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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 

"TWAS THE NIGHT BEFORE CHRISTMAS . . ." 
 
     Christmas has always been a magical time of year for me.  There’s 
snow and gaily lite Christmas trees, and Midnight Mass is said while the 
organ plays softly in the background. All the churches are decked out 
with lights, Christmas trees, and candles glitter behind stained glass 
windows.   
     Then there was the holiday get-togethers, the opening of presents, 
and seeing relatives you haven't seen in months or years. It’s a time of 
magic and miracles when almost anything can happen, and the whole 
world seems to stand still with hushed anticipation. 
     But since becoming a police officer, Christmas has been one of the 
days that makes me cringe a little.  The top of the list was the fact that 
working holidays were a given. You’re away from the kids, spouse, 
family, friends, church, trees, and presents. And while you wait with 
hushed anticipation, it isn’t for a miracle. 
      The whole world feels like a powder keg, and you’re waiting for it to 
explode. The bars are full of people who don't always get along. Music 
that has zero to do with the Christ child's birth or even Santa Claus 
comes out of amplifiers at a volume that threatens to shatter glass.  
   Then there are drunk drivers going to and fro, every roll of their tires 
threatening to turn “Oh Holy Night” into “oh Terrible Night.”’   



     As I walked down the street, watching the revelers, I couldn't help 
but wonder how many of them I'd be taking a professional interest in 
before the Sun came up. 
     It was a rare night for me. I was in uniform. I had a badge pinned on, 
a Sam Browne around my waist, my pistol at my side.   
   Tonight was about making extra money. Holidays are rough on small 
PDs, and Antonito PD was always shorthanded.  Tonight, I'd earn an 
additional $260.00.  That would pay a lot of bills. 
      I hadn't worn a police uniform since before joining the Army. Not 
that I felt unsure of myself. Being an MP had just made me a better cop. 
    It’s just that a detective doesn't wear a uniform much. 
     RJ and I were working together tonight. The town was full of cars 
dragging main, the bars were Standing Room Only, and it was way more 
than the two APD officers could handle safely. So the town contracted 
the Sheriff's Office to help out. Those of us that were able signed on to 
make some extra money.  
    Jewell and her band, The Boys plus One, were playing at one of the 
local bars. She could make $600.00 for a weekend gig. Holidays always 
commanded more. Between us, we'd make nearly $1300.00 for this 
weekend's work. That was a month’s wages for me and then some. 
    If it weren't for what the band brought in and the occasional side job, 
we'd have gone under long ago.   
    We had already done a couple of walkthroughs of the Mother Lode 
Bar where they were playing, and I'd had at least talked to her.  
     It was a rowdy crowd, but I wasn't too concerned about her safety. 
Her bandmates wouldn't allow anything to happen to her, and being seen 
with me was usually enough to dissuade anyone from pulling anything. 
Everyone knew you could do anything you wanted to me. Toss so much 
as a dirty look at my wife, and I'd ruin your evening.   
    At least when this night was over, we'd be able to drive home, catch a 
couple of hours of sleep, and enjoy a Christmas Breakfast of tamales and 
eggs. We'd wait till morning to open presents with the kids. 
     "I miss the kind of Christmas we had when I was a kid," I said while 
watching flakes of snow filter down out of the sky. They glistened like 
slow falling meteors in the Christmas lights. As they twisted and turned, 



they caught the different colored lights.  The entire effect was like multi-
colored confetti drifting from the sky. 
     RJ nodded. Walking cold streets and working was the last thing he 
wanted to do tonight. 
     We watched some girls walk past. They were loud, laughing, and 
going from one dance to another. They smelled of expensive perfume 
and cheap whiskey.  It was clear they'd had one too many already.   
    What an evening, I thought.  A great evening to get drunk, throw up, 
pass out, beat up, raped, maybe even killed, all on the same night, and all 
in the holy name of having a good time. 
     Man, I thought, I'm getting old thinking that way. 
    "Do you remember the movie house in La Jara?"  RJ asked. He 
pronounced “La Jara” the way the locals did, by rolling the “R” in the 
name   
    We started walking, ensuring everyone saw us. Cops walking the beat 
keep trouble down, and I wanted to keep trouble down.  I didn’t want to 
have to work to earn my pay. 
    My breath came out in puffs as I answered.  "I remember that. 
Thomas Washeck owned the building.  The movie house was closed 
since before I was born, I think?" 
    "Yeah, but he'd open it up for Christmas,” RJ said. “It was a big deal, 
and the fire department would bring Santa Claus in."  
     I smiled, remembering, and RJ went on. "Yeah, kids from all over the 
county showed up. The fire truck would come up from the fire 
department, the lights and siren going, and the cops would escort it. And 
riding in the back of it, old Saint Nick." RJ chuckled.  "And he'd be 
tossing penny candy, and just laughing and waving and having a good 
time.   
     “The truck would pull up right in front of the old movie house. He'd 
get down, wave, and unlock the doors.  nd then with a shout, he'd invite 
us all in and tell us that an early Christmas treat awaited us." 
     I watched a blue Pontiac roll past us and down the street. The 
windows on the car were rolled up against the cold. But the stereo was 
turned up loud.  I could hear the music.  Some rap thing full of foul-
mouthed words and curses, a great song to be played on Christmas Eve.   



    "I remember that," I said. "And we'd set there for hours watching 
Bugs Bunny and Road Runner cartoons, or Mickey’s Christmas Carol." 
    "The first time I ever saw an old Tarzan movie was part of that 
Christmas movie fest," RJ said. “It was in black and white, I remember.” 
     We walked into the Mother Lode Bar once again. I shook hands with 
a couple of the locals standing by the door and wished them a Merry 
Christmas. I could smell the sweet odor of marijuana about them, and 
they had a drink in their hands. They were always good for a bar fight or 
two, but they were in a good mood and not itching for any trouble.   
     The Mother Lode Bar seemed to be wall to wall people. Many were 
sitting on their favorite barstools.  Others were at the tables or booths. 
Extra tables and chairs had been shoehorned in, leaving almost nowhere 
to walk. The waitresses grabbed drink orders from the bar that they 
somehow managed to deliver to the table without spilling them on 
anyone.   
     I wondered what the capacity was to the building, what the Fire 
Marshall might say, and if he even cared.   
     The noise level was deafening.   
     The Boys plus One were belting out Garth Brooks, "I've got friends 
in low places." The guitars were cranked up loud, so the folks on the 
dance floor could hear it dance to.   
     Of course, anyone sitting and trying to talk was, in reality, sitting and 
screaming to be heard over the music, and everyone else was screaming 
to turn the music up because they couldn’t hear it and dance. 
     We'd made our way up to the bandstand and paused there. 
     "We're going to take five, so don't go anywhere," Joey, the lead 
singer, said. 
    Jewell came out from behind the keyboards and came up to me. She 
gave me a big hug. "How's it going, Baby?" she asked. 
    "Cold," I said. We hadn't had a White Christmas in years, and I 
wondered how much of a zoo the ride home would be. "You guys sound 
amazing tonight." 
    "Thanks. It’s a good crowd," Jewell said. 
    "Seen any potential problems?" I asked. 
     "Not yet," she answered. 



      I studied the crowd.  It seemed good-natured, and I was hoping we'd 
get away without doing too much work tonight. We chatted with Jewell 
and the band for a few minutes before looking at my watch. I didn’t 
want to pin us down to one place. 
   "Baby Love, we've got to get on our rounds," I said. 
    "Keep checking on us," she said. 
     "We will," RJ promised, in that tone of voice that told me he was 
teasing me. 
     RJ and I plowed like icebreakers through the crowd as we made our 
way to the door. We nodded at people, smiling, but always making sure 
a hand was covering our weapons.  You never know what people might 
try. 
    We watched for a few minutes as people drank, making sure our 
presence was something people saw and felt.  It was a show of force that 
promised if you did anything stupid, we'd make it a Christmas to 
remember. 
    We made our way out and continued walking the streets. We kept an 
eye on the cars. There hadn't been any car break-ins recently, and thieves 
hate the cold. But you just never knew when one would strike.  
    All we saw were people sitting in the vehicles smoking.  Most were 
no doubt hitting the bottle a little, something illegal under city 
ordinances. But stopping to enforce that meant tying us up, and we 
wouldn't be available for the inevitable bar fights.   
     "Getting colder," RJ observed. The light snow that had been falling 
was getting heavier. It had been warm during the day, and the roads had 
soaked up the heat from the Sun. Now, the snow was melting as soon as 
it had hit the pavement, making it wet.  As the temperature continued to 
fall, the wet roads would freeze, and snow would build up over it.  The 
result would be a layer of ice under the snow.  It would be just one more 
challenge for drivers whose driving ability would already be 
questionable. 
    We stopped and talked to a few guys standing outside and then 
continued on our way. We‘d walked up by City Hall, cut behind it, and 
were walking down the alley.   



    You almost always caught people in the alleys on a Saturday night. 
Holiday nights just multiplied that by a factor of three. Some were out 
there smoking dope. Occasionally, you caught folks having sex. Most of 
the time, they were merely trying to get the noise out of their ears and 
talking, and you had to ask them to take the beer back inside.   
     We were just about to cross the street when we heard it.   
    Out of reflex, I stepped back into the shadows and cover of the 
building.  
    "What the . . ." I started to say, and my hand went to the butt of my 
gun. I was looking for the source of the muffled crack as I drew the Colt 
out of its holster. 
    "That was a gunshot," RJ said, a hint of alarm in his voice. He, too, 
was trying to locate the source of the gunshot. 
    And the radio began confirming that we had heard a gunshot and 
advising us that our night had just gone from quiet to terror.  
    "Antonito 2, Conejos 4, we have a report of shots fired at the Mother 
Lode Bar! Believed to be one individual with a gun." 
    "Shit!" RJ exclaimed.   
     I keyed my lapel mike and responded. "Conejos 4.  Roger that. 
Antonito, we'll cover the back door." 
    "Already pulling into the front," Antonito 2 responded.   
     With weapons drawn, we ran across the street. The people on the side 
street and in the alley had heard the gunshot as well. And when two 
deputies come charging across the street, guns drawn, people tend to get 
the hell out of the way.   
    There were a couple of shouts of "What's going on . . ."  
    But we crossed quickly, focused on covering that back door. 
     I thought that if our shooter was smart, he'd  
stay in the bar.  That would force us to go in after him.  There were 
several hundred people in the bar, and that made for a lot of potential 
hostages.  I was counting on him not being smart and that he'd try to run. 
Having to go in after him in a crowded bar was about as dangerous a 
situation as I could imagine. 
     We were about twenty yards from the back door of the bar when I 
saw a man come rushing out. The lighting in the alley was already 



terrible, so all I saw was the shape of a man.  But there was enough light 
for me to see he held something glittering in his hand. 
    "Gun!" I shouted as my pistol came up.   
    "Police, drop your weapon!" RJ shouted.  RJ was coming up with his 
weapon. 
      I couldn't help but remember the last time I'd pointed a weapon at 
another human being. For an instant, I found myself back in the rain of 
Iraq instead of a Christmas snow. For a second, I saw the Iraqi soldier 
standing in front of me.   
    No, a piece of me shouted.  That happened a long time ago.   
    “Focus!” I said to myself. 
      I shoved that memory down. I had a man with what appeared to be a 
gun almost directly in front of me.  Remembering Iraq was the last thing 
I needed to do.  
     Before I had a good sight picture, the man spun towards us, and I saw 
a flash and heard a crack as the pistol fired.  
    We’d both seen the gun coming up and were diving for cover before 
he ever fired. I dove one way, RJ, the other.  
    The bullet buzzed past us like an angry bee.  
     I rolled, came up on one knee, pistol extended.  
     The man was already fleeing down the alley. 
      I jumped to my feet and continued running after him. RJ was right 
behind me. 
    Small caliber weapon, I thought, to judge from the sound of the 
report. It was either a .22 or a .25 caliber pistol, and a rather small pistol. 
     That meant he'd be down to three, maybe four bullets now.  That is 
unless he had a spare magazine in his pocket, then that changed 
everything. 
    "We're taking fire in the alley behind the Mother Lode. Male suspect 
running north along the alley on foot," I heard RJ yell over his radio. 
     "Stop, Police," I shouted uselessly. "Drop your weapon."   
     He ran past someone.  I heard them cry out in terror as they saw the 
gun, and a second later, I was passing them. A guy and a girl, both wide-
eyed, pointing in the direction the guy was running as I ran past.   
     Then a car turned down the alley. 



      For an instant, he stood silhouetted in the car headlights. He was a 
perfect target and less than 20 yards away. Instinctively my gun came 
up, but my brain stopped the shot. He was still moving.  There was a 
chance I'd get him if I fired. 
     There was an equal chance I’d miss, and the heavy .45 ACP bullet 
would slam into the car. I didn’t know if it would penetrate the body or 
window of a car, and now wasn’t the time to find out.   
     Our suspect wasn't constrained by my rules of engagement, however. 
I saw him stop and extend his hand towards the car. 
     He fired a single shot at it. The small-caliber bullet ricocheted off the 
car and went whining into the darkness.   
     He was panic-stricken, and what he'd done changed the dynamics of 
the situation considerably.  The guy intended to go on shooting till he 
was out of bullets, which would be very soon by my count.  
     But he still had a few rounds.  He could still kill.   
     My pistol came up, and my sight pattern was perfect for a shot into 
his mid-back. But before I could squeeze off the round, he turned and 
headed in behind the Castle Hotel. As I rounded the building corner to 
pursue, I could hear him pounding up the old wooden staircase and 
throwing his body against the back door. 
    I came running around, shouting at him, my weapon coming up and 
aimed at him. He threw himself against the old door one more time.  The 
door splintered and swung open, dumping him inside. 
     There was a light on in the small landing, and I was able to see him 
for an instant. He was just in a shirt, no doubt having left his coat 
behind. Dark headed, a light beard, and I could see the fear in his eyes. 
He knew what he'd done and knew he wasn't getting out of it. 
    In that instant, I had a brief window of opportunity to fire at him. I got 
the sight picture.   
    Fired. 
    Missed!  I saw the wall plaster explode in a puff of white as the bullet 
impacted behind him. 
    "Antonito 2," RJ was reporting. "He ran upstairs into the Castle Hotel. 
Second floor!" 
    "We're right out front," another Antonito cop reported. 



    RJ and I stopped at the bottom of the stairs, taking cover behind the 
building corner.  The pursuit had just gone from full speed ahead to stop 
and think this one through.   
     I'd never been upstairs in the Castle Hotel, just the first floor, and 
knew nothing of the layout upstairs.  The lobby proclaimed that once it 
had been the Queen Bee of places to stay in Antonito. Decorated in a 
style that went out at the turn of the 20th century, it had old dusty 
overstuffed chairs and equally dusty carpet with faded floral patterns. 
There was a massive wooden desk where the check-in clerk had worked.   
    Behind the Desk were mail slots that had once held messages and 
telegrams. Now they contained dust.  When the railroads had boomed 
through here, it had been the grandest hotel in the city. Now it was home 
to a few old folks on pensions and people struggling to make ends meet. 
    "RJ. Didn't your uncle rent space on the first floor for his 
barbershop?"  
    He nodded. "Yes, and I know how things are laid out upstairs." 
    "What does it look like?" 
    RJ thought for a second and then said, "This staircase opens up onto 
the second-floor landing.  About ten feet to the left is the grand stairwell, 
which descends into the lobby. The second floor is one long hall, and 
there are four or five rooms down that way on each side."   
     As he was talking, I heard a door open up there, and a room about 
halfway down that had a light on in it went out.    
     I pointed it out to RJ.  "I think he's in there." 
     We reported that to Antonito PD. 
    "Will," Antonito 2 said. "We’re getting this crime scene secured."   
    "Understood, got anybody reporting in yet?" 
    "Chief is coming in, and Pete is running home to get his weapon. A 
couple of volunteer firemen are offering their help." 
    He was talking about Pete Sanchez, a former Marshal about a million 
years before in this very town before he became a county commissioner.  
He was reliable and knew what to do.  
    "OK, Let's go to Sheriff's channel and get this op set up," I said.  "Be 
with you in a minute there."  I keyed the microphone, thinking about 
who was out tonight.  "Manassa 1, you there, Bob?" I asked. 



    "Manassa 1, I've been following. Want me on Sheriff's channel?" 
    "Please, and Bob, can you start heading this way.  And can you round 
Pam up?  I'd appreciate it." 
    "Will do. I'll go to Sheriff’s channel as soon as I get hold of her." 
    I switched over to Channel 4, the Sheriff’s Channel.  "Antonito 2, 
Conejos 4."     
    "Go ahead." 
    "Here's what I want to do. We need to block off 285 for traffic for a 
block around the hotel. No cars, no foot traffic. If we can get the fire 
department at both ends of the street, we can send cars down and around. 
And please have them light up the streets as best they can. 
    “And if they can get another truck in the back and light up the back, 
I'd appreciate it. And when Pete gets here, send him around the back. In 
the meantime, I'm going to get EMS and some more Sheriffs' resources 
in here.  Can you get someone to watch the front?" 
     "Affirmative.  Beano (nickname for the Antonito Police 
Commissioner, I never asked where it came from) is here along with a 
few others.  They're all armed.  They've got the front covered. If you 
need anything, have Beano do it.  His call sign is Antonito 5." 
     "Copy that.  Antonito 5, Conejos 4,” I called. 
     “Go ahead, Conejos 4,” Beano answered a second later. 
    “Did you copy my discussion with Antonito 2?” 
    “Affirm. We’re setting that up now.” 
    “Roger. Tell everyone to stay behind cover. We don't have this guy 
fully contained yet, and I'm not sure what he'll do next." 
     I called the Sheriff's office and told dispatch to let me talk to the jail 
deputy. 
     "Patrick," I said. "Call Linda. Get her in to relieve you. Then drive 
the Hulk down here. We need our equipment. Get it down here fast!"  
    "Consider it done," he answered. 
     A moment later, one of the fire trucks pulled into the alley, and I 
directed the driver where to stop and turn on his floods.   
    "Shine them up onto that window," I said, pointing it out. We were 
somewhat exposed if we had to approach the stairs, but the bright floods 



would destroy his night vision. All he'd see is the light, and we'd be 
almost invisible in the shadows.   
     "Stay behind the truck," I said. "I think he's down to his last few 
bullets, but I don't want you catching one of them." 
    Antonito 2 reported that Antonito 1 had made it in and that they were 
at the crime scene.  
    "Send along any information they can give me concerning this 
suspect," I said. 
      Antonito 2 gave me a “roger that.” 
     "Now what?" RJ asked. 
     "There's no other way out of there, is there?"  I asked. "No back 
stairwells, anything like that?" 
    RJ stopped, thought for a moment, and then said, "Just the two. This 
one and the grand stairwell."   
    "What a fire trap," I said. But that was working to our advantage right 
then and there. "Let's get him pinned down to the second floor. Stay here 
and watch the back till Pete gets here. He can still jump out of the 
second story!" 
    I keyed the radio. "Antonito 5, I'm going to get up to the second-floor 
landing. Any activity upfront?" 
    "None," he reported. "And the front door is locked."  I didn't want to 
know how they found that out.  Probably actually tried it. While that 
technique worked, it was also an excellent way to catch a bullet. 
    "OK, starting up now."    
    RJ moved so he could shoot up the stairwell. I left my cover behind 
the wall. My pistol was up and pointed straight up the stairs. The Fire 
Department had their floods shining directly into the window, and 
hopefully blinding him.   
     I moved slowly, trying not to make too much noise.  I might be 
almost invisible in the shadows, but the old wooden stairs made plenty 
of noise, and I didn't want to alert our shooter I was coming.  For all, I 
knew he was waiting around the corner of the landing for me.    
     Climbing stairs without making noise is as much an art form as a 
science.  It takes lots of practice, and it still doesn't always work.  You 
point your toes down as you lift your leg straight up.  Doing it that way 



helps minimize the possibility you'll snag your toe on a rung, trip, and 
fall.  You place the outside of your foot down first and then slowly begin 
rolling from the outside in.  Finally, your heel comes down, and you 
gradually shift your weight to that foot.  Then you repeat the process.   
     It sounds easy.  It is easy.  The problem is if you don't practice it 
often, you have to think about what you're doing.  Holding a pistol and 
maintaining a sight picture just complicates things.   
    It took me almost a full minute to get up to the second-floor landing.  
I stepped through the door, careful not to step on the debris from the 
door.  Keeping the pistol pointed out ahead of me, I made the semi-circle 
sweep like I'd done dozens of times before.  The hallway was empty. 
    "Hallway is clear," I said quietly over the radio.  We'd just pinned him 
down a little bit more. "RJ, is Pete there?" 
    "Yes. He has his son and daughter with him. One's armed with a 
shotgun, the other with a thirty-odd six.  The back is secure." 
    "Good. Whoever has the rifle, have them watch the window. If our 
suspect starts shooting out of it, tell them to take him down. Then, come 
on up." 
     A minute later, RJ was crouching right behind me.  "What's next, 
Will?" he whispered.   
     "You watch this area. I'm going to move to the grand stairwell and 
sweep the lobby."   
    "I think you should wait for backup for that." 
    I nodded.  "I think you're right."  
     I needed to be careful.  I was getting a little bit of buck fever.  Time 
was on our side.   
    "We'll wait for Bob and Pam." 
    We watched the hall. I could hear the floor creaking from the rooms 
scattered down the hallway. People were up and moving around.    
    That complicated things.  Gunplay was something we were going to 
have to try to avoid, and with an armed suspect, that was unlikely. That 
meant getting the non-combatants out.   
    And if I couldn't get them out, then I had to get creative. 
    "Conejos 4, Manassa 1," my radio squawked quietly. 
    "Go, Bob," I said.  



    "Sanford 1 and I are here. Your deputy is here with the gear." 
     That was good news.   
    "Roger, you guys get suited up. We'll need two shotguns for this. 
Grab your masks and a couple of gas grenades." 
    "Give us a few minutes." 
    A few minutes later, I heard them come slowly up the stairs. They 
were both suited up. We'd managed to pump a few dollars into our gear 
during the interim.  We'd dyed the flak jackets black. The word "Police" 
was still stenciled across the back using white spray paint. I figured it 
made a great target. We'd also had fabric badges sewn onto the front 
where an officer would wear a badge and name tags. 
     "What do we have?" Bob asked as he and Pam joined us.   
     I pointed down the hall to the left. 
      "Third door down," I said. "That's the room we think he's in. The 
suspect is a Hispanic male, about thirty years of age. Dark headed, light 
beard. 
    "Keep an eye down the hall. We've got civilians in the other rooms. 
Any of them come out, motion them over. Be very careful of anyone 
coming out." 
    "Are we talking to him yet?"  Bob asked. 
    I shook my head. "No. We've been sitting on him till we got some 
more muscle. I don't even know who he is yet."   
    I looked at RJ. "Let’s get suited up and grab the Rammer." 
    "We've got it covered," Pam said as she quietly pumped a round into 
the shotgun.     
     RJ and I went as quietly as possible down the back stairwell and to 
the Hulk.  
    The Sheriff had managed to fill another of my requests and had 
obtained an old MASH style ambulance. Because we didn't have much 
money, we'd spray-painted over the red medical cross on the side with 
Olive Drab paint.  And because the ambulance was big and green, we 
had hung the name of the "Hulk" on it. 
    An inmate with an artistic flair had drawn Marvel’s Hulk on the side. 
He was wearing a ripped to shreds Conejos country uniform and a hat 
eight sizes too small. 



     Patrick was waiting for us. 
     "Your party clothes, Gentlemen," he said.  He’d already laid out our 
flak jackets, helmets, and masks.   
     Quickly we began suiting up. I pulled on my flak jacket, zipped it up, 
and adjusted the steel helmet painted black with the word “Police” 
stenciled on the back.  A badge had also been stenciled onto the front in 
white. Quickly, I cinched the gas mask carrier around my waist.  
     RJ grabbed the Rammer, a large steel pipe with a flat end. Made for 
us by a local welder, it weighed almost fifty pounds, and in tests, we'd 
managed to knock in steel doors with heavy-duty locks. 
     This would be the first time we’d use it for real. 
     We rejoined Pam and Bob a few minutes later. We crouched down 
between them.  
      "OK, here's what I want to do," I said. "Pam, let me have the 
shotgun. You and I are going to move to the grand stairwell. I'll take 
point. I'll clear it, and then we'll both go down quickly. 
    “Let's get that first-floor lobby cleared. We need to check that the 
office right behind the desk is secure."  
     She nodded, handing the shotgun to me. "I've got double odd in the 
chamber." 
     I let Antonito 5 know we were coming down the stairs to clear the 
lobby and back office. They acknowledged it. I glanced at my watch.   
    Officially it was Christmas day. What a way to spend it!  
     I pulled out my flashlight, turned it on, and nodded.  "OK, here we 
go!" 
    “We got you six,” RJ said. 
     We moved quickly to the stairwell.  
     Pam paused, her gun pointed down the hall as I stepped out and 
around into my semicircle, clearing the staircase. I nodded and began 
moving down. Pam pulled the muzzle of her weapon up as I went past 
and then quickly fell in behind me.   
     The Grand Stairwell was a fancy name for a carpeted staircase. Once 
upon a time, it might have been nice. But the oak had been painted over, 
and the paint was flaking. The carpet was dirty and showing it’s age.   



     Behind us was a wall, and it opened into the lobby.  As we passed 
between the floors, I held the flashlight down and low, so it would 
attract the shooter's attention first and maybe give him that to shoot at 
first rather than us.  
     Soon, I could look into the lobby.  All I saw were the dusty, 
threadbare old chairs with equally dusty magazines lying on the faded 
carpet next to them.  
     Nothing moved, and we walked quickly down and through, checking 
behind the desk.   
    The office door was padlocked, as was a closet. The barbershop was 
secured, and the front door had a chain and padlock through the bars.   
    "First floor is secure," I said quietly over the radio.  I got a couple of 
acknowledgments. We were partway up the stairs when Antonito 2 
called, but I waited until Pam and I had gotten back with Bob and RJ to 
acknowledge. 
    "Antonito 2, this is Conejos 4. Go ahead." 
    "Will," I heard him say. "Your suspect is a Jose Montero. He's up here 
on a visa from Mexico working for Ernest Mortenson as a sheepherder."  
    "Speaks English?" I asked. 
    "Very poorly" was the response. "And so you know, the victim was 
his wife. Shot her in the head. She was dead when we got here." 
     I looked at RJ. A degree in the Spanish language made him our 
designated interpreter.   
     He smiled, already having figured that piece out.  
    "Do we know what happened?" I asked. 
    "Just that they were at the table and drinking.  Your wife saw the 
whole thing. She said it looked like they were arguing, and then he stood 
up, pulled a gun, and shot her. They live there in the Castle, room eight." 
    At least we’d guessed right on the room, I thought.  But he's probably 
had a chance to reload if he had a box of bullets with him. 
     "Your wife says to be careful, and she's praying for you guys," he 
finished. 
     "Tell her 'thank you,' and we will be," I responded.  "Conejos 4, out." 
    "Objectives, Will?"  Bob asked. 



    "You're the Spanish speaker. We'll try to talk him out first," I said. 
"Here's what I want to do. I want you about five feet from his door. Rob, 
you on the other.  Pam and I will knock on doors once you start talking 
and try to get folks out." 
   I let Antonito know what we were going to do.  "We'll be sending 
them down the back stairwell. Make sure Pete and his kids know that."   
    They acknowledged, and then we moved quickly. 
     I nodded and RJ called out, "Jose Montano. Esta es la policía. Ponga 
abajo la pistola y Salir con las Manos en la Cabeza. No queremos 
hacerte daño, y no se si salen pacíficamente. "   
     Roughly translated, RJ had told him we were the police, put down his 
gun, and if he came out peacefully, he wouldn't be harmed. 
    I knocked quietly on a door, but no one seemed to be home there. Pam 
got an older man to come to the door she knocked on.   He knew 
something odd was going on, and it only deepened when he opened the 
door to see a girl with a helmet and wearing a flak jacket.  
    She put her finger to her lips. I took him and motioned him to follow 
me, and when we got to the back door, I motioned for him to go down. 
Pete's daughter, was waiting at the bottom with one of the firemen. I was 
surprised to see they had some blankets.  I hadn't thought of that and was 
glad someone had.  They put a blanket around the old timer's shoulders 
and moved him quickly to safety. 
    "Sending another down," I said quietly over the radio, as Pam got an 
old woman out. As she cleared the rooms, Pam would mark the door 
with a red “X” drawn with a magic marker. 
    It seemed that was all that was home that night.  Now to get our 
suspect out.   
     I considered my options.   
     He had a gun and kicking the door in might get several of us injured 
or killed as we rushed the door.  He'd already be thinking in terms of the 
Fatal Funnel, and I quickly put that idea aside.  
    While we'd have to go in that way, I needed to tip the scale slightly 
more in our favor.  
     We could kick in the door, empty a shotgun around the room and 
then go in. The idea had its merits but was messy in the extreme. While 



we'd knocked on doors, we had no guarantee that we'd gotten everyone 
out. All it took was someone who was a very sound sleeper or too scared 
to come to the door, and if they got hit by some buckshot, that could 
prove fatal. 
    I didn't know if buckshot would penetrate the slat and plaster 
construction of the walls. I was pretty sure it would.   If it did, and it got 
someone, then we'd be liable for that.   
    That left tear gas. It would certainly tip the scale in our favor, and 
delivering it would be straightforward.  We would hit the door with the 
Rammer, busting it open. One of us would toss in the grenade. It would 
go off within a second, and then we'd give it a five-count.  The gas 
would quickly fill the room.   
     One of three things would happen, and I would work that into my 
plan. 
     "OK," I said to the team."Here's what I want to do?" 
     I’d lead the assault. In most operations, I'd be in a van someplace, 
directing the takedown over the radio.  We were too small for that.  I'd 
need RJ's upper body strength to break the door.  Being in his fifties, 
Bob wasn't as agile as he'd once been, and that counted against him.  But 
he could still toss a grenade. 
     That left Pam to sweep in behind me. A talent taught and highly 
valued in the Marines is the ability to shoot and scoot. I’d need that 
talent if this was going to work out. 
    "RJ, you hit the door with the Rammer and break it open and get out 
of the way. Bob, you toss a gas grenade in. We give it a five-count, and 
then Pam and I go in. 
     “By the time we rush the room, it should be filled with tear gas. 
     “One of three things will happen. 
     “He'll come out on his own, possibly with a gun, possibly 
surrendering. 
    “Or he'll try to go out the window and right into Pete's arms.   
     “Or we go in and get him.   
     “Either way, expect him to be firing. What do you think?" 
     "I think it's the best move we got," Bob said. 
      I looked at RJ and Pam. They both nodded.   



      I let the cops outside know we were about to go in.  Gas grenades get 
hot when they discharge and can cause a fire, so I asked that they have 
fire ready with a couple of extinguishers. I warned them to be wearing 
bunker gear and air masks. 
     I wanted EMS standing ready. They all acknowledged.   
    "One more time, RJ. Ask him to come out." 
     RJ nodded and called out, "Señor, esto es la policía. Dejar su pistola 
y sale con las manos hacia arriba."  Again, loosely translated, RJ had 
once again identified us as the police, told him to drop his weapon, and 
to come out with his hands up. 
      We didn't get an answer. I didn't know what our suspect was 
thinking. One thing he’d be sure of was that our just leaving him wasn't 
going to happen.  Perhaps the realization of what he'd done had finally 
hit him, and dying was an option. 
      I'd already decided we wouldn’t give him that way out. 
    "Let's give him about two minutes," I said.  
    He'd expect us to do something, and if we did it right after the demand 
to come out, it would increase the chances he'd be ready. If we let a little 
time pass, he might relax a bit, which would tip the odds more in our 
favor. 
    "Two minutes," I said over the radio.   
     I kept an eye on my watch and made a quick prayer.  I prayed quietly 
for our safety, the safety of everyone involved, and that we'd be able to 
take him alive.   
     The seconds crept by. I finished my prayer and then said quietly,  "It's 
ShowTime.  RJ?" 
    He'd stood up and made a couple of practice swings with the Rammer. 
He nodded. He was ready. 
    "Bob?" 
     He unfastened the strap that held a grenade.  He nodded. 
    "Pam?"  I got a nod. She was ready.   
     "Ok, hand signals from her on," I whispered.  "Mask."   
    We pulled out our gas masks and donned them     
     I've never liked wearing a gas mask. Tactically speaking, they cut 
down on your field of vision and make communications difficult. I 



pulled the mask over my head and onto my face. I blew out like I'd been 
taught in Basic Training and felt the mask seal against my face.  
    While we'd trained to fight in them, they were such a bear to breathe 
in I'd always thought actual combat would be challenging at best. Now I 
was about to find out if that was true.     
    I stood, checked to make sure the shotgun wasn't on safe, and then 
held up my hand.  Holding it out and away was "Attention." 
     My next move was my hand went up and then down.  "Move out."  
Quickly but above all quietly, we moved to our designated areas.  RJ 
was watching me.  Pam and I were in position, and Bob knelt by the 
door half turned away from it so that he could see us and the door at the 
same time.   
    We were ready,  
     I held up my hand and spread it out. 
     RJ nodded.  
    I began counting it down. On two, RJ brought the Rammer up, took a 
deep breath, and twisted his body to get as much power as he could out 
of the swing.  
     I hit zero and then pumped my arm back and forth.  RJ swung the 
Rammer down as hard as he could on the door handle.        
     The door exploded open from the force of the blow, ripping the old 
lockbox right off the wall. RJ was already jumping out of the way as 
Bob rolled the grenade through the door. The door swung open as far as 
it could and then bounced closed, only to bounce open again. 
    I heard a cry of fear from within, and a shot went off.  The bullet 
screamed through where the door had been an instant before and 
impacted the wall, causing a soft explosion of powdered cement. 
 .  Then with a pop and an evil hiss, the grenade went off. Within a few 
seconds, a cloud of white-gray smoke rolled out through the door into 
the hallway. I held up one hand and then swept it down.   
    Pam and I exploded into the room, our flashlights piercing the rapidly 
spreading gas fog, our voices muffled by the protective masks as we 
shouted, "Police. Drop your weapon." 



     The guy was right in front of me. He stood on the other side of the 
bed, bathed in the light of my flashlight and the floodlights shining 
through the window.  
    He was choking on the gas, his eyes watering and blinded.  But the 
pistol was still in his hand.  He was turning it towards me as I ran into 
the room.   
      I stepped up on the bed and vaulted towards him.  I held the shotgun 
between us like a bar, and he caught it full force in the chest. As he 
crumpled, momentum from the leap kept me going into him.   
    And with a loud bang that deafened us, the shotgun went off.  My 
finger had still been on the trigger, and my flying tackle had caused me 
to pull it.  I heard glass shatter. I'd just blown out the window. A part of 
me was already analyzing the mistake. Instead of shooting out the 
window, I could just have easily shot Pam. 
     I landed on top of him in a heap, the flying tackle knocking the breath 
from me. 
     “Get up,” a part of me screamed. “Get up and get moving!” 
     I sucked in air, the mask collapsing tight against my skin. Painfully I 
pulled myself up. Bob was already there to help me up. Pam holstered 
her weapon.  I'd knocked the guy out cold.   
    We still rolled him over, cuffed him, and carried him out into the hall 
and away from the tear gas.   
     "Suspect is in custody," I called out over the radio.  "I need fire up 
here now. Smother that grenade, and ventilate this place." 
     RJ had gone into the room, did a quick check, and noted that the 
grenade had stopped discharging.  There was no real reason to open the 
window.   I'd shot it out.  He'd found and brought out the weapon. 
      It was a chrome-plated 25 caliber Raven, just as I had suspected. In 
the evidence custody log, he'd note that there were three rounds in the 
magazine and one in the chamber before he cleared it. 
     Our suspect had reloaded. A box of bullets was on the nightstand. 
     We went outside, carrying the suspect. As we went down the stairs, 
we each pulled our protective masks off. The sweat on my face chilled 
me as it hit the cold December air. 



    EMS was waiting at the end of the alley. On a signal from one of the 
firemen, they brought the ambulance up to park right behind the fire 
truck.   
      "Might want to let him air out a bit," I said.  
     They quickly got his clothing off, and we secure that for evidence 
once we'd let it air out. I'd noticed some blood splatter on his shirt, and 
we'd certainly want that.  They covered him with a couple of blankets 
and wiped the residue gas from his face. Then they loaded him, still 
handcuffed, into the ambulance. Antonito 5 jumped in with them for the 
ride to the hospital.   
     The Fire Chief came out and gave me the thumbs up. They'd opened 
most of the windows on the 2nd floor to ventilate the gas and had taken 
a fan up to help blow it out. I could smell the gas as it settled out into the 
winter night. It wasn’t enough to stop a person, just enough to cause a 
twinge in the nose and a tear in the eye. 
    We all walked up to the end of the street. We stood for several 
minutes with arms raised, letting the slight breeze wash the gas from our 
uniforms. 
     And that's when it hit. 
     I noticed that everyone was shaking a little. At first, I thought it was 
just because it was cold.  But it wasn't that. We'd been keyed up for the 
assault, it happened, and now it was over. The tension had to go 
someplace, and our bodies were letting it out. 
    "Assault team," I said.  "Let's get this scene processed and then to the 
Sheriff's office for the debrief."  
     As we walked back up to the fire engine, I saw Jewell. 
     The fire department had set up a perimeter using yellow caution tape 
and had kept everyone behind it.  She ducked under and came up, 
hugging me tightly.   
     "William Diaz," she said, running her hand over my face. "You sure 
know how to make me worry." 
    "Are you OK?" I asked. 
     "I saw the whole thing happen," she said, trying to find her words. "I 
was standing there, singing and playing. I saw him stand up, pull out a 
pistol, and shoot her right there in the head. I saw blood spurt out, and 



all I could do was keep playing and singing and thought, this isn't real. 
Did I see what just happened? Then Joey pulled me down behind my 
amp."  
     Then she backed up quickly, and I saw a tear in her eye, and her nose 
started running.   
    "Tear gas?" she asked. 
     I nodded. It wasn't entirely out of my clothes yet. 
     "Just stand upwind of us and face into the breeze. It will blow it 
away," RJ told her. 
     "Remind me to thank Joey," I said. "Did you give Antonito a 
statement?" 
     She nodded.  "What are you doing?" she asked. 
     "We've got to process this scene. And then debrief.  I figure we've got 
about two or three hours work ahead of us." 
     "Going to the Sheriff's Office for that?"   
     I nodded.   
    "I'll head over there," she said. "We already got our instruments and 
are out. Anything you want me to do there?" 
    "Coffee," I said. "Some sandwiches would be nice.  And I might be 
referring some of these folks your way for mental health purposes. If 
you can put some thoughts together for PTSD, I'd appreciate it." 
     "I'll see you there."   
     She disappeared quickly into the crowd that was still standing and 
watching in the cold. 
     We were busy for the rest of the morning. We took dozens of pictures 
of the assault scene, drew the scene out with careful measurements, and 
then went to the SO. 
     Jewell had coffee and sandwiches waiting for us.  We ate and drank 
our coffee while we got our gear ready for the next mission. Then we all 
sat down and wrote brief statements regarding tonight's events. 
     We were dog tired, and while the coffee helped, we had to get the 
debrief done while the incident was still fresh in our minds.  
     I asked Jewell to set in on it in her counselor's capacity. She had 
already thought about her quick talk about PTSD, and she was watching 
everyone.  



    I flipped the big chalkboard in my office over, wiped it clean. Then 
with a chalk piece, I wrote, "After Action – Debrief – 25 Dec."  
     "OK, folks.  What could we have done better?" 
       RJ raised his hand. "We've still got to get better communications. 
We need hands-free, and a frequency meant just for us to use.  
     “And while we're at it, we've got to figure out a better way to hold the 
flashlights." 
     "It felt really clumsy," Pam said, agreeing with him.  "The flashlight 
hold might work for clearing a building, but the combat end was 
different.” 
    I'd held my flashlight alongside the slide on the shotgun. If I'd had to 
crank in an extra round, I might have dropped it.  
     I wrote that down. 
     "I don't think CSP can accommodate us on another freq. Could we 
use the radios we used for training?  And, except for duct taping the 
flashlights to the weapon, I don’t know how to fix that."  
  "Might not be a bad idea on the radios," RJ answered. “If we can get a 
hands free headset, that would be perfect. 
   "How about holders for the flashlights?" Bob asked. 
    "Holders?" I asked. I didn't know what Bob was talking about. 
    "Yes. Did you ever see Escape from New York?” 
      “Kurt Russell?” Jewell asked. 
     “The same. I was reading in one of my gun magazines how to make a 
holder for a rifle barrel so you could clamp them on so you can have a 
flashlight on your weapon like they used.” 
     That sounded interesting. 
     “Probably wouldn’t cost much to have someone make a couple,” he 
said. 
    Now, if we just had some money. 
     “We might be able to get some and fit them onto our shotguns. Not 
sure what to do about the pistols." 
     "Look into it, Bob. It might be something we can use." 
     "Not much we can do about this," Pam said, "but I felt we were a 
little slow in getting going." 
     I wrote it down.   



     I think most of that was waiting for our gear. Maybe, centralize 
things a little bit.”   
     "This is the first time we had to do this," RJ said. "I think the tempo 
will pick up with training and experience." 
      "I thought having everything in the Hulk worked well," Bob said.  
     "There's a place we might be able to improve response speed,” Pam 
said. “Maybe we need to deputize a firefighter to bring it in. After all, 
we had to wait for someone to get in and relieve the jailor so he could 
bring it in." 
     I wrote that down. 
     "Still not enough people," RJ said.   
     "I think we were good to go, but everything else got stretched thin," I 
said. "Antonito was tied up on the crime scene, and we had to have fire 
and EMS do crowd and traffic control." 
     "That's what I meant," RJ said. 
     "Sorry," I said. "Maybe more training for them?" 
      Everyone thought that would be a good idea. 
     “Or bolster our reserves.” 
     "We have to practice more with the masks on," Bob said. "They cut 
down on what you can see." 
      I wrote it down, wondering if I could get my hands on a different 
kind of mask that offered better visibility. 
    While we were talking, Antonito PD brought the suspect into the jail.  
He was quickly booked in on a charge of 1st-degree murder.  
     There would be others, such as firing upon law enforcement officers 
and resisting arrest. That would all be leverage for a deal. 
     He was going away for a very long time. 
     I introduced Jewell.  "Jewell," I said, "I think we all want to go home.  
Can you give them a quick brief on PTSD symptoms?" 
     She took the floor and explained, "As a counselor, I often see people 
suffering from issues caused by events similar to what you went through 
tonight.  Here are some things to look for. If you start experiencing 
them, we need to get you some help. There's a whole host of others, but 
these are common and could indicate an issue. 



     "Often, you'll start having issues sleeping or loss of appetite. Those 
are biggies. If you find you're easily startled or even having problems 
concentrating or you're staying focused on what happened tonight, then, 
by all means, get help.   
     “Starting to smoke or drink more than you usually do also be an 
indicator of problems. So keep an eye on yourselves."  
      She handed out her card and said, "I'm a Christian counselor, and if 
you have problems talking to me, I can get you hooked up with the SLV 
Mental Health.  PTSD is something that with work can be brought under 
control.” 
     She looked at the strike team and then said. "I will be doing some 
follow-up to make sure everything's good with you. If you start to 
experience any of what I just described, please don't hide it. PTSD can 
do a pretty good job of ruining your life." 
      I nodded and then looked at the team.  
      Every one of them looked like death warmed under.  "People, let's go 
home, and Merry Christmas." 
     There was a chorus of Merry Christmas's and good nights, and 
everyone was heading for the door.       
     As the sun was coming up, Jewell and I left the sheriff's office for the 
drive home. I’d called home, and the kids met me with my robe and 
slippers on the porch. Once home, I stood in the cold, stripped to my 
underwear, and bagged my clothes into a black plastic bag. They would 
be washed in a commercial laundry.   
     I slipped on my robe and showered.    
     It was good to have made it through the night. 
  



 


