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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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The facts, dates, times, and direct quotations of dialogue are from official reports, personal notes, memos, and conversations as I recall them or as they were conveyed to me by those present. At all times, the recreation of events was done as accurately as possible. Hopefully, those depicted in this book will find their portrayals to be accurate and fair.

The opinions, observations, and comments expressed in this book are those of the author only and do not necessarily reflect those of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Furthermore, they may not reflect those of the editors, endorsers, publisher, FBI Special Agents, or other persons who are described or mentioned in this book.


PREFACE
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My line of work tends to inspire curiosity. The minute I tell people that I’m a hostage negotiator, they want to know what it’s like to talk to people who have put themselves in truly desperate situations, who might at any moment kill themselves, their hostages, or the law enforcement officers attempting to bring an end to the crisis. Over the last several years, friends and colleagues encouraged me to write a book about these experiences, urging me to share the lessons I learned over years of convincing people to put down their weapons and surrender peacefully. Because I entered the field of hostage/crisis negotiations when it was still a new and evolving discipline, I’ve observed the process of trial and error that has transformed a rudimentary bargaining approach developed on the fly into a highly effective and flexible method. I’ve watched colleagues with no background in psychology or negotiation evolve in their tradecraft, many becoming functional street psychologists and crisis counselors, saving many lives and drastically reducing the number of police officers harmed during hostage, barricade, and suicide situations.

In the early years of the profession every negotiation seemed to involve two equally challenging components: managing the actual hostage situation, and managing leaders and colleagues captive to the entrenched law enforcement response to hostage events, which emphasized the use of force and viewed negotiators as do-gooder types who only got in the way of them doing their jobs. In those days, just when we had finally established a bond of trust with the perpetrator, moving closer to ending the crisis, we’d sometimes find that a fellow agent or police officer had thrown a rock through the window, ordered a military vehicle driven up on the lawn as a show of force, or turned off the power. This often produced violent resistance and injuries or deaths that might have been avoided. Of course there are times when you are forced to put down the phone and send in the SWAT team, but all too often in those early days, that decision was reached prematurely. I’m particularly proud of the degree to which we’ve been able to shift the balance toward the primary goal of any hostage negotiation, which is to resolve the crisis while avoiding loss of life. The results have been dramatic.

Hostage negotiation is about managing yourself and the people around you. And while the most important relationship may appear to be with the person you have on the other end of the phone, in fact this is often not the case. In the midst of trying to talk someone into giving up, you have to manage the people supporting you, to make sure that you have the help you need at hand to make split-second decisions. And you have to “manage up”—to make sure your commanding officer is paying attention to what you’re doing, supporting your decisions, and fending off attempts to take actions that would undermine them. Throughout my career I worked a great many crisis incidents, most of which you’ve never heard about because they received little or no media attention. Others, like the sieges in Waco, Texas, and Jordan, Montana, were covered feverishly by the national and even international media. Each of these experiences, whether success or failure, taught me valuable lessons about human behavior, interpersonal communication, and conflict resolution, and each helped me to understand how to influence people away from violent courses of action.

The observations and lessons that I discuss in this book may be derived from specific hostage negotiations, but many of them apply equally to the kinds of negotiations we face in everyday life, from hammering out contracts to tense interpersonal conflicts with intransigent colleagues or hostile neighbors, not to mention with friends and family. I know my own life relationships have benefited from what I’ve learned along the way, and I believe that the skills discussed in this book can help anyone to become a better person, a more engaged spouse, a more attentive parent, a better friend, and a more effective leader. Before we can influence others we must first listen and understand.

Listening is the cheapest concession we can ever make.


CHAPTER ONE
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IT’S TIME TO DIE


Time cools, time clarifies; no mood can be maintained quite unaltered through the course of hours.

—MARK TWAIN



There it was, hard and direct. “You going to shoot me when I come out?” Charlie said.

“No,” I responded. “That’s not going to happen. You said you wouldn’t hurt anyone. You said you’d drop off the pilot somewhere in the mountains. So there’s no reason for anyone to get hurt.”

The logic of this formulation appeared to work for Charlie, perhaps because this was his only chance to go on living with Cheryl and their son, little Charlie.

But what I knew that he didn’t was that somewhere out in the fields surrounding us, FBI marksmen were poised, waiting to take his life.

A large part of a negotiator’s job is to establish trust, yet there are fundamental contradictions in that. In order to convince someone that despite all appearances to the contrary, everything will be okay, you have to project sincerity. You have to make him believe that what you are saying is honest and aboveboard. You have to address his primal need for safety and security by establishing a bond. And on rare occasions, you have to lie.

“Have you ever been on a helicopter before?” I asked.

“No,” he said.

“You’ll enjoy it. The view over the mountains will be spectacular.” Of course, I knew that he would never take that ride or experience that view. Once again, the contradiction: he was hearing what he wanted to hear.

“Charlie,” I said, “I need to ask you an important question.”

“What?”

“The helicopter pilot is an old friend of mine. His name is Tom Kelly. I’ve known and worked with Tom for many years, so I need your absolute promise that you won’t harm him in any way. If anything happens to Tom, I would never be able to live with myself.”

“I won’t hurt him,” Charlie said.

About ten days before, Charlie Leaf had abducted his estranged former common-law wife, Cheryl Hart, and their young son from her parents’ home in Connecticut. After a seven-year relationship, Charlie and Cheryl had separated two years ago. When Cheryl had finally left him, she said she saw him snap. She moved in with her parents, trying to get on with her life, but Charlie, like so many men in such situations, was not willing to let her go. The way he saw it, Cheryl and little Charlie were his possessions, and he wanted them back. Over the next two years he threatened her and physically abused her whenever he found her. He had once even abducted little Charlie for six months, and gave up the boy only when the police intervened. Cheryl had sought and obtained a restraining order a year ago. The next day, right before he had to go to court, Charlie came to kill her.

It was on Friday, April 1, 1988, that Charlie cashed his paycheck and purchased a carbine rifle, sawing off the gunstock in order to conceal it. Then he drove to Cheryl’s parents’ house—they were away for the weekend—and pried open a door leading into the garage. He kicked in the door to Cheryl’s bedroom with the rifle in his hand. He beat her and raped her before telling her to pack things for little Charlie. He told her that she could go or die.

Fortunately, Cheryl had the instincts of a survivor. She remained calm and said she would come; she convinced Charlie that he didn’t have to kill her.

“We can go away,” she said. “We can start a new life together with little Charlie.”

Cheryl had made it clear by now that she wanted no part of Charlie, yet he wanted so much to believe her that this gleam of hope obscured his judgment. He gave her a few moments to get the boy out of bed and to gather up some clothes. Then they took off in Charlie’s car.

Cheryl had no plan other than to try to stay alive. Charlie’s plan, to the extent that he had one, was to avoid being caught. Both knew that Cheryl’s parents would call the police the moment they discovered she was gone. Both were simply stalling for time.

Charlie drove south through the night along the eastern seaboard, and somewhere near the Washington, D.C., area headed west into the mountains of Virginia. Charlie liked mountains. When little Charlie was still an infant, he started to build a log cabin, which remained unfinished when Cheryl left him. Cheryl had grown tired of him, of the idea of living in a remote cabin, and of their relationship, and so she left.

On Saturday, April 2, about an hour and a half due west of Washington, D.C., Charlie’s car ran out of gas. They abandoned it near Sperryville, Virginia, a scenic little town on the eastern slopes of the Blue Ridge Mountains.

The Virginia authorities found Charlie’s car on Sunday. By this time, Cheryl’s sister had reported her missing when she didn’t show up to a planned dinner, so when the police ran the plates, they quickly connected this vehicle with the story of the abduction in Connecticut, then launched an all-out search.

Just outside Sperryville, a sleepy country village where tourists came in season to buy apples and view the fall colors, Charlie took his family once again into the woods. This time, he built a simple lean-to. They made their way to a nearby country store, where they purchased food and drinks and a few other supplies. Meanwhile, all around them, a search went on involving the local police, the Virginia State Police, and the FBI. Helicopters flew over the ridges and valleys, while teams on foot searched the woods with tracking dogs.

This went on for almost a week, by which time the authorities were ready to give up. Then on Friday the eighth, Charlie waited until after dark, then broke in to the same country store he had visited before and stole additional supplies. This confirmed for the police that their fugitive was still in the area, and the next morning they renewed their search. Investigating the burglary, the authorities showed photographs of Charlie, Cheryl, and little Charlie to the store owner, who made a positive identification.

The FBI’s efforts in tracking down Charlie and his victims would be led by the Richmond, Virginia, SWAT team, with an assist from members of the SWAT team from the FBI Washington Field Office (WFO). Both groups are tactical operations specialists, that is, the ones who subdue the perpetrators if and when negotiations fail to bring an end to the crisis. In other words, their jobs do not involve establishing trust or empathy, or the contradictions attendant therein.

They made a house-to-house search of the area, and late in the afternoon on April 9, Special Agent Barry Subelsky and his team from the WFO SWAT approached a two-story farmhouse, a weekend getaway place for a successful Washington couple, less than a mile off the main road. The sunlight was fading fast, so they wanted to get this done as quickly as possible.

Barry conferred with Wayne Waddell, SWAT leader for the Richmond FBI office. These two experienced agents, both Vietnam combat veterans, decided that Barry’s team would search the ground floor of the farmhouse and Wayne’s team would then take the upstairs. Before they moved in, however, they saw something that made them cautious. The electric meter on the outside of the house was humming along at a brisk pace, more active than what one would expect in an unoccupied dwelling.

They summoned an FBI helicopter for support, and it landed in a field some hundred yards away, just as a local sheriff arrived with keys to the house.

Barry’s team searched for signs of forced entry but found none. They came up on the rickety porch outside the kitchen and went in through the back door, then fanned out to secure the ground floor. Wayne and his team followed in single file up on the porch, through the kitchen and then the family room, turning the corner near the front entryway, then advancing, slowly and carefully, up the creaking main stairs to the second floor.

When Wayne got upstairs he found Charlie on the floor of the bedroom holding Cheryl and little Charlie in front of him, a gun to her head.

“Back off!” he yelled. “Back off or I’ll kill her.”

Wayne Waddell had spent hours training for situations just like this, and he knew exactly what to do.

“We’re backing off,” he said. “Nobody’s going to get hurt.”

He and the agents moved back down and clustered at the foot of the stairs.

Law enforcement often overreacts to threats of the kind that Charlie made, even though in most cases such threats are merely defensive, designed to keep the police at bay. Some law officers hear only the threatened action, “I’ll kill this lady,” while failing to hear the conditions under which that action will be taken: “if you try to come in here.” That is one reason why the most critical skills of a negotiator are self-control and the ability to help those around you keep their cool.

Wayne had a lot on his mind as law enforcement settled in for the long haul. Mere chance had made him the group’s primary negotiator, and his immediate task was to deescalate the confrontation, and then to convince Charlie that he was here to help him. But he also had to lead the SWAT team and coordinate the actions of the roughly twenty FBI personnel on the scene, as well as communicate all of this to his superiors.

Back in Sperryville, other agents and local police officials were setting up a command post at the local firehouse, from which all efforts would be coordinated. State police brought in an armored vehicle, one of those old Brink’s trucks that had been converted to a forward command post, which they positioned about a hundred yards away from the farmhouse on the long drive leading to it. Sniper/observer teams took up positions in the nearby woods, and the men inside the house began to wait.

As dusk settled in, Wayne and his team decided to turn on the lights. Charlie didn’t like this. In response he fired several shots at the lightbulb in the ceiling above the second-floor landing, shattering the bulb and sending shards of glass in all directions.

“Relax! Relax!” Wayne yelled. He kept his guys cool, avoiding what could have been a bloodbath right there and then. It was going to be a long night.

Wayne now realized he would need a trained negotiator to talk to Charlie. He called in another agent from the Richmond FBI office, Gray Hill, who soon arrived, still in civilian clothes, and assumed the task of talking to Charlie from the bottom of the stairs. Their conversations over the next couple of hours were sporadic, and in the few exchanges that took place Charlie remained adamant: he was not going to give up without hurting Cheryl and the boy. Hill was a veteran agent and had taken the FBI’s two-week hostage-negotiation training course, but this was his first actual hostage situation. His job at this point was to relieve Wayne and hold the fort until a resolution strategy was in place. An hour went by, maybe two. Then Charlie called down with his first demand. “We need our clothes out of the dryer. We need you to get the clothes and bring them up here.”

It actually had been Cheryl’s idea to break in to the farmhouse, with clean clothes as the objective. There had been some wet weather in the mountains and she and the boy had been cold and miserable. She had convinced Charlie that they needed to take a warm bath and wash their clothes, which were still in the dryer when Wayne and his crew entered the house.

Gray was nothing if not cautious, a negotiator who would play it by the book, and the book says that you do not give a hostage taker anything without getting something in return. His answer to the request for the clothing was no. He did not want to empower Charlie by making concessions to him without getting something in return. But at the same time, he continued to emphasize the themes that Wayne had established: No one had been hurt. The charges that might be brought against Charlie at this point were not that serious. The FBI didn’t want to see anyone hurt.

These are all standard tactics of hostage negotiation: to minimize the consequences the perpetrator will face once the siege is over, and to assure him that he won’t be hurt if he surrenders. The other essential part of the message is that harming someone will only make matters worse. Even so, there are times when playing it by the book won’t get the job done, and when a more experienced negotiator might be more willing to improvise. This would prove to be one of those times.

It was after one in the morning when the phone rang on the nightstand next to my bed in my home in Fairfax, Virginia. I heard a voice telling me that it was FBI headquarters, calling to tell me about what was going on in Sperryville and asking me to report to the command post there as soon as possible to assist with negotiations and eventually take over direct communication with Charlie. As the negotiation coordinator for the Washington Field Office, I’d been involved with previous such incidents and I knew the drill.

While I would have preferred this call at a more convenient hour, I felt the usual charge of excitement that comes with responding to cases of this kind. I quickly jumped out of bed, threw on my clothes, and told my wife, Carol, that I would call her when I could. This was my job, like it or not. I had just come back from an assignment overseas and my FBI car—my “G-ride”—was still parked at the office, which meant that I would have to take the family station wagon. As I got in the car and backed out of the driveway, the absolute calm of the quiet suburban street once again reminded me how different my life was from that of my neighbors.

The trip would normally take about ninety minutes, driving out of Fairfax through Warrenton. My family and I had been to Sperryville the previous year to pick apples, so I knew the way. There was almost no traffic at this time of night, and, not having my light and siren, I edged over the speed limit cautiously and made it in about an hour. When I reached the command post at the fire station in town I was given directions to the farmhouse a little ways up the road. I was told to speak to the Assistant Special Agent in Charge (ASAC), Virgil Young.

I showed my identification to the trooper on the scene, parked near the armored truck serving as the forward command post, and approached the small group of men standing out in the cold. It was 2:30 a.m. I shook hands with Special Agent Young and also met Wayne Waddell, whose welcome consisted of tossing me a bulletproof vest.

The two agents quickly brought me up to speed. When you first come into a situation you want all the information you can get. The agents you are relieving mostly want to go home, so sometimes you have to push a bit to tease out the facts. As I listened to them, I could barely see their faces, but I could tell from his weary voice that Wayne was especially tired. He and his team had been out all day searching when their late-afternoon decision to check out one last house had hit the jackpot. He told me that he and his team had stood down a couple of hours earlier, and that Gray Hill and the group from the Washington Field Office SWAT team were now on shift inside the house. I had worked and trained with this team and knew them well. My job was going to be to relieve Gray right away, although he would stay on as my backup negotiator, or coach, until a replacement arrived. Before I left home I’d called another experienced negotiator, Steve Romano; he and Agent Bill Wang would join me shortly.

Wayne Waddell led me toward the farmhouse, which was about a hundred yards off the road at the end of a long, straight driveway edged with tall junipers and shrubs, though in the dark of night I couldn’t see it or much of anything else. I was feeling somewhat optimistic because the situation appeared to be stable: Charlie had abducted Cheryl and little Charlie more than a week ago, and he had not yet killed her. The standoff itself had gone on for hours now, and again, Charlie had not gone over the edge. My best guess was that if I could keep him calm until daylight, we might be able to get him to surrender.

When we reached the farmhouse we went around to the back, climbed the two or three steps onto the porch, and entered the kitchen door. All the lights were turned off, so Wayne used his flashlight to guide us. I followed close behind as we made our way into the family room.

In the flashlight’s beam I caught glimpses of photographs on the walls, books on the shelves, and the carpets, drapes, and other furnishings that made this a nice, cozy place for a weekend getaway. But right now it wasn’t cozy at all. It was actually colder inside than it had been out on the lawn, and I could see my breath condensing in the air as I spoke. I wished I had brought along a heavier coat and gloves. At least I had the Kevlar vest for a bit of insulation.

The SWAT team was clustered near the door where the family room opened onto the entryway at the foot of the stairs. They looked particularly ghoulish in the flashlight beam, each wearing a dark uniform, bulletproof vest, and Kevlar helmet, and each armed with a 9 mm MP5 submachine gun. With them was Barry Subelsky, my squad partner and a guy with whom I’d spent all too many hours in scenes just like this, who greeted me with the respect to which I’d become accustomed: “Now look what the cat dragged in.”

I wondered, not for the first time, why these guys seemed to enjoy SWAT duty, which usually involved being cold, wet, and hungry, not to mention spending a good deal of time in the direct line of fire. Negotiators usually had a warmer, drier place to work from, a ready supply of coffee, and less likelihood of being shot. The telephone was our usual mode of contact with the perpetrator, and one of the truisms of the profession is that no negotiator has ever been killed over the telephone. Unfortunately, tonight I would not be on the phone. Charlie and his carbine were right upstairs, just a few feet away.

Standing with the SWAT team, just beyond the door, was Gray Hill, the negotiator I would be relieving. Wayne took him by the arm and tugged him back into the family room to introduce us.

Gray and I shook hands, and then he leaned forward as he gave me the update, speaking in low, confidential tones.

“Very quiet for the last hour or so,” he told me. “Charlie hasn’t been saying very much, though I’ve tried to keep him engaged. Overall, tense but calm.”

“Seems like a good sign,” I said. “The man’s calmed down. No new threats and no one’s been hurt. So maybe he’ll come to his senses.”

“Then again,” Gray said, “he did blow out the lights the minute we turned them on.” We glanced at each other. “Charlie definitely has an edge to him.”

Gray told me about the clothes in the dryer that Charlie had requested. He told me that he had said no, and asked me what I thought.

“Well,” I said, “the usual deal is quid pro quo. We give the perpetrator something tangible only in exchange for releasing a hostage. But Charlie isn’t holding Cheryl and little Charlie with a clear goal in mind. When a subject doesn’t want or need anything from us, the only real tool we have is to show him some respect. So I think it would be a good idea to give him the clothes. If we can create a relationship of trust, we have a better chance of influencing his behavior.”

Among negotiators, this process of trust building is called the “behavioral change stairway.” You listen to show interest, then respond empathetically, which leads to rapport building, which then leads to influence. But influence does not accrue automatically. We can suggest alternatives to violence, but we must first earn the right to be of influence.

Would Charlie see us bringing him the clothes from the dryer as a sign of weakness on our part? I didn’t think so. I believed that the gesture, without any preconditions, would make us appear less threatening. By appearing more willing to help, we would appear more worthy of respect in his eyes.

Gray went down to the basement and brought back up the bag of clothes. “You come, too,” he suggested. “I’ll introduce you to Charlie.”

“I think it’s better if I give him the clothes,” I said. As the new negotiator, I needed to demonstrate that I was here to help. “It’ll build trust,” I said. Wayne nodded.

It was almost 4:00 a.m. when Gray introduced me to Charlie. Standing at the bottom of the stairs, I began with a simple hello.

Silence.

I tried again. “Hello, my name is Gary and I’m here to help,” I said, before adding, “Can you hear me?”

“Yeah. I hear you.”

“Good. That’s good, Charlie. You know, we really mean you and your family no harm.” I used the word family very deliberately, in an effort to remind Charlie what Cheryl and the boy meant to him. I repeated the standard lines that he had already heard from Wayne and Gray. It is not only what you say that counts, but how you say it. Being sincere and genuine are powerful tools to gain influence. “We don’t want to see anyone get hurt, you know. This is just a domestic dispute. If you’ll just put down your weapon and come downstairs, I guarantee you that no harm will come to you.”

I waited, and then in the darkness I heard a single word. “No.”

I didn’t expect him to give up so easily. I just wanted to keep reinforcing the thought that a peaceful ending was still possible.

It stood to reason that Charlie would be exhausted. Also hungry. “Charlie,” I said, “you need anything? Anything I can do for you?”

As I anticipated, he asked if I could get their clothes from downstairs.

“Sure, Charlie,” I said. “I can do that for you.”

I had the bag of clothes at my side, but I waited a bit, as if we were just then going down to the dryer. After a while I said, “Charlie, I’ve got the bag. You want me to throw it up to the top of the stairs?” He told me to go ahead.

I threw the bag and it dropped onto the landing. A moment later Cheryl Hart darted into view, wrapped in a blanket, looking terrified. She glanced at me for a split second, then grabbed the bag and disappeared.

“It’s cold in here,” I said to Charlie. “I didn’t want you or your family to be uncomfortable.”

I waited again.

“You need anything else?”

“I’m good,” he said. Then a moment later he added, “Little Charlie’s sleeping … so if you guys could keep it down …”

“Sure,” I said.

I wanted to comply with his request. On the other hand, keeping big Charlie awake might encourage him to surrender sooner rather than later. But exhaustion can also make people more impulsive and unpredictable.

I waited about forty-five minutes before I reestablished contact.

“Everything okay, Charlie?”

“Yeah.”

He sounded half asleep. Most likely he hadn’t had any real rest since this whole thing began. “Got some good news for you,” I said. By this time we had an army field telephone wired up from the forward command post to the house. I had just heard back from Max Thiel, the FBI agent in New England who was interviewing people back in Trumbull, Connecticut, for us. “Your boss won’t lose the bail money he posted for you.” Charlie had been charged earlier with failure to appear in court. “Your boss sounds like a good guy. He says he’s holding your job for you.” Again the message was, You have a future.

But there was no response from Charlie, so I left him alone with his thoughts.

I rubbed my hands together and killed time by talking with the SWAT guys. The weather was always a good topic. It just wasn’t supposed to be this cold in April. But I also took the time to ask various members of the team how they sized up the situation. It brought them more into the process, but I also genuinely wanted to know what they had to say. Everyone seemed to think that what we had was as good as it was going to get, at least for now. Early that morning the WFO SWAT team had been relieved by members of the FBI’s elite Hostage Rescue Team (HRT). Each FBI office has a SWAT team, but HRT was the FBI’s full-time domestic counterterrorism and tactical response unit, stationed at the FBI academy. Just before daybreak, I felt it was time to begin to ramp it up a bit.

“Charlie! Good morning. Hope you got some rest.”

He muttered something unintelligible, so I went on. “I hope we’ve made it clear that we don’t want to hurt you, Charlie.” I then reminded him that our agents had not responded when he fired shots at the lightbulb. We had given him the clothes he had asked for, and, before I arrived, we had even provided some food. I later learned that Charlie told Cheryl he was going to kill her after that breakfast. I restated our position that this was simply a domestic dispute between him and Cheryl, once again downplaying the seriousness of the kidnapping. There was no reason for anyone to get hurt. No serious crime had been committed, I said, although that did not mean that we could just walk away.

No response from Charlie. I knew that he could hear me, but I had no sense that I was having any effect.

For the next two hours I continued this kind of running commentary. In the negotiation business we call this a “one-way dialogue,” where the goal is to address concerns that may not have been articulated, and answer questions that haven’t been asked. I suspected that Charlie could see the logic in what I was saying, but people who are cornered often fall into a kind of paralysis, so no decision becomes the de facto decision.

Fully awake now, Charlie yelled out, “Just get the fuck out of here and leave us alone!”

This sudden shift caused me concern. Again, exhaustion could be taking its toll, adding a wild card to his already erratic behavior of late.

I asked him if he was considering harming himself. I knew that there was plenty of evidence that bringing up the issue of suicide was not going to plant the thought. And if he was really thinking of considering suicide, I needed to know so I could focus my efforts on suicide intervention.

“I’m not going to kill myself,” Charlie said. His voice became more intense. “You’re going to have to kill me.”

“We’re not going to do that,” I said. “There’s no reason to do that.”

His voice continued to rise in intensity. He was now angry. “I’ll give you a reason. You’re going to have to kill me after I kill Cheryl.”

My heart sank. I had hoped his prior threats against Cheryl were simply intended to keep the police at bay. But his increasingly angry tone, and the fact that it came after several hours in which we’d demonstrated that we didn’t want to hurt him, gave me great concern. Charlie continued to work himself up into a frenzy.

“Right now I’m sitting on a chair with Cheryl on the floor beside me,” he said. “I have the gun against her head and I am about to pull the fucking trigger!”

His voice went up several decibels as he enunciated those last syllables, which were punctuated with what sounded like a choking noise from Cheryl. The two HRT agents closest to me moved in, actually nudging me out of the way as they readied themselves to make an emergency assault. If Charlie fired, they would charge up the stairs to try to save the little boy. I couldn’t figure out what had gone wrong. Things had seemed stable just moments before, and now they were slipping out of control. I needed to buy some time.

“Don’t do it, Charlie,” I blurted out. This wasn’t inspired or subtle, but I had to say something. I couldn’t just wait for the sound of the gun. “Don’t kill Cheryl. Don’t kill her in front of your son.”

Charlie started shouting again, calling Cheryl a no-good whore. His voice grew louder and angrier as he spewed out a litany of complaints. She had cheated on him. She had done this, she had done that. Each outburst and accusation seemed to make him more agitated.

The HRT operators were locked and ready. It looked like this was going to be it for Cheryl. The only question remaining was whether we could get to the boy before Charlie killed him as well.

But then Charlie stopped yelling. There was silence for a moment, and then I heard him whispering, “Charlie, come sit in Daddy’s lap.”

It’s hard to explain the experience of that moment. I was absolutely convinced that the next sound I would hear was the gun going off and Cheryl being killed. But for the moment I was out of ideas. I desperately tried to conjure something to stop him.

“Charlie, if you really love your son, you won’t do this. A boy should not see his mother being killed.”

“He’ll be okay,” he said. “I was raised without a mother. My son can get by without a mother.” In truth, Charlie’s mother had died only a few years earlier of stomach cancer.

I took another tack. “You don’t want to see your son hurt, do you?”

“The only way he’s gonna be hurt is if you come up here after I kill Cheryl.”

“Talk to me instead of hurting her,” I said.

“I’m going to shoot her in one minute.”

Then I heard him whisper to Cheryl, “I’m going to blow your fucking head off.”

“Charlie, is there anything, anything at all, that I can do to keep you from doing this?”

“Can’t you get us out of here?” Cheryl yelled. She was more desperate than I was—her life was on the line—and her fear had produced an inspired response. Charlie had narrowed his vision to the dynamic going on within this house. Cheryl’s question suddenly widened it again. Charlie followed up immediately.

“Yeah,” Charlie said. “We want to get to that helicopter outside.”

Suddenly it appeared that we might have a chance after all. At least this was a demand that could be bargained for, another way of stalling for time.

I signaled for the HRT operators to step back from the stairs to give me a little room. “Charlie,” I said, “this is the first time you’ve mentioned wanting to leave the house. You know, this is something I could work on. I don’t have the authority myself, but I could get on the phone and talk to my boss to get his approval.”

I waited, knowing that the next time Charlie spiraled out of control, it would probably mean the end for Cheryl.

“I’m going to speak with my boss, Charlie. Can I have your promise that you won’t hurt Cheryl while I’m talking to him?”

“Hurry up.”

“Is that a promise?”

“Just hurry up.”

When I had communicated with the command post about an hour before, the situation had been stable and the prognosis for an eventual peaceful outcome seemed good. How was I going to explain what we had just experienced? How could I convey how close we’d come to having the situation blow up in our faces? I rang them up on the mobile phone and, standing in the far corner of the family room, speaking in a hushed voice, I explained the situation to Virgil Young, the on-scene forward commander. I told him that the only reason Cheryl was alive was that she had blurted out a desire to get out of the house, and that Charlie had seen the helicopter. Now our subject had this notion that he could fly away. “If I give Charlie a negative response,” I said, “there’s no doubt in my mind that he’ll carry out his threat.”

Agent Young listened carefully and thoughtfully, accepting nothing at face value. “What exactly did he say?” he asked. “How angry did he appear?” He challenged me to back up each and every one of my recommendations.

I asked his express permission to engage in a dialogue with Charlie about going to the helicopter. Getting his approval was important, because if later he said we couldn’t make the offer, I would be caught in a lie. Not only would that destroy my credibility with Charlie, but it would probably trigger the murder we all wanted to avoid.

I then did something that is extremely rare in the negotiation business. I recommended that I be given permission to lure Charlie out of the house by negotiating with him for access to the helicopter, and that we prepare to have a sniper take him out as he left the house.

I could see the look of surprise on some of the SWAT team members’ faces, but I really had no other choice. I am not a self-questioning kind of guy. This was an explosive situation and mollification had just about run its course. I saw no other way to keep Cheryl alive.

I also knew that commanders don’t like deadlines, and that this was a serious request that would require some time to consider. Still, I added, “I need a response very quickly.”

Waiting for an answer, I went back and reengaged Charlie in discussion. I told him that I had made the request and that I was waiting for the answer from the boss. Again I asked him not to hurt Cheryl. Again, no reply. Yet I sensed I had purchased some time.

There was nothing to do now but wait. I tried to maintain a calm appearance, but inside my mind was running at full speed. I was trying to pull a rabbit out of a hat, and the lives of a young woman and her son depended on making the trick work.

A half hour later the field telephone rang; it was Virgil Young. He told me that his boss, Special Agent in Charge Terry O’Connor of the Richmond Field Office, had given us the green light. His wording was characteristically dispassionate. “The Special Agent in Charge has authorized you to proceed with the plan you have recommended,” he said.

He told me nothing about the specifics of the plan HRT had worked out for dealing with Charlie; I didn’t need to know. My job was simply to get the subject out of the house and walking toward that helicopter. I walked back to the stairway and directed my voice upstairs.

“Charlie,” I said, “this is Gary again. I told my boss about you wanting the helicopter. He didn’t understand why you don’t just put your weapon down and come out. But I also told him you wouldn’t take no for an answer. Based on that, my boss has agreed for you to take the helicopter. He didn’t like it, but he’ll go along if it will keep people from getting hurt.”

Once again I was trying to establish myself in Charlie’s mind as his advocate. I was also trying to make our position seem credible. If I just blithely said okay, Charlie might think we had given in too easily and might become suspicious.

This is when I asked Charlie if he had ever flown in a helicopter before. The question seemed to brighten his mood, so I followed up by asking where he wanted to go. He said he would tell the pilot to fly them over the mountains and they would land when he spotted a place that looked good to him.

It was then that I asked him not to harm my friend Tom Kelly, the pilot.

The tension seemed to be easing as time passed by, enough so that after an hour or so Charlie and I began to talk more casually, first about the farmhouse. Though relieved that we had stepped back from the brink, I was aware that any misstep could set him off. He told me that he had seen the beams down in the basement when they had gone downstairs to use the washer and dryer. He told me how much he admired that kind of solid construction, far better than what was built these days. I asked Charlie about the cabin he had built in Connecticut, and he seemed to take pride in talking about his craftsmanship. We then moved on to talking about camping and the outdoors. I told him that I had an old motor home and that I wanted to take my family camping in New England this coming summer. I asked him about some places we might go, and he gave me some recommendations. Our conversations were becoming more relaxed.

For the first time I also mentioned to Charlie that I also had a four-year-old son. We talked about how fascinating it is to watch kids grow. Again I tried to push Charlie toward thinking about the future in a positive way. I reminded him how important it was for a father to show his son the woods and outdoors, to help him grow to be a man.

Suddenly he said, “I’ve got some stuff in the lean-to. Some favorite toys for the boy … and some other stuff. I want to take it on the helicopter with us.”

This was a complication we could do without, but I had to play along. “Can you tell us where the shelter is in relation to the farmhouse?” I said. “We’ll go get your stuff.”

Charlie’s directions were a bit vague, but we dispatched agents to recover the items.

“You must be a pretty good woodsman,” I said, “to have gone so long in the mountains without being found, especially with so many people looking for you.”

He seemed to relish the compliment. “Nobody’s going to find me if I don’t want them to,” he said.

When I got back on the phone with the command post, they described a four-phase plan that I would have to sell to Charlie. First, two FBI agents would carry the recovered personal items out to the helicopter. They would place black garbage bags filled with these items at the foot of the helicopter and walk away. Phase two called for the helicopter pilot, Tom Kelly, to walk to the aircraft, load the bags onto the copilot’s seat, get in, and start the engine. Phase three would have those of us on the ground floor exit the house. Phase four would have Charlie, Cheryl, and little Charlie exit, walk to the helicopter, board it, and fly away as previously agreed. At least that was phase four as we would describe it to Charlie.

I went back to my position at the foot of the stairs, and for the rest of the morning, Charlie and I went back and forth over the plan. I wanted to make sure that he fully understood what to expect. I also wanted to reinforce his belief that he was really going to fly away. If he sensed betrayal, this whole thing could blow up in our faces.

After a couple of hours our guys came back from their search for Charlie’s shelter in the woods and said they still couldn’t find it. Charlie tried to explain again, but even after a second try our agents still came up empty. I was growing concerned that Charlie might lose faith in this whole plan, so I asked him to really spell out the directions for us. He drew a crude map on a coloring book and threw it down the stairs. I gave the map to our agents and they went off to try again.

“We’re hungry,” Charlie said.

We sent a police cruiser to the closest McDonald’s, and when the food arrived the HRT guys covered me as I placed it halfway up the steps. A moment later, Cheryl came down to pick up the food. This was the first time she and I had a chance to look clearly at each other. She was a pretty girl, but frail and terrified. Earlier, the command post and I had discussed whether or not we should ever try to grab her. We weren’t sure if she would cooperate if it meant leaving her child, so we’d decided the most we could do was to hold up a sign asking if she was okay, then stand ready to sweep her out of the way if she appeared to want to flee down the stairs. I held up the sign—Are you okay?—and she looked at it, but she made no response. She knew Charlie was watching her every move.

An hour or so later our agents returned. They had located the shelter and brought back the Easter candy and other items Charlie had requested.

Our four-phase plan was ready to begin. Then the command post called. FBI legal personnel wanted to clearly document that we had given Charlie every opportunity to surrender. They told me that I needed to ask Charlie one more time if he would come out. I explained that this might raise his suspicions and mess up our agreement. Still, I had to do it.

I gathered Bill Wang, who had relieved Gray hours earlier, and the HRT operators close around me and quietly explained what I was about to do. I told them they needed to listen carefully to my request for Charlie to surrender, because they needed to be able to describe in court not only what I said but what Charlie said in reply.

I wasn’t sure how to raise the issue, so I just forged ahead. “Charlie, we’re about ready to begin the process, but before we start, my boss wants me to ask you one more time if you’ll just put down your weapon and come down.”

“No way,” he said.

Then I uttered the dumbest thing I have ever said as a negotiator.

“Okay,” I said, “I won’t kick that dead horse anymore.”

I could almost see the words drifting up the stairway, and I wanted to reach up after them and pull them back.

Charlie didn’t miss a beat. “Dead horse? Is that what’s going to happen?”

“No, Charlie, it’s just a figure of speech. What I mean is that if you’ve made up your mind, then that’s the way it is, nothing more.”

The tension eased again, and I reported back to the command post this final attempt to get Charlie to surrender. We were now ready. The command post wanted to know from what door of the house they would exit.

“Charlie,” I said, “what door are you going to come out of?”

“Why do you want to know? So you can shoot me?”

“No. It’s just that we’re going to go out the back door and we’ll be waiting behind the house. I don’t want you to come out and trip over us.” Charlie never answered me.

On the phone, the command center asked where I thought he would exit. I said I was pretty sure he would come out the front.

Phase one began with the two agents carrying the bags of personal items to the helicopter. A short time later the helicopter engine revved up and the big rotor began to whirl.

“Charlie,” I said, “we’re leaving the house now. Remember, you said you wouldn’t harm the pilot.”

Silence.

“Good luck, Charlie. I hope you and Cheryl will be okay.”

There was another moment of silence. Then I heard him say, “Goodbye.”

The six or seven of us who had been on the ground floor now moved through the back door to the outside and hung close to the rear wall. We could not see the area in front where the helicopter was waiting. A tactical radio was within earshot, though, and I heard someone say that Charlie and his family had come out the front door. Minutes passed, then I heard an explosion. I edged to the corner of the house and looked cautiously around it. I saw Cheryl standing alone in the middle of the field, screaming. Lying at her feet were big Charlie and little Charlie. I feared the worst.

Someone yelled for her to start running, and Wayne Waddell went after her. Another agent, Terry Neist, picked up little Charlie and cradled him in his arms.

Before leaving the house, Charlie had tied the boy onto his back with the cloth belt from a bathrobe. Little Charlie’s head had been only inches behind his father’s—not much room for a marksman to find a target. Charlie had held Cheryl close in front of him, the carbine pushed into her back. The distance from the house to the helicopter had been about a hundred yards, perhaps a bit more. As Charlie moved forward, shielded by his captives, the snipers had called out over their radios, one after the other. They never had a clear shot. Then, when Charlie was about halfway to the chopper, the machine suddenly lifted off the ground. At that moment, agents tossed flash-bang diversion grenades at Charlie’s feet. The noise and bright light must have disoriented him, because he fell to one knee. He said to Cheryl, “This is it, Kitten.” But the fall had shifted little Charlie’s weight, opening up a space between father and son, and in that split second an FBI marksman fired a shot that entered Charlie’s right cheek and exited the rear of his head.

I hurried over to Terry and little Charlie and put my hand on the boy’s head.

“How you doing, Charlie?” I hoped the boy would recognize my voice and find it reassuring. He was shaking and very scared. Cheryl was brought over and took him in her arms. She looked toward the FBI emergency medical technicians, who were frantically trying to revive Charlie.

“My God, they’re going to bring him back and he’s going to do this to us again.” But this would not turn out to be the case—the shot proved fatal.

My wife later asked me if I’d formed any kind of bond with Charlie, and indeed I had. The moment of going so close to the brink was a kind of shared event, and I think it helped set up the positive interaction that followed. I don’t think Charlie ever would have walked out of that house if we hadn’t established some sense of trust in this moment. But despite this I felt no remorse about my recommendation that we use deadly force. I was convinced it was the only way to save Cheryl and little Charlie.

I realized I had left my jacket in the house and started walking back to get it; Steve Romano joined me and asked me if I was okay with what had happened.

“I’m fine,” I said. Then I added, “But I’m mad at that son of a bitch for making us do it.” It felt like such a waste of life.

By the time I reported to the main command post in Sperryville, Cheryl was sitting there calmly with little Charlie in her lap. She rose to greet me, then, with tears streaming down her face, gave me a hug. I did not, could not, say a word. Everyone in the command post was watching. It was a long time before my voice worked. I don’t remember what we said or what thoughts we shared. I remember only the incredible sense of relief I felt in seeing them both alive.

When I drove home late that afternoon, our neighborhood was as calm and serene as it had been when I left, only this time Carol was standing on the front porch. I parked the car in our driveway and got out, heavy with fatigue. She had been watching the television news and knew how the incident had turned out. With a big smile on her face she said, “Welcome home, Batman. Now take out the garbage.”

———

The following Christmas I received a card from Connecticut. It was from Cheryl, and this is what she wrote:


Thank you so much for all you did for little Charlie, big Charlie, and myself. Lil Charlie has grown so much since April. He seems to be doing very well with everything. He goes to counseling every six weeks just so they can keep an eye on him. I’d like to thank you for all you did in Virginia. When you kept on talking, even when Charlie wouldn’t talk or let me talk, your voice was so soothing to hear for me and for big Charlie. At one time Charlie was a very nice person and I know he ended up liking you and he had wished you could have met under different terms. I know for myself I will never forget your voice or you, for all your caring and help we hope you and your family have a great holiday season and that God will be with you always.

Thank you,
Cheryl Hart and LiL Charlie.
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