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Foreword

SEVERAL YEARS AGO, I was invited to Aspen, Colorado, to present a seminar on serial killers to the Colorado Association of Sex Crimes Investigators. After driving from Denver, we arrived late in Aspen—too late to order room service or to find an open restaurant. I looked forward to a hearty breakfast, something you can usually count on at a law enforcement convention.

The next morning arrived and I was hungrier than ever. As I walked into the large room where speakers would lecture, one whole side was taken up by tables covered with spotless white tablecloths, tables laden with heated silver serving dishes. The menu was replete with eggs, bacon, sausage, ham, hash browns, grits, pancakes, waffles, and fruit. One could not ask for a more appealing breakfast.

Alas, my good friend Rod Englert was slated as the first speaker of the day. I knew what that meant. Rod had decorated the other three walls of the room with his unique style. Life-size photos of recently and not so recently departed suicide and murder victims were everywhere I looked. In between, there were white sheets of paper with red splotches, sprays, droplets, and streaks. I thought I saw some jars with red fluid in them, but I didn’t look closely enough to determine what it was.

As the author of more than thirty books on actual murders and some fourteen hundred magazine articles, I have learned much from Rod about solving homicides with the “code” that is inherent in the life fluid of human beings. He has taught me and thousands of others about low-, medium-, and high-velocity blood spatter—enough so I can usually tell from photographs or viewing crime scenes whether a club or a bullet or a “transfer” left a particular pattern in scarlet.

Even so, as much as I admire his brilliance, I cannot eat and look at Rod Englert’s photos and charts at the same time. Several dozen detectives from all over Colorado and adjoining states, and a sprinkling of FBI special agents, filled their plates to overflowing and chewed away undeterred, listening avidly to his explanation of how the victims on the walls died.

Not me. My empty stomach could barely manage black coffee and ice water. Despite my queasiness, I learned a great deal at that “breakfast seminar.” After thirty years of researching often grisly crimes, I suppose I should be inured to the shock of what violence can do to the human body. But I’m not.

Rod Englert is an uncommonly kind man, but he has transcended his own distress and sorrow at man’s (or woman’s) inhumanity to man to offer remarkable insights into what the dead can tell us, even after they can no longer speak.

Blood Secrets is a fascinating book on many levels. It is autobiographical, showing the fulfillment of a small Texas boy’s dreams to be a police officer through his rookie years, his close calls, his mistakes—which he admits freely—to his years as a homicide detective and now to his career as one of the foremost experts in the world on the silent stories written in blood.

Most of us involved in the circle of forensic science experts know one another, even though we come from many different regions. We are a motley crew, a fraternity who studies the blackest side of human nature and manages to find justice for victims of crime and the truth for their survivors. In our group are forensic anthropologists (identification by the derivation of bone structure), forensic odontologists (identification by teeth), medical examiners, psychological profilers, fingerprint experts, fiber and hair experts, DNA experts, tool mark experts, ballistic experts, forensic entomologists (bug experts), forensic geologists (soil and stone identification), forensic botanists, and all manner of skilled criminalists who now solve baffling crimes in ways no one ever imagined even a few de cades ago.

I often think that anyone contemplating the commission of a crime would be frightened away if they knew how much evidence they leave behind them—all unaware.

Still, contrary to most laymen’s belief, there is such a thing as a perfect murder, thousands of them. And an eyewitness is not necessarily the best way for a prosecutor to win a case. A jury benefits most by being able to see, feel, smell, and examine physical evidence. And it takes skilled forensic experts like Rod Englert to winnow out the truth.

When I first met Rod in the 1970s, he had recently become a homicide detective with the Multnomah County Sheriff’s Office in Portland, Oregon. About a dozen and a half detectives and a CSI team were crowded into an upper floor of a rather dingy building, their desks just far enough apart so they could move the chairs back and get up from time to time.

Along with his partner, Joe Woods, Rod Englert was solving a number of bizarre and difficult murder cases. At the time, I was a “stringer” covering the Northwest for True Detective magazine and her six sister fact-detective magazines.

I made $200 an article and $12.50 for every photograph I sent in to accompany the text. I was raising four children on my own after their father died at forty-three, and the Multnomah County detectives were as nice to me as Seattle investigators were and agreed to let me interview them about cases that had been adjudicated—either in a trial or through a confession. They knew that my career, somewhat rare for a female, was supporting my family. Rod, Joe, Blackie Yazzolino, Stu Wells, Bob Walliker, Bobby Graham, Neil McCarthy, John Kerslake, and Lieutenant Jim Purcell had an enviable record of convictions.

In Blood Secrets, Rod Englert recalls many of the cases he participated in closing successfully in the greater Portland area. I recognize a lot of them, and they are as fascinating as they were back in the seventies when we first met. The sheriff’s homicide unit in Multnomah County was one of my regular stops. While I was researching murder cases, I was learning. And while Rod was solving those cases, he was learning about the mysteries that could be solved with the blood of victims. And, sometimes, by the blood of killers.

In my first three published books, there were aspects that Rod Englert had handled. It was chance, probably, but he had his investigational fingers in multiple pies—or, more accurately, any number of homicidal mysteries. Sometimes I teased him, saying he would probably appear in every book I ever wrote. In the end, of course, I began to write about cases all over America, and Rod’s expertise in blood spatter identification made him in demand thousands of miles away from my killers’ stalking areas.

Now, when we run into each other, it is at one training seminar or another. In Aspen, the hotel where he and I spoke on our particular subjects was in the shadow of the Wildwood Inn, where one of Ted Bundy’s victims—Caryn Campbell—had vanished two de cades before. I can’t recall how many conferences there have been, but there have been many, and I look forward to seeing Rod and his wife, Penny, to catch up.

Usually, we get an honorarium and travel expenses, and on occasion, Rod and I meet up to speak for nothing at all to high school students who aspire to become members of law enforcement. Rod has always had time to work with youth groups.

Gradually, Rod Englert’s name began to appear at the top of the list of blood spatter experts in America. At first, it was surprising to watch television news shows and see Rod testifying at high-profile trials. Within a few years, it became commonplace. Until I read the galleys of Blood Secrets, I really didn’t know how many celebrity trials Rod was part of. He gives the reader an insider’s peek at what went on behind the scenes of a number of these investigations and trials.

I always encouraged Rod to write a book. He worked with author Kathy Passero, whose seamless style meshes perfectly with the subject, and the team has produced a worthy book, unique and captivating.

One would think that after spending more than half my life writing about homicide cases, I wouldn’t enjoy reading a book on bodies, murder, and blood. But I did. This book is instructional for both detectives and crime aficionados. I thought I was well versed in the meaning of blood trails and marks, but I learned at least three things in this book about blood that I didn’t know before.

Blood Secrets is much more than a textbook for homicide investigators; it is an absorbing story of the journey of a barefoot boy who picked cotton in Texas to his discovery of a forensic science that is partly art, partly science, and partly gut instinct.

I highly recommend this book!

—ANN RULE

Ann Rule is a former Seattle police officer and the author of thirty New York Times Bestsellers on true crime cases—from The Stranger Beside Me to her newest, But I Trusted You.
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1

Early Days

THE FOG WAS ALREADY getting thick before I reached the station for roll call at eleven-thirty P.M. It meant the roads would be dangerous, so I drove slowly and kept an eye peeled for the inevitable drunks behind the wheel at that hour. I was coming down with the flu, and the dampness hanging in the air didn’t help. It blanketed everything with a clammy mist more typical of Seattle than Southern California.

I’d been a uniformed officer on patrol for almost two years in Downey, a bedroom community of Los Angeles, and though I was hardly a seasoned veteran, I no longer considered myself a pup. That night would prove how wrong I was. It would also change the course of my future.

No sooner had I arrived than I got pulled out of roll call to respond to a suspicious circumstances complaint: A woman suspected there might be a dead body at an apartment building in south Downey, the seedy side of the town’s main street and unofficial dividing line. The guys who were going off duty at midnight could have responded themselves—technically the call came in on their shift—but a dead body takes hours of work to process, so they’d left this one for me.

The woman who’d made the call was waiting for me when I pulled into the parking lot. This was 1964, and in those days in Downey we worked solo, so I was by myself.

“He’s up there,” she said tersely, pointing to a dingy stairway and then retreating. It was obvious she wanted to stay as far away as possible.

As I made my way up to the second floor, the entire place seemed eerily quiet. Aside from the shabby stairs creaking under my footsteps, I heard nothing—no voices, no movements, no blaring TV sets sounded from behind the closed doors lining the hallway. Soon I found the room number the woman had given me and cautiously pushed the door open.

The apartment beyond was pitch-black and stuffy. Without stepping inside, I switched on my flashlight to get a better sense of the surroundings and saw a single room furnished with little more than a bed and dresser. As I moved the beam over the walls, the procedure I’d learned in the police academy ran through my mind: Disturb as little as possible of the crime scene, don’t turn on lights because touching a switch might destroy potential evidence or blow you sky-high if there’s a gas leak. And that’s when I saw it.

Blood was everywhere—spattered over the walls, pooled on the floor, soaking into the sheets of the bed, smeared on the dresser and a small vacuum cleaner standing next to it. Lying in the middle of all this, half on the bed and half off, was the body of an emaciated, balding middle-aged man clad only in boxer shorts. Like everything around him, he was covered in blood.

My mind cast frantically through a cata log of possible scenarios. What could cause a body to lose all that blood? A hatchet? A machete? An ax? The man must have been murdered—and put up quite a fight, judging from the bloody handprints all over the walls.

I switched off my flashlight, closed the door, and hurried back down to my patrol car to alert the detectives. “Murder victim,” I announced confidently over my radio. “Looks like he’s been assaulted with an ax.”

I waited until the detectives and medical examiner arrived, then left the scene. The rest of my shift passed uneventfully, and I headed home from work in the morning still fighting off the flu, but congratulating myself on a solid night’s police work.

It wasn’t until a few days later that I noticed the telltale grins breaking across the faces of my fellow officers whenever I walked into the room.

“What’s so funny?” I demanded.

“Your murder victim,” one of the detectives said, barely able to stifle his laughter. “Turns out the guy didn’t have a scratch on him.”

“What?”

“Nobody touched him.”

I stared at him in disbelief. How could that be possible? The man was soaked in blood. The whole room looked like the set from a second-rate slasher film.

“But, how . . .,” I began, baffled.

“Ulcers,” he said.

I shook my head, still confused.

“Bleeding ulcers. One of them must have ruptured, and he was throwing up all over the room,” the detective said. “It made quite a mess, as you saw.”

Snorts of laughter erupted around me.

“So much for your ax-wielding madman,” the detective said, chuckling.

Stupid, stupid, stupid move, I chastised myself. Why had I been so quick to announce my theory about an ax murder over the air?

Even after I learned that it had taken the detectives themselves some time to realize my “murder victim” had bled to death all by himself—most likely as a result of alcoholism—I cringed when I thought about the jokes floating around the police station with me as the punch line. The incident became infamously known among my colleagues as the Vomit Case.

Never again, I told myself. I resolved then and there to learn all I could about blood patterns in crime scenes and to make that the last time I drew such a misguided conclusion.

A Life in Blood

I’ve devoted much of my life and career since that night in south Downey to studying blood patterns. After the Vomit Case, I read what few textbooks there were, though the field was in its infancy then and—as I would eventually discover through investigating thousands of crime scenes—much of what you could find in print was erroneous. Early sources, for example, claimed the higher the height from which you drop blood, the bigger the spatter produced. I remember reading and memorizing that point. In truth, blood spatter reaches terminal velocity at a height of about fifteen feet. That means the droplets look different when blood hits the ground from, say, a height of one inch as opposed to a height of four feet. But there’s virtually no difference between the spatter you’d see if you dropped blood from thirty feet or a thousand feet. You’d get the same-size drops. What creates varying patterns is the texture and porosity of the material the blood hits, the angle at which it hits, and the surface it’s dropped from. I’ll show you how these factors work in the chapters to come.

Crime scene reconstruction has become my passion—particularly when it comes to interpreting telltale clues left in the bloodshed that often accompanies a homicide—and I’ve developed an amount of expertise in it. I’ve been called in to consult on hundreds of crime scenes, including high-profile cases like Robert Blake’s, O. J. Simpson’s, and Bob Crane’s. I’ve taught courses to help cops catch criminals using blood pattern analysis everywhere from rural Indiana to Scotland Yard to Bogotá. No matter how much knowledge I accumulate, I still learn something new from every case.

I’ve been doing this work for decades—since long before series like CSI made the average American an armchair forensics pro. One of the questions I get asked a lot these days is, “Do the TV shows get it right?” Sometimes. More often, they get it wrong. But then at times so do the experts . . . at least initially. This isn’t Sherlock Holmes, where cracking the case is elementary if you do the deductive reasoning. It’s real life, which means it’s often messy and usually muddled, but invariably fascinating.

I didn’t expect to set out on a career path so filled with blood. But, looking back, maybe I should have. As a typical small-town southern kid growing up in the days of Leave It to Beaver and The Andy Griffith Show, I was fascinated by everything related to law enforcement—even when I ended up on the wrong side of it.

Cotton Fields and Cherry Bombs

I grew up in Wall, Texas. The town center was so tiny, you’d miss it if you sneezed while you were driving through—just a school, a post office, a few cotton gins, and a handful of stores, most of which are now abandoned. To me, it was home and I loved it. But to most people, it was nothing more than miles and miles of sprawling cotton farms like the one where I was raised.

Everybody picked cotton when I was a kid. School gave us a week off in the fall because so many of us had to help pick cotton on our families’ farms. I remember the scrape the sacks made as they dragged behind me through the fields and the sting of bleeding hands when I tried to pick the sharp-edged bolls without gloves. We went to school barefoot when the weather was warm in those days, and the land was so flat that gazing out the classroom window, I could see my family’s farm house four miles away.

Every year seasonal workers showed up at our door, many of them African-American and Hispanic, to help pick our cotton. The one I remember best was Earl Lee Cook. As kids, we called him “Early” Cook. Early was among the most polite men I’ve ever met, but he stuttered so badly that getting a sentence out looked like pure torture.

If my little brother, Mickey, and I were ever tempted to make fun of Early, my father set us straight. Dad treated everyone with respect and dignity, and he made sure we did the same.

That attitude was somewhat unusual in Texas in the 1950s. There were a lot of people who took the opposite view, especially when it came to the workers on their farms. Whenever rumors started buzzing around that the immigration authorities were moving in—and they often did—more than one local farmer suddenly found an excuse not to get around to paying his workers. The “wetbacks” will soon be gone, they figured. If their wages run a little short, so what? What can they do about it? Why not save a little cash at someone else’s expense?

My dad did the reverse. He made a point to pay every Mexican worker as soon as he got wind of the rumors, before immigration swooped in.

I learned a lot from my father. He taught us to treat people with compassion but never condescension. Those lessons have served me well throughout my life and my career as a police officer and a crime scene investigator.

The other person who taught me a lot was my cousin Ralph. He was six years older than me, and he was my idol. When Ralph became a baseball fanatic and set his sights on making it as a professional ballplayer, so did I. I filled my room with baseball paraphernalia and my head with dreams of pitching under the bright lights of the major leagues. Then when Ralph blew out his arm while training for the Cleveland Indians and joined the air force, I announced my plans to enlist, too. I was crushed when the National Guard broke the news that I’d have to wait to sign up until I got out of high school.

There I was, stuck on the farm hunting rabbits and raising pigs for 4-H ribbons, while Ralph headed off on grand adventures I could only imagine. The year he left, I turned twelve—old enough in Texas back then to get my driver’s license, which I did. By the time I was fourteen, I was experienced enough behind the wheel to land a job driving a dump truck for the county whenever I wasn’t in school, helping my dad out with the farm animals, or hauling grain with our 1946 Ford pickup.

But there was a drought around that time, and like many farm families in the area, ours ended up heavily in debt. I remember my mom and dad sitting at the kitchen table, faces taut and worried, discussing the enormous amount we owed—$10,000, which sounded like all the money in the world to me back then—and racking their brains for a way we could scrape together enough to pay it back. There was a lot of talk among the men of Wall about building an irrigation system and digging canals. Rather than wait for that plan to come to fruition and save the day, Dad got a second job driving cars for Goodyear on a high-speed track in the countryside nearby, testing their tires to see if they’d pass muster on the highway. They tested all kinds of tires there; I used to like to stand inside the colossal wheel wells of the tires used on mining equipment—massive tires fit for a giant’s wagon. To be closer to Dad’s second job, we moved twelve miles down the road, from Wall to the outskirts of San Angelo. Dad still drove back to Wall every day to tend the farm, and we often went with him.

With a population of seventy-five thousand, San Angelo seemed like a major city compared with Wall. On my first day as a junior at Lakeview High School, I remember thinking that I’d have a huge graduating class—forty kids—compared with Wall’s sixteen, augmented now and again by an occasional migrant worker’s child. We’d been driving to San Angelo to go to church all my life, so I already knew a few of my Lakeview classmates from youth group, including Jim Newsom, who would become my best pal and a lifelong friend. Still, everything seemed new and exciting. One day shortly after we arrived, a short, skinny boy named Martin Mosely showed up in the school parking lot and popped open the trunk of his car to reveal a bulging feed sack.

I joined a cluster of my classmates peering down curiously at it.

“Whatcha got in there?” someone asked.

Martin grinned and plunged a catcher’s stick deep inside the bag, then drew out a long, shiny black object.

“Get that thing away from me!” cried the boy standing closest to him, stepping backward hurriedly and bumping into the people behind him.

“Rattlesnakes!” Martin announced proudly, opening the bag to reveal at least fifteen hissing reptiles coiled in the bottom of the dusty bag.

“What do you do with them?”

“Make belts out of ’em and sell ’em,” he explained, describing how he drove to the outskirts of town and combed the hillsides for rattlers’ dens. When he found one, he gassed the snakes inside to make them woozy and nonaggressive, then used the catcher’s stick to scoop them into a bag. Later he would skin them, turning their hides into belts and their heads into buckles. The rattlers he used as embellishments for western hats.

Like everything else in San Angelo, football was different. I had played six-man football in Wall, but here at Lakeview they had a full team. This being Texas, every self-respecting male student wanted to be a part of it, so I tried out and ended up playing halfback. My dad spent all day farming, then headed straight to the track to drive until ten P.M. on weeknights, which meant that he never made it to my games. He didn’t say anything to me about them, not even when I made a touchdown, but Mom assured me that he listened to every one on the radio while he worked.

When I wasn’t playing football or baseball, running track, or studying, I was helping on the farm. On Sundays, mornings started with mass at the local Catholic church with my dad and ended with services and youth group at the local Protestant church with my mom.

Still, I managed to find time to get bored and cause trouble as a teenager. Our whole community was German-Catholic, which meant beer drinking was part of everyday life for us. Even my grandparents drank it. Nobody looked askance at a seventeen-year-old with a glass of beer. But getting caught sneaking cigarettes—which I did—got you a tongue-lashing and worse.

One dry and dusty summer day after my junior year, I hit upon a memorable way to liven things up in town for my friends and me. I convinced them it would be a bright idea to toss a cherry bomb into a little bar at the edge of town, a place notorious as a watering hole for the local drunks. I rounded up some friends—three girls and two guys—to pile into my pal Nelson Word’s 1952 Mercury. The plan was for Nelson to pull up near the bar’s front entrance and keep the Mercury running while I hopped out, yanked open the door, and chucked the firecracker inside.

The bar was housed in a narrow building about ten feet wide—long and low and dark—and when the cherry bomb exploded, it let off an eardrum-shattering bang! It literally shook the rafters.

As the sounds of panicked shouts and screams rose from inside the bar, we doubled over laughing uproariously—failing to notice that the bar’s owner was standing nearby openmouthed, staring at us and still clutching the bulging trash bags he’d been emptying into bins in the parking lot. Nelson, our getaway driver, hit the gas and off we sped as the enraged owner raced to his pickup truck.

No sooner had we rounded the corner on our getaway than the engine gave a raspy mechanical cough and died. Nelson was trying desperately to restart it when the pickup roared past us and screeched to a halt inches from our fender, penning us in. The owner of the bar jumped out, slammed his door, and stalked over. By the look on his face, he hadn’t found the cherry bomb nearly as hilarious as we had.

He marched us back to the street in front of the bar, where things were still in an uproar thanks to the cluster of staggering, slurring patrons who had stumbled out, all convinced someone had fired a gun and all hotly debating exactly what had gone down.

“I’m tellin’ ya, Mary shot John!”

“Naw, you’re way off. It was John who shot Mary!”

Ignoring them, the owner ordered us to wait while he called the cops.

The next thing we knew, we were en route to the local police station. As we pulled to a stop in front of the civic auditorium, which housed police headquarters in its basement, I thought wistfully back to the last time I’d been here. That afternoon I’d been elbowing my way to the front of a crowd of mesmerized San Angelo residents standing on the sidewalk, gaping at a young Elvis Presley as he stepped out of a gleaming pink Cadillac. He flashed his trademark whiplash grin, then headed inside to warm up for a concert he was giving that night, leaving the air filled with lively chatter.

Today the place was a stark contrast—silent and somber. You could hear a pin drop as we marched down the steps, past the dispatcher and the drunk tank, all of us trembling silently at the thought of what our parents would do when they found out we’d been hauled in by the cops. I was calculating just how mad my dad was likely to be and how badly I’d be punished when the scene in front of me snatched those worries completely out of my head.

I was standing in the middle of one of the most fascinating places I’d ever seen. Every wall was lined with posters and pictures, many bearing faces of menacing-looking criminals glaring defiantly at the camera over descriptions of their crimes. I squinted to read the details. Rumpled drunks peered curiously out at us from between the bars of their holding cells. All around us, officers were busy at work on important-looking jobs, hunched over their desks, filing reports, jotting down notes as they listened to callers. A sign indicated that the detectives’ bureau lay just down the hall, out of sight. While my friends hung their heads and waited morosely, I stared around wide-eyed, taking everything in. So what if I was on the wrong side of it all? This place was amazing.

On the way home, as my dad reprimanded me for my stupidity, I nodded silently, only half hearing, still mesmerized by the police station.

Murder in the Junkyard

Another incident from a different summer would also shape my future, though I didn’t know it at the time. It began with football.

We were all football crazy when I was a teenager, and knowing I would want to go out for the team in San Angelo, I set out to find a job that would help me bulk up the summer we moved. Thanks to a friend of my dad’s, I got work at the Acme Iron & Metal Company junkyard. It was an enormous, rambling place with acres and acres of smashed cars in towering stacks and mounds of scrap metal as tall as buildings. The work was hot, filthy, and backbreaking. Day after day I lugged huge chunks of greasy, broken-down chassis, rolled heavy barrels, and cleaned insulation off copper. By the time I headed home, my arms were always black and coated in flecks of broken glass.

The guy in charge of the junkyard was called Red, and the men he hired were a rough crowd. When someone didn’t show up for work, odds were pretty good that he had landed in jail. Their talk was as colorful as it was cuss-laden, and listening to their stories made me feel as if I had landed in the middle of a crew of pirates. I was the only kid working there, but they all treated me fairly and decently. One of my favorite co-workers was a big, rowdy African-American guy named George.* He was jovial, loudmouthed, foulmouthed, and tough as nails.

One day I showed up to work to find several members of the San Angelo Police Department surrounding an old beater of a pickup parked on the truck scales near the junkyard’s entrance. I walked over to Joe,* one of my co-workers, who was ripping usable parts out of a rusted sedan, acting as if he hadn’t even noticed the cluster of cops nearby.

“What happened over there?” I asked him.

Joe glanced in the direction I was pointing and wiped sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. “George and the guy drivin’ that pickup got in a fight,” he told me. “George shot him.” He said it so casually, you would have thought things like that happened at work every day.

“Shot him?” I gasped. “Is he dead?”

“I reckon he is. He got shot in the head, close up.” Joe said the authorities had carted off both George and the dead man less than an hour ago. When I had pestered him with all the questions I thought he could tolerate without losing his temper, I forced myself to get down to work. The slam of doors and the sound of an engine starting a short while later told me the police were leaving.

I tried to concentrate on the copper I was cleaning, but I couldn’t resist glancing over at that abandoned pickup every few minutes. Back in those days, nobody put yellow tape around the crime scene—at least not for a crime like this one. No lab coat–clad team of forensic technicians was prepping to comb the vehicle with an armload of fancy equipment. No gaping onlookers or nightly news crews were buzzing around. No tow truck showed up to haul it away. It just sat there like the rest of the battered, rusted cars and trucks that littered the Acme junkyard.

I kept thinking about the pickup, wondering what it looked like inside. Finally, I dropped what I was doing and went to get a closer look. I walked cautiously over and edged up close enough to see into the empty driver’s seat with its open windows. Blood, blackish red and dried by that time, was smeared all over the seat back on the driver’s side.

A strange feeling came over me as I stood there gawking at it, unable to move away. Somebody had been shot in there. Somebody had died sitting right in that spot, less than a foot away from where I was standing. I felt horrified. But at the same time, I was utterly mesmerized. Dozens of questions started bubbling up in my mind. Who was the murdered man? Where did he come from? What was his story? Did he and George know each other? What did he say to George to provoke him? Did the argument start over the price of scrap metal? What kind of gun did George use? How close was he when he pulled the trigger? I wanted to know everything about the murder.

I thought about that blood for a long time. Even today, I get the same feeling in my bones when I’m working a challenging case. I’m still just as fascinated, just as relentlessly intent on finding out every how and why of the crime.

Law and Disorder

One spring a few years later, my father and I were back in Wall helping my uncle Alois tend his garden when Dad asked, “So, have you heard from Ralph lately?”

My uncle took a break from his digging. “He’s out of the air force now,” he told us. “He just became an officer in the San Angelo Police Department.”

Ralph, my role model, was a cop? While my dad and my uncle discussed Ralph’s new job, scenes from my brief brush with the law rolled through my mind—posters of escaped felons, drunks in holding tanks, ringing phones, important-looking people hurrying around doing important-looking work.

Forget baseball. Forget the military. I went home that evening, my head filled with images of myself in uniform catching bad guys and keeping the streets safe for ordinary citizens. A new career goal was fast taking shape in my mind. I wanted to be a cop.

Ralph soon discovered my fascination with his job and offered me a ride-along. After that, I became a frequent passenger while he was on duty.

One summer night when I was about eigh teen, I was riding through town with Ralph in his patrol car when a call came in that two suspects had been apprehended outside a local beer ware house. He turned the car around and we headed to the address immediately.

By the time we arrived, several other officers were already on the scene, surrounding a pair of men who were lying facedown on the ground in cuffs near a converted Quonset hut. One was shirtless and had been locked in thumbcuffs, a contraption I’d never seen before.

I felt like a spellbound kid watching an action flick. Here were two real, live bad guys—burglars who had broken into the cavernous metal dome and were obviously planning to steal the cases and kegs inside it. Their empty pickup truck was parked nearby, ready to be loaded up with beer. Fortunately, the good guys had arrived in the nick of time to nab them, just as in any cops-and-robbers drama.

Ralph was starting to ask what had happened when the rumble of tires on gravel interrupted him. We turned and spied the unmistakable Studebaker Lark of local police chief Melvin James pulling up.

The door swung open and out stepped James, clad as always in his trademark western hat and string tie.

Without waiting for his officers to fill him in on the details, he strode up to the shirtless man on the ground and looked down at him disdainfully. Then he drew back his heel and kicked the man in the face.

No one said a word.

James kicked him again. Then again. He kept kicking him until blood was pouring out of the man’s nose and mouth onto the ground around him. Finally, he wedged his boot under one bloodied shoulder and flipped the man onto his back. The suspect lay there, helpless, blinking up through the blood.

James brought his boot down onto the man’s neck, and I braced myself for the crunch of breaking bones. Instead, he spoke in a low, menacing voice.

“You will never come back to this town again. Ever. Understand me?”

I stood rooted to my patch of dirt, transfixed, until I felt a sudden yank on my arm.

“We’re outta here,” Ralph whispered.

He wheeled me around and marched me forcibly away from the cluster of men, with me twisting my head over my shoulder the whole time to see what would happen next. He shoved me into the passenger’s seat and slammed the door, then stalked around to the driver’s side and revved the engine.

He didn’t speak until we were several blocks away from the bloody scene. When he did, he was every bit as furious and every bit as menacing as James, but for a very different reason.

“Rod, what you just saw back there is wrong,” he told me. “That’s not how all cops act. It’s not how any cop should act. You should never treat another human being that way, no matter what he’s done or what you think he might have done.”

I never forgot what James did or what Ralph told me. I promised myself that when I became a cop, I would never do that and never let it happen on my watch. And I never did. I’ve made it a point to treat people with decency, always.

I’d been on the force in Los Angeles for a few years when I heard through the grapevine that Melvin James had finally gotten his just deserts, though there were people in San Angelo who would have argued that he deserved even worse.

One night, he took a seventeen-year-old African-American kid he had arrested behind the San Angelo Police Department, beat him senseless, then shot him three times. Remarkably, the teenager survived. James claimed it was self-defense; the kid claimed it was attempted murder. Whatever the truth, the incident made the Feds suspicious enough to investigate James. After taking a closer look at his policing methods—which more than one source claimed included using electric cattle prods on suspects to extract confessions—the authorities charged him with assault with intent to commit murder.

Until Melvin James’s downfall, cops had to watch their backs and bite their tongues in San Angelo. Everyone knew the chief was mean and he was dirty and he had an iron grip on the careers of his officers. The man could make your future or he could destroy it.

During the trial, some of them spoke out at last. One of James’s own officers testified that he’d watched the chief pistol-whip the black kid and kick him in the head. James copped a plea deal and received a $1,000 fine, which San Angelo residents who were still devoted to their chief raised funds to cover. He also assured the city commission that he would never seek office again—a promise he promptly forgot. Just two years later, James ran as a write-in candidate for what would have been his sixth term as police chief. Fortunately, he lost.

Cracking the Code of Bloodshed

Those early experiences were instrumental in my decision to become a cop and eventually a crime scene reconstructionist and blood pattern analyst. In the years since I left Texas, I have investigated thousands of murders, testified in almost four hundred court cases, and given nearly six hundred lectures about the telltale evidence to be found in blood smeared on walls, pooled on floors, soaked into sheets, and spattered on clothing. To me, blood is a road map—a route that leads to the truth after a murder has been committed. It reveals what really happened before investigators reached the scene and began the painstaking process of piecing a broken puzzle back together. It tells what the victim can’t and the killer won’t.

Of course, I don’t get it right every time. In nearly five decades of police work, I have investigated plenty of homicides that I couldn’t solve. Many of them are still classified as open cases. I recently became part of a team assembled by forward-thinking Multnomah County sheriff Robert Skipper to reexamine such cold cases in Oregon in the hopes that new technology may shed light on these long-dormant mysteries.

Lately it seems that nearly every time I turn on my television I see a CSI spin-off or a report on the latest DNA evidence details from yet another high-profile criminal trial. America has developed a pop culture obsession with crime, where everyone is an armchair sleuth. To those of us who do this work professionally, the inaccuracies on TV crime dramas are sometimes so ludicrous that they make us chuckle. At other times they make us groan or genuinely worry. But with so many Americans curious about crime scenes, it’s time someone who has actually been there—countless times—took them behind the yellow tape for the uncensored inside story. I’ve sifted through thousands of pages of case notes that fill my lab in Oregon and handpicked the most compelling, curious, and chilling crimes to share with you. As you’ll see, they’re filled with just as many gripping twists, turns, and red herrings as a prime-time crime drama. What sets them apart? They’re all true-life stories. Every one. All the close calls and the clever crooks you’ll read about in these pages, all the ones we got and the ones who got away with it, sprang not from a screenwriter’s overactive imagination, but from life. They were—and in some cases still are—out there.
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From Rookie to Undercover Ace

BY THE TIME WE graduated from high school in 1960, many of my childhood friends were getting ready to take over their families’ farms, stepping into their fathers’ long-familiar roles. Dad hoped I would do the same, but my heart was elsewhere. I was determined to become a cop. I was also eager to go to college. When my uncle Wes and aunt Louise Chamless offered to let me live with them rent-free in Los Angeles if I attended school there, I seized the chance.

In the fall of 1961, I packed up my Chevy and drove straight to Southern California, stopping just long enough to refuel. As soon as I had settled in there, I headed down to the police station—a wide-eyed, eager nineteen-year-old—and asked for an application. “Sorry, kid,” the desk sergeant told me. Nineteen, I learned, was two years too young to become a cop.

Disappointed but with no other choice, I channeled my energy into studying instead. I spent the next two years at East Los Angeles Junior College, where I earned my associate degree in 1964. Then, with the help of a Johnson administration grant, I enrolled at Cal State at Los Angeles, majoring in police science and administration. Veteran cops from police departments in the area would show up regularly to guest lecture and serve as adjunct professors, and I would listen spellbound to their tales of thwarted robberies and special investigations, hoping one day to be working cases like those myself.

As soon as I turned twenty-one, I applied at the LAPD’s Parker Center—named after the force’s chief at the time, William H. Parker, a no-nonsense former war hero beloved in those days for his integrity and for purging the force of corruption. After completing the paperwork, I had to take a medical exam at a local hospital. I had worn contacts for years, so I wasn’t surprised to find myself struggling to read the minuscule letters lining the bottom of the eye chart. I was stunned, however, when three months later an official rejection letter arrived because of it. Twenty-twenty vision, it turned out, was a prerequisite for joining the LAPD.

After years of anticipation, my dream was about to fall apart. Resolved not to let that happen, I started applying at all the other police stations within driving distance. A few months later—in early 1963—a letter showed up from the Downey Police Department, just south of L.A., congratulating me on my acceptance to the force and telling me where to report to begin training. I was elated, but still smarting over my rejection from what I deemed the big leagues of the LAPD itself. At least I would get to attend the Los Angeles Police Academy for training, I told myself. I’d get to become a cop.

Looking back, I realize Downey turned out to be the best career move I could have made. L.A.’s department was so huge and sprawling that I would have spent years edging my way up the ranks. Downey was small—small enough for an eager, energetic young cop to work every assignment. I volunteered for all of them, even offbeat ones like presentations at PTA meetings in the evenings, where I taught parents how to recognize narcotics and how to know when their kids were revealing signs of drug use. That public-speaking experience would prove invaluable training ground when I started lecturing on blood pattern analysis decades later.

Basic Training

The next three months of my life involved little more than abject misery and crushing exhaustion. Toiling through the sweltering rows of cotton plants under the Texas sun was grueling, but the Los Angeles Police Academy had it beat for sheer physical punishment.

I knew I was in trouble when the muscle-bound ex-marine standing next to me collapsed during training. His knees buckled, and down for the count he went. The academy training officers spat on us, humiliated us, called us every foul name in the book. The Los Angeles Police Academy is in Elysian Park, right by Dodger Stadium, and we ran around the field so many times, I lost count. I might have found the experience awe-inspiring in those deep summer days of my childhood, when I was back in Texas idling away hours dreaming of becoming a professional baseball player. But the reality was starkly devoid of romance. There were no cheering throngs urging us on as we barreled through the heat until our legs trembled and our calves balled up into stabbing cramps. The officers running the program did everything they could to break us psychologically and physically. Along the way, they pounded us into shape—just the intense physical and mental conditioning we needed to prepare for what we would soon face on the streets of Southern California.

I started at the academy with five other new Downey recruits—Frank Riesenhuber, Mike Hadley, Bart Kirk, Bob Bradfield, and Larry Olson. We all stuck it out, went through orientation together, and forged the kind of lasting, loyal camaraderie that comes only through sharing one of life’s defining experiences.

We never knew when the officers in charge would march solemnly into the police academy classroom at Elysian Park and turn to face a hundred of us new recruits standing at attention, silent and terrified. One of them would belt out a recruit’s last name, followed by the words we all dreaded.

“Johnson,” they would yell, “get your books!”

That would be the last you would see of the guy. Head hanging, he would fall out of the ranks, gather his belongings, and slink away, publicly disgraced, weeded out for reasons usually unknown. Sometimes they just perceived a character flaw that convinced them the man in question wouldn’t cut it on the force.

The classroom work was just as brutal as the physical training—they drilled us on search and seizure, arrest procedure, investigation technique, use of deadly force, radio communication, and every other angle of law enforcement. Then came firearms training, weapons care, marksmanship, defensive driving, pursuit driving, and safe vehicle handling. On and on it went.

I slogged through and eventually got both my wishes: I became a cop, and I got my bachelor’s degree in fall 1968. L.A.’s own Chief Parker, in full dress uniform, shook my hand and congratulated me at the commencement ceremony as my own new chief, Ivan Robinson of Downey, handed me my badge.

By this time, I had also married my first wife, Carolyn, whom I met at a wedding I attended with my aunt and uncle. I was twenty-one when we married; she was twenty-five. It sounds young now, but it seemed ordinary then. I was proud to be married, proud to be a full-fledged adult. But nothing made me prouder than being a police officer. I kept my navy blue uniform with its vivid orange patches pressed and my black shoes polished to a glow (a much easier task now that I’d left the academy and nobody was spitting on them). Even my keys hung flat and precise on my gun belt, with one slipped between the three layers of leather to hold them in place, the others dangling below in easy reach.

Graveyard Shift

I started out working the graveyard shift—the postmidnight hours that the guys with more pull and experience are eager to avoid. For the first few weeks, an older officer rode along with me so that if anything he deemed me too green to handle came up, he could jump in.

Finally, my first night working solo as a uniformed patrolman arrived. Christmas Eve. I checked all my gear, checked my shotgun, then reported officially that I was on duty. We termed it “clearing for calls” or “ten-eight.”

This is gonna be great, I thought as I pulled out of the station parking lot. I’m finally a cop.

Two hours passed uneventfully. Then just after two A.M., a call came crackling across the radio.

“We’ve got a multiple-car accident on I-Five, the Santa Ana Freeway, near Florence Avenue.”

I responded and reached the scene on the darkened highway minutes after the crash. As my headlights cut through the darkness, what I saw made me feel numb and short of breath, as if all the oxygen had suddenly been sucked out of the car. Sprawled out along the still and deserted road was the bloodiest mess I had ever seen.

Cars were overturned, and random scraps of metal were scattered as if a bomb had exploded. Beyond the cars, I could make out the shape of a motorcycle lying on its side. There were bodies in every direction. My mind and my heart started sprinting at what felt like a hundred miles an hour, as if they were trying to outstrip each other. I called for backup, working hard to keep my voice steady. Then I leapt out of the car.

What to do first? Save lives. I ran to the nearest body. A man I guessed to be in his late twenties was sprawled flat on his back on the concrete, white and still, eyes fixed on nothing. One look and a quick pulse check told me he was dead.

I hurried on. More limp and crumpled bodies lay motionless at strange angles. No one was breathing. Hadn’t anybody survived this thing? I glanced around frantically, looking for someone to save, and caught sight of a pair of boots a lane and a half away. Something about them looked familiar, and I felt my stomach lurch. The motor-cyclist had skidded across nearly two lanes of pavement and ended up wedged under a chain-link fence that served as the divider in the center of the freeway. As I drew closer, I saw that the man’s body was on my side of the fence, but his head and neck were on the other side. Standing over him confirmed my fear. I was looking down at a California Highway Patrol cop in uniform. Over my shoulder I heard a car stop, and a concerned passerby appeared out of the darkness, rushing up to offer assistance.

“Can I do anything to help, Officer?”

The man’s question shook me out of my paralysis. I told him to grab the fence and yank it upward as hard as he could to lift it off the cop’s neck. Meanwhile, I crouched down and gently eased the injured man toward me, trying not to look at the blood everywhere, not to think about what it meant: There was too much of it. We were too late. As I leaned over the fallen officer, a strong, sharp aroma of alcohol pierced my nostrils. It didn’t take brilliant detective work to deduce what had happened here.

The officer had been out partying, celebrating Christmas Eve, probably at the end of his shift. He had knocked back one too many eggnogs, maybe with friends from work, and headed home on his bike. In his hurry, he had tried to slip between two cars, passing them on the white stripe.

But I didn’t care that this man had had too much to drink. I didn’t care that he had used questionable judgment. As a cop—even a new recruit—when you see someone in uniform wounded, you feel an instant bond. You think, That could be me. That could be one of my friends on the force. That could be a member of my family. By the looks of it, the guy wasn’t much older than me. What if this officer had a new wife at home waiting for him, too? What if he had little kids? It was Christmas Eve, for God’s sake. What kind of Christmas would his family have now?

I knelt beside him and slipped my hand behind his head to give him mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Where his skull should have felt solid, it felt as soft as an overripe melon. It seemed to settle between my fingers like a floppy, half-full water balloon. I wrestled down a rising tide of nausea and a nagging internal whisper that this was a losing battle. Instead I focused only on the CPR motions. Five compressions to the chest . . . one rescue breath . . . five compressions . . . one breath. Every time I pushed on his chest, I was pushing on his nameplate. It read, “DeWitt.”

I’m going to save him, I told myself fiercely. I was so intent on it that I didn’t realize backup had arrived until a sergeant reached around to my gunbelt and took my keys. “Don’t worry about your car,” he said. “We’ve got it. Just get in the ambulance with him.”

All the way to Lynnwood Community Hospital, I sat next to this colleague I had never met, staring at him, willing him to revive, trying not to remember the horrible softness of his head, trying not to look at his blood covering my hands, caked around my fingernails. Officer DeWitt was pronounced DOA, like the rest of the victims of that accident, and I went home for Christmas Day with my family.

I got an official commendation for my efforts. I clipped the article about the accident out of the local newspaper and tucked it in a drawer. I had done all I could, I assured myself. Still, I couldn’t stop that gruesome reel from replaying in my mind. Every time I closed my eyes, the bloodstains and the rag-doll bodies on the freeway reappeared. I had nightmares and woke up in cold sweats. To a casual outsider, I looked as if I were holding it together. I was still doing my job. But I was losing it. Maybe I wasn’t cut out for police work after all. Doubt, remorse, and thoughts of turning in the badge that had meant everything to me at graduation were creeping up and threatening to overwhelm me every day.

All of that came spilling out during my review when Vance Reynolds, the sergeant evaluating my performance, asked a simple question.

“So, how’ve things been going?”

“Pretty well,” I began heartily.

Reynolds didn’t answer.

I hesitated. Then I started again. “Actually, not so well. I’ve been thinking about quitting.”

He looked at me impassively. “Hmm,” he said. “Why?”

Out poured the countless night terrors: I’m kneeling on the highway in the dark, realizing the cop is dead, only to have the corpse’s bloodied hands reach up suddenly and close viselike on my arms. I’m racing in slow motion to a body trapped under a fence, bending close and seeing . . . not the real victim’s face, but the faces of cops I know, friends in the department, my brother Mickey, my cousin Ralph, sometimes my own face.

I felt embarrassed telling Reynolds all this. Frankly, it was antithetical to the strong, unflappable macho persona we all strove for, the stoicism we vehemently believed was a prerequisite for being a great cop. But it was cathartic. Sitting in that chair venting all the anguish, guilt, and fear I had pent up was necessary in some way.

Reynolds didn’t say anything. He didn’t pat me on the back or reassure me or tell me brusquely to snap out of it. He listened. When I walked out of the evaluation, I knew I would be okay. I wouldn’t forget it, but I would be able to file that case away mentally with the many others I was accumulating and go on with my work.

Still, of all the bloodshed I’ve seen in the years since, that bloody Christmas Eve wreck on I-5 still ranks as one of the most disturbing scenes in my memory.

Not long ago, I was asked by decorated former LAPD detective and District Attorney investigator Buck Henry, now among the top crime scene reconstructionists in the business, to examine blood evidence for a case that brought back all those memories.

It was Friday afternoon in Oceanside, California, when Tony Zeppetella, a twenty-seven-year-old police officer, pulled a car over for a routine traffic stop in the crowded parking lot of the Navy Federal Credit Union at Avenida de la Playa and College Boulevard. Behind the wheel of the car he stopped was Adrian Camacho, a criminal alien who had been deported from the United States for his lengthy record of drug and weapons convictions. Camacho had already spent much of his adult life in prison, and rather than risk going back, he opened fire on Zeppetella in front of more than a dozen witnesses and then fled in the officer’s police cruiser.

It was my job to re-create precisely what happened at the Navy Federal Credit Union that afternoon based on the blood spatter. Camacho fired the first shot with a loaded semiautomatic lying beside him on the seat as Zeppetella stood at the driver’s-side window. When the impact knocked Zeppetella to the ground, Camacho leapt out and kept shooting until he ran out of bullets. He then pistol-whipped Zeppetella. Next he grabbed the wounded officer’s gun and emptied it into the dying man’s back as he struggled in vain to crawl to shelter—thirteen shots in all. The entire incident unfolded in less than two minutes.

The blood evidence bore out what the witnesses saw: This was a vicious, senseless murder, committed without a fragment of mercy or human compassion. It earned Camacho—whose blood test revealed that he was hopped up on a blend of heroin, methamphetamine, and Paxil when the shooting occurred—a spot on death row.

As a consultant, I cannot get emotionally involved in my cases. Detached impartiality is crucial for accurate assessment and analysis. But I will confess that when I examined Officer Zeppetella’s blood-soaked notebook and found a photograph of his wife and baby son tucked inside it, I felt as if I were once again standing on the Santa Ana Freeway in the damp and chilly night air, in the first hours of that Christmas morning forty years ago.

This could have been me on countless occasions. This could have been my blood spattered all over a parking lot, all over my notebook, all over a photograph of my children, then left for someone else to analyze. It could have been the blood of any of the cops I’ve known over the years—men simply trying to do their jobs, trying to keep the streets safe from murderers and drug dealers, and pulling over the wrong car on the wrong Friday afternoon.

The $8.00 Incident

The I-5 accident was one of two memorable events in my life that took place on a California freeway. The second would provide the catalyst for the worst moments of my entire career, a potentially ruinous crisis that snuck up and blindsided me. And it all started with an incident that seemed downright trivial.

I was on patrol late one night with a ride-along—a young radio operator with dreams of becoming a cop, just as I’d had in my own days riding with Ralph back in San Angelo—when a call came in: “Possible drunk driver southbound on Paramount Boulevard.”

“I’m on it,” I told the dispatcher.

I soon found the car in question and tailed him as he turned east onto Imperial Highway. Then I switched on my lights and pulled the driver over.

“Could you step out of the car, please, sir?” I asked him.

These were the days before Breathalyzers, so I did a sobriety test by making him stand with his feet together, then apart, walk in a straight line, and so on. It was obvious the guy was not quite drunk. He wasn’t belligerent, either. He just stood there calmly watching while I searched his car. I found a pinch of marijuana—enough to dump out, but not enough to justify arresting him.

I had no choice but to fill out a field interrogation report (a three-by-five paper we called an “FI card” that showed I had stopped someone but hadn’t found cause to bring him in) and to send him on his way.

I watched him drive off and didn’t give him another thought.

Six months later, we had just finished a big drug raid on La Reina Avenue and booked forty people when my lieutenant, Jim Shade, pulled me aside.

“There’s been a complaint against you,” he said, handing me a piece of paper. He seemed almost casual about it, but as I scanned the page, I shook my head in disbelief.

It was signed by a man named Green, who said he was writing on behalf of his friend Robert Thornton to complain that I had pulled Thornton over six months earlier on Imperial Highway and stolen $8.00 from his pocket while I was patting him down.

The next day, I found myself summoned to Chief Ivan Robinson’s office. He threw me a rueful glance as I walked in.

“Officer Englert,” he said, “have a seat.”

As I sat down, he swiveled his chair around so that his back was toward me. From the wall behind his desk, he carefully removed a plaque that bore the Law Enforcement Code of Ethics. He began to read aloud from it.

“As a Law Enforcement Officer, my fundamental duty is to serve mankind; to safeguard lives and property; to protect the innocent against deception, the weak against oppression or intimidation . . .”

I was scared to death. How could this be happening? I had been on the department only two years. I had wrestled with some serious demons after I-5, but I had conquered them and I had been scrupulously ethical every day on this job, my dream job.

“Honest in thought and deed in both my personal and official life, I will be exemplary in obeying the laws of the land and the regulations of my department . . .,” he went on, reading the words slowly.

He finished and swiveled around to face me across his desk, eyebrows raised quizzically.

“I didn’t do it,” I told him. “Why would I steal eight dollars?”

“Yeah, Jim Shade said the same thing,” Robinson told me. “He’s sure you’re innocent. He offered you up for a polygraph. So I guess we’ll find out. Won’t we?”

My heart sank. I had always had great respect for Chief Robinson. During my first few weeks on the force he had sat all his newly minted officers, including my five pals from the police academy and myself, down as a group to share some simple words of wisdom with us.

“Gentlemen,” he told us, “never lower yourself to the level of the people you are dealing with.”

Now that was exactly what Robinson thought I had done. The chief of police, my commanding officer, was convinced that I had betrayed the public trust and disgraced my department by lowering myself to the level of a thief, a pickpocket. If he doubted me, I wasn’t sure how much it mattered that I was innocent.

The next morning, as Deputy Chief L. D. Morgan drove me to the sheriff’s office in downtown L.A., I was still petrified and baffled about why anyone would make up such a bizarre story about me. When we arrived Morgan introduced me to Bob Murphy,* the officer who would administer my polygraph.

Murphy shot me a skeptical, appraising glance, then ordered me to sit. He soon made it clear he didn’t feel any kinship with me as a fellow officer. Nor did he subscribe to the old notion of being innocent until proven guilty in cases like mine.

“You know what a field mouse is?” he barked at me. “Are you gonna be a man or a field mouse and not tell the truth?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I told him honestly, just as I had told Chief Robinson back at the station. “I’ve never done anything like that. Why would I jeopardize my entire career for a lousy eight dollars?”

But he was bent on hearing a confession. As the minutes dragged by, he grew more aggressive and frustrated with me for refusing to crumble.

At last he leaned back in his chair and growled, “All right, you’re done.” He ordered me to stay put while he talked with Morgan, who, unbeknownst to me, had watched the whole conversation through a two-way mirror.

“Well, Englert,” Morgan said, “you didn’t do so well.”

I failed? How could I have failed a lie detector test when I told the truth?

We rode back to Downey in silence. When we got there, Morgan said, “You go home and think about this to night. We’ll talk to the chief tomorrow.”

It was the most miserable night of my life.

“It’s over. My whole career is over,” I told my wife. “All that education went down the tubes.”

“It’ll be okay,” she said, though she didn’t have much luck convincing me. “You told the truth. That’s what matters.”

“Not if you fail the polygraph,” I replied.

The next day, Chief Robinson asked if I had anything to tell him.

“Just what I told you before. I didn’t do it.”

Later that day, I found myself being chauffeured by Morgan to yet another polygraph. I was bracing for more hostility, but instead we went to an apartment in Glendale. The man who opened the door greeted Morgan like an old friend. It turned out that’s just what he was: a retired former colleague who ran a polygraph operation out of his home.

Like the setting, the approach contrasted starkly with my first ordeal. This time no one badgered me—Morgan’s pal just took me into a separate room, where he asked me questions about Thornton and the infamous $8.00.

When he finished he said, “Only you know whether you’re telling the truth or not.”

“That’s not exactly giving me a clean bill of health,” I replied.

He smiled and shrugged.

He spoke to Morgan in private, then we said good-bye and got back in the car. By this time it was almost midnight, but instead of returning to the station, Morgan drove straight to Chief Robinson’s house and told me to wait in the car. My heart pounding, I watched from the passenger seat as Morgan knocked on the front door and stood waiting. At last, Robinson answered. He leaned in the door frame, wearing pajamas and a bleary-eyed look. Our arrival had obviously woken him up. I could see Morgan talking—and Robinson nodding occasionally—but I couldn’t hear a word of the conversation I knew would determine my fate.

At last, Robinson closed the door and Morgan climbed back in the car. “Well,” he said simply, “it’s over.”

What was over? The investigation? My career? I glanced at him apprehensively.

He left me in suspense for a few more minutes before telling me that I had passed polygraph number two and that Robinson had decided to drop the issue. After that night, they both acted as if it had never happened. Case closed.

More than a year passed before I got an unexpected call to testify in superior court about a field interrogation report card I had filled out on one Robert Thornton. I soon learned that Thornton was on trial for raping six women in Los Angeles County and for using the unique and horrible MO of shoving rocks into their vaginas after his attacks.

I stepped into the courtroom and there he sat—the man who had almost demolished my career. I barely recognized him behind the pair of Coke-bottle glasses he was wearing.

As soon as I took the witness stand, pieces of the story started to click into place: I had pulled Thornton over when he was fleeing one of his crime scenes. He had been remarkably composed for a man who had just committed a brutal rape. But why would a guy with such a sinister secret to hide write to the chief of police? Why call attention to himself?

I soon found out.

“Officer Englert, when you’re on duty, it’s not unusual for you to stop three or four people a night. Is that correct?” the prosecutor asked.

“Yes, sir,” I answered.

“Mr. Thornton did nothing significant. You didn’t even arrest him. Why would you remember him so well from an event that occurred more than two years ago?”

The tension on Thornton’s face was evident. It turned out that his entire case hinged on one of the little boxes I had checked on the FI card.

Thornton fit the description all the victims gave of their attacker, except for one crucial point: The man who had raped them hadn’t worn glasses. The defense attorney claimed his client was innocent because he was almost legally blind without corrective lenses.

On my FI card, I had noted “no glasses.”

“Mr. Thornton has stated under oath that his poor vision requires him to wear glasses at all times,” the DA continued.

“Well,” I replied, and I looked directly at the jury as I spoke, “I know that when I stopped him he wasn’t wearing glasses. And he was driving at the time.”

Thornton was convicted on all counts. Case closed.

So that’s why I had been put through hell. Thornton wanted to discredit me—to get me out of the way so I wouldn’t be able to testify and blow his disguise if he ever got caught. I had just been in the wrong place, wrong time.

Chief Robinson never apologized when he learned the truth. He just shrugged. “It made you a stronger person,” he said.

I never forgot it. Even when every instinct tells me a suspect is guilty, I reserve judgment until all doubt is removed, because I know how it feels to have everyone in the room be convinced you committed a crime when you’re innocent. And though I’ve submitted plenty of defendants to polygraph tests because I know that a skilled operator can coax a confession out of a guilty man by convincing him that the machine has already revealed the truth, I never rely solely on the results of a lie detector test.

Nine Ninety-Nine!

It didn’t take me long to discover that for a cop, the unexpected was inevitable. It was always waiting just around the corner, behind the door, or at the end of the blind alley. And it always seemed to happen in the dead of night.

At around three A.M. on one particular night, I was patrolling a notoriously rough part of Downey known as the Boot. The neighborhood, which lay just inside the city limits, was infamous for drugs, prostitutes, and worse. And the hub of the action was a sprawling complex with a hotel, nightclub, and restaurant known collectively as Tahitian Village. Word at the time was that organized crime ran the operation.

I get hunches about trouble, and that night mine led me into the narrow alley that emptied out in back of the nightclub. I drove through it, past the trash bins and into a nearly empty parking lot hidden behind the bar. Sure enough, I spied a car parked at a peculiar angle, straddling two spaces. Something about it didn’t look right. I got out and edged closer.

A man sat slumped over the steering wheel, eyes closed, mouth agape. Asleep? Maybe. Dead? Possibly. Drunk or on drugs? Probably.

I knocked on the window.

At once, he jerked upright, looked around wildly, and spied me. His eyes narrowed and his face lit up with a sort of murderous intensity. I had only a second to register his bizarre expression before he flung open the door and launched himself at me. He was enormous, a head taller than me, and out of his mind with rage. Like a kick-boxer in overdrive, he flew at me, punching, kicking, biting, throttling, and grabbing for my gun in the holster.

Before I knew it, I was in a fight for my life, swinging and ducking as fast as I could to keep this lunatic from knocking me senseless and then killing me with my own bullets.

As yet another sharp right flew out of nowhere and caught me below the eye, I thought ruefully of my baton, lying uselessly on the front seat of my patrol car. I ducked a blow and landed one on his jaw. But this guy wasn’t going down. He just kept coming back for more, as if the only thing that would satisfy him was to murder me.

We didn’t carry radios in those days, so all I could do was keep fighting and try to steer the brawl back toward my car in the hope that I could get close enough to grab the radio and call for backup.

The stranger caught me around the neck and started to drag me across the parking lot, choking me until stars popped in front of my eyes. I twisted loose and dove for the car. Luckily, I had left the door open.

My hands slipping frantically over the radio, I pressed the button and shouted, “Car seven. Nine ninety-nine. Repeat, nine ninety-nine!”

When an officer called a nine ninety-nine, all hell broke loose. It was the police version of SOS or 911. Mayday. No matter what else you were doing on duty, you abandoned it and raced to the officer’s aid. (The verbal shorthand for “Emergency! Officer needs assistance!” varies by city and state. Some departments have scrapped codes altogether in favor of plain English to simplify things. However, the most common police call for help is “code zero,” which we used in Oregon.)

I barely got the words out before a pair of massive bleeding knuckles reached in and yanked me upward, hoisting me out of the car. The stranger flung himself on me, trying to force me down to the pavement, his hands still scrabbling at my holster. I hit him as hard as I could, sending him reeling backward, then grabbed my gun.

I had done everything I could think of not to kill this guy, but I was in trouble. I was exhausted, and he was not only bigger than me, but full of the hyperenergetic, superwired kinetic strength people get when their systems are loaded with drugs. What the hell was wrong with him? Why was he bent on killing a complete stranger and a cop, no less? All I did was tap on the window to see if he was okay. I wasn’t going to shoot him, but I had to end it. Soon. So I pulled out the .38 Smith & Wesson with the six-inch barrel that I had bought myself when I became a cop and cracked him hard across the head with its hefty barrel several times. (Cops had to buy their own guns in Downey in those days.) He let go of me instantly and crumpled to the pavement with a thump. I jumped on him and got him handcuffed.

By this time, our brawl had made enough of a racket to alert the crowd inside the bar. A straggle of onlookers had drifted out the back door and everyone was standing in a semicircle staring down at me, panting and bleeding as the surging adrenaline that had sent my heart into a furious gallop finally subsided. I dragged a shaking hand across my forehead to wipe away the sweat. That’s when I heard the sound of sirens in the distance. Relief coursed through me. Help was on the way. It’s hard to describe what that sound means to a cop in trouble. It’s like the cavalry storming in.

I didn’t even realize I had dropped my .38 until a stranger in the crowd silently handed it back to me. It had been one hell of a fight. Blood was all over the parking lot, and I had been lucky—very lucky—to come out on top.

My opponent, the mysterious Mike Tyson of the back alley, ended up in the hospital with twenty-five stitches. But the way I saw it, I was lucky to be alive and so was he. Things could have ended a lot worse. Nonetheless, I found myself in court over the incident. And of all the courtrooms I didn’t want to land in, this one topped the list. It belonged to Leon Emerson, a hard-nosed judge whose courtroom I had been in before and who seemed to dislike me intensely.

I walked in, and there sat the psycho from the parking lot, ready for his arraignment, clad in a business suit but sporting a massive, turbanlike bandage on his head. As bad luck would have it, he turned out to be a VIP with North American Aviation.

“I was completely out of it. Really drunk,” he testified. “I swear I thought I was back in Vietnam. I just went nuts.”

Emerson didn’t buy a word of it. It didn’t matter that the man was trying to apologize, pleading mea culpa. He was a high-ranking executive, a big shot with a big corporation, and he had suffered what looked like some serious police brutality from the judge’s viewpoint. Emerson didn’t seem to care that the man had been drunk out of his mind and had attacked a public servant. He made his opinion clear with a slew of snide remarks aimed at me from the bench.

I sat there, black and blue and boiling, biting my swollen lip, as he prattled on, Monday-morning quarterbacking in his robes. What did Emerson know about it? He wasn’t the one lying on his back in a parking lot in the middle of the night getting the crap kicked out of him and thinking he was about to die. I was out there trying to do my job. I didn’t have any other avenues. I could have been killed. The guy was insane. He was trying to get my gun.

I kept my anger in check, but when I got back to the station, I wrote a memo to the chief of police defending myself and complaining about Emerson’s comments. The result wasn’t exactly what I had hoped for: The chief wrote his own complaint to the judge, saying that he supported my actions. But he still ordered the whole department to go to baton-training school. Worse, thanks to me and my boxing match behind Tahitian Village, we had to carry our batons in rings on our belts at all times from then on, which made walking, running, driving, and even sitting down at your desk awkward and cumbersome.

“Thanks a lot, man,” my colleagues grumbled. They were as ticked at me as I was at Judge Emerson.

A Nose for Narcotics

Licking my wounds, I went back to work. I was getting good at what I did, discovering I had a sixth sense for the cars carrying drugs. Sometimes I could tell from subtle glitches in the driving. Sometimes furtive motions from the front seat gave the drivers or their passengers away. Sometimes a simple hunch would tip me off.

Soon I led the department in narcotics arrests. I was assigned to AI (accident investigation), but I was still catching so many drug users that I landed myself right back in the crosshairs of Judge Emerson. I had been gracing the L.A. County District Court judges’ courtrooms so often to testify that he convinced himself I must be in league with the drug trade. “You’ve got a whole police department down there,” he told my boss. “How come one guy is making all these narcotics arrests?” He couldn’t believe the busts were legitimate. He figured I was planting dope, faking probable cause for pulling people over, or getting inside tips from an informant. Finally, he demanded a ride-along.

I was still fuming about the man’s barbed comments, but I had no idea he was targeting me. I thought he just wanted to do a ride-along and I had been unlucky enough to get stuck with him.

At around seven P.M. we were sitting next to each other parked on Imperial Highway, working radar and trying to make polite conversation despite the ill will almost palpable in the car, when a black 1959 Ford Fairlane sped past us. I clocked the Ford at twenty miles over the limit. At fifteen over, I would have let him go. But that speed on this road was dangerous. I turned on the overhead lights and tailed the car, spying the familiar hunched pose—the telltale hurried scramble of a user fumbling to stuff his stash under the seat.

When the car finally pulled over, I approached the driver and motioned for him to roll down the window. He cracked it a mere two inches. A pair of bloodshot eyes with pupils so dilated that I could barely make out a rim of iris around them blinked up at me. I glanced back at Emerson and waved him out of the car.

“Could you come over here for a minute, Judge?” I asked him. He walked up to me. “Can you smell that, Your Honor?” Pungent fumes of pot smoke were wafting out of the cracked window. Emerson nodded.

“You’re gonna have to step out of the car, sir,” I told the driver while Judge Emerson peered over my shoulder. Reluctantly, he swung open the door and stepped out. As he did, I caught sight of something black and shiny peeking out from under the passenger’s seat. I ordered the driver to face the car, handcuffed him, and read him his rights.

“Take a closer look in there, Your Honor,” I told Emerson, indicating the car’s interior. Emerson strolled over to the passenger’s side and opened it. Across the top of the Ford, I watched his eyes widen as he spied the half-hidden handgun on the floor.

“Anything else under the seat?” I asked, keeping my voice casual. Emerson bent down for a closer look. Sure enough, there was “jar” after “jar”—a thousand pills each—of colorful “reds” and “yellows” (barbiturates and Nembutal), all neatly divided into plastic bags for sale. We had just nabbed a dealer en route to a delivery, enjoying a joint along the way.

I arrested him for possession with intent to sell, then packed him in the back of the car and we headed to the station. In we walked, with the judge carrying all this dope, a big grin across his face. I booked the dealer, filled out the evidence cards, and typed up my report. Emerson waited until I finished, then left.

“Nice work,” he said on his way out.

I had won over the judge at last . . . at least until he got subpoenaed in the case and was accused by the dope dealer’s defense attorney of breaching the separation of the judicial and executive branches of government. The case was dismissed because of it, which understandably infuriated Emerson. It frustrated me, too, to think of the dealer back out on the street, but there was nothing either of us could do about it.

A few days later, Jim Shade told me Emerson’s true motive for the ride-along: The judge had set me up, sure that I was crooked. Lieutenant Shade had defended me, just as he had in the $8.00 incident, when rapist Robert Thornton tried to get me fired. “Englert’s not dirty,” he assured Judge Emerson. “He’s just got a nose for narcotics and a sixth sense for suspicious cars.”

But here’s what neither Emerson nor Shade knew: I wasn’t a dope cop myself, but I was doing an exemplary job for them—turning loads of drugs over to them and filing flawless reports—because what I wanted more than anything was to join their ranks.

I was at my desk one day, filing yet another report on a drug bust I had made, when the phone rang.

“Englert?”

“Speaking.”

“This is Leon Emerson.”

What now? I thought.

“Listen,” he said. “I owe you an apology.”

That was all it took. In the years that followed, Judge Emerson became one of my closest friends. The better I got to know him, the more I admired his dedication. He had taken time out of his own schedule to check up on me, not to be a jerk but because he cared about justice and honesty in the courtroom.

But if you had predicted back on Imperial Highway in 1964 that the stern-faced judge in the passenger seat would become one of my best buddies, bucking hay with me under the glaring sun on my Oregon farm during weekend visits in the years to come, I would have said you were as high as that driver in the 1959 Ford Fairlane.

Going Undercover

I kept busting drug users with Emerson’s blessing and eventually made a good enough impression to get assigned to narcotics. In 1966, to my delight, I became an undercover agent in Downey.

In many ways, undercover work was the antithesis of what I had done as a patrolman. You don’t go into an office every morning. You don’t wear a uniform. You don’t worry about keeping your hair short or staying clean-shaven. Your job is to convince criminals that you’re one of them.

I still remember what I wore on my first day undercover: a grubby baseball cap, a goatee, a rumpled short-sleeved golf shirt, and—taking a page from old Robert Thornton’s book—glasses with big, black frames. The lenses were just clear glass, but they were so thick and heavy that they fooled the bad guys, who figured there was no way I could be a cop. Not with eyesight that pathetic. When a guy I had never met asked if I was on the level, my contacts would dismiss his doubts casually. “That dude?” they would ask incredulously. “The guy’s practically blind.” For many years I kept those glasses hanging in my lab to remind me of all the frightening places and white-knuckle predicaments they helped me scrape through.

People often raise a skeptical eyebrow when I swear that in all the years I bought drugs I never sampled them, but it’s true. I am a master at faking it, though. When a dealer cocks a gun against your temple and threatens to kill you unless you do a line of coke to prove you’re not a narc, you get a strong incentive to learn the art of simulated snorting.

“Hey, man,” I used to say, “I’m just in it for the money. You can’t be gettin’ rich if you’re gettin’ high all the time.”

The argument made sense to dealers, so they bought it.

Besides, that stuff was like gold down at the station: You had to account for every bit of it. When you signed out for $50 to buy weed or coke, you had better turn in $50 worth of weed or coke as evidence. Not $45. Not even $49.

I started out simple. My supervisor, Al Soule, and senior narcotics/vice officer Jerry Gilbert taught me a lot. They gave me a primer on what to say and what to steer clear of to avoid entrapment or tipping my hand (“Where’s the action?” is okay; “Can I buy some drugs from you?” is not), then they pointed me in the right direction and offered advice whenever I needed it. At first I just showed up at the bars, streets, and parks where drug trade was heavy. I would hang out for a while, make a buy here, an acquaintance there, but mostly keep a low profile. Gradually, I dug my way deeper into the scene, forging more pivotal contacts and progressing toward the power players—big-money dealers and drug lords.

Soon my hair was long and shaggy, and I had grown a scraggly beard. I looked nothing like the clean-cut young officer in uniform of a few months earlier. Stained T-shirts and grungy ripped jeans had replaced my starched shirts and crisply pleated navy blue pants. By now, my wife and I had three small children, and I looked bizarrely misplaced with them, like a drifter who had wandered inadvertently into a happy family scene. People did a double take when they saw us at the grocery together. What’s that shady-looking guy doing with those nice folks? they wondered. I could read it in their expressions.

But disdain from strangers didn’t bother me. I loved working undercover. I became another person. I played the part, looked the part of a doper. I’ve always been gregarious and affable, and that helped me win the trust of the people I needed to convince.

Case Study: The Overdose

Many of my undercover days in Downey were spent chasing a tall, lanky teenager named John Sutherland.* The kid was a pain in the butt, always in trouble. Ostensibly a heroin dealer, he shot up more than he sold. I arrested him repeatedly, but he always made bail and turned up again causing problems. I kept following him, hoping to get him off the streets once and for all. As it turned out, he did that without any help from me.

I was at work one day when I overheard a call on the police radio about a dead body at a familiar address in a run-down neighborhood nearby. John Sutherland’s address. I recognized it at once and hurried over.

When I walked in, John was lying in a corner of the living room dead, with a needle sticking out of his arm. There was blood all around him.

A lieutenant I knew well was there with some wet-behind-the-ears rookie patrolman I had never met. In I came, with my long hair and scruffy beard, and pushed right past them toward the body.

“How ya doin’?” I called.

“Hey,” the rookie cried indignantly. “What do you think you’re doing? This is my crime scene. You’re not supposed to be in here.”

“He’s right, Rod,” said the lieutenant, grinning. “You’d better back off.”

Chagrined, I apologized and asked if it was okay if I hung around. The rookie grudgingly agreed.

I retreated to an out-of-the-way corner and studied the scene from there. Why was John so bloody? Dark stains had soaked into the carpet and spotted the shabby furniture all around his body.

I had seen enough drug use by that point to draw some preliminary conclusions about the crime scene. It wasn’t uncommon to find a user dead with a needle jutting out of some part of his body. Addicts OD’d on hot doses—undiluted ones that they either didn’t realize were lethally strong or were too desperate to take time to cut with quinine—all the time. But I had found those bodies before. At most, I had seen a trickle of congealing blood that had run down their arms in their final minutes.

I also knew that the more habitually you shot up, the harder you had to work to find an uncollapsed vein. Smack users were prone to hit an artery now and then in their urgent quest to find an inroad for the drug, and when they did, blood could spurt anywhere. Sometimes you found long, arching lines of it streaked across a mirror over a bathroom sink, and you knew an addict had been gazing in it while searching his neck for a vein to tap. He had pierced an artery by mistake and sent his blood spurting onto the glass. At other times, you spotted a dark red blob beside the body—the telltale sign that a user had found a workable vein, then carelessly squirted his blood onto the floor in order to empty the syringe before refilling it with a liquid he considered more precious to put in his body.

But none of that explained this blood.

Still baffled, I watched them carry out John’s body. Later, I read the medical examiner’s report and it all fell into place. The ME discovered a large gash on the back of John’s head. In the first moments after fixing, as the heroin was flooding his system and doing its irreparable damage, John tried to take a few steps, but he fell down and lacerated his head on the sharp edge of a table. He lost consciousness, but his heart continued beating for several minutes—pumping blood out of the wound in the back of his scalp and onto the floor all around him, leaving him lying in a sticky red pool. The death was ruled an accident. Odds were John didn’t feel a thing. He slipped blissfully into a coma, never realizing he was simultaneously overdosing and bleeding to death.

Blood Puzzles

Why am I telling you about this particular case, about this long-dead and forgotten junkie? Because when I recall that day, I am struck by how much police work has changed.

Blood pattern analysis was in its infancy in the United States in the mid-1960s. Looking back, John could have been bumped off by a rival dealer, a reckless junkie who coveted his stash, a thief who knew where he hid his drug money—anyone. The guy had his share of enemies. Frankly, we would never have known if a clever killer had whacked him on the back of the head, shot him up with enough pure heroin to make sure he never woke up again, and vanished, taking the murder weapon with him.

Nowadays, dozens of crime photos would be taken of a scene like that. You would get every angle of the body and the blood on camera. You’d collect samples. You’d photograph the trail of droplets. You’d measure each one and study its shape. You’d do a bloodstain map. In this particular case, you would focus intense attention around the victim’s head as the source of the blood. You would conduct a microscopic examination of the table where he hit his head. You would examine John’s clothing for touch DNA—places where someone might have grabbed, twisted, or yanked on his clothes and inadvertently stripped off some of their own DNA.

But back then, there wasn’t one cop looking for those clues. Everyone just tromped through the blood evidence at crime scenes. Blood was something to be cleaned up. There were no schools studying blood pattern analysis in this country, no textbooks defining terms like “spatter” and “blowback.” Even though practitioners in Poland had begun, in 1895, doing research by beating rabbits and studying the bloodstains the blows created, the field wouldn’t emerge in the United States for decades.

Blood fascinated me, although I didn’t know the first thing about it. As a patrolman, I ran into the stuff almost daily. Fights. Beatings. Dead bodies. They all came with blood. Whenever I was called to a bloody scene, my instincts told me, There’s got to be something to this. How did this blood get here? What does it mean?

But I had no answers. I remember shootings where I noticed blood specks on witnesses’ clothes. I had no idea that in the years to come, those patterns would prove enough to convict a suspect of murder. I would scrutinize the blood at suicide scenes and traffic accidents, but trying to interpret what it meant was like trying to read a foreign language.

Once, I responded to a call where a woman was lying in a bathtub naked, slashing her wrists. The patterns created by the blood swirling in the hot water intrigued me, but as soon as I set foot in the bathroom she started doing her best to stab me with the butcher knife she was gripping, so I had precious little chance to analyze the watery red pools and ribbons winding over the tile floor.

Another time, we responded to an anonymous call and found a dead teenage girl in a tub full of ice. She had clearly OD’d, and her drug addict friends had injected milk into her veins, then put her on ice before fleeing the scene. (I have never yet seen that trick work, but junkie culture held fast to the belief that cow’s milk would dilute the drug and ice would slow its progress to the brain.) Blood was everywhere, most likely because they had jabbed her repeatedly before they managed to get the milk into a vessel. It was the first time I had seen blood mixed with milk. I noticed from the bright red and white swirls that it interacted differently from the way blood did with water.

Around that same time, we raided a heroin den in a heavily Mexican section of town. It was summer in Southern California, which meant the heat was relentless. It made the pavement soft under your shoes and filled the air with a hazy, vaporous shimmer.

It was an oppressive, wiltingly hot afternoon when we pulled up in front of the dilapidated house we were targeting. The users were sprawled around the porch, trying to keep cool with as little clothing and movement as possible. When they saw police cars approaching, they flew into action as if an electric shock had jolted them. We chased them over the lawn and reached the porch just as a shirtless, barefoot man with long black hair slammed the door in our faces. From behind it came panicked yells, the crash of furniture falling over, pounding feet, and someone shouting in Spanish. We heard the distant flush of a toilet, which meant somebody was trying to get rid of contraband in a hurry.

“Open the door! Police!”

We rammed our shoulders into the heavy panels, but the man on the other side of the door was throwing all his weight against it to keep it shut. Finally, we kicked it in. The rip of splintering wood filled the stifling air along with a long and agonized wail from the dark-haired man behind it. He fell backward and began rolling on the ground, his face contorted, screaming and cursing in Spanish.

I looked down and instantly realized why. He had been standing with both hands pressed against the door, one foot back to brace his weight and the other forward to keep his balance. When the door flew inward, the bottom of it caught the top of his foot, shearing off most of the skin and two of his toenails. Blood was spurting out of the open wounds in his foot with each beat of his heart, making long, spattery red lines on the grimy floor. I paused long enough to notice the linear patterns and to register that a heartbeat was causing them. It was the first time I had ever seen an arterial spurt.

In the years that followed, when blood pattern interpretation classes began to crop up in the United States, I was always the first to enroll, despite overwhelming skepticism from my colleagues. I would become a charter member of the first American chapter of the International Association of Bloodstain Pattern Analysts, one of only twenty-five believers doggedly persevering on experiments that most law enforcement professionals ridiculed as a far-fetched waste of time but that would later prove invaluable to the field.

I amassed my knowledge of blood through years spent turning over dead bodies, looking at their wounds, and examining the blood they left behind. Blood pattern analysis is part science, part art. True, you need a solid grasp of math and physics. You have to understand disciplines like trajectory and pathology. And you must be able to apply scientific methods to your work when you conduct experiments. But you also have to put in years of fieldwork to understand it thoroughly. You can’t learn what my colleagues and I do from sitting home reading books. You have to be able to read crime scenes. And that’s a skill you get only from going to crime scenes. Lots of them.

When I walk into a blood-soaked room with a dead person sprawled in the center, it’s like opening a book and starting at the end. The crime scene is the last page. I read that. And then slowly, carefully, often painstakingly, I work my way backward through the chapters—who, what, when, where, and how—until at last I reach the first page and find out how the story began.
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