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CHAPTER 1
NEW ORLEANS - SATURDAY, MARCH 4, 1995, 1:55 A.M.
Just moments after the sound of the last gunshot fades away, 23-year-old Chau Vu huddles close to the floor of the walk-in cooler inside her family's Vietnamese restaurant. Shivering in the darkness, she wraps her thin arms around her chest to try to keep warm and prays for the police to arrive.
After what seems like an eternity, Chau (pronounced Chow) sees car headlights in the parking lot. She steps onto a metal rack to get a better vantage point and peers through the glass cooler doors. A police car glides past the front of the restaurant, but Chau is afraid to move. She is terrified that Antoinette Frank might be in that police car.
Narcotics detectives Wayne Farve and Reginald Jacques are working an off-duty security detail just a couple of miles from the Kim Anh restaurant. They are earning extra pay by patrolling a set of apartment buildings on Michoud Boulevard near the sprawling NASA complex.
In 1995, New Orleans has the lowest paid police department of any comparable-sized city in the country. Almost all New Orleans police officers have to work off-duty security details just to earn enough money to survive.
The two narcotics detectives are in Jacques' unmarked car, a two-door, white Pontiac Grand Prix. At 1:55 a.m., they are headed to a 24-hour gas station for a shot of caffeine when their radios crackle with the call of a 34-S (a shooting). The dispatcher says that a Vietnamese male has been shot on Bullard Avenue near Chef Menteur Highway.
Farve turns to his partner. "You want to check it out?"
Jacques nods. "It's right around the corner."
Farve glances at the digital clock in the dash. "What I want to know is why the fuck people out shooting each other at this time of night."
They roll toward Bullard.
Less than a minute later, the dispatcher comes back on the air and advises that she is upgrading the call to a 108 (police officer needs help). "Be advised that a police officer is supposed to have been shot and is down on the scene," she says. "The location is the 4000 block of Bullard."
Jacques punches the accelerator to the floor. A blue Dashmaster police light is wedged between the dashboard and the windshield, but with almost no traffic on the road, he doesn't bother to turn it on. At night the blue glare ricocheting off the windshield is more trouble than the light is worth.
"Where on Bullard did she say?" Jacques asks.
"Somewhere in the four thousand block."
"That Vietnamese restaurant is the only place it could be. Everything else is closed."
"A policeman works a detail there," Farve says.
"Oh, Shit."
The Kim Anh restaurant, at 4952 Bullard Avenue, is a 3,000-square-foot, single-story building with brick sidewalls, a glass front and a blue tin roof. Tucked away in the left front corner of the building is a small convenience store, where the Vus sell soda, beer, snacks, and a few grocery items. Along the back wall of the store are several glass doors, behind which are racks of shelves for soft drinks and other items that have to be stored cold. Just behind the racks is a walk-in cooler, which can be accessed through two doors: one in the convenience store and one in the kitchen.
The Kim Anh is located in eastern New Orleans--an area called New Orleans East--and is in the Police Department's 7th District. Several 7th District officers take turns working an off-duty security detail at the restaurant.
As they head west on Chef Menteur, detectives Farve and Jacques rocket past a dark vehicle with its emergency flashers going. Jacques turns onto Bullard. Because of the grass median, he has to pass the restaurant, then whip his Grand Prix through a tight U-turn before pulling into the parking lot. Jacques stops his car at the left front corner of the building. Only rookies pull up to the front door at a shooting. Farve has been a New Orleans police officer for 15 years. Jacques has spent the last six years in narcotics. They know what they're doing.
Three minutes after the first call came out, Farve keys his radio. "25-52," he says, giving his radio call sign, "put me on the scene with 25-53." Jacques is 25-53. The two off-duty detectives are the first police officers to arrive.
The scene is quiet, too quiet. It's eerie, almost unnerving. Farve and Jacques have been to a lot of shootings. There is usually a lot going on. People scattering, bloody victims lying on the ground, someone running around with a gun--that's the norm, so it surprises the two detectives that absolutely nothing is going on at the Kim Anh restaurant. The parking lot is deserted, and a sinister silence hangs over the entire place. Whatever is going on is happening inside.
There isn't any question as to what Farve and Jacques are going to do. Waiting for backup is not an option. Although the information is sketchy--no information as to the number of shooters or where they were--the two detectives know one of their brothers is probably down inside the restaurant. Every cop carries a radio, even for off-duty security details. Since the officer who is in trouble hasn't come on the air and given any additional information about the situation, there is a very good chance he is badly hurt.
Farve and Jacques have to cover both the front and the back of the restaurant.
"I got the front," Farve says.
Jacques nods and starts circling around the left side of the building toward the back.
Farve draws his gun and cuts across the open space between their unmarked narcotics car and the building. He hugs the windowed front wall and starts sliding along its length toward the front door.
From her hiding place inside the cooler, Chau Vu sees a second car slide into the parking lot. It's smaller than the first car and doesn't look anything like a police car, but unlike the marked patrol car she just saw, this one pulls to a stop in the parking lot. It sits off to one side of the building, but its headlights remain angled toward the front door. Two men climb out. Because the glare from the car headlights partially obscures them, Chau can't tell if they are wearing police uniforms. Both men carry guns--and radios. Now Chau knows for sure. These are real policemen, and they are here to save her.
She throws open the cooler door on the convenience store side of the building, then bolts through the store toward the dining room. As she runs past the small L-shaped bar that sits between the store and the restaurant, she glances down and once again sees, wedged behind the bar where he fell, the bloody body of a uniformed New Orleans policeman. It is 25-year-old Ronnie Williams.
At the edge of her field of vision, Chau detects movement inside the dining room. Terrified, she looks up. Antoinette Frank, a 24-year-old, off-duty New Orleans police officer, stands in the shadows of the dining room. She has been waiting for Chau to emerge from her hiding place. She has a .38-caliber revolver tucked into the waistband of her jeans.
Yvonne Farve picks up the 108 call on her radio. Yvonne is Wayne Farve's wife and a detective with 18 years on the job. She is assigned to the fugitive unit and is also working an off-duty security detail. She is in her uniform, driving an unmarked police car--a four-door Ford Crown Victoria--and patrolling an upscale neighborhood. Even though the Farves have this Friday night off, they have to work two separate details to earn enough money to pay their bills.
When Yvonne Farve hears that the location of the call is a restaurant on Bullard near Chef Menteur, she knows immediately it is the Kim Anh and that a policeman regularly works a detail there. She flips on the blue police light mounted to the dashboard and makes the scene in just a couple of minutes. Because she came down Bullard from the north, the opposite direction from her husband, she is able to turn straight into the parking lot without having to pass it and make a U-turn.
She is the second unit on the scene. The car her husband is in is parked at the left front corner of the building, so she pulls her Ford to a stop on the right front corner to cover the opposite side. A marked patrol car sits backed into the shadows outside an insurance company office next to the restaurant, but it doesn't look to Yvonne as if it is there in response to the call.
Police officers responding to an emergency call--especially a 108--don't take the time to back their cars into parking spaces. The patrol car at the insurance building is dark and silent. Yvonne hears sirens close by. Other units are on the way.
Detective Wayne Farve is only a few yards away from the front entrance, a double set of glass doors, when he hears the sound of squealing tires. He glances over his right shoulder as another car rolls into the parking lot. There's a blue strobe light popping on the dashboard. It is his wife's unmarked police car.
Farve sees movement inside the dining room. As the front door bangs open, he tenses and jerks his gun up into a combat position. A young Vietnamese woman charges through the door and runs into the parking lot. A second later, a young black woman darts through the door. She's only a dozen feet behind the Vietnamese girl. It almost looks like she's chasing her.
The second woman looks familiar. Farve recognizes her. He doesn't know her name but knows she's a police officer assigned to the 7th District. He angles away from the building and grabs her arm. "Where are they?" he says.
"They're in the back," the policewoman says. "Three of them wearing ski masks."
"Where's the police officer?" Farve demands.
The policewoman looks terrified. She glances at Chau, then at Farve. "By the bar," she tells him.
"Is he hurt?"
She nods.
Across the parking lot, Farve sees his wife step out of her police car. The Vietnamese girl runs toward her. He knows Yvonne will get control of her and find out what happened. He turns again toward the door. According to what the female police officer just told him, there is a wounded cop inside the building and three masked gunmen. Jacques has the back and isn't going to let anyone get out. Yvonne has the front. Farve takes a deep breath and rushes inside.
Chau knows she has to get away from Antoinette Frank. The farther away she gets, the better. In the parking lot, Chau passes the first policeman and runs toward the car he and his partner drove up in. The headlights are still on. Both doors are open. But when she reaches the car, she finds it empty. There's no one there to help her.
She spots a second car in the parking lot. It's big and white and looks like a police car. A blue light flashes behind the windshield. A woman jumps out of the driver's seat. She is wearing a police uniform. Chau runs toward the second car and dives into Yvonne Farve's arms.
As Farve sees her husband disappear inside the restaurant, she hugs the hysterical Vietnamese girl tightly. "Just calm down," she says. "Just calm down and tell me what happened."
Seconds later, Frank runs up to Yvonne Farve and Chau. "Chau, Chau, what happened with your brother and sister?" she asks.
Chau turns her tear-streaked face away from Yvonne Farve for just a moment and says, "You were there. You know everything. Why are you asking me that question?"
Frank eases closer to Chau. "Don't worry, I'll take care of you," she whispers.
But the frightened Vietnamese girl edges away. "Antoinette, why my brother and sister get killed...and Ronnie?"
"I don't know," Frank mumbles. Her eyes dart back and forth between Yvonne Farve and Chau Vu; then she backs away. In the initial chaos at the crime scene, no one notices as Frank slips back inside the restaurant.
CHAPTER 2
The first thing Wayne Farve sees when he charges through the door and into the dining room is Ronnie Williams's body wedged behind the bar. Tactically, Farve knows he's in a bad spot. His next decision is a tossup: go to the aid of the downed officer, or continue to look for and try to neutralize the threat from the armed suspects who might still lurk inside the restaurant. There is no clear-cut right answer.
Wayne Farve makes his decision. He runs to the fallen officer. Williams is face down behind the L-shaped bar, and Farve can see that the damage to the back of the officer's head and neck is tremendous. Brain matter has oozed out onto the floor. Holding his gun in one hand, Farve reaches down with his other hand and presses two fingers against the side of Williams's bloody neck, hoping to find a pulse. He feels nothing.
Farve jerks his radio from his gunbelt. "25-52, I'm at the 108, at the restaurant. I need EMS, code three. I've got an officer down--he's been shot."
In the parking lot, other police units began arriving. Chau struggles to tell Yvonne Farve what has happened, but she is so upset she keeps switching back and forth between English and Vietnamese. Yvonne strokes her hair and soothes her as best she can. In the policewoman's comforting embrace, Chau relaxes enough to tell Yvonne that her brother and sister have been shot. She wants someone to check on them.
Yvonne Farve keeps one arm draped over Chau's slender shoulders and leads her back into the restaurant. As soon as they cross the threshold into the dining room, Yvonne sees her husband. He's on his knees, bending over the body of a policeman. The black woman, the one who came running out after the Vietnamese girl, is standing behind him.
Wayne Farve hears the door behind him swing open. When he spins around, he sees Yvonne and the Vietnamese girl walking in. He also sees the female police officer standing right behind him, peering over his shoulder. He didn't even hear her come in.
As soon as Antoinette sees Yvonne and Chau walk in, she runs into the kitchen.
Yvonne Farve gets her first look at the officer on the floor. He's in uniform. He's obviously been working a detail, usually a safe way to make extra money. Rarely on a detail did you ever have to make an arrest. The mere presence of a cop in uniform was almost always enough to deter anyone from starting trouble. Now this officer was face down on the dirty floor behind the bar, his head and upper body swimming in a pool of blood.
Yvonne Farve creeps over to her husband. Chau clings to her side. "How is he?" Yvonne asks.
Wayne Farve just shakes his head.
Chau pleads with the two officers to please check on her brother and sister. "They are in the kitchen."
The two Farves lead Chau into the back.
As Yvonne crosses into the kitchen, the young black woman, whom she thinks is a witness, is already there. The woman tries to run past Farve toward the dining room. Yvonne grabs her arm and pulls her to a stop. "Where are you going?"
"I'm a twenty-six, I'm a twenty-six," the woman says, giving Farve the New Orleans code for a police officer. It strikes Yvonne as a bit unnerving to have this plainclothes female officer running around the crime scene, popping up everywhere, and it certainly isn't by-the-book procedure for securing a crime scene, but there are just too many victims to check on and there is the very real possibility that the perpetrators might still be in the building, so Yvonne doesn't give much thought to the woman. She'll have to deal with her later. As soon as Farve lets her go, the woman dashes back into the dining room.
"She appeared trapped," Yvonne Farve recalled.
In the kitchen, the cramped space beside the stove is a slaughterhouse. Chau's 17-year-old brother, Cuong, lies on his left side, his sandaled feet just brushing his sister's arm and head. A puddle of blood from his bullet-riddled body has spread four feet across the floor and mingles with the blood of his sister. Ha Vu, Chau's 24-year-old big sister, is still crouched on her knees. She wears a pink blouse and white pants. Her porcelain face presses against the tiles of the floor, barely peeking out from beneath her thick mop of black hair. Her hands rest beside her head. There is slightly less blood around her body. She died more quickly than her brother.
"Both of them had their hands together," Wayne Farve said. "It was like they'd been praying when they died."
Yvonne lets go of Chau and kneels down on the bloody floor. She checks Cuong and Ha for signs of life but finds none.
With the final confirmation that her brother and sister are dead, Chau again slips into hysteria. "She just grabbed onto me," Yvonne Farve said later. "So I held her."
There are no masked gunmen.
Wayne Farve steps back into the dining area and radios his partner to come to the front. Then he calls headquarters and tells them he has a "triple 30." A signal 30 is New Orleans police code for a homicide. He asks the command desk to make the proper notifications: supervisors, homicide detectives, and the coroner.
Yvonne Farve guides Chau to the back of dining room and sits her down at one of the tables. Frank hovers nearby. As Yvonne tries to soothe the frightened girl, Frank leans closer to Chau. "Where did you hide?" she asks. "Where were you at?"
Chau doesn't answer. She doesn't want to tell Antoinette where she and Quoc hid. She's afraid that one day Frank will come back. She's afraid that one day she'll have to hide again. From Chau's perspective, it is a distinct possibility. It has only been five years since she came from Vietnam, and in her native country no one trusts the government, especially the police. Here, in the dining room of her family's restaurant, among several police officers, stands one of the two people who have just murdered her brother, her sister, and a fellow policeman, yet Antoinette Frank is still free. No one has even spoken to Antoinette about what she has done. Chau is terrified, she is confused, she is heartbroken.
What Chau doesn't yet understand is that the other police officers are there to help her. They want to find the person who killed Ha and Cuong Vu, and they desperately want to find the person who gunned down Officer Ronnie Williams. It just doesn't occur to them that that person could be one of their own.
When Reginald Jacques comes through the front door, he takes one look at Ronnie Williams lying on the floor behind the bar and rushes toward the fallen officer. "Let's get him out, let's get him out," he shouts.
Farve understands. Jacques wants to shove the officer's body into his car and head across town to Charity Hospital. Police officers don't wait for ambulances for wounded comrades. They throw them into the back seat of the nearest police car and race to the emergency room. One advantage to living in one of the most violent cities in America is that Charity Hospital, the hospital that caters to the poor and the uninsured, has one of the best trauma units in the country. Charity's emergency room staff is used to treating gunshot victims. They do it every day.
As Jacques bends toward Williams, Farve lays a hand on his partner's shoulder. "There's nothing we can do for him. He's gone."
Farve stares at the policeman's body. Two days. That's how long it has been since Wayne Farve met Ronnie Williams. Wednesday night Farve and Jacques had been working their usual detail when a 7th district unit kicked in a chase just off of Chef Highway. The detectives rolled to back up the patrolman. When they arrived in the area, they found Ronnie Williams and another 7th district officer named Stanley Morlier chasing a suspect on foot. By the time Farve and Jacques caught up to the two patrolmen, the suspect had jumped into a canal to try to get away. Williams stood at the edge of the water, shouting at the crook who was slogging toward the far side. "You better get your ass out of there and not make me come in and get you." But words alone weren't enough to make the suspect turn around, so Williams dove in after him and dragged him back.
Now that same patrolman, who had shown such tenacity to a couple of veteran detectives, lay dead on the floor.
When Farve asks Antoinette Frank for a better description of the shooters, she repeats the same story from earlier: She saw three black males wearing ski masks running from the restaurant. The sole detail Frank adds is that the suspects jumped into a dark-colored car and fled down Bullard. Farve keys his radio and advises the command desk of the description of the phantom gunmen and the suspect vehicle. He also tells the dispatcher that he and Jacques saw a dark sedan, possibly a Toyota Camry, headed west on Chef with its hazard lights flashing. The dispatcher relays Farve's information citywide.
* * *
Responding to the 108 call on Bullard, Officer Ernest Bringier, a 7th District patrolman working a one-man car, spots a dark sedan with its emergency flashers on headed west on Chef Highway.
Bringier is assigned to the 3rd platoon, working the night watch--10:35 p.m. to 7 a.m. It is Bringier's platoon that relieved the second watch, including officers Ronald Williams and Antoinette Frank.
Bringier is headed east when he sees the car. He has heard the description the dispatcher put out about a possible suspect vehicle, a small dark car with flashing hazard lights.
By the time Bringier spins his police car around and advises the dispatcher that he has spotted a vehicle that might be connected to the shooting, the sedan is already starting to pull toward the shoulder. Bringier flicks on his police lights and pulls up behind the car. When he gets closer, he sees that the car is a Nissan Stanza with what appears to be one male occupant. Bringier keys his radio again and calls out the car's description and license plate number to the dispatcher. He also gives his location.
As a second police car glides to a stop behind him to back him up, Bringier gets on his public address system and calls to the driver of the Nissan to step out of his car. The driver is a black male, six feet, two inches tall and weighs somewhere around 250 pounds. He has no gold teeth. Radio traffic from the command desk, based on a 911 call from one of the victims, mentioned something about a short black male with a lot of gold teeth.
Bringier and the other officer approach the driver. The man doesn't appear nervous. Instead, he is calm and cooperative. Bringier asks for his driver's license and runs his name through the dispatcher. The man has no warrants and a clean record.
The two officers explain the situation. They tell the man that they were looking for suspects in the shooting of a police officer and that his car matches the description of a vehicle seen in the area of the shooting and at the time of the shooting.
The man raises his hands. "You want to search me, search my car, that's fine with me. I don't want no trouble, officer."
Bringier barely manages to conceal his disappointment as he searches the man's car and finds nothing--no guns, no ski masks, no money.
He thanks the man for his cooperation; then the two officers climb back into their patrol cars and continue to cruise the area, looking for three men in a dark car.
* * *
Renee Braddy is watching TV when her boyfriend, Rogers LaCaze, bursts through the front door. They share an apartment at 6801 Cindy Place, number 211. The apartment is just five minutes from the Kim Anh restaurant. LaCaze makes so much noise Renee is afraid he'll wake the baby. She can tell something is wrong with him. LaCaze doesn't talk, just walks straight into the kitchen, picks up the phone, and dials a number. After listening to the handset for a second, he punches in more numbers, then hangs up. He is paging someone. Whatever is wrong probably has to do with Antoinette Frank. Since LaCaze got shot back in November of last year, he and Frank have been spending an awful lot of time together.
LaCaze paces around the apartment for a couple of minutes. Then his cell phone rings. As he answers it, he walks down the hall toward the bedroom.
It's LaCaze's brother, Michael calling. "What's up?" Michael says.
"I need you to come pick me up," Rogers tells him.
"Why?"
"Something got fucked up. Me and Antoinette did something, and it got all fucked up."
"What'd you do?"
"I can't talk about it on the phone. I need you to come pick me up."
"All right," Michael says.
Five minutes later, Rogers LaCaze stands outside his apartment building waiting for his brother. He lurks in a shadow cast by a streetlight. As he waits, he tries calling Antoinette Frank's cell phone several times but doesn't get an answer.
His brother's gray Cutlass Supreme rolls around the corner.
Rogers steps out to the street as his brother eases to a stop against the curb. He climbs into the passenger seat. "I need to stay at your apartment tonight. Maybe for a couple of days."
Michael LaCaze steers toward the interstate. "Why, what happened?"
"Something went down on Bullard. Involving that restaurant where Antoinette and those other cops work that detail."
"What went down?"
"It's a Vietnamese restaurant. They were supposed to have a lot of money in there." Rogers tells his brother that he and Frank planned to rob the restaurant. She worked there. She knew the ins and outs, knew the people who worked there, including the cop working the detail. "He always be fucking her over. Those Vietnamese do whatever he say, so Antoinette doesn't get to make any money working that detail."
"What the fuck did you do?"
"She went to the door first and got their attention. I went in behind her and shot the cop. She was supposed to take care of all the others, but somebody got away and hid. It was the girl who runs the place. She saw us."
"Where's Antoinette?" Michael asks.
"She dropped me off by Renee's, then went to the 7th District to play it off."
"How is she gonna play it off?"
"Act like she was a witness or something. She's going to tell them some dudes in ski masks did it."
"What's she going to say about you?"
"She better not say anything about me," Rogers says.
* * *
The New Orleans Police Homicide Division is inside the Detective Bureau, on the third floor of Police Headquarters at 715 South Broad Street. Homicide detectives are the elite of the elite. They pride themselves on their tailored suits, their unflappable composure, and their iron stomachs. A detective, no matter how good his sleuthing skills, who squirms at the sight of blood or who barfs after catching a whiff of a rotting corpse on a hot summer day gets bumped quickly to another division. He'll be following up on bicycle thefts, or investigating assaults on meter maids, because a detective who can't stomach the sight of death in all its grisly forms isn't going to make it in Homicide.
For the Homicide Division, whose business is death, business is good--very good. The week ending Saturday, March 4, 1995 has been a busy one. Before the murders at the Kim Anh, the toll of death and destruction for the week stands at 18 people murdered and nine wounded.
Sergeant Eddie Rantz commands one of the three shifts, or platoons, in the Homicide Division. The 3rd platoon has come on at 11 o'clock Friday night and is scheduled to work until 7:00 Saturday morning. Three hours into their shift, most of the 3rd platoon homicide detectives are in the office doing paperwork or following up leads with phone calls. It's not easy to get in touch with normal witnesses--people with jobs, kids, and a regular life--at two o'clock in the morning.
"We were sitting around waiting for somebody to die," Sgt. Rantz said.
They didn't have long to wait.
Just before 2 a.m., the bell rings--a homicide cop's phrase for a murder call. The command desk advises Sgt. Rantz about a shooting in New Orleans East. "I didn't think it was any big deal," Rantz said. He has worked more than 1,000 homicides and doesn't get excited very easily. "I was waiting for the command desk to give us more details. If the victim didn't die, then it wasn't going to be our call."
A few minutes later, the command desk calls back. The dispatcher advises Rantz that the shooting in the East was at a restaurant and that it involved a police officer. Rantz stands up and slips into his suit coat and straightens his tie. Across the cramped office space he spots veteran homicide detective Marco Demma hammering away at a typewriter. "Marco," he shouts.
The detective looks up.
Rantz nods toward the door. "Come take a ride."
"What's up?"
"We got a twenty-six (police officer) involved in a shooting."
Demma stands and shrugs on his jacket.
New Orleans Police Department policy requires that a homicide supervisor, a sergeant or above, handle all police officer-involved shootings. The department defines "police officer-involved" as any shooting in which a police officer either shoots someone or is shot, regardless of whether or not it results in death.
Rantz has just hit the interstate heading east when the dispatcher calls on the Homicide Division's private radio channel. She tells him that an officer has been shot at the restaurant. Rantz shoves his Kojak light onto the dash and steps harder on the gas pedal.
As Rantz's unmarked police car crests the High Rise, the Interstate-10 bridge that arcs high enough over the Inner Harbor Canal to allow cargo ships to pass underneath, the command desk calls again. The dispatcher notifies him that a police officer and two civilians are dead on the scene.
Rantz tells the dispatcher to order every detective who is working to respond to the scene. It is going to be a long night.
CHAPTER 3
Rogers LaCaze's brother lives in an apartment in the small town of Gretna, on the west bank of the Mississippi River at 636 Farmington Place, number 100. Michael LaCaze, two years older than his brother, is no stranger to violence, which is one of the reasons he lives on the ground floor of his apartment building. He was shot in the back in 1994. The bullet that tore through his spine left him paralyzed from the waist down. At the time of the Kim Anh murders, Michael is on probation following a 1992 conviction for illegally carrying a firearm.
Michael's fuel gauge shows empty as he parks in front of his apartment just after 2:00 a.m. He has a girlfriend who works back across the river. He's supposed to pick her up at around three o'clock. Confined to a wheelchair, it's a hassle for Michael to get out of his car to pump gas.
Inside the apartment, Rogers is nervous. He paces the floor. He tries a few more times to reach Frank on her cell phone but gets no answer. What is she doing, what has she told the police, what do they know about him?--these questions and others must be flooding through LaCaze's mind. His brother's small apartment must seem almost like a prison cell. The walls squeeze tighter. Rogers is going stir-crazy. He volunteers to go put some gas in his brother's car.
Just down the street, two blocks from Michael's apartment is an all-night Chevron gas station. Rogers hops into his brother's Cutlass Supreme and drives to the gas station.
The Chevron has eight pumps. He coasts to a stop beside pump number two. Standing at the pump, LaCaze fishes through his pockets and pulls out a leather wallet. It isn't his wallet. It belongs to the cop he shot--the dead cop. LaCaze flips open the wallet and digs out a Chevron credit card. At 2:29 a.m., Rogers LaCaze shoves Officer Ronald Williams's Chevron card into the credit card slot in pump number two. The card reader feeds the data it pulls from the magnetic strip on the back of the card into a central computer. The LED screen built into the face of the pump flashes the word AUTHORIZING... LaCaze waits.
Because Officer Ronald Williams is a decent, tax-paying citizen with a job and good credit history, and because the central computer is unaware that at that very moment paramedics on the other side of the city are struggling to load his bloody corpse into an ambulance and rush him to Charity Hospital in a futile attempt to save his life, the computer takes only a few seconds to authorize the purchase of gas with Williams's card.
Inside the Chevron gas station, late-night cashier John Ross walks toward the back of the store when he hears the printer under the cash register start spitting out receipt tape. When someone uses a credit card at any one of the eight pumps, the computer system records the transaction by first printing a transaction authorization number.
When Ross hears the printer, he steps back to the register and looks outside at the pump area. He sees a guy he's known for at least a few months standing beside pump number two. The guy is pumping gas into the gray Cutlass. There are no other customers. Ross recognizes both the man and the car. He doesn't know the man's name, but he knows both him and his brother as regular customers and has talked to them both on several occasions. Referring to Michael LaCaze, Ross later said, "I pumped gas for him at the station once. He came one day and he couldn't get out of the car."
When Ross sees who is at the pump, he is surprised. He's never seen the guy with a credit card before. The gas station attendant thumbs the button on the intercom. "When did you get a credit card?" he jokes.
LaCaze looks toward the store. He just smiles and shrugs his shoulders. After pumping $15.29 worth of gas into the car, he slides behind the wheel and drives back to his brother's apartment.
* * *
In the dining room of the Kim Anh restaurant, Detective Yvonne Farve huddles with Chau at a back table. When the detective asks her what happened, Chau tells her that a short black man with gold teeth came into the restaurant twice that night. The second time that he came in is when they started shooting everybody.
"Do you know his name?" Farve asks.
Chau shakes her head.
Yvonne Farve has heard the off-duty female police officer, the one wandering around the restaurant, tell her husband, Wayne, about three men in ski masks. "Who was he with?" she asks Chau.
Chau hesitates, then nods at Frank, who stands just a few feet away. "He came in with Antoinette."
Farve turns and looks at the police officer. Her jaw drops.
Yvonne Farve pulls Chau out of the chair she has been sitting in and moves her to a different table, farther away from Frank. She understands exactly what the frightened young woman is saying. Officer Antoinette Frank isn't a witness. She is one of the killers.
* * *
By the time Chau tells Yvonne Farve what happened, the restaurant is swarming with police officers. Someone says that the new police chief is on the way to the scene. Superintendent Richard Pennington was sworn in just five months before, after being hired away from his post as assistant chief of the Washington, D.C. Metro Police. The new mayor of New Orleans, Marc Morial, has scoured the country looking for someone who can curb the skyrocketing crime rate and bring honor, integrity, and a much-needed morale boost to a police department rocked by a number of sensational scandals during the past several years.
The entire Vice Squad has been disbanded and several of its members either fired or sent to prison for corruption. The Internal Affairs Division, the cops who police the police, has been also been disbanded for incompetence. The FBI has taken over NOPD's internal investigations. Then in April 1994, Officer Weldon Williams was arrested for dragging Mitchell Ceasar and another man into a field and shooting them with his 9mm duty weapon. Ceasar died; the other man lived.
In December 1994, the FBI announced the arrest of 10 New Orleans cops on federal drug trafficking charges. The feds also arrested veteran officer Len Davis for murder. Then in early 1995, just before the Kim Anh murders, the Justice Department announced that New Orleans had the previous year's highest per capita homicide rate and had earned the distinction of being the murder capital of the nation.
Although the number-one designation for murder stung the mayor and other city officials, New Orleans's reputation for murder was nothing new. In his 1952 book, Ready to Hang: Seven Famous New Orleans Murders, (Harper & Brothers, NY) Robert Tallant recorded the observations of a visitor to New Orleans from New England, who wrote to his wife in 1849, "The corpse of a murdered man can lie in a New Orleans street for three days without the citizens paying it the slightest notice. Only the odor of decomposition stirs them into action."
* * *
While he waits for Homicide to arrive, Wayne Farve does what he can to contain the crime scene. All of the 7th District patrol cops who are on duty respond to the Kim Anh crime scene, but most of them are so upset that they are almost useless. "Everybody who worked with Ronnie was screwed up in the head," Farve said.
Frank is no help either, but Farve notices something different about her reaction. "She looked like a caged fucking rat," he said later. Frank paces the restaurant, looking for a way out. At one point, she rushes into the kitchen but finds Wayne there. "You have to get back up front and stay there," he tells her. "You can't leave."
In the dining room, Frank tries to slip out the front door, but Yvonne blocks her path. The detective tells Frank to sit down, that she has to wait for Homicide to get there. Frank slumps into a chair across the room from Yvonne and Chau.
Yvonne catches Wayne's eye and nods for him to come closer. She doesn't want to leave Chau alone. When Wayne gets to her, Yvonne shoots a glance at Frank, then pushes her lips close to her husband's ear and whispers, "This little girl says that bitch killed all these people."
* * *
The reason three off-duty detectives arrived at the scene before any of the working patrol cars from the 7th District is because Bullard Avenue sits on the far eastern edge of the city. Although the city limits stretch some 10 miles past Bullard and reach out into Lake Pontchartrain, with few exceptions, Bullard Avenue is the last outpost of civilization. From there to the parish line--because of its strong Catholic roots Louisiana is divided into parishes instead of counties--there are probably more alligators than people.
Most New Orleans East residents live on the western side of the 7th District, so most of the police calls are there. The East, as it is often referred to, is a strange mix of mansions and federally subsidized, Section-8 housing. During the 1960’s and '70's, those who had money moved to the East to get away from those who didn't. They also moved there to escape the crime and urban decay that plagued the rest of New Orleans. Separated from the rest of the city by the Inner Harbor Canal, a wide shipping channel that cuts between the Mississippi River and Lake Pontchartrain, and upon which drift ocean-going cargo ships, New Orleans East residents built sprawling subdivisions and palatial homes. They felt separate and safe--at least for a while.
Eventually the interstate and public transportation reached out to the East and made it more accessible. That accessibility brought with it the crime and decay from which the original settlers had been trying to escape in the first place.
By the mid-1990's, the East was still considered a decent place to live--more decent at least than downtown. It was home to many of the New Orleans Saints football players, although most of them lived on the eastern side of the district, in the gated subdivisions off of Bullard Avenue. But for the 7th District cops, the action was on the western side of the district. They spent all of their time, like the rest of the severely understaffed New Orleans Police Department, jumping from call to call, just trying to keep a lid on things. They were miles from the grisly murder scene at the Kim Anh restaurant.
Homicide detectives Eddie Rantz and Marco Demma reach the scene about 45 minutes after the shootings.
The first thing Sgt. Rantz likes to do when he arrives on a crime scene is to take a walk. He wanders around and tries to get a feel for the place. At first glance, the crime scene at the Vietnamese restaurant doesn't look that complicated. The restaurant is housed in a stand-alone building, not much bigger than a good-sized house, and from what he's heard, the actual crime scene is pretty much contained inside the building.
Rantz circles the restaurant, searching the ground, studying the bits of trash lying around, looking at the walls, the windows, and at the cars in the parking lot. You can tell a lot by the position of the police cars: who got there first and how much of a hurry they were in. The two unmarked cars were obviously first on the scene. They took commanding positions within the small parking lot, each with a good angle on the building, one that provided a clear line of sight, cover, and a superior field of fire if armed suspects rushed out of the restaurant.
The other police cars, the patrol units from the 7th District, arriving after the two unmarked cars, hadn't had as much choice in their positioning, but had nevertheless been placed in decent tactical locations so that the officers could see as much of the building as possible and be in a position to block the suspects' escape. But then there is that one car, that one 7th District car. It seems out of place.
Rantz stares at the marked police car backed into a parking space at the State Farm insurance office next door. It sits hidden in the darkness, just outside the circles of light cast by the streetlamps and the lights from the restaurant parking lot. Whoever drove that car had not parked there for any tactical purpose. From where the car sits, the driver would have to crank his or her neck past their shoulder just to see the front of the restaurant. The only reason Rantz can figure that the driver parked there was so that the car couldn't be seen from inside the restaurant. But why would a police officer, responding to the scene of a shooting with an officer down, want to hide? Why take the time to back into a parking space?
When he reaches the back door of the restaurant, which is really located on the side, on the south side of the building, Rantz pokes around by the trash cans, looking for discarded clothing, wallets, purses, anything an armed robber might toss away while leaving the scene of the crime. Rantz's experience, combined with the late hour, the isolated location, and the violence tells him that this case is going to be about an armed robbery--an armed robbery gone bad.
CHAPTER 4
Sgt. Eddie Rantz knows a thing our two about armed robberies. By 1995, he's been a detective for nearly 20 years, and a large part of his career has been spent chasing down armed robbers. Before transferring to Homicide, Rantz served as assistant commander of the Armed Robbery Division and as commander of the Bank Robbery Squad.
According to Rantz, armed robbers are more aggressive than most criminals. "They live closer to the edge," he said, "and are willing to take bigger chances." He said that one of the biggest attractions of armed robbery is that it is an all-cash business. There's no middleman taking a cut of the proceeds, no fence the robber has to sell his plunder to at cut-rate prices. As soon as it's over, the robber gets to start spending the cash.
It takes a certain type of personality to stick a gun in someone's face and demand money. Armed robbery is not a crime of passion like most murders, it's not a sneaky crime like burglary, and it doesn't require good math skills like drug dealing. "Most armed robbers aren't smart enough to deal dope," Rantz said.
But what they lack in passion, sneakiness, and mathematical capacity, they make up for in raw violence. Sometimes, even when an armed robber gets what he wants, he will still take his crime a step further--dead witnesses don't testify.
Rantz also knows a thing or two about violence. During his career as a New Orleans police officer he was in 13 shootings and killed six people in the line of duty.
"I was with Eddie on his first kill," said legendary New Orleans homicide detective Joe Waguespack, Sr.
Late one day in the early 1970's, Rantz, then a rookie policeman working uniform patrol in a one-man car, was dispatched to investigate a "shots fired" call in Gert Town, a rough neighborhood off South Carrollton Avenue, on the uptown side of Canal Street.
Thirty years later, sitting behind his desk in a high-rise office overlooking downtown New Orleans, retired detective Eddie Rantz, now a practicing attorney, says, "In that neighborhood they always had shots going off, so I didn't think much of it."
When the call came out over the police radio, detectives Joe Waguespack and Billy Roth happened to be in the area. It had been a long day for the detectives, who were just ending their tour of duty. Waguespack knew Rantz was in a one-man car, and he didn't hear any other cars responding to assist.
Waguespack was driving. He turned to his partner. "We got to go back up that one-man car on this shooting call."
Roth shook his head. "We're almost to the station."
Waguespack shrugged and spun the steering wheel.
The complainant lived in the neighborhood and said an older black male had been wandering around the neighborhood most of the day firing a shotgun.
The complainant had given an address where the man with the gun lived. It was a rundown shotgun-style house, elevated off the ground two or three feet and set on brick columns. New Orleans-style shotgun houses are shaped like a shoebox. They have a narrow front and long sides.
Rantz parked his cruiser next door and approached the house. It had a raised porch that spanned the narrow front. The front door was on the right-hand side of the porch, and a picture window was on the left. When Rantz climbed the steps onto the porch, he found the wooden front door standing open and the screen door closed. Because of the bright sunlight outside, he couldn't see into the dark house. There was also no safe place to stand on the porch. If he stood to the left of the door, he'd have his back to the big picture window, but to the right of the door was barely a foot of space between it and the porch railing.
Rantz chose the right-hand side. He turned sideways and squeezed himself into the tight space between the door and the railing. With his face pressed against the screen, he peered into the tiny front room. Sitting in a chair, opposite the door, was a black man in his late 50's. Rantz knocked on the frame of the screen door.
Inside, the man stared through the screen. "Who is it?"
"It's the police," Rantz said. "Open up."
The man dropped his hand beside the chair. "The police? Fuck the police." He came up with a double-barreled shotgun.
Rantz pressed tighter into the tiny space and drew his revolver.
The man inside the house pointed the gun at Rantz and cut loose with a blast that shredded the screen door.
Detectives Waguespack and Roth rolled up just as the man's first shot ripped across the porch and out into the street.
Eddie Rantz, pinned between the edge of the door and the porch railing, poked his .38 around the doorframe and fired back.
The detectives sprang out of their car and ran toward the house. Waguespack jumped onto the porch while Roth skirted around the side to cover the back. Faced with two armed cops at the front door, a lot of criminals will beat a hasty retreat through the back door. Unless they're crazy.
As Waguespack compressed his bulky frame into the couple of inches of space between the door and window, Rantz reloaded his six-shooter.
"What you got?" Waguespack asked. He noticed that the rookie patrolman seemed to be handling himself like a veteran.
Rantz snapped the cylinder closed on his revolver. "Nut with a gun. Neighbors said he's been shooting up the street all day."
"How many?"
"Just one, far as I know."
The detective faced the screen door and shouted, "Mister, you need to come out with your hands up."
A second blast tore through the door.
"He's only got two shots in that thing," Rantz said.
Waguespack tightened his grip on his pistol. "Let's go."
Rantz threw open what was left of the screen door, and the two policemen rushed inside.
The man still sat in his chair, the shotgun broken open on his lap. He shoved the last of two shells into the breech. As he snapped the barrels closed, Rantz and Waguespack opened fire. The man died in his chair, his hands wrapped around the shotgun.
"We caught the guy while he was reloading," Waguespack says. "We did what we had to do, and we dragged him out."
* * *
At the Kim Anh restaurant, while Sgt. Rantz strolls around outside, soaking up details of the crime scene, Detective Marco Demma goes about the work of securing the scene and preserving the evidence. Demma has been a homicide detective for 15 years and knows exactly what he has to do. He posts uniformed officers outside, at both the front and back doors, and instructs them to keep anyone out who does not absolutely have to be inside the restaurant. He tells a couple of other district cops to circle the whole outside area with crime scene tape. Then he starts a general survey of the inside of the restaurant so he can get an idea of what he is looking at and what evidence he needs to collect.
No crime scene is ever perfectly preserved, and the Kim Anh is certainly no exception. The first officers on the scene had to go inside the restaurant to check on the victims and to search for the perpetrators. When the EMS wagons arrived, the paramedics--who could not care less about trampling all over a crime scene--rushed inside to try to save the victims.
By the time Rantz and Demma had arrived, Officer Ronnie Williams's body was already gone. Despite the massive, and instantly fatal wounds, the police officers and detectives on the scene told the paramedics to take him to Charity Hospital. No matter how bad Ronnie Williams's wounds looked, or whether or not the medics were convinced he was already dead, the cops on the scene wanted an emergency room doctor to try to save him.
In treating Ronnie Williams on the scene and in hauling him out of the restaurant, the EMS crew had made a mess of the crime scene. Demma sees a thick smear of blood along the floor where they'd pulled Williams's body out from behind the bar to get more room to treat him. On the floor in front of the bar lies the pen from Williams's shirt pocket. His leather gun belt rests on top of the bar. There are bloody footprints all over the place.
Spent 9mm shell casings litter the floor. In the wall behind the bar, roughly midway between the floor and the ceiling, Demma spots two bullet holes very close to each other. One of them has penetrated the wall and gone into the kitchen.
Tiptoeing around the scene, Demma sees a blue shirt button lying on the floor in the doorway between the dining room and the kitchen. It is from Williams's uniform shirt. How it got there, whether a bullet tore it off, or an enthusiastic medic pulled it loose, the detective has no idea.
Demma threads his way into the kitchen. He stares at the carnage that lay on the floor. This is about as bad as it gets, he thinks. A murdered policeman and two young lives stolen, one of them just a kid, really. The same thought rattles around inside Demma's head as was running through Rantz's--a robbery gone bad. Or good, depending on how you looked at it. As detectives, Rantz and Demma know they have to find witnesses, but from the perpetrator's standpoint, the systematic execution of the witnesses can mean a clean getaway.
Demma sees more 9mm shell casings, along with bullet fragments, spread out on the kitchen floor and countertops.
When Eddie Rantz walks through the front door, he sees several police officers milling around inside the dining room. Crime scene techs are breaking out their collection gear. At a table in the back sits Detective Yvonne Farve with a young Vietnamese female. The girl is hysterical, crying, hugging Yvonne, and speaking nothing but Vietnamese. There is another woman in the restaurant, a young black woman. She sits alone at a table across the room from Detective Farve and the Vietnamese girl.
Rantz doesn't need all of his sleuthing skills to figure out that the girl Yvonne Farve is talking to is probably connected to the restaurant. As for the other woman--the black lady in the leather jacket sitting all by herself--he can't figure her out. He asks one of the uniform cops who she is. The officer tells him that she's a witness to the murders. She's also a cop.
In police work, it's important to interview witnesses as soon as possible after a crime, before their memories get cluttered up with bits of information they pick up from other sources. In the emotional chaos and confusion swirling around the Kim Anh restaurant, Rantz thinks the information the uniform cop just gave him is good news. One of his witnesses is a police officer. She may be able to provide vital evidence, perhaps a direct link between the crime and the criminals.
In almost every instance, a trained police officer is a better witness than an untrained civilian. Police officers know about firearms; they know what key factors go into a suspect's description: height, weight, complexion, build, hair color, and clothing description. They know how to describe vehicles; they are used to looking at license plates.
After 20 years of detective work, Rantz knows that some cases are solved just because of pure, dumb luck. Here he is, just arrived on the scene of a triple-homicide, including a murdered cop, and he stumbles upon a witness who is also a police officer. How lucky can you get? He walks toward her.
As Demma steps out of the kitchen, Yvonne Farve catches his eye and waves him over to the table where she is sitting with Chau Vu. Farve has been keeping an eye on Frank. For the last several minutes, Frank has been staring daggers at Chau.
At the table, Yvonne Farve nods toward Chau and tells the homicide detective, "She's got something I think you should hear right away."
* * *
After running to his friend's house and calling 911, Chau Vu's 18-year-old brother, Quoc, stands inside his friend's kitchen, staring out the window. He's looking toward the restaurant, worrying about his sister. His friend's family huddles around him. Quoc wants to go back, but they won't let him, not until they are sure help has arrived.
Just before 2:30 in the morning, Quoc can see the area of the restaurant awash with flashing blue and red lights. He pleads with his friend's father to let him go back. The man agrees but says that he will drive Quoc to the restaurant. The whole family piles into a van and heads for the Kim Anh.
When they arrive, they find the parking lot nearly full. Police cars, detective cars, and ambulances--all are jammed together in front of the restaurant. His friend's father eases to a stop outside the jumble of vehicles. Quoc opens the sliding side door of the van. When a policeman walks over and asks what they are doing, Quoc tells him the restaurant belongs to his family and that he was here during the shooting. The police officer escorts Quoc into the restaurant. As he shuffles toward the horrifying scene, Quoc's body shakes as he cries for his dead brother and sister.
CHAPTER 5
As Chau tells her story to Detective Marco Demma, she keeps switching back and forth from English to Vietnamese. Demma knows she is telling him something about the other women in the restaurant, the one sitting with Sgt. Rantz, but it is impossible for him to understand everything she is saying. She starts to tell her story in English, switches to Vietnamese, then starts crying. Yvonne Farve never leaves the girl's side and comforts her whenever she breaks down.
Across the dining room, Sgt. Rantz is talking to Antoinette Frank. Although there is no language barrier, Rantz has his own difficulties with Frank's story. The problem isn't that he doesn't understand her rapid-fire delivery; the problem is that her story just doesn't make sense. When Frank finishes, Rantz cants his head to one side. He looks the off-duty policewoman dead in the eye and says, "Can you do me a favor? Can you slow it down just a little bit and tell me that again?"
Frank takes a deep breath and starts over. "Me and my nephew came here to get something to eat before we went to the show over at the--"
"What do you mean?" Rantz asks. "What show?"
"The movie theater at the Plaza. They got a midnight movie plays there on weekends."
"You and your nephew were going to a movie?"
Frank nods. "But once we got there--over to the Plaza--it was kinda late and he didn't feel like going. He was tired and I was tired, so we decided to get something to eat and go home."
"Whose home?"
"Mine."
"Your nephew lives with you?" Rantz asks.
Frank shakes her head. "He stays on Cindy Place with his girlfriend, but we were going to go to my house to eat."
"Okay."
"I called Chau and asked her to have her momma fix us something--"
"Who's Chau?"
Officer Frank points across the dining room. "She works here. Her family owns the restaurant."
Rantz nods.
"She say her momma was already gone, but she would see if her sister could fix us something to eat. I held on while she went and asked her sister. When Chau came back on the line, she told me her sister couldn't fix us hamburgers, but that she could fix us some steak and fries. I said that's fine and told her we'd be there in a few minutes."
"The shooting happened after you and your nephew got here the second time?"
"Yeah...well not, not really. Really it was like the third time, but my nephew wasn't with me."
"I don't understand," Rantz says. "You came back a third time?"
"Yeah."
"Why?"
"Well, what had happened was...we came back to eat, but my nephew didn't want to eat the food here. He wanted to get it to go, so that's what we did, but by the time we got to my house, we realized we'd forgot to get drinks. So I came back--"
"Where's your house?"
"On Michigan Street. 7524 Michigan."
"Where's that?" he asks.
"Off Bullard, on the other side of the interstate."
"So you came back here to get drinks instead of stopping at a store closer to your house?"
"My house is like five minutes from here."
"Where was your nephew when the shooting happened?"
"He stayed at my house."
"You came back by yourself?"
Frank nods.
"To get drinks?"
Again, she nods.
"So what happened?"
Frank takes another deep breath. "I walked into the back, into the kitchen, to talk to Chau. You know, thank her and her sister for fixing us some food. All of a sudden, I hear all these gunshots going off behind me."
"Behind you where?"
"In the dining room," Frank says. "I know Ronnie was--"
"Are you talking about Officer Williams?"
Nodding, she says, "Yeah, Ronnie Williams."
"Did you know him?"
"Yeah. We were both on the second platoon."
"At the Seventh District?"
Frank nods again. "Right."
"What did you do when you heard the shots?"
"I was just kind of freaked out, frantic like."
"Did you just stand there?" Rantz presses. "You're a police officer. Did you take any action?"
"I just...I didn't know what was happening, so I just...I just tried to get everybody out the back door."
Rantz just looks at her.
"So that's what I did," Frank continues. "I gathered everybody up who was in the kitchen, and I told them to calm down...just calm down. Everything was going to be all right. I was going to get them out, so then I pushed the back door open and got them outside."
Rantz thinks about his stroll around the crime scene, about the back door standing open with the screen door closed. He thinks about something else, too. "You opened the back door?"
"To get everybody out."
"How many people did you get out through the back door?"
Frank shakes her head. "I went out first, so I couldn't exactly see who came out after me."
"What'd you do when you got outside?"
"I got in my car and drove to the Seventh District."
"What about the people you led out?"
"They stayed there."
"You left them here?" Rantz says.
Frank's head bobs. "I went to get help."
"Did you have your radio with you?"
"No."
"What about a gun?"
"No," Frank says.
"What happened then?"
"I drove like crazy to the Seventh. When I got there, my car conked out on me. I ran inside and told the desk officer there'd been a shooting. I told him I thought Ronnie had got shot. Then I took a police car and hurried back here to see if I could help."
"Did you bring a gun with you?"
"No."
"Do you have a weapon on you now?"
"No," Frank repeats.
"Where is your gun and your police radio?"
"At home," she says.
"Where's your car right now?"
"At the station. I told you, it conked out on me when I went to get help, so I left it there."
"What kind of car is it?"
"Oh, it's old," Frank says. "It's a Ford Torino."
"What color is it?"
"Kind of like a reddish color."
"What about your nephew? Is he still at your house?"
Frank shrugs. "I don't know."
"What's his name?"
"Rogers."
Rantz pulls a notebook out of the inside pocket of his suit jacket. "Roger what?"
"Rogersss," she says, emphasizing the last consonant. "With an 'S' at the end. His name is Rogers LaCaze."
Sgt. Rantz jots down the name, making sure to include the "S." He looks up at her. "And you think he's still at your house?"
Frank shrugs again.
Rantz stands up. "Wait here," he tells her.
There is a lot about the officer's story that bothers him, especially the part about her hustling the survivors out the back door. Then there is the part about her leaving them behind while she drove to the 7th District station. She knew there was a uniformed policeman in the dining room and that shots had been fired inside the restaurant, yet she didn't even bother to go up front to check on him? It didn't make sense. None of it.
Rantz is sure there is a lot Frank isn't telling him. His gut instinct says she's involved somehow. He pulls Marco Demma aside and confides his suspicions to the veteran homicide detective, but he cautions Demma to keep the information to himself. This is a volatile situation, and he needs everyone to focus on their job.
Rantz then sits down at the table with Demma, Yvonne Farve, and Chau Vu. Yvonne has managed to calm the Vietnamese girl down enough so that she can tell her story to the homicide detectives in English.
Rantz's face tightens as he listens to Chau tell her story.
When Chau finishes, a uniformed cop walks over to Rantz and tells him there is another witness outside he might want to talk to.
"Who is it?" Rantz asks.
The officer can't pronounce the young man's name, but says he is a member of the family who owns the restaurant and he was inside during the shootings.
Rantz follows the officer outside.
Quoc Vu stands in the parking lot, still shaking with fear. He is still two months away from graduating from high school. He came to the United States nearly 15 years ago with his father. Mr. Vu, who had served in the South Vietnamese Navy during that country's unsuccessful struggle against North Vietnam, wanted his family to escape the violence and poverty of the communist regime, but he couldn't get everyone out at once. In 1979, just after his 4-year-old son, Huy, died in a tragic car accident, Mr. Vu and 3-year-old Quoc fled their homeland and headed for the United States.
It took 11 years of backbreaking work before Mr. Vu managed to scrape together enough money to bring the rest of his family to their new home in New Orleans. Meanwhile, while his father worked and saved, little Quoc adjusted well to the transition. He learned the language and pastimes of his adopted home country. He loved playing football with his brother.
After their reunion in the United States, all six Vus had to live for a while in a single room and had to share one bathroom, but at least they were together. By 1993, things seemed to be looking up. Mr. and Mrs. Vu had managed to save enough money to pay off most of their debts and to buy the Kim Anh restaurant in New Orleans East. Quoc and his brother were in high school, and the Vu girls were in college. To Mr. Vu, it seemed as if almost all of his prayers had been answered.
In clear English, Quoc Vu tells Rantz what happened inside his family's restaurant that night. When Quoc finishes, Rantz knows exactly what he is going to have to do--question a fellow police officer as a suspect in a multiple homicide. The thought of it turns his stomach.
"I wanted to vomit," Rantz said later.
CHAPTER 6
More people arrive at the crime scene every minute. Cops, press, brass from headquarters--all crowd into the parking lot. Rantz scans the faces and sees the newly sworn-in superintendent of police standing nearby. Great. Just great, he thinks. The new chief is here, and I'm in charge of a triple-30 that's turning out to be a fucking FUBAR--Fucked Up Beyond All Recognition.
Rantz notices that to the chief's credit, he is staying outside and letting the detectives handle the case. Sometimes chiefs, because they are in charge, like to lumber around crime scenes, giving orders and messing things up. Although he is a recent transplant to New Orleans, the new police chief has been a cop for a long time.
In 1968, after a tour in Vietnam with the U.S. Air Force, Richard Pennington joined the Metropolitan Police Department in Washington, D.C. While working the streets, he managed to find enough time to earn a Bachelor's degree from American University and a Master's from D.C. University. During his 26-year career with Metro, Pennington worked in almost every aspect of local law enforcement, including a stint as a robbery detective and as commander of the Homicide Division. He retired as an assistant chief in 1994 to accept the job as police superintendent in New Orleans, where he took command of a department teetering on the edge of self-destruction.
Eddie Rantz walks back into the dining room of the Kim Anh. The inside of the restaurant is barely ordered chaos. Crime lab techs crawl around collecting evidence while a police photographer snaps pictures to document the condition of the scene. Marco Demma is trying to orchestrate the madness. Yvonne Farve and Chau Vu are gone.
Rantz drops into a metal-framed, cushioned chair across the table from Antoinette Frank. As he stares at the off-duty 7th District police officer, Sgt. Rantz doesn't see a fellow cop, he doesn't see a victim, he doesn't see a witness. He sees a murder suspect.
"Your story is just not adding up," he tells her.
"What do you mean?" Frank asks.
"You said you were trying to save people's lives, right?"
Frank nods.
"So when the shooting started, you led some of the employees out through the back door, right?"
Again, she bobs her head. "Like I already told you, I was frantic. I didn't know what was going on, and I didn't have a gun or a radio. I just did what I thought was best and tried to keep everybody calm and get them out of the restaurant."
"But you knew Officer Williams was up front, where the shots were coming from?"
"Yeah."
"So you knew that just a few feet away from you there was a fellow police officer involved in some kind of shooting incident?"
"But I didn't have--"
Rantz raises his hand to shut her up. "When we talked just a few minutes ago, you said you came back to the restaurant alone to get drinks for you and your..."
"My nephew."
"Your nephew, right. What's his name again?"
"Rogers LaCaze."
"But you said you were alone. You'd left him at your house. On Michigan Street. Is that right?"
Frank's eyes dart away. She doesn't answer.
After talking to Chau and Quoc, Rantz knows that the gunshots started seconds after Frank let herself into the restaurant. He knows that Frank was inside the restaurant with the man she'd told everyone was her nephew and that they were searching for something--probably money. "If Rogersss," Rantz drags the 'S' out to make sure Frank hears it, "was at your house on Michigan, then who was it who came into the restaurant with you?"
Frank's eyes snap back and lock on Rantz's. "He didn't come in with me!"
"Who didn't come in with you?"
"Rogers."
"When did he come in?"
She shakes her head. "I don't know. All I know is I came inside to get something to--"
"Where was he when you came into the restaurant?"
Frank takes a deep breath. When she finally speaks, her voice is low, barely above a whisper. "In the car."
"So he wasn't at your house?"
"I don't know what he was doing. All I know is I didn't want him to come inside."
"Why?"
"Because," Frank says, "he'd been talking about robbing the place. When I heard those gunshots, all I could think about was getting everybody out."
"So you took whoever you could find and got them the hell out of here. Is that right?"
"I was just so panicked I didn't know what else to do," Frank says.
"Let me ask you one more thing...after you got everybody out through the door, how did you lock it again?"
Frank opens her mouth, but no words come out, nothing but "Ah, ah, ah..."
"When I got here the screen door was still locked," Rantz says. "It was locked from the inside."
Rantz sees nothing from Frank but the startled stare of a frightened animal caught in headlights.
"Unless you're a magician," Rantz continues, his voice edged in sarcasm, "the door had to have been unlocked when you led everybody out to safety. So what I want to know is, how did you lock it back after you got out?"
Frank doesn't have an answer.
Outside in the parking lot, Rantz finds the new superintendent of police. "Chief, I'm about to book this motherfucker with three counts of first-degree murder." He says it matter-of-factly. He isn't asking the chief's permission. He is simply telling the man what is about to happen.
A flash of anguish crosses Chief Pennington's face as he looks at Rantz. The police department he came to overhaul is in worse shape than he could have ever imagined. Pennington has been on the job less than six months and already a federal grand jury has indicted 10 of his police officers for conspiracy and drug trafficking.
Among the 10 who are under indictment is Officer Len Davis. In addition to the drug violations, Davis has also been charged with the murder of Kim Groves, a 32-year-old mother of three. Groves filed a brutality complaint against Officer Davis on October 12, 1994--the day before Pennington was sworn in as superintendent--for pistol-whipping the teenage son of a neighbor. The next day, October 13, the day of the new chief's swearing-in ceremony at City Hall, Officer Davis made a telephone call to his friend, Paul "Cool" Hardy and ordered him to kill Groves.
Hardy was notorious in the area of New Orleans called the lower 9th Ward. He was a dope dealer and killer, who operated with Davis's protection and who had already beaten one murder charge. On October 13, Davis cruised the streets around Kim Groves's house until he spotted her. He called Hardy from his cell phone and told the killer where Groves was and what she was wearing. When Hardy got to Groves's lower 9th Ward neighborhood he found her strolling down the sidewalk. He walked up behind her and shot her in the back of the head with a 9mm pistol.
What Davis and Hardy didn't know at the time was that the FBI was listening to and recording their telephone conversations.
Despite the pain and embarrassment of yet another police officer going to jail, the chief just nods his head at Sgt. Rantz and says, "Come by my office when you get through."
As he walks back toward the restaurant, Rantz grabs hold of a passing homicide detective. "That black female in there," Rantz nods toward the front door, "her name's Antoinette Frank. She's a patrol officer at the Seventh District. She says she left her personal car at the district station. I want you to go find it and have it towed to headquarters. Put it in the basement outside C-E and P."
The detective nods. "Okay, Eddie, but why? What are we looking for?"
"Evidence."
In the dining room, Rantz catches Demma's eye and nods toward Frank, who still sits quietly at the table. The two detectives approach the off-duty officer and ask her to stand up.
It is 3:53 a.m.
Demma takes hold of one of Frank's arms. "Are you armed?" he asks as he pats the outside of her black leather jacket.
Frank shakes her head.
Rantz grabs Frank's other arm as Demma reaches his free hand toward her waist.
"What's this?" Demma says, his tone enough to alert Rantz to possible danger.
Both detectives tighten their grip. Demma reaches under the bottom edge of Frank's shirt and pulls out a 2-inch Smith & Wesson .38-caliber revolver.
"You're under arrest," Rantz tells her.
"What for?" Frank asks.
Eddie Rantz nods toward the kitchen, then glances at the bar where Ronnie Williams died. "For murdering all these people."
Frank doesn't answer. Her face is blank as Rantz pushes her wrists together behind her back and clamps a pair of handcuffs down on them.
CHAPTER 7
In a neatly printed, handwritten letter addressed "To Whom It May Concern," Antoinette Frank wrote, "I have a strong desire to become a police officer for the City of New Orleans. I have been interested in law enforcement since the age of fifteen..."
Antoinette Renee Frank was born on April 30, 1971 in Opelousas, Louisiana, a small town of 20,000 people in the western part of the state. She is the daughter of Adam and Mary Ann Frank. She has an older brother, Adam Jr., born in 1970.
Although only about 100 miles northwest of New Orleans, Opelousas is as different from New Orleans as night is from day. New Orleans has a big-city feel. It is a 24-hour town, whose vibrations can be felt any time of the day or night, seven days a week. Bars don't close in New Orleans--ever.
New Orleans is the party capital of the world. It is also one of the most devoutly Catholic cities in the United States. The citizens reconcile this seeming contradiction in typical New Orleans fashion. They throw the biggest party on the planet. They call it Mardi Gras.
Mardi Gras means "Fat Tuesday." Following the Catholic calendar, Mardi Gras Day is always celebrated the day before Ash Wednesday, the day that begins the 40 days of Lent, a time of sacrifice for Catholics. If Ash Wednesday is about sacrifice and denial, then Fat Tuesday is about indulgence and excess. In New Orleans, Mardi Gras is a two-week orgy of revelry, eating, drinking, and sex--then more drinking.
During the two-week buildup, vehicle traffic is blocked off at night and parades roll through the streets. Business in the city and surrounding parishes slows during the 14-day celebration and finally grinds to a complete halt on Mardi Gras Day. Except for the bars, everything shuts down. According to the U.S. Postal Service motto, Neither rain, nor snow, nor sleet, nor hail, nor dark of night will stay these faithful couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds, but even the post office closes for Mardi Gras. The streets are jammed with drunken carousers. No one cares about the mail on Fat Tuesday.
Opelousas, on the other hand, is a city that has maintained its small-town feel. It's quiet, peaceful, and compared to New Orleans, almost crime free.
The French founded Opelousas in 1720 as a mid-way stopping point for merchants traveling between Natchitoches--Louisiana's oldest permanent settlement--and New Orleans. Named after the Opelousa Indians, Opelousas is the state's third oldest city. It sits in the heart of Acadiana, known as "Cajun Country," where French is sometimes still spoken.
For one year during the Civil War, Opelousas served as the capital of Louisiana when the state was part of the Confederacy. Union troops invaded and captured the city, but lost it to Confederate forces, then managed to recapture and hold it for the duration of the war. During Reconstruction, Opelousas was the site of several bloody riots.
Internationally renowned Cajun chefs Tony Chachere and Paul Prudhomme hail from Opelousas, as did Jim Bowie, famous knife maker and hero of the Alamo. Opelousas bills itself as the "Zydeco music capital of the world."
According to Antoinette Frank's mother, Mary Ann, the family left the quiet country lanes of Opelousas and headed for the mean streets of New Orleans in 1975 after her husband enlisted in the Army. When Adam Sr. finished his military hitch, he joined his wife and kids in New Orleans, where the Frank family continued to expand. Adam Sr. and Mary Ann had two more sons.
In New Orleans, Antoinette went to Albert Bell Junior High, then moved on to John McDonogh Senior High School. She also joined New Orleans Police Department Explorer Post number 560. The police explorers were an NOPD-sponsored youth organization geared toward teens who were interested in careers in law enforcement. Upon joining Explorer Post 560, Frank was issued NOPD explorer badge number 183.
Frank spent two years as a member of the Explorers and developed a real hunger for police work, but in 1987, the budding crime fighter had to leave her Explorer Post and her ambitions behind. Her dad took the family back to Opelousas, where he had accepted a job with the telephone company.
The Franks moved into a small wood-framed house at 828 Market Street, just a few blocks from the police station and the courthouse. The house was in a rundown residential section of town with a smattering of businesses strewn up and down the street. In a neighborhood with little entertainment value, Frank probably spent some of her spare time hanging out the Star Drive-In and Burger Stand. The Star is a tin-roofed building with a brick facade, across Market Street and three doors down from the Franks' house. Block lettering along the top of the facade reads, FRIED CHICKEN. Directly under that are the words, AMUSEMENT CENTER. The Star is a triple value--burger stand, chicken stand, and game room.
Antoinette enrolled as a junior at Opelousas High School and almost immediately started looking around for something to do that could further her ambitions of becoming a police officer. She managed to convince the Opelousas police chief to let her do volunteer work at the office; she also signed up with the Opelousas Junior Police, a youth organization very similar to the NOPD Explorers.
The Junior Police was great, but Frank also needed a real job, one that paid, so she went to work for Wal-Mart in June 1988. However, Wal-Mart fired her just six months later.
A neighbor, who still lives across from the Franks' old house on Market Street, says she remembers clearly a very strange encounter she had with the Frank family in the late 1980s.
The neighbor, who didn't want her name used, says she was inside her house doing a little cleaning when she heard a knock on the door. She opened the door to find Antoinette Frank and her father standing there.
"Can we borrow some money?" Antoinette asked. Her father loomed behind her, silent.
"Excuse me?" the neighbor said.
"I said, can we borrow some money? We just need a few dollars."
It was such an unusual request coming from a stranger, and such an unusual situation, a high school girl and her father standing mute behind her. They weren't selling cookies or raffle tickets or magazine subscriptions or collecting for a senior trip; they were just asking for money. The presence of the father almost made it feel like intimidation. It seemed so strange that it took a moment for the neighbor to gather her thoughts. When she did, she realized the two were making her nervous. "I don't keep money in my house," she said and closed the door as quickly as good manners would allow.
Although Antoinette Frank missed 29 days of school during her senior year, she still managed to graduate with her high school class in May 1989. But almost as soon as she was out the door, the faculty and staff of her Alma Mater forgot about her. They didn't forget her on purpose. She hadn't been a troublemaker or a badass. They simply forgot her because she was such a nonentity.
"I don't remember her at all," says Dawn Hurst, who was Frank's homeroom English teacher. "She didn't make any impression on me, good or bad."
Frank wasn't a member of any school clubs, nor did she participate in any after-school activities. She doesn't even show up in the Opelousas High School yearbooks in either of the two years in which she was a student there. It was almost as if she didn't exist.
In Opelousas, Frank kept to herself and maintained a low profile, but it was definitely not where she wanted to be. She'd tasted life in the big city, and in the two years since she'd been exiled back to small-town Louisiana, Frank hadn't forgotten the flavor of New Orleans, nor had she forgotten her life's ambition: to wear the star-and-crescent badge of the NOPD.
Antoinette's brother Adam Jr., older by just 13 months, was starting out on a path that seemed totally different from that of his quiet, unassuming sister, but in the end, it turned out to be eerily similar. Adam had frequent run-ins with the police and racked up arrests for burglary, armed robbery, battery on police officers, and two counts of attempted manslaughter.
St. Landry Parish Sheriff Howard Zerangue, who used to be chief of police in Opelousas, remembers Adam Jr. "He was pretty rough," the sheriff says.
During the summer of 1989, right after graduating from high school, Frank again struck out for the New Orleans, this time by herself. Despite having been fired from the Wal-Mart in Opelousas, the Wal-Mart in New Orleans East had no problem giving Frank a second chance. They hired her as a sales clerk. Helen Corley, a Wal-Mart personnel clerk, later told an NOPD investigator that Frank's job performance was "excellent in the categories of work, character, dependability, attendance and cooperation."
Frank rented a house at 7932 Sheephead Street in New Orleans East.
Set up with an income and a place to live, Frank was eager to get back to working toward her goal of becoming a New Orleans police officer, but she had to wait. At 18 years old, she just wasn't old enough.
According to neighbors, and by all other accounts, Antoinette Frank lived a quiet life on Sheephead Street. Although a very attractive young woman, no one remembers her ever having a boyfriend. As she'd done in her hometown, Frank kept to herself, working at Wal-Mart and counting down the days until she could apply to the police department.
The day she turned 20--the minimum age for applying to become a New Orleans police officer--Frank was ready. With application in hand, she launched an all-out assault on the police department and the city, demonstrating a single-minded determination that some later said bordered on obsession, to become a cop.
To her application, Frank attached a handwritten note in which she tried to explain why she wanted to become a police officer. In the note, she claimed that she'd been preparing for a law enforcement career for most of her life and that she'd joined the NOPD Explorers and performed office work for the Opelousas Police Department in order to gain valuable experience and to familiarize herself with police work. She concluded the note by writing, "I perceive myself to be a strong young woman with guts and who is willing to endure any obstacles to become the best law enforcement officer I can be."
As a police applicant, the mousy girl from Opelousas High, whom none of her teachers could remember, started to show a relentless dimension to her personality that no one had seen before. It was an aggressiveness that would stay with her, supporting her through the difficult barriers that lay ahead in the application process, and would last through her police academy training, where some of Frank's instructors couldn't say enough good things about her. But later, on the street, as a working police officer, that high level of assertiveness would vanish like early morning fog on the river, and Frank would revert back to the meek little mouse she had been before, that is, until it was time to plan the assassination of a fellow police officer and a couple of helpless victims.
While the department processed Frank's application, she managed to convince someone at police headquarters to give her a job doing volunteer work. Frank worked as a clerk--not a police officer as she later claimed--in the records room, the Office of Public Affairs, and in the Narcotics Division, but unlike her time at Opelousas High, all three of those offices, as well as the entire police department, would have a reason to remember Antoinette Frank.
CHAPTER 8
Ronnie Williams grew up in an upper middle-class neighborhood in New Orleans East. His parents took him and his younger brother, Shawn, on a lot of family vacations. They cruised to Hawaii, they skied, they had fun together as a family. Ronnie also worked hard. His dad owned a tractor, and Ronnie made money by cutting lots in and around his neighborhood. Neighbors frequently spotted him cruising down the street on the tractor, a ball cap cocked back on his head.
Ronnie was in his sophomore year at Brother Martin Catholic High School, when he spotted a cute brunette moving into the house across the street. When he found out she was just a freshman, he blew her off. He didn't have time to fool with a freshman, even a cute one.
Ronnie Williams loved to work on cars. He had a gift when it came to things mechanical. He was also pretty good with electronics. His grandmother tells a story about an old busted television she'd had tucked away inside her house for years. Ronnie was just 10 when he decided to take it apart. She watched him huddle over the old TV's innards, moving wires around, going in and out with different tools. Still, he was just a boy; he was just playing around. But when he put it back together, it worked.
In high school, Ronnie bought a black Mustang. He poured hundreds of hours of love into that car, fixing it, polishing it, souping up the engine. He customized a huge pair of wooden boxes for his stereo speakers and filled up the back seat with them. His four-seater became a two-seater but he had a hell of a sound system. Sometimes late at night he'd cruise up and down Marconi Drive next to City Park or roll along Michoud Boulevard out in the East with his music blaring through the open windows.
The summer after he graduated, Ronnie took some friends to a neighborhood party. He ran into Mary Buras, the girl from across the street, the freshman he hadn't had time for a couple of years before. Mary wasn't a freshman any more. She was going into her senior year, and boy how she had grown up. Someone had found time for her because she was with a date.
Ronnie started giving her a little grief, teasing her, pretending he was trying to piss her off. Anything to try to get her mind off her date. He kept his eye on her all night, waiting for an opportunity to catch a couple of minutes alone with her. Finally, he saw her head off to the bathroom. When she came out he was standing outside the door, waiting for her, a big goofy grin on his face. She tried to step past him but he kissed her.
"That was it," Mary says. "I dumped the guy I was dating and started dating Ronnie." Before she knew what had happened, Mary Buras was in love with the kid from across the street.
They went to parties together, hung out in the French Quarter, listened to music, shot pool, watched friends drag race down Marconi Drive. Mary even dragged Ronnie to a few dances. He hated to dance and would only even try it if it was a slow song. "He had no rhythm," Mary says. But boy did he love to work on cars. "He always had grease under his fingernails," Mary remembers, "but I never cared about that." She loved to watch Ronnie work on his Mustang and sometimes played the part of his assistant, handing him tools like a surgical nurse.
Ronnie's size, his aggressive attitude, and his sharp sense of humor sometimes put him at odds with other young men his age. He was not the kind who would back down. "Ronnie was the strongest guy I know," Mary says. "I don't think he ever lost a fight." A couple of times he came by Mary's house to see her dad, a doctor, for a quick patch job.
The couple got married in 1989. They had a son, Christopher, that same year. Ronnie took a construction job and did other odd jobs to earn extra money. He worked hard because he wanted the best for his new family. Every night, he came home filthy and exhausted. He took college classes whenever he could.
After Ronnie met a New Orleans police officer, it wasn't long before he knew what he wanted to do. He joined the police department in 1991 and after graduating from the police academy was assigned to the 7th District. Mary Williams says that her husband loved the camaraderie that came with the job, and he loved the friends he made there, friends like Bobby O'Brien and Clay Clement. Mary liked that he was a police officer. "I thought he was hot in his uniform," she says.
Lt. C.J. Roebuck was one of Ronnie's field training officers. "He was a good kid," Roebuck says. "He would back you up."
A rookie cop can't get a higher compliment from a seasoned veteran than an acknowledgement that he can be trusted to back up another cop.
Lt. Frank Van Dalen, Ronnie's platoon commander, says, "Everybody liked Ronnie Williams. He was always joking around."
Sgt. Dave Slicho, Ronnie's squad sergeant, shares that opinion. "I looked forward to him working because he was always in a good mood. It's contagious."
Christopher loved his dad being a cop. Sometimes Ronnie would drive his son around the block in his police car. In the driveway, he'd let the boy turn on the lights and toot the siren.
Ronnie and Mary bought a house. Since Ronnie was on the 3-to-11 shift, he didn't get home until almost midnight, so that's when the couple would start their home improvement projects. "We were both night owls," Mary explains. "It is kind of crazy now to think of how we built a dog run, put in doors, and fixed floors at two in the morning. I remember holding flashlights more times than I can count."
Once they fixed up their house, Ronnie and Mary starting throwing parties for their friends. From his secret, 12-ingrediant salads to boiled crawfish, Ronnie did all the cooking. "He liked the crawfish to be spicy enough to make your eyes water," Mary says.
When Mary got pregnant again, Ronnie started working the security detail at the Kim Anh restaurant to earn extra money for his growing family. But no matter how hard he worked or how tired he was, Ronnie never lost his sense of humor, nor did he stop pulling pranks. One night, Mary and Chris were in the den watching television. Ronnie was in the back taking a shower. Suddenly, Ronnie called out from the bathroom, "Hey, you guys, come here, quick!"
Mary and Chris dashed into the bathroom, thinking something bad had happened. Ronnie pulled back the top half of the plastic curtain and swiveled the showerhead down toward his son and blasted him with the water. Chris and his mom fled the bathroom screaming and laughing with water dripping from their heads.
* * *
The first step in the Antoinette Frank's application process to become a New Orleans police officer was a written Civil Service test. According to Opelousas High School principal Raymond Cassimere, during her two years Opelousas High, Frank took four English classes and three math classes; she also took history, biology, chemistry, and Spanish. Frank had been a pretty good student, and she sailed right through the civil service test.
Following the written test, the police department gave Frank a polygraph exam and a physical agility test. Once again, she passed with flying colors. In fact, in one of her letters in support of her application, Frank claimed to have been on her high school's basketball, softball, volleyball, and track teams--although no one remembers her doing any of that, and there are no records of her sports participation. She also wrote in the same letter, "I am presently in the finest physical and mental condition."
But despite her claim, it was Frank's mental state that first caused her application to stumble.
Under hiring procedures in place at the time of Frank's application, the New Orleans Police Department, through the city's Department of Civil Service, required all police applicants to take two standardized psychological evaluations: the MMPI-2 (Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory) and the CPI (California Psychological Inventory), both of which are in multiple choice format. Once the applicant completed both tests, a psychologist under contract to Civil Service evaluated the results and prepared a written report.
In July 1992, Dr. Penelope Dralle, a psychologist with the Louisiana State University Medical School, evaluated Frank's scores for the Department of Civil Service. The results did not bode well for Frank's law enforcement career aspirations.
According to Dr. Dralle's report, she gave Frank the lowest possible score in tolerance, open-mindedness, and impulse control; and the next to lowest possible score in stability, maturity, and probable adjustment to organization. In her report, Dr. Dralle wrote:
"Applicant responded to both tests in such a naively avoidant, denying, and evasive manner that further personality description is questionable other than to suggest excessive over-valuation of her own worth, extreme lack of tolerance and flexibility, excessive use of repression and denial, and a conscious effort to represent herself as above even common problems. In spite of this approach there are suggestions of rebelliousness, problems with authority and regulations, and marked assertiveness."
Dr. Dralle recommended a psychiatric evaluation, an option under Civil Service rules for applicants who failed the psychological screening. The psychologist also noted in her report that Frank had lied on her police department application by claiming Wal-Mart had transferred her to New Orleans. Dr. Dralle based that conclusion on a report filed by Edwin Ducote, the police officer assigned to conduct Frank's pre-employment background investigation.
Ducote was assigned to the NOPD Applicant Investigation Unit. He had interviewed Frank back in February 1992. As part of Ducote's investigation, he fingerprinted and photographed Frank, verified that she did not have a criminal record, checked with her neighbors, and called her previous employers. It was Ducote, who on March 12, 1992, spoke with Rita Smalley, a personnel clerk at Wal-Mart in Opelousas, and learned that Frank had been fired six months after starting at Wal-Mart for "personality conflicts with other associates" and that she had received an "unsatisfactory" rating on her end of employment evaluation. Frank had claimed on her NOPD application and again in her interview with Ducote that Wal-Mart had transferred her from the store in Opelousas to one in New Orleans. Ducote noted this discrepancy in his report of Frank's background investigation, which he had submitted to chief of police Arnesta Taylor on May 22, 1992.
At that time, being caught red-handed, lying on a police application apparently wasn't enough of a transgression to merit disqualification. Evidently, in the mid-1990's, honesty was not a requirement for becoming a New Orleans police officer.
On September 1, 1992, Frank sat down for a formal interview with Dr. Philip Scurria, a board-certified psychiatrist and assistant professor of psychiatry at the Louisiana State University Medical Center. The LSU Medical Center had a contract with the police department to evaluate any applicants whom the psychological tests indicated needed further screening. Prior to the interview, Dr. Scurria reviewed Frank's MMPI and CPI test results as well as Dr. Dralle's report. He also read the report of her police background investigation.
Frank showed up for the interview on time and neatly dressed. The interview took about 30 minutes, during which Dr. Scurria noted that Frank seemed very comfortable talking with him and not at all intimidated. "But I had the impression that she was preoccupied with making herself look good," he later said. That behavior, an unnaturally strong desire to make herself look good, was a common theme with Frank. It had been detected on her CPI test results and in Dr. Dralle's evaluation. In CPI lingo, it is called "faking good."
Then there was the name-dropping. "Within the first five or ten minutes of the interview, she mentioned the names of several people in the police department," Dr. Scurria said, "and I wasn't sure exactly what she wanted to impress me with, but I had the feeling that again she was trying to influence me by letting me know that she had lots of connections with the police department."
One way in which Dr. Scurria often judged an applicant's honesty was by asking a question to which he already knew the answer. He had Frank's police background investigation report and knew she'd been fired from the Wal-Mart in Opelousas. "Have you ever had any job-related problems?" he asked.
"Like what?" Frank said.
"Have you ever been fired from a job?"
"No." Frank didn't bat an eye. "My employer, Wal-Mart, recently transferred me from the store in Opelousas to one here in New Orleans."
Dr. Scurria knew she was lying, so he pressed her. "So you've never been fired or had any other problems at work?"
As Frank shook her head, her body posture shifted from open and honest to closed off. Her voice took on a defensive edge. "No, sir."
In a written report following the interview, Dr. Scurria evaluated Frank on 14 characteristics relevant to the job of a police officer. He rated her as unacceptable in integrity, forthrightness, non-defensiveness, and willingness to accept responsibility for mistakes. He graded her below average in her ability to follow normal conventions and rules, personal insight and empathy with others, sound judgment and common sense, as well as freedom from psychopathology.
In a hand-written notation on the report, Dr. Scurria wrote that Frank "Seemed shallow and superficial." He also reported "Applicant was not honest..."
Dr. Scurria concluded his evaluation by writing, "I do not feel, especially considering her concealment of her work problems, that the applicant is suitable for the job of police officer."
Frank had failed. The screening process had worked. It had established that Antoinette Frank was not qualified to become a New Orleans police officer.
CHAPTER 9
In a perfect world, the story would have ended there and Antoinette Frank would have been just another NOPD applicant who didn't make it. Not everyone needs to carry a gun and a badge and have the power to throw people in jail. She would have gone on to do something else, and three people would have stayed alive, two little boys would have a father, a wife would still have a husband, two sets of parents would still have their sons and daughter, and others would still have their brothers and sister.
But it's not a perfect world--never has been and never will be--and Antoinette Frank didn't just give up. And in a city obsessed with hiring quotas and manufactured diversity, the police department let her try again. The New Orleans Times-Picayune said, "Sheer pushiness may have been Frank's strongest suit."
Starting in mid-September, Frank launched a campaign that would have made most publicists and politicians green with envy.
She dropped in to see state district judge Dennis Waldron in the criminal courts building at Tulane and Broad, next door to police headquarters. Frank explained to him the problems she was having getting past the police psychological tests. Then she asked the judge for a letter of recommendation to the police department. Waldron hemmed and hawed until Frank whipped out a letter she had written herself and asked him to sign it.
She had written the letter as if it was from the judge. It was typed on a plain sheet of white paper and addressed "To Whom It May Concern," and although it was full of mistakes and bad grammar, Judge Waldron signed the recommendation letter. Frank took one of the judge's business cards and later photocopied the signed letter with the business card attached to it. The result was an amateur-looking reproduction of the judge's letterhead.
Frank also looked up an old family friend. Attorney George Simno III returned to his office, a converted wood-framed shotgun house on North Carrolton Avenue, late one rainy afternoon and was surprised to find Frank waiting for him on the front porch. It had been at least a couple of years since he'd seen her. After walking through the rain, Frank looked like a drowned rat. A Southern gentleman, Simno invited her inside. After Frank dried off somewhat, the two of them sat down across Simno's desk from each other and caught up.
Simno asked about Frank's father, Adam Frank, Sr., whom he had represented in a civil case some eight years before. Simno and Frank Sr. had become casual friends, seeing each other occasionally over the years. The lawyer knew of Adam's passion for raising pigeons. "Whenever I would run into him," Simno says, "I used to ask him about his pigeons. I didn't raise birds myself, but I was fascinated by the stories he would tell." During the course of their friendship, Simno had also come to know the Frank family.
Antoinette steered the conversation away from small talk. She had not come to discuss her dad or his pigeons. She was on a mission and came quickly to the point. "Can you write a letter of recommendation for me?"
"Sure," Simno said. "You're trying to get a job?"
Frank nodded.
"Where?"
"The New Orleans Police Department. I'm going to be a police officer."
"That's a very noble occupation," Simno said.
"They're trying to say I'm not qualified."
"Really? Not qualified how?"
"They said I didn't do that well on the psychological part of the testing." Frank looked pained. Simno could tell she was very upset about being rejected.
Because he'd seen Antoinette off and on since she was a young teen, because he knew both of her parents, and because he had never heard of Antoinette getting into any kind of trouble, Simno had no qualms about writing a recommendation letter for her.
He spun around in his chair, fired up his computer, and pecked out a simple, generic letter, recommending to the New Orleans Police Department that they hire Frank as a police officer. Looking back on it years later, though, Simno, a former federal and state prosecutor, says, "That letter came back to haunt me." But at the time he wrote it, on a rainy afternoon in late 1992, the genteel lawyer, and Frank family friend, had no idea that Antoinette Frank was capable of cold-blooded murder.
Frank also did some letter writing of her own. She knocked out another "To Whom It May Concern" letter and sent it to the police department. In the letter, she dropped names like crazy and closed by saying, "I have been working hard all of my juvenile and adult life to prepare myself to become a police officer...I am a stable and dependable individual; and I deserve a chance to prove my ability to function as a law enforcement officer in the next upcoming police academy."
Another glowing letter of recommendation reached police headquarters, and it also was addressed "To Whom It May Concern." The letter purported to be from Frank's physician, a Dr. Thomas, although the wording didn't read like something written by well-educated medical professional; rather, it bore striking similarities to letters Frank had written herself.
Sometime during her campaign to jumpstart her application and have it reconsidered, Frank popped in to visit the chief of police. Soon after taking over as police superintendent in 1991, Chief Arnesta Taylor instituted an open door policy. Anyone--police or civilian--could walk into his office and talk to him. The chief later testified that Frank came in looking for a job and asking for his help. "But I told her that I just couldn't help her," he explained, "because I didn't get involved in the day-to-day procedures for hiring new police officers."
But Frank was insistent. She asked the chief to write a letter of recommendation for her. Taylor said that he held firm and refused to get involved with Frank's application to the police department.
Later, after the shootings at the Kim Anh precipitated an exhaustive examination of just how Antoinette Frank became a police officer, investigators discovered a letter of recommendation that appeared to be from Chief Taylor but did not bear his signature. Taylor has since stated under oath that he did not write the letter. He also said that at the time he meet with Frank, he did not know she was having trouble with the psychological portion of the screening process.
Even then-New Orleans Mayor Sidney Barthelemy wasn't safe from Antoinette Frank's campaign of persistence and forgery, although he apparently didn't know it at the time. During her application process, Frank turned in a pre-printed Civil Service form, called a PERSONNEL ACTION FORM, to the Department of Civil Service. The document bore the mayor's signature, although according to city officials, such forms were routinely reviewed and signed by the city's chief administrative officer, and according to one official, it would have been "highly, highly unusual" for the mayor to have signed such a routine employment form.
Just after the Kim Anh shootings, Barthelemy, who had left office by that time, told the Times-Picayune newspaper that his signature at the bottom of the form "was lifted from somewhere else." The former mayor said that he did not know Frank, had never met her, and had not intervened with the police department on her behalf. He told the newspaper, "I have never signed anything like that. I am not the appointing authority for the police department." He also added that the form is simply used to document an applicant's personal history and would not have been useful as a boost to anyone seeking employment with the city.
In the mid-1990's, the City of New Orleans had an odd loophole in its Civil Service rules. Anyone who had failed the psychological screening portion of their application to become a New Orleans police officer was allowed to scrounge up a second medical opinion on their own. They had to obtain the opinion at their own expense; but if the second opinion was favorable, the rules allowed the Department of Civil Service to reconsider the aspiring police officer's entire application package. In other words, those who had flunked out got a second chance.
Frank found out about the quirky rule and clung to it. She was drowning, and someone had just tossed her lifejacket.
Dr. Dennis E. Franklin, a psychiatrist whom Antoinette Frank hired, interviewed her on October 9, 1992. His report says that she came in as a referral from Judge Dennis Waldron, something the judge later denied in a sworn deposition.
Following the interview and his own research, Dr. Franklin prepared a five-page, typed, narrative report, which was labeled PSYCHIATRIC EVALUATION. He sent the report to the Department of Civil Service and to the police department.
In the report, Dr. Franklin said that he discussed with Frank the results of a second MMPI, which she took prior to his interview with her. Franklin, who did not have access to Frank's first MMPI results, noted that, "the results of the MMPI essentially was in the abnormal limits." (Emphasis added.) On the copy of Dr. Franklin's report in the police department files, someone used a pen to mark out part of the text and rewrote it by hand so that it read, "the results of the MMPI essentially were in the normal limits." (Emphasis added.)
It is unknown whether Dr. Franklin meant what he originally wrote, that Frank's second MMPI results were abnormal, or whether he simply made a typographical error and decided to correct it with a pen. Or, perhaps someone changed his report to suit her own needs.
Also in his report, Dr. Franklin noted that the new MMPI results indicated Frank was "somewhat rigid and attempting to project an overly positive self-image." The results were very similar to her first MMPI. During the interview, Frank told the doctor that she felt she had higher moral values than most people, but that she didn't think they would cause her any problems as a police officer.
Dr. Franklin also noted Antoinette Frank's five-year career at Wal-Mart and her "very good work record" there. He cited as proof, a glowing letter of recommendation that was supposed to have been written by Frank's New Orleans Wal-Mart boss.
At the time of Dr. Franklin's evaluation, the New Orleans Police Department had known for eight months that Frank had lied on her police application about being transferred from the Wal-Mart in Opelousas to the store in New Orleans. They knew that she had in fact been fired in Opelousas for "personality conflicts with other associates" and had been rated "unsatisfactory" at the termination of her employment. Franklin's report makes no mention of Frank having been fired.
On the last page of his report, under the heading IMPRESSION, Dr. Franklin wrote: "I put heavy weight on the letters of recommendation. I think it is significant that the patient's statements regarding her employment is [sic] substantiated with a very positive recommendation from her employer... The letters from family and friends...the letter from Arnesta Taylor of the NOPD, all are taken into careful consideration."
The doctor also concluded that the results of Frank's second MMPI--the indications of "rigid adjustment, denial and repression, as well as some obsessional features..." and the "unrealistic sense of moral values"--were not necessarily all that accurate. He closed his report by writing, "I feel this applicant could function in a position as a police officer...I see no major psychopathology." (Emphasis added.)
The lifejacket was snugly in place. Now all Antoinette Frank had to do was drift along.
* * *
After they received a second opinion from Dr. Franklin, the Department of Civil Service's rules required that one of their own doctors conduct an additional interview and a re-evaluation of Frank. Less than one month after "passing" Dr. Franklin's psychiatric evaluation, and only two months since she completely blew her first psychiatric interview with Dr. Scurria, Frank sat down with Dr. J. Robert Barnes, a psychiatrist working under contract for the Department of Civil Service.
During the interview, Frank impressed Dr. Barnes with her appearance and professional behavior. Later in his report, Dr. Barnes cited Frank's work as a volunteer police officer (which she hadn't done) and her time as a police explorer as the basis for her keen understanding of police work. He also commented on her "well thought out" motivation for wanting to become a police officer.
Dr. Barnes, who had access to Frank's MMPI test results--the same ones examined by Dr. Dralle and Dr. Scurria--reported his interview with Frank on a form called a PSYCHIATRIC INTERVIEW REPORT, the same form Dr. Scurria had used just two months earlier. One section of the report, entitled Evaluation of job-related characteristics, lists 14 categories on which the applicant is graded. There are five possible scores: unacceptable, below average, average, above average, exceptional. In September, Dr. Scurria had rated Frank unacceptable or below average in six of the 14 categories, average in five of them, above average in only three, and exceptional in none.
However, Dr. Barnes saw things differently. His report rated Frank average or above average in all 14 categories. In none of them did Dr. Barnes think Frank was unacceptable, below average, or exceptional. He drove down the middle of the road, right between the lines.
In the narrative portion of his report, Dr. Barnes wrote that he had reviewed the previous psychological and psychiatric reports, including Dr. Franklin's evaluation. Dr. Barnes said he also examined Frank's police background investigation, but his report did not mention that Frank had lied to a police investigator and to Dr. Penelope Dralle about being fired from Wal-Mart.
Dr. Barnes's conclusion said, "No problems elicited in this interview which would indicate a problem with performance as a police recruit." (Emphasis added.)
What Dr. Barnes did not say in the carefully crafted wording of his conclusion was whether anything in the other material he reviewed--the psychological and psychiatric evaluations and the police background report--indicated a potential problem with Antoinette Frank and her performance as not just a police recruit but as a full-fledged police officer. Maybe he thought the police academy would weed her out.
Perhaps if Dr. Barnes had carefully studied the previous doctors' reports and the background investigation, if he had questioned why the police department and the city were still considering hiring someone who had lied to them--both on her application and during an interview--he would have reached a different conclusion.
At the bottom of the PSYCHIATRIC INTERVIEW REPORT, just above the signature line, is the recommendation section. The psychological tests, the interviews and evaluations, the re-tests, the re-interviews and re-evaluations, they all came down to two choices: "suitable for job" or "not suitable for job."
On November 2, 1992, Dr. Barnes typed triple X's on the check line next to "suitable for job" and scrawled his signature at the bottom of the report, and thereby set in motion a chain of events that would end 28 months later in a nightmare of gunfire, blood, and death.
CHAPTER 10
Antoinette Frank's writing wasn't limited to letters of recommendation, whether forged or genuine. Less than three weeks before the New Orleans Police Department finally hired her, Frank penned a half-baked suicide note addressed to her father.
The morning of January 20, 1993 was cool and crisp by New Orleans standards. The temperature was in the low 50's with a north wind slicing off the lake.
Frank needed to go downtown to talk to an attorney. She'd done everything else she could think of to get a job with the police department. Maybe an attorney could help. Her dad, Adam Frank, Sr., decided to ride with her.
At about 10 o'clock, Frank slid her old Ford Torino Elite into a parking space outside the downtown building where the attorney she was visiting had his office. She went inside while her father waited in the car...and waited.
By noon, Antoinette had still not come out of the building, so Adam Frank decided to go in and look for her. He rode the elevator up to the law office and approached the receptionist.
"Can I help you, sir?" the receptionist asked, a helpful smile plastered across her face.
"I'm looking for my daughter. She came in here for an appointment about ten o'clock."
The receptionist glanced down at her appointment book. "What's her name?"
"Antoinette Frank."
The receptionist's finger traced a line of names and stopped at one near the top. She looked up at Adam Frank. "She was here for her appointment, but she's already gone, sir."
"What time did she leave?"
The receptionist shook her left hand to center her watch on her wrist. "She was only here for a few minutes, sir. I'd say she left about 10:15."
Adam Frank took the elevator down to the lobby. On his way out, he passed the building security desk. The guard sat behind it reading the newspaper. Frank trudged back out to Antoinette's car and climbed into the passenger seat. He fidgeted around and listened to the radio.
After what Adam Frank later told police was about an hour, he decided to go back inside the building to see if anyone else had seen his daughter.
He stopped at the security desk. "I'm looking for my daughter," he told the guard. "She came in here a few hours ago for an appointment with an attorney, and I haven't seen her since."
"What's your name?" the guard asked.
"Adam Frank."
The guard reached for something behind the raised front portion of the desk; when he lifted his hand he held an envelope. "She told me to give you this when you came in."
Frank's name was written across the front of the envelope. He recognized the writing as his daughter's neat, hand-printed lettering. He pulled the envelope from the guard's hand and tore it open. Inside he found a short note written on lined notebook paper. It too was printed in Antoinette's handwriting. "I cannot live in this world the way I am, so I will not hold you down with me. I don't know where I will go but I want to be away from as many people as I can. I was doomed since the day I was born. I see that now, I hate myself and my life."
Adam Frank raced back upstairs and spoke with the attorney whom his daughter had seen. The attorney told him that he had met with Antoinette briefly, but had told her that he couldn't help her. Frank went back downstairs and called the police.
When the officers arrived, Frank told them that his daughter was missing and handed them the note. The officers filed a missing persons report and took the letter as evidence.
Antoinette Frank showed up back at home the next day. No one knows if she offered her father an explanation for her strange disappearance.
Apparently, neither the missing persons report nor Frank's suicide note reached any of the people involved in applicant screening, because on February 7, 1993, just two and a half weeks after the bizarre events at the lawyer's office, the New Orleans Police Department decided that Antoinette Frank was physically, morally, and mentally fit enough to don the uniform of a police cadet. They hired her and sent her to the police academy. At long last, Frank's dream had come true.
Several of Frank's academy classmates and some of her instructors said that although she was often quiet, and sometimes goofed off at inappropriate times, she was a good student.
* * *
On August 6, 1993, at a graduation ceremony at police headquarters, newly appointed New Orleans police superintendent Joseph Orticke, Jr. administered the oath of office to police cadet Antoinette Frank, who raised her right hand and said, "I, Antoinette Frank, do solemnly swear that I will support the Constitution and the laws of the United States, the constitution and the laws of this state and the charter and ordinances of this city and that I will faithfully and impartially discharge and perform all the duties incumbent on me as a police officer according to the best of my ability and understanding, so help me God."
The chief placed badge number 628 into Frank's eager hand. It was the symbol of her appointment to the position of police officer and the culmination of a life-long pursuit.
Despite the incredible odds, and after having overcome all of the obstacles in her path--being caught lying on her police application, three unsatisfactory scores on psychological evaluations, failing a psychiatric interview, and leaving a half-hearted suicide note--Frank had still managed to muscle her way into the job she'd prepared herself for and strived toward for so long. She had finally made it. She was a New Orleans police officer. Now all she had to do was prove herself where it counted--on the street.
There is a reason that police applicants have to endure so much in order to become police officers. There is a reason that so much time and money goes into the screening of applicants. There is a reason that so much sweat and misery goes into the training of police officers. The reason is that there is simply no other job that bestows upon such a young person so much power.
In the case of Antoinette Frank, the system worked fine. The screening in place at the time clearly identified her as someone better suited to another line of work. Yet the New Orleans Police Department insisted on hiring her anyway.
In the early 1990's, the New Orleans Police Department was losing far more officers than it could afford to replace. The work hours were long, the pay was lousy, and the residency law required that all police officers live inside the New Orleans city limits, which disqualified a lot of good applicants from the suburbs. During that time, the New Orleans Police Department was losing an average of more than 100 officers per year--at least a couple of dozen of them were being arrested--and were hiring fewer than half that. Experienced officers were flocking to other departments where they could at least earn enough money to live on. So in New Orleans, the hiring standards just kept dropping.
In 1994, CBS's Mike Wallace branded New Orleans as "The number one city in the nation for police brutality and corruption."
Mayor Marc Morial, on the job for less than a year at the time of the Kim Anh murders, admitted in a March 20, 1995 story in Time magazine, "I inherited a police department that was a shambles."
With Antoinette Frank's promotion from police cadet to police officer, her salary was bumped up to $1,500 per month, an amount far lower than the national average for officers in comparable-sized police departments.
In the same Time magazine story, Neil Gallagher, FBI Special Agent in Charge, said, "Everybody knows they are grossly underpaid. And still people wonder why there is corruption."
* * *
Frank's first assignment out of the academy, which turned out to be her only assignment in a somewhat shortened career, was to a uniform patrol platoon at the 7th District. Each of New Orleans's nine police districts has three platoons or shifts. The platoons are commanded by a lieutenant, who has a senior sergeant serving as assistant platoon commander. The platoons are subdivided into two squads each, both led by a sergeant.
The patrol cars are usually manned by two officers, who share the same days off. One-man units are for officers whose regular partner is on vacation, sick leave, court, or special assignment. The platoons are identified by number designation, and each one works a fixed shift. The 1st platoon works 7 a.m. to 3 p.m., 2nd platoon works 3 p.m. to 11 p.m., and the 3rd platoon works 11 p.m. to 7 a.m. A major source of irritation to the officers is that they are required to report for roll call 35 minutes before the start of the shift, a seemingly minor thing but one that adds up to 11 extra hours of work per month, 11 hours for which they aren't paid overtime. The lack of overtime money during the early-to-mid 1990's forced a lot of officers to spend as much or more time working off-duty security details as they did working their normal shifts.
Frank was assigned to 2nd platoon, working the second watch, 2:25 p.m. to 11:00 p.m. Lt. Frank Van Dalen was her platoon commander. Van Dalen put her on Sergeant David Slicho's squad, the same squad as Officer Ronnie Williams. Right from the start, during a time when most rookie cops are out to prove themselves, when many have to be reined in and have their enthusiasm curbed by more seasoned veterans, Frank's work was not exactly awe-inspiring.
"She was too timid," Sergeant Slicho says. "I only saw her at the beginning and end of the shift."
According to a lot of cops at the 7th District, Frank had no idea what police work was about, and she had no idea how to do it. Frank's platoon commander describes her in almost the exact same language as that used by her high school teachers. "Frank was real meek. She was a nonentity," Lt. Van Dalen says. "If this (the murders) hadn't happened, we never would have known she was here."
After graduating from the academy, each newly commissioned New Orleans police officer spends four months riding with a field training officer. The FTOs are supposed to show the rookies how to take the knowledge they learned in the controlled environment of the academy and use it in the uncontrolled environment of the street. After just three months, Frank's FTO was ready to send her back to the academy for more training. "She really didn't seem to have a grasp of what she needed to do to be a policeman," one veteran officer said.
In addition to problems on the job, it was also during Frank's time with her FTO that her personal life took a strange turn. Her father vanished.
Just before Frank had entered the academy, she'd moved from her house on Sheephead Street to another rented house at 7524 Michigan Street, also in New Orleans East. Although at the time she moved, Frank couldn't have known what police district she was going to be assigned to, it's very likely--given her past behavior--that she did some heavy-duty finagling while at the academy to boost her odds of getting sent to the district in which she'd recently rented a new house.
On September 26, at 6:00 p.m., on one of Frank's regular days off, she strolled into the 7th District station and spun a bizarre tale. She told the desk officer that she needed to file a missing persons report. It seemed her father had disappeared a few days before from the house they shared on Michigan Street, and Frank was starting to get worried. The officer assigned to handle the complaint, James Williams, Jr., radioed the command desk and requested an item number under which he could file the report. Then he sat down with Frank and took a statement from her.
Frank's father, Adam Frank, Sr., was a 46-year-old Vietnam veteran. He had worked for the telephone company in Opelousas but had moved back to New Orleans and moved in with his daughter a year or so earlier. Neighbors had frequently seen him outside painting and fixing up the house. At the time of his disappearance, Adam Frank wasn't working, he had no car, nor did he have a history of unexplained absence.
In her statement to the investigating officer, Frank claimed that she last saw her father three days before, at 4:30 in the afternoon, when she had left the rented house they shared on Michigan Street. She said he'd been wearing black shorts, a white T-shirt, and black combat boots.
She said that when she returned home at about 9:00 that night, her father was gone. Frank said that about 48 hours after her father's disappearance--and a full day before she decided to contact the police--she received a strange telephone call. When she answered the phone, a voice on the line said, "I am gonna get you." Then the caller hung up. Frank didn't mention to the reporting officer if the voice belonged to a man or a woman.
Frank also told Officer Williams that about two months before her father disappeared, he'd mentioned to her that he owed someone money, but she said he hadn't told her whom he owed it to or how much he owed.
Later, Frank mentioned to neighbors that the telephone company had transferred her father out of town. Adam Frank, Sr. has not been seen alive since.
CHAPTER 11
At the end of her four-month field-training program, and despite the misgivings of her FTO, Frank somehow--just like always--managed to squeak by with a combination of charm and guile.
By January 1994, Frank was a full-fledged police officer. She'd made it through the hiring process, the academy, and the FTO program. All she needed was a partner.
Police partnerships are important. In New Orleans, two-man cars handle the majority of emergency calls for service, such as crimes in progress. One-man cars handle the non-emergency calls, mainly taking reports of crimes that have already happened and working minor traffic accidents. Riding in a car for eight hours a day with someone you don't get along with or don't trust is a recipe for disaster.
Police officers have to make a lot of judgment calls, and partners have to back each other up. They also have to be able to trust each other enough so that if the shit hits the fan, and it's just the two of them surrounded--as they say in New Orleans--by alligators, they'll fight their way out together.
New Orleans is a violent city. The criminals carry guns. The guns are easy to get and legal to carry in a car. In the early-to-mid 1990's, there was a little store just below New Orleans, in neighboring St. Bernard Parish, called Chalmette Jewelry. The store was selling thousands of guns to convicted felons by simply allowing a convict's girlfriend or non-convicted-felon buddy to fill out the paperwork. And they weren't just selling cheap pistols--the typical "Saturday night special." They were selling a lot of Tec-9's and MAK-90'S. The MAK's were a Chinese-made, civilian version of the Soviet AK-47 assault rifle. The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms (ATF) eventually put some of the owners of Chalmette Jewelry in prison, but it didn't do much to stop guns from getting into the hands of criminals.
At the 7th District, Lt. Van Dalen tried to find the right partner for Antoinette Frank. He tried a couple of male officers, but that didn't work. She accused them of sexually harassing her. He tried a couple of female officers, but that didn't work either. According to one former 7th District field training officer, "She wouldn't get along with guys, and she wouldn't get along with the girls."
By the spring of 1994, Van Dalen had to do something with Frank. She couldn't get along with a partner, yet she wasn't competent to work alone. Frank had been on the job, including her four months at the academy, for just over a year and had Civil Service protection. She had also, at least on paper, successfully competed her field training.
The lieutenant's options were limited. With her Civil Service protection, firing Frank wouldn't be easy. Then there was the racial component Van Dalen may have considered. In a city in which racial tension is always simmering, Van Dalen, as a white male supervisor, wouldn't have been doing himself or his career any favors by recommending the firing of a newly hired, black female police officer. He also genuinely liked Frank. He thought she was nice; she just didn't need to be a police officer.
Another option was to transfer her, to another platoon or maybe even to another district, but Van Dalen wasn't like that. He was the kind of man who liked to take care of his own problems, not pass them on to someone else.
So if firing Frank was out and transferring Frank was out, that only left one option: Van Dalen had to make her a better police officer. He reached out to Officer Colin Danos (name changed at the officer's request). Danos was one of the district's FTOs, but he didn't have a trainee at the time. He'd also just transferred to the 2nd platoon from the night watch and didn't have a regular partner yet. Danos was a good cop. Although standing just 5 feet, 2 inches, he was muscular, with the build of a fireplug. He'd also spent time on the district task force and in narcotics. Task force cops didn't handle calls; they were a hard-charging group of officers, mostly young, mostly male, whose job was to go out, kick ass, and put criminals in jail. Danos had racked up several medals and commendations for bravery.
One day just after roll call, Danos heard the lieutenant was looking for him. "What's up L-T," he asked as he strolled into the boss's office.
"Close the door," Van Dalen said, then nodded to a chair. "Have a seat."
"Uh oh. I got another complaint?" Aggressive officers earned two things--commendations and complaints.
"Colin," Van Dalen said, coming straight to the point. "I want you to ride with Frank."
Danos shook his head. "No, L-T. You can't do that to me."
Van Dalen raised his hand. "Just for a little while. I want you to evaluate her and tell me what you think."
"Man, I heard she don't get along with nobody."
"I'm not asking you to marry her, just ride with her."
"What's this about?" Danos said. "You trying to get rid of her or what?"
"No. I think she'll be all right if we just put her with the right person. She's a nice kid. She's just a little bit..."
"Scared?"
"Timid," Van Dalen said. "I don't think she learned enough at the academy, so I want you to kind of give her an advanced course in how to be a policeman."
However reluctantly he had accepted it, Danos took his assignment seriously. He and Frank became partners. "I rode with her the whole summer," he says. "She was a little country, a little bit slow. She was not an aggressive person."
When they were working, Danos had to do almost all the driving because Frank didn't like to drive. And when Danos forced her to drive, it sometimes nearly led to disaster. "She almost wrecked the car one time because she was trying to keep from running over a cat," Danos says. "You know if it comes down to wrecking a police car and maybe getting somebody killed or running over a damn cat, you're going to kill that fucking cat."
One night on a shots-fired call, Frank and Danos rolled up on a guy with a gun. Danos bailed out of the car and ran the suspect down on foot. "I grabbed the guy and the gun, handcuffed him, and I turn around and she's just standing there, watching."
Sometime during the summer of 1994, Frank's 24-year-old brother, Adam Frank, Jr., moved into her house at 7524 Michigan Street, the same house from which their father, Adam Frank, Sr., had disappeared the previous fall.
Adam Jr. was big, 6 feet, 5 inches tall and weighed in at about 200 pounds. He was also a fugitive. He had been convicted of burglary in their hometown of Opelousas and was wanted for probation violation. The police department in Opelousas also had a warrant out for Adam Jr.'s arrest for two counts of attempted manslaughter. Opelousas was too small of a town and Adam Jr. was too well known for him to hide there for very long, so he decided to head to New Orleans to lay low for a while.
It was during that long hot summer of 1994, as the murder rate in New Orleans skyrocketed to new heights, that Danos met Frank's brother for the first time. "Me and her would be riding together," Danos says, "and he'd call her on the phone and tell her he'd cooked some food. So we'd stop by her house, and he'd fix us dinner."
* * *
One of the 7th District officers, Stanley Morlier, Jr., had a lucrative security detail at the Kim Anh restaurant on Bullard Avenue. During the summer of 1994, he asked a couple of his friends and fellow 7th District officers, Colin Danos and Ronnie Williams, to help him work it. Ronnie and his wife already had one son and another one on the way, so he was only too happy to get the opportunity to find a steady supply of extra income.
The restaurant was owned and operated by the Vu family, a tight-knit and hard-working, Catholic Vietnamese family who had immigrated to the United States piecemeal over an 11-year period beginning in 1979, just four years after their native South Vietnam fell into communist hands.
All six Vus--mom, dad, and the four children: Ha, 24; Chau, 23; Quoc, 18; Cuong, 17--worked at the restaurant. The Vu children were good kids. None of them had ever been in any kind of trouble. The oldest, Ha, a student at Delgado Community College; and the youngest, Cuong, a junior at Sarah T. Reed High School and a member of the school's football team, both had plans to enter the Catholic clergy. Chau was also in college, and Quoc was in his senior year of high school.
The Vus treated the detail officers like family.
According to Danos, the elder Vus were part of a community financial organization that operated like an informal bank. Vietnamese families pooled their money by paying into the club a certain amount of cash every month. The pool of cash allowed members to take out short-term loans to buy a house or start a business. Mrs. Vu was the club treasurer and held most of the cash. According to Chau Vu, her parents had just borrowed $10,000 from the club to make improvements to the restaurant plumbing and parking lot.
Danos also managed to work his "partner," the skittish Antoinette Frank, into the detail at the Vus' restaurant. The reaction of the Vus to Officer Frank was immediate acceptance. Almost from the start, they took her in and made her feel at home. According to Danos, "The Vus took a real liking to her. I mean they were in love with this girl. They bought her presents for this, presents for that; anything she wanted, anything she needed, they gave her."
The Vu family's generosity, particularly Mrs. Vu's, and their love for Antoinette Frank was reiterated after the shootings in a statement Chau gave to the police. In slightly broken English, she told investigators, "But we think her like family. My mom loves her. I think she like my family. We kiss her...we, we like..." Although Chau broke down at that point and couldn't finish her thought, it's clear enough. The Vus loved and trusted Antoinette Frank.
By the end of the summer, Morlier and Danos picked up a second detail, this one at a bar at Chef Menteur Highway and Michoud Boulevard. Because the bar detail paid better, the two officers let Ronnie Williams take over the Kim Anh, and they left Antoinette Frank to help him.
While Frank had been busy ingratiating herself with the Vus, she'd also been trying to look out for her brother, Adam Jr. With Antoinette's consent, Adam started spending a lot of time hanging out at the Kim Anh. The Vus had a karaoke machine, and on weekend nights, customers took to the small stage set up across the dining room from the bar to belt out their favorite songs. Sometimes Frank would drop her brother off at the restaurant in the afternoon before she went to work and not pick him up until the end of her shift, nearly nine hours later. Sometimes, Adam Jr. stayed until the Kim Anh closed at one o'clock in the morning. "He was just hanging around, mooching free food. He had nothing to do," Stanley Morlier says.
The fact that Adam Jr., a convicted felon and a fugitive wanted for trying to kill two people, a man who had fled to New Orleans to escape law enforcement, spent so much time around policemen said a lot for the faith he had in his sister's ability to shield him.
According to Danos, Adam Jr. was at the restaurant so much that the Vus eventually put him to work as a bar back and an occasional bartender. Danos says that it was while Adam Jr. was working that he got a look at the safe the Vus had built under the bar. Inside that safe is where Mrs. Vu kept the financial club deposits. Danos occasionally saw inside the safe. "There were stacks of money in there, mainly hundred dollar bills."
* * *
By September, Officer Colin Danos felt as if he'd done what Lt. Van Dalen had asked him to do. He'd ridden with Frank and evaluated her performance. Now all that was left for him to do was report back to Van Dalen, or so he thought.
Danos shut the door as he stepped into the lieutenant's office.
"Well?" Van Dalen asked. "What do you think?"
Danos dropped into a chair in front of his boss's desk. Then he looked at Van Dalen and shrugged. "She might make it if she rides with somebody, but she'll never make it on her own."
"Why do you say that?"
"She's shy, she's timid, she's just afraid."
Van Dalen dragged a hand down over his face. Silence hung between the two men for several seconds. "I want you to keep working with her."
Danos leaned back in the chair, as if he could distance himself from Van Dalen's order. "No way, lieutenant. You asked me just to evaluate her. I been riding with her all summer."
"I think you've already done her some good. I've seen some improvement."
"Put her with--"
"I need her with you."
"Why?"
"Because I want you to look out for her and keep her out of trouble. If you stay with her, I think she'll make it. If not..." He shrugged. "I don't know."
Danos felt the pressure. Another officer's career might be in his hands. If he stayed with Frank, she might get to keep her job; if he quit working with her, she might very well lose it.
"The rank was trying to make up their mind if they were going to keep the girl or not," Danos says. "But you really can't teach somebody how to be a police officer. It's got to be in you, and it was not in her to be a police officer."
Still, Danos agreed to try.
CHAPTER 12
Rogers LaCaze was born in New Orleans on August 13, 1976, the son of Michael LaCaze, Sr. and Alice Chaney. He had an older brother by a couple of years, Michael LaCaze, Jr. Rogers, whose IQ as an adult was tested at 71, wasn't cut out to be a student, so after an undistinguished academic career in New Orleans public schools, considered by many to be some of the worst in the country, he dropped out during 10th grade.
Iona Brown, best friend of LaCaze's mother, has known LaCaze since he was seven years old. "Rogers was a good child," she said. "He never gave me no disrespect." But during LaCaze's teen years, Ms. Brown said she noticed a change in her best friend's son. "He did wrong as a teen," she said. She also noticed that by the time he was 15 or 16, Rogers, who never had a job, was wearing nothing but designer clothes. Brown knew his mother hadn't bought the clothes for him. "He had the street life," she said.
During his teen years, LaCaze fathered at least three children. Renetta Marigany had two sons by him. Renee Braddy, the woman LaCaze was living with on the night of the Kim Anh murders, had a daughter with him.
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