
		
			[image: Cover of The Last Lawman by Nils Grevillius]
		

	
		
			Advance Praise for The Last Lawman

			“The Last Lawman provides readers with a trove of compelling, hard-boiled, true crime stories, many of which could serve as a noir movie. This insider’s glimpse into Los Angeles’ dark side could only be written by someone with Nils Grevillius’ experience—as a US Army counterintelligence officer, Pinkerton agent, and decades as a renowned private detective. If you want to know how real-life private detectives work—as opposed to the Hollywood version—this is the book for you.”

			—Miles Corwin, 
veteran LA Times reporter and author

			“While the old Chinese saying, ‘May you live in interesting times,’ may have originally been intended as a curse, Nils Grevillius has pretty much used it as his life’s roadmap. And most of the ‘interesting’ parts of it were by choice, leading him through an eclectic array of careers. These included US Army infantryman, military intelligence, and private investigator. And, of course, writer. As such he’s chronicled his life here in all its humorous—and hazardous—aspects. His insider knowledge of things military, historical, and legal bring to life cutting observations of how things really work in the real world.”

			—Payton Miller, 
editor and writer for Guns & Ammo

			“The Last Lawman will leave you questioning everything you thought you knew related to justice and law in America. With one unforgettable story after another and in a voice of experience that sounds like the godfather detective of Noir crime, Grevillius reveals an uncomfortable truth: Unless you’re a deadeye yourself, at some point in your life you’ll need a hired gun. The Last Lawman is a blast of a book, and Grevillius—the lawman you want on your side when the bullets start flying.”

			—Don Rearden, 
author of The Raven’s Gift 
and Without a Paddle
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			When you go about delving into a Subject’s background, first you must know who he actually is. Document and verify every little detail: name or names, date and place of birth, parents, education. Without collecting these, you will not get to the bottom of what motivates him, his loyalty, whether or not he is a traitor, a cut-out for someone else, or a member of a Hostile Intelligence Service (HOIS).

			 

			—Instructor Sergeant David C. at the US Army Counterintelligence School

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			For Aldo and Alex. I pray I am always worthy of them.
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			Foreword

			Look, in this era of soy lattes, safe spaces, and elite libs who think “law enforcement” means politely asking criminals to pretty please stop looting, it’s refreshing—no, it’s downright essential—to crack open a book like The Last Lawman by Detective Nils Grevillius. This isn’t some whiny memoir from a coastal trust fund kid navel-gazing about his “trauma” from a mean tweet. Nah, this is the raw, unfiltered story of a guy who stared down the barrel of real evil on the mean streets of LA, and came out swinging. This is the kind of American hero we used to celebrate before the woke brigade decided toughness was “toxic masculinity.” And let me tell you, this book hits like a .45 to the gut—in the best way.

			We need this kind of hot blast from the furnace of real-life, as opposed to the tepid nonsense banged out by spoiled brats with Ivy League degrees and peanut allergies. Turn on Netflix and behold a hundred shows about a young nonbinary battling the patriarchy; The Last Lawman shows why patriarchy is the only thing keeping the wolves at bay. The late great Andrew Breitbart famously observed that politics is downstream from culture; here is where the bodies wash up on the shore.

			Nils starts us off right, channeling the wisdom of old-school Army and then cop life, with no body cams and no apologies—just justice served hot and fast. Meet legendary Detective Charles Higbie, the guy who taught young Nils that “men who tell the truth never have to remember anything.” Pure gold. In a world where politicians flip-flop faster than a fish on a dock, Nils writes about that unyielding code. He doesn’t sugarcoat the grit: the flashes of gunfire, the DOA lowlifes, the cigar smoke masking the stench of a shootout gone right. Back then, cops knew the score—good versus bad, in contrast to today’s “restorative justice” clown show.

			But Nils isn’t just recounting cop tales; he’s baring his soul. It’s raw stuff, the kind that reminds you life’s not a Hallmark movie. He switches off fear to hunt scumbags—1911 on the hip, .38 under the arm, shotgun in the trunk—but admits it nearly killed his capacity to love. That’s the cost of the badge, folks, and Nils pays it without whining. Chapters like “Running and Gunning”, “Organized Crime”, and “Working Dope” read like a roadmap to why we need hard men in soft times.

			This book is a wake-up call for conservatives who know defunding the police is suicide by stupidity. Nils Grevillius is the last lawman in a nation forgetting its backbone, but his story reignites it. Read it, libs—maybe you’ll learn why we back the blue. For the rest of us? It’s a toast to the warriors who keep the wolves at bay. Grab a cigar, pour a stiff one, and dive in. You won’t regret it.

			 

			—Kurt Schlichter

		

	
		
			Preface

			It was early morning in Watts, the LA neighborhood with the worst of reputations for crime and gang activity. As a private investigator, I was hired to apprehend a robbery suspect out on bail. A dicey situation made worse by the area and the fact that I was working alone. My assignment had me in the most “ghetto” part of South-Central Los Angeles, in the immediate aftermath of the Rodney King Riots. Much of this part of LA consists of blocks of postwar apartment buildings, interspersed among old houses constructed before the Great Depression. As Mexicans moved in, block by block, the houses they’d bought were denoted, defined, and demarcced by pillared gates, made from construction discards, inexpensive block, and steel gates welded by hand at a hundred different shops.

			As I was about to the enter, this is when the adrenalin surged, and everything leveled out. Contact imminent. The door gave way with a single kick, and I was in. Our suspect, Junior, was stretched out on the sofa, in boxers and a T-shirt. I got a minging blanket off of him to make sure he wasn’t sleeping with a machete or a Glock. I could smell the blanket as it came off. As I flipped Junior over to cuff him, I saw a youth in a do-rag race out the door. My .45 drawn, I cleared the rest of the apartment. Kids were asleep in a room with an adult woman, who turned out to be Junior’s aunt, and his girl stretched out in another bedroom, too drunk to be woken.

			His shoes were the biggest pair next to the door, and I got them on him and hauled Junior to his feet, my sidearm holstered.

			“The fuck you want?” He stank of cannabis and booze but was ambulatory. Seventy-six steps to the sidewalk and the backseat of my car. These are the situations where I’m not sticking around for a cup of coffee and a reading of the Jet magazine.

			Why was I working solo that day in Watts? It was a small bond. Not many men worth working with would get up so early for a caper in South Central, upon so skinny a fee. There is also the fact that I’m cheap.

			A man with his hands cuffed behind him can be a burden, a weight, and the way to keep him moving in sneakers and boxer shorts is a hold called the wristlock. It is an essential arrest-and-control hold, which works just as well when a man is cuffed. Properly applied, I can have a man on his toes, moving forward, or to his knees, begging I not break his arm.

			In the courtyard of the building, it was like a canyon. Waiting for me were six or seven of Junior’s friends. I drew my sidearm to make my case and cranked pressure on Junior in the hold with my left hand and arm. It helped that he was almost as tall as myself.

			“Motha’fukka, you caint shoot all of us!” said the one with the biggest mouth. Two of them were carrying pistols. He had amber eyes, gapped teeth, and his hair tied into cornrows.

			Putting my gun on Junior’s shoulder, equilateral with his handsome face, I pointed it at the ringleader, who was seven meters in front of me. “I can shoot you. And I’ll make sure if anyone gets shot today, it is you,” I replied.

			Junior chose that moment to attempt dropping to a seated position with all his weight. I flexed my knees, my hips, and matched his drop before Junior could plant his ass, smacking his head, hard, with my 1911 and cranking all my pressure on his captured arm. He winced and stood anew, and I resumed my stance, ready to defend the apprehension as the circle got smaller.

			They were all yelling, and two tried to rush me as I backed up against a doorway, certain the security door could only open outward. There was an alley behind the building, but I’d just be in deeper weeds taking that route. Two had pistols out, and Junior was my intervening shield as their volume intensified. I had eight rounds in my pistol and a single reload on my belt, provided I could get to it. Weighing the chances of running the gauntlet, shooting it out with these guys, I needed help, a break—and it came just in time…. 

		

	
		
			Chapter
1

			Men Who Tell the Truth

			My father worked doing typography after he gave up on journalism. He did this solely to earn a living, so from him I learned how to do maintenance on Linotype machines and redistribute handset type. At the age of ten, I didn’t need a pica pole to measure the pitch of a typeface. The device is just another ruler, one peculiar to the analog printing era. I knew what each font was, could identify Helvetica from Bodoni. I knew every typeface in the book. While now we have the great luxury of several hundred different fonts in Microsoft Word, back then, a good typography shop in Los Angeles possessed around eighty to one hundred typefaces, and this was all mechanical from the good old analog, kinetic world. But I learned more than just typefaces there with my father.

			One night while working at the shop with him, we watched an LAPD unit pull over what looked like a gangster car—an older black, General Motors sedan, low to the ground. The car rolled to a stop in front of the Teamsters’ Hall at 9th and Union. The paint job glistened beneath the streetlights and the cruiser’s flashers behind. I felt as if the two of us were watching a movie scene unfold before my very young eyes.

			My father’s voice came in a hushed but calm tone, “They’ve got their sidearms out. Get down.” Each officer held his pistol pinned against his leg, and I scrambled to get down beside my father. We squatted behind the low wall beneath the window. Peering out, the only light that was on in the shop was the fluorescent one over the Linotype keyboard. We could observe the situation outside as it unfolded.

			The officer on the driver’s side started a deliberate approach to the opened car window. Then came what looked like sparks shooting out from the driver’s window, with the infinitesimally delayed pop! of a gunshot. The officer on the passenger side of the lowrider lunged forward, his pistol extended. An instant volley of flashes and pops followed more flashes as the officer emptied his revolver into the car.

			I looked over, and my father was already on the phone with the operator. There was no 9-1-1 back in those days; you had to call the operator. My father said into the phone something along the lines of, “There are officers in trouble at Ninth and Union. You need to get more officers over here right away.”

			Within minutes, all of Rampart Division arrived—lights and sirens, the business. Neither of the officers involved in the shooting appeared to be hurt in any way. Two in the car were seriously injured, and one DOA—dead on arrival.

			That first shot from inside the car came from a sawed-off shotgun. Police didn’t wear bulletproof vests back then. The driver’s side officer could have had his ticket punched that day with a fist-sized hole in his chest. Sometimes luck is on the side of the good guys.

			First, a detective questioned me as a witness to the shooting, then my father. We couldn’t leave until the investigation was complete, and with the dead gangster still inside the car, we would be waiting a while.

			Sometime after midnight the detective in charge of officer-involved shootings arrived. He took me aside in the shop, separated me from my father, and began to interview me. His demeanor was engaging, but very precise and pointed in questioning me. He wore a neat straw hat, shirtsleeves, and a dark necktie. He said to me, “Kid, I want you to tell me the truth, and if you lie to me, I’ll know that you’re lying to me.” He paused and studied me, then asked, “Can you tell me the truth?”

			I nodded and said, “I can tell you the truth,” which is what I proceeded to do.

			Then he patted me on the back and said, “Okay, good man. Am I going to hear anything different from your father?”

			I answered the only way I could: “I don’t know, sir.”

			And then this man, who I would later find out was a legend at the LAPD, a detective named Charles Higbie, told me an essential piece of life wisdom that night. He addressed me squarely, looked me straight in the eyes, and said, “Men who tell the truth never have to remember anything.”

			Bob Souza, decades later, after he’d retired from LAPD’s Robbery-Homicide Division, told me about a time Higbie pulled out a cigar and started smoking the stogie at a crime scene to cover the smell. According to Souza, the LA Metro Division had a rather explosive encounter with a known stickup crew in an armed motel robbery. Confronted by the stakeout unit, the crooks refused to surrender, which ended in an early retirement for them, their body parts scattered all over the office. The issued shotgun in LAPD in that era was the venerable Ithaca Model 37, in 12-gauge. The Ithaca is made for social purposes with no trigger disconnector. The operator can hold the trigger down, and it will discharge with each stroke of the slide.

			Detective Higbie stood at the shocking, grisly panoply smoking his cigar, his hands in his pockets as he looked at the scene, rocking back and forth on his heels. One of the harness bulls from Metro Division, the sergeant with the strap over, asked him, “You ever see anything better than that, lieutenant?”

			Higbie blew out some smoke from his cigar and turned to the officer to say, “Only if they were on fire. Only if the motherfuckers were on fire.”

			Back then there were no shades of gray between good and bad. Men were good, or men were bad. Bad men might be made good through the processes of criminal justice, and good men could be made bad when exposed to vice and licentiousness and disorder. They weren’t conflicted about this. It was important, and it’s something we’ve lost. Today, society tries to make house pets out of crocodiles.

			That night with my father exposed me to the gritty dark side of LA streets at a formative age. Had I wanted to go out and across the street to peer inside the car at the body, my father would have restrained me. He had good tactical sense, and this is what I can tell you with no uncertainty: Norman Edwin Grevillius had no physical fear of any man. As a marine, he had probably stacked up more men than cheap wine and cancer, but my father never wanted me or my sisters exposed to anything the likes of what he saw at war in Korea. His fears were more pedestrian. If the IRS sent him one of those green-edged valentines by certified mail, he’d quail, but if he had to go fight five men in the parking lot, he wouldn’t hesitate. Norman never backed down.

			I inherited some of this, the good and the bad, from him. It has never bothered me to step on bad men, but it has always bothered me to step on a good man. And even the bad men that I step on—to the extent that I can, when the moment is appropriate—I pick them up and dust them off.

			There was a time when I didn’t care if I lived or died, and I wasn’t afraid of death. I learned how to switch all that off. But the problem with switching off the fear of death is this process can also switch off the ability to love. Maybe you pray to God, and you say, “God, take this feeling away from me.” It goes, this fear flees, and takes with it everything else, leaving me with nothing, emotionless. You’re a nothing, a machine. Driving around Los Angeles with a 1911 on your hip and a .38 two-inch under your arm with a shotgun in the trunk. On the hunt.

			At those times, maybe I wasn’t so good a guy. The younger Nils was a landmine, waiting to be stepped on.

			In the years that I was in the army, my parents became consumed by a problem, one that each had their own unsuccessful approach to. My younger sister, Louise, fell into drugs. I am unsure, today, as I write this book, where she is, certain she is compromised in ways that only happen with narcotics addiction.

			Her debasement started at sixteen or seventeen, and with a few respites, has been continuous and ongoing. This vexed our mother and consumed Norman as a father. When I was forty-one, my then-wife and I took in a baby, born to Louise, adopted, and raised him. In a moment of rare, good judgment, she said to me, “It is better that I am Aunt Louise than trying to be his mother.”

			With all that I have seen of dope, addiction, booze, and the rest, my belief is that as long as a man, or woman, is alive, they have a chance…they can recover. But this also means that I keep her at arm’s length and pray she finds her way. It is beyond whatever powers I might have (none!) and to paraphrase Carl Jung: “This is the exclusive province of God.”

		

	
		
			Chapter
2

			A Mother, Angel, and a Toy Jeep

			Who am I if not a product of eccentric parents, the US Army, and an American education?

			You could call my mother a complex character. My father, too, but in a different way. A prep-school girl, classically educated in the Anglican tradition, she went to Sweetbriar, which is a posh finishing school in Virginia. My grandparents were well-connected, staid, and rock-ribbed. But she totally rejected her class. Not her physical class of female graduates, but her social class. Mother scorned that world in her own way, including by marrying the man, ten years her senior, who would become my father. To her, Norman must have cut a heroic figure. He had infiltrated the citizens council’s meetings and KKK groups in Arkansas during the forced integration of the Little Rock schools. He possessed a mysterious job at the New York Times with no byline and carried a gun. A decorated Korean War veteran, he’d been disinvited from the Marine Corps as a radical for his involvement with the NAACP in 1954.

			She could be quite harsh, my mother, but in my earliest years, quite gentle as well. We’d moved from New York City to Terre Haute, Indiana, and lived in a Greek Revival–style house—complete with the classic facade with a low-pitched gable roof and a row of impressive columns—built well before the Civil War. The man who’d owned the place before us made his living pulling teeth as a dentist and corks as a bootlegger. He’d left behind a hoard of homemade wines and corn lightning in bottles in our basement upon his death.

			On one of our early Christmases in Terre Haute, lacking other tasks, our dear mother, Enid, summoned my sister and myself, four and three, to help her make a special Christmas decoration entirely of her own design and thought. She had no diagram or example, but on lined paper, she sketched out a kneeling, shrouded angel and used as the corpus of this sculpture an ancient champagne magnum. The glass of this bottle consisted of a rich-yet-uneven purplish blue, and the surface was awash in bumps and ripples, almost as if it was handblown. Perhaps it was, and Mother reported, to our amazement, that the bottle appeared to be antique and quite empty. She took a piece of muslin rag and dipped the material in laundry starch, like papier-mâché, and fashioned each element. She allowed me to thread a length of florist wire through the shroud to make it hide where the face of the angel kneeling in devotion should be.

			My sister did the same to fashion wings to the back of the angel, and when the piece had dried in a subsequent day, my mother allowed us to carefully paint the angel with a tin of gold leaf, also discovered in our basement. To my astonished eyes, for all the world, the work came to life and looked like an angel. This decoration would be lovingly stored after the Christmas tree came down and last for as long as we lived in Indiana. It was a family treasure, but is now gone, carelessly lost by movers when we quit Indiana for California.

			While the angel might be lost, this memory of the angel and the moment with my mother, and sister, shall remain forever perfect—locked in the amber of my heart.

			Not long after that Christmas, I enjoyed a near-fatal bout of pneumonia and was in the lung unit of St. Anthony’s Hospital, now part of Indiana State University. They told me what a great time I’d have, that I’d get to live in a tent. Little did I know they were talking about an oxygen tent with an IV drip of antibiotics and fluids, emitting an incessant snakelike hiss.

			My mother would be there during the day, and my dad by night. The only toy they allowed me to bring along was a Tonka Jeep—the army version. My father irritated me by allowing the only other child in the ward, a blond and ghostly pale three-year-old, to play with my prized vehicle. The kid had checked in the same night I did, initially with his mousy mother, clad in a long brown coat, but otherwise he remained by himself, lying in an oxygen tent like my own.

			At one point the boy flung the Jeep to the hospital floor. The clatter startled me, and through the film of my own plastic tent, I could see the toy on its side with the tailgate busted. To compound the irritation with my now-broken Jeep, my father spent time at the other boy’s bed, reading to him when I could not sleep. In my mind, I’ve a crystal-clear memory of the hospital, the green Jeep, and Dad reading to the strange boy who’d so offended me. The recollection stands in sharp relief against the general memory of nearly dying, of being unable to breathe without great effort. After a day or so, the pale child was gone, and my Jeep sat at my own bedside where I would reside for another five or six days to get past the infection.

			Decades later, my father, with no prompting from me, told the real story of the boy. “His mother was a waitress,” he began in his voice that could perfectly mimic the stentorian delivery of Orson Welles—deep, an almost woodwind quality. He’d played the trumpet in the Marine Corps band and had overdeveloped his diaphragm. “They lived in a tough part of Taylorville called Saint Mary-of-the-Woods. She never came back, and as the boy had no father, I read to him and may have said a prayer or two. He died the second day, when you were asleep, with no one to claim him, claim his body. I helped the nurse wrap him in his blanket.”

			Had anyone called the boy or his mother white trash in my father’s presence, he’d have said, “No one is trash.”

			You can be sure I gave my parents too little credit in my youth. I’d not much to compare them to, but now, as a man and a father, I know them to have been extraordinary. My mother might have broken a few hairbrushes over my head, and back then it was my opinion that she was prone to overreaction, but I kept this opinion to myself, lest my father serve up his version.

			Once a drill instructor, he had a parade-ground shout that could decalcify my spine as a child. He usually held it in abeyance, unless he was hungover. He wasn’t prone to euphemism or slang; each word was enunciated in perfect English. Like any news editor of his generation, he knew Strunk & White, spelled perfectly, and could recite and explain any rule of grammar. As a child, my parents were in a constant rhetorical war with each other over Sacco and Vanzetti, Grant at Vicksburg, and even the Gettysburg Address. Was FDR a neo-Marxist, or was FDR a populist, good-government democrat? The two would argue over these things, she as passionately as my father. They were both well-read, well-educated people. But both were alcoholics, ultimately, and flawed. The mark of Cain or the heel of Achilles, this deep-running flaw speaks for itself.

			When we had moved to Indiana, my dad was engaged as the city desk editor at the Terre Haute Tribune Star, a glorious, shining city newspaper on the banks of the Wabash River. Norman and Enid would entertain, hosting fantastic cocktail parties. All the cognoscenti of Terre Haute, Indiana—from the champion international harvester tractor salesman, the guy from Studebaker Technical Products (STP), to a local emergency-room physician in the public health service whose parents were death camp survivors—were in attendance.

			The art history professor from Indiana State University, Harriet Cappello, would be there. And they’d smoke their faces off and play Dean Martin on a Fisher stereo—one of those magnificent cabinet sets—and get drunk and have a fantastic time. I loved those events as a small child and would disappear into the background, absorbing the stories and observing the behaviors of those in attendance. My mother would be in a dress and pearls, as befits a Sweetbriar girl to entertain, but then she would also be part of the action. She always wanted to be in on the action, really.

			In her thirties, after they divorced, she would go to law school. Her very first case would be a noteworthy event, and one that’s nearly forgotten now. This was an in pro per case, meaning she represented herself as a second-year law student. We’d fallen on a bit of hard times. The household didn’t have a lot of money. Enid had a full-time job at The Los Angeles Times. She worked nights and unfortunately was laid off while attending law school. For the first time ever, she applied for unemployment benefits.

			The State of California asked her, “Will you quit law school to take an eight-hour job, a full-time job?”

			And she said, “I will take a full-time job that doesn’t interfere with law school.”

			For this unwillingness to quit law school, they denied her unemployment benefits. Not one to back down from a fight, she recognized an injustice. Here is a person willing to work and who had been working—a person who had never filed an unemployment claim. At one of her hearings she said, “I am not someone who just works for the summer and then hopes to collect unemployment benefits through the year. I am the sole supporter of three children. I have successfully worked my way through school carrying a full-time school load, caring for my children. I graduated from Cal State with high honors. I was admitted to UCLA Law School. I think that denial of unemployment benefits places an unfair burden on the student-workers who are making a good faith effort to work their way through school or are trying to better themselves. I see no social utility in penalizing people like me.”

			Two years into law school, our mother fought the State of California, brought them to a standstill, and won. The decision is titled Glick v. Ballantyne. My mother was Enid Ballantyne.

			After this initial success in the courtroom, people assumed Enid would go on to a career in employment law. Not my mother. She was not one to make assumptions about. Instead, she chose criminal law and family law. And just as crime doesn’t pay, the criminals she would represent often escaped paying her. Justice, as it turns out, is not always doled out fairly, and the togs worn by some police, some prosecutors, and some judges cannot camouflage their dark acts. I’d like to think I inherited some of my mother’s sixth sense for injustice, or at least bullshit—her sonar for something amiss. One famous instance of this, another case of hers, involved a gangster who in 1995 went up on kidnapping and ransom charges of a La Puente couple in the San Gabriel Valley of Los Angeles County. After freeing the couple, deputies searched the Rowland Heights home and found explosives, weapons, handcuffs, and bootleg computer programs.

			The three players involved, Ming Ching Jin, a card sharp suspected to have Asian organized crime ties; Pifen Lo, Jin’s wife; and Yu Ching Chu, their housekeeper and my mother’s court-appointed client. Strange things started occurring in the trial, where suddenly, the wife had been pled out and was no longer in the case. The judge, one George Trammell, sentenced her to probation over the objections of prosecutors, who requested prison time.

			There was a rumor afoot that Lo and George Trammell had their own extrajudicial courting in the works. On several occasions, the judge had Lo brought to chambers. Despite these eyebrow-raising actions, everyone considered Trammel as the hang-’em-high, law-and-order judge in Pomona. And if the guy really was law-and-order in his outlook, God bless him, right?

			As it turns out, Judge Trammell was the party that needed to be prosecuted. While popular culture lionizes judges who are bleeding hearts, there is also a need for the law-and-order sort. Occasionally a judge is, ideally, a bleeding heart who also dispenses law and order. A jurist who says, “Fuck this, we are going to follow the letter and spirit of the law.” A real judge, a man like Ron George. Ron George was the LA county judge who decided that the district attorney at the time wasn’t handling the Hillside Stranglers (Angelo Buono Jr. and Kenneth Bianchi) case wisely and called in the Attorney General’s office to prosecute these notorious serial murderers. That was an act of judicial heroism. Ron George went on to become the state supreme court chief justice.

			Obviously, George Trammell wasn’t cut from the same cloth at Justice George, as he started making threats to the defense counsel to hold them in contempt. To hold defense counsel in contempt is to convict them of a crime. Naturally this concerned my mother. She started taking her files home. Her defense investigator was a private detective named Frank Mackey, and the judge tried threatening Frank with various things to hide what was going on. In a story with more twists and turns than a tapeworm, George Trammell had been honey-trapped by Lo, the gangster’s wife, to the benefit of the gangster, to throw the trial. Lo had found her way beneath the judge’s robes, and Trammell fell for this scheme. He fell for her and ultimately fell for his crimes.

			When the scandal broke, the sheriff’s department served a search warrant on his chambers, his home, his car, everything. George Trammell retired the next day and eventually wound up being convicted and going to prison. This was a process, as there were scarcely hidden hands attempting to dilute the justice Judge Trammell had coming. So, while he might have wanted to hold my mother in contempt, the man in the robes behind the bench was the contemptable one.

			In sharing the story of my relationship with my mother, I cannot deny or explain a certain level of what I felt as her contempt for me or what she viewed as my failures in life. Perhaps it began when I was three, and I disobeyed her and went out to play with the older boys. I paid for that crime with four hundred beestings. I used to try to rig my own parachute to jump from our garage roof in Indiana. I did jump off the garage roof several times, but my parachute never opened. It still doesn’t.

			I once ran away from home on a Schwinn Typhoon bicycle—a red one. I made it all the way to Illinois before I got picked up at sundown by the Illinois troopers and driven home. A young boy heading west, trying to get to California. I was six.

			She wanted me to be a lawyer or an academic or something worthy of my pedigree. I don’t think she deliberately tried to emasculate me, but she wanted me to be nice. Liberal. And I am a liberal, in the classic sense.

			But she would tell you that I wasted my potential becoming a private detective. In 2021, a month or so before her death in a hospital’s lung unit, she would tell me, “You are the least accomplished man in either lineage of your family.”

			Had I brought home for dinner a woman like Caroline Kennedy or Olga Korbut, Mother would have assured any such woman that she could do far better than the likes of Nils Grevillius.

			I was supposed to go to Dartmouth or somewhere prestigious, but I couldn’t drop out of academia fast enough. If I could have enlisted in the military at thirteen, I would have. And while the Ivy League used to be as meritorious as it is prestigious, it has slowly turned into an asshole factory.

			Perhaps I am already an asshole. I don’t need to be made into one. But that’s how I see it. My mother also…she would come to me sometimes and want my counsel on this and that, and I wouldn’t hold back. If disagreements were bullets, we were loaded for bear. My mother did with words and legal briefs what men did with swords: She wielded a verbal claymore that could cut her opposition in half.

			Despite our disagreements, my sister insists that I was “Mother’s favorite,” though I’m hard-pressed, even as an experienced detective, to secure much evidence of this preference, either direct or circumstantial. She was so intensely harsh and demanding that I just can’t see it.

			At age sixteen, I’d discovered I was a genius and took up tobacco, beer, and women. As this curve went up, high school grades and attendance were in severe retrograde. By pure coincidence, John Muir High School expelled me the same day I quit. In my school years I found jobs cleaning at bars around Pasadena and working for an auctioneer. The latter turned out to be a great education in the value of work, with my boss telling me, “Nils, if you’ll do a man’s work, I’ll pay you a man’s wages.”

			He paid me three dollars an hour for labor to haul things around, get them cleaned up for auction, and store new inventory in the upper floors of an old building. Hard work for a young man, but I was under no illusions. In the same intellectual vein that helped me find my way out of public schools, I’d taken up reading men’s magazines and pulp novels. The characters I identified with served in the military. They had great adventures, capers, and intrigues.

			Almost seventeen, I took the entry test for the army called the ASVAB and managed to pass it. My mother wasn’t keen on much of this, and it harkened back to a conversation she and I had when I was in grade school. She had asked, rhetorically, what I planned to do with myself when I became an adult. The school had mailed her a report card enumerating my serial disinterest.

			“I’d like to have a life like a Steve McQueen movie,” I answered.

			Her father, uncle, brother, and cousins had all attended Dartmouth, and this is what she expected of me. “You’re an idiot!” she responded in summation of my ambition. “No one has a life like that. Not even Steve McQueen.”

			There was a time when an Ivy League education might have unlocked a lot of doors for a young person. A plurality of those at the tables of power and influence arose of the Ivy League. A few of them can even see themselves in a mirror.

			To my seasoned, calibrated eye, the Ivies have all the looks of a bilking scheme, whereby the lofty, upper echelons of our middle class enrich the elites, send their dullard youth off to learn which necktie to cinch around an effete neck, what color nail polish is worn to a meaningless protest, and which professor might grease the ways to better grades, an internship with a thieving senator, or graduate-school assistantship in exchange for office sex.

			I couldn’t finish high school. I was completely disinterested in what school had to offer. Dating adult women and drinking proved much more enlightening. Upon my army enlistment at seventeen, Enid wasn’t in any way keen on this career path. A week in, with my one telephone pass, I called home for my sister with an instruction about a gun of mine, and Mother took the phone. I made a flippant remark about the cavalry recruits I was to commence training with the next day, which she took to mean I was going to take the army as seriously as I’d taken scholastic achievement. She bristled and snarled at me, “In ancient Greece when a boy left for military service, his mother would tell him, ‘Come home with your shield or upon your shield. Otherwise, not at all.’”

			In November of 1982 my mother and my sister came out to see me at Fort Irwin. It was a pretty cold, miserable, and windy fall. Covered in filth from head to toe, I gave them both a big one-armed hug, the other arm at my side in a cast and broken from time afield. I’d been in the scrub desert for three weeks and smelled as bad as I looked, like a grunt only gets in the field. They’d concealed some beer in their car, and there was enough beer for every guy in the platoon to have two cans—just enough. We weren’t supposed to have alcohol, but fuck it, we had it, right? They could have court-martialed me then, and I would have smiled. Two cans were reserved for the first sergeant, just in case. My sister told me how dirty I was and how skinny I’d become and everything else, and my mother wept. I knew she didn’t want me to be a soldier, and I knew better then, seeing her face awash in tears, not to tell her I had reenlisted the day before. 

			Joining the military was something I wanted to do, and I’m glad I did it, and I’d do it all over again. In fact, maybe I’d do a little better job on the second go. But we don’t get mulligans in life, do we? We can’t expect to thrive in the present if we spend our days awash in regret for hasty or even disastrous decisions, especially not the ones that forge the steel of our being. 

			In vetting the origins, pathos, and ethos of a subject start with the mother—as this is where all our stories begin—much can be revealed about a person’s character when you take into consideration whether the love and support of a mother or mother figure played a role in the development of that child. When analyzing my own complicated situation with my mom, I started down a dark road. If I hadn’t found my way, I could just as easily have been a bank robber or the guy who tunnels into the vault. If that younger version of me had been forced to sit in a suit in some business tower or real estate company, I’d just be daydreaming, How do I clean these bastards out tonight?

			Perhaps it was between my choice to enter the army and my mother’s innate sense of justice that I didn’t become a criminal. My father certainly played a pivotal role in this as well, in toughening me up and preparing me for this line of work.

		

	
		
			Chapter
3

			A Taegeuk Circle, the Good, and the Bad

			I went into the US Army as a cavalry scout and shipped out for training in Kentucky. Things were heating up with Iran, then, and American Embassy personnel were being held hostage. We didn’t know it in that moment, but we had entered the last ten years of the Cold War.

			Every enlistee must undergo training of some sort, in all our armed services. We were received by a character at World War I barracks named Sergeant Baltimore, who gave us the basics of military courtesy, appearance and marching. He took us from station to station, first to be shorn of our ridiculous civilian hair, then inoculated numerous times. We were measured for uniforms by bored, slack-jawed civilians, then handed piles of olive drab issue. Every American who enlists goes through this chain of process, slowly being transformed.

			I took basic training as a recruit in Third Platoon, A Troop, Fifth Cavalry. Our drill sergeant was Staff Sergeant Jerry Wallace Parrott, an American cavalryman, stem to stern with high standards but also the means, will, ability, and context to enforce them. I didn’t know why my father chuckled when he signed off on my enlistment, but the joke soon enough became starkly clear when Parrott yelled at us, “It ain’t but two ways we gonna do things in Third Platoon, shitheads: my way, or the highway. If you can’t complete training as a cavalry scout, I’m a do my goddamndest a make sure you serve out your enlistment at Fort Leavenworth, making big rocks into little rocks, little rocks into gravel, and patching the Kansas roads in the hot afternoon sun. And I’m telling you yardbirds that you won’t leave here in a single stitch of my proud army green—no, sir. You assholes going to wear convict stripes. That’s the highway.”

			I would hear this speech countless times over the subsequent fourteen weeks, time that passed with drab meals, day-long group activities like forced marches, gas chamber, bayonet drills, rifle marksmanship, machine guns, hand grenades, map reading, and something Parrott called “battlefield surveillance,” which was the job of a scout platoon. What we were training for back then was the unimaginable conflict of a World War III that could consume and destroy the whole world.

			The army that we had in Europe, the Seventh Army, was all about tank-on-tank warfare, mechanized infantry, and masses of aircraft. Our government commissioned the A-10 Thunderbolt II to fight that war. Under Parrott we trained up to do this, including chemical, biological, and nuclear warfare.

			And we still had to do small arms. We had to know how to handle machine guns, rifles, pistols, anti-tank missiles—anything you could think of, including demolition. I became a student of weapons and destruction, learning all I could of our capabilities and those of the enemy, and there was much to learn.

			In that distant era, coal miners and
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