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PRAISE FOR

In the Name of the Children

“At a time when people are questioning the motives and dedication of the FBI, here is a book that shows what ‘Fidelity, Bravery, and Integrity’ really stands for. In the Name of the Children is an exceptionally well-written and deeply moving look at one FBI agent’s lifelong quest to find missing children and bring sexual predators to justice. No one in law enforcement has ever written with such unvarnished honesty about what it takes to bring down those who prey on kids. Jeff Rinek’s insights into the motives and modus operandi of sex offenders and his approach to getting killers like serial sex slayer Cary Stayner to confess should be mandatory reading not just for those in law enforcement but also for everyone who cares about the safety of our children. Chilling, fascinating, and groundbreaking.”

—John Douglas, FBI profiler, author of Mindhunter, The Anatomy of Motive, and Journey Into Darkness

“Retired FBI Special Agent Jeff Rinek brings us deep inside his investigations of serial killers, child murderers, and sexual predators. These riveting stories document not only the hunt for these elusive criminals but also reveal the emotional upheaval Rinek himself experienced seeing the carnage perpetrated on society’s youngest and most vulnerable victims. Drawing on remarkable wells of compassion and empathy not just for the victims he is serving but also for perpetrators who were often once victims themselves, Rinek is able to draw the truth out of suspects who had proven to be unbreakable by other more typical interrogation methods. This is a must-read for anyone who follows true crime. It gave me a greater appreciation of, and respect for, law enforcement’s men and women who serve and protect us.”

—Beth Karas, former prosecutor, legal analyst, longtime truTV correspondent

“Part memoir, part true crime, In The Name of the Children, is a riveting read. This rare and candid insider’s look at crimes against children pulls back the curtain on the painstaking, often heart breaking, process of investigating these unthinkable crimes and the damaging effects of organizational betrayal on those who are seeking justice for the victims.”

—Ellen Kirschman, PhD, author of I Love a Cop: What Police Families Need to Know, Counseling Cops: What Clinicians Need to Know, and the Dot Meyerhoff mystery series

“The extraordinary calling of Jeff Rinek’s life is wrestling with evil so that evil does not have the last word. The mission he took on was horrifying yet honorable, debilitating yet life giving. We are not wired to be able to tolerate eyeball-to-eyeball confrontations with those without conscience without ourselves suffering deep devastation. Those of us who have had extraordinary confrontations with evil will always carry the ‘mark of the beast’ within us, manifested as vicarious trauma or PTSD, whether we are war vets, police officers, or therapists. This book is haunting in its depiction of the worst of psychopathology and conscienceless-ness, but it also brims with the hope that springs from the quest of a hero full of empathy and compassion to find answers, bring justice, and honor life. Rinek is humanity at its best.”

—Sandra L. Brown, MA, trauma therapist, author of Counseling Victims of Violence and How to Spot a Dangerous Man Before You Get Involved

“A must-read for true crime fans! Jeffrey Rinek is not your typical FBI Agent. His memoir is a page-turner full of fascinating cases that he approaches from a unique empathy-based perspective. Rinek’s success in using humanity and compassion to elicit confessions from ruthless predators makes you wonder if we should rethink everything we know about interrogations. I’ve written for a lot of cop shows, and I’ve read dozens of law enforcement memoirs—this one truly stands out thanks to Rinek’s willingness to shun bravado in favor of authenticity. By fearlessly sharing his raw emotional truths, Rinek provides a compelling new template for men in law enforcement.”

—Krystal Houghton Ziv, co-executive producer of CSI: Miami, The Purge, Body of Proof

“This book is not only a rare glimpse into the remarkable and dedicated work of the FBI; it is also a ringside seat into the heart and soul of a federal agent doing the most demanding work. Jeffrey Rinek’s personal story punctuates the pages and takes the reader on the journey for justice for America’s most vulnerable victims. Rinek the federal agent? I’d say federal angel.”

—Diane Dimond, journalist, former Court TV reporter, and author of Be Careful Who You Love: Inside the Michael Jackson Case
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This is a true story. The events in this book all took place, and conversations are based on court transcripts, FBI recordings, public statements, and Jeffrey L. Rinek’s recollections and perceptions. Some names and other identifying details have been fictionalized to protect the privacy of those individuals. Any resemblance between a fictionalized name and a real person is strictly coincidental.
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This book is dedicated to my wife, Lori, and my sons, Joseph and Jordan. A father always hopes that his children will be better than he is and accomplish more. You both have made me so very proud. Lori, you make life worth living, and along with our sons, anything I have done well in my life is because of you. You are my best friend, my love, my better half.

Steve and Gail Nee, I love you and I am so proud of the family you have made and for you to have included me in yours.

—Jeffrey L. Rinek


“Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster. And if you gaze long enough into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you.”

—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE
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Prologue

THE RADIO ROOM notified us that the pizza and the polygrapher had arrived at the same time. John asked Stayner which he wanted first. Stayner could have asked for the pizza and stalled for time, or he could have said he changed his mind about everything and got up and walked out the door. But what he said next sent a shiver down my spine.

“Let’s skip the polygraph,” Stayner said. “I’d like to speak to Jeff alone.”

I went out to advise my longtime partner and our acting FBI supervisor that day, Ken “Hitman” Hittmeier, that Stayner had asked to speak with me privately. This wasn’t the first time someone had asked to speak to me alone right before a polygraph was to be administered, and Hitman kind of rolled his eyes at me like, “Here we go again.” I had become known in the FBI as someone who was particularly good at obtaining confessions, and Hitman and I felt that what Stayner was saying sounded like the beginning of a confession. But we were told Stayner was just a witness, so I was thinking the thing he wanted to confess might concern something different from why we were here, maybe about his uncle’s murder. Hitman told me to go find out what that was, so I went back into the interview room.

Stayner was slumped over with his head down, sobbing, when I reentered the room. I asked him what he wanted to talk to me about and he said, “Jeff, I’m a bad person and I’ve done some really bad things.” He said he struggled all the time with terrible, obsessive thoughts—thoughts about molesting and even killing prepubescent girls.

“Hold on,” I said. I told him what I believed, that doing bad things doesn’t necessarily mean someone is a bad person, nor does having bad thoughts. “So let’s talk about what’s going on with you,” I offered, “and we’ll figure this out together.”

“I can give you closure,” he said.

“On what?” I asked.

“This,” he responded. “And more.”

“Are you talking about the three tourists?” I asked with trepidation, and he slowly nodded. But before he would say any more he wanted something from me, something that rocked me back on my heels. This was not an attempt to plea bargain. He did not ask for any kind of deal or to even have the death penalty taken off the table but requested something extraordinary, something out of left field, and something I could not possibly deliver. We were on that fragile, delicate precipice together—the threshold of a confession—and one false move could send it crashing down. I had no idea how to get around the obstacle Cary Stayner was now placing in front of me.

I went back to consult with Hitman again, for moral support and to strategize where to go from here. Hitman assured me that I could get through this, that everything I experienced in my life and career had prepared me for that moment.


Introduction

I’M HAUNTED BY THEIR NAMES, forever coursing through my mind like a mantra of pain. For those I was fortunate to meet while they were still alive, who managed to survive the ordeal that caused our paths to cross, it is their voices that shake me to my core—the sheer incongruity between the sweet tones of youth and the words they spoke to me that no child should ever have to utter. In most cases, it breaks my heart to say, I only came to know them after their death. Their faces swirl endlessly through my mind: a nausea-inducing kaleidoscope of school pictures and family snapshots freeze-framing a moment in happier times and the indignities inflicted upon them that I witnessed at their murder scenes.

The memories of all I’ve done and all I couldn’t do to rescue them or find their killers ravage my sleep, burden my conscience, flood my body with sudden waves of terror and grief. I spent twenty-eight years as an FBI agent, mostly working cases of missing and murdered children, and I can’t let go of those I couldn’t find and couldn’t help. I mourn for those whose lives were taken or irrevocably damaged. I agonize for those I fear I’ve hurt when my actions, however well intentioned, had unforeseen and dire consequences. I am especially sorry for the pain I’ve caused my own family, who could not help but get caught up in the fallout of the horrors I could not escape.

Retirement has not erased the pain of all this accumulated grief. Neither has medication, or therapy, or the brotherhood and sisterhood of FBI agents and other law enforcement officers with whom I shared so many grim tasks. The choking weight of tragedy compounded upon tragedy, a sense of impotence and futility in the face of so much darkness, led me at one point to attempt to take my own life—feeling that I belonged with the kids I couldn’t save.

Other than my testimony at trial and occasional comments to the press, I’ve never talked about most of the investigations I worked to anyone outside of my family. It was my wife, Lori, who urged me to write everything down, an account of an improbable life and a record to leave our sons.

As I thought about what my wife asked of me, I realized that she and our sons were victims, too. My marriage to Lori is a true partnership. I shared with her everything I experienced and I didn’t hide the painful facts of my work. I couldn’t have even if I tried—the effects were patently obvious—and I couldn’t have survived if I kept everything I saw and experienced wholly inside me. The cases I investigated affected me physically and emotionally and bled over into my relationship with Lori and our boys, who were forced to grow up in the shadow of other children’s suffering. I can honestly say that without my family’s love and selfless support I would not be alive today. I hope they think that what I did as an FBI agent was worth it. I sometimes need to convince myself of that when I realize how it impacted their lives. So I tell these stories now to honor the victims, living and dead, to whom I tried to deliver justice, and to honor my family as well.

I did my job to the best of my abilities and I embraced it with a passion I didn’t even know was in me. I loved the work, and at times I hated it. I always did what I thought was right, yet there is much that I regret. I’ve learned that nothing in life is as black and white as we would like to believe, not even murder. The victims and killers I dealt with were by turns heroically brave and horrifically broken, vessels of innocence and volcanoes of rage. And, to a greater or lesser degree, I empathized with them all.

To handle the horrors we must deal with on a daily basis, many in law enforcement become hardened and compartmentalize their emotions, which has its own deleterious effects. I was not able to do that, nor could I stand at a clinical distance and rely on some technique or one-size-fits-all theory of criminality and remain untouched by the horrors I saw. All the simplistic strategies you see depicted on TV and in crime novels—playing good cop/bad cop, using lies and trickery or force and intimidation—have limited success in my opinion. You cannot get a sex offender to confess by looking upon him as nothing more than a monster. You cannot gain the trust and cooperation you need from families of missing and murdered children by judging those who, through neglect or inattention or because of their own demons, placed their kids in harm’s way.

The only approach that worked for me, and by which I was able to obtain confessions in even the most unlikely situations, was to open my heart and soul not just to the victims but also to their killers. When I managed to get perpetrators in the interrogation room, I had to bond with them on a deep emotional level, to risk and expose a part of myself in order to get them to reciprocate my investment. I had to try as best I could to understand how they had come to this place in their lives, and then leverage whatever vestige of good I could find inside of them. I had to convince them that despite all the terrible things they had done and could never undo, there was still a way to help those they had hurt. I had to make them believe that by confessing their crimes, leading us to their victims’ bodies, and helping the victims’ loved ones find some semblance of closure, their lives could still have meaning and value.

Looking back, I’m proud of what I was able to accomplish and what I continue to strive to do since my retirement from the FBI to help find missing children and bring their kidnappers and killers to justice. It has been more than a professional calling to me; it is a mission to which I have dedicated my life. However, the cost—not just for me but also for all of those who fight in the trenches every day trying to protect the lives of children—is almost unbearably high. You cannot emerge from this type of work unscathed. You cannot be exposed to such horror and tragedy without having it affect your life in terrible ways.

I have learned that PTSD and vicarious or secondary trauma are real phenomena and affect not just those in combat but also those waging the war at home: from first responders of all types to therapists, social workers, emergency room doctors, and many people in law enforcement. For some of us, the things we hear and see on a daily basis are so overwhelming we can’t adequately process them. They accumulate in the body and eventually overload our emotional response system. This can result in an array of symptoms: anxiety, insomnia, nightmares, flashbacks, and intrusive thoughts and memories that replay constantly in the mind and can be triggered by sounds or smells or certain types of situations. PTSD can have a profound effect on the mind and body. It can lead to depression, suicide, immune disorders, and depletion of the hormones our body needs to cope with stress.

This book is written quite literally in the name of the children to whom I tried to bring justice: kids abducted and murdered by strangers, others abused and killed by their parents, and children exploited by pimps and predators who had discovered a wonderful new tool—the Internet—to advertise their wares, share their predilections, and find and groom potential victims. Their killers tried to erase them, their abusers to silence their voices, their exploiters to reduce them from a flesh-and-blood human being to an object that existed purely to serve and satisfy others. I want these children to be remembered. I want the loss of each and every one of their lives to be mourned as the tragedy it is. I want society to reckon with what happened to these kids, how we failed to protect them, and what we need to do to prevent other kids from becoming victims. Perhaps one of the hardest truths we need to confront is how many victimizers were once victims. We need to break the code of silence that still shrouds childhood abuse, face the full ramifications, and intervene to break this awful, perpetual cycle.
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CHAPTER ONE

Jeffrey

I’VE ALWAYS HAD an unusually intimate relationship with death. My father worked as an undertaker, and when I was born in 1952 we actually lived in the funeral home in downtown Philadelphia where he was employed. I was always interested in those my father attended to and wondered what had brought their lives to an end. Some had died the way we all hope to die: peacefully, at the end of a long and fruitful life. Others died suddenly, violently, miserably at the hands of another. I came to realize that every death told a story, and I became obsessed with trying to figure out what each person’s story was.

As a child, I would occasionally sneak into the embalming room, more curious than repulsed by the ministrations that went on in there. Eventually, my father invited me to spend time with him inside this sanctum sanctorum. Once it was because he wanted to teach me a valuable lesson by showing me what the lungs of someone who died from lung cancer looked like. Dad was a heavy smoker himself, but he didn’t want me taking up the habit. His scared-straight tactics worked; I never had any desire to smoke. Maybe there was a little bit of cop in him, too.

My father, Sidney Rinek, was highly respected in our community. He loved his job and was supremely dedicated to it. He understood that families called upon him in the darkest hours of their lives and he felt that it was his responsibility to help them get through a perilous passage as best they could. At the time, as fascinated as I was by my dad’s work, I also resented the demands it placed on him and the time it stole from our family. He was never able to come to any of my school activities; that was left to my mom. Dad worked all day and late into the night, and when he was with us he was usually on the phone making plans with another family about yet another funeral. As a kid, I was unable to appreciate the acute sense of duty and moral obligation my father felt to perfect strangers, and it created a distance between us. Yet as an adult, be it ironic or simply inevitable, I would choose a calling with the same overriding sense of duty and obligation, and my own wife and kids would pay the price of its voracious demands.

When I turned sixteen my parents expected me to start working, and my dad got me on at the funeral home. My job was to attend to the needs of grieving family members during funeral services, get them water and tissues, and stand by their side stoically and respectfully. I also had to transport the hearse between the funeral home’s two Philadelphia locations. Attending services allowed me to hear stories about the deceased that before I had only imagined. But I didn’t last long in the profession, not yet mature enough for the seriousness of the task. I laughed out loud once in the middle of a service when an elderly mourner coughed and his dentures came flying out of his mouth. I’m also embarrassed to confess that when the hearse was empty I sometimes took the funeral home nameplates out of the windows and drag raced it up Broad Street, its 472-cubic-inch engine the closest I had yet come to the muscle cars I dreamed of owning. One day, with the engine visibly steaming when I got back to our funeral home, my father asked if I had done anything unusual with the hearse.

“Nothing I don’t normally do,” I answered honestly, if cryptically. My dad’s face bore a mixture of skepticism and a look of what was probably acute disappointment, but he questioned me no further.

Finally, in my gravest breach of decorum, I football-tackled a mourner to the ground. The latter transgression was at the funeral of a woman who had married twice. My father had told me that the woman’s second husband, to whom she was still married at the time of her death, would be attending but that a former husband was not welcome and posted me at the door to keep an eye out for him. When a man roughly matching the description of the ex-husband came running up to the door just as the service began, I knocked him down and pinned him to the ground until my red-faced dad pulled me away, screaming that I had the wrong guy. It never occurred to my father, nor should it have, that instead of using polite yet firm persuasion I would resort to physical force on a mourner. With much awkwardness, my dad had no choice but to fire me.

By that point I had learned enough to know that I did not want to follow his footsteps into a career as an undertaker. But the respect and dignity my father afforded both the dead and the grieving left a big impression on me. I would later come to see my work investigating homicides as a way of honoring my father and carrying forward the values he instilled in me by his example.

The job I longed for, the profession I dreamed of since I was a little kid, was to be an FBI agent. Typical boyhood icons like Batman and Superman meant nothing to me. FBI agents had been my superheroes ever since I happened to stumble across the book The FBI Story by Don Whitehead and saw the film version with Jimmy Stewart playing a fictionalized agent named “Chip” Hardesty, a zealous and Zelig-like special agent who was depicted as having a hand in taking down nearly every major bad guy in FBI history: from murderous Ku Klux Klansmen to treacherous spies to the colorfully monikered gangsters “Pretty Boy” Floyd, “Machine Gun” Kelly, and “Baby Face” Nelson.

One time when I was about ten, a mobster’s service was held at my dad’s funeral home. I remember the deceased was missing one of his lower legs, although I believe that the loss of that body part long preceded his death. So many of the man’s friends and associates turned out for the funeral that the police were dispatched to help with traffic. While the service was going on, I noticed that FBI agents were actually outside writing down the license plate numbers of cars parked on the streets nearby, just like I’d seen them do in the movies. It was amazing to see real agents on the job and I tried to take in everything I could about them, from the way they talked to each other to how they carried themselves.

When I was a teenager, the popular TV series The FBI came along with Efrem Zimbalist Jr. playing the iconic Inspector Lewis Erskine, and after watching his weekly exploits I became even more obsessed with the idea of a career with “the Bureau.” Some episodes of the show ended with Zimbalist appealing for the public’s help in finding real-life criminals featured on the FBI’s “Most Wanted List,” including, in the most famous instance, the assassin of Martin Luther King Jr., James Earl Ray, who when that episode aired was still at large. At a time of great political and social chaos in the country, the incorruptible Inspector Erskine seemed so reassuringly foursquare and heroic that many Americans sent fan letters addressed to the fictional character to the real FBI headquarters, believing Erskine actually ran the Bureau. Bringing kidnappers and murderers to justice—while tooling around in a sharp Mustang like Erskine did—was the kind of guy I wanted to be. Jeffrey Rinek didn’t have the ring to it that “Chip” Hardesty did, but to be able to have the words Special Agent in front of my name and the ability to do anything remotely as important with my life as he was depicted as doing was the greatest thing I could possibly imagine.

Yet the chance of me ever becoming an FBI agent seemed highly unlikely due to two immutable facts of my life. The first seemingly insurmountable impediment to me having any career in law enforcement was the fact that I was born with a mild case of cerebral palsy and as a result suffered from birth defects that caused physical deformities. I initially appeared to be a normal baby but soon it became apparent that my left leg and foot were not developing in the usual way. As I grew, my foot pointed further and further inward toward the other leg. To call me pigeon-toed would have been a gross understatement: I had a clubfoot. I had great trouble learning to walk to the point that I was a danger to myself. My very first memory, in fact, is of me getting stuck between the door and the doorframe of my parents’ chain-locked bedroom door. Seeking a little nighttime comfort, I was unable to negotiate the simple task of passing my left foot across the sill to reach the warmth of my parents’ arms.

At age nine my spine started to curve as well. It seemed as if my entire body was being brutally tugged and twisted by some unremitting force. Even today I continue to suffer from shoulder and knee problems that are probably the result of my skeleton being innately off-kilter. My childhood is a blur of the innumerable doctors my parents took me to in search of a solution, which seemed impossibly elusive, and the hell that was school for a deformed kid. I couldn’t run and play like the other kids and was never allowed to participate in P.E. but always excused, which enhanced my “different” status. Any day we had to go out into the yard or field for some school activity was not a good day for me. I had no friends at school. I was made fun of, beat up for appearing weak, ostracized for being “defective.” As long as I live I’ll never forget the trapped, humiliating feeling of being pinned to the ground by some kid sitting on my chest, my legs kicking uselessly, unable to get enough footing to escape my tormentor’s grip.

In the summer my parents sent me to a day camp called Happy Acres. That was a little better because there were some activities that did not require a lot of movement, like tetherball and fishing. I could never just buy shoes in a store like regular people but had to get corrective shoes specially made for my left foot. For years I wore all sorts of torturous devices on and between my legs to try to make my left leg and foot turn in a normal direction, but nothing worked. I grew up lonely, embarrassed, ashamed, and, increasingly, angry. I vented my feelings onto my brother, David, and consequently do not consider myself to have been a good brother. My sister, Rebecca, was born eight years after me, which prevented her from being exposed to my anger and anguish.

One of the myriad doctors my parents took me to see was a man named Anthony DePalma, whose son Brian De Palma would become a famous film director. Dr. DePalma was a lauded orthopedic surgeon, the author of textbooks that became standards in the field. I first saw him when I was five and he suggested a radical surgical procedure to completely reconstruct my left leg, which included straightening my clubfoot. But because the surgery was experimental and unproven my parents were scared off and the visits from doctor to doctor continued for several more years.

After my spine began to contort as well and my future looked increasingly compromised, my folks took me back to Dr. DePalma. He believed that due to the cerebral palsy my muscles were weak and constantly in spasm and thus were contorting my leg. This had led in progressive fashion to the curvature of my spine, known medically as scoliosis. The experimental procedure that he hoped would give me a shot at walking normally involved breaking and resetting my leg bone while cutting away muscle and releasing tendons that would, in turn, release pressure on my spine and stop the progression of the scoliosis. At last, my parents agreed and I underwent the procedure.

I woke up in a hospital room with my mom and my aunt Ethel. My left leg was encased in plaster from my knee to the top of my toes. A heavy metal bar was implanted in the cast at my heel, forcing my foot to remain face-forward at a ninety-degree angle to my leg. It was too early to tell what the outcome would be, but just seeing my foot pointing for the first time in the correct direction filled me with excitement at the thought that I would finally be “normal.” The torture was not over yet, however. For two weeks I had to lie in my hospital bed in the same position, unable to move. The hospital staff did try to get me up once to see if I could stand, but I could not lift the weight of the cast and metal bar. I began to despair, but Aunt Ethel, who worked near the hospital, snuck hamburgers in to me to raise my spirits. For months, even after I got out of the hospital, I was on crutches.

Eventually, the cast came off and I began to walk—albeit with specially made shoes because my left leg would always be shorter and smaller than my right. While my physical challenges were eased thanks to Dr. DePalma, emotional scars as deep and gnarled as the ones that marked my leg remained. For a long while I seethed with anger and resentment toward those who had bullied me. Where once I had been afraid, I now wanted to get even. Walking on crutches so long had built up my arm strength and given me the power to fight back. I fought a lot and got into various kinds of trouble. At one point in elementary school the vice principal became so fed up with me that he pulled me out of class and threw me up against the wall; the thud of my body into the hallway lockers was loud enough for everyone in class to hear.

I still struggle today with anger to some degree, but over time feelings that had once been so self-directed and self-destructive became the gifts and signposts that would help me along the particular career path I chose. Free-floating, useless anger transformed into a passion for seeking justice. I no longer wanted to “get back” at my own victimizers but to bring to account those who would victimize others—especially predators who chose children, those least able to protect themselves, as their targets. The vulnerability I felt as a kid produced a deep sense of empathy for child victims and the desire to protect them from exploitation and abuse. At the same time, the loneliness and ostracism I had experienced as a kid gave me a measure of insight, and at times great empathy, into those torn and twisted souls who take out their pain on the flesh of others.

College was the first place where I fully began to escape the stigma of my childhood deformity. I didn’t travel far to Albright College in Reading, Pennsylvania, a small liberal arts college less than an hour and a half from Philadelphia, yet to me it was worlds away. But when I graduated I realized that I did not want to follow the culturally acceptable path and go to law school. I went to work in the credit department of Sears, where I had worked as a salesman part time during school. I even went through the application process to become a store manager but realized that wasn’t for me either. I became very depressed. It felt like I was playing that game you see during intermission at sporting events where people run around a set of chairs and when the buzzer rings everybody scrambles for a seat—and I kept ending up without a chair to sit on. About a year after school ended I moved back home with my parents and began working at a local department store in security. That began to turn my mind back to law enforcement.

I still dreamed of becoming an FBI agent, but there was a second reason I doubted that my dream would ever become a reality: I’m Jewish, and the FBI was notorious for being the WASPiest, or at least the most Christian, of all law enforcement organizations. While religion might seem like a minor or even irrelevant fact in considering fitness to serve as an FBI agent, the notion of who best fit the mold was set by the man who played the largest role in shaping the organization: J. Edgar Hoover.

The Bureau of Investigation, or BOI, the forerunner of the FBI, was first established not long after the turn of the previous century under President Teddy Roosevelt. In his previous stint as superintendent of the New York City police commission, Roosevelt had implemented a series of bold reforms to professionalize and root out rampant corruption in that city’s notoriously corrupt and patronage-riddled police force. As president, he and his attorney general, fellow Progressive Charles Bonaparte, shared the belief that government intervention was necessary to ensure a fair and just society, and they brought together a small cadre of federal investigators under the jurisdiction of the U.S. Department of Justice specifically tasked with fighting crime and corruption. The notion of any kind of national police body was initially controversial, as the prevailing constitutional view at the time was that law enforcement, like most government functions, should be left to the purview of states and municipalities. But with Prohibition and the Great Depression, a massive uptick in crime and criminal syndicates led to an expansion of laws for which the federal government was given jurisdiction.

Hoover took over as director in 1924 and in 1935 changed the name to the Federal Bureau of Investigation. He further sought to enhance the image of “special agents” as the most professional and highly skilled in all law enforcement. He wanted agents who were highly educated, preferring those with degrees in law and accounting while also recruiting experts in the developing field of forensics and other scientific specialties. Over the years of his long reign, he established a national laboratory and an academy through which new agents would receive formal, centralized training in the latest crime detection techniques, which evolved from fingerprint analysis thanks to the first national fingerprint database to later advances in forensic testing and DNA analysis and the bold new field of criminal psychological profiling. And with zeal equal to that of Roosevelt and the Progressives, Hoover wanted his agents to be incorruptible, scandal free, above reproach—in stark contrast to local beat cops and federal Prohibition agents who were all too often on the take of those they were supposed to police.

However, Hoover had a much more circumscribed view of who fit the bill to be part of this elite force than did the Progressives who preceded him. Though he was not a Catholic himself, Hoover believed the principles espoused by Catholicism best embodied his particular view of a well-ordered and morally pure society. Under Hoover’s nearly half century at the helm of the FBI, the agency mostly hired graduates of Catholic universities and especially prized those with a Jesuit education. In fact, there were so many Jesuit-educated agents that some referred to the Bureau by the same nickname applied to the Jesuit order: God’s Marines. Mormons were also highly recruited due to their faith’s emphasis on strong family values and abstinence from alcohol and drugs. Concomitantly, there existed a streak of anti-Semitism in the institution that lasted well into my tenure, rearing its head in surprisingly ugly ways at the precise moment when I achieved what would be considered my greatest success in the Bureau.

My community wasn’t exactly gung-ho in support of my dream either. Both sides of my family were from Eastern Europe—Germany and Lithuania on my mother’s side, Prussia and Romania on my father’s—where police, and government authorities in general, were something to be feared and avoided at all costs. The section of Philadelphia I spent most of my childhood in, and where nearly all my extended family lived, was predominately Jewish. Next door to us lived the Goodmans, Uncle Jimmy and Aunt Lee. Across the street were the Inselmans, Uncle Marvin and Aunt Margie. Two or three doors down lived another uncle, Paul Friedman, with whom we celebrated a huge Fourth of July block party every year, with the national holiday also happening to be his birthday.

My whole life revolved around that neighborhood. In fact, I had never been outside of Pennsylvania for an extended period of time until I went to work for the FBI. All my friends and relatives were Jewish, and Jewish parents of my generation, who fled war and oppression and anti-Semitism for the Promised Land of America, wanted their kids to become doctors or lawyers, professions that not only offered a route to prosperity but also commanded status and respect. For people with memories of pogroms and Secret Police, locking people up for a living did not seem like a particularly noble profession. In fact, to have a cop in the family was a source of embarrassment to a lot of Jewish families. A low-level police officer, without any status or rank, was actually referred to in some Jewish circles as a “double failure.”

Disgusted with the twenty pounds I had gained in my post-college depression, I had began to run and quickly became an obsessive runner—as if forever trying to prove to myself that I could really do it. As someone who could once barely walk, running made me feel as close to normal as I would ever be, and I was driven—and would be for the rest of my life—with presenting myself as normal. I still couldn’t sprint very fast because of my legs being different lengths, but I began to run longer distances and I dropped the weight and began to feel more powerful. I also began to feel more hopeful. Running gave me a feeling of accomplishment, which represented the first big personal change in my life. It was 1975 and I decided to take my life by the horns. I applied to state police forces, Secret Service, DEA, and every law enforcement agency I could think of except for the FBI, still believing the FBI was out of reach. Then one day, after a good run, I thought, what the hell, and sent in an application to the Bureau.

I couldn’t believe it when I got a call back from the FBI and they asked me to come in for an interview. As I sat in the reception room of the Federal Building in downtown Philadelphia waiting for my interview, I scrutinized the agents walking in and out just as I did during that mob funeral when I was a kid. I looked for the telltale bulge under the jacket where they wore their firearm and wondered about the cases they were working on behind that closed door. Eventually someone came out, brought me into an interview room, and told me that I did not have the qualifications to be an agent, not having a degree in law or accounting (mine was in history).

My heart sank, but then he told me there was another route. He said I could go to work at the FBI as a clerk and that if I worked hard for three years and earned the opportunity I would be able to apply to become an agent. The pay for a clerk position was minimal—$5,200 a year—but there could have been no pay for all I cared. I jumped at the chance and after getting my appointment letter I moved into a small apartment in Alexandria, Virginia, where I would commute by bus into Washington, D.C., to my position as a clerk at the J. Edgar Hoover Building, the FBI headquarters just four blocks from the White House.

On my first day I found myself among a crowd of eager, newly hired clerks. The FBI building was bigger than life and it was amazing to actually be there. We were told that by the end of the week we would be assigned to a particular division within the Bureau, such as the Identification Division, which was fingerprint comparison, or the Records Division, where case files were kept. While those at least sounded interesting, the assignment I received was more humbling. An agent approached me and asked if I would be interested in working in the Exhibits Section of the Administration Division. I responded that I wanted to do whatever would improve my chances of getting into the new agent class.

The job I received was making clerk badges in a workshop in the sub-basement of the nearly three-million-square-foot Hoover Building. This involved layering an acrylic mixture until it became hardened like a credit card. We had to keep remaking badges because people would use them to scrape ice off of their cars in the winter. Not only was the job pretty dismal, but also I soon learned that the chance of graduating from clerk to agent was more tenuous than I had anticipated. At that time in the mid-1970s, the FBI was desperate for clerks to perform the more routine tasks in its various divisions, and dangling the hope of becoming a full-fledged agent was little more than a recruitment tool to fill clerk positions. As I got to know other clerks, I realized how talented and incredibly dedicated they were. So many young dreamers like myself came in through that door believing that if we just worked hard and long enough we would get our shot. But the odds were against us. At the time I was there, I believe there were 1,500 clerks trying to do what I was hoping to do, and the average number of candidates admitted to a new agent class was between twenty and thirty. In fact, I learned, having been a clerk was actually stigmatizing in terms of upward mobility.

I tried to stay out of trouble and do as good a job as I could in hopes of advancing my needle in the haystack of would-be agents. I moved up one level higher and began doing silk screening, which was used to make signs of all sorts. One day I was hammering a screen-printing frame when a unit chief, whose office was nearby, complained about my hammering. This was a man who had long seemed to dislike me, who would never speak to me, but I didn’t know why. A few weeks later we had another run-in in the stockroom, which culminated with him screaming that I was a “fucking Jew.” At last I, and everyone within earshot around me, knew what the issue was. It was out in the open. I was called into the section chief’s office and asked to apologize. For what, I wondered—being Jewish? I refused, saying that if I had to apologize I would resign.

About six months into my employment, the Bureau issued a proclamation that it would no longer accept three years of clerkship as a qualification for admission to the new agent class. My dream had gone from sure shot to long shot to no shot, and I was devastated. I had finally found it in myself to believe that I could be an FBI agent and I was on my way to getting there—and now some heartless bureaucrat behind a desk was taking it away.

While I was trying to figure out what I was going to do I saw a memo that laid out requirements for a Special Agent Accountant applicant. Applicants needed special training in some area, such as law, accounting, foreign languages, or computer science, and accounting seemed the most doable route for me. While still working full time at my clerk’s job, I spent every weeknight and Saturday for the next fifty-two weeks in school, first at community college and then at George Mason University and the University of Virginia to complete the course work required for an accountant agent.

For the first time in my life I had fully committed to something, and neither the tedium of my day job nor the arduousness of my course schedule would dissuade me. I simply went to work, went to class, and made sure I got a run in each day. As a result of my run-in with the anti-Semitic unit chief, I was notified that I was going to be transferred, and because I was taking accounting classes I was sent to work as an analyst in the budget unit. The move was intended as a way of defusing the situation but ended up putting me on the path to becoming an agent. The administrative division that included the budget unit is arguably the most powerful division of the FBI, because it controls how resources are allocated. I was thrust into the belly of the beast, and although the work was still pretty mind-numbing, I was exposed to more actual FBI agents than I had been in the exhibits section. Part of the job involved attending to the needs of the higher-ups, including those in the Director’s Office on the seventh floor, which we called “Seventh Heaven.” Going up to the seventh floor to perform some gofer task was like an out-of-body experience. You were so close to power yet so far from having any power of your own.

But I didn’t have time to think about myself or obsess over any of my perceived shortcomings, which was a good thing. I found comfort in my routine. I recognized a couple of other clerks in some of my accounting classes and we enjoyed the camaraderie of pursuing a shared dream.

I became good friends with two of them, Tim Tracy and Randy Ewy, who were taking accounting classes like I was to try to get into agent’s class. We finished our course work about the same time and were waiting to take the next test to be qualified as accountant applicants. Unlike my history and general education courses, I did really well in the accounting classes. But I was still precariously short of the score needed for the Special Agent appointment. I was extremely fortunate that my unit chief at that time in the budget unit was Dale Anderson, a man of extraordinary patience and magnanimity, who painstakingly taught me what I needed to know to get by. Dale truly embodied the FBI motto—Fidelity, Bravery, and Integrity—and my friend Tim and I wanted to emulate him when we became agents.

Ultimately, my greatest talent as an agent would lie not in excavating evidence through forensic accounting or analyzing spreadsheets and databases but in the human interaction of interviewing suspects, victims, and witnesses. Accounting was simply my way through the door. I passed the test for accountant applicants, equivalent in scope and difficulty to the qualifying exam to become a CPA; a series of written exams to be considered for entry into the FBI training academy; and an interview with a panel of three FBI agents. I even passed the requisite physical, the thing that I feared the most. I had been working out every day, running along the National Mall with Tim and weightlifting with another clerk friend who was a major power lifter. I was the strongest I had ever been but worried that the scar bearing witness to my childhood deformity would out me as unworthy. Fortunately, no questions were raised about my leg, and I was admitted to the next agent class, scheduled to begin on June 26, 1978, along with Tim. Randy was assigned to a different class that started a few weeks later.

After being administered the oath at the Hoover Building, Tim and I reported to the FBI Academy in Quantico, Virginia, where the final hurdle began: sixteen weeks of classroom and hands-on training in federal law, forensic science, investigative techniques, intelligence gathering, firearms usage, and arrest tactics. Quantico was a wonderment to behold and I could hardly believe that I was there to become a Special Agent. We had to pass numerous tests on all these areas as well as a physical fitness test that included a two-mile run in which we had only two chances to make the cutoff time. I was proud that after all our running, Tim and I were able to ace that particular exam.

There were forty would-be agents in my class, including ten women, the largest number of women to date in an agent class. The sprawling campus outside D.C. is like the Disneyworld of law enforcement, a web of buildings linked by air-conditioned tunnels that meant you could visit all of them without ever leaving the comfort of climate control. We stayed in high-rise dormitories that appeared (I was never totally sure) to be wings of the Academy. About the only time we had to endure the humid Virginia summer was to run and climb the ropes hanging outside the gym door, ropes that Jodie Foster can be seen climbing in The Silence of the Lambs, as well as for firearms and other outdoor training activities.

Today, in my opinion, the campus has more of a Universal Studios vibe with the addition of Hogan’s Alley, a movie set–like street of mock homes and businesses where tactical training scenarios are acted out, such as bank robberies and terrorist attacks. Hogan’s Alley is so realistic that a nearby Marine academy sometimes borrows it for urban combat training. We in the pre–Hogan’s Alley generation had to make do with a little more imagination in our training. I remember one scenario that involved using a pizza delivery ruse to gain access to where the “bad guys” were holed up in an open-walled apartment built on a stage. Even in these play-acting scenarios adrenaline would get pumping and emotions could get very real. The agents-in-training in this particular simulation were supposed to knock and wait for the suspects to open the door, enter with the pizzas, then drop the ruse and make the arrest. Instead, when the instructor acting as the suspect opened the door all hell broke loose. The “arrest team” rushed the door, the pizzas boxes went flying as if they had been shot from a missile, and the students pounced on the instructor so aggressively that the participants almost came to blows.

The simulation gone awry seemed kind of comical at the time, but looking back it was a good lesson. One of the most challenging aspects of working in law enforcement is learning to control your emotions, something the job tests you on every day in the real world. Fear, anger, and heart-pumping adrenaline make a dangerous mix, a corrosive chemical cocktail that clouds judgment and overwhelms reasoning. An inability to tamp down these feelings and their resulting biological responses and make strategic, measured decisions can have deadly consequences, as we have seen with frightening rapidity in recent years in some of the officer-involved shootings that have created a chasm of mistrust between police and those we are sworn to serve and protect. Equally challenging is learning to live with the cavalcade of horror we in law enforcement are forced to experience as part of the work—the grief and tragedy we witness and the helplessness and frustration we feel when we are unable to solve a case or bring justice, and it eats away at our souls.

The training we received at the Academy was first-rate, but with it lasting just sixteen weeks (it’s twenty weeks nowadays) it is a little like trying to become a doctor after attending medical school for four months. For example, the only thing I learned in the Academy about interviewing suspects came from a single two-hour course. I’ve subsequently become aware of a huge controversy surrounding an interrogation technique used by a large number of police and military agencies around the world known as the Reid Technique—a technique some believe is at risk for inducing false confessions. But I was never taught or employed any particular interrogation technique. For me, interviewing suspects as well as victims and witnesses, gaining their trust and cooperation, was a very intuitive and internally driven process, honed over many years on the job and informed by steps I took outside the FBI to learn more about the particular type of suspects—sex offenders—that I would spend most of my career pursuing.

Perhaps the most important thing I learned while in the Academy, and in subsequent specialized trainings at Quantico over the years, was about the breadth and depth of resources the FBI has at its disposal. These were the tools I could bring to the table when partnering on cases with local police and sheriff’s departments, which did not have access to facilities and expertise on the caliber of the FBI forensic lab, or rapid response teams the FBI could deploy at a moment’s notice to mount searches or canvass crime scenes and gather and preserve evidence, or specialists like behavioral profilers who look for patterns and “signatures” that can help direct an investigation and narrow the list of potential suspects.

Before we graduated from the Academy we were asked to rank field offices to which we would like to be assigned. My dream had been so focused on becoming an FBI agent that I had never even thought about where I might want to live. I don’t remember what I put down, but I was assigned to Chicago. I drove out in my Camaro—yes, I’d managed to obtain my first muscle car—with my gun, my badge, and my two cats to the Windy City, the first time in my life I had ever been west of Pittsburgh.

I was initially assigned to the fugitive squad under a training agent named Mike Ryan, whom many called Captain America because the inveterate smoker always seemed to be emerging from a cloud of smoke. Rounding up bad guys wanted on warrants was a pretty exciting task for a newly minted agent, but after six months I was reassigned to the accounting squad, my port of entry now coming back to haunt me. I can’t even remember the cases I worked on as an accountant agent. I had already gotten my taste through the fugitive squad of what seemed to me like real meat-and-potatoes crime fighting, and forensic accounting did not compare.

It was pretty obvious that I was unhappy and began being loaned out to other squads on what were known as “specials,” temporary assignments that for me almost invariably involved working in a wire room monitoring phone-tapped conversations—what in police parlance we refer to as “wearing the muffs.” The most interesting wire room case I worked involved the massive casino profit-skimming operation that was the real-life inspiration for Martin Scorsese’s 1995 movie Casino. The Chicago “Outfit” had set up the skimming scheme at several casinos they controlled in Las Vegas. The part of the case I was involved with included embezzlement of funds from the Teamsters pension fund, extortion, the attempted bribery of a U.S. senator, and the murder of several informants. Both of our targets ended up getting killed by other mobsters during our investigation. The conversations we listened to were so colorful, with salacious innuendo about all kinds of celebrities beholden to the mafia, that it was not surprising to see these larger-than-life characters later depicted on the big screen by the likes of Robert De Niro, Alan King, and Joe Pesci.

Just over a year after I started work as an FBI agent, my father was diagnosed with lung cancer and was told he had maybe two more years to live. It was a sad irony that the smoking habit he had scared me away from would claim him as a victim. Because my dad had always been so consumed by his job, I never felt that close to him, but now felt that I needed to be there to help him in his time of need. The FBI granted me a temporary hardship transfer to the Philadelphia office, but that was for just one month. While there I requested a longer-term transfer to Philadelphia. I had no idea at the time that some agents had abused the hardship excuse to get a more preferred assignment. I was livid when I was called in to the Assistant Special Agent in Charge’s office and grilled with what seemed like enormously insensitive questions. “What are your FBI reasons for being assigned to Philadelphia?” I was asked, followed by, “Can you prove your father is dying?” The man who held my fate in his hands then told me, “If I could lie and get myself transferred to Tampa, I would. So how do I know you are not lying?”

He eventually threw me a bone: if an agent volunteered to serve in the New York office for five years, then after that stint was completed he or she could request a transfer and would be guaranteed placement at an office within five hundred miles of the requested location. At the same time, he said, he was certain I would not be assigned to Philadelphia. I wondered how he could be assured of that and why he seemed so dead set against helping me help my father. I also wondered why the FBI felt the need to offer a special incentive to get people to work at what should be one of its most prestigious offices. I enjoyed living in Chicago, but I needed to be closer to Philadelphia and if the New York assignment was the best I could do, so be it. Philly was just 97 miles from New York City, a two-and-a-half to three-hour drive each way. I would make it work. In April 1980, I made the move to New York and for the next two years, every Friday night, I made the long drive down to Philadelphia to help take care of my father.

Those first two years in New York—the last two years of my father’s life—were the best years of my relationship with him. Despite the hellish bouts of chemo and the radiation, the highs of hopeful days and despairing lows each time the disease came roaring back, I came to see the man my father was and appreciate the charisma and character he had in spades. I came to understand the love and respect people held for him and recognize that I felt the same way about him. At times I convinced myself that maybe the cancer could be overcome, but the next X-ray or chemo order always shattered those hopes. Eventually truth prevails.

One summer day, a month shy of my dad’s fifty-fifth birthday, I was awakened by a phone call from the hospital telling me I needed to get there right away. I drove as fast as I could to Albert Einstein Medical Center, racing the last few blocks up Broad Street just as I did as a young hellion in the funeral home’s hearse. As I entered my dad’s room, I saw my entire family there looking as shocked as I was at finding Dad tied to the bed, struggling wild-eyed against the restraints. The staff explained that Dad’s lungs were giving out and that only the oxygen being delivered through a mask attached to his face was keeping him alive. When I looked into my dad’s beseeching eyes, I realized that he wasn’t pulling at the restraints out of pain or fear; he was trying to pull off the oxygen mask. I released his arms and took off the mask. We all sat on the bed and held him as his breathing became shallower and slower until he stopped breathing altogether. I can feel the sensation of his frail body cradled in our arms even as I recount this story now. It was the first time I experienced death in such a personal manner. I don’t know how much time passed, but I stayed with him until the people from the funeral home came to pick him up. That night I drove home with the
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