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For our daughters not yet lost, and those we can still save





To The Light and The Darkness

To Cynthia Lorraine

You are the light, the hope that shines within me. You are the one hope that allows me to touch the lives of those most in need. You taught me to adore my sisters, no matter what race or social status, you raised me to challenge prejudice, fight hate with compassion, and above all else…love.



To Daryl Horne

My father, my darkness, you accepted me as your own and showed no favor as my younger brothers and sisters followed. You taught me to fight, not for myself, but for those too weak to fight for themselves. You raised me to be a warrior. Your rules were simple, never abuse a woman, protect your family, and never look for a fight, but if given no choice…break your enemy.

Mother, Father I remember what you taught me. One man, should he believe, and be willing to fight for what is just, can change the ideals of a nation. I love you both, and I pray that I have brought honor to your names.





Advance Praise for Off the Street

If I was to describe the characteristics of the cop I’d want protecting my town, they’d have to be an almost superhuman blend of cunning and driven---cunning enough to think like a crook, to consistently out-fox the criminals they’re tasked with catching; and driven, as in driven like a freight train, with an unrivaled passion, to get the bad guys.

Detective Baughman harnesses his fantastic passion, putting a unique voice to paper. He gives us a glimpse into his dark world—a rarely seen criminal world filled with horrible people and yet, somehow, we walk away with a brighter outlook on life, knowing there are cops like Baughman out there protecting us and our loved ones. For that, the world is a better place.

~ Andy Cashman - Network Television Producer

Here is a powerful view from the inside, as only a detective who fights vice can know it. Off the Street is another nightmare for your bedside, one you won't be able to set aside or get out of your mind.

~ J. Ross Baughman, Pulitzer-Prize winning journalist and author

Detective Baughman has created an eye opening “MUST read” about the seedy underworld of the prostitution subculture. His story line is filled with images that compel you to see how violence and manipulation are the crafty tools that pimps use against vulnerable young women! If you believe that prostitution is a victimless crime, you will think again!

~ Lieutenant Karen D. Hughes LVMPD - Vice Section

Real people, shattered dreams, stolen lives. A story of Detective Baughman's calling to fulfill his mission from God.

~ Bill Hartness, Homicide Detective /Sheriff Sergeant (Retired)

Excellent. A must purchase book. Once you start reading you will not be able stop. To keep it short and simple………it will keep you intrigued all the way to the end.

~ Regina Porter - Special Victims Unit, Victim Advocate

The last frontier for understanding how violence against women affects all mankind lies between the covers of Chris Baughman’s true crime book, Off the Street. It’s a powerful tool for concerned law abiding citizen who want to cripple the privileged world of pimps and women abusers.

~ Donna Ferrato, Documentary photographer and author of Living with the Enemy

Baughman weaves a captivating story told in his unique voice. This book could only have been written by a street crimes veteran who has not let society warp his sense of compassion. The book is authentic, gritty, and addictive. Off the Street kept me riveted to my seat!

~ Thonie Hevron, Retired Dispatcher, 35 years, author of Probable Cause

A disconcerting and unique look into the dark side of human behavior. While thirty years ago we naively asked why battered women didn’t leave their abusers, we now understand that love and attachment prolong unhealthy relationships. The traumatic bond that pimps hold over their victims is equally powerful and infinitely more violent. Det. Baughman has captured the dynamics of these hidden relationships in a graphic but eloquent manner. I wish the case at the heart of this book was an anomaly but this type of violence and exploitation is pervasive and occurring right now in every city in North America. As a professor of forensic psychology, I am recommending this book to anyone who wants to understand more about this criminal underworld.

~ Dr. M. Alexis Kennedy, University of Nevada, Las Vegas

Chris Baughman is a gifted writer. He pulls you into the investigation, bringing out the magnetic personalities of his team members making you want them to win this battle not just for justice, but for their own peace of mind.

~ Leslie Lusk, Management Assistant

Baughman serves up an action-packed ride into the dark underbelly of the sex industry. Off the Street is an inspired page turner about one undercover detective's fight against the pimps and bad guys--who are prostituting women and girls into human trafficking.

~ Aaron Cohen, author of Slave Hunter





Preface

If you were told that Hell exists on Earth, would you believe it? Imagine being taken by the hand and led not to a place, but rather deep into a culture where violence, hatred, and the subjugation of women was commonplace. Could you accept it?

Hundreds of thousands of American born women have been lied to, kidnapped, and forced into a life they would not have chosen, and it is here that they find themselves trapped. They are held captive and victimized by very the men who have created this grotesque culture—one they have aptly named, “The Game.” The roots of this culture sink ever deeper into the fabric of our nation every day, as more and more women become prey.

I know this because I have fought with and for women from all over the country. Women who have been brought to my city to be sold, rented, and bartered for, by the people who enslave them. There is not one place in America left untouched by this culture, which has in recent years become an institution catapulting these predators into folklore.

I am Christopher Martin Baughman, a detective who specializes in dismantling the lives of pimps who bring their victims to my home in hopes of benefiting from their subjugation and abuse.

In 2008, Lt. Karen Hughes, the first female Lieutenant in the history of Las Vegas’ Vice Crime Section began the heavy recruitment for two individuals from the Gang Crimes Section to eventually create P.I.T. (Pandering Investigative Team), a special unit to combat this culture within the city of Las Vegas. At the time, William “Trey” Gethoefer and I were considered the most accomplished detectives in the Gang Crimes Section, having solved one of the most highly publicized gang cases in the history of the city.

Lt. Hughes had us test for Vice, and we finished two and one respectively with scores of 99.9% and 100%. As fate would have it, we would be paired with a third, Detective Albert Beas, who had been in Vice approximately one year prior to our arrival. With the three of us serving in this new unit, the catalyst was in place.

Off the Street chronicles the first case we worked—a case from which the P.I.T. unit would be born.



I wouldn’t wish my life on another man—or woman for that matter. From as far back as I can remember there has been too much pain, violence, and tragedy in my world. I sometimes wonder, does it follow me cloaked, like a shadow in the darkness, or do I chase it? I have long sought the answer to the question, “What am I to be used for?” Now, after 35 years, I believe I am finally beginning to understand.





Content

Preface

Advance Praise for Off the Street

1 The Anomaly

2 The Gift

3 The Curse

4 The Awakening

5 The Descent

6 The Deceiver

7 The Saviors

8 The Wildcard

9 Fighters

10 Trinity

11 The Sentinel

12 Game Plan

13 Enigma

14 Intelligence

15 Breadcrumbs

16 Nemesis

17 The Doll Houses

18 The Root

19 The Hermit(Part 1)

20 The Hermit (Part 2)

21 The Wire

22 The Beacon

23 The Oath

24 Of Trappers and Hunters

25 The Collective

26 The Promise

27 Killers

28 Confessions

29 Echoes

30 Judgment

Acknowledgments





1
The Anomaly

Dusk wanes, nightfall creeps toward the city, enveloping it, slowly drowning out the light from the heavens.

Sleep, sleep.

Perched aside a winding road leading atop Black Mountain— roughly eighteen miles away from the epicenter, the heartbeat that drives this place—I stand, overlooking a city that, on the surface, offers all the magic, the chance, and the hopes that one might think dreams are made of.

I am here, placed by God, and sworn by oath, to live and die for my city, and those who live within her borders. I say to my city, “You sleep, while I watch over you. I will find them and either drive them from you, or lock them deep beneath you.”

This city is so beautiful, so full of life, so full of joy and pain. She has molded and forged me. She has educated me, both in the classroom and on the streets. As I stand on this mountain above her, I reflect upon the classrooms, the places I received my formal education. It was here that teachers and students of all nationalities showed me the importance of trust, self-sacrifice, compassion, and, lastly, love.

Contrarily, the streets offered me greed, pain, poverty, and, not to be overlooked, hatred. Gangsters, pimps, perverts, thieves, killers, drug dealers, and addicts have had a hand in my schooling. Witnessing their behavior and methods, I developed an understanding. Soon I found I had an innate ability to think and reason as the most evil of them. This skill has become one of my greatest weapons and gives me the capacity to foresee what evil men will do before they do it.

On the surface, I can look and sound like they do. I am able to hunt them in the places where they find safety and seek solitude. I walk where they walk, traversing the dark corners of this glowing city, searching for the lost, the fallen, and forgotten souls.

One side of me offers a hand to people who have long forgotten compassion and trust. It’s a chance to give them justice, anonymity, and protection. It falls to me to guard them from those who would bleed out, destroy, and kill what hope still remains inside them.

My other side brings something far more malevolent—fury and anger towards those who would take advantage of the weak and naive. In me comes a reckoning, the wrath of justice, and the pain and torment of those I am charged with serving. Tempered from equal parts love and hate, compassion and vengefulness, I am forged by the intensity of this city into a sharpened tool, hammered into my present shape by God, and still glowing from His heat. My light allows some to see in this darkness for the very first time. Thankfully, my city has a plan, and knows just where to point me.

I owe so much of what I am to my city, both the good and the bad. When I was a child, she guarded me. It was as if I was shrouded, always around to see, but never at risk. Protect me she did, shelter me, she did not. I was allowed to witness the devastation caused by murder, rape, robbery, riots, kidnap, drive-bys, and drug addiction. These lessons were not lost on me, and she knew this.

I am Christopher Baughman, the lead detective of the Las Vegas Pandering Investigation Team. In short, P.I.T., a newly developed, and as yet unchallenged, team of highly-touted investigators. Many were detectives recruited from various assignments for one purpose, one reason; to thwart the activities of some of the most intelligent, charismatic, charming, wealthy, manipulative, violent, vile, and evil men you may never have the opportunity of meeting.

Our team is used to smite these men, these jackals, these vultures of innocence. I was reared in the most dangerous parts of my city’s valleys, and I know firsthand what I am up against and how to fight and defeat them. My city has brought me this far so I might save her children. She is my city. She is Las Vegas, and I am her anomaly.

Be wary, Christopher, that, as you fight them, you don’t become them. These are the thoughts that occupy my mind as I step back to the burgundy Ford Mustang GT the city has provided to me, affectionately known as “The Beast.” With this monster, I tear through the city streets, and my sole purpose is to track, hunt, and eventually capture the underbelly of my city.

The engine gives up a familiar and aggressive growl. The sound bounces from the mountainside and comes back to me, as if to say, “Let’s move! There is work to be done!”

Seatbelt, lights, and lastly, my mood music. The baseline and back beat of Jill Scott’s “Hate On Me” flows through the Mach sound system. The bass pushes and punches the ten-inch subwoofers located in the trunk; and just as the music moves them, it moves me. I travel from Black Mountain towards the city limits and I ask her, “Who deserves to meet me next? Show them to me.”

On the I-215, I blaze toward a secret location hidden in plain sight and known to a select few as “The Triangle.” My home away from home is where I form strategies that crush the empires of notorious and calculating criminals.

I look like neither crook nor cop. I wear a white knit Jordan baseball cap, tilted to the right, with the brim pulled down just enough to cover my hazel eyes from curious onlookers. A fitted white T-shirt hangs down just past my waist, cascading beyond a brown oversized belt, while the front rests just atop the belt buckle. Blue jeans fit perfectly, yet are loose and long at the same time. Ah, the perfection of imperfection. Cuffed at the bottom, the slack of the jeans is caught by a pair of white Jordan “Team Elite’s,” a fitting name, as it also describes me and the team of my assignment. Lastly, my toolkit, which is ambiguously disguised as a dark one-strap backpack.

At the entrance of the Triangle, I pull a proxy card from my back pocket and wave it past the sensor, after which I take the elevator to the top floor, my base of operations. Inside my bay, I find two familiar faces waiting for me. These two characters assist me in laying waste to crime throughout the city.

At 6'1" and 215 pounds, William Gethoefer III, is a tall, clean-shaven, dark-haired, thirty-two-year old, fast-talking, Italian smart-ass from Buffalo, New York. His friends, of whom I count myself, call him Trey G. His personality is something of an acquired taste, which most people take to, even if they’d rather not. He specializes in defensive tactics and firearms training, and his weapons of choice are two black Glocks, a 17c and a 26. By all accounts, he is what one would call a cop’s cop. And just like with so many others, The Job runs in his bloodlines. His simple mantra is “TREY G DON’T TAKE SHIT FROM NO….BODY!”

The next face looking expectantly at me is Albert Beas, a California native and former Marine. At a glance Al could be mistaken for a fair-complexioned Hawaiian, complete with long curly hair that flows down his neck and is only kept in place by his use of “Sexy Hair” hard gel.

In truth, Al B, is a 5'10," 190 pound Mexican whose ego is only matched by his attitude. The story of his life is told through tattoos of Chinese script immersed in fire that begin at his wrist and ride upwards, spreading and consuming his entire arm. The other arm is covered by vibrantly colored flowers, dragons, and Koi fish, which are a symbol of masculinity and power in Asian cultures. Al is, however, one-hundred-percent Mexican, as made evident by the overflowing machismo he exudes from every pore. Cops are an interesting bunch.

Some enforce the law by using brute force, while others lean towards firearms. Although Al is a stranger to neither, I have seen him at his best performing what I can only describe as wizardry with Law Enforcement computer programs and databases. Just as with Trey, The Job runs in his family. The son of a civil servant, Al has four brothers, three of whom are also “on the Job.”

Trey blurts out across the work bay, as only one born and bred in New York could, “Chris, where the hell you been, you son-of-a-bitch? Saving the world?”

I return the warm New York greeting with a nod. I also greet Al with a touch on the shoulder, as if to say “What’s good my friend?”

Seated, I begin looking over stacks of information on my desk, all which would help me answer the question burning inside me, Who is next? Who will pay my city what they owe her? A sergeant approaches my desk and asks me to contact a domestic violence detective from the west side of town.

Domestic violence? Interesting. Taking the very unofficial document from the sergeant, I read the notes scribbled all over the small piece of crumpled paper. The story begins to unravel, playing itself out like a sadomasochistic film.

I pray that there might have been some mistake, that this did not happen the way I’m seeing it. I clench both fists as my shoulders tighten and my body tenses. My mind toils over questions which could not be answered by the tattered sheet of paper.

Once again, I thank my city for sending me the one, he who is most worthy of my time, efforts, abilities, and aggression. Soon my tension fades, and as it does a sinister smirk finds its way to my face. At my city’s behest, he is who I am meant to vanquish, and at that moment, in a flash, like a bolt of lightning skimming storm clouds, I have become his curse, and he…well, he is my gift.





2
The Gift

Trey, the consummate detective, senses it. A knot invades my stomach and the core temperature of my body slowly begins to climb. All around me, negative energy swirls. I hate this feeling and I despise what I must become. But even more so, I detest these men.

Of course, Trey seizes the opportunity to speak. “Chris, what the hell? You look like you just found out someone wiped his ass with your favorite shirt.”

I peer out from the corners of my eyes, shake my head and sigh. After jotting down the phone number for the detective, I toss the tattered sheet of paper over to Trey. Just as I start to dial, a familiar New York voice bellows, the words echoing across the office. “Mother Fucker! Chris lets burn this son-of-a-bitch’s house down. You gotta be fucking kidding me. Al, look at this shit!”

I introduce myself to the concerned and frustrated domestic violence detective sitting on the other end of the line. “I gotta tell you this isn’t an ideal case.”

“You’re in luck, because I’m just about anything but your ideal cop.”

“I picked up a case yesterday. A woman…well a prostitute. She was beaten by her pimp for two days. From what I can gather, he used an aluminum baseball bat on her, kicked, punched, stomped, and God only knows what else. The girl is a mess; she has a cracked orbital socket on the left side of her face, and a busted nose, its split right down the middle. There were black welts from the impacts of bat all over her body, as well as what looked like foot prints from being stomped. She could barely walk, man. I can’t imagine what she could have done to warrant this much abuse.”

He pauses, maybe shaken by the striking images still left in his mind, and all I can hear is heavy breathing. I recognize there is something about this man. Everything about his voice says he is one of the good ones, one who cares. Then, very deliberately, he pushes his words out through a cracked voice. “Detective, blood was pouring outta this girl’s face like…it was…it was like it wasn’t even real. The son-of-a-bitch bent the bat. He bent the bat! How do you bend an aluminum baseball bat on bone and flesh? Fuck! What’s worse is he did it all in front of her daughter, man.

“The crime scene was brutal, and it was obvious she had fought back, at least the best she could. I mean you could see it. The house was a mess from the struggle. There was a mixture of blood, water, and bleach all over the place. There were trails of it leading from upstairs to downstairs. Blood-stained duck tape was all over the upstairs bathroom. I can’t make heads or tails of everything he did to her, but it was fucking sickening.”

He inhales several times before continuing, “These cases are tough for us because six or seven months down the road, if the victim recants her statement, or doesn’t show up for trial, that’s it—this asshole is gonna walk, and he is gonna do it with at most a misdemeanor. His name is Anthony. Anthony Smith. He’s still booked in at County. We can’t have this man walking our streets,” he states plainly. “Is there anything you can do on your end in the event that our case goes south?”

As I sit at my desk with the receiver pressed against my ear I can’t help but shake my head. How is this woman still alive? “Can you tell me which hospital she’s in?”

“She’s out. She was in for several hours. The CAT scan came back negative. I know they took some X-ray’s, checked for internal bleeding, and monitored her for a while. I don’t even know if she had insurance…you know. By the time we were able to see her and take the initial reports the hospital was prepping the release paperwork.

“Wow…already out?”

“I know, I know.”

I try to wrap my head around how this woman not only survived the attack, but was kicked out from the hospital in less than twenty four hours. Still in disbelief, I get the victim’s name and contact number, along with a warning: “She’s not a big fan of police.”

Fitting, I think. Who is nowadays? But maybe things will be different with me. I offer him my own promise. “You should know I am going to ruin this man’s life. Reflect on that when the nights run long and your case becomes difficult.”

“And I’m gonna check back,” the domestic violence detective says. “I’m holding you to it.”

Placing the phone back on the receiver, I let my head fall between the palms of my hands. “Doesn’t like cops.” The words reverberate through my mind. I know that sentiment all too well. It is a sentiment preached throughout the neighborhoods where I was raised. “Don’t trust the police!” That is a small obstacle I need to overcome because Tiffany, this woman, this victim, is my key. With her I will open Pandora’s Box, bringing pestilence to Mr. Smith, and anyone else who played a role in her torment.

Raising my head, I find Al gazing at me. “What up? What ya need, dog?”

“Tiffany. I need to know more about her before we meet. Where was she born, any kids, any scrapes with the law, and how long has she been in our city. I need anything and everything. I need to know who I’m working for.”

With that, the gruff Hispanic detective runs his fingers across his goatee, turns back to his desk, and begins accessing various databases. Moments later, Al hands me a manila folder that contains a complete work-up on Tiffany. Damn, he’s efficient.

She is 5'4", 135 pounds. She is, I imagine, made in the perfect image of what Mr. Smith finds appealing. Tiffany’s life consumes me. She has become the most important person in the world. As I carefully read through the sheets of paper, they whisper to me, shedding light on her past, all the violence, turmoil, terror, and abuse. Tiffany, poor Tiffany. Arrest after arrest, upwards of twenty times for obstructing a public officer, soliciting for the purpose of prostitution, loitering for the purpose of prostitution, and trespass. She has also been a victim of domestic violence on countless occasions. Nothing but strife as far back as 2003. I wonder whether this woman has ever known peace.

With her history now transparent, I close my eyes and breathe deeply, imagining the waters of her turbulent life become instantly placid. She is China’s beautiful Five-Flower Lake and like the fallen tree trunks that rest peacefully beneath the clear blue waterline, so lay her many transgressions, flaws, and deficiencies.

At the eye of the storm, which is her life, all is desolate. An eerie and uncomfortable silence has consumed this place—the sound and feel of death— and it is this location I seek. I have arrived. Amidst ominous black clouds, ferocious lightning strikes, and unforgiving winds, I find a woman, alone and terrified. This woman doesn’t know me, so I mentally temper my impeding approach.

There she is, I can say to myself. I have found her, my true victim. Cautiously, softly, I say to her, I was sent here for you. I am your protector. We are leaving here together, now. Please take my hand.

Taking another deep breath, I open my eyes and refocus. “I need to leave,” I tell Trey as I rise from my desk. “I have to get to County and have a talk with one Anthony Smith.”

Trey stands up along with me. “I just have to grab the phone book outta my car.” Then, because of the puzzled look on my face, he continues. “Listen Chris, I’m tired of this shit. These motherfuckers think they can do whatever they want to people. So, what I’m gonna do is go down to County with you, with my trusty phonebook, and I’m gonna give this asshole a case of intelligence by osmosis. If he gets snappy, all I do is drum the fucker in the head a couple of times with my phone book. By the time I’m done with his ass he will be able to recite every Chinese restaurant in the fucking valley! That, my friend is Old School police work. I’ll show you how we get things done in the NYC, kid.”

Al’s laughter fills the office as he looks toward Trey. “That’s what I’m saying! We need to take it back to the Old School. But shit, you know Chris is a conscientious objector. He would never be down for that.”

I look at both of them and join their laughter. “Trey, what’s scary is that I know you’re serious, and you may just have a phone book in your car. As for you, Al, you should know better than to agree with Trey. EVER. It’s a wonder either of you two fools are still employed.” I aim my focus back at Trey. “Thanks for your offer, but I’ll need to handle this first visit on my own.”

“Suit yourself, kid,” he says, lowering himself back into his seat. “But when you’re ready to step into the big leagues, come holler at old Trey G.”

I pick up my dark bag and check for my keys to The Beast. After a slow descent in the elevator, I peer through the glass double-doors into the lot. There it is, parked alone in the dark of night, its fury and power waiting to be released amid the streets of Las Vegas. The dim moonlight reflects from the dark windows as it anxiously awaits our new target. My chariot, my horse.

As I unlock the door, I think of a verse from the bible, Revelations 6:4—”And there went out another horse that was red: and power was given to him that sat thereon to take peace from the earth, and that they should kill one another: and there was given unto him a great sword.”

I am the second horsemen of the four. I am war, and with my red horse I wage it on Mr. Smith. My right hand glides across the spoiler, up the hind quarter, until it ultimately rests atop the roof. I enter The Beast, and it welcomes me. We are one once again, horse and rider. With headlights glowing like the eyes of a predator on the eve of a hunt, both the engine and the heart explode with power. It has been awakened, and it is pissed.

I dial the phone number I had jotted down. At first there is nothing, but then, a voice—soft, distinct, and provocative—bids me to leave a message. “I’m calling because someone owes you something, and I intend to make him pay by taking everything that’s worth anything to him. But first, you and I need to talk. My name is Chris, and I am your detective.” I close the message by leaving her a contact number.

In just a moment, my phone lights up from an incoming call. “What’s up?” asks Al. “You rushed outta here so fast I didn’t get to ask you if you wanted company or not.”

“Oh, no, I won’t need you for this. I need to pick up something that I’ve been waiting for, and it just arrived.”

“Oh, I thought you were headed to County. What, did someone send you something?”

“In a sense. I’ll catch you later, Al.”

However, it is not someone, but something, and it comes from my city. She has prepared for me a “Gift,” one Mr. Anthony Smith.





3
The Curse

I drive towards Mr. Smith in silence, listening only to the steady humming of the engine and the howling winds cleaved by the power of The Beast. The route to County passes the Las Vegas Strip, whose streams of neon blurs like watercolors and dissolves into the abyss of night.

In these moments I find solitude, and here I gather my thoughts, thoughts which might prove critical to my first encounter with Mr. Smith. I meditate on why I hate him, and those like him. I ponder over what the darker side of my city has taught me, lessons from hustlers, pimps, dealers, and gangsters.

As a man, I have learned to accept the fact that there are some things which I could only understand after having lived through them. My life experiences may very well have shattered a weaker soul; and although I survived, I’m left carrying the hideous remnants of a wound which never healed properly. The scar was given to me by those I loved and called family. Reflected on each window I pass and upon every mirror I notice, I see only this scar, only my failure. I was not strong, big or smart enough to save her.

My mind slips back through the years, to a place which I feared and loved alike, to my old neighborhood. This was a magical place where imagination could free me—a child from a poverty-stricken neighborhood—from my surroundings. My friends and I would hide behind bushes from crackheads who aimlessly roamed the streets like zombies looking to eat our brains. With strong imaginations, we played Indiana Jones navigating foreign terrain— not by northern stars but rather by pairs of red and blue shoes hanging from power lines. These were like terrible banners, signifying which gangs held power.

Our streets had become literal junkyards. But to a couple kids, those broken-down cars—stripped of their engines and wheels—became the most exotic of race cars. The shattered forty-ounce bottles left shards of green and clear glass all over the sidewalks, but we saw them as glimmering crystals left sprinkled about like cake toppings. Even with all of the evils surrounding me, innocence was all I knew.

There was no money, but what we lacked in finances, the balance was paid tenfold with love. Still, we had to be mindful of where we ventured, for this place, as magical as I might have imagined it to be, was full of danger. Here, men were far more evil than any monster my imagination could have conjured.

“Christopher, be home before the streetlights come on,” my mother would often say.

So my weekend mornings were mine, and more often than not I would end up in the same place, my best friend Mark’s house. Yup, this was my home away from home. Just inside the front door a shabby couch leaned against the living room wall for support. Two thin books beneath the short leg of the kitchen table kept it balanced and stopped the milk from spilling out of our cereal bowls. Two chairs, one wooden and the other a metal folding chair, sat on two of its four sides. A small black and white Zenith television set, complete with a wire hanger antenna that was stretched into the shape of a diamond, was centered on a nightstand which doubled as an entertainment center. Lastly, there was a picture of Martin Luther King Jr. bordered by a thin golden frame, showing him proudly speaking to millions, delivering his “I Have a Dream” speech. It hung on the wall beside the cracked and duck-taped living room window.

Some might have called this place a slum, but not Mark and I. We called it home. It was here, in my own neighborhood, at my best friend’s home, that the shape of my character and the flow of my life would be placed on a path which I wouldn’t even recognize for some time.

Two twelve-year-old boys sat on a freshly swept living room floor of a small, two- bedroom apartment playing with G.I. Joe figures and discussing whether or not Spiderman could beat Superman in a fight. On this ostensibly carefree and peaceful Saturday morning came a knock at the door.

Mark’s mother didn’t answer. Moments later there was another knock, a pounding, not from knuckles but fists, and then silence. A sharp, effective kick on the door sent fear and confusion coursing through our bodies. As Mark and I scrambled to find a safe place to hide, we were peppered by bolts and screws while fragments of the door spiraled down the hallway. Splinters from the doorframe fanned throughout the living room. A dark figure, backlit from the sun, emerged out from the debris and dust clouds caused by the explosion. He wasn’t Mark’s father.

This man didn’t belong in our neighborhood. He wore fancy clothing, shiny shoes, and bright golden jewelry. To some, he might have been a role model, even a hero, but to Mark he was a villain, an intruder. Mark hated him, and anyone Mark hated, I hated.

My best friend’s mother was dragged out of her own home by her hair, kicking and screaming as she begged, “Please, not in front of my son!”

Mark and I scrambled, running for the telephone. In the terror of the moment, we both forgot it had been disconnected a long time ago. There was no dial tone on the other end, no help, no ambulance, or police to come save us. Mark’s mother screamed. She cried for help as she was furiously beaten, outdoors, midday, in front of her own home.

To this day, I still see his punches falling on her head while he screamed. His fists were hammers and his words were pure venom. “Fuck your son, bitch! You should have been thinking about him instead of thinking about getting out the game! What the fuck did you think would happen? You don’t tell me when you have had enough of this life! I’m the motherfucker that tells YOU when you had enough. You don’t ever get to QUIT being my HO! That’s what you are, bitch, and it’s all you ever will be!”

She lay limp, nearly unconscious, at his feet as he dug into her pockets, taking whatever money she had. He called her cruel names that no children should ever hear spoken about their mother. Two little boys, terrified, too small and too weak, could only throw stones while screaming for someone, anyone, to help.

Nothing we did mattered. Our screams went unanswered; our stones didn’t hurt him, and we were helpless to protect her. Only after he had his fill of violence and was confident that he had beaten his message into Mark’s mother’s skull, did he vanish. As quickly as he had come, he was gone, leaving his wake of devastation, a splintered home, and a son agonizing over his mother’s pain.

In tears, Mark moved to his mother’s side and knelt down beside her. He lifted her from the dirt, stones, and pebbles that made up the front yard. I walked beside them both clearing broken wood and debris from the doorway. The picture of Martin Luther King had fallen and the thin glass over the picture was cracked. The frame—much like my ignorance to the all the evils of this world—was broken. I was still in shock as I collected broken glass from the floor and tried to reconstitute the cheap twisted frame. I could hear Mark crying as he sat his mother down in the kitchen.

“Momma,” he said softly, grabbing an old plastic cup, “drink some of this water.”

“Thank you, baby.”

“I don’t want to be here anymore. I hate that man. He ain’t right!”

“Baby, you’re still young. You don’t understand.”

Trying to stay busy and out of the way at the same time, I began picking up pieces of the door frame, setting the scraps beside the threshold. Mark looked humiliated, clearing the tears from his cheeks. “Chris?”

“Yeah?”

“Can you get me a hot rag?”

I rushed down the hallway to the small bathroom and grabbed a clean washcloth from beneath the sink. The copper piping began to creak and squeal as I placed the rag beneath the scalding water, nearly burning my hand. After ringing it out, I quickly returned to my friend’s side. “Um…here.”

“Thanks, Chris. You probably should go, man.”

“What? Why? You need help with the house.”

“Go, man! Just…shoot…I’ll catch up with you later!”

“Mark! Don’t yell at Chris,” his mother said. “He’s your friend.” She looked up at me through her bruised face and swollen lips. “Baby, thank you for helping. Now, go on home. Mark will see you later. We’ll be fine.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

As I walked toward the front door, I peered back, the image burning into my memory I would not soon forget. She sat in a chair, leaking blood from abrasions to her knees and arms. On bended knee, her son, my best friend, nursed his mom’s wounds. Gently and gingerly, he patted the shining droplets of blood from her scrapes. On that day, I made myself a promise to bury what I had just witnessed deep within me. I would ask no questions and be given no answers, thus keeping Mark from reliving that moment. So, I never spoke to my friend about what had happened. Walking through the neighborhood towards my own mother, my own family, things looked different. Where in the world am I? Those race cars that I once played in and raced Mark to the finish now looked like death traps. They were dirty, rusted, broken pieces of trash. The glass shards on the ground told me that far too many people in my neighborhood drank far too much. Broken bottles of Old English were everywhere. This was where I lived. This was no wonderland. This was where hope does not venture. This was depression, poverty, and pain. I wanted to scream. I wanted to kill. I wanted to die. So I did.

One man, one ripple in the serene pond of my life, had rocked my entire world. So begat the death of my innocence. Samsara, the wheel of suffering, the re-birth at death. What none of us knew at the time was that bastard set into motion a chain of events which would help to create and define me, much to the detriment of everyone like him.



That was well over eight thousand sunsets ago. It is only now that I am fully beginning to realize my calling. So as I get closer and closer to County, I recite concepts for a plan that would prove critical in this first encounter. Focus. Fix on your target. Find his weaknesses and exploit them. Use his arrogance, pride and ignorance against him.

The Clark County Detention Center, or what law enforcement just calls County, is an imposing facility, several stories high. Its drab tan color all but sucks the life out of those incarcerated within its walls. I stand at the front door awaiting entry as the operator confirms that I am, in fact, a detective. As I enter the facility, I see him. I sense him. “The Gift” sits on one of the shoddy plastic bench chairs in the processing area.

I know that the measure of a man is not defined by his stature, but rather, by that which drives his heart, be it for good or for evil. In Mr. Smith, I see nothing but pure malevolence. His complexion is a soft brown smoky shade, and his head is clean-shaven, smooth. He has a predatory look about him, evidenced by the skewed, and twisted expression on his face – eyes that lurk about covertly, skulking, looking to deliver agony, pain and aggression to whomever he sees fit. If the eyes, nebulous and all-consuming, are windows to the soul, then his is depraved, blackened, warped, and vile, hoping to find a new life to destroy. It is amazing this inherent evil can reside in a man of only twenty-six. Bantam stature. Standing at roughly 5'10” and 175 pounds, he outweighs Tiffany by forty pounds and hovers over her by six inches. Hardly a fair fight.

It is apparent he still wears the clothing from earlier that day. Blood is speckled about on his baby blue plaid shorts and white tee shirt. Even his once-white Jordan one-strap flip flops are stained with blood. I circle around him, giving him wide berth, gauging him, hunting for an emotional read, a tell-tale sign of his guilt. There is nothing, he sits without emotion, calm, as if this was just another day at the office. I will enjoy this one. Every move I make will be calculated, and each will hurt more than the last. Relishing the opportunity at hand, and glowing on the inside, I thank my city once again. She never fails to deliver on her promises to me.

The interview room is uncomfortable, and is designed to be this way. The rickety air duct fixed to the ceiling exudes glacial winds. The breezes creep down the pasty white brick walls of the small room, chilling even the seats inside. At the center of the room, there is a diminutive brown circular table with two chairs directly across from one another. There are no pictures, nothing in this little room to arouse the senses. It is lifeless, devoid of anything that could evoke emotion. There is nothing for him to focus on, nothing to latch onto. Nothing but me.

The corrections officer pulls back the heavy steel door, allowing Mr. Smith to enter. There is no sound, no greeting, only the stillness. I rise from my seat and gesture for Mr. Smith to be seated. Cautiously he approaches the chair, looking puzzled. I appear to be something of an oddity to him. Are you surprised Mr. Smith? My city has a weapon, it looks, dresses, and yes, can even speak like you. He stares, trying to size me up, no doubt. I can read his befuddlement. Should I break this silence, and calm his nerves? No, not yet. There is a scowl on his face which begs the question, “Who are you, and why am I in this room?”

He fidgets in his seat, staring at the blank walls, searching for anything to draw his attention from me. Mr. Smith’s composure meter is rapidly approaching zero. It is now time. “Mr. Smith,” I start, but before I can finish my statement, he blurts out, “I already talked to the DV detectives. This is bullshit!”

He speaks with conviction, as if he believes he is actually the victim here. Is this the path he wishes to travel down? Wonderful, I already know where it leads. There is a Do Not Enter sign posted there, and past that, a long, dark and winding brush-filled trail. Here, trees are so large and lush that not even the sun’s beams can navigate them. Thick vines, hang from the tree canopies inhibiting vision, dulling the senses, all of these obstacles are here to hinder perception. For at the end of this path, just prior to the clearing of the trees and the vines and the brush, just before the light begins to shine on any hope of escape, waits a cliff. This precipice gives way to a five-hundred-foot drop, ending where jagged shards of bedrock reach towards the sky.

I can hear Trey’s voice in my head, “Do us all a favor. Keep walking, motherfucker!”

I may as well use Mr. Smith’s reflex for self-defense to my advantage. “Listen, I don’t want to talk to you about that. In fact, I couldn’t care less about what the domestic violence detectives asked you, or what you told them for that matter.”

“Well, if that’s so, can you tell me why I’m sitting in this cold-ass room with you?”

That’s more like it, Mr. Smith. Establish your dominance in the conversation. Let your foolish ego lead the way. “Mr. Smith, to be perfectly honest with you, I’m more interested in you, your upbringing, your life. Would you mind if we talk a little about that?”

“Shit, why not? I don’t have anything better to do.”

“Why don’t I start off with a few simple questions? Are you a sports fan?”

“Shit, who isn’t?”

“Football, basketball, or baseball?”

“Shit! Basketball. Come on now, man.”

“Cool, cool…” I say. “Where were you born?”

“L.A.”

“So, let me guess. You’re a Clippers fan right?”

“Fuck, no!” he replies, adding a chuckle.

“What? Are you a Golden State Warrior guy?”

“Man, you’re trippin’. The Lakers, man.”

“The Lakers? You aren’t one of those cats who likes whoever’s on top at the time, are you?”

“Man, I’m a Laker to the end—from Magic Johnson to Sadale Threatt. Good or bad.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll have to make sure I remember that. The Lakers,” I say with a smile.

There should never be a wasted word or expression because at any moment the smallest bit of information could become the most critical. “Let me ask you another question. This is one that both you and I know the answer to.” I smile. “Are you a pimp?”

The look on his face is one of utter disbelief. Standard. As much as he and I know the truth, we also knew what his answer would be. “Listen, sir, I’m a good person, regardless of what you might think about me.”

The game of cat and mouse has begun. The attempt to strike a respectful tone hasn’t fooled anyone.

“Mr. Smith, I didn’t mean to offend you,” I reply timidly “It’s just that there was some mention of you possibly being a pimp. You drive beautiful cars. You also have several girlfriends who may or may not be involved in prostitution. I hope you understand, I don’t like asking these questions, but I have to. It’s like a formality. I’m sure I upset you, but imagine how embarrassing this is for me.”

The trap is set. This is his chance to establish dominance in the conversation. Once he is convinced his intelligence overshadows mine, things will come much easier. The only question is, will he bite?

Leaning back in his chair Mr. Smith interlocks his fingers behind his head, a sign he’s more comfortable. He no longer sees himself in an interview room. There is no more cold, and neither are we beset by pallid brick walls. “Here’s the thing, detective,” he says while delivering an exasperated sigh. “My parents take care of me, and they cover all my expenses. If there’s anything I need, they make sure I have it. I’m a good man, a good father, a good son, and they love me for what I am.”

I am haunted by Trey’s voice once again. “A good son? This kid’s a fucking asshole!”

At the very least he has now asserted himself, and the pendulum of power swings toward Mr. Smith as I maintain a facade of the meek and intimidated detective. Soon, the pendulum will swing back, and by the time he realizes it, it will be too late.

Like the ordinary man he proclaims to be, he explains his “simple life” with no small amount of pride. “I also have a girlfriend, Rachel. She’s a dancer and she takes care of me, too. What my parents can’t cover, my lady does. I’m a lover. I’m not what you may have thought when you walked in here. I’ll admit, I have a few girlfriends and they do what they do. I’m not the kind of man to judge a woman based on the type of work she does. A woman’s body belongs to her, and it’s not my place to tell her what to do with it. I also have a couple of kids, but does that make me a bad man? I love every one of them, my women and my kids. I don’t know who might have told you I was a pimp, but I have all kinds of friends. Maybe, someone saw me with one of my friends and just assumed it. The reason for all the nice cars is simple, too. My uncle, Mr. Banks, owns a successful car business, and he lets me use them. He’s a rich man who’s into investments. So as you can see, there is a good explanation for everything.”

Mr. Smith is now a running faucet, giving me more information than I could have hoped for had I played the role of the know-it-all angry cop. In his mind, it all adds up: a family that pays all of his bills, a rich uncle that hands out hundred-thousand-dollar cars like rock candy, and the wondrous and supportive beautiful dancing girlfriend who picks up where the parents leave off. All of which is done for him because he is such an honorable man, and even more so, a kind, and good son.

“When was the last time you worked a regular job Mr. Smith?”

Now he is in full swing and relaxed, as if speaking to an old friend. Soon that pendulum will give me momentum. “Man, shit, I haven’t had a job at least five years or so.”

His exuberance cannot be contained. This man is obsessed and proud of his accomplishments, even if they come at the expense of others. “Like I told you before, my girl takes care of me.” Still believing he was in control of the moment, he decides to play the roll of investigator. “What was your name, and why are you so curious about me?”

The stillness returns, the air once again becomes frigid, the walls of the room inch closer. Leaning into Mr. Smith, with karma, that fickle mistress towering behind me, I tell him, “I am Chris, and I am curious because if you are what I think you are, then I may as well be cancer to you. I am your curse, Mr. Smith, and we will talk again very soon.”

I call the corrections officer to take Mr. Smith back to his holding area. As he is escorted away, he delivers one last glance, looking back at me smiling, proud, confident, and arrogant, possibly daring me to pursue him.

On the way back to my car, I add up all I have learned about Mr. Smith. I am now armed with a formidable weapon, which is a personal knowledge of my quarry. With insight as to his mental makeup, he doesn’t stand a chance, and life as he knows it will soon come to a close.
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