Chapter 2
BUSTED




R
ob was cruising along enjoying some Rolling Stones on his eight-track tape player when he heard a faint but familiar sound, coming from behind him. He lowered the volume and recognized the blaring of a police siren, getting louder as it headed his way. He followed protocol and pulled to the right lane, then slowed.
A check of his rearview revealed the flashing lights, directly behind him now. He turned for a quick look and noticed a small, black foreign car blurring past him at a ridiculously high speed, followed by another blur of color as the state police followed in hot pursuit.
“Capcom, Capcom, this is Sigma. Copy?” Rob said into his radio. “We’ve got a high-speed pursuit in progress. State police are tracking a small, black sports sedan. Vehicles are westbound on I-80, just past Mile Marker 42. I am going to assist. Copy?”
“We copy that, Sigma. We just received word that the troopers are in pursuit of drug suspects. Be advised, they may be armed. Backup is on the way.”
Rob put some serious toe on the gas, and the big V-8 answered with a roar. The car lunged forward, tires screeching. The G-force from the incredible acceleration smacked his back against the seat again, as he raced after the sedan and the cruiser. As he focused on the road ahead, eager to close the gap, adrenalin rushed through him.
Mile marker after mile marker flew by as he pushed the Mustang to speeds well above 120 MPH. It wasn’t long before he could see the cars in the distance, and he did his best to rapidly close the gap. As he neared, he gasped at the sight of something jutting out the window of the suspect’s car. Oh my God! Is that…a rifle barrel? The muzzle flashes confirmed his fears as the perpetrators fired at the troopers.
As the state police car braked and swerved, Rob was overcome with that strange feeling, the nervous but exciting sensation of giving chase. He continued past the disabled police car, in hot pursuit of the bad guys, albeit at a much safer distance. Rob throttled the Mustang around a sharp turn, and noticed smoke billowing on the side of the road up ahead. As he drove closer, he could just barely make out the back of the black sports car in the tree line. He braked hard and downshifted to stop well off the shoulder of the road, more than 100 yards past the suspect’s car.
“Capcom? Capcom, this is Sigma,” Rob said into his radio, trying to remain calm and focused. “Suspects are stopped on I-80 at Mile Marker 45, westbound, crashed on the side of the road. I can confirm they are armed. There was gunfire. Possible wounded in the patrol car that was in pursuit. Copy?”
“Copy that, Sigma. Hold your position. Backup is en route.”
Rob cautiously exited his car, keeping his eyes on the smoking car across the road. It appeared that the suspects had lost control of their vehicle and smashed through the guardrail, about seventy-five yards deep in the thick brush and trees.
Rob grabbed his Browning, checked the clip, and instinctively headed into the roadside cover. As he approached, he slipped his pistol out of its holster and chambered a round. He clicked off the safety and moved in a little closer, for a better look.
Slowly, he climbed over the dilapidated guardrail, and then crawled through the tall grass, to the top of a small rise. There, he took advantage of the cover provided by tall pines. He heard no one, nor did he see any movement other than the smoke drifting through the trees.
Just then, a police car came to a screeching stop directly behind him on the roadway, its window blown out. Two troopers jumped out to examine Rob’s car, then scrambled to check their weapons.
“Here,” Rob said, waving them over.
They looked his way and hurried toward him, with their guns at the ready.
“Officer Robert Marrino, Pikesville Police,” Rob quickly announced holding up his badge. “The Mustang’s mine. I saw them shooting at you. Thank God, you guys are all right. I called it in. Backup’s on the way.”
“Yeah, thanks, Marrino,” the tall one replied as he wiped the blood from a nasty-looking gash over his eye. “Officers Andrews and Cruz here.” After he and his partner offered handshakes, he continued, “I think we’re all right, except for a little windshield shrapnel in my forehead. We called it in as well.” He paused to pump another round into the chamber of his shotgun. “Now, it’s payback time! There are two of ‘em. Let’s go see where the hell those creeps are and what they’re up to.”
“Okay,” Rob replied, “but keep it low and slow and take advantage of the natural cover. We know they’re armed.”
As they crawled into the smoky mist and pines, Rob heard someone yelling in a foreign language. With the two officers behind him, he crawled a bit closer, until he could just make out the back of the car. The automobile had flipped over, and it was lodged against a large oak tree, still smoldering.
Out of nowhere, one of the suspects came into view. He appeared to be helping his partner out of the wreckage. He ran to the trunk and pulled a few large bags from it, then slung them over his shoulder. He was also carrying what looked like an AK-47 assault rifle.
“We can take ‘em if they come our way,” Officer Cruz whispered.
“Well, we’d better focus on the one with the rifle. The other one looks pretty banged up, but he may have a weapon as well.”
They watched and waited, ready to make their move. Rob felt fear creeping into him, and his hands trembled as he checked the safety on the Browning.
The silence was short-lived, because in a flurry of sudden noise and movement, the backup arrived, tires screeching and sirens blaring. All hell broke loose as the suspects turned and fired wildly.
“Down,” Rob said to the officers, and they lowered themselves behind the pines.
Rob hugged the earth as AK-47 rounds zipped and popped overhead. For just a moment, his mind drifted back in time, to the bullets and bandages of Vietnam. He tried to stay present, in the moment, but the all-to-familiar fear and excitement of a firefight sent adrenalin coursing through him.
“Cruz? You there?” someone from backup radioed in.
“Check your fire!” Cruz yelled. “Hold your position. We’re comin’ out to meet you.”
Eventually, the suspects stopped spending ammo, and Rob saw them holding up behind the car. He motioned for the troopers to crawl back through the pines and back toward the road.
“Rob!” Chief Roy said, grabbing Rob’s hand as soon as he came into view. “What the hell’s going on? I was sure you were hit.”
Rob pointed. “I wouldn’t order anyone past that rise. Those guys have one or two AK-47s. They’re hiding behind their car.”
“Right, we’ll be careful,” Roy replied. “Don’t need a death count here.” He then gathered his troops and announced his plan for them to circle around the suspects.
“Ranger, this is Sigma 2,” Roy said into his radio, speaking to the state police captain. “We’ve had heavy gunfire from two heavily armed suspects, one possibly wounded. The road is blocked off. We need you to move to their rear, at Highway 34, and cut them off if they try to back out on us. We’ll make our move from Marker 45. Copy?”
After a moment, Ranger 1 replied, “Roger that, Sigma 2. Highway 34. We are moving into position.”
“Here,” Chief Roy said, handing Rob the shotgun he kept in his car, loaded with magnum buckshot.
Rob thanked him as he took the weapon.
The eight of them started their slow crawl around the trees, keeping their eyes peeled. The evergreens served as protective sentries, camouflaging them as Roy scanned the area with his field glasses. When he saw the wrecked car but no suspects, he gestured his team to move closer, then lie in wait.
“We’re in position at 34,” Ranger 1 said on Roy’s radio.
“Copy,” Roy said, but almost before he could get the word out, they heard movement. “They’re on the run, boys!” Roy said, pointing at the suspects as they hurried to take cover back out on the road.
With their guns at the ready, the team waited for them to move closer.
As the suspects came over the rise, Roy yelled, “Stop right there! Drop your weapons!”
The suspects stepped back, their eyes wide and darting around, like terrified rats caught in a trap.
Rob dropped to one knee and leveled his shotgun. “Drop your weapons and get your hands up!”
They had them dead to rights, but the taller adversary, the one carrying the bags, leveled his weapons on the police.
The team was justified then to open fire, so they unleashed on instinct and at will. The impact from the barrage of bullets knocked the man off his feet, but he did manage to fire a few wild bursts from his weapon before he hit the ground.
Rob pumped another round in the chamber and focused on the other suspect, but there was no need to fire; the wounded one knew he was had, so he dropped his gun, and the team moved in and grabbed him.
“This one’s gone,” Rob said after checking the bloody body on the ground for a pulse he could not feel. “Not breathing,” he said, looking down at the lifeless culprit. “Guess we’ve got a death toll after all.”
Roy walked over and put a supportive hand on Rob’s shoulder. “It’s okay, son. We did what we had to do. They left us no choice. Hey, I’d like you to take a look at our wounded prisoner. Maybe we can do something for him until the ambulance gets here.”
The man on the stretcher continued yelling in his foreign tongue, presumably Spanish, crying out in agony from the wound on his leg. Officers Cruz and Andrews held him down. Rob couldn’t help but recall the war again as he ran to fetch his medical kit from his car: All those bullets, all those bandages.
“Good job, men,” Chief Roy said with excitement. “Keep that one chained up with his good leg and tied to his wrist locks when Rob is finished with him.”
Rob cut the suspect’s pant leg to get a better visual on the damage. The limb was badly fractured and bleeding profusely. He put a pressure bandage on it and wrapped it up tight, causing the man to cry out even louder. He checked the suspect for bullet wounds but found none. “Just from the collision,” he told the chief. “He wasn’t hit.” He then removed his bloody gloves and tried to calm down.
The rest of the team helped to secure the area and gather evidence. The large bags in the prisoners’ possession were heavy, about seventy-five pounds apiece, filled with smaller plastic bags of fine white powder, likely heroin or cocaine.
More state police arrived on the scene, along with a CSI unit and EMS. Among the red and blue flashing lights and the whirring of the sirens, a tow truck showed up to pull the wreckage out of the woods. Paramedics, officers, and investigators swarmed the area, probably more people than had ever set foot in that spot before.
Of course, the media also showed up, and a herd of reporters began shouting questions to anyone who dared to make eye contact with them, especially the police and the chief. A cameraman began taking video as the EMS crew carried the suspect out of the woods on a stretcher and placed him in the ambulance, so he could be escorted to the hospital, accompanied by Officer Cruz.
“Follow me back?” Chief Roy asked Rob.
“Sure,” he said, then jumped in his Mustang.
On the ride back to town, Rob realized he needed to get in touch with Beth Anne and let her know what happened. When he arrived at the station, it was already immersed in commotion, and the local news crew was trying to get the scoop, asking all sorts of questions. Rob let Roy do the talking and went inside to call Beth Anne. He told her about the bust but did his best not to get into the bloody details, as he didn’t want to upset her.
“I’m just glad you’re okay,” Beth Anne said. “Just come home as soon as possible, honey.”
“I will,” he promised.
On his way to Roy’s office, Rob grabbed some coffee and a couple of donuts, the cliché buffet of police. The sugar and caffeine would do him good. It would be hours before he finished up with Roy, the state police, and the piles of paperwork that would have to be completed.
Just after 10 p.m., Rob finally pulled into his driveway, longing for the peace and quiet of home and for Beth Anne’s company. She sounded okay when he called, but he knew she was anxious to see him. It was good to see the light from the bedroom window as he parked in the driveway.
Beth Anne was standing in the kitchen, with that worried look in her eyes. “Rob, what the hell happened out there? It’s supposed to be your day off.”
They held each other, and for a moment, Rob lost himself in the warmth of her embrace. “Please don’t worry. Everything’s fine,” he said. “I was just taking a little drive and just so happened to end up in a car chase, then a somewhat dangerous situation with some very bad people, drug dealers.”
“What? Drug dealers!” she said with a gasp.
“Yes they were, but we arrested them, and thank God none of us were badly injured. I’ll tell you all about it in the morning. I’m beat.”
She held him tightly. “Thank God is right, Rob, I love you so much. I-I don’t know what I would do without you.”
Rob looked into her warm, green eyes. “You don’t have to worry about it. I’m not going anywhere, babe. You’re stuck with me.”
Beth Anne smiled at that. “Did you have any dinner? You must be hungry.”
“I could eat a little something,” he answered.
They enjoyed a little snack and a little comforting laughter before going upstairs to check on their children, who were sleeping peacefully. They looked so cute: Jennifer hugging her favorite teddy bear and Robby with his Superman comics spread out all over his blanket.
Leaving their kids in cozy slumber, the two made their way to their own bedroom and dressed for sleep. Rob turned down the lights and slipped into bed. It was difficult to ignore Beth Anne in her silky PJs. Rob thought, she is so sexy, amazing, and she seems to look better with age. Beth Anne said goodnight and Rob hit the pillow. He was so exhausted he almost instantly dozed off in her warm embrace.
The next morning, the clock radio blared an irritating morning show for quite some time before Rob could muster enough energy to get up to turn it off. He awoke to an empty bed, and Beth Anne was already in the shower. When she came out in her bathrobe, with her hair up in a towel, he asked her to sit down on the bed, so he could fill her in on the details of the bust. “Honey, I helped to kill a man last night,” he quietly said.
Beth Anne jumped off the bed and hugged him tight. “Like we said last night, thank God you are okay!” she squealed. “Also, thanks for telling me the truth about what happened. I know you always want to protect me, but you don’t have to hide things from me, Rob.”
Relieved that she took the news so well, Rob finished dressing and went to wake the kids to get ready for school. Downstairs, he put on a fresh pot of coffee and pulled out the milk and cereal for the little ones.
As usual, Jennifer was the first down the stairs.
“Jen, you’re always such a good girl,” Rob said. “Could you please go back upstairs and get your brother up?”
“Okay, Daddy,” she said, never one to miss out on an opportunity to boss her sibling around, “but you know he’ll only gripe about it.” She then scurried back upstairs.
Rob heard his son complaining and his daughter barking orders, but nothing came of it until Beth Anne entered the scene. She was a gentle, loving mother, but when her kids were being insubordinate, she was worse than Rob’s old drill sergeant. “Don’t make me call your father up here! You two get in there and brush your teeth, hair, and wash up. No faking it either. You’ve got fifteen minutes to finish and hightail it down those stairs for breakfast. Let’s go!” she demanded.
Rob smiled. For today, he didn’t have to be the bad guy, the one to round them up in the morning ritual.
At the family breakfast table, little Robby tipped his glass and spilled orange juice on his new shirt.
With a sigh, Beth Anne removed the sticky shirt, but she didn’t look too happy when Jennifer began laughing at her brother. “Young lady, if you think it’s so funny, you can go upstairs and bring me another shirt for him,” she said.
“Okay, Mommy,” Jennifer said, then took off with her marching orders.
Rob finished his coffee and left for work a little early, fully aware that he would have a lot to do after yesterday’s arrest. Instead of taking the Mustang, he walked into the garage and jumped in his old Chevy pickup. It burned a little oil, but it still ran fine, and it was a reliable ride for the ten-minute commute.
Just outside the station entrance, Roy was sitting on a bench, enjoying his own cuppajo. “Rob, how you doing?” he asked.
“Okay, Chief. Beth Anne was a little concerned, but she calmed down after we talked it over. What’s up with the case?”
“Step inside,” the chief said, then led Rob to his office, where he handed him a fresh cup of steaming-hot coffee from the percolator on his back table. “Rob, this has turned into something this little town has never seen before, a big-time drug bust. You wouldn’t believe the amount of drugs we confiscated. My God, our evidence room looks like a cartel shopping mall! The feds are in the planning room as we speak.”
“The feds?”
“Yes, FBI, DEA, you name it. They identified our wounded prisoner as Enrico Maldez. The dead man was his cousin, Hidalgo Morraless. They are Colombian, relatives of a cartel ringleader. As if that’s not bad enough, those parasites from the press are all over it. I’ve seen reporters from New York, for God’s sake. Can you believe it, Rob? The Big Apple! Even the big networks are calling, asking questions. We need to be prepared, before the questions start flying.”
“Okay, so the bust is big news,” Rob replied. “That means you need to do the talking. I’ll just be your backup, follow your lead. As far as I’m concerned, we had no choice with this Hidalgo. We all know how it went down. It was them or us.”
“That’s right, Rob. We’ll just tell ‘em the truth. My plan is to hand things off to the FBI. They love this stuff. We’ve gotta meet with them in an hour.”
They finished their coffee as they went over the files, and then gathered up the paperwork for the meeting.
“You ready?” the chief asked.
“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Rob said. “Let’s go.”
In the planning room, several men in expensive-looking suits were seated around the table, along with a young, attractive woman. The state police captain and the two troopers involved in the chase were present as well.
The woman, a blonde in a snappy suit, walked over to Rob. “I am Special Agent Tracy Sanders, and this is my supervisor, Assistant Director Richard Danwick. We’re with the FBI Counter-Terrorism Division.”
The tall, important-looking man with gray hair that made him look even more intimidating and distinguished smiled and offered handshakes around the table as Sanders continued.
“We have reviewed the reports and the evidence. One of our agents is questioning the prisoner as we speak. We have a few questions for the group, and we may wish to speak with certain individuals,” she said, looking directly at Rob, so intently that it almost made him want to squirm in his chair.
“Hey, Rob, I think she likes me,” whispered Detective Santo, a buddy of his. “Wow, man, she sure is cute.”
“Not a chance, pal. She’s been staring at me this whole time,” Rob quietly teased. “Now shut up, before you blow it!”
Roy handled the interview well and answered the inquiries in his usual confident, assuring way. Then, questions were fielded around the table, and everyone told the same story, because it was the truth.
Special Agent Sanders stood again. “Thank you all for your cooperation. As you know, these matters are to be kept strictly confidential. Except for Sergeant Marrino and Chief Roy, you are excused.”
Santo gave Rob a jealous look when he left the room, and Rob just grinned at him and shrugged in response.
“Shall we go to your office, Chief?” Special Agent Sanders asked. “It may be more…private.”
“Sure,” the chief replied, “Just follow me down the hallway.”
As soon as everyone had a seat around the chief’s desk, Sanders cut right to the chase, looking at Rob once again. “Officer Marrino, I must say that you boast a very impressive background.”
“You were checking me out?” Rob asked with a crooked smile.
“Of course,” she said matter-of-factly. “Now, since you were first on the scene, we’d like to hear the story from your point of view.”
Lost in the gaze of her aqua-blue eyes, Rob lost his train of thought for a moment. When he could finally move his mouth again, he explained, “With all due respect, Agent Sanders, Chief Roy and the others already told you what went down. I just happened to be in the right place at the right time, a lucky break, or they might have gotten away.”
“And the shooting?”  She blurted.
“We had no choice in the matter. When a man levels a loaded AK-47 at you, it’s shoot to kill, at least in my book.”
Finally, Sanders smiled. “Well, lucky is right. The suspects were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. We’ve been surveilling their drug operation for over a year, waiting for an opportunity to bust the cartel. Thanks to you, Chief, and your people, their number-two man is permanently out of commission, and their main enforcer is behind bars.”
Assistant Director Danwick chimed in, “We will squeeze that one until he gives us details. We need names and locations. Those two had hundreds of pounds of pure cocaine, with a street value of well over five million dollars.” He sipped his coffee and continued, “With your help Chief. We have achieved a major victory in the war on drugs. However, I offer you a word of caution. These people have great power and far-reaching influence, with ties to several known terrorist cells. Now, I don’t want anyone to feel threatened, but as a precaution, I advise tight security on this prisoner.” After another sip, he went on, “We aim to completely dismantle this drug ring, ladies and gentlemen. The deceased was Hidalgo Morraless, younger brother of Juan E. Morraless, the kingpin of a major Colombian cartel. The prisoner was carrying a fake ID. He is actually Enrico Morraless, the youngest of those three badass brothers. He is a prime suspect in a series of drug-related murders in New York. We plan to move him to maximum security today.”
“What about those reporters?” the chief asked. “Those sharks are in frenzy, smellin’ blood in the water.”
The director laughed. “No worries. Agent Sanders and I will handle most of the press inquiries. We will also meet with the DEA, to exchange information about the cartel. Agent Sanders, do you have anything to add?”
“Nothing much, sir, other than that we will be following this case very closely. If anyone has anything to add at any time, please give us a call.” She then passed some contact information around for both her and Director Danwick.
“Thank you,” Chief Roy said as they stood to leave, “And we will be in touch.”
Agent Sanders grabbed Rob’s hand as they were leaving, “Please be careful, and do let us know if you need or find any more information about the case.”
“Thanks. I will,” Rob replied.
After the feds left, Chief Roy sat far back in his chair and sighed. “Rob, we’re gonna have to be careful here. I’m going to put extra watch on the station and put out an overtime patrol for the area until that bad-news prisoner gets the hell outta Dodge. As for you, I want you to take the rest of the day off, with pay. Lay low for a while. The FBI and I will handle those bloodsucking journalists.”
“Thanks, Chief,” Rob said, happy to oblige.
On his way out of the station, he ran into three agents as they were escorting the prisoner to a holding area. The prisoner lunged forward with a wild look in his eyes, struggling to break free and get at Rob. The guards grabbed him and knocked him to the floor as he desperately flailed and kicked, yelling curses in Spanish and pointing at Rob, with anger brewing in his dark eyes. “You!” he screamed. “Yes, you are the one. You murdered my brother!”
Everyone in the station rushed over to help the guards as they struggled to put leg chains on him.
“You will pay!” he shouted as they finally dragged him away. “There will be a curse. You will pay!”
While some of the officers just rolled their eyes, as if they were empty threats, Rob was visibly shaken. Something about the way Juan said those words, with that evil lurking in his eyes, chilled Rob to the bone.
“Don’t worry about that lunatic,” Chief Roy said as he walked Rob to his car. “He’s going away for a long, long time. The only curse he’s gonna have to worry about is Bubba’s revenge,” the chief teased.
Rob laughed, even though he had trouble finding any humor in it.
“Just go home and get some rest. You deserve it.”
“Thanks, Roy. I’ll be okay. It wasn’t our fault. If that dude with the AK-47 had a few more seconds, he would have killed us all.”
“Without a doubt, under the circumstances, we did the right thing. Just go home and forget about him. I’ll call you if anything comes up.”
“Thanks again for the time off,” Rob said.
Roy smiled. “You’ve earned it, my friend. I’ll see you in the morning.”
On the ride home, Rob kept repeating Roy’s words in his mind: “He’s going away for a long, long time,” and he hoped it was true.
The next day, every newspaper and television news program was slathered with details of the story. In the official FBI statement, they took most of the credit for the bust. It was the talk of the town for weeks, until the next sensational story came along. “The one thing you can count on with the news is that it’s fickle,” Chief Roy always said, and he was right about that.
It was the start of a new baseball season, and Rob busied himself by getting things ready for the team. He was excited to serve as head coach, and his friend Herman was going to assist.
While baseball took his mind off his police work for a while, he couldn’t help checking the patrol reports daily, and he talked with the other officers whenever he could. Around town, he kept an eye out for anything unusual. He even talked to the gossip hounds at Sammy’s Bar, but none of them had heard about any suspicious activity.
“There will be a curse. You will pay!” he remembered time and time again, in his waking hours and in his dreams. As hard as he tried, he still could not shake the ominous feeling. The cartel man’s dark, evil eyes haunted his dreams, until he woke up in a cold sweat. It was that same eerie feeling, that sense of impending doom that he experienced in the jungles of Vietnam. Unfortunately, the one thing Nam had taught him was that his instincts were usually right.
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