profiling, which is not only wrong, but doesn’t make any sense, as criminals come in all colors and creeds, and some of the worst guys you’ll arrest will be whiter than Chip Hilton. But you can profile without using race. After all, it just comes down to choices. Do you want to stop the guy with darting eyes who just pulled away from the front of a dope house or the station wagon full of elementary-school kids wearing birthday hats? Which stop would probably be more fruitful if you’re looking to reduce crime? You play the odds.




Give the offending driver either a ticket or a lecture. It’s not fair to give both.
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Give the offending driver either a ticket or a lecture. It’s not fair to give both.



6



Figuring out if the person driving the car you’ve stopped has permission to do so gets complicated, as cars often don’t list to the driver. Now you have to figure out whose car this is, in order to ensure that it isn’t an unreported theft. The problem is that cars, particularly beaters, change hands so frequently with so little corresponding documentation that the titled owner might be the fourth-to-last person to actually possess the vehicle. Then you ask the driver who the owner is and he says something like “I don’t know. I got it from my guy off of Twentieth and Scott.”



“What’s your guy’s name?”



“Peanut.”



“What’s his real name?”



“I don’t know. They just call him Peanut.”



7



During a traffic stop, it pays to watch the passengers before approaching the vehicle to see if anyone’s shoulders rise, which can indicate he just took a gun out of his waistband to either use on officers or conceal under the seat.




More advanced criminals put some serious work into hiding their contraband. They’ll drive trap cars where if you hit, say, two buttons under the steering wheel in connection with turning the radio dial to 101.8, a secret compartment will pop open near the center console with a gun and a brick of coke in it. Such hiding spots are incredibly difficult to find, which makes it all the sweeter when you are able to crack the code.
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If you pull over a driver and he claims not to speak English, you may take this at face value and call for a translator or use the language line provided by the department. But if you suspect the guy is faking in an attempt to so frustrate you linguistically that you’ll just let him go, ask him why there’s a twenty-dollar bill on the passenger seat next to him. If he looks over there, ask him how it was he understood that.
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Where you pull a car over is important. In front of a bar during closing time, for instance, is a poor choice unless you want an assortment of loud drunks stumbling in front of your squad, interacting with the stopped driver, and woozily critiquing your patrol techniques. And if the driver eases to a halt in some dark alley blocks away from where you first lit him up, consider the very real possibility that you’re walking into an ambush. Call for backup, take your gun out, and be ready for some gunplay.
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If you conduct a traffic stop and the driver immediately lights up a cigarette, he probably has a warrant and is trying to get one good last one in before the cuffs go on. This is known as the Felony Smoke. Sometimes such a felon will try to pass off the name and date of birth of his brother or cousin as his own but stumble on pertinent information like his age or astrological sign, leaving you to ask, “What given name can I finally interest you in today, sir?”



If instead of lighting up a smoke, the driver sticks his head out the window and peers back at you, be on your guard. Typically the only people who perform this curiosity peek are criminals or people doing documentaries on law enforcement.
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Traffic stops are the great unknown. When you pull a car over, the driver can be your fourth-grade viola teacher or some disgruntled employee heading to work to right perceived wrongs at gunpoint. You never know what you’re going to get. Treat all traffic stops as potential deadly encounters. Be pleasant, but also be prepared to shoot everyone you meet.
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Some guys will claim you pulled them over because they’re an ethnic minority. What they may not realize is that much of the time, you can’t even tell the race of a driver because of low light, window tint, or distance. As far as you know, it could be your own mother behind the wheel.
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Don’t ever try to stop a moving car by leaping onto its hood. You are not William Shatner of T.J. Hooker. You’re not even Adrian Zmed.
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Once in a while, you’ll effect a traffic stop and the driver will claim to be ill and on the way to the hospital. So you ask if it’s a medical emergency and inquire as to whether they need an ambulance. Most say no, but I did have one woman who asked for an ambulance after complaining of some rather vague symptoms. I followed her to the hospital and wrote out her tickets there. She seemed surprised by this, and when asked by the triage nurse what her chief complaint was, she struggled to come up with one. I thought about suggesting “The cop didn’t go away when I faked a medical problem” as her chief complaint but ultimately thought better of it.
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In a perfect world, a world nothing like this one, drivers would immediately and safely pull over to the right when a squad car with lights and siren approached. This is what the law requires. But you always have the motorists who pull into the right lane but keep going at the same clip, paralleling you, as if they have just deputized themselves and are responding along with you to lend a hand. Or you get the drivers who have plenty of room to change lanes but instead elect to stop dead in front of you, too paralyzed to move, as if this situation will somehow go away if they remain perfectly still.



There are various reasons for this noncompliance with the law. Some drivers are absorbed in their cell phones. Others drive cars that are sound baffled, making it more difficult to hear sirens. A police sergeant I know once told me he’d be off duty and look in his rearview mirror and see the lights of a patrol car right on top of him. Why didn’t he notice that squad car before? Because, he explained, he was half deaf from listening to his own sirens for the last sixteen years.




Nothing is more infuriating than being slowed down on your way to a hot call. Even the most low-wattage officer has been known to howl obscenities at the errant motorist.




Whatever the reason, nothing is more infuriating than being slowed down on your way to a hot call. Even the most low-wattage officer has been known to howl obscenities at the errant motorist. Most of the frustration stems from the precious seconds ticking away, but what also goads you is that there isn’t much you can do about it. You can’t stop and issue the driver a ticket, because the call you’re going to can’t wait. You might be able to scrawl down their license number, but it’s difficult to find time afterward to follow up on these cases. What you want to do is briefly pull alongside these offending drivers, ask for their license, snap it into fifths, politely hand them back the pieces, and proceed onward.
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If you are hit by a car at work while you are on foot but you are not badly injured, your coworkers will express some nominal concern about your well-being quickly followed by a rush to come up with an appropriate nickname for you, which will probably be Speedbump.
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If you come across a traffic accident that involves downed power lines, have all the vehicle occupants put their hands in their pockets so they don’t touch anything and tell them to stay in their car. They’ll be protected from electrocution there because car tires are rubber and grounded. If they’re already out, have them shuffle at least fifty feet from the car because the ground around them could be energized. If they start to run, they’ll get zapped as soon as they pick up a foot. And if they get closer than six feet to a live wire, it can actually come after them like some kind of sentient snake, as wires naturally seek the low ground.
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You don’t always have a lot of time to pull cars over, especially when the calls for service are being dispatched at a breakneck pace, so when you do, you’re looking for a decent payoff, like a driver with open warrants, or drugs, or a gun. For that reason, you tend not to pull over women, who, statistically, don’t yield this type of payoff as often as men. If you were ever called before a commission on Gender Equality in Traffic Stops, you would be found lacking. But you believe in your methodology and have had success with it. When you pull a car over without knowing the sex of the driver and then see it’s a woman, you go ahead with the stop and usually find no good warrants, no drugs, and no guns. You then leave, your philosophy reinforced, although once in a while, you picture a trio of female armed robbers in a car, the vehicle stuffed with weapons and ill-gotten gains as they pass and give you a sweet, collective wave as you wave back absently, scanning for a male driver to stop.



It may be worth noting here that I don’t know how many female cops share this philosophy of avoiding women drivers on traffic stops. Perhaps I shouldn’t speak for my female colleagues. As my wife is quick to point out to me, I don’t know much about women.


 



TWELVE



14 Things Cops Know

About Being Among the Dead



Death walks faster than the wind and never returns what he has taken.

—Hans Christian Andersen, “The Story of a Mother”



1



To deal with the odor of dead bodies, some cops spray cologne under each nostril or chew on an unlit cigar. But the best thing to do is to just grit it out and stay in the room with the corpse. Then you get acclimated to the smell. If you leave and return, you freshly expose yourself to the stench all over again.
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When you’re at a death scene, the colors in front of you will help you figure out a rough time frame of when this person expired. Blood turns black after being exposed to air for a few hours. Postmortem lividity, which is the pooling of blood in the extremities, turns the body purplish red and appears as early as twenty minutes or as late as four hours. And dead bodies eventually turn green, which is the color of decomposition. This color change typically sets in anywhere between twenty-four and thirty-six hours, depending on the surrounding temperature. The same color change occurs in meat that’s left out, which is, after all, what the human body is made of.
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The chances of saving someone with CPR are slim. Some studies have put the chance of success as low as 3 percent. During one police in-service that covered CPR, I heard a veteran street cop announce he was zero for six.




Despite the long odds on saving someone with CPR, you’ll still perform vigorous chest compressions. You’ll still apply direct pressure to the egregious wounds of victims who have already lost so much blood they look translucent. The vast majority of these people will die. But you did all you could. It helps to know that when you lose.
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If you come across a body indoors that appears chewed on and is missing appendages, look for house cats. If they haven’t been fed in a while, cats will start eating their owner. Dogs will too, but dogs tend to wait a few more days. Just goes to show you which pet is more loyal.
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Four minutes is about as long as someone can survive without a pulse.
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At a death scene, you conduct your investigation, and then there’s usually some downtime while you wait for the medical examiner or the funeral home staff to arrive. Because dead bodies are old hat to you, because you didn’t know the deceased, you step back into your insular police world and pass the time in casual conversation with the other cops on scene. Maybe you discuss the upcoming softball game against those yahoos from Property Crimes. Maybe someone tells a joke. Perhaps someone checks their watch, realizes they’ve just gone on overtime, and says, “Cha-ching.”



Some cops will do this right in front of the family of the deceased. This is, of course, unforgivable. Many cops know this and catch themselves. But even if the family is in the other room, voices carry. I was working a stabbing once where a woman’s throat was cut so deeply it looked like the wound had been caused by a chain saw. The responding officers, including a lieutenant of detectives, were in the adjoining room yucking it up. Hearing the laughter, one of the woman’s family members clenched his jaw and said, “How about a little respect for the dead?” And it makes you realize that you have been guilty of not giving death the weight it deserves. This person is forever lost to them. And you know that if some officer was chortling near the corpse of one of your loved ones, your first instinct would be to grab that cop and toss him down the stairs, consequences be damned. As a police officer, you are put in situations where you can do right by a person simply by showing common decency. You are in just as many situations where you can do them a grievous wrong by its absence.
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People die watching television a lot, sometimes with the remote still clutched in their hand. I found one deceased fellow who had been watching a Simpsons marathon. I figured he probably died pretty happy. The remote in the hand is not at all unusual. People pass away in odd poses and rigor mortis takes it from there, leaving the mouths of the dead open in frozen repose or their limbs suspended in midair.




People die watching television a lot, sometimes with the remote still clutched in their hand. I found one deceased fellow who had been watching a Simpsons marathon.




A medical examiner once told me that she had responded to a death scene where two women were sitting down at a table, both with their chin resting in one hand. One was the deceased victim and the other was the victim’s living sister, but the ME couldn’t tell right away who was who, so she had to wait until one of them spoke.
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Sometimes death by natural causes will look like violence or foul play. A victim of a heart attack, for instance, may bite his tongue and knock things over as he struggles to stay on his feet. It works the other way too. Someone who appears to have died of natural causes could have been smothered. That’s for the medical examiner to determine, but one of the telltale signs of suffocation is the presence of petechiae—red dots on the whites of the eyes.
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Suicide by pill is commonly thought to be a restful way to die, but overdosing on aspirin is extraordinarily painful. All those pills tear up your stomach and liver as they go down. It’s like you’re being eaten from the inside out.
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Once the dust has settled and things are locked down, a grisly death scene provokes a game of cynical one-upmanship where all cops assembled try to contribute the most gruesome yarn. I was present for one such competition where a detective won with an account of a death he investigated in which a man had his face sheared off by a passing train.
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When the medical examiner comes to your death scene, she will insert a long needle into an eyeball of the deceased and extract fluid, in case drug and alcohol tests are needed later. (Testing the fluid of the eye gives accurate results.) You should ensure that the door is shut when this occurs. This isn’t anything the family needs to see.
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Many of the deceased-person calls you respond to involve the passing of the elderly. Some may be veterans of World War II who have a picture up of the Marines raising the flag at Iwo Jima. You’ll be in houses that still have a rotary phone on the wall.



Friends and relatives of the deceased stand around, crying intermittently, holding each other. They often look adrift. Cops feel awkward in these kinds of situations. Everyone knows each other except you. You’re the uninvited guest, the stranger in the kitchen. It’s good to try to connect on some level with the family. You can do this by asking something like “What sort of man was he?” or “What did she like to do?”



Even in nonsuspicious deaths, you want to walk through the whole house of the deceased. It’s better to check it and not have needed to. You want to make sure there aren’t any more bodies, even if someone is supposed to have lived alone. You want to make sure you aren’t missing something. Many homes of the elderly are cluttered. You’ll find boxes upon boxes of pictures and clothing and odds and ends. School yearbooks. Empty coffee cans. Bowling shoes. Trophies so faded that there’s no way to tell what sport they’re for or which person they’re recognizing. The things that people gather to show that this is who they are and this is what they did. You brush the cobwebs out of your hair and shine your flashlight over dust-covered books, broken toys, boxes marked “Winter,” boxes marked “Fall.” And maybe you think about how this old man has just died alone in the house where he was born. And you walk through the rooms where he lived.
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Suicide by hanging doesn’t require stringing yourself up high. You can hang yourself from a doorknob or the side rail in a bathroom stall. All you need to do is lean forward and let your own body weight cinch the knot and close off the airway. But some people still asphyxiate themselves from an elevated spot, like a ceiling fan or the narrow stairwell of an attic. In the latter case, you still need to check the attic behind the body for any signs of foul play. But you can’t cut the hanger down yet, because you need to preserve evidence. So you take your gun out and ascend the stairs, your face inches from the deceased, their eyes dull, their face gray, the two of you, officer and hanging man engaged for just a moment in a brief, awkward dance before you squeeze by.
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After taking a call of a particularly brutal slaying, especially if the victim appeared to be an innocent, the image of the death may become etched in your mind. Police supervisors take note of who calls in sick after responding to such a traumatic scene. They want to know who can handle that part of the job and who can’t. Even if you have no plans on missing work that day, it’s good to be active. Go out for breakfast, take a walk, run, surf, do something. Get out there and live. Relish the hum of physical exertion and the blood pumping through your veins. It comes down to this—you’re sorry that person is dead. You’re glad you’re still going.


 



THIRTEEN



16 Things Cops Know

About Hookers and Johns



You can make prostitution illegal, but you can’t make it unpopular.

—Martin Behrman, mayor of New Orleans, 1904–1920 and 1925–1926



1



Street prostitutes come from a variety of backgrounds, and many of them have survived abuse, both physical and sexual, that is hard to fathom. What they all have in common that they’re on the corner because they’re drug addicts. They aren’t nymphomaniacs. They don’t enjoy the act of sex. Selling themselves means earning quick cash to get high. You will likely never encounter a street hooker with a sense of humor, or an athletic, winsome one with a heart of gold like Jamie Lee Curtis in Trading Places. They walk around with most of what they own stuffed in a grubby purse, and their lives are a series of damning choices, because drug addiction has made their daily existence stunted and bleak, like the final stages of a progressive disease.
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It’s easy to call prostitution a victimless crime, but prostitution is fueled by illegal drug use and vice versa, which means prostitutes attract the criminal element, both as perpetrators and as victims. Prostitutes are a destabilizing element in any neighborhood. They leave syringes and used condoms in alleys behind schools. They bring property values down with a thud.
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Prostitution is a dangerous business not just for the hooker, who doesn’t know anything about the man whose car she’s getting into, but also for the john. Some prostitutes carry razor blades taped to the back of their neck, and they’re not shy about using them. Others set up their johns for robberies. They tell the john which secluded alley to pull into and then scamper away. The john then finds himself looking down the barrel of a handgun held by the hooker’s accomplice. These incidents are not often reported to the police for all the obvious reasons.
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If a john doesn’t have money to pay for sex but has a rock or two of crack cocaine, he can trade that for sex, in a custom known as dope dating. In fact, this approach is more convenient for the hooker because she would have taken any money the john gave her and used it to buy rock anyway. Dope dating just cuts out the middleman.
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If you see a car driving along with the passenger side door wide open and a woman poised to leap out of it while a man struggles to keep her in, maybe you have some type of attempted abduction, or domestic violence incident, but chances are better that the passenger is a hooker, the man is a john, and they have just experienced a falling out over the fair market value of a blow job—you know, the way people do.
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If you arrest a hooker and she’s a savvy veteran of the system, she may feign mental illness in hopes that you’ll just drop her off at the psychiatric crisis center instead of booking her. Prostitutes often like to bang their head on the plastic partition in the back of the squad car and claim they want to kill themselves. You can usually tell if a hooker is faking by how hard she slams her head. Truly crazy people will smack themselves until they bleed. If she’s pretending, you can sometimes wait her out. She bangs some. You check your watch. She bangs some more. You wait some more. Her efforts will get less and less enthusiastic until the performance is over and she wearily tells you okay, she’s ready to go to jail.
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There are several different ways to conduct prostitution stings. One of them is to have female officers pose as prostitutes. Uniformed backup waits in an unmarked car a block or so away, and another vice cop in an undercover car acts as a spotter and watches the female officer. When a john approaches, the female officer will talk to him outside his car without ever getting inside it, because jumping in a running vehicle with a john is far too dangerous. The spotter waits for the female to make a prearranged signal, say, smoothing back her hair, which indicates that a deal for money for sex has just been made. The spotter then radios to the backup car, which rolls out and arrests the john.




Police departments used to give female cops (who were called policewomen) gun purses. They looked like saddlebags. We’ve made some headway since then.





Another approach is to put male officers in undercover cars trawling for hookers. You drive alone, keeping your gun on your left side in the car whether or not you’re left handed, because hookers will feel your right side for a weapon to see if you’re a cop. For the same reason, you don’t wear your badge or ID around your neck, because they check there too. Your police radio stays off and under your seat. You also steel yourself for the possibility that many of the cop-wary prostitutes you approach will grab your crotch as soon as they get in the car to see how you react. It’s a simple test, really, because an actual john will probably like this and an actual cop will—hopefully—not. If you recoil in revulsion at a hooker’s touch, she’ll have a pretty good idea that you’re Johnny Law, and the game is up. Some vice cops counter this by having their own hand on their crotch even before the girl gets in the car. This does two things. It indicates to the girl that you’re ready for action, and it also protects your groin from her probing hand.



If you talk a girl into your car, you attempt to get the money-for-sex deal down and then you drive her to the predesignated command post where your fellow vice officers are waiting with handcuffs.



Sometimes the deal will fall through or the girl will suspect something is up, and she’ll try to get out of the car, even if you’re still moving. If this happens, your rules of engagement are to stop the vehicle and let her go. A misdemeanor prostitution arrest isn’t worth a close-quarters fight in a moving vehicle or dragging a hooker three city blocks. Now the question is, do you stop the car, get out, and give chase? Well, you’re alone, your radio is under the seat, your badge is up near the sun visor, your gun is on your weak side, you’re a guy in plainclothes, and you’re likely in a neighborhood where the merits of the police are not exactly appreciated. Maybe you should just try to pick up the next girl.
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Even knowing the rules of engagement, sometimes you break them. Say you try to arrest that hooker while she’s still inside your car trying to get out. If you’re near a populated area, and the hooker is smart, she’ll scream for help. She’ll scream rape. This is her neighborhood, not yours. She has the home field advantage, so the guys on the corner will rush to her aid. While you’re pulling on one of her arms, trying to keep her in the car, they’re pulling on her other arm trying to get her out. She is now caught in the middle of an aggressive tug-of-war, which is perhaps the first time two men have battled to possess her. You’ll need to let go at some point to get your badge and police ID out from the sun visor so you can identify yourself as the police and save yourself a severe beating at the hands of the corner boys. This will allow your prize to waddle out of your car and disappear down the alley. Congratulations, you have just been bested by a gap-toothed streetwalker with a bowling-ball gut. Maybe those rules of engagement exist for a reason after all.
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As an undercover vice cop trying to pick up hookers, you don’t have to wear much of a disguise or use many props. Any old outfit will do. Maybe put an open beer in the cup holder. You don’t need to turn your hat backward or even drive a Camaro. You just want to look like a guy who wants to enjoy himself. As far as a cover, don’t overdo it. No need to pose as a sailor on leave or claim you’re in town to see your jailbird brother. As one vice detective said to me, “They don’t care who you are and you don’t care who they are. You’re just there to get your dick sucked. Know what I mean? You don’t need a back story.”
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If a hooker asks you to expose yourself to prove you aren’t a cop, it is technically legal to do so but against most departmental policies. So keep your pants on. Actually, this is good advice for most social situations.
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One of the amazing things about prostitution stings is when female cops dress up as hookers, troll the streets, and bag multiple johns. You look at some of the women officers you put out there and note that many of them are young, attractive, and in shape. Real street hookers have faces so ravaged by street life—pockmarks, sores, caked-on makeup—that it’s hard to look at them. They smell bad. They twitch. They have head lice. Yet somehow these undercover cops convince the johns that they are the real deal. What are the johns thinking? That against all odds, they’ve managed to find the one street hooker in town who has gleaming, well-maintained teeth and looks like she went on an eight-mile run that morning? Hey, jackpot!




If a hooker asks you to expose yourself to prove you aren’t a cop, it is technically legal to do so but against most departmental policies. So keep your pants on.
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The vast majority of johns you arrest go quietly, many of them immediately saying something along the lines of “I didn’t do anything” when you swoop in and put the cuffs on. All in all, they’re a mixed bag, but they’re mostly working class, including some day laborers who speak little English and get the girl’s attention by forming a hole with their fingers and jabbing another finger through the hole to indicate a desire for sexual intercourse. You’ll pick up corporate types who perhaps find the taboo of picking up a prostitute or the possibility of being found out or ruined to be a powerful aphrodisiac. You’ll often arrest someone you know, if just indirectly, like the owner of a café you frequent or a guy you went to high school with. At least one person will say he’s from an intervention group that helps get girls off the street and claim that this is all just a big misunderstanding. And once in a while, a fellow officer will be caught up in these stings. He may plead to be let off the hook, but there’s not a lot you can do for him. He’s made a terrible decision and in doing so has put his job and family at risk. That is a fact and facts, as my father is fond of pointing out, are stubborn things.
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It’s not difficult to recognize hookers for what they are. It’s the gal out on the street with a tallboy of beer in hand at 7:30 on a Sunday morning. And drinking it through a straw. Clothing also gives you somewhat of a clue, although a street hooker is as likely to be in jeans as a miniskirt. Mainly it’s in her walk, a lethargic, loose-limbed stroll, moving without really getting anywhere. It’s in the frequent glances she gives at passing traffic. When you get close, it’s in her worn face, her bleary eyes, her greasy hair.



Just as you can recognize the prostitutes, some of them can recognize you too when you’re on the hunt.



“I know that van. I know that fucking van, pig. You made,” one hooker said as I slowed to show interest, making me suspect Vice needed to rotate out some of their undercover vehicles.
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Sometimes you’ll arrest prostitutes who will talk about their families. Some will say they have a child in an upper-tier college, which makes you intensely curious whether this is true or just part of the waking fantasy they employ to keep themselves sane. Most will trudge through the arrest process silently with a kind of dull acceptance, having been down this road many times before. But others, upon realizing their fate, put up a fight and have to be wrestled to the ground where they twist and kick and spit, like a vile, angry fish seeking to escape the hook.
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Once in a while, a prostitute will tell you about the kinds of guys who pick them up. She’ll describe johns who have child seats in the backs of their cars. Guys who don’t want to have sex with her or even touch her but get off on smelling her putrid socks. Men with monikers like Mr. Spanky. She’ll start talking about johns who pay her for the sole purpose of eating shit in front of them, adding, “And not his own shit neither,” and then she’ll go on from there—that’s just the start, just the springboard for describing even darker proclivities. It’s right around then that you realize that even though you are a naturally curious person, even though as a cop your threshold for all manner of the unseemly is high, even though understanding this world will ultimately make you better at your job, you have just been told that which you do not care to know, facts you in no way wish to harbor, knowledge you want to just sear out of your brain.
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When you’re on a sting and you get the hooker into the car, you have to do or say something to make her feel at ease so she won’t think you’re a cop and try to jump out.



“I like big girls,” I once said to a plus-sized prostitute after we had agreed that $25 was a reasonable price for oral sex. I squeezed her left thigh appreciatively. She smiled, a wide, artificial grin, the smile she gave all the boys, her face shimmering in the dim light. And although I was playing a role as part of my job, even though this was all just pretend, I felt small and unclean. I understood what Conan O’Brien was talking about when he says his soul has just left his body.



I got her to the command post without incident. My report stated, “Actor offered an act of mouth to penis oral sexual gratification for a thing of value to an undercover police officer.” The woman ultimately pled guilty and was sentenced to sixty days in jail with work and drug treatment release. I was glad I didn’t have to take the witness stand and describe the specifics of the $25 deal we had negotiated.



“And what happened next, officer?”



“Well, it was at that point, your Honor, that my soul departed my body.”




After my short stint in Vice, a Vice lieutenant informed me, not unkindly, that I was one of the worst cops he’d ever seen at picking up street hookers. I reflected on that for a time before concluding that I was fine with that assessment. It wasn’t anything I ever wanted to get good at.




 



FOURTEEN



12 Things Cops Know

About Domestic Violence



His hands struck her any hour of the day, like hands that strike a clock, whether early, whether late; they strike, they strike.



—Anthony Liccione, American poet and author



1



Domestic violence (DV) spikes during the holidays, to the point where DAs call it “Season’s Beatings.”



2



The kinds of disputes that lead up to domestic violence can be anything. It’s often ridiculous. Arguments over house paint, excess hair gel, and whose photographs of a family vacation belong to whom. You’re still waiting for a domestic violence call stemming from an ideological argument about something substantial, like standardized testing in schools or greenhouse gases.



3



The weapons in domestic feuds range from the benign (a hand towel, a loaf of bread, fruit) to the seemingly benign (an umbrella, which can slice the victim’s jugular vein, resulting in death, or a pillow for the purposes of suffocation) to the not benign at all (a hot iron, a steak knife) to the bizarre; my partner and I once took an assignment where a woman cut up her boyfriend’s face with a frozen chicken leg. But the largest assortment of weapons can be found in the domestic kitchen. We’re talking hot grease. Scissors. Heavy frying pans. Freshly brewed coffee. Even the blender, when plugged in, can get you. That’s why when you’re about to arrest a DV suspect, you want to make sure to steer clear of said kitchen, unless you want to chance meeting the business end of a meat thermometer.



4



Telephones play an important role in DVs. If two lovers batter each other, they often race to the phone as if the first one to get through to 911 is the winner of the police sweepstakes and beyond reproach in the subsequent investigation. Sometimes the phone doesn’t survive the initial fight; when the victim tries to call the police, the suspect takes the phone away, breaks it, or hits the victim in the face with it. It’s a classic isolation technique that abusers use to seal the victim in their violent hermetic bubble: no one else in the whole world, babe, just you and me.




Domestic violence experts will tell you that about one in ten 911 DV calls to police are made by a child in the home. About one of every three abused children becomes an adult abuser or victim.
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Back in the day, cops tended to shrug off domestic violence cases. They’d tell the husband to take a walk and cool off and tell the wife to let him back in when he was sober. But now, in most states, you are required to make an arrest of the primary physical aggressor in all DVs. If you don’t, you can face both disciplinary action and legal liability.



Determining the primary aggressor is sometimes fairly straightforward. One party might insist “She came at me!” and then show you an injury so slight that if it was on your toddler, you’d be hard pressed to even deem it an owie. Then you look at the other party who appears as if someone dropped a barbell on her face. But it’s not always so simple. Sometimes both parties are about equally battered and bloodied. Both have been drinking. An argument broke out. Each knocked the other around. So who is more responsible? You can, of course, arrest both of them, but the DA’s office isn’t a big fan of that approach. So you make a decision with the information at hand and take one of the two. Maybe you didn’t get it exactly right, but at the very least, you’ve achieved a kind of rough justice. Sometimes, with domestic violence, rough justice is about the best you can do.
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DV suspects who flee the scene before you arrive sometimes call the house afterward to see what’s going on. The DV victim likes to put you on the phone with him, but there isn’t much point to it; the suspect is often drunk, refuses to turn himself in, and will either deny any wrongdoing or just tell you to fuck off. Sometimes he’ll taunt you and say you’ll never catch him. But if he has a regular job, all you have to do is send a patrol car to pick him up at work the next day. Unless he plans on fleeing to the Dakotas, what’s he going to do? Call in sick? The statute of limitations on misdemeanor battery is a couple of years. Can he skip work for that long and hope the boss somehow keeps him on the payroll?
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Even if the DV victim says the suspect is gone upon your arrival, you still have to check the house for him, especially the attic. It’s not unusual for the caller either to mistakenly think the suspect is gone or to out-and-out lie and claim the boyfriend left, because she’s having second thoughts about her man getting arrested. After all, she may have dialed 911 because she wanted the abuse to stop, not because she wanted the relationship to stop. Now that you’re there and she’s safe, at least for now, she can become the suspect’s fiercest advocate.
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Domestic violence is supposed to be gender neutral, but cops tend to be dubious of males who call to report violence at the hands of a female, unless it involves a weapon. If it’s just some slapping and/or pushing involved, you will be professional and courteous to the caller and investigate his case thoroughly, up to and including arresting the female suspect, but when you are out of earshot, it is not uncommon for such a caller to be deemed a spineless half-man.
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Some DV prosecutors advise you against telling DV victims to change their phone numbers to avoid unwanted calls from their abusers. Instead, they recommend that the victim get a new cell phone number to distribute to friends and family and keep the old number in order to log any unwanted calls from the suspect. Not only will a record of this sort aid the prosecution’s case, but also the suspect may be satisfied with merely calling the victim. That way, he still has access to her, however remote. If the victim changes her number and the suspect calls, hearing a recorded message that the number is disconnected or no longer in service, his access to her is completely cut off. Now maybe he shows up on the victim’s front lawn with a 12-gauge demanding her attention.
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Domestic animals are often casualties in DVs. An enraged suspect will take his frustrations out on his partner by repeatedly slamming the family dog’s neck in the shower door. Cats will be stabbed. Cockatoos microwaved. Hamsters stomped flat. Because of this, some jurisdictions allow DV victims to add pets to restraining orders.
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When relationships go bad, reason runs low and emotion runs high, all of which means DV suspects are among the most dangerous and unpredictable offenders you’ll come across. You’ll see them answer the door, wild eyed, with a gun in their hand, or grab a knife and try to go out in a hail of bullets, the classic Suicide-by-Cop approach. If you ask an officer how many critical incidents she’s been in where she shot a suspect or came a heartbeat away from it, odds are most of those encounters will be domestic violence related.
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Domestic violence is among the more frustrating crimes that cops deal with. You take the report and arrest someone, and the DA often charges the case. But whereas you show up in court to do your part, the victim usually doesn’t, often because she has reconciled with her partner or decides it isn’t worth the bother. This is despite the fact that the victim is officially subpoenaed to testify as a witness and there is grave language on the subpoena that warns that failure to honor this summons could result in criminal prosecution. But it’s all smoke and mirrors. Rare indeed is the jurisdiction in which DV victims are prosecuted for ignoring subpoenas, which means that these days, a subpoena doesn’t mean You Shall Appear so much as it means It Would Be Sort of Nice If You Stopped By. The result is that significant police and court resources are used up on two people who could not be more wrong for each other but who are again living under the same roof. When all the old problems that initially separated the two of them resurface with a vengeance, you are sent back to the same address for the same problem.




When relationships go bad, reason runs low and emotion runs high, all of which means DV suspects are among the most dangerous and unpredictable offenders you’ll come across.




You know domestic violence is a multilayered societal ill. You know about battered wife syndrome, realize that often kids are involved, which greatly complicates things, and understand that it isn’t easy to make a clean break from an abusive relationship. But that doesn’t mean you don’t get highly irritated when you show up at a house where a victim has called the police six times on her partner and had cooperated in the prosecution of precisely zero of the resulting court cases.



“Will you prosecute?” you ask, and she nods, fervently, yes, of course, this time it will be different. And if you arrest the offender, you always leave suspecting that this will be a situation that will resolve itself in all the usual ways.


 



FIFTEEN



24 Things Cops Know

About Their Coworkers



Captain: “C’mon, Dugan. Don’t you want to do something useful with your last two minutes on the job?”

Officer Dugan: “Not really.”

—Richard Gere as New York City police officer Eddie Dugan, Brooklyn’s Finest



1



Your first field training officer will leave an indelible mark on you. During training, you will follow him around like an eager cocker spaniel, hoping to glean some nuggets of wisdom that will help you feel more like a cop and less like a uniformed imposter. Then, long after you’ve parted company, you’ll still find yourself employing some of his same tricks, approaches, mannerisms, and sayings. Thirteen years later, I’m still using lines and tactics I stole from mine. His name was Gilbert Gwinn, he kept me alive for the first six weeks of my police career, and he was like a god to me.
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Some supervisors appreciate what you do and let you know it. A few will even thank you for coming to work that day. Others seem to have it in for their fellow officers or just drift through their shift actively paying no attention to you or their surroundings whatsoever. My partner and I once arrested a guy on warrants who tried to bribe us to let him go. We told him we’d let the felony bribery charge slide if he could give us a dead body. Okay, he said. When we took our informant to Homicide, the interviewing detective said the man’s information looked good for making an arrest on a long-dormant slaying. Having anything to do with closure on a homicide case is the single most significant thing a cop can do on the job, but when I reported this positive outcome to my lieutenant, he reacted with an absent “Mmm hmm. Okay then” and stared vacantly into space, as if I had just given him a detailed rundown of my favorite pizza toppings. Shortly thereafter, a sergeant wrote me up for sustaining a small scrape on my squad car when my brakes locked on ice and I bumped a metal post while trying to catch a suspected felony vehicle. There is no quicker way to crush morale than to ignore an officer’s contributions to the department in favor of putting the screws on him over some trivial mishap. These are the kinds of things that make you want to resign on the spot, feed your uniform through the shredder, and change careers. Plastics, maybe. You’ve heard there are promising opportunities in plastics.




There is no quicker way to crush morale than to ignore an officer’s contributions to the department in favor of putting the screws on him over some trivial mishap.




3



Sometimes you’ll get a sergeant who will ask you to do something that you are in no way trained for. I once responded to a call at a house where an unhinged Vietnam vet committed suicide by shooting himself in the mouth. There were antipolice slogans scattered around the residence and a suicide note that blamed the cops for the man’s various troubles. This vet would know it would be cops who would find his body. He would have been familiar with weapons, explosives, and other nasty devices. We did the math.



“Okay,” the sergeant said, turning to me. “Check for booby traps.”



I nodded, uncertainly. I hadn’t come across many booby traps in my day. But I did what I was told, checking the house for anything that didn’t look right. I drew mostly on my experience from watching Raiders of the Lost Ark films. Don’t step into the light, I thought. The penitent man shall pass. That’s how it goes in law enforcement. You need to call on a variety of skills, some of which you may not really possess. But you blunder along, because you’re a cop. Because it’s in your job description under Other Duties as Assigned. Because there’s no one else around who will do it.



4



The Internal Affairs Division (IAD) tries to get in your head right from the get-go. In the academy, if you commit a minor violation like leaving your work ID in your locker, you will receive a withering upbraid from an IAD sergeant. IAD’s philosophy is to frighten you into falling in line. After all, if IAD treats not having your work ID as a capital offense, what will they do if you commit a real transgression? There will, IAD suggests, be hell to pay.



The problem is that even the most buttoned-up officer will cut corners from time to time. It’s not necessarily done out of laziness or ambivalence, except, well, when it is. It’s mostly because if you adhered to every individual policy and procedure every day all day, the sheer unwieldiness of the busy work and meaningless paperwork it would generate would gum up the system beyond all recognition. So you take some good-faith shortcuts. Then you wonder if they will catch up to you. Because you can tell IAD to your heart’s content about good-faith efforts and not wanting to gum up the system, but a policy violation is a policy violation. Now IAD may gum up your system, because being found guilty of disregarding police procedure can get you suspended and impede your chances for a promotion. IAD isn’t the enemy. They are an integral part of any police department and the members who make it up do tough, necessary work. But it is also the shadow that hovers over you as you try to do a job that doesn’t always lend itself to a rigid interpretation of the rule book.



5



Old-school cops, the kind who still call the patrol wagon the Black Mariah, will look at new cops who have their heads buried in their Internet-equipped phones and grumble, “This department is hiring too many pussies.” Old-schoolers have faded tattoos from the days when the only guys getting inked were soldiers and sailors. Those from the old tradition, when speaking about a crime-plagued neighborhood, will deliver a hard-boiled line like “There’s no law north of Twenty-Second Street. There’s no God north of Twenty-Eighth” and actually be able to pull it off.



If you get enough time in with such an officer, he may take you on a specialized tour of the neighborhood he’s policed for a few decades. He’ll point out various places and his relationship to them in a grim, running travelogue. This alley was where he got shot. This building was where a fellow cop crashed his squad during a pursuit—they say he died of a torn aorta before he burned to death. A father was murdered here in front of his two children. He and his partner were sent to that house for a man who died in a bathtub, and when they tried to move him, his corpse was so waterlogged it burst open like a balloon. He held a victim at that corner as he was dying of gunshot wounds, and when he saw the mother at the trial of her son’s killer, he told her that her son didn’t die alone. She thanked him and then she cried. If you go on such a tour, the weight of that officer’s experience will feel like a tangible presence in the squad, so much so that you’ll feel like he has been employed for a hundred years in a profession you have just begun.




Generational differences come into stark definition in police departments. You’ve got your old-timer eating onion burgers in the same car as some fresh hire who just unwrapped a sesame bar with fennel. I have it on good authority that the following conversation once took place between a veteran cop and a new twentysomething recruit.



Vet: “You like to hunt?



Recruit. “No. I’ve actually never been hunting.”



Vet: “You like to fish?”



Recruit. “Uh, no.”



Vet: “You like beer?



Recruit: “I, ah, don’t really drink.”



Long silence.



Vet: “Well, we probably won’t have a lot to talk about then.” (Puts car in gear.)
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Cops are becoming increasingly educated these days, with some departments requiring new hires to attain at least sixty college credits during their first five years of service. But having an undergraduate degree is still not quite the norm. If you do hail from a four-year institution, you certainly don’t need to apologize for it, but there is still the sense among your coworkers that you need to prove yourself. That you must demonstrate that you’re not some bookish softie. There’s an “Okay, college boy, let’s see what you do when that drunk hooker jumps on your back” mentality at work. Once you’ve shown yourself duly able, people will come to you with grammar questions a lot.
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When someone spits in your face, it provokes an immediate visceral reaction to reach out and choke the offending person until they are as blue as a Smurf. You may not do this, of course. If you have a good partner, they’ll hold you back and prevent you from indulging all of your primal urges. If you don’t, you’re on your own and you’ll have to exercise more than a little impulse control. Dig deep. It’s in there somewhere.
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It’s okay to be scared during a critical incident. Everyone is. At its worst, the fear makes you feel like there’s a stone resting on the center of your chest. You feel like half of yourself. But while it’s okay to be scared, it isn’t all right to look scared. You can look scared afterward, preferably in private, on your own time. Because if you show fear on the street, no matter how bad things get, your fellow cops will notice and they will never forget.
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The atmosphere at the police department for rookie cops isn’t quite hostile, but it’s far from welcoming. When veteran officers pass you in the hallway, there often isn’t eye contact. You’re a ghost. You do not exist. This reaction makes sense. After all, to any experienced officer, you’re just some bit player they don’t know and can’t trust. You’re a walking liability that could get them killed. You’re the guy who will backlight them with your flashlight as they’re clearing a drug house, clearly illuminating them for the armed suspects inside. You’re the cop who will dumbly accept any name and date of birth a criminal gives you at face value, ignorant of the fact that people, especially those wanted on felony warrants, always have a good working alias on hand. You have four weeks on the job. They have twenty years. No one is going to put much effort into learning your name. And after a number of years when you become that veteran officer, you will treat new cops the same way. Because no one likes a warrior who hasn’t been to war.
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If you’re new and you work with another cop who has some street time in, she’ll see things you won’t. When you’re making your way through the neighborhood, she’ll point out the guy slinging dope, the hooker loitering near the alley, the three gangbangers smoking weed in the green Buick with the cracked windshield. You’ll be in the same squad car at the same time, but it’s as if the two of you are policing completely different cities. Veterans take in the whole playing field. New people can absorb five yards at a time. As a rookie, the ability to see the street is something you crave. In the meantime, you just sit there next to the vet, absorb much as you can, and try not to say anything stupid.
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The police have come a long way since the days when academies were five weeks long and then cops were sent out with a badge and nightstick and merely told, “Go get ’em.” Officers are now required to attend multiple in-services a year to stay current on training.



In-service also includes diversity sessions on being aware of social, cultural, and sexual differences among coworkers and citizens. Some of the information presented can be fairly helpful, like knowing that Indonesians who speak English commonly confuse gender pronouns, so a crime victim who says “The suspect hit me and then she ran away” may actually be referring to a male assailant. But many cops, especially old-timers, are resistant to such coursework.



“This is bullshit” is the common refrain from officers during such in-services. “Treat everyone with respect. What else is there to say?”



Such a response is inevitable. It’s not just because cops don’t tend to be the most touchy-feely of souls, or because justice is supposed to blind and all. It’s also because during the police academy and beyond, it is hammered into you that you have taken a job where you are not special. You are a mere cog in the machine. If you get sick or hurt, someone else wearing the same uniform as you will fill your spot without missing a beat. So if you’re not special, if you’re not a protected class, then why should anyone else be?
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Cops are champion gripers. It’s always something. Your coffee is too hot. Or too tepid. You’re subpoenaed to court on your day off. They forgot to put mushrooms on your steak burger, and you know what? They did it last time too—maybe it’s a conspiracy. All the bosses care about is how many citations you write, not how many felony arrests you make. That corner boy told you to go fuck yourself. Day shift doesn’t work hard enough. Neither does early shift, or midnights; you’re the only actual working cop in the whole police cosmos. You have turf toe from walking the foot beat. The public resents you and you resent them for resenting you. Your pizza sub lacked panache. That’s why there’s a saying in the business: only worry about a cop when he stops complaining. But there’s also another applicable saying for whiners, this one from the film Platoon and a favorite of one of my old supervisors, Lieutenant Wayne Jensen. It is this: “Take the pain.”




One of the favorite topics cops grumble about is how much better neighboring police agencies have it. “If there’s a shooting over there,” Officer Cranky rants, “they send out a drone to get an aerial view. Here, we still take crime scene pictures with Polaroids and our station computers run off fucking Windows 95.”





13



Sometimes it’s fun to compete with your colleagues for the most outlandish invented assignment from the dispatcher.



“Squad 61, take the loose animals, Sixty-Eighth and Oklahoma. Caller states flock of giant mutant ostriches are trampling cars and pedestrians and carving a swathe of death and destruction in their wake. Caller states this month is traditionally a mating season and the ostriches appear to be in heat. Be advised Animal Control will not be responding until you have all mutant ostriches contained.”



Other than oversized animal attacks, vintage made-up radio calls include the multiple-car rollover traffic accident with a tripped gas line, where several of the drivers are drunk and fighting and others are actively engulfed in flames. Or the incoming ballistic missile assignment where the caller states that a barrage of plutonium warheads is streaking toward her residence that will land in a matter of minutes and she needs a squad to respond to take the report. A police psychologist may look at this kind of behavior and say that it reflects officers’ deep-rooted anxieties about how there really is no ceiling to how bad situations can get, and that making up worst-case scenarios is a way of naming your fears in order to conquer them.



But to the average street cop, it’s just a fun way to kill time.
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Sergeants often pride themselves on assuming an air of practiced nonchalance no matter what the situation. If they show up at your assignment and no one is dead or dying, they don’t get too excited and they don’t stick around long. It’s world-weariness they’ve probably earned. They’ve been out there in the mud and they’ve seen what there is to see. Violence and chaos have become old hat to them. This double homicide you were sent to on Grant? Please. It doesn’t begin to compare to the quintuple they had on Thirty-Fourth Street.
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If a cop is cheating on his spouse while on the job, the person with whom he is dallying is known as a “beat wife,” a term that may owe its historical origins to the first officers who were assigned to walk a certain neighborhood and subsequently cast an adulterous eye on the pretty ladies along their foot beat. “Beat husbands” are probably out there too, although they don’t seem to be as common. That cops commit adultery in general is a private family matter. That they commit adultery while on duty is a criminal offense of misconduct in public office. Tomcatting around in uniform doesn’t seem as prevalent now as it once did, but occasionally some old-timer will proudly tell you a mid-eighties tale about having sex in the back of his patrol vehicle, a story that invariably ends with him accidentally being locked inside it. And once in a while, there will be a call of an indecent exposure in an alley or in a parked car and it will turn out to be two police officers having sex.



“Were they married?” is the common follow-up question.



“Oh, they were married all right” is the reply. “Just not to each other.”
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You can always tell who the new cops are. If their shoes are shined, the cop is new. If they give crisp salutes to the sergeant, they’re new. If they are wearing their name tag upside down, they’re new. If their bag is so stuffed with penal codes, rules and procedures manuals, and traffic binders that they don’t carry it—they lug it, they’re new. If they seem at all earnest—new. New as hell. But young cops have it tough. It’s hard being twenty-one and trying to referee domestic disputes when you’re still living with your parents and looking for your first real girlfriend.
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Some guys are literally marking the days before retirement. They’ll check them off on their locker in permanent marker, ticking down from 100, perhaps figuring that they’ll be long gone before Internal Affairs finishes investigating them for defacement of department property. Some actually count the seconds. My old partner Ramon recently calculated that he has three hundred and forty-five million more to go.
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One of your jobs as a police officer is to constantly monitor your radio. It’s your lifeline to dispatch and to the outside world. And when you broadcast on the radio, you are to keep it brief and to the point. Airtime is precious, because at any given moment, some cop could need to put out a description of a shooting suspect or call for help.



It’s not easy to keep up with every radio transmission, especially if you are currently on an investigation or talking to a citizen. But after a time, you get used to splitting your attention between your radio and whatever you’re doing at the moment.



But radio attentiveness and etiquette are not the strong suit of some officers. You may have a squad calling for the air to broadcast the foot pursuit of an armed felon and you’ll get some cop talking over him regarding the excruciating banalities of some trifling matter that wouldn’t deserve airtime on the Mayberry PD bandwidth. “Yeah, uh, 3Lincoln24, put me out at Nineteenth and Chambers with a stray dog. It looks like a collie. No, check that. It’s an Irish setter. Let me see, [interminable pause] yep, no tags. I’m going to look around to see if I can locate the owner. If you get any calls about a loose animal, let me know. I have sufficient help. I’ll keep you advised.”



All the while, his fellow officers are screaming for him to get off the air. Some are attempting to somehow physically reach through the radio and strangle him into submission.



Other cops will try to get cute on the radio. They’ll deliver a sarcastic line or feel the need to provide some lame sociocultural commentary. (“The suspect is described as mixed-race black and Samoan,” dispatch says. “Oh, that’s a winning combination,” replies the cop.) The upshot of this is to make anyone listening in on your radio traffic with a legal, easily obtained police scanner presume that every officer on your department is a slack-jawed goober.



But while you strive for brevity and professionalism on the air, every once in a while you can get away with a mild rhetorical flourish. “We checked the area for the stolen car,” my partner Rolf liked to say, “but the search proved fruitless.”
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New cops can be complete wild cards. They pull their guns out when they shouldn’t, or don’t pull them out when they should. Rookies come in all shapes and types, like the soft-spoken, overly courteous one who makes you wonder how he’d fare in a fist fight, or the prematurely hard-bitten guy who has been a cop for about twenty minutes but is already dropping “motherfuckers” like the lead in Reservoir Dogs. New-people stories are told with gusto in the department, including the one about the recruit who stopped a car where the occupants fled from the vehicle on foot. The recruit’s partner ran after them only to observe the suspect vehicle racing down the block behind him also in pursuit of the fleeing bad guys. He looked closer and saw the recruit behind the wheel, a recruit unaware that cops commandeer cars only in motion pictures. Or the newbie who casually takes a personal cell phone call and starts making his weekend plans while walking up to the house where an armed suspect has just barricaded himself inside.



Some new people are as energetic and enthusiastic as a Beverly Hills valet, so fresh out of the barn that they’ll ask you, in all seriousness, “What is it we do as police officers?” as if this is their first day as a member of some secretive clan (“What is it we do as Grand Counts of the Obsidian Order?”)



Then you have new-people stories that aren’t amusing at all. It’s not uncommon to hear an account of some rookie who froze and just watched dumbly while his partner fought for his life in some alley. Such an officer is well beyond salvaging. What they lack can’t be cultivated or taught. You just pray they’re fired for cowardice before they get anyone else hurt. And you realize that you’d much rather work with another cop who actively looks for a fight than partner up with someone who shrinks from one.
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The SWAT team has a language all their own, a technical and sometimes antiseptic way of communicating. They’ll say “fields of fire” instead of “spraying hot lead” and refer to “delivering chemical agents” in lieu of “gas that sucker.” Also, SWAT doesn’t kill suspects. They only “react to the suspect’s poor decisions.” All in all, it’s lingo that can get a little dorky. But SWAT is fun to watch. They’ll use long mirrors to check attics for suspects. They’ll take a sledgehammer to drywall to make sure the bad guy isn’t hiding in a crawl space. They’ll turn the gas and water lines off in a house they’re about to enter in order to prevent fires and stop suspects from flushing drugs down the toilet. They move with practiced efficiency. Their guns have extended magazines and lights and laser sights. You’re glad they’re on your side. You just wish it wouldn’t take them so long to suit up, do their equipment checks, and make their plan of entry. It takes forever. It’s like waiting for your college girlfriend to get ready for the Winter Formal.
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When you’re in trouble and you call for backup, your fellow cops will drop whatever they’re doing and come to help you. It’s like the bell-ringing scene at the end of Witness. They’ll show up from all over—cops from your district, cops from other districts, plainclothes officers, bike officers, a lifer from Property Control who hasn’t put handcuffs on anyone since the first Lollapalooza. They’ll come there looking for someone to fight or help or arrest. Seeing them arrive is deeply reassuring, but the best part is that they will be out of breath when they get there. Because they had been running to reach you.
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While many police officers are people of substance and integrity, it’s still good to spend time with someone not in law enforcement during your days off. It rounds you out and helps you keep perspective. When you hang around cops, sometimes all you’ll do is sit around talking about how fucked up everything is.
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A decent percentage of cops are ex-military or come from multigenerational cop families. But beyond that, there’s no one typical background or type for a police officer. My coworkers have included a librarian, a champion stick fighter, and a doctoral candidate from Palestine. In San Francisco, there are several transgender officers, including supervisors. My old partner Ramon Lastrilla is a former flight attendant who can bench-press nearly three times his body weight and isn’t ashamed to admit he enjoys the music of Kelly Clarkson. And everyone signs on for different reasons. Some are drawn to police work because they want a service-related job. Some because they’re after a secure gig with a pension. Some because they believe in right and wrong. Some do it because they figure either it’s this or become a gym teacher. And then some, well, you really don’t know why they took a job like this. They don’t seem right for it. It doesn’t fit them. They’d be better suited to entomology, or maybe ceramics.




There are plenty of out LGBT officers at police departments. Even in these progressive times, you will be asked by people you know if you would work with one. The answer is simple. First, you’d want to know two things of this officer, which are the two things you’d want to know about any potential partner, gay or straight.



1. Are they a worker?



2. Will they fight?



If the answers are both yes, then it’s a go. Hopefully the two of you like the same radio stations. By the way, those two questions? The LGBT cops are asking those same questions about you too.
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Stop Snitching is a philosophy born and bred in the inner city that states, quite basically, to never cooperate with the police. It is a movement that has spawned Stop Snitching videos and “Stitches for Snitches” T-shirts. Stop Snitching discourages witnesses from coming forward, hampers investigations, and creates a deep divide between citizens and law enforcement.



It’s easy for cops to bemoan the Stop Snitching movement, but the problem is, we have our own version to contend with. Most people call it the police code of silence. This code is alive and well across the country. You will hear fellow officers claim they’ll never testify against another cop. They may add the caveat that they would only if they saw the officer murder someone. They’ll refer to turning in a colleague as selling your soul to the devil. The overwhelming mentality out there is Don’t Say a Word.



This code stems in part from the mind-set that there are cops and then there’s everyone else. It’s also fueled by the sense of victimization you may feel from being under constant scrutiny by a community that doesn’t understand you or your profession. The code also comes from the near-familial bonds you form with other officers, bonds solidified from working the same holidays and late-night shifts on a job where you have to regularly place your life in the hands of your coworkers. You want to guard those people, even if they may have stepped wrongly, because they back you when the bullets are flying and everything has turned to shit. That kind of unequivocal support brings with it a fierce loyalty. Plus, if you’re fighting a war, you don’t tend to examine what kinds of wrongs your side is committing. You concentrate on the enemy.



Police departments do what they can to combat the code of silence. Policy requires that you communicate in writing to your commanding officer any violation of department rules that comes to your attention. But if your partner loses her temper and calls a citizen something she shouldn’t, it is the rare cop indeed who would rush to a supervisor and report her for failing to treat the public with due courtesy. If a fellow officer checks an arrestee and misses a bag of dope, you aren’t going to be so inclined to report him for failure to adequately search a prisoner. It’s like grade school. No one likes a tattletale.



But those examples are minor internal rule violations. When the stakes are higher—for instance, when an officer has committed a criminal offense—the need for someone to come forward rises in direct proportion. Some of these situations don’t require any soul-searching. A fellow officer plants evidence? Takes a payoff? Tries to get amorous with a suspect in a holding cell? Turn them in. They have forfeited their right to wear the uniform. (I would like to note here that I use these only as extreme examples of fringe police behavior. In over a decade on the job working with a wide variety of cops on two different departments, I have not witnessed any of these situations. Not once. Not ever.) Others give you a moment of pause. Say a seasoned cop loses his temper and slugs some parolee whose street name is Bitch Splitter after the latter suggests what he’d like to do to the cop’s wife. On the one hand, you have a veteran officer who has served his city admirably and made a crucial mistake in the heat of the moment. On the other, here’s Bitch Splitter, a man who would struggle to name a single positive contribution he’s ever made to society other than to provide regular work for prison personnel.



Regardless of the circumstances, you can fear having to go on record against a fellow cop. Sometimes you’ll fear it more than getting shot. If it comes down to it—if you do have to testify because you have no other real choice—precedent dictates that you will suffer some type of retaliation as a result, either in the form of vandalism to your vehicle or getting a sluggish response when you call for backup. Some coworkers may outright despise you. Others will tell you that you did the right thing while secretly despising you. Either way, you can be a pariah. But we all have to conduct ourselves in such a way that when we look in the mirror, we don’t hate what we see. There’s nothing heroic about perjuring yourself to conceal someone else’s crime, and lying as a police officer carries a damningly heavy weight. There is no quicker way to lose the public’s trust than for police officers to engage in any kind of cover-up. And under many police administrations, lying in a report is in and of itself grounds for termination. Once you lose your credibility as an officer, your career is effectively over. You are now worthless to the DA’s office, as they can no longer put you up on the witness stand. Moreover, every criminal matter you’ve investigated can now be appealed because of the possibility that you lied in those cases too. Both your judgment and your word are irrevocably tainted. Your reputation follows you everywhere, and district attorneys, judges, and defense attorneys talk. They know who the honest cops are and they know who the liars are. And they’ll know which one you are.



So you have a decision to make. Does your need to tell the truth and your desire to perhaps see something wrong made a little more right outweigh the pain of turning on one of your own?



Many officers have found themselves in situations where if it does, it’s not by much.



Not by much at all.


 



SIXTEEN



21 Things Cops Know

About Thugs and Liars



You know what nobody understands about certain kinds of low-pay public service work, every now and then you get to put a fucking stake in a bad guy’s heart. I’m not supposed to talk about that when I visit third-grade classes for career day and it doesn’t get you very far in the country club locker room, but it’s hard to beat when you actually get to do it.

—Bob Gunton as a circuit court judge, Fracture



A lie has to be tended, watched and guarded. A truth you send out on its own.

—Rick Reilly, American sportswriter
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If you encounter an adult wearing a winter jacket with a band of fake fur around the collar or hood, it is unlikely that they are law abiding. That is why cops call this garment the felony fur. Also, if you run into someone wearing any kind of apparel related to the film Scarface (the film’s title character being a drug dealer played by Al Pacino and the patron saint of thugs), odds are they are already a criminal or well on their way to becoming one. I have encountered very few exceptions to either of these rules.
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If a guy looks like a thug, talks like a thug, and carries himself like a thug, you’re going to assume that’s what he is unless shown differently. You’re going to explore that guy’s full arrest potential. Just like with traffic stops, you play the percentages, and the results are usually good. Guys draped in felony furs and oversized pants and fitted with well-practiced scowls hanging out on the corner—these are precisely the kind of people who have drugs, weapons, and warrants. This bears out time and time again. People can’t pick their sex or race, but they can choose how they look, dress, and behave, all of which act as solid indicators of what they’re up to. That’s what you go on as a cop. Indicators. You have to. Because few people loudly announce their criminal intentions. No one will shout out, “I Am Here to Take Cars That Do Not Belong to Me and Drive Them Away with the Intent to Permanently Deprive the Owner of Same.” Until they do, you’ll keep profiling. You’ll continue to be more interested in the guy wearing a gangster rap hoodie and a neck tattoo than the spectacled fellow wearing a sweatshirt that says “Yale Racquetball.”



Sometimes you’ll get some thuggo who takes issue with the fact that you’re profiling him. He’ll tell you that you can’t judge him by how he acts and dresses. How dare you? The example you can give in return is this. A guy’s got frizzy red hair and a bulb on his nose. His face is painted white. He’s got big cartoon shoes on. He’s squirting kids with a plastic flower. What is he? A clown you say? How do you know? Don’t judge him. He’s just dressed that way. Or what if a guy with a shaved head wearing army boots and a T-shirt emblazoned with the Confederate flag is prowling the alleys of predominately black neighborhoods cracking his knuckles? Is he someone the police should take an interest in? Might his manner of dress not say something about him and his intentions?



Now it would be shortsighted to proclaim that someone’s style of dress and demeanor guarantees their character or criminal intent. I like wearing hooded sweatshirts on my days off and I’m no criminal. For that matter, neither is one of my favorite baseball players, Prince Fielder, who has a prominent neck tattoo. Some street-level criminals, perhaps well aware of police stereotypes, opt for a freshly scrubbed, almost conservative appearance and are rather polite when approached by the law. Plus, sometimes the police flat-out misinterpret things. I once encountered a teen wearing a sweatshirt imprinted with several multicolored handguns. Great, I thought. Another criminal in the making. I asked about the sweatshirt. “I love Andy Warhol,” the teen explained quietly.



So some criminals don’t fit the profile and some people who do fit the profile aren’t up to anything untoward. But cops are in a profession where you have to quickly size people up in order to make sense of what’s going on around you. You label them in your head. Victim. Suspect. Working Man. Criminal. You read people, get an initial impression of them, and like to stick with it. Sometimes this approach hurts you. A booking officer once told me about a seventy-year-old man wanted on a Homicide warrant. The man knew he had the warrant, but his days as a fugitive passed without incident.



“He told me he’d get scared whenever he passed the police, but no cop ever stopped him,” the booker told me. The man finally couldn’t take it anymore and turned himself in at the station. I looked up his booking photograph. He resembled any old fellow really, one that perhaps enjoyed a good game of chess, maybe a little down on his luck, somewhat ragged around the edges, but no one you’d give a second look.



So it’s a given that when you profile, some criminals will slip through the cracks.



But you’ll still take the trade-off.
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Some guys will tell you that they aren’t in a gang but they hang out with gang members, or that they’re not a dealer but they know a few folks in the life. Maybe that’s true, maybe it isn’t. Regardless, this is America and people may, of course, associate with pretty much whomever they’d like. But if they spend enough time with those lawless types, eventually they’re going to pay the price. Safer to hang out with more of a PG-rated crowd. Because when people do drive-by shootings, they aren’t targeting the forensics club.
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If you see a car filled with thuggish types and want to pull the vehicle over, you most likely can find a reason. There are a million of them. No front license is a favorite among cops. So is a crack on the windshield that spans the radius of the wipers or a nonworking registration plate lamp. Fuzzy dice or air fresheners hanging from rearview mirrors amount to the violation of Obstructed View. You can stop a car for suspicion of not having sufficient tire tread depth. For an excessively loud muffler. For driving too slowly. For double parking. For not having a bumper. But the king of them all is the slow roll through the stop sign. Everyone does it. Many thugs are dumbfounded when they’re told this is the reason they are pulled over. “But I did stop,” they protest. No. They slowed down. They didn’t stop. The definition of “stop” in motor vehicle code is the complete cessation of movement. This means your tires have stopped rotating and you are at an utter standstill. Only my mother makes stops like this.
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Thugs delight in “mean-mugging” each other. Mean-mugging is street slang for giving someone a hard, confrontational look, the way Clint Eastwood used to squint at bad guys in his Spaghetti Western days or maybe the way people generally look when they have bowel trouble. Sometimes you’ll hear about someone who is murdered for the sole offense of mean-mugging his killers. Mean-mugging sounds pretty stupid to me, but I find that as I get older, a lot of things sound stupid to me that seem perfectly reasonable to others.
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Cops love thugs who have tattoos. It’s just another way they make themselves stand out to us. You’re going to pay attention to someone with a teardrop tattoo (which can mean they spent time in the joint or they’ve killed somebody) or someone walking around with a neck tat that reads “Fuck You.” Some criminals have tattoos of semiautomatic handguns on their lower stomachs positioned as if the gun is tucked in their waistband. Others, like a guy I’ve arrested a few times, like to express their feelings about local law enforcement with facial tattoos that say “I hate cops.” Also, heavy ink helps identify suspects, like when the assault victim tells you her attacker had the name “Scooby” tattooed on his upper bicep. It amounts to the enemy supplying ammunition against itself.




Tatted-up gangsters gravitate towards religious tattoos. Crosses. Pearly gates. Inscriptions that read, “Lord please have mercy on my soul.” This ink, of course, has to coexist with all their other tattoos, including their gang name, the smoking AK-47 emblazoned on their chest, the skull and clown faces, and the multi-colored tapestry that says “Hit It ’Til the Meat Shows.”





Cell phones work in much the same way. Criminals love to have pictures of themselves on their cells throwing up gang signs, pointing at their stash of coke, and posing with guns alongside their crew. They can’t resist. It’s a status thing. Legally, cell phones are just like any other container in the possession of an arrestee, which means you may search them as you would a wallet or backpack. That’s why you take their phones away from them and download all of their images, phone contacts, and videos to use as evidence of drug dealing, weapons possession, or gang membership.




Per a recent Supreme Court decision, a nonconsensual search of an arrestee’s cell phone now requires a search warrant.
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Experts say gang members join up looking for the camaraderie they don’t get at home, even if that’s something they would never verbalize. Henry David Thoreau once said, “Many men go fishing all of their lives without knowing that it is not fish they’re after.” That probably applies to street gangs too. Sometimes I’ll tell gang members this, in hopes of sparking a dialogue, but so far I haven’t found many Thoreau aficionados among the criminal set.
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Suspects hide in creative places. Another cop and I once found a naked, knife-wielding rape suspect hiding behind a fake pullout bookshelf, like the kind of thing you’d read about in a Hardy Boys mystery. Felons lie low in hollowed-out big-screen televisions, under piles of laundry, and inside ovens. I’m still waiting for the guy who has somehow managed to encase himself in a Lucite block.
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Handcuff keys are more or less universal and can be purchased at any police or military supply store. Some experienced criminals wear them as a necklace, tape them to their shoes, or keep them tucked inside their cheek if they think Johnny Law is coming.
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Cops often joke that while the race of suspects varies in street crimes, the rest of the suspect description usually sounds about the same: Male, sixteen to twenty-five years old, 5’7” to 5’9”, 140 to 160 pounds, wearing a black hooded sweatshirt and dark pants.
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It’s good to try to converse with the thugs. To feel them out a little. To get a sense of them. With some, it’s tough sledding. They’re low functioning with educations ranging from high school dropout to functionally illiterate. Their social skills are crude, and they’re angry a lot. Plus, you’re the police and they may despise you. Trying to coax a complete sentence out of some of them is like Liam Neeson’s linguistic efforts with Jodi Foster in Nell. But others are engaging, even charismatic. They’ll chat if you catch them on the right day, maybe because they’re trying to feel you out too. Your discourse doesn’t have to be about the crimes they’re committing. You can talk about anything. Sports, music. Sometimes I ask them what they think about daylight savings time. Build a decent rapport with them and offer some kind of trade—typically money or the chance to work off a criminal case—and maybe they’ll tell you what they’ve heard about the series of carjackings in the neighborhood or what they know about the corpse that was just found underneath the freeway. They also like it when you know who they are, because street thugs, like anyone, crave relevance. Sometimes they’ll even say “Do you know who I am?” as if they’re an A-list film star or a fast-rising politico. If you say you do, they may try to hide their pleasure, but you can tell it means something to them. It grants them, if only momentarily, semi-celebrity status. And being a ghetto celebrity is better than being no celebrity at all.




One of my favorite thug stories of all time is the one where the guy goes into a store, puts $50 on the counter, and asks for change. When the clerk opens the register, the guy pulls a gun and demands all the money. There’s only $35 in the till. The guy takes the $35 and runs out of the store, but forgets to take the $50 with him. Which makes his robbery represent a net loss of fifteen dollars. This begs the question, is it still robbery if the suspect points a gun at the victim and ultimately gives him money?
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When most people walk, they do so with a sense of purpose. That’s because they have a destination in mind. They’re headed to work or to a restaurant or to a friend’s. Thugs walk differently. It’s not really a walk at all. It’s more of a practiced stroll imbued with a hint of nonchalant menace. They look around a lot, cast the occasional glance behind them, eyes sweeping the streets for perceived slights, possible victims, rival gang members, or police. It’s a stroll that suggests there’s nowhere in particular they need to be. They’re just out there walking. Why not? They don’t work and, besides you, they don’t know anyone who does. No school, no job, no problem. I once asked a thug what he did all day. He shrugged. “Smoke weed and fuck bitches,” he explained.
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If you stop a car full of shady characters and get everyone out so you can search the car’s interior, have the occupants sit on the curb with their legs fully extended and their ankles crossed in front of them, so if they decide to make a run for it, they have to uncross their legs and push off the ground, and you’ll have time to thwart them.
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Everyone is afraid of falling victim to violent crime. Home invasions, armed robberies, and random shootings are staples of the evening news. But these things don’t happen as often as it seems. As a veteran New York homicide detective once noted, if you live in the United States, are relatively law abiding (i.e., you’re not a meth dealer or an enforcer for the mob), and are reasonably cautious about where you go, especially at night, your chances of being killed by a stranger are about on par with your odds of being struck by space debris.
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People will lie to you on this job. All the time. The husband will insist he didn’t hit his wife. The auto burglar will swear he thought that it was his cousin’s car. The john will claim he picked up the girl because he thought she was just a hitch-hiker. He was trying to be helpful to a woman in need, he’ll tell you. When you suggest you’ll call his wife and tell her how helpful he was to the needy, his face will fall a little.




People will lie to you on this job. The lies accumulate like bugs on a windshield. If you take ten assignments a shift, maybe half those assignments will feature lies.




The lies accumulate like bugs on a windshield. If you take ten assignments a shift, maybe half those assignments will feature lies. The standard scenario is people with exactly opposite stories, where person A says person B did something and person B says no they didn’t, which means either A or B is lying. So you hear around five falsehoods a day—which is really a modest estimate, given that you often hear multiple lies at one assignment. Multiply those five lies a day over twenty-five years, factoring in time off and vacations, and the typical police officer hears 27,585 lies in his or her career. And that’s low-balling it. “Trust but verify” is the old saying. The second part is right. As a cop, you quickly learn the first part is for suckers.



Although the liars are plentiful, they all lie differently. Some deceive with such conviction, it’s as if they are simultaneously trying to convince both you and themselves. Others, perhaps unfamiliar with the biblical passage of letting your yes be a plain yes and your no a plain no, will answer simple queries with elaborate non sequiturs, seemingly designed to buy enough time to get their story straight and/or make you forget which question you asked in the first place. Others have tells. They run their hands through their hair, or avert their eyes. Many pepper their lies with phrases like “To be honest with you, officer” or “I swear on my mother’s grave.”



The mother’s grave ain’t what it used to be.
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The sheer volume of lies you have to regularly swallow makes you constantly wonder what kind of angle someone is working when they call the police. Are they reporting their car stolen because they were just involved in a hit-and-run with it? Did this woman’s boyfriend really threaten her with a knife, or is she just mad because he cheated on her and she now wants the police to get him out of the house? Is this a legitimate armed robbery, or did the alleged victim get rolled by a hooker and now needs a cover story to explain to his wife why he no longer has his wallet or wedding ring? Did this homeowner really have the original Dead Sea Scrolls and a diamond-studded scepter pilfered out of her unlocked residence in broad daylight, or are you looking at possible insurance fraud?



17



You don’t want to come right out and call someone a liar from the get-go. As I once heard a deputy inspector say, “We wear the white hat as long as possible.” But when there are inconsistencies in a story, it’s your job to unpack them. This makes some people mad. Who are you to question them? I usually reply that people often lie to cops and we have to check out people’s stories. “Just because you say it doesn’t make it so,” I explain. Sometimes I imagine a world where the police always believe people no matter the circumstances. Say, for instance, you stop a speeding car with several bullet-ridden bodies in the trunk in various states of decomposition.



“Sir, what is going on here?”



“I work for the morgue, but, ah, our regular truck broke down so I’m driving this ’84 Oldsmobile.”



“I understand. But I’m unclear as to why these corpses aren’t in body bags and why you’re covered in blood.”



“We don’t use bags anymore. Budget cuts. And that red stuff is picante sauce. It’s Taco Tuesday at Sullivan’s.”



“Understood. I enjoy a taco myself occasionally. Do you require a police escort?”



“No, thank you, officer, I’ll be fine.”



“Very well then. Carry on.”
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You accept the mounds of bullshit suspects feed you. It’s part of the job. But sometimes the lies you’re confronted with are so bold faced and prima facie ludicrous that they make you question whether there even exists such a concept as the truth. For instance, suspects who are trying to break free of your grasp and flee will actually utter the words “I’m not trying to run” as they try to run.



19



Victims may lie as well. It’s good to sift through their stories. Have them walk you through their day prior to being victimized. Find out where they were coming from and who they were with. Run them for wants and warrants. Check their Facebook and Instagram accounts. They may not be the pillars of integrity they purport to be. In fact, they may have been involved in the very criminal activity they are now claiming to be a victim of.



If an alleged crime victim breaks down and admits they made the whole thing up, you have the option to arrest them for obstructing an officer. It’s not against the law to lie to your mom or your football coach or to the host of the dinner party when she asks how that quiche tastes, but it is illegal to lie to the police when they are acting in their official capacity and conducting an investigation. Some cops happily make these arrests. “Got me another liar last night,” they say as if they’d just bagged a prize quail.
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It is, of course, human nature to deny, especially when confronted with imprisonment. If someone is accused of a serious crime, what are they going to say? “Sure, I drowned that guy, but only because he made me mad.” “You’re right, I did embezzle ten million dollars from my company, but just to cover my gambling losses.” But the effect of all these lies is to muddy investigations. As an officer, you can’t take anything at face value. You constantly traverse unstable terrain, and as a result, you often lose empathy for crime victims. It gets to the point where you don’t believe a soul. An elderly church deacon says her Sunday newspaper was stolen. “Well, this is all going to have to be confirmed,” you think. “Perhaps she’s running some kind of scam to get free papers.”
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All this being said, as a cop, you still have to realize that once in a while, someone does actually tell the truth. Not just some of the truth, or sort of the truth, but all of it. It’s difficult to recognize when this occurs, because you’re so poisoned by the lies. But the truth is out there, as they say. And some nights you want to look for it. To wander like Diogenes, down the streets and byways, through the back alleys and rail yards, biting back cynicism as you hold a lantern up to the people you see, hoping to look into the face of an honest man.


 



SEVENTEEN



14 Things Cops Know

About Making the Arrest



I was kind of excited to go to jail for the first time and I learnt some great dialogue.

—Quentin Tarantino



1



The logistical complications of how to arrest a woman who is carrying an infant in her arms that she refuses to relinquish are formidable. Equally challenging is taking into custody someone who is drenched in blood. If anyone has figured out how to effectively do either of these things, please let me know. If I am not in, please leave me a message.
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If you’re assigned to work as the booking officer, you will search prisoners, checking their pockets, shoes, the bottoms of their socks, and the insides of their mouths for weapons and contraband. You’ll book criminals with boundary issues who will start stroking the inside of your palm with their finger while you take their prints. You’ll process for felonies kids who don’t even look capable of crossing the street on their own, much less sticking a gun in someone’s face. Some arrestees go with the program. Some don’t, like the drunks who stick their tongues out at the booking camera. This can cause procedural dilemmas, because booking photos are supposed to be uniform so they can be used in photo arrays to show to crime victims. If your victim makes an ID from an array that features one shot of a guy with his tongue lolling out and all the others with their tongues still firmly inside their mouths, a first-semester law student could get that evidence tossed out of court as unnecessarily suggestive. But what to do? Hold the drunk’s tongue in? Then you’d be right in the picture with him—still a suggestive photo. Fasten it in his mouth somehow? With what? Staples? Questions, only questions, and no answers.
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You will take people into custody who smell, for lack of a better word, like evil. Smell not like they haven’t taken a shower that day, or that week, or even that month, but ever—people utterly unwashed from the day of their birth until today, redolent of a deep, all-encompassing sickly funk to which the term BO doesn’t even begin to do justice. Your most direct exposure to them is when they’re taken through booking. Here you’ll discover Mitch, the guy with a thick layer of aged feces crusted in his briefs, like one of those snakes in the Amazon that defecate when cornered so that their predators will drop them and flee. Or Glen, who, when he strips off his socks, blackened from weeks of exclusive wear, reveals peeling toes coated in fungus, creating a potent miasma that can threaten to make your lunch resurface. Mostly you won’t even wait for the socks and pants to come off before you begin hosing Mitch and Glen down with a plus-sized can of air freshener in each hand. Even with a proactive Glade bath, some guys radiate such a noxious musk that even if you breathe through your mouth, your gag reflex will still kick in from twenty feet away. You just have to hang on until you can get them through booking and transport them to the county jail, where the deputies take over.




You will take people into custody who smell, for lack of a better word, like evil.
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Health problems are commonplace among the prisoners you book. Hepatitis C, AIDS, diabetes, cirrhosis of the liver, asthma; many of them are on medication for something but often have trouble spelling the name of the med, much less pronouncing it.



“I’m on all kinds of medication for all kinds of shit,” a prisoner once told me.



While some prisoners are legitimately ill, there will always be the malingerer who claims he has no history of cardiac problems during the medical interview but is now dramatically clutching his hand to his heart and complaining of chest pain. You know he’s faking. He knows he’s faking. But you still have to call for medical attention. When the firefighters respond, they’ll know it too. They will diagnose your prisoner as suffering from acute Jailitis, defined as the state or condition of wanting to get the hell out of jail, preferably to a hospital with leggy nurses and free apple juice.



Once in a while, you’ll get someone who thinks feigning illness will allow him to escape. But unless the crime is a nonviolent misdemeanor, an officer will typically accompany the prisoner to the hospital and handcuff him to the bed. And then, inevitably, after a few tests, the doctor will tell the patient that there’s nothing wrong with him, so you take him right back to the clink. The only thing he’s accomplished is extend his in-custody time.



Claiming Jailitis doesn’t always work. One of my prisoners once demanded an ambulance, complaining of pain all over his body. He was a chronic drunk, the kind you marveled was still alive. The firefighters showed up and gave him the once-over.



“You need a new liver,” a firefighter said. “We don’t do that.”



5



You often get called to the same houses for the same people with the same problems. If you forget you’ve been there before, the gouge marks you left on the door with your baton the last time you knocked will remind you. In these homes, you regularly make arrests, but it’s like the arcade game Whack-A-Mole, because there is always another offender to pop up and take their place. It’s enough to make you wonder if you’re accomplishing anything at all out there. Best to take the micro-view. That lone drug house, or that particular corner, will be free of that gangster or thug for at least a few hours. As for all the other corners and houses and thugs, you’ll have to get to them when you can.



6



Suspects, especially the less-seasoned ones, often defecate themselves during the excitement of a heist. If you arrest such a person, the odds of you then coming into contact with those feces are excellent. When the olive-sized turd tumbles out of the suspect’s pants leg, skips across the tile floor, and nestles against your left boot, it’s just a way of saying welcome to police work. It is also common to have to search the urine-soaked trousers of your prisoner. This fact is never mentioned in the police recruitment brochures. You just hope you’re assigned to work with a newer cop so you can pawn this task off on him. Seniority has its privileges.



7



You’ll come into contact with plenty of folks who should be arrested, but you know they’re going to be a handful. They may claim an array of health problems, including at least one disease typically confined to the tropics. If they live on the street, they’re likely to have a shopping cart filled with bulging suitcases, a full-sized tent, gamey bedding, and an animal or two, all of which is their property that you are obligated to safeguard if you arrest them. They may be so scrambled that when you put them in the back of your squad car, they start licking the inside of the window as if it’s coated with jam. Mull it over a little before you put the handcuffs on, especially if you’re looking at a relatively minor offense. You may end up spending all day in the hospital waiting for your arrest to be medically cleared, or you may earn the eternal enmity of the booker by bringing Jam Man and all his lice-ridden gear into the station, where he will shriek out bird noises at the top of his lungs until the lieutenant comes out of his office and demands to know what the holy hell is going on. Considering who to arrest is a lot like fishing. You gotta throw some back.



8



Some guys you’ve taken into custody will challenge you to a fight. They’ll call you a faggot and a bitch and demand you take off their cuffs. They’ll tell you that you wouldn’t be so bad without your badge and gun.



Sometimes, especially if you’ve had a long day, you may feel the Cro-Magnon allure of this macho rhetoric. But you’re not going to play into the suspect’s hands and strip off your gear to rumble. You can leave that to Deputy Garcia on Reno 911! It isn’t about who would win a fight or who’s tougher. It isn’t your job to be tougher than the people you arrest, and there are times when you aren’t. It’s just your job to arrest them when they stray.



9



If you take a guy in for disorderly conduct and then tell him his charge, he will invariably bellow out some variation on “Disorderly? I ain’t fucking disorderly. Fuck you, pig. Suck my dick.”



This is a good job for students of irony.



10



When someone is taken into custody, the police are required do an arrest search on the street. This is a full search, top to bottom, pockets, bags, the works. If the arresting officers hand the prisoner off to a transport officer, the transport officer is required to do the same thorough search. Once the prisoner has arrived at the station, the booking officer performs yet another check. You’d think, after three different officers have gone through the same guy, after these checks and rechecks, that all weapons and contraband would be accounted for. But that’s just not so. County jailors who receive prisoners from city lockups routinely report finding syringes, corner cuts of dope, knives, and screwdrivers on ostensibly searched prisoners. Sometimes the things that are missed are close to inexplicable. The way these oversights come to light is often when the interviewing officer or detective brings the prisoner into an interrogation room, which has led to exchanges like this:




The oddest thing I’ve ever found on a prisoner during an arrest search was a book. This was unusual because the people you arrest aren’t often big readers, but also because it happened to be the same book I was reading at the time.





Detective: “So you’re under arrest for armed robbery. Where’s the gun?”



Prisoner: “It’s here.”



Detective: “You mean the officers took it?”



Prisoner: “No, it’s here in my pocket.” [takes it out and hands it to him]



Such close encounters don’t always end peacefully. An officer I know was shot in the face by a prisoner who had had a .25 handgun concealed in his pants from the time he was arrested until the time he was brought to the county jail, where he opened fire. How is this kind of mistake possible? Well, sometimes cops just assume the last officer searched the prisoner, so they don’t bother to do it themselves. Or they forget to check a place ideal for hiding weapons or contraband, like a man’s groin or a woman’s hair. Or they just get lazy and do a sloppy search, because the last fifty guys they arrested didn’t have guns on them, so they assume this one won’t either.



11



If your prisoner needs medical attention and you handcuff him to a hospital bed, that doesn’t mean you don’t have to watch him anymore. If they’re ornery enough, prisoners will still spit on you, bite you, and steal a pen from a nurse’s pocket and attempt to stab you. If they’re inventive enough, they may get all Houdini and try to break apart their wrist bracelet and use the links to pick their handcuffs. Your vigilance must remain high until they’re booked into the county jail and they become the sheriff’s problem.



12



You will arrest suspects in wheelchairs, people who use walkers, and fellows hooked to oxygen tanks, all for serious crimes. Just because someone is elderly or disabled doesn’t grant him or her immunity. While you always use common sense when making an arrest, you don’t play favorites. Guy says he’s dependent on an iron lung? Fine, you just toss it in the back of the patrol wagon and it can go to jail with him.



13



If you have a hunch that someone has warrants or is up to no good, you may walk up to them and ask them their name with the intent to run a wanted check on them. But if they tell you to go screw, you’re stuck. This is the United States of America, and just because the police ask someone their name doesn’t mean they have to give it. You need a reason to stop them. You need a hook. That’s where the minor and obscure city ordinances come in. Like Spitting on the Sidewalk, which says, “No person shall spit, expectorate, or deposit any sputum, spittle, saliva, phlegm, mucus, tobacco juice, or wads of tobacco … upon any sidewalk abutting on any public street, alley or lane of said city.” Or Juvenile in Possession of Tobacco. Walking a dog without the proper length leash. Jaywalking. Littering. Vehicle repair on a city street. You get downright creative with your use of municipal law. Sometimes you even explore the city’s solid waste regulations.



Sure, these are all pretty chintzy reasons to stop someone, but now you can ask them their name and they must give it to you. They aren’t free to leave until they properly identify themselves, you run them for warrants, and you decide whether to cite or release them.



You conduct police work in this manner because you know some of the most significant arrests you’ll make on this job will be because of minor violations. I once took a guy into custody who had an INS deportation warrant, was wanted for attempted homicide for stabbing his girlfriend, and was Number 23 on the Homeland Security’s 100 Most Wanted List. The reason we crossed paths? He had just shoplifted a couple of shirts from Walmart. Olympic Park bomber Eric Rudolph was detained for dumpster diving. Timothy McVeigh was stopped by the police because of a license plate infraction. They’ll probably get the next Bin Laden for unlawfully feeding ducks.




Timothy McVeigh was stopped by the police because of a license plate infraction. They’ll probably get the next Bin Laden for unlawfully feeding ducks.




14



Sometimes one of the bad guys will get the better of you. Your job is to arrest him. His job is to get away and not be arrested. Sometimes he may do his job just a little better than you do yours. It’s okay. Not every night is going to be your night. You’ll get him on the next go-around. It’s not like this guy is going to suddenly turn his back on street life and start playing lead viola for the Philharmonic. No, he’ll be on the same corner doing the same stupid shit tomorrow.


 



EIGHTEEN



15 Things Cops Know

About Policing the Neighborhood



I have walked a vast number of them [dangerous neighborhoods], and they are all a bit different, and they are all the same. They are poor … desperate; riven by guns and drugs and fear. They are not, any of them, just dangerous: When I first began my time in this world, I was amazed to find quiet, lovingly kept streets cheek by jowl with what felt to me like Beirut.

—David Kennedy, Don’t Shoot



1



There are rarely last names in the ’hood. People are known only by first names, or street names, like “Li’l T,” “Pollo,” “Man-Man,” and “Butter.” Sometimes these street names have specific and thoughtful etymology behind them. But often they’re utterly random, existing solely because the giver of the nickname was high when he bequeathed it.



2



In the ’hood, people store mayonnaise on the outer windowsill to keep it cold in winter because they have no refrigerator. Crime often goes unreported because the victim has felony warrants, and cable boxes are placed ten feet off the ground to prevent theft. People fall behind on their utility payments, disconnect their service, and then put the new account in their child’s name. The child doesn’t care, until he or she turns eighteen and can’t get a loan due to bad credit. In the neighborhood, $500 cars somehow have $3,000 stereo systems, and guys walk down the middle of the street late at night because if you’re going to get jacked, it’s going to come from the sidewalk. This is a place of few possibilities except getting robbed, shot, or evicted. If a light goes out in the kitchen, the tenants will replace it with a working bulb from the basement because they don’t have the money or inclination to buy a new one. When the replacement kitchen light goes out, they’ll borrow from the hallway. They’ll keep borrowing bulbs from other places until the only spot in the house with a working light is the downstairs bathroom.




The police patrol neighborhoods where outsiders simply don’t go, unless they are horribly lost. Not taxis, not pizza deliverymen, not even parking checkers. Utility companies will make appointments, but only morning ones and they don’t stay very long. But you know who you will still occasionally see around? Mormons. A couple of freshly showered young men in collared shirts and conservative ties looking to spread the good word or just to shoot a few baskets with the kids. It’s a surreal contrast, but goes to show you not everyone has given up on the neighborhood.





3



There are good people in the neighborhood. They work hard. They try to raise their kids right. They’ll even help you push if your squad car gets stuck in a snowbank. You see them out there, tending to their lawns, cleaning the broken bottles off the sidewalk in front of their house, shaking their heads as a car with chrome rims drives by, the bass turned up so loud it rattles the stemware in their kitchen. Some of them have lived in the same house for twenty, thirty, forty years and now look around and don’t recognize the street they grew up on or the people who live there. The block has taken a turn for the worse, and they’re talking about moving. They don’t want to move, mind you. But maybe they’d rather live in a place where they can watch their grandkids play without having to worry about stray bullets or vicious dogs. Maybe they want to look out the window and see kids racing each other on bikes instead of some teen in an oversized “I Got That Snow” T-shirt doing a hand-to-hand drug deal. You can’t blame them for wanting out. You don’t live there. You wouldn’t make it. Sure, you patrol those streets and alleys, but at the end of your shift you go home. That makes you merely a tourist. Not a guide but a guest.



4



If you encounter an assault victim in the ’hood who has been punched in the mouth and is missing teeth, ask him if his teeth were knocked out tonight or had they already been like that. It is a wholly appropriate question, for dental hygiene is one of many casualties of the urban environment.



5



Many homes you enter in the neighborhood are not like your own. They are like museums devoted to human squalor where the dirty dishes stack up two feet high and the heat comes from lit stove burners, the threat of carbon monoxide poisoning be damned. Toilets run over with feces, and cigarette butts float in glasses of unidentifiable liquids. There’s a pile of something on newspapers that optimistically could be oatmeal. You check an address for a suspect and have to wade from one room to the next through knee-high refuse, sidestepping cat shit, like an obstacle course there is no prize for finishing. I was at one house that contained twelve mangy dogs that hadn’t been let outside in years, literally years, a house where the dog crap piled up to the middle of the cabinets and the smell of feces as well as the ammonia from human and animal urine required breathing masks in order to clear the residence. A house where feces were crusted to appliances. Windows. Curtains. A house with actual motes of shit hanging in the air, as if someone had taken a shit sprayer and gone to town. Not a house at all, but a creep show so completely putrid that the whole interior would have to be razed and all twelve dogs put down.




Be watchful of the high-rise tenements in the neighborhood. Sometimes the occupants will seek to give you a free gift, a gift often dropped on you from an upper story window. We’re talking toilet seats. Dead cats. A television.





6



Some neighborhoods are hostile territory. You have no friends there. Not even an acquaintance. They hurl bottles at you when you run by chasing a suspect, surround you when you’re trying to arrest one of their own, and recommend you go fuck yourself when you ask them for a witness statement. The police aren’t public servants in such places. They’re an occupying army. And everyone just wants you to go away.



7



In the ’hood, people murder each other for making fun of someone’s rapping skills. They’ll murder someone over car rims. For looking at someone the wrong way. During an argument about who is going to do the dishes. In some neighborhoods, you don’t need a good reason to kill someone. You hardly need a reason at all.



8



People think differently than you in the neighborhood. A woman will tell you that her abusive boyfriend is the way he is because he was incarcerated. “He gave ten and a half years of his life to the state,” she’ll explain, her word choice suggesting his time spent locked up was somehow noble, the equivalent of years devoted to Greenpeace or treating lepers in Calcutta.



9



In the ’hood, evicted tenants even the score by covering the floors of their vacated house with sugar and flour and stuffing the toilets with cotton. The graffiti is often misspelled; for example, “Fuck you slumb Lord.” And if you’re troubled by cigarette smoke, this is not the job for you. Most people smoke here, and no one is trying to quit. They’ll light up one after the other right off the stove burner. Houses are filled with thick smoke plumes, the walls yellowed, the stale, enveloping odor hanging on you like a film long after you leave, your eyes stinging from the nicotine perfume. People will light up in front of you as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. Once in a while, someone will ask you if you mind if they smoke, and it will take you aback because such an inquiry is so rare.



10



When you’re on the corner, a suspect you’re arresting or citing will smirk and tell you to say hello to Officer X, the most recently murdered cop on your department. You probably knew that fallen officer. Maybe you were friends. Maybe he had been to your home, eaten your food, and played with your children. You’ll want to take this suspect’s head off. But look around. This guy could have an accomplice planted nearby who is filming you in hopes that you’ll overreact and hurt the first guy. Then they can sue you and the city for top dollar. In their mind, this presents itself as a good money-making venture. As for you, this is where you earn your pay. Sometimes finding the self-discipline to refrain from smacking some thug in the mouth is the hardest thing about this job. You’ll just have to look elsewhere for karma to kick in. Maybe a bird will explosively shit all over the suspect right in front of you. This happened in my presence once. The bird had apparently just consumed some berries because the product it expelled was purplish in hue. It was a good day, my friends.



11



It can take awhile for the police to respond to a call for service, especially if it’s low priority. In the ’hood, citizens know this. They don’t like to wait. So now the reports of people with weapons come rolling in. Suddenly those loud-music-playing neighbors are packing heat. The boisterous drunks in the street are bristling with sticks and knives. You respond lights and siren to check the area, your own gun in hand, and the caller wants to tell you about someone who just threw a brick through her window, but she has the brick. “It’s right here,” she says, thrusting it toward you and you have to stop her mid-sentence and tell her you don’t care about that brick just yet, where is the guy she said was running around with a gun? The response then is often something mumbled, like “Well one of them had something that might have been a gun” or “I thought I heard someone talking about getting some sticks.”



You can’t fault people for being frustrated with a slow police response. But you wonder how they’d feel if they saw a man with an actual gun trying to break down their door and the police were all on the other side of town investigating a fake gun complaint.



12



The pit bull and, to a lesser extent, the Rottweiler, are the mascots of the ’hood. “Punish the deed, not the breed,” the bumper stickers proclaim. And you get it. You know it’s mostly the owner’s mistreatment and neglect that leads to pit bulls running wild and not the dog itself, but it’s sometimes hard to keep this in mind when a pit bull is rushing you at the behest of the owner, or you take an assignment where a pit has chewed off the ear of an eight-year-old girl. If you don’t want to end up shooting these dogs all the time, you have to think laterally. Pepper spray sometimes works. And you have to know, for instance, that it is possible to lure an angry pit bull into the back of your patrol car using only Junior Mints.



13



Citizens should expect courteous treatment from the police under most circumstances, but cops tend to be a little rough around the edges, especially when they work high-crime neighborhoods. And that’s okay. Because you aren’t a member of the Boy Scouts. If the Boy Scouts patrolled these streets, they’d quickly be overrun and criminals would hang their yellow neck scarves from their car antennas.



14



When you’re policing a tough corner, you know that plenty of people are out there carrying guns. You want to find them and get them off the street. So your goal is to use every lawful means at your disposal to detain folks and then pat them down for weapons. But you don’t have free rein to just go around patting everyone you meet. First of all, it’s unjustified, because you need both a reason to stop someone and then the ability to articulate why you believe this particular individual is either armed or dangerous. Second of all, unwarranted stop and frisks can do more harm than good because they tend to piss the public off, especially in minority communities.




When you’re policing a tough corner, you know that plenty of people are out there carrying guns. You want to find them and get them off the street.




Now if you know a guy has a prior gun charge or is a known gang member, that’s solid grounds for a pat-down. So is a suspicious bulge in a guy’s jacket. But another justification for a lawful pat-down is if a subject demonstrates “overt hostility.” Overt hostility usually doesn’t suffice on its own, but coupled with the subject’s criminal background and presence in a high-crime neighborhood, especially at night, it’ll fly. So when you pull a guy over for a busted taillight and he gets out of the car and demands, “What the fuck do you want?” you actually get quite cheerful. Thanks, pal, for the overt hostility. Now put your hands on top of your head so I can check you for a pistol.



15



Pointing a handgun at a suspect is usually a pretty good way to ensure that they comply with your commands. But the rules in the ’hood are a little different, and sometimes you’ll get someone who won’t go with the program. They’ll tell you they’re from the street and they’ve had guns pointed at them before and they don’t give a shit what you want them to do. Now you’re in a bit of a stalemate. There’s a reason you have your gun pointed at them—perhaps they’re a felony suspect or you believe them to be armed, so you don’t want to just shrug and put your handgun away and tell them you admire their pluck. But you can’t just stand there all day. Eventually you’re going to need to eat lunch. Something’s got to give. So what do you do? A proper response could be anything from backing off and waiting for SWAT to deliver a few chemical agents the guy’s way or to continue to cover him with your gun while your partner sneaks around from the other side and pounces on him.



But far more dangerous are the suspects who not only fail to comply with your orders, but who come right at you despite being at gunpoint. These people generally don’t have noble intentions. I once took a domestic violence call in which a husband was reportedly trying to cut his wife’s face off. By the time I got there, the suspect had jumped out a window. I caught the guy in a nearby backyard. I pointed my gun at him, reminding myself that he may have just committed a homicide, may be armed with an edged weapon, and had just fled from the police, all high-risk factors. I told him to stay down. He did. When I got on the radio to call in my position, the man rose from the ground. Just rose up and started walking briskly toward me. I was in this man’s way, and he wanted to escape or he maybe he wanted to cut my face off too. He was still approaching. He was a decent-sized guy in his late twenties. It was pitch dark in the yard. I couldn’t see his hands well. I didn’t know if he had a knife. I moved back, but he was closing. Shoot or Don’t Shoot. Shoot or Don’t Shoot. Decide. He was almost on top of me. Decide.



My choice was a violent compromise—I hit him in the face with my gun and threw him to the ground. Another cop showed up and helped me take the suspect into custody. We searched him.



He was unarmed.



I later found out the man’s wife was fine—he had only threatened her with the knife and had not harmed her. She later refused to prosecute him for the threat.



Now if I had shot the suspect, special-interest groups would have called for my termination, arrest, and criminal prosecution. “Officer shoots unarmed man,” the newspaper would have said. A carousel of press conferences, attorney statements, and lawsuits would have followed.



When I took the suspect back to the station, I could smell the booze on his breath. I asked him why he stood up and came at me when I had him at gunpoint. I told him I had almost shot him.



“I didn’t like it on the ground,” he said. “It was uncomfortable.”



“It was uncomfortable,” I echoed. I tried to think of stupider reasons than that to get shot but couldn’t come up with any.



As a cop, you deal with the information at hand. When I had that man in the backyard, as far as I knew, he was armed, had already murdered his wife, and was coming to kill me too.



Shoot that guy and the community calls you a cold-blooded murderer.



Don’t shoot, and now maybe you have a knife lodged in your neck and your wife is raising your two daughters alone.



Either way, you can lose big time.



There are a lot of situations like that on this job.



Sometimes it seems they’re all like that.


 



NINETEEN



54 Things Cops Know

About Being on the Job



“Do you like being a cop?”

“I love it, when it doesn’t suck, sir.”

—Edward Conlon, Blue Blood



1



They say it takes about five or six years on the street before a police officer reaches an acceptable level of proficiency. Before then, you’re just treading water.



2



As a cop, you are at the center of things. Police work is where academic debates about race relations, gun control, welfare, justice, and immigration reform take shape and are made real as you enter a world that few people visit and even fewer understand. You have premier seats to a nightly spectacle of pain, joy, and absurdity. You step through the looking glass. You get to peek behind the curtain, to see how the magic trick works.



3



To really do this job right, you need the serene self-possession of a Tibetan monk, weathering howled obscenities like white noise. You gotta be crafty like LBJ. Fast like Jackie Joyner. Principled like Serpico. You must deliver unbearable news with the sensitivity of Clara Barton. You have to hit like Hagler. Of course, no one can be or do all of these things. If you can be as sensitive as Hagler and hit like Clara Barton, you’re probably still coming out all right.



4



I once heard a police lieutenant say that if you can get this job right 90 percent of the time, you’re doing just fine. A performance level of .900 would be every professional athlete’s dream, whether it be batting average, field goal percentage, or passing accuracy, but as a cop, it’s simply what’s expected.



5



Besides a report of an officer down, the worst radio call to get, the one that makes percussion drums sound off in your gut, is the report of a working house fire with children still inside screaming.



6



Sometimes you hear people say that police work is 95 percent sheer boredom and 5 percent sheer terror. The terror percentage is about right, but if you’re bored 95 percent of the time, either you work a ridiculously low-crime area or you’re just flat-out lazy.



7



The federal Emergency Response Guidebook, which is a comprehensive color-coded reference to dealing with hazardous chemicals and contains vital information to have in the event of a terrorist strike, is probably squished somewhere in the recesses of your patrol car half covered in motor oil and soy sauce.



8



Sometimes the dispatcher will send you to a vague but foreboding type of complaint. Say a hysterical caller is reporting she is being shot at. You show up on scene and everything looks to be in order. People are milling about normally. No one is shouting for help or ducking for cover or pointing out the bad guys. You talk with witnesses. No one has heard any shots or seen anything amiss. When you dial the caller’s phone number, it usually just rings and rings or is out of service. Was it all a prank? Maybe. But hysterics are hard to fake. You stay in the area and check around some more, but you don’t find anything. There’s nothing else for you to do so you leave. It’s the kind of call you get once in a while on this job. A call where it sounds like someone is in trouble, but you can’t find them. It’s what’s known in the business as a ghost call, and it’s one of the eerier and more sobering things about police work.



9



As a patrol cop, you’re a generalist. You have to know at least a little about a lot. You must be familiar with everything from how to treat a sucking chest wound to the various city ordinances governing horse-drawn carriages.



10



The rivalry between cops and firefighters is reasonably friendly and originates from the fact that both professions attend a rigorous academy, work high-risk city jobs, deal with the same types of people, receive roughly equivalent pay, and compete against each other in charity events, which are more often than not called Guns & Hoses. Cops make fun of how all firefighters have mustaches. Firefighters ridicule the police tendency to rush into burning buildings or hazardous material scenes without any protective equipment or relevant training. Cops chortle at firefighters being free to grocery shop on work time and buy their flank steaks and hummus for that evening’s dinner, decked out in their too-tight blue T-shirts, which display muscles forged in the station house gym—workouts also done on company time. Firefighters point out cops’ prodigious guts and politely inquire whether the officer is aware that foods other than bratwurst are commercially available. But it’s all in good fun. Isn’t it?



11



Sometimes you do things on this job that later make you wonder whether they were moral. I took some ethical philosophy in college, and there are times when I wonder what Kant or Mill would have said about my actions. But then I think, screw it, those guys were never cops. The Good Book always provides some guidance. Another helpful tool is the Hemingway Test, which states that something is immoral only if you feel bad after you do it. But the most accurate gauge comes at home; if you describe what occurred to your wife and her face falls, you probably stepped wrongly.



12



Patrol can tend toward the prosaic, with action coming only in spurts. But once in a while, you’ll have a shift where you kick in a door, chase an armed suspect through a gangway, and throw a guy on the hood of your car. It’s all adrenaline all the time, which is what kids think police officers do every day and what some officers wish you did every day. You have temporarily been transformed into a TV cop, at least for a few minutes. Then it’s time to type the reports. You never see Dirty Harry writing a police narrative. He’ll shoot up four guys in a diner and then go straight home and crack a beer.



13



Cops, it seems, don’t live long after retirement. Their deaths are read off in roll call. The department expresses its sympathy to the family of retired Officer So-and-So, who died on such and such a date. He retired from the department in 1995. He was fifty-six. You wonder how much of this has to do with the sedentary lifestyle some veteran officers settle into after years of sitting in a patrol car or behind a desk. A career of passing up the cottage cheese diet plate for an order of curly fries and the double burger with mayo. Of diabetes brought on in part by drinking all those sugar-laden sodas to stay awake during the graveyard shift. Of hitting the bar hard after work.



But some of it is also the mental toll the job takes after a career among mayhem and death. Police psychologists have testified that the typical police officer will see more human tragedy in the first three years of their career than the average person will see in a lifetime. You wonder if this is the aftermath you have to look forward to. You retire, bitter and iconoclastic and fifty pounds heavier than when you began, and get in four to twelve golden years of retirement, fighting heart disease and gout now instead of crime. And then you die. I heard a veteran sergeant once talking about his retired cop neighbor, a neighbor who spent most of his post-career days looking vacantly out on his lawn, a man whose sole focus was to mow immediately after the sergeant did so his grass would be more freshly cut than the sergeant’s. “You lose your mind after a while on this job,” the sergeant mused.



What’s more, recent FBI statistics show that police officers are six times more likely to kill themselves than the general public, a figure that more than triples after retirement. I know five people who have committed suicide. All of them were cops.



All of this is enough to make you vow to treat yourself better. Eat more raw vegetables. Listen to classical music. Maybe buy a smoothie machine. You gotta do something.




You also have to find a way to get meaningful sleep. Because as a working cop, you will battle the kind of sleep deprivation that any doctor or firefighter will understand. Whether it’s from working unanticipated overtime because your district station is awash in gangland shootings, or having morning court after a long night’s shift, fatigue sets in and has its way with you. You’re typing a police report that could put a dangerous felon away for life and you’re so tired you can’t remember what day it is. You get up from the desk to walk into another room to get something and you stop still because you can’t remember what you came in for. The defense is grilling you on the witness stand and your head feels like it’s stuffed with cotton. The instructions on your bottle of caffeine pills say just to take one but you pop three. It’s no way to live, and your job performance suffers for it.
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Sergeants pack a lot into roll call, information both important (who’s wanted for felony offenses) and tedious (“Twenty-Second Place will be closed from West Halsey to West Vogel on Friday from 4 P.M. until midnight for construction. South Seventh Street will be closed from Grant to Lincoln on Wednesday from 2 P.M. until 6 P.M. and then from 8 P.M. until midnight”). Sometimes roll calls take a humorous turn, like when the sergeant tells you, during your tour of duty, to watch out for brigands, or when he reports that a rash of stolen vehicles, primarily Hondas, have plagued the district of late.



“Buy American,” someone will say.



You are told to check the taverns and cabs in your patrol sector for current licenses. To watch drug houses. To check critical sites like communications buildings and gun stores. To issue parking tickets. You are tasked with removing rummage sale signs posted on city property and, for that matter, monitoring how many rummage sales people are having, as city ordinance specifies no more than two per year. You are advised to supervise city pools for kids swimming after hours. This is all, of course, in addition to taking the assignments the dispatcher gives you and any follow-up you have to do from pending investigations.



After roll call, you are supposed to examine the squad car for damage, check the fluid levels and tire pressure, search the backseat for contraband, inspect the shotgun and first-aid kit, and ensure that you have enough road flares, reports, and crime tape. Do all of these things happen? They do not, especially when the dispatcher has an assignment for you right out of the barn. You do the best you can. An unlawful rummage sale, for instance, may go overlooked.
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The best book ever written about cops is Homicide: A Year on the Killing Streets by former Baltimore Sun crime reporter David Simon. The best TV show about cops is The Wire, created by David Simon. You may start to see a theme here.
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When someone dials 911 in the city, they typically reach a civilian telecommunicator who then relays the call to the police dispatcher. The dispatcher then prioritizes the calls and puts the assignment over the radio to a patrol car. Even for 911 calls, it can take a few minutes from the initial call to the time the car is sent, and that is only if a car is available. Factor in the possibility that the car is responding from a distance and you realize the police are always playing catch-up. People are being beaten and stabbed and raped, and we are always at least a few minutes behind. A suspect on foot can be a dozen blocks away in that time. In the world of street crimes, a few minutes is just shy of forever. I don’t have a better system in mind, but it is maddening to show up consistently after the fact, the suspect long gone, and to write down the details of the offense in your memorandum book. You’re just a scribe at that point, more secretary than cop.
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Patrol is an unpredictable animal. You can make plans for your shift—the felony suspect you want to check for, the follow-up phone calls you need to make, but as a patrol officer, you do not control your own destiny. The dispatcher does. You can be pulled out of roll call for a shooting or you can be sent to guard a prisoner in the hospital all shift, a guy whose hospital gown will invariably be about three sizes too short so you end up with a wide view of his scrotum for the better part of eight hours. At 3 P.M. you can be wrestling with a blood-spattered heroin addict who doesn’t want to go to jail, and at 4 P.M., you can be helping Mildred, the seventy-year-old woman who is stranded on the sidewalk because her battery-powered wheelchair has run out of juice.



But if the radio is quiet and dispatch isn’t sending you to anything, you’re free. You can go on the hunt for bad guys or go on the hunt for a steak sandwich. You’re your own boss and you call the shots. There aren’t a lot of jobs like that.
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Despite the fact that there are more police fatalities from traffic accidents than from assaults or shootings, many cops still don’t wear their seat belts. Part of the no-belt mentality is that you’re frequently in and out of the car, responding to assignments or jumping out after suspects. Plus, with the belt on, it takes you a second longer to access your gun. But for some, a childish sense of entitlement is also in there  somewhere. You’re the police. You don’t have to wear your seat belt. It’s your fist in the face of The Man, even though you are The Man. I don’t know. It’s complicated.




Despite the fact that there are more police fatalities from traffic accidents than from assaults or shootings, many cops still don’t wear their seat belts.
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As an officer, you have to be able to move easily between worlds. One day you’re giving a gangbanger the hard line, and the next, you’re in a room with a sexually assaulted five-year-old whom you need to try to console while at the same time figuring out if she can tell the difference between the truth and a lie. You chat with aldermen and hookers alike. You need to draw on the wisdom of the saints and the schmoozing of a Beltway insider. You can’t afford to be aloof. Aloof people don’t make good cops. You have to get right in there and mix it up a little.
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Some police call boxes are still around, those blue metal lockboxes posted on various street corners, a throwback to the days when cops didn’t have radios. All officers are issued a universal call box key, but now that everyone has a cell phone, call box use has plummeted and call box disrepair has soared. Once, when I had to make a call and didn’t have my cell phone on me, I looked for one. I tried maybe half a dozen before I gave up. Some contained no working phone. Others had keyholes filled with hardened globs of chewing gum left by mischievous kids or maybe disgruntled cops.
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The police are the most visible arm of the city government. You’re uniformed and carry a gun and people watch you, because they’re interested in you in a way they aren’t interested in the cable guy or the plumber. Because of this, they often catch your mistakes, with their own eyes or with a video recorder or camera phone. You’re always on display. So you need to be on your best behavior and call people sir and ma’am who are far from it.




Want to videotape the police? If you are in a public place, go right ahead. Hopefully you will only capture our proper police actions. Just do me two favors.



1. Keep the camera out of my face and give me room to operate.



2. If I make a particularly impressive takedown of a suspect, please email me a copy of the video so I can forward it to my brother-in-law, Kevin, who likes that kind of stuff.
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You never forget your first assignment on the job. It doesn’t matter whether it’s eventful or entirely innocuous. You remember it because there you are, newly minted from the academy with your spiffy regulation haircut and tidy uniform and gleaming badge ready to right wrongs and shield the downtrodden, but the problem is that you have absolutely no idea what you’re doing. The only skill you’ve really mastered is being able to give a moderately commanding toot on your police whistle. You want action, sure, that’s what you signed on for, but when that first assignment has resolved itself, you feel a swell of relief. You’re wearing a police uniform, but you don’t feel anything like a cop.



It’s a mind-set that stays with you for some time, especially when you’re off field training and assigned to work by yourself. The first time this occurs, you’ll feel like the soldier accidentally left behind by his platoon while the enemy advances toward you. You hope no one is killed or even wounded in your patrol sector during your tour of duty. You’re certain your response time won’t be lacking; you’ll charge right into the assignment, but your alacrity in arriving will only serve to give the caller more time to determine that you have absolutely no idea what to do or how to help them. “Boy, someone should call the police to take care of this,” you may think. It takes a little while for it to sink in that it’s you. Then a second thought crosses your mind: “Okay, so I’m the police. But I only have two months on the job. I don’t know what I’m doing. Someone should call the real police.” Nope, that’s you too, buddy. You’re wearing the same uniform as the guys with twenty years on. Now get in there and take care of business.
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When you’re new, many citizens won’t know it. To them, you’re just a badge. They expect you to know things you don’t. Sometimes you own up to your ignorance. Sometimes you just bluster your way through, trying for a kind of breezy confidence that you in no way feel.



But hardened cons will always sense which cop has been around and which one just got out of training. It’s like a mouse knowing cheese is about. They won’t ask you if you’re new, they’ll announce that you’re new. They’ll know this because your face is too guileless, your uniform too clean, your nameplate far too polished, your wooden baton unmarked with the chips and grooves that accumulate after years of street work. But above all, you’re too polite, which is a dead giveaway. If you don’t want suspects to think you’re a rook, you have to cultivate some world-weariness, but don’t overdo it, because they’ll see through that too. Just drop some rough language here and there. Try for a combination of tough and bored. Some guys chew on toothpicks. You gotta do something.
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This job can turn sour for a variety of reasons. Maybe you got hurt in your last fight with a suspect. Maybe you have enough pending citizen complaints that it seems your solid, aggressive police work is actually being punished; you wonder if being a proactive officer is even worth the hassle. Perhaps a sergeant is breathing down your neck or your squad partner is good for nothing. Whatever the reason, you can adopt a lousy attitude rather quickly. You start to show up at assignments not because you want to make anything better but because you have to. Then you do just enough at that assignment not to get written up or fired. You look at citizens with a growing Us-versus-Them disgust, resentful of a community quick to criticize the police for being heavy-handed, but at the same time not exactly lining up themselves to take a job where there is a reasonable chance of getting shot at and an excellent chance of working weekends and holidays.



You will order zippers on your uniform shirts in addition to the buttons not because you want zippers, but because it will cost the city a few extra dollars per shirt, so screw ’em. Or when the district captain comes into roll call and asks people to come up with ideas to stop auto thefts in the area, you may grumble, “I’ll take the assignments dispatch gives me, but you can’t order me to have an idea.” Or when you and your coworkers aren’t getting the days off you request, you’ll band together and call in sick, the fabled “blue flu,” leaving the citizens short on protection and your fellow officers, who did choose to come in, short on backup.



These attitudes are most prevalent among veteran officers. As a newer cop, you look at them and wonder if you’re seeing your future.



At the same time, despite the challenges that come with the job, it’s good to keep in mind that this is the profession you chose. Not much point in bellyaching about it. During tough economic times when workers are being laid off across the country, you have a position that will not be outsourced anytime soon. You are in an industry where business is always booming. Until the crime-fighting robot is perfected, you have plenty of job security.
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Police stations are papered in signs. Some offer guidance, like the one that says “In the absence of detailed instruction, please do the right thing.” Others suggest a certain approach to life like the large “No Sniveling” placard. There are signs for district BBQs. Someone always seems to be selling a gun or a boat. Cops advertise their side jobs to other cops—services in home remodeling, mortgage services, and party planning. The police assembly bears a large communicable disease chart to remind you what’s out there, a chart that includes tuberculosis and antibiotic-resistant staph infections as well as more exotic maladies, like Lyme disease, pinworms, and whooping cough. The chart kindly reminds you that hepatitis can last up to seven days outside the body. There are so many contagious diseases that can be passed from prisoner to officer that it makes you wonder why anyone in law enforcement bothers to come into work at all.
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Some cops prefer the midnight shift, whether for family reasons or because it offers a distinct atmosphere and allure. (There’s an old saying that after midnight on a weekday, the only people out are cabbies, cops, and crooks.)



But for most, the night shift is a harsh mistress. Weekends get busy, but after two in the morning in a halfway-decent neighborhood on a weekday, everyone is asleep because they have to go to work the next day. Your most significant assignment of the night may be to tow a vehicle that has unpaid parking tickets. You try to be proactive. You patrol the alleys hoping to maybe catch a garage burglar or someone breaking into cars. But it’s night after night of lethargy. Long, drawn-out periods of extended nothingness. No radio calls. No cars. No people. No movement. It’s just you out there, like you’re patrolling outer space. After 4 A.M., you start nodding off. You’re like a sleep-deprived medical resident at the slowest hospital in the world, fighting to stay alert, your contacts glazed to your corneas.



You’re also not sure when to eat dinner. You figure you can just eat when you get hungry, but you want to be on some type of schedule, so if you eat when you’re hungry, then you won’t be hungry when you’re supposed to be hungry, although, to add to the confusion, you still aren’t sure when the supposed-to-be-hungry time period should take place. Do you eat when you get home and then go right to sleep? Should you eat at work at three in the morning? Few restaurants are open then, especially if you’re working a residential sector, and nothing you pack from home tastes good to you at that hour. So you snack here and there. You eat granola bars and fruit. Then you go home and try to fall asleep in broad daylight, grumbling at the sounds of road construction and kids playing outside your window. You can’t find a rhythm.



On your days off, you have to figure out if you’re going to sleep at night and stay up during the day, or stay on the midnight schedule to avoid screwing up your internal clock when you have to work again. If you choose the latter, you become intimately acquainted with the television programming at 5 A.M., when there seem to be a lot of movies starring Wings Hauser.
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Some days the squad car you’re saddled with has 161,000 miles on it and the front driver’s seat is so loosely bolted in that it slides like a mechanic’s roll cart every time you brake and accelerate. Some days you pull a car over, search it, and find its interior writhing with cockroaches. Some days the calls for service stack up a dozen deep and the unsolved crimes are so plentiful that the only thing you can take comfort in is the fact that you are a uniformed police officer and at least people typically don’t commit offenses right in front of you, so at least a relatively crime-free sphere surrounds you. Some days that small sphere is about all you’re bringing to the table.
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The divorce rate for cops in big city departments is significantly higher than the national average, running by some estimates as high as 80 percent. The causes for these broken unions are numerous: long and arduous work hours, stress, missed holidays, and an unhealthy lifestyle that can breed anger and hostility. (An entire industry has sprung up to combat this trend with books like I Love a Cop: What Police Families Need to Know by Ellen Kirschman and Emotional Survival for Law Enforcement by Dr. Kevin Gilmartin leading the way.) If one cop hears that another is getting married, they’ll ask if it’s to another cop and if the answer is no, the response is, typically, “Good.” Police newsletters frequently contain flyers for divorce attorneys. The first failed marriage is nearly a given. The second is almost a badge of honor. The guys you know who work the most overtime are doing it to pay alimony and child support.




One cop I talked to said his wife bought him one of these types of books. I asked if he’d read it.



“Naw,” he said. “I use it as a coaster for my beers.”
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Police work is rife with ethical gray areas. Say, for instance, you’re a cop running after a suspect. He rounds the corner and you lose sight of him for just a moment before arresting him. On the ground by his feet is a plastic bag of dope or a gun. You didn’t see him running with the evidence and you didn’t see him drop it. You know it’s his, because it’s right next to him. But the suspect probably won’t admit to possession, and you likely won’t get his prints or DNA off the evidence. (Plastic bags don’t always yield latents, and firearms aren’t any better. As far as DNA goes, it’s hit and miss. Sometimes you can’t even get it off a gun that’s been down a guy’s pants.) All of which means it would be a minor miracle if you could get a DA to charge the case.



Saying you saw the suspect drop the evidence when you didn’t would be easy enough to rationalize. You could bring up the suspect’s extensive criminal record and the need to protect the public from him, or the simple fact that whether you saw him drop it or not, it’s his contraband and can’t be anyone else’s unless meteorologists hold a press conference announcing that due to irregular and unexplainable weather patterns, it will be raining narcotics and TEC-9s for the next few days.



But you can’t quite get on board with that approach. Because you know that if you step over the line to make a case stick, next time the line will get pushed back further still. And soon enough, you will be one of those people who wonder how it all came to this. You’ve seen it happen to other cops you used to respect. Cops who made a series of terrible choices, each one worse than the next, until they watched hell open up beneath their feet.



Sure, you can lose a case because you put in your report that you didn’t see the suspect drop the drugs or the gun. But honesty will last longer than that case. Honesty will mean more. Your word has to be good. You have to stand for something. So you leave the lying to the criminals. They’re better at it than you anyways.



30



Without fail, boogers are smeared on the restroom walls of men’s locker rooms in police stations. Urine is often spattered on the toilet seat, and graffiti, usually something less than complimentary about police command staff, adorns the stall doors. It’s not unusual to find an especially ugly booking photograph of a prisoner affixed to some cop’s locker, or the locker padlock itself swaddled in duct tape as a result of some prankster. It’s like high school except everyone’s armed.
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The nice thing about being assigned to a regular patrol sector is that you become familiar with the hot spots, the goofs, and the frequent flyers, many of whom you give nicknames, usually self-evident ones like Puking Man or The Beast. You know who has a warrant, who might have dope in their shoe, and who will run from you. If a car is stolen, you have a mental list of dump-off points to check. If you see a domestic squabble on the street, you already know the players—he’s a violent mental patient with a history of resisting arrest and she’s a perpetually drunk hooker. It’s your sector, and you take ownership of it. That’s why you get a little put out when you look at the schedule and find yourself assigned elsewhere. It’s not just personal preference. It can be an officer safety issue as well. Say you get sent to a certain address in a sector you rarely work. You may not know, for instance, that the man who lives there recently nailed shut all his doors and windows, armed himself with a rifle in one hand and a bottle of Jack Daniel’s in the other, and waited for the revolution to begin. This is relevant information to possess.
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Most police department’s Rules and Procedures (R&P) manuals are preposterously long, like 370 pages, mostly double sided, and they get lengthier every year. They cover everything from the status of your facial hair (“Mustaches may be worn provided they do not expose the wearer to undue risk or hazard.”) to a list of all the equipment you will have to surrender if you’re suspended from duty. R&P advises you to render your police services to the city with “zeal” and “fidelity,” the same language you may see in an investment banking ad. It tells you: “Members … shall guard themselves against envy, jealousy, or other unfriendly feeling” and to keep your “private life unsullied.” And finally: “Members of the police force are required to discharge their duties with composure and determination …. Whoever shrinks from danger or responsibility shall be considered guilty of gross neglect of duty and unworthy of a place in the service.” The upshot is that you are expected to maintain semi-heroic standards. The Super Friends probably had to take the same oath before they could enter the Hall of Justice. You do wonder a little about how to keep your “private life unsullied.” That sounds hard. Apparently, if you’re off duty, you have to be either in church or at home sipping weak tea.




These rules are also constantly changing and getting updates. And then the updates get their own updates. That’s one of the reasons why when you come back to work after a few weeks of vacation or training, you log onto the computer and see that there are eight hundred and forty emails waiting for you and none of them are spam.





The sheer mass of the R&P manual is due to the fact that a cop did something stupid that wasn’t against the rules at the time, so a rule needed to be written to cover it. The breadth of the manual means that at any given time, some police officer, either knowingly or unknowingly, is breaking a rule somewhere in the city. There are so many rules that no one can keep them all straight, probably not even the people who authored them. This means that if Internal Affairs looks long and hard enough for a rule violation, they can find one, and if they can’t find the specific one, they have the option to use the catch-all rule violation, which is “Failure to advise the shift commander of information the department takes cognizance of,” which essentially means something bad happened or something interesting happened that later went bad and you didn’t tell your lieutenant about it. This is an effective catch-all, because the police department, in its role as defender of the good, takes cognizance of absolutely everything.
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You can get overloaded out there. Maybe you and your partner have been watching the city erupt in violence throughout the day. Then you get sent to an armed robbery and you’re trying to get a statement from the bloodied victim, when an unrelated fight breaks out at the tavern across the street. You’re trying to deal with both the robbery investigation and the fight, and then some citizen comes up to you with a stray rabbit he wants to turn over to your care. It all happens at once and results in a scenario for which there aren’t any established best practices. It makes you long for a sidekick. It also makes you wish people wouldn’t try to turn rabbits in to you.
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A lot of cops are just straight-out slobs. The day shift officer turns his squad car over to you and when you get in it, you sit on a Fritos wrapper or the Sunday paper. Or a box of Jujyfruits. Jujyfruits. Like day shift made time during their watch to catch a matinee film and visit the concession stand. You open the glove box and a greasy hamburger carton pops out on your lap. Sometimes the items left behind aren’t limited to food. You pop the trunk and there’s some license plates. Or a baseball bat. One time I found a machete. Who forgets to inventory a machete? Sometimes you’ll look for a little payback. You may turn the squad car back over to the offending officer conveniently forgetting to mention that seats are spattered with pit bull blood.
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Make sure your house is in order before you come to work. Make sure things are put away. Don’t leave dirty dishes in the sink. As a police officer, you have to keep your own life organized and clean, because when you put on the uniform, you descend into a world of filth and chaos. The distance you create between those worlds keeps you from floundering. It keeps you balanced. It keeps you sane.
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There are plenty of good lines in police work. One of them is from my partner, Steve, who once said, unprompted, and entirely without ceremony, “Between good and evil is where I walk.” During police training, we were being led in warm-up drills before we practiced arrest tactics and the instructor told the class to touch our chin to our chest and one portly cop asked, “Which one?” I once heard a coworker observe that my partner Ramon, a fine man but not especially fleet of foot, “runs like Jed Clampett.”
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The job will change you. It changes everyone, for better and worse. You will become far more alert to your surroundings. You will keep your gun hand free even when off duty. You will become hyperaware when taking money out of ATMs, day or night. You’ll look inside convenience stores and banks before you enter to make sure you aren’t walking in on a holdup in progress.



If you didn’t curse before you became a cop, you probably will once you have six months in on this campaign. You will curse like a dockworker. You will also become angrier. More disillusioned. Far more skeptical about the inherent goodness of humankind. The constant exposure to toxic social conditions and dealing with people at their hopeless worst solders an extra layer onto your skin. You see too much darkness, and it becomes part of you in ways you may not fully understand. Some describe this condition as compassion fatigue, the main symptom being a vague sense of loathing for human frailty and for one’s self. Maybe this extra layer is good. It keeps you from being emotionally invested and affords you the detachment you need to be an objective investigator. It acts like a suit of armor against the elements. But part of you may want to be, well, illusioned again. Part of you wishes that guy you used to be, the one in the police academy with the fresh haircut and the extra-shiny shoes, wasn’t such a stranger to you now. You know that for the most part, it’s good that guy is gone. He meant well, but he wasn’t an effective street cop. He was too hesitant, too trusting. He’s been replaced, and you don’t expect him back.



But once in a while, you sort of miss him.
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There’s a 90/10 rule in law enforcement. It goes like this. Ninety percent of people are decent. Ten percent of people aren’t. As a cop, you deal with that 10 percent about 90 percent of the time. This is because the 90 percent don’t call much. They don’t dial up the police and say, “I’m having a birthday party for my five-year-old. We’ve got lemon cake and pony rides, and it’s a fall morning with an energizing sunny crispness to the air; could you send a couple of officers over right away please? No, there’s no problem. I’d just like them to experience this.”
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Police officers have the insider’s view. You know the guy who works at the neighborhood laundromat is a sex offender. You are aware which local businesses are being investigated for laundering drug money. You know what movie theater to avoid, because you recently arrested a drunk there who passed out in a seat saturated with his own piss. Sometimes you learn stuff you wish you didn’t know. Sometimes you wish you could turn it all off.
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Don’t smile when you get your picture taken for your police ID. If you shoot someone, that ID photo will be the picture the media uses. You don’t want to be on the front page of the paper looking like some grinning doofus underneath the headline “Three Suspects Gunned Down by Local Officer.”
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There are uniformed cops on the street who are grossly overweight. Their prominent bellies make their equipment belt hang so low it seems inaccessible to them, and they can’t chase a suspect more than a block without collapsing. To them, a five-foot-tall fence they need to scale may as well be five hundred feet. In my current department, it is said that we have an officer who once dropped his gun and was too fat to bend down and pick it up so he just waited until a concerned citizen came along who retrieved his firearm for him. How can this be? Chalk it up to years of less than salubrious living, cumulative stress, drive-through Chicken Fingers, and indifference. There are incentives for staying in shape in some police departments in terms of extra time off awarded, but there are certainly no penalties, so once you’re out of the academy, you technically never have to exercise another day in your life. Is it fair to the general public that they are protected by such gelatinous first responders? No, it’s not. But police unions tend to have a lot of juice, and they would never go for a system that penalized overweight cops.




Tell such a cop that you just went running and they have been known to ask, “Why? Was someone chasing you?”





But even given that, you know that some of the more rotund officers are among the best investigators. A detective with twenty confidential informants who can pick up the phone after a fresh homicide and get a line on the murderer in ten minutes is worth a dozen CrossFit uniformed officers, even if he is packing seventy-five extra pounds and wheezes frequently. But if you are someone who regularly responds to hot calls, some basic level of fitness is necessary. If you throw one punch and then are immediately ready for a water break, it’s time for some soul-searching. You have to ask yourself, if you were in physical peril and called the police, would you want an officer like you to be the first one on scene? If your answer is a resounding no, it’s time to get off the street and into police administration, investigations, or maybe retail.
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The formal police caps cops wear are universally despised for a number of reasons. First, because of the hat’s design and tendency to puff out like a baker’s cap, it makes you look like a dork and hampers your street credibility with the criminal element, who might wonder why the head chef at Le Pierre is trying to arrest them. Second, the shiny badge on top of the hat makes an ideal target for shooters. Third, hats tend to fall off when you chase someone, and then you have to scramble to find it to avoid being disciplined for failure to safeguard your equipment. Finally, officers have a tendency to take the hat off when they’re indoors and then forget where they left it.



A thirty-year Chicago cop I know named Joe once took a call where he had to kick open the door of a house. The place was so ramshackle that the force of the door coming down caused the ceiling to split open. That’s when the cockroaches dropped like rain onto Joe’s bare head, nestling in his hair and skittering down his shirt collar. Joe took off at a dead run and jumped into a nearby swimming pool, uniform, gun and all.



So maybe there is one thing to say for the hat.
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There are some things on this job, particularly the victimization of children and the elderly, that will frustrate and infuriate you. You have to find a way to deal with this anger, because there aren’t a lot of situations where it’s productive in police work. It clouds your mind. It spurs you to use too much force in subduing a suspect or say things you later regret. When you’re angry, you get sloppy. It’s good to remind yourself that your job is solely that of objective fact finder and enforcer of the law—it’s not personal. Because if you’re not careful, this anger can achieve a critical mass that transforms into rage. And raging cops aren’t good for anyone.



It’s also good to remind yourself that even though you respond to run after run involving mayhem, disorder, and people behaving less than honorably, that’s not the norm. Most people are law abiding in the ways that count. Most days end without violence or heartbreak.
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The power of the press is formidable. Was that angry protest a riot or just a demonstration? The press decides. Will the story run about how the department’s robbery clearance rate is at a ten-year high or will it be replaced by a metro piece on an officer being arrested for domestic violence? There’s room for only one of the stories. It’s their call.
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Spoiler Alert. In the film Heat, Al Pacino plays a dogged detective on the trail of a bank robber played by Robert De Niro. Once you have a couple years on the job, the scene at the end of that movie, where Pacino holds the hand of a dying De Niro, will nauseate you. You don’t hold the hand of some career criminal who has just tried to murder you and several other officers, no matter how LA cool he is. First you handcuff him, no matter how grievous his injuries, because that’s agency policy. Then, if there’s first aid to be done, you do it because the job requires it. Beyond that? Maybe take it a little easy on all the hand-holding.
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Even if you pride yourself on speaking the King’s English, as a cop, your vernacular will soon regress to match that of those you encounter. There’s just too many of them and too few of you. Hearing mangled diction is the linguistic backdrop of your day and eventually you yield to it. “Where’s the weed at?” you’ll ask, even knowing you shouldn’t end sentences in prepositions. Or you’ll tell someone to get out the car. Wait. What happened to of? Shouldn’t there be an of in there? It’s all about language accommodation. To quote a line from The Bonfire of the Vanities, “In a room with three people who said She don’t, he couldn’t get a doesn’t out of his mouth.”
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Police reports are pretty dry stuff. They are legal documents and, as such, are supposed to contain only facts and statements, not the author’s opinions or any literary embellishments. It’s not like you can start them out, “I arrested the suspect at midnight. Alone. In the rain.” Or “The squad car smelled of leather and sweat as Officer Griggs and I patrolled a city that care had long ago forgotten. It was a time … of lawlessness.” But once in a while you can have a little fun, especially if the supervisor who reviews your work has a reputation for being inattentive. So if you’re investigating a case where one person threw a house cat at the head of another, you may be able to sneak the phrase “feline projectile” into your subsequent police report. Or if you get some whacko who claims to be both the Holy Spirit and a former Navy SEAL, you may be able to get away with writing: “Despite the suspect’s claims of being both divine and possessing an extensive background in underwater combat, a subsequent investigation revealed this was not in fact the case.” Once I found a guy hiding in a closet. When I came across the section in my written narrative where you have to describe the suspect’s actions and demeanor, I thought about it for a while before settling on “evanescent.”
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You have to let go of your ego on the street. It isn’t about you. It’s about getting the job done. Let the suspect have the last word. Who cares? He’s going to jail where the best thing going is the holidays when the jailor will put a single slice of processed cheese on the bologna sandwiches. You’re going home to your spouse and family. To kick your feet up and watch the game. To look in on your infant daughter while she sleeps and listen to the sound of her even breathing. Freedom is a fine thing. It is among the best of things.
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When you come to the end of your career, you have to fill out a Separation Checkout Sheet, which lists all the equipment officers have to turn in when they retire. Not a retirement sheet. A separation sheet. Separation—something painful, just shy of a divorce. The job may drive you crazy, but it hurts to leave it. At the same time, many retired cops speak of feeling a great weight being lifted off them once they turn in their gun and shield. They’re relinquishing their responsibilities. They’ve outlasted the bad guys, and they’re now permanently off duty. It’s someone else’s turn.




Some departments will put officers’ retirement announcements out over the police radio for all cops to hear: “He has served with distinction for over 30 years. He was loved by citizens and criminals alike.” Man. I would have liked to have met that guy.
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You do see some things out there that make you still believe in people. Like the four-year-old girl who shyly hands you a Little Mermaid Valentine’s Day card at the gentle urging of her mother. A civilian risking his own life to help rescue a motorist from a burning vehicle. At the sentencing of two men convicted for a brutal murder, the victim’s grieving mother offers both killers Bibles, an act of such strength and grace that it leaves you in awe of the moral fiber some people possess.
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If the call comes over the radio that some 6'5", 300-pound wild man is stomping down the middle of the street arguing with fire hydrants, well, someone has to do something about that. Someone has to get him out of the street. That’s all you. You accept this. Maybe you even look forward to it. In fact, it’s probably one of the reasons you were attracted to police work in the first place, even if you didn’t know it at the time. There’s part of you that has always wanted a job that other people didn’t want, or couldn’t do, or were too scared to do well. You are society’s garbage man, and you’re okay with that. Now round up a few colleagues and go deal with the fire hydrant guy. Round up a lot of them. Round up so many that people will think it’s raining cops.
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You read about the conditions officers faced in New York during 9/11 and in New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina. Some faltered, but many, faced with an impossible task, did it anyway. You wonder how well you’d hold up during a similar disaster. It makes you ponder the magnitude of the police job, how much it asks of you, how much it expects of you, how much it takes from you.



And you wonder if it’s a job anyone is really suited to fill.
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A police funeral is a sight to behold. The hearse makes its way from the mortuary to the church flanked by a winding succession of gleaming patrol cars. In the lead is a cadre of motorcycle officers, wearing sunglasses even if it’s overcast, who stop traffic at an intersection and then whip ahead to the next, lights blazing, in a choreographed show of both organization and might. At the church, officers wear their dress blues with black bands over their shields. An honor guard, their uniform belts stripped down to the bare essentials—gun, handcuffs, magazines, so as not to make any unnecessary noise—leads the pallbearers to the altar as the bagpipes play. And when it’s time for the final salute, those assembled slowly bring their right hand up to the brim of their hat at the command of “Present Arms” and bring it down at the command of “Order Arms,” five seconds for the hand to ascend, five seconds to descend.



In an episode of the television drama NYPD Blue, James McDaniel, as Lieutenant Arthur Fancy, talks about how he felt when he first joined the New York City Police Department. How he’d walk around the neighborhood in his uniform. How his parents were so proud. Then McDaniel says something like “When you’re an officer with the NYPD, you are somebody.” People watching a police funeral procession pass may wonder if a head of state is coming through or if a king just died. No, it’s nothing like that. This person was just a cop. But he was somebody.
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When you walk through the district station, you see picture boards on the walls of police officers from years past, some of which date back decades, line upon line of black-and-white photographs of officers in full-dress uniform. Cops with names like Pilak, McWilliams, and Klapczynski. These pictures are up side by side with the more recent color boards where the officers’ names now include Chan, Rodriguez, Khan—names reflective of the community they serve. The boards speak to tradition. They remind you that you belong to something enduring. You are a small but necessary part of the machine, doing your part, along with a few thousand coworkers, to keep your city from coming loose. You carry a gun in defense of yourself and others and handcuffs to take the worst of the worst off the board. You wear a star or a badge on your chest, and if you come from a generation of police officers, it may be the same shield your father and grandfather once wore. Once, in a room full of new police recruits, you swore an oath to protect and serve, and you’re prepared to keep that promise. You know you can’t fix everything. You’re there because the men and women in the pictures on the walls couldn’t fix everything either. But you can fix some things. Because this is your city, and it’s worth fighting for. You don’t know how your day will unfold. Some people may try to hurt you. You may see awful things. But this is the job and that is the price and you know this and you’re still all in. So you walk on, up to roll call, past the picture boards from 2002, past 1984 and ’56, nearing the assembly now, ready to work, in step with all those who have gone before.
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What does it feel like to be in a high-speed car chase?

What goes through your mind while you’re in a gunfight?

What do cops really think about the citizens they serve?



400 Things Cops Know shows you police work from the inside. Veteran police sergeant Adam Plantinga takes the reader into life the way cops experience it—a life of danger, frustration, occasional triumph, bizarre encounters, and plenty of grindingly hard routine work.



In a laconic, no-nonsense, dryly humorous style, Plantinga tells what he’s learned from 13 years as a patrolman, from the everyday to the exotic—how to know at a glance when a suspect is carrying a weapon or is going to attack, how to kick a door down, how to drive in a car chase without recklessly endangering the public, why you should always carry cigarettes, even if you don’t smoke (offering a smoke is the best way to lure a suicide to safety), and what to do if you find a severed limb (don’t put it on ice—you need to keep it dry).



Sometimes heartbreaking, often hilarious, and full of unexpected truths, 400 Things Cops Know is an eye-opening revelation of how police experience life on the beat.



“If you are considering a career in policing, read this book. Read it before you start the academy, read it after the academy. Read it as you go through
your career. It’s that accurate. This book might very well save your life.”



— Pete Thoshinsky, retired police lieutenant and author of Blue in Black and White
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