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CHAPTER ONE

WINTER — IDAHO

It’s winter in Idaho, past midnight, and it should be dark, but the wind-driven snow crackles with lightning and shakes the clattering glassy branches of frozen trees. Green and blue curtains of aurora borealis flare and furl and curtsy across the northern horizon.

Hanson appears out of the hissing snow with a double armload of firewood, on his way to the cabin. An owl, back in the trees where the wind doesn’t seem to touch him, watches with great yellow eyes as Hanson drops the wood onto the porch, opens the door, and goes inside, pushing the door closed against the wind. He hangs up his coat and feeds chunks of split locust into the cast-iron stove, watching the fire leap up before closing and latching the door. The only light in the cabin comes from the crazed mica window in the hinged stove door, flickering the cabin walls in and out like an old movie projector. It had seemed like April, spring on its way, when the storm blew down from the Hi-Line. He sits cross-legged in front of the fireplace, drinking tequila from the bottle, looking at his books stacked and shelved against the walls, the titles on their spines glittering in the firelight.

He’ll be leaving in another six weeks, as soon as the quarter is over and he’s turned in his grades. He’ll miss his students—he knows that—and the cabin too, half a mile above Boise, where he walks the hills through all the seasons, watching the weather roll in from the northwest. But after three years as an assistant professor at the university in town, he’s leaving. The English Department will be glad to see him go. He isn’t anything like them and wonders how he ever thought he was. He’s going back to the only work he could find after the war, a job where people understand pain better than rhetoric. So much for the life of the mind, he thinks, smiling—time to go back to what he was good at.

He reaches into the neck of his wool shirt and pulls out a compass the size of a dime that he wears on a cord. An army issue survival compass he’s had since the war. The olive-drab enamel has chipped off the edge of the brass case, but the compass still works like it should, something he can trust if he thinks he’s lost. He holds it level, watches the arrow turn, twitch, reverse itself, and steady up on north. Good old north, he thinks. You can depend on north, where it’s always ice and howling wind and polar bears out there, white shadows deep in the blowing snow.

Finishing the last of the tequila, he stands and walks to one of the bookcases, considering the titles in the firelight, touching them, pulls out his Yeats, still warped to the shape of his leg from carrying it everywhere in Vietnam, wrapped in plastic, in a pocket of his tiger suit. He taps it with his knuckle, smiling, and slips it back into its place between The Oxford Book of English Verse and a King James Bible he picked up one night in a Motel 6 in Salt Lake City.

He’s lived in isolated A-camps where he was always awake, even when he slept, in cities where he booby-trapped his apartment with trip wires, shotgun shells, and blasting caps behind the Sheetrock. And once, in a cabin by the Rio Costilla in the Sangre de Cristos in Northern New Mexico, seventy miles from the nearest supermarket, he had to make peace with ghosts. Their bodies had been buried on the property during the wars between the Spanish and the Ute Indians two hundred years before, and for the first week or so he slept outside by the river while they watched him, chanted, tore their own arms and legs off in display, and one night called an icy wind down from the mountains that uprooted three of the ancient cottonwood trees growing by the river. After that they left him alone—accepted him, he liked to think—and he was glad to have them out there at night, watching over the place.

Outside, the snow blows silently in the wind, rushes, spins, whirls away, and gone. The distant glow of lights in the town below.

In the partitioned end of the cabin that is the bedroom, he shucks off his jeans and long underwear, slips between crisp pale-green sheets and, with his hands clasped behind his head, studies the flickering shadows on the log-and-plank ceiling. His ears chitter and chirp and ring and whine with the tinnitus the VA doctors told him would never get better, only worse.

Death is in the cabin, on the other side of the wall. Hanson had heard him opening and closing the drawers of his desk, reading old mail. He’s looking at the books, talking to them in his ancient language. When he begins to sing Hanson smiles, closing his eyes. Death is watching the fire. In the sky above the cabin, far beyond the storm and earth’s concerns, the constellation Orion, huge and magnificent, is keeping time.


CHAPTER TWO

THE ACADEMY

Running third now, Hanson picked up his pace. He could talk to the pain. He could hurt the pain if he had to. He could step out of his body, watch himself run, and leave the pain behind. But Hanson trusted pain. It was real, not some abstraction or metaphor or clever analogy at a goddamn English Department cocktail party. On the street, whoever takes the most pain wins, simple as that, and Hanson could take as much as anybody wanted to serve up. So he was singing:

“Well, I had an old dog an’ his name was Blue,

Had an old dog, an’ his name was Blue,

Had an old dog …”

He jogged across the street, crossed back again. He couldn’t see the runners ahead of him or, looking back, behind him. Well.

“Had an old dog, his name was bluuuu,

Betcha five dollars he’s a good dog too …”

Come on, he told himself, come on. Run. He angled across Railroad Park, running parallel with a ten-foot hedge, its dusty leaves mutated with pollution. On the other side of the hedge a massive steam locomotive—silver and gleaming black—seemed to move with him, picking up speed, flickering through the branches.

Third place, fine, he thought. Good. I like third place. Gimme third place, it is only running, after all. Who kills who is what it comes down to. It doesn’t matter how fast you can run if you’re dead. Nothing matters if you’re dead—who you were or thought you were, what you believed, which gang you belonged to. That’s all over. The good thing about death is that you no longer have to deal with your failures—the times when you were scared, uncertain, drunk, when your memory or social skills let you down, all the times you should have done better than you managed to do. That’s all over too. When you’re dead you can relax finally and get some sleep.

But he felt good today, running, good and mean. The harder he ran the better he felt, and when he felt really good he didn’t want to dance or laugh or sing—he wanted to kick ass. He’d tried to explain that to normal people but couldn’t even explain it to himself. The reason why didn’t matter, not in combat or alone on the street with a badge and a gun. He was fine out there. “No problem, Your Honor, good as gold, sir, ready to meet the public,” he announced, laughing, as he ran.

Just up ahead McCarty, who had been in second place, limped toward downtown, one hand on his hip. Hanson snarled and pushed a little harder, looking for Byron Fernandez, ahead in the lead somewhere. Fernandez was his only friend in the Academy. You’d think he was Hispanic with that name, but he was a middle-class black kid who’d grown up over in Alameda. He’d better catch up to Fernandez soon, though, because the high-rise Oakland Police Justice Center was in sight now, rising above the trees and traffic, blocking the sun.

A deputy chief had made the decision to accept Hanson’s application and hire him unseen over the objections of Lieutenant Garber in Training, the officer in charge of the Academy. He was, after all, a deputy chief, and subordinate officers like Lieutenant Garber needed to be reminded of that fact from time to time. Besides, Hanson had four years of previous police experience working the ghetto of Portland, Oregon, a city roughly the same size as Oakland, that like Oakland had brought in trainloads of black families from the South to work in the shipyards and defense factories of World War II. When the shipyards and factories shut down, they were stuck. In Portland he had received a number of citations for valor and innovation. He’d been a Special Forces sergeant in Vietnam, winning two Bronze Stars. He had a master’s degree in English literature and was teaching English at Boise State University. True, he was thirty-eight years old, but many of the OPD’s best officers were in that age group. Hanson, he had declared, would be an asset to the Department. The reasons this deputy chief had approved Hanson for the Academy were the reasons Lieutenant Garber didn’t want Hanson. He’d learned the job in a different police department—he was too old—he wasn’t going to be trainable.

By the time Hanson arrived in Oakland and discovered that he would be required to go through the five-month Police Academy, with twenty-one- and twenty-two-year-old recruits as classmates, the deputy chief was no longer with the Department.

Every Tuesday afternoon for several months prior to Hanson’s arrival, the deputy chief had been meeting a woman named Brandi in a comped room at the Marriott Hotel. Brandi had been introduced to the deputy chief by a DEA mutual acquaintance, a crony of Lieutenant Garber. Under Lieutenant Garber’s direction, surveillance was set. Video cameras were installed, and Lieutenant Garber, along with a sergeant from Vice, watched the crime-in-progress: accepting a gratuity, free use of the room at the Marriott. The deputy chief was not charged or arrested, but the week before Hanson arrived he resigned from the Oakland Police Department to take a job with the Detroit PD.

Hanson knew nothing of this, of course, but he had realized that signing up for the OPD was a mistake. He was not what they wanted, and they were not what he wanted, but he needed the job. They thought he had a bad attitude, and he did. Lieutenant Garber and the Training cadre had started in on him from his first day in the Academy, trying to coerce him into resigning, but good luck on that, he thought. He was tougher than they were.

At one of the first formal inspections, Sergeant White, a senior cadre, told Hanson that the hideaway pocket in his new wool pants wasn’t deep enough to accommodate his “short wood,” a ten-inch lead-filled billy club they’d been issued in addition to the longer nightstick—for close work. When Hanson said, “Yes, sir, I’ll have it fixed,” White reprimanded him for unnecessary talking in formation and put a memo of reprimand in his file. Most recently White had written a memo for Hanson’s file about the last inspection, when he’d told Hanson to pull his uniform pants pockets inside out and pointed out a union label sewn into the bottom of the right pocket, a uniform violation. Hanson had to respond in writing, explaining how he’d been derelict in not removing the pocket label.

He’d made White look bad at the outdoor firing range when White had picked him to use as an example of how difficult it was to fire a handgun accurately after running thirty yards and back. Hanson had put all six rounds in the black, and all White could say was “Normally it’s difficult to shoot accurately when you’ve been in a chase and are under pressure. Remember what I’m telling you, not Hanson’s dumb luck. There’s no luck out on the street.” Hanson realized then that he should have blown a couple of shots, but when he started shooting he’d gone into point-and-shoot muscle memory, his body taking over, faster than thought, into survival mode.

He’d felt a little bad about making White look stupid at the firing range. Some days White started drinking after lunch, Hanson could smell it on him. White’s life, he imagined, was difficult enough. But Hanson was getting weary of it, and he’d never had any such compassion for Lieutenant Garber.

Lieutenant Garber, several years younger than Hanson, had not done much time on the street, as was the case with most officers above the rank of sergeant, but had instead spent the years preparing for promotion exams and learning how to navigate the internal politics of the Department. His official objection to Hanson, voiced frequently to the Training cadre, was that Hanson was insubordinate. Hanson could be ironic sometimes when he shouldn’t be and he asked too many questions in class just to stay interested and awake, but it wasn’t insubordination. Hanson could follow orders and maintain a respectful demeanor.

It was late in the afternoon on a Friday, and Hanson, along with most of the class, was having trouble staying awake after the run that morning and a two-hour lecture on traffic law. Lieutenant Garber had come in at five to teach a class on writing search warrants for a test Monday morning, but he digressed into a rant about a recent probable cause ruling by the California Supreme Court and its “Communist” Chief Justice Rose Bird that had, once again, further eroded police powers.

The rest of the class leaned forward in their desks, listening intently, encouraging the lieutenant to go on so that the search warrant test might be postponed. Hanson sat back and listened too, skeptical as usual of Lieutenant Garber’s politics, but telling himself to just listen and not ask any questions—this wasn’t a college classroom. It hadn’t been but a couple of weeks earlier when he’d suggested to a lecturer that police officers were basically armed social workers whose job was to interpret and enforce the social contract of the community they patrolled. Fernandez saw Hanson thinking, and when the lieutenant turned to close the hall door, he grinned and made a “slow down” gesture with his hand, warning Hanson not to comment. Hanson smiled back at Fernandez and shook his head: Not today.

The lieutenant was in uniform, beautifully tailored, and so wearing, of course, his OPD lieutenant’s badge, a solid gold star. He stepped back up behind his podium, removed his hat, and looked the class over silently, in a manly, military manner, Hanson thought, establishing his excellent “command presence” as he went into more detail about the stupidity of the California Communist Supreme Court’s latest assault on police powers.

A police officer, Lieutenant Garber told them, had stopped a black man walking in Beverly Hills at 11 p.m. because he was dressed inappropriately and was clearly not the type of individual who belonged in that neighborhood. The suspect claimed that he was a screenwriter, staying not far from where he’d been stopped. He had the odor of an alcoholic beverage on his breath, the officer testified, and based on the officer’s past police experience, he believed the suspect was under the influence and asked him for some ID. The suspect responded to his request by saying, “Dream on, motherfucker, I’m going home,” and began walking away, ignoring the officer’s commands to stop. A cover car arrived and the officers now at the scene, observing the suspect’s demeanor, his appearance, and his refusal to comply with the primary officer’s commands, justifiably concerned that he might be armed, subdued the suspect and placed him under arrest. A resident, a somewhat elderly individual, who claimed to have observed the arrest—from his porch, almost a block away, under nighttime conditions—testified that the officers, brandishing their service revolvers, had assaulted the suspect for no apparent reason, slamming him repeatedly into the side of a patrol car while making racial slurs.

The suspect refused a plea bargain, and when the case went to trial, several Hollywood celebrities testified on his behalf and he was found not guilty of all charges, including possession of a quantity of cocaine the officers discovered in his shoe. The court had thrown that out along with all the other charges—assaulting a police officer, resisting arrest, public intoxication, and possession of cocaine—because, in their view, the police had no probable cause to stop him in the first place. He sued the Beverly Hills Police Department and was awarded 1.3 million dollars. The elements of a probable cause stop were going to be even more difficult to establish now, at least in California.

Jesus, Hanson thought, smiling, the fuckin’ guy was lucky they didn’t shoot him, in Beverly Hills, and that some rich liberal had seen what happened and was willing to testify. Christ, he …

The lieutenant had stopped talking and was just standing up there behind the podium looking at Hanson. So was the rest of the class.

“Yes, sir?” he said as mildly as he could. Fernandez was rolling his eyes.

“You seem to find this amusing. Do you have something that you’d like to share with the rest of us?” The lieutenant nodded for him to speak.

Fine, Hanson thought, okay.

“Sir. I’d blame the officers involved more than I’d blame Rose Bird.”

Lieutenant Garber nodded for Hanson to go on.

“It was kind of dumb to … I mean, the primary officer … Sir, cops like this guy keep inviting the court to take police powers away.”

Lieutenant Garber interrupted him by holding up one finger while looking out at the rest of the class. “Our constitutional scholar,” he announced. “Thank you, Officer Hanson, for that insight. The officer in question, a seasoned officer calling on his hard-won expertise and knowledge of the streets, attempting to make an arrest of a suspect who was, in fact, in possession of a quantity of cocaine, is, in your opinion, ‘dumb’?”

I’m dumb, Hanson thought, for saying anything at all.

“I’d call him an outstanding officer for making a legitimate arrest,” Lieutenant Garber said. “I’m no scholar, but that’s what I’d call him. Outstanding. But maybe you’re aware of something here that I’m not privy to. Could you share that with the class?”

“Sir, you know, it’s kind of a game sometimes, a—”

“A game? Is that what you think? The game of law enforcement? The game of protecting citizens from predators out there,” he said, gesturing out the seventh floor window toward East Oakland, way in the distance. “I don’t know anything about a game. And for the politically correct, I’m not just talking about Tyrone. This isn’t about race, as it clearly is, obviously, to anybody honest enough to see it. It’s about the law.”

“Sir, I’m not trying to argue here, at all, but … why not just go up to the guy, the suspect, say ‘How you doin’,’ talk to him, and see …”

Lieutenant Garber held up his hand and Hanson stopped talking.

“Class is dismissed till Monday morning. Hanson, you are not dismissed.”

“Sir,” one of the recruits began, “are we still gonna have the search warrant quiz on Monday, or …”

“I don’t know, Parker. I don’t know. Study for it.”

Hanson got to his feet, stood beside his desk. The rest of the class left, looking straight ahead. Lieutenant Garber gripped the lectern he was standing behind.

“What are your intentions, Hanson?”

“Intentions? Sir?”

“Intentions,” Lieutenant Garber almost shouted. “What are you doing here? We don’t get a lot of thirty-eight-year-old recruits with degrees in literature. You writing a book?”

“No, sir,” Hanson said, keeping his expression neutral.

“Maybe a career in social work, then? To help the downtrodden? Or perhaps law school? You’re not too old for that if you get started soon. Get a job with the ACLU.”

Hanson didn’t say anything, waiting Lieutenant Garber out.

“The reason I’m asking, Hanson, is because you don’t seem to fit in very well here at the OPD. Your classroom work is satisfactory, more or less, but that’s only a small part of preparing for the street, as a police officer, here in Oakland anyway. Sergeant Jackson, for instance, tells me that you and he have had some problems in the area of physical proficiency and self-defense, which I, for one, consider a very important part of your training.”

Hanson nodded to show that he was listening.

“Very well, Hanson. You need to work harder then, to show us that you want to learn the kind of law enforcement we expect from our officers, and no one is going to make this training any easier for you. Think about it.

“You’re dismissed.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” Hanson said, and left the classroom.

On the way down the hall, he passed the open door of the Training cadre office, where Sergeant Jackson stood watching him from the doorway. Sergeant Jackson was the senior physical training cadre. He was a few years older than Hanson, and he’d been on the street for sixteen years. The word was that as a young officer recruited from somewhere in the South, he’d married a rich, beautiful, politically connected woman and didn’t need the fifty thousand dollars a year the Department paid him. He came to work because he liked the job. He told lieutenants and captains when they were wrong and seemed to do whatever he wanted to on the street, no matter how brutal or outrageous.

Sergeant Jackson was tough and smart, fluid and fast. He had a temper but used it to his advantage. He fucked with Hanson every chance he got. “You,” he’d say, when he needed a volunteer, pointing at Hanson as he sat cross-legged on the mats, taking a break with the rest of the class. Hanson would stand up, soaked with sweat, and walk up to Sergeant Jackson, who would jam his arm or wrist into a painful come-along hold or use him to demonstrate a take-down, faking a move in one direction, then pivoting to sweep Hanson’s legs out from under him, all the while calmly and never out of breath explaining to the rest of the class what he was doing. Hanson never changed expression when Sergeant Jackson slammed him to the mat or levered a carotid choke hold on him till his vision closed down to black tunnels. Hanson was able to step outside himself and watch it happen, refusing to give Sergeant Jackson the satisfaction of any emotion at all. He couldn’t afford to get angry.

The following Monday marked the beginning of the fourth month of the Academy. By then, half the class, the 106th Recruit School, had quit, dropped out with injuries, or been terminated for poor performance. Two were fired because of something their initial background checks had missed. Another resigned after being arrested for assault in a downtown bar. Trainees who’d gone through it together called the five-month Oakland Police Academy the OPD Street Combat Course. The cadre wrote out permission slips for the trainees—and a buddy to drive them—to go to the Alameda County Hospital emergency room. Broken finger, broken nose, cracked rib, and concussion were the most common excuses. Trainees limped to their cars after twelve- and fourteen-hour days of five-mile runs, nightstick katas, one-on-one choke holds, take-downs, handcuffing, and come-along drills. The recruits all wore Department-issued white T-shirts with an Oakland PD badge printed on the front and a red, orange, and yellow woodpecker on the back. The woodpecker’s beak curled into a snarl, and above him were the words TOUGH AS WOODPECKER LIPS. That afternoon they were sitting in a half circle on the floor of the gym, listening to Sergeant Jackson.

“Anybody who will fight a police officer will kill a police officer,” Sergeant Jackson told the class. “Your badge and gun don’t mean anything to him, because he doesn’t have anything to lose. People. When you stop him on the street this type of individual will lie, interrupt, and argue. If you allow him to do these things, you are giving him permission to kill you, because he thinks you’re weak. He will curse you and walk away if you tell him he’s under arrest. When you reach out to handcuff him, he’ll resist, fight back, and kill you—with your own gun if he doesn’t already have one. Don’t expect anybody out there to obey the law like we have to do. They live by the law of the jungle.

“He is not like you. Do not believe that liberal happy talk about how, down deep, we’re all the same. He is a different kind of animal than you are. And when you find yourself in a fight on the street, you have no friends out there. You can’t just give up, you can’t quit, because if you do, he’ll kill you. He damn sure—excuse me, ladies—he isn’t going to simply subdue you, then go home to the wife and kids.

“Winning the fight is the only option you have, and that means the second he looks at you wrong, sasses you, back talks, or raises a hand, you knock him on his ass, hurt him, and keep hurting him till he stops trying to get up, then you arrest him and cuff him and think of something to charge him with later. If it goes bad and you think he’s going to overpower you, then you shoot him and kill him. Do not hesitate to kill him if you have to. We are spread way too thin out there to hesitate. If Tyrone forces you to kill him to save your own life, the Department will back you up.

“In my years working the street, no officer who has had to kill a citizen in self-defense had to face anything worse than two weeks on administrative leave with pay. Oakland is the ex-con capital of California. These individuals do not fear the courts or prison. The courts are backed up two and three years with felony cases waiting to go to trial. The prisons are full. He knows this. If he has to go back to prison, he’s at home there, anyway. That’s his real home. He was born in prison. Prison was his home before he was born.

“He doesn’t fear the law, the courts, or prison. So I’m here to tell you that he’d better fear you. You are the law out there on the street. You’re real. You can hurt him now. Many of you grew up thinking it wasn’t like that. Now you know.”

After the class took a break, Hanson stood facing Sergeant Jackson on a brick-red foam mat for what was called a blocking drill. Sergeant Jackson wore padded red focus gloves on both hands, like stuffed catcher’s mitts made of shiny plastic. Hanson stood with his hands at his sides, waiting for Sergeant Jackson to swing at his head. They were toe to toe, too close for Hanson to see both of Sergeant Jackson’s hands in his peripheral vision, so he watched his eyes to predict when a blow was coming and from which side. He blocked blow after blow, even as they came faster and harder, until Sergeant Jackson, a little out of breath, said, “Don’t look at my eyes. Watch my hands. Hands are what kill you. Not eyes.”

They both knew he couldn’t watch both hands. He blocked the next blow.

“Don’t look at my eyes.”

Still focused on his eyes, Hanson thought about breaking his nose, making him bleed, hurting him as much as he could before Sergeant Jackson kicked his ass, then got him fired. Or punching him in the throat and maybe killing him.

“Go ahead,” Sergeant Jackson said. “Go for it.”

Hanson needed the job. He looked down at Sergeant Jackson’s right glove, watching it until Sergeant Jackson hit him in the side of the head with his left glove. Hanson turned his head to watch the left glove, keeping his arms at his sides, making no attempt to block the blow he knew was coming. Sergeant Jackson hit him with the right glove, harder this time, on the other side of his head, almost knocking him down, Hanson’s eyes flaring with red and silver stars. He regained his balance and turned his head the other way.

“Take off,” Sergeant Jackson said. “Get outta here while you still can. Take the rest of the day off.”

Hanson walked past him, into his warbling tinnitus and through the rest of the class toward the two pairs of double doors he saw at the far end of the gym, hoping he could make it through whichever one was real before he puked. Something touched his shoulder, and when he heard Fernandez whisper “Fuck ’em,” he smiled. He knew he could make it through the real door if he kept walking, through the Academy, unless they killed him, because that’s what they’d have to do, he thought.

Down in the locker room, in the empty echoing shower room, breathing the steam, a rivulet of blood running from his nose. Seven more weeks and his class graduated from the Academy. November 19, 1982. He had the date circled on the Three Dragons Restaurant calendar thumbtacked to the water-stained Sheetrock in his kitchen.


CHAPTER THREE

MY GIRL

It was the winter solstice, December 21, the longest night of the year. Tomorrow the days would start getting longer. He’d be working through the holidays, a week that always kicked the annual murder rate into another ten digits before it dropped back to zero on New Year’s Day. He couldn’t find anywhere to eat in District Five, so after his last call he slipped off to the Junkyard Dog on Foothill for a Coke and a Gangsta Burger. He wasn’t hungry—he’d had a protein powder milkshake for breakfast—but he knew he should eat something for the extra hours of overtime he’d be working. There weren’t enough cops out there as it was, and this week anyone with any seniority at all would be out on vacation time. And others were just calling in sick. There were only two cars assigned to District Five, and half the calls they got dispatched to were off the district. Cover cars would be slow to nonexistent, worse than usual, but he was most comfortable working by himself anyway, and the holiday overtime was okay with him. Better working a patrol car than home alone or out in crowds of last-minute shoppers with supermarket Christmas music.

His semimonthly paycheck was more than twice what he could make doing anything else, even if he could find another job. He’d bought a sofa, a microwave, and another Crock-Pot he’d never use. He’d just put four new tires on his vehicle, a 1963 D1100 International Harvester Travelall, the four-door model, which he’d bought at a Forest Service auction in Missoula. It had gotten him from Boise to Oakland, but just barely. It was good enough to get him from his flat to the Justice Center. If it died on him completely, he could take a bus or walk. He’d have to get something else eventually, but that meant dealing with a car salesman, and he wanted to put that off as long as possible. Two more months and he’d be caught up on his bills and have money in the bank. What else would anybody hire him for? The next war hadn’t started yet and he’d be too old to enlist when it did. He didn’t think he could hack another two or three years in academia for a PhD, and if he could, then what? And he’d last about a day in some office job cubicle before he threw his boss out a window.

Once he got through roll call, away from the Justice Center, and out on the street, things weren’t so bad. Out in East Oakland, by himself, with the life/death/life/death. And the way they shuffled him from beat to beat and district to district every night, there wasn’t much in the way of any consistent supervision. He didn’t have to look over his shoulder all the time for some sergeant showing up to second-guess him, expect him to handle things the OPD way. As long as he kept up his arrest quota, they seemed to pretty much leave him alone. The job might even work out, and he could retire and die in twenty-five years.

The Junkyard Dog was an old Airstream trailer painted wiener brown with a mustard stripe down its back. Mounted at the end nearest the street was a savage robot dog’s head that had been welded and riveted and pounded out of a truck cab, its teeth and pointed ears fabricated from junked cars—grilles, bumpers, tail fins—its spotlight eyes glaring down Foothill day and night. The head sheltered the bulletproof service window like a carport. Hanson backed his patrol car into the parking space closest to the street, got out, and walked up to the window. The only other car in the lot was an older tricked-out gold Cadillac with a young woman in the passenger seat.

The driver of the Cadillac was already at the thick Plexiglas window that worked like a miniature revolving door. He’d put a bloody five-dollar bill down, but the chubby black kid in the Doggie Diner paper cap refused to turn the revolving door and take it. The name tag on his stained, too-small white tunic was JIMENEZ, but he didn’t look Mexican. “We don’t accept bloody money,” Jimenez said, his voice muffled behind the bulletproof plastic. The blood was fresh, wet, gleaming through the paper fibers in the artificial light. Neither of them seemed to notice Hanson standing there, uniformed, armed, wearing his name tag, his PAC-set hissing and barking as Radio sent cars to and from calls.

“It’s legal tender,” the customer said, glancing back at the girl in his car. “Federal law say you gotta accept it.” He was wearing a suit woven with iridescent threads that threw off a green-gold nimbus.

Jimenez just looked at him and shook his head.

“You think I’m just makin’ this shit up? It’s the law, my man. Nobody above the law.”

Hanson hadn’t asked Radio for permission to leave his district. He was glad the police union had opposed the Department’s last proposal to put transponders on the patrol cars so they’d know where the cars were at all times. He’d never get anything to eat on duty when they finally pushed that through. The kid in the suit asked Hanson, “You gonna enforce the law, Officer?”

“You want me to arrest him or shoot him?” He looked at the kid behind the counter. “Jimenez …” he began.

“That’s not my name, I just gotta wear this Mexican piece of shit all night.”

“Give him a couple of napkins,” Hanson said, speaking into the little microphone above the bulletproof window. “He can wipe it off real good, you roll it on in and take a corner that’s not bloody—just two fingers, right?” He raised his hand over his head, pinching his thumb and forefinger together. “Then lay it in the cash register before we get into any complex legal debates.”

Neither one of them said anything. They both looked pissed off.

“Think about it. Take my advice or argue after I leave, but right now I need a Coke and a Gangsta Burger. With cheese. Okay, Jimenez? Por favor? ”

He turned to the kid in the suit. “I apologize for jumping ahead of you in line, but I’ve gotta get back on the street, and you guys might be here all night. Okay?” The customer only gave him a bad look. “Or,” Hanson went on, his voice weary, “you can show me some ID right now. I think a bloody five-dollar bill is probable cause to run you for warrants and search your car. It’s up to you.”

“Give him his Coke,” the kid in the suit told Jimenez, “and fuck you. I’ll take my business somewhere else.” He walked back to his car, carrying the bill between his thumb and forefinger. Hanson sipped his Coke, watching the Cadillac drive off, while Jimenez wrapped his burger.

“Thanks,” he told Jimenez. “Feliz Navidad.” He waited till he was only a few blocks from his district before he cleared from his last call.

Copy, 5Tac51 clear … and, 5Tac51, we’ve been holding this one for a while, a 245 Knife outside the Artistic Hair Haven at Sixty-sixth and Foothill.

“On the way,” Hanson said, hanging up the mike, then pulling to the curb, where he flipped through his Thomas Guide and finished the cheeseburger in three swallows. He turned the Thomas Guide around, looked out at the street sign, and licked his fingers. He grunted, put the Coke between his legs, and accelerated up East 14th Street past a parking lot of dead-looking Christmas trees surrounded by concertina wire.

He had to arrest the owner of the Artistic Hair Haven, charging him with ADW, CCW, and ex-con in possession, but at least he didn’t have to fight him to take him to jail. A lot of paperwork, though. Then he got a family fight where the husband had tried to set the Christmas tree on fire—his wife said—but he’d passed out before he could get it burning, and she’d thrown a pot of boiling water on him. He’d had to go to the emergency room with third-degree burns on the backs of his legs.

By 2 a.m. things were quiet and Hanson was driving the alleys out by 96th Avenue. A police helicopter clattered overhead and banked down toward the bay.

He had the seat belt unhooked and his holster pulled around toward his lap so he could draw his pistol quickly, imagining how stupid he’d look dead, shot to pieces behind the steering wheel, snugly seat-belted in against his holstered pistol. Lieutenant Garber and the boys would be rid of him. The constitutional scholar. The social worker. He smiled, imagining them laughing about it. He wondered if they’d have a bagpipe play “Amazing Grace” at his funeral.

A garbage can rattled up ahead, rolling across the asphalt, spilling beer cans, Christmas season fast-food trash, and a hairy silver-white possum who humped and waddled through the headlight beams toward the shadows, huge and awkward, a segmented tail, his face smeared with something white so he looked like a rodent mime.

Hanson drove slowly around the garbage can, leaning across the seat, and called out the open passenger window in a strangled whisper, “Hey, Possum …”

5Tac51.

He stopped the car and peeled the mike off the dashboard, still watching the possum. “5Tac51.”

5Tac51, we’ve got a report of twenty-five to thirty people, fighting now, at Eighty-second and Bancroft.

“Okay.”

Car to cover?

“I’ll take care of it,” he said. Then to the possum, “Be careful out there, buddy. Merry Christmas.” He laughed and sat up.

Car to cover, my ass, he thought, driving out of the alley. As if one would be available. As if one cover car driven by some cop he’d never even met would make any difference with that many people. Yeah, yeah, car to cover. If twenty-five to thirty people were still fighting when he got there, he’d have to call in an air strike to calm them down. Nobody could fight for fifteen minutes unless they were zombies. Who knew what was really the problem? What would he find? Could he handle it or would it kill him? It’s what he liked about the job. He forgot all his problems, the doubts and mistakes and regrets he couldn’t do anything about.

It was a sad little strip mall of failing and already closed businesses. Twelve or fourteen cars were parked in a lopsided circle, all of their radios tuned to the same station. Couples were dancing, drinking, and smoking marijuana. The red cherries of their cigarettes and joints glowed and arced and danced in the dark parking lot. They saw the patrol car turn into the lot, of course, but pretended they didn’t. Hanson cut his headlights and pulled up a couple of car lengths from the outside of the circle. Donna Summer was singing, “She works hard for the money.” He got out of the patrol car, watching them dance and listening to Donna Summer’s song, which was about so many women, and men, in East Oakland.

It was a beautiful night. The best time of day, Hanson thought. He hopped up onto the hood of the patrol car, where it was harder for them to ignore him, but they managed until he waved both arms above his head and shouted, “Excuse me, you all. Excuse me,” sweeping his arms up and back like a referee signaling a touchdown. “Excuse me, y’all, I need to tell you something.” He was willing to look a little foolish if it would solve a problem. Not many cops were, so it usually got people’s attention. Most cops would have stayed in their patrol car and given commands over the loudspeaker.

Finally, everyone was looking at him, poised on the hood of the car, no longer invisible. He looked back at them, not afraid, reasonable, making quick eye contact with many of them. If people see that you’re afraid, they won’t hear anything you say.

“Thanks,” he shouted. “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. Radio sent me out here, telling me that there were twenty-five to thirty people fighting … Now”—he paused, smiled—“I told ’em, okay, I’ll take care of it.” That got a few laughs and the tension began to drift away. A breeze coming in off the ocean was a little chilly at this hour, and the engine heat rising up from beneath his feet felt good. He thought he’d be able to write this up on an assignment card now, no major paperwork. It was just possible that somebody might shoot him, but not likely, and if they did, so what? “You’re not fighting. You’re just dancing and having a good time. But it is, you know,” he said, looking at his watch, “two thirty, so somebody around here must be trying to get some sleep before they go to work tomorrow, and they figured a fight would get the cops here faster than saying it was a dance.”

He shrugged, held up his hands: What can I say?

“Anyway, could you all do me a favor and go on home? I’m sorry about that, but if you don’t, they’re just gonna send a whole lot more cops, and it’ll be a mess then. You all know what I’m talking about.”

Just then, the first six bass notes of “My Girl,” the great Smokey Robinson song, rolled out of all the radios like a sign from God.

“Hey,” Hanson said, smiling hugely, “‘My Girl.’”

My girl, Hanson thought, singing along with it for a moment, the song happy—but sad too—out in East Oakland, where … Well, maybe you could find some happiness here when you were young and had a girlfriend and things didn’t seem so bad yet. He looked out at the dancers.

“I’d be grateful, y’all, if you’d go on home.”

And they looked at Hanson, looked at each other, and began walking to their cars, finishing their joints, drinking the last of their Olde English 800, their Night Train, some laughing, a few even waving an arm above their heads—Bye-bye—to Hanson as they walked away.

“Thank you all very much,” Hanson yelled. “Thanks a lot. I appreciate it. You all have a good evening now. Good night. Hey, Merry Christmas too.”

By the time he jumped back down from the hood, they were already starting their cars and turning on the headlights, which swung in arcs past and through each other, flashing off the storefront windows. Hanson watched as the cars pulled out of the two entrances, going in different directions, the bright headlights and red taillights passing each other, the radios fading.

He looked up at the stars, familiar as old friends from his time in Idaho, where he’d gotten to know them, respecting their elegant dependability, trusting the ancient protocols they observed in their turnings. Jupiter was up there tonight too, brighter than the brightest star, regal and steady in its orbit through the constellations. And mighty Orion—shaped like an enormous hourglass, lesser stars seeming to tumble through its belted waist into the starry nebula below. “Rigel,” Hanson said, “Betelgeuse, Bellatrix, Saiph,” paying his respects to its primary stars before getting into the patrol car.

When he turned his headlights on they flared off the curve of the huge chrome bumper of a car not quite hidden back in the alley at the end of the strip mall. He popped the magnetic shotgun lock while he drove, unlatching his door so he could kick it open and roll out with the shotgun if need be, stopping at the mouth of the alley, where he was protected by the front end of the patrol car, lighting up the gleaming midnight-blue Cadillac with his high beams, its windows tinted and dark. He did all these things easily, without dread or indecision, content for the moment with who he was, the past and the future dismissed. Maybe he felt whatever it was that normal people felt when they said they were happy.

The Cadillac’s window slid down and the driver said, “Good evening, Officer. A beautiful night.” He was about thirty, younger than Hanson, wearing a close-cropped beard and wire-rim glasses that slightly magnified his eyes. He looked almost like a young college professor in a thousand-dollar suit, except for the eyes.

“Good evening, sir,” Hanson called out through his open passenger window, friendly but with his hand on the shotgun. “Are you waiting for someone?”

“Just leaving, Officer, thank you. Now that the music’s over,” he said, assured but not arrogant, polite, a voice you wanted to believe. “I admired the way you were able to disperse the crowd so smoothly.”

He was up to something, and Hanson wondered who he was, but it was late, time to go in, and he felt certain that they’d see each other again. “Most people are reasonable if you give them the chance,” Hanson declared, not believing a word of it.

“So true, Officer,” he agreed. “That’s always been my experience as well,” which clearly it had not been.

“Of course,” Hanson said, trying not to laugh. “Good night, sir. Drive carefully.” The tinted window slid back up, and the Cadillac rolled silently out of the alley, made a complete stop at the street, turned right, and drove on. Hanson had gotten his pen out to jot down the license plate number, but it was obscured by some kind of plastic cover. He clicked the pen closed and watched the Cadillac turn at the next block and disappear.

Anyone who had been at the dance could have told Hanson that the man in the Cadillac was Felix Maxwell, drug lord of Oakland, homeboy out of the projects who had made his mark. No one could have told him, though, what was in the stars for the two of them.


CHAPTER FOUR

TEMPLE RABBIT

New Year’s Eve and Hanson was parked at the south end of the Mormon Temple parking lot. The clouds had blown away, and far below, the bay gleamed like blued steel. The Temple was off his district but a straight shot down to the freeway if he got a late call, a good spot to finish up reports. He was glad he’d found it. He’d backed the patrol car up against a waist-high wall at a twelve-foot drop-off where no one could come up behind him while he was writing. The Temple filled the sky above the patrol car, its spotlighted marble buttresses and blazing golden spires rising from the Oakland Hills like the City of Oz. The enormous parking lot was empty, thousands of lighting globes—pastel blue and green—hovering above the asphalt like UFOs, massed and waiting.

It was cool and quiet there as he finished a domestic battery/resist arrest report. His knee throbbed, but at least the ninety-dollar wool pants weren’t torn. Tiny beads of blood had seeped through the material, but the dry cleaner could get it out.

While he wrote, he kept track of Radio traffic, voices out there on the radio. Most nights he never saw another patrol car until he pulled back into Transportation downtown at the end of his shift. When he’d been a cop in Portland, in the heart of North Precinct’s ghetto, he’d had a partner. The same partner every night working the same beat, so they got to know the people who lived there, and the people got to know them. Nobody loved them, but they knew who they were and knew they could depend on them to be fair, or at least consistent—not just two more faceless white guys in uniforms.

Shuffled from beat to beat, the OPD street cops rarely got to know each other, much less the black citizens they were paid to protect and serve or, more realistically, to keep them contained behind the freeways, in East and West Oakland, and out of downtown and white districts. The cops lived in various IF YOU LIVED HERE YOU’D BE HOME NOW suburbs twenty to fifty miles outside the city limits, and coming to work in Oakland was like punching in at the meat-packing plant for their shift, then showering, leaving bloody work clothes in their lockers, and driving the freeway for an hour to a thirty-year mortgage. With almost no contact at work, and none off duty, they were mostly strangers to one another. If one of them needed cover, the closest car would go, of course.

When a cop got killed everything else pretty much stopped until the suspect was killed resisting arrest, had committed suicide, or, if the media got on the scene before it was cordoned off, was arrested, convicted, and sent to prison. And usually dead within a year—stabbed repeatedly, thrown off an upper tier, or set afire in his
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