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S h ohortly
r t l y after an evening nap, Patrick Skinner drove to the police station in the Third
ill-fitting
Precinct in Savannah, Georgia, wearing illtting body armor. It was late
December, and bitterly cold, and he figured
gured that the weather
weather would bring fewer
"Summertime is the murder
shootings than usual but more cases
cases of domestic abuse. “Summertime
time,”
time," he said. He had come to work early to tape together his body camera, because
the clasp was
was broken.

S

The shift supervisor—a tall corporal with a slight paunch—stood at a lectern. “Good
"Good
mornin', mornin’,
mornin', mornin’,”
mornin'," he said. It was 10:31 P.M.
mornin’,
. . Speaking through a wad of
tobacco, he delivered a briefing
brie ng on criminal activities from earlier in the day,
day, then listed
vehicles that had been reported stolen. “Look
"Look out for a cooter-colored truck,"
truck,” he said.
The walls of the briefing
brie ng room were
were sparsely
sparsely decorated. There was
was aa map of each beat
within the precinct—an area, more than half
half the size of
of Manhattan, that includes
Savannah's most violent neighborhoods—along with a display case of various drug
Savannah’s
samples and a whiteboard listing police cars that were out of commission. One had
overheated, two had been wrecked in accidents, and two others had broken headlights.
A sixth car waslalabelled
11belled “unsafe
11"unsafe for road."
road.”
"What does 'unsafe
“What
‘unsafe for road'
road’ mean?"
mean?” a
a cop asked.
"That's all our cars,"
“That’s
cars,” another said.
Most patrol officers
oﬃcers drive old
old Ford
Ford Crown
Crown Victorias, several
several of which are
are approaching
approaching
two hundred thousand miles on the odometer—"and
odometer—“and those are cop miles, where we're
we’re
ooring it at least twice an
an hour,"
hour,” Skinner told me.
me. Officers
Oﬃcers complain
complain about
about worn
worn tires,
tires,
flooring

dodgy brakes, and holes in the seats
seats where guns and batons have
have rubbed impressions
into the fabric. Many cars run twenty-four hours a day.
Skinner, who is forty-seven, is short and bald, with a trim beard, Arctic-blue eyes,
eyes, and a
magnetic social energy that has the effect
eﬀect of putting people around him at ease. He
wears humor and extroversion as
of shield; most of his colleagues know almost
as a kind of
nothing about his life leading up to the moment they met.

At around 3 A.M.,
. ., a call came in: a "strange
“strange vehicle"
vehicle” was idling in someone'
someone’ss driveway, in
the Summerside neighborhood. The caller gave no address
address and no description of the
car.
Though Skinner had completed his training just two months earlier, he already knew
every road in the Third Precinct. On slow nights, he tried to memorize the locations of
every
Savannah’s
traﬃc lights and
and stop signs,
signs, so
so that he could visualize the quickest route to
Savannah's traffic
any call. Darren Bradley, who went through training with Skinner, said, “When
"When they
any
of nearly two hundred radio
gave us the sheets with police signals and codes"—a
codes”—a list of
call signs—"he
signs—“he looked it over once and had it in his head."
head.”
As Skinner approached Summerside, a white Camaro with tinted windows pulled out
and came toward him. Cars registered in Georgia don't
don’t have license plates on the front,
but, as the Camaro zoomed past, Skinner glanced into his side mirror, memorized the
rear-plate number from its backward reflection,
re ection, and called it in.
Skinner sped north, picturing the Camaro's
Camaro’s likely escape route, and how to cut the
"If he’s
he's an idiot, he’ll
he'll turn right on Fifty-second Street and end up behind me
driver off.
oﬀ. “If
light," Skinner said. Two minutes later, the Camaro rounded a bend and
at the next light,”
pulled up behind Skinner. He smiled.
In Savannah, several cars are stolen every day—often for use in other crimes. The
Camaro driver made some evasive maneuvers, but, to Skinner, this behavior did not
qualify as probable cause
cause for a traffic
traﬃc stop. When the dispatcher
dispatcher ran aa check
check on the
license plate, it came back clean. Skinner continued on his patrol.

Georgia's law-enforcement-training program does not teach recruits to memorize
Georgia’s
of Skinner’s
Skinner's abilities, that skill was honed
license plates backward in mirrors. Like many of
in the C.I.A. He joined the agency during the early days of America's
America’s war on terror, one

of the darkest periods in its history, and spent almost a decade running assets in
Afghanistan, Jordan, and Iraq. He shook hands with lawmakers, C.I.A. directors, the
of Jordan, the Emir of Qatar, the Prime Minister of Singapore, and Presidents of
King of
Afghanistan and the United States. “I
"I became the Forrest Gump of counterterrorism
of the margins of history. But over
and law enforcement,"
enforcement,” he said, stumbling in and out of
the years
years he came to believe that counterterrorism was
was creating more problems than it
solved, fuelling illiberalism and hysteria, destroying communities overseas,
overseas, and
diverting attention and resources from essential problems in the United States.
Meanwhile, American police forces were adopting some of the militarized tactics that
"We have to stop treating people like
Skinner had seen give rise to insurgencies abroad. “We
we're
Fallujah," he told me. “It
"It doesn't
we’re in Fallujah,”
doesn’t work. Just look what happened in Fallujah."
Fallujah.” In
time, he came to believe that the most meaningful application of his training and
expertise—the only way to exemplify his beliefs about American security, at home and
abroad—was to become a community police officer
oﬃcer in Savannah,
Savannah, where he
he grew
grew up.

"We write these strategic white papers, saying things like 'Get
“We
‘Get the local Sunni
"Cool. Got it. But, then, if I say,
'Get the people
population on our side,'
side,’ "Skinner
” Skinner said. “Cool.
say, ‘Get
who live at Thirty-eighth and Bulloch on our side,'
side,’ you realize, man, that's
that’s fucking hard
it’s just a city block. It sounds so
so stupid when you apply the rhetoric over here.
—and it's
Who's
Who’s the leader of the white community in Live Oak neighborhood? Or the poor
community?" Skinner shook his head. “" 'Leader
community?”
‘Leader of the Iraqi community.'
community.’ What the fuck
does that mean?"
mean?”
No military force can end terrorism, just as
as firefighters
re ghters can't
can’t end
end fire
re and
and cops
cops can't
can’t end
end
"It can't
crime. But there are ways to build a resilient society. “It
can’t be on a government
'In six months, show us these results,'
"It has to be ‘I
'I
contract that says
says ‘In
results,’ "Skinner
” Skinner said. “It
of Voltaire’s
Voltaire's
live here. This is my job forever.'
forever.’ ”"He
He compared his situation to that of
Candide, who, after enduring a litany of
of absurd horrors in a society plagued by
fanaticism and incompetence, concludes that the only truly worthwhile activity is
"Except my garden is the Third Precinct,”
Precinct," Skinner said.
tending his garden. “Except
ve never been a senior anything,"
anything,” Skinner said. "Always
“Always a rookie."
rookie.” In 1991, when
CC I ) ye
he was
was nineteen, he joined the Coast Guard; he spent two years
years carrying out
search-and-rescue operations, followed by three years working on an icebreaker in the
Hudson River.

“I’

He met his wife, Theresa, in the Coast Guard, and in 1999 she
she was
was assigned to a
position at headquarters, in Washington, D.C. Skinner, who had spent the past couple
of years working as
as a waiter and a flight
ight attendant while finishing
nishing his college
college degree,
degree,
joined the Capitol Police, but his graduation ceremony was interrupted by the terrorist
attacks on September 11, 2001. Before the debris settled, Skinner had faxed an
application to the C.I.A. In the following weeks, the agency
agency received more than a
hundred thousand applications; it took months to sift through the pile.

The Capitol Police temporarily assigned Skinner to plainclothes duty in the Senate. On
January 29, 2002, he accompanied Mayor Michael Bloomberg to President George W.
Bush's first
Bush’s
rst State of the Union address.
address. They sat together as
as Bush spoke
spoke of an "axis
“axis of
evil" made up of rogue states "and
evil”
“and their terrorist allies,"
allies,” setting the stage for the invasion
of Iraq.
Later that year, Skinner left the Capitol Police and became an air marshal. One day, he
"You applied to work for the government?"
got a call from a blocked number. “You
government?” the caller
asked.

"I already work for the government,"
“I
government,” Skinner replied.
"Yeah, but I mean the government."
“Yeah,
government.”
The caller was a recruiter for the C.I.A. “He
"He asked me some
some rapid-fire
rapid- re questions—'Is
questions—‘Is
Kashmir?' ‘What
What was the date of Partition?’
Partition?' ‘Name
Name
the Indus River north or south of Kashmir?’
five
ve towns in the
the occupied
occupied West Bank'—basically
Bank’—basically to cross
cross me
me off
oﬀ his list,"
list,” Skinner said.
said.
"But I knew all the answers, because I had sat on airplanes for the past six months,
“But
doing nothing but reading newspapers and The Economist."
Economist.”
In the summer of 2003, Skinner joined the C.I.A.'s
C.I.A.’s third post-9/11 class,
class, as a
prospective case
case officer,
oﬃcer, working under
under diplomatic cover.
cover. He refuses
refuses to
to discuss
discuss the
the
officially acknowledge its existence—but
training program—the agency doesn't
doesn’t oﬃcially
existence—but much
of itit can be pieced together from memoirs by former spies.

Training begins at the C.I.A. headquarters, in Langley, Virginia, where aspiring case
case
officers develop
oﬃcers
develop cover
cover identities
identities to
to facilitate
facilitate clandestine
clandestine work
work abroad.
abroad. After
After aa few
few
months, they are sent to the Farm—a sprawling, wooded campus in southeastern
Virginia. There, for about nine months, the students inhabit an increasingly complex

role-playing scenario, in which the Farm is a fictitious
ctitious unfriendly country and the
instructors serve as
as teachers, tacticians, sources, border guards, and officers
oﬃcers of a hostile
hostile
intelligence agency. Case officers
oﬃcers rarely steal secrets
secrets themselves;
themselves; instead,
instead, they recruit
well-placed foreigners to pass
pass along information.
Students practice their recruitment skills at fake embassy
embassy parties. Each is assigned a
target from the host country, and is tasked with carrying out conversations that play to
the target's
target’s interests and hobbies; by the end of
of the evening, students are expected to
have elicited their assets'
assets’ contact details, which are used to begin a delicate, monthslong process of recruitment. The next day, they receive feedback on their approach.
They lose points for tells as
as minor as
as drinking beer from a bottle; diplomats typically
use a glass.
use
Students are trained in tactical skills that they hope they'll
they’ll never need. During the
driving course, known as
as "crash
“crash and burn,"
burn,” they learn how to avoid obstacles at high
speeds, how to behave
behave at checkpoints, and how to smash through barricades. They
practice navigation and hand-to-hand combat, and spend days hiding in the mud while
being hunted by armed instructors. They are taught to jump out of
of airplanes and to
of secret communications.
handle explosives, foreign weapons, and the gadgetry of

They also spend hundreds of hours outside the campus, skulking through suburban
Virginia and Maryland, crafting surveillance-detection routes, on foot and in rental
cars. Each student scopes out sites at which to meet with the asset from the embassy
embassy
party, then devises ninety-minute paths to the locations, through congested areas and
isolated roads, with regular stops at gas stations and shops, in order to obscure the real
objective, which is to draw a surveillance team into view. Every year, the agency wrecks
several rental cars; students spend so much time staring at their mirrors that they
of what’s
what's in front of them.
sometimes lose sight of

justibly,
Police receive little training on de-escalation. "This
“This is how situations go so,
so, so
so badly—yet justi
ably, legally,"
legally,”
Skinner said.
Photograph by Jonno Rattman
Rattman for The New Yorker

C.I.A.’s fixation
xation on area
area familiarization has
has shaped
shaped Skinner's
Skinner’s approach
approach to
T h ehe C.I.A.'s
of his beat, then working
policing. He begins each shift by driving the perimeter of
his way inward, sometimes heading the wrong direction down one-way streets to insure
that he does not fall into familiar patterns. On slow nights, he parks at the scenes
scenes of
unsolved robberies that took place weeks earlier and imagines which escape route the
thief
thief would have taken, so that next time he can go straight to wherever the thief is
headed.

T

In the Third Precinct, many establishments that stay open past midnight are robbed at
gunpoint several times a year. "People
“People thank cops for their service, but they should be
"They're way more likely to have
thanking McDonald's
McDonald’s workers,"
workers,” Skinner told me. “They’re
have a
"The only place that doesn't
gun in their face than I am."
am.” He added, “The
doesn’t really get hit is the
If this place gets shut down, how will we
late-night liquor store. People are thinking, If
get in drunken fights?"
ghts?”

One night, Skinner and I arrived at the site of a
a mystifying car wreck near Candler
of a
Hospital, on the southern edge of the precinct. Someone, while driving out of
a parking
lot, had launched a Ford Taurus more than twenty feet up a grassy
grassy knoll and into the
hospital's sign. The front seat was covered in blood, but there was
hospital’s
was no one around. In the
back, Skinner found diapers, an empty bottle of the opiate hydrocodone, an extra set of
of
license plates, and a driver's
driver’s license showing a thin white man in his late twenties, with
dishevelled brown hair.

"He didn't
far," an officer
“He
didn’t have to walk far,”
oﬃcer quipped. The emergency-room
emergency-room entrance
entrance was
was at
at
the other end of
of the lot.
"Already checked. He's
“Already
He’s not there,"
there,” Bradley McClellan, a young patrol officer,
oﬃcer, said.
Candler Hospital is on a busy highway, surrounded by strip malls and residential
streets. Skinner narrowed his search to three likely spots, based on the cold weather and
the apparent extent of the driver's
driver’s injuries. He drove two blocks to a McDonald's,
McDonald’s, and
the Walgreens next door, and told employees to look out for "Shaggy,
“Shaggy, from `Scooby‘ScoobyDoo,' but drunk and bleeding."
"He's not embarrassed that he'
Doo,’
bleeding.” Skinner explained, “He’s
he’ss a
D.U.I." By sobering up before turning himself
poor driver—he'
driver—he’ss running from a D.U.I.”
himself in, the
man could avoid alcohol-related charges.

Skinner's third hunch was that the man had gone north on Habersham Street—
Skinner’s
heading back toward town, to be picked up by a friend. At 2:41 A.M.,
. ., medical personnel
at Candler called the police; Shaggy had been picked up, drunk and bleeding, at a gas
gas
station on Habersham, and was now in the E.R., shouting expletives and trying to
attack the medical staff.
staﬀ. A doctor suspected that he had broken his back, and had him
involuntarily committed and strapped to a board. After his blood was taken, the cops
just needed a warrant for the sample to prove the D.U.I. in court.
T n the summer of 2004, Skinner completed his C.I.A. training and was deployed to
i Kandahar,
Kandahar, an Afghan city near the border with Pakistan, where the agency
agency was
of the former home of Mullah
Mullah Omar, the one-eyed leader of
of the Afghan
operating out of
Taliban. Kabul had fallen three years earlier, but Al Q2.eda'
Qaeda’ss leadership had found refuge
in the mountainous border areas, and Pakistani intelligence was
was quietly supporting the
Taliban. C.I.A. officers,
oﬃcers, confined
con ned to
toAfghanistan,
Afghanistan,struggled
struggled to
to recruit
recruitassets
assets who
who could
could
penetrate jihadi networks in Pakistan's
Pakistan’s lawless tribal areas.Access
Access was
was not the C.I.A.'s
C.I.A.’s

I

only obstacle; elsewhere in Afghanistan, the agency was using National Geographic
maps from the nineteen-sixties, with names for landmarks and villages that didn't
didn’t
correspond to those used by the locals.

"We
People in Kandahar often sought Skinner out, hoping to trade secrets for cash. “We
were temporary-duty officers,
oﬃcers, and they
they knew our rotations,"
rotations,” he told me.
me. "They'd
“They’d have
have aa
of how, in Quetta"—just
story of
Quetta”—just across the Pakistani border—"they
border—“they had seen bin Laden,
Zawahiri, Captain Marvel—all these people. And if you just got there you're,
you’re, like, ‘Holy
'Holy
I'm the best case officer
fucking shit, I’m
oﬃcer in American
American history!'
history!’ And you
you give
give them
them five
ve
hundred bucks and write it up for Langley."
Langley.” By the end of his rotation, Skinner had
heard the same
same discredited stories dozens of times.
Douglas Laux, a case
case officer
oﬃcer from Indiana, had studied Pashto,
Pashto, the language
language spoken
spoken in
southern Afghanistan, before deploying to Kandahar, in 2010. When several walk-ins
gave him the name of the same
same Taliban fighter,
ghter, he asked
asked one
one of them how everyone had
had
suddenly learned it. “He
"He informed me that the local Afghan radio stations in the area
suddenly
regularly broadcast the names of individuals the U.S. military wanted information
about," Laux writes in his memoir, “"Left
of Boom
Boom,"
about,”
Left of
,” which was heavily redacted by the
C.I.A. The military knew this but had neglected to inform the agency, and walk-ins
had been cashing in for years.

"The best assets I ever ran weren't
Espionage hinges on human relationships. “The
weren’t in it for
money," Skinner said. “They
"They had this urge to be part of something bigger. It wasn't
money,”
wasn’t
patriotism—they just wanted to be part of a
a high-functioning team."
team.” But most assets
could be trusted only in a very narrow context, and locals routinely sought American
firepower
repower to back
back them in personal or tribal disputes.
disputes. "They
“They might tell you
you it's
it’s to
to help
help
their country—they know we love to hear that—when it's
it’s actually revenge,"
revenge,” Skinner
said.
In Afghanistan, the U.S. military was trying to defeat the Taliban and install a new
government, while the C.I.A. was primarily focussed on killing members of Al Q2.eda.
Qaeda.
At times, Special Operations Forces
Forces and intelligence officers
oﬃcers coordinated
coördinated on
on highly
effective raids. But tactical successes are meaningless without a strategy, and it wore on
eﬀective
Skinner and other C.I.A. personnel that they could rarely explain how storming
Afghan villages made
made American civilians safer.

They also never understood why the United States leadership apparently believed that
the American
American presence would fixx Afghanistan. "We
“We were
were trying to do nation-building
with less information than I get now at police roll call,"
call,” Skinner said. Two months into
the U.S. invasion, Donald Rumsfeld, the Defense Secretary, revealed in a memo that he
didn't know what languages were spoken in Afghanistan. Each raid broke the country a
didn’t
little more than the previous one. "So
“So we would try harder, which would make it worse,"
worse,”
"And so we'd
Skinner said. “And
we’d try even harder, which would make it even worse.),
worse.”
The assessments
assessments of field
eld operatives carried
carried little weight with officials
oﬃcials in
in Washington.
Washington.
"They were telling us, ‘Too
Too many
“They
many people have died here for us just to leave,'
leave,’ "Skinner
” Skinner
recalled. “" 'But
‘But we don't
don’t want to give the Taliban a timeline.'
timeline.’ So, forever? Is that what
you're
you’re going for? They fucking live there, dude."
dude.”
Skinner spent a year in Afghanistan, often under fire
re from Taliban positions, and
returned several times in the next decade. He kept a note pinned to his ballistic vest
"Tell my wife it was pointless."
that read “Tell
pointless.”

T h ehe preferred weapon of
of the Taliban—and of most insurgencies, worldwide—is the
Kalashnikov, a Soviet-developed assault rifle
ri e that can penetrate aa person'
person’ss torso
half aa mile away. Last year, Bradley McClellan confiscated
from more than half
con scated aa
Kalashnikov and several pistols from two juvenile pot dealers in Savannah. Although
police-issue bulletproof
bulletproof vests can stop rounds fired
red from aa handgun, they are useless
useless
"After seeing
against assault rifles.
ri es. “After
seeing what little kids can
can get their hands
hands on,
on, I went out
and bought hard plates,"
plates,” designed for use in war zones, McClellan told me. The plates
s salary.
cost him more than five
ve hundred dollars—a week'
week’s
salary.

T

The prevalence of high-powered weapons in America is creating an arms race between
citizens and the authorities. Each year, dozens of cops are shot dead, and officers
oﬃcers kill
around a thousand members of the public—often after mistaking innocuous objects for
weapons or frightened behavior for threats. Meanwhile, peaceful protesters are
increasingly confronted with snipers, armored vehicles, and smoke and tear gas. In the
past twenty years, more than five
ve billion dollars'
dollars’ worth of military gear has
has been
been
transferred from the military to state and local police departments, including nightvision equipment, boats, aircraft, grenade launchers, and bayonets. “If
"If we wanted an
MRAP"-a
”—a military vehicle, designed to protect soldiers from ambushes and mines—"we
mines—“we
would just have to submit an application to the federal government,"
government,” Skinner told me.

According to David M. Kennedy, one of the nation's
nation’s leading criminologists, American
"The kind of thinking that
policing is practiced more as
as a craft than as
as a profession. “The
should go into framing and refining
re ning what aa profession of public safety should be
be has
has
still not been done,"
done,” he told me. Officers
Oﬃcers are
are deployed
deployed as
as enforcers
enforcers of the state,
state, without
being taught psychology, anthropology, sociology, community dynamics, local history, or
criminology. Lethal force is prioritized above other options. When Skinner joined the
police force, everyone in his class
class was
was given a pistol, but none were given Tasers,
because the department had run out.
Georgia’s state police-training facilities, the focus is "all
“all tactics and law,"
law,” Skinner
At Georgia's
told me. Officers
Oﬃcers are
are taught
taught that "once
“once you
you give
give aa lawful order
order it has
has to
to be
be followed—
followed—
"lawful order"
may not understand
and that means immediately."
immediately.” But the recipient of a
a “lawful
order” may
may lead to the use
use of force.
why it’s
it's being issued, or that his or her failure to comply may
There's
There’s no training on how to de-escalate tense scenarios in which no crime has
has been
been
committed, even though the majority of
of police calls fall into that category. It is up to
the officer's
oﬃcer’s discretion to
to shape
shape these
these interactions,
interactions, and
and the
the most
most straightforward option
is to order belligerent people to the ground and, if they resist, tackle them and put them
in cuffs.
cuﬀs.
“This
justi ably, legally,”
"This is how situations go so, so badly—yet justifiably,
legally," Skinner said. Police
officers often encounter
oﬃcers
encounter people
people during
during the
the worst
worst moments
moments of their lives,
lives, and
and Skinner
Skinner
believes that his role is partly to resolve trouble and partly to prevent people from
crossing the line from what he calls "near-crime"
“near-crime” into "actual
“actual crime."
crime.” The goal, he said,
is "to
“to slow things down, using the power of human interaction more than the power of
the state."
state.”

"The de-escalation calls are so much more draining for me than grabbing people,"
“The
people,” he
"My head is humming during the call. It’s
It's exactly—and I mean exactly—like
told me. “My
the prep work I used to do for the agency, where you're
you’re seeing the interaction unfold in
it." As a case
the way that you steer it.”
case officer,
oﬃcer, Skinner drew flowcharts,
owcharts, mapping out
out every
every
"instead of
of having a week
direction he thought a conversation might go. Now, he said, “instead
to prepare for the meeting, I have as
as much time as
as it takes to drive up to the call."
call.”
Skinner always drives with the windows down: he tries to maximize the number of
encounters people have with the police in which they feel neither scrutinized nor under
"You sometimes hear cops talk about people in the community as 'civilians,'
suspicion. “You
‘civilians,’

but that's
"We're not the military. The people we're
that’s bullshit,"
bullshit,” he said. “We’re
we’re policing are our
neighbors. This is not semantics—if you say
say it enough, it becomes a mind-set."
mind-set.” On days
off; he stays at home, tending his garden and his pets and soaking in his iron bathtub,
oﬀ,
with an iPad propped against the faucet, watching standup-comedy routines and
"Little frown here
studying how facial expressions and vocal tones can defuse tension. “Little
or little shrug there makes a huge difference,"
diﬀerence,” he recently posted to Twitter, along with
aa clip of Ricky Gervais delivering morbid jokes about orphans and cancer.
officer
During several searches and a house raid, I noticed that Skinner was the only oﬃcer
. ., an alarm was
was triggered at his mother's
mother’s
who kept his gun holstered. One night, at 4 A.M.,
former high school; officers
oﬃcers found an
an open
open door.
door. Three of them stalked
stalked the
the premises
premises
with their pistols drawn. Skinner used his flashlight.
ashlight. He told me
me that, because
because they
diﬀerent directions, having guns drawn only increased the likelihood
were all looking in different
that they would accidentally shoot one another.
And then there are the calls where the violence has already taken place: a murder
outside a gas station, a gang shoot-out with multiple casualties, a domestic-abuse case
case
in which a man beat his girlfriend unconscious after she told him that he needed to
help with the bills. We visited the woman in the hospital, where a nurse stood by as
Skinner took a police report. The bones in her face were broken, and the left side was
so swollen that it looked as if there were half
so
half a
a grapefruit under her skin. She could
hardly
say “yes,”
it’s prolDably
probably
laardly speak, except to say
"yes," “no,”
"no," and, even more quietly, “I
"I feel like it's
fault" and “I’m
"I'm pregnant."
my fault”
pregnant.”
was a lull in calls. As we drove through quiet streets,
T h ehe following night, there was
of Savannah’s
Savannah's twisted oak trees, draped in Spanish
Skinner noted the eerie beauty of
moss and cloaked in fog. Then he noted the date, and went silent. It was December
of the worst day of
of his life, the second-deadliest day in
30th—the eighth anniversary of
C.I.A. history.

T

After 9/11, the Bush Administration authorized the C.I.A. to use
of abusive
use an array of
techniques, referred to as
as "enhanced
“enhanced interrogation,"
interrogation,” on suspected Al Q2.eda
Qaeda militants.
Employees of the agency
agency also kidnapped suspects and took them to third countries,
where interrogations were outsourced to foreign intelligence services with abysmal
human-rights records. That way, the C.I.A. could claim to have
have no knowledge of
specificc allegations of torture.
speci

Jordan’ss General Intelligence Directorate is America's
America’s closest counterterrorism partner
Jordan'
in the Middle East. The U.S. funds and equips its operations, and the C.I.A. shares a
counterterrorism center with the G.I.D., on the outskirts of the capital, Amman.
According to Human Rights Watch, between 2001 and
and 2004 the C.I.A. transported at
least fourteen terror suspects—often wearing only diapers and blindfolds—to a G.I.D.
detention facility, where some of them were tortured until they confessed to crimes. A
Yemeni detainee named Ali al-Sharqawi kept a secret diary. “Every
"Every time that the
interrogator asks me about a certain piece of information, and I talk, he asks
asks me if I
"And if I say
told this to the Americans,"
Americans,” Sharqawi wrote. “And
say no he jumps for joy, and he
leaves me and goes to report it to his superiors, and they rejoice."
rejoice.”
In 2006, after another deployment in Afghanistan, Skinner was assigned to work at the
C.I.A. station in Amman. He was
was relieved to be moving with his wife to a posting in a
black sites, rendition, and torture had become the
peaceful country. The agency'
agency’ss use
use of black
subject of intense public scrutiny, and the enhanced-interrogation program, which
relied heavily on contractors, had been scrapped. According to the C.I.A.'s
C.I.A.’s inspector
general, the torture sessions had extracted no actionable intelligence.
Skinner, like most case officers,
oﬃcers, got results
results through
through "rapport-based
“rapport-based elicitation."
elicitation.” "You
“You can
can
people,” he said. “In
build great relationships with some unsavory people,"
"In any terrorist group,
there's dysfunction, usually some jealousy. It’s
It's literally a job—they get a salary. So you're
there’s
you’re
looking for the guy who feels underappreciated, the guy who's
who’s getting dicked on
expenses."
expenses.”
In late 2008, the National Security Agency traced a prominent jihadi blogger to a
desktop computer in a working-class neighborhood of Amman. The blogger posted
grisly footage of American soldiers dying in Iraq, and he interpreted the words of bin
Laden's deputy, Ayman al-Zawahiri, as if he had inside knowledge. “The
"The speculation
Laden’s
among his most ardent online followers was
was that he was
was a Saudi and very likely a senior
The Triple
Triple Agent,"
Agent ,” his meticulous
official within Al Q2.eda,"Joby
oﬃcial
Qaeda,” Joby Warrick writes in "The
“The
meticulous
Agent
account of the case.
case. The C.I.A. shared the blogger's
blogger’s address
address with the G.I.D., and the
casewas
Skinner's close associates, a thirty-four-year-old Jordanian
case
was taken up by one of Skinner’s
Sharif Ali bin Zeid.
captain named Sharif

The man behind the computer—a young doctor from Jordan named Humam Khalil alBalawi—seemed like an improbable fanatic. He spent his days treating women and

children in a Palestinian refugee camp, and his evenings with his wife and daughters.
He was
was a pious, mild-mannered introvert, with no apparent real-world jihadi
connections, yet online he wrote as
as if he were plotting a suicide attack.
One night in January, 2009, the G.I.D. raided Balawi's
Balawi’s home and brought him in for
"he was almost
interrogation. When they released him, three days later, “he
unrecognizable," Warrick writes. “Jittery,
"Jittery, sullen, distracted."
unrecognizable,”
distracted.” In the following weeks, bin
Zeid took Balawi out for coffee
coﬀee and expensive meals. He thought that Balawi seemed
malleable and weak, and that his online status within jihadi circles could be used in
counterterrorism operations. If his help led to the capture or the death of high-level Al
Q2.eda members, bin Zeid told him, the reward would be staggering: the Americans
Qaeda
Americans
were offering
oﬀering twenty-five
twenty- ve million dollars for information that led them to Zawahiri.
In February, Balawi proposed to bin Zeid that he go to Pakistan's
Pakistan’s tribal areas, make
contact with members of the Pakistani Taliban, and ask for their help in setting up
medical clinics. This cover would allow him to move freely within Taliban territory, and
to send bin Zeid intelligence reports.
Bin Zeid brought Balawi's
Balawi’s plan to Skinner, and their agencies discussed it at length.
Balawi had jihadi credibility, but he had no training in codes or tradecraft, and the
agencies agreed
agreed that he would probably be found out and killed. Nevertheless, should
the young doctor somehow pass along actionable intelligence against Al Q2.eda,
Qaeda, the
C.I.A. would have drones ready to strike. In recent years, the agency'
agency’ss vocabulary had
shifted: a “target”
"target" was no longer someone to be recruited; it was somebody to be
tracked, kidnapped, rendered, or killed.
On March 18th, Balawi left Amman. Two months later, he e-mailed bin Zeid that the
Taliban had accepted him, and that he would serve as
as a personal physician to its
leadership. In June, the C.I.A. assigned Skinner to a posting at the American Embassy
Embassy
in Baghdad, and Balawi's
Balawi’s file
le was
was transferred to his colleague
colleague and friend Darren
LaB onte.
LaBonte.
In late August, after months of silence, Balawi sent an encrypted video file
le that showed
him in a room with one of bin Laden's
Laden’s closest associates. Intelligence analysts were
"You have lifted our heads in front of
of the Americans,"
stunned. “You
Americans,” bin Zeid wrote to
Balawi. It was the first
rst time that the C.I.A. had ever penetrated Al Q2.eda.
Qaeda. Soon

afterward, Balawi sent bin Zeid an e-mail saying that Zawahiri had sought him out to
treat his diabetes. Bin Laden had been in hiding for so long that the C.I.A. believed
of finance,
that Zawahiri and Al Q2.eda'
Qaeda’ss head of
nance, Sheikh Saeed
Saeed al-Masri,
al-Masri, were
were actually
actually
running the group. But there had been no confirmed
con rmed sightings of Zawahiri since
since 2002.
2002.
The C.I.A. director, Leon Panetta, briefed President Obama on Balawi's
Balawi’s access,
access, and the
agency decided to try to debrief
agency
debrief Balawi in person, at the C.I.A. annex at a U.S. base in
Khost, Afghanistan.
“I
spend more money on meals and
couple of
each year, than the
"I used
usedto spend
and entertainment for a couple
of sources
sources in Amman, each
Savannah Police Department has
has to spend
spend on cars,"
cars,” Skinner said.
Rattman for The New Yorker
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In early December, LaBonte and bin Zeid left for Khost, where they met with Jennifer
Matthews, a twenty-year agency veteran, and eleven other C.I.A. officers
oﬃcers and
and security
security
contractors. LaBonte preferred one-on-one debriefings,
debrie ngs, often in the back
back of a moving
car, but Matthews and her bosses in Langley had decided to give Balawi a full
welcoming committee. Since the meeting would take place a few days after Balawi's
Balawi’s
birthday, Matthews instructed the base
base chef
chef to bake a cake. The base
base was guarded by
Afghan forces, but, fearing that they might report Balawi's
Balawi’s presence to the Taliban,
Matthews ordered them to leave their posts.
Before the meeting, LaBonte was exchanging messages
messages with Skinner, in Baghdad.
LaBonte was
was upset with the C.I.A.'s
C.I.A.’s disregard for its usual methods. He had argued
rebuﬀed. A
with Matthews, and had sent a cable to the Amman station, but was rebuffed.
Jordanian intelligence officer
oﬃcer warned the C.I.A.
C.I.A. that bin Zeid had
had become
become too attached
attached
to his asset
asset to make dispassionate assessments,
assessments, but he, too, was ignored. The President
had been told that the meeting was about to happen; no one wanted to hear that it
shouldn't.
shouldn’t.

As Balawi's
"Enjoy
Balawi’s car approached the base,
base, LaBonte told Skinner that he had to go. “Enjoy
your meeting, Fuckface,"
Fuckface,” Skinner wrote back.
The car weaved through three unmanned barriers and approached the C.I.A. annex,
Balawi’s cake.
where Matthews, LaBonte, and the others were waiting outside with Balawi's
Balawi had some difficulty
diﬃculty climbing out of the car. He started limping toward the
greeting party, muttering a prayer, and then reached for a detonator attached to his

wrist. There was enough time for everyone to understand what was about to happen,
but not enough time for anyone to run away.
The explosion killed the driver, bin Zeid, and seven C.I.A. officers
oﬃcers and
and contractors,
contractors,
including LaBonte and Matthews. In martyrdom videos that were released after the
attack, Balawi explained that Taliban and Al Q2.eda
Qaeda operatives had worked with him to
pass along exclusive and accurate information, in order to win the C.I.A.'s
pass
C.I.A.’s trust.
The agency, in its desire to kill Al Q2.eda
Qaeda targets, had overlooked a fundamental rule of
espionage: that an ideologue can't
can’t be turned, "even
“even if he is offered
oﬀered the sun in one hand
of the videos. Coercion can work, but
and the moon in the other,"
other,” as
as Balawi said in one of
it also inspires revenge. Months later, an internal C.I.A. investigation described the
"systemic failure"
attack as the result of “systemic
failure” within the agency.
“We
access to
"We were chasing down this irresistible bait—this guy had actual, no-joke access
Zawahiri, the most wanted person on the fucking planet—and we fell for it because
because his
"Those of
of us
us who make it out of these
intel was real,"
real,” Skinner told me. He added, “Those
places—we're not better, we're
places—we’re
we’re luckier."
luckier.”

I nn Baghdad, Skinner was mired in politics and violence. It had been six years since
the American invasion and subsequent dismantling of the Iraqi Army had led to a
full-blown insurgency. Skinner had spent many evenings in Amman drinking Johnnie
Walker Black with Iraqi tribal sheikhs, trying to recruit their support. "These
“These guys had
ed the war
war and
and stolen
stolen all the Iraqi money,"
money,” he told me.
me. "We
“We would try to develop
develop them
them
fled
asassets
as
assets for what became 'the
‘the surge.'
surge.’ ”"In
In 2007, Bush sent an additional twenty
thousand troops to Iraq to quell the insurgency, but, two years later, car bombs were
killing hundreds of civilians in Baghdad each month. The Prime Minister, Noun
Nourii alMaliki, a Shiite, was stacking the security forces with loyalists who carried out sectarian
massacres. “We
Qaeda,” Skinner said. “He
was focussed on
"We were focussed on Al Q2.eda,"
"He was
Sunnis."
Sunnis.”

I

Skinner felt isolated and alone. Theresa had stayed in Amman, and on Skinner's
Skinner’s next
leave they rented a beach house on Tybee Island, outside Savannah. It was a welcome
“Even when you're
you’re on vacation, you still have people who
break, but not without stress. "Even
"If you fuck
are putting their lives at risk to get information for you,"
you,” Skinner told me. “If
up, they're
they’re dead. Everybody had assets who were killed."
killed.”

In June, 2010, Skinner completed his posting in Iraq. He and Theresa bought a house
with a small garden in Savannah, near where he'd
he’d grown up. They moved in, and
adopted a stray dog named Pork Chop. Skinner's
Skinner’s parents and one of his sisters had left
"It was my last
Savannah years earlier, but he gradually persuaded them to move back. “It
of recruitment—getting everyone in my family to come home,"
act of
home,” he said.
Skinner took an extended leave of absence from the C.I.A., and then resigned. In 2011,
he joined the Soufan Group, a private-sector intelligence-analysis firm
rm that employs
retired American and British security officials
oﬃcials and spies.
spies. As
As the
the director
director of special
projects, he advised governments and corporations on matters of geopolitics and risk,
"intel-briefs," congressional
and offered
oﬀered public analysis in the form of unsigned “intel-briefs,”
testimony, and interviews with journalists. In 2014, when the Senate Intelligence
Committee released its findings
ndings on the C.I.A.'s
C.I.A.’s use
use of “enhanced
interrogation,”
"enhanced interrogation,"
Skinner wrote an op-ed for Time, describing torture as
as an "indefensible
“indefensible tactic"
tactic” that is
designed “to
purposes.”
"to produce false confessions for propaganda purposes."

That year, Isis captured the Iraqi city of
of Mosul and beheaded aid workers and
journalists on camera. As the United States became
became consumed with fear of the group,
Skinner grew uneasy
uneasy in his role. He fielded
elded phone calls
calls from reporters
reporters who
who seemed
seemed
more interested in citing a former C.I.A. officer
oﬃcer than in what he
he had
had to say.
say. "One
“One
journalist called me up and said, ‘My
'My deadline is in ten minutes, but Isis is bad, right?’
right?'"”
Skinner recalled.
In March, 2016, while visiting his aunt in Grand Rapids, Michigan, he gave a lecture
"We have become the most fragile
on terrorism at the local World Affairs
Aﬀairs Council. “We
superpower ever,"
ever,” he told the audience. While Al Q2.eda
Qaeda aims to carry out what its
operatives call "spectacular
“spectacular attacks,"
attacks,” he explained, Isis obsesses
obsesses over creating a
“spectacular reaction."
reaction.” As an example, he recounted an incident in Garland, Texas, in
wannabe jihadis were killed after attempting a raid on a provocative antiwhich two wannabe
Muslim convention. The men had no coherent affiliation
aﬃliation with Isis;; they merely
followed its instructions—which have been widely disseminated by the American
American
of the group. “If
"If you strip the
media—to post online that they were acting on behalf
behalf of
word ‘terrorism,’
'terrorism,' two idiots drove from Arizona and got shot in a parking lot,”
lot," Skinner
said. The real threat to American
American life was the response. “We
cities,” he said.
"We shut down cities,"

“We
societies.” He went on, “We’re
"We change our laws. We change our societies."
"We're basically doing
their work for them."
them.”

"Getting killed by Isis in Savannah is like expecting to get hit by a piano falling from
“Getting
an asteroid,"
"It's batshit insane. Day to day, it’s
it's the people who are
an
asteroid,” Skinner said. “It’s
kicking in doors and stealing cars who are actually making life unbearable."
unbearable.”
Skinner became increasingly consumed by the incongruity between his words and his
"fraud," he said. He preached that insurgencies arose
actions. He felt like a “fraud,”
arose out of the
of local policing, yet he didn't
failure of
didn’t know a thing about the gangs operating a few
blocks away. “We
"We have people that are disappearing into the cracks of society,”
society," he said.
And they can be helped only on an individual basis. “Then
"Then you have to scale that
support to a neighborhood. And then to a city."
city.”
Because local police departments pay poorly, “the
have been trained to do
"the people who have
it," Skinner said. According to a study by
this work best are never going to be doing it,”
Brown University, since 2001 the average
average American
American taxpayer has contributed more than
twenty-three thousand dollars to veterans'
veterans’ care, homeland security, and military
"I used to spend more money on
operations in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. “I
meals and entertainment for a couple of sources in Amman, each year, than the
"And whatever
Savannah Police Department has to spend on cars,"
cars,” Skinner told me. “And
of my
my meals in Amman had way less impact on their lives
the American
American people got out of
than what was happening down the block."
block.”

Skinner's closest friends in the C.I.A. was killed by Isis forces
In October, 2016, one of Skinner’s
in Afghanistan. Skinner was despondent. A few months later, he left the Soufan Group
and joined his local police force, taking a pay cut of more than a hundred thousand
dollars a year.
community’s trust is the
F o or
r the Savannah police, the biggest obstacle in gaining the community's
city's history. Savannah is around fifty-five
city’s
fty- ve per cent black, and Georgia practiced
half of
of the twentieth century; after Skinner completed
segregation well into the second half
his training, he was
was startled to find
nd that many interactions he had with older black men
began with them reflexively
re exively putting up their hands.
hands.
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Georgia's first
Georgia’s
rst black police officer
oﬃcer was
was sworn
sworn in on
on May 3, 1947.
1947. His name
name is
is John
John
Alliston White, and, along with eight other black officers,
s police
oﬃcers, he joined
joined Savannah'
Savannah’s
police
force as
as part of what the local papers called "an
“an experiment,"
experiment,” overseen by a sympathetic
"The other white officers—they
lieutenant named Truman Ward. “The
oﬃcers—they used
used to call
call him 'the
‘the
nigger Jesus,'
Jesus,’ ”"White
White told me.
White, who is ninety-three, is the only surviving member of
of the original nine. I met
him at his house, and we spent an afternoon poring over faded photographs, yellowed
newspaper clippings, and memorabilia that filled
lled his living-room cabinets and hung
from his walls.
White attended high school in Cuyler-Brownsville, an area of Savannah that, after
emancipation, was set aside for black families. In spite of Jim Crow laws, by the early
twentieth century it had a thriving, educated black middle class, made up of doctors,
lawyers, teachers, and, later, civil-rights advocates.
advocates.
For more than a decade, White and the other black officers
oﬃcers were
were not allowed
allowed to arrest
arrest
white people or use the drinking fountain at the police barracks. Several of his white
colleagues hazed him, and, when his shift was over, they sometimes hired a cleaner to
“because they said that we were dirty,"
dirty,” he told
wash the interior of
of the car he had used, "because
me. His first
rst couple of years on the force nearly drove him to suicide. "We
“We went
through hell,"
hell,” he said.
oﬃcers to
According to White, in the nineteen-sixties a new chief
chief started requiring officers
write reports. “The
"The black officers—we
oﬃcers—we were
were educated,"
educated,” White said.
said. Some
Some of the white
white
officers couldn't
oﬃcers
couldn’t write,
write, and
and many
many of the more
more racist
racist cops
cops left the force.
force. White became
became aa
detective, and when Martin Luther King, Jr., came to Savannah he served as his
bodyguard. But, when people took to the streets after King's
King’s assassination, White was
forced to become the "principal
“principal arresting officer
oﬃcer for eight hundred and
and seven
seven
demonstrators," he recalled; his superiors thought that it would be better if white cops
demonstrators,”
were not involved.

Toure, a professor at Savannah State University,
By the seventies, according to Jamal Touré,
many middle-class black families were moving out of Cuyler-Brownsville. With
many
Toure told me, "we
'Oh, we can now go into these other
desegregation, Touré
“we start saying, ‘Oh,
neighborhoods,' "” leaving behind the poor and working-class people. Houses were
neighborhoods,’

abandoned, and, as explicitly racist laws were replaced with policies that led to the mass
mass
black men, neighborhoods began to collapse. “The
"The larger historical
incarceration of black
of the United States
sweep of the experience of black Americans with the government of
and its arms of authority, like the police, is one of out-and-out white supremacy,"
supremacy,”
"The law was used to control and abuse
David M. Kennedy, the criminologist, told me. “The
black communities.”
communities." Cuyler-Brownsville, crippled by desperation and blight, soon
became consumed by gang violence.

John White retired in 1984. He told me that, throughout his career, the police force
was plagued by corruption. By the early eighties, drug dealers were transporting pot and
of Savannah, and
cocaine on shrimping boats from South America
America to the islands east of
officers on
oﬃcers
on the
the drug
drug task
task force
force were
were taking
taking aa cut.
cut.
By the early nineties, Savannah had one of the highest murder rates in the United
States. In 2013, with corruption, theft, and sexual-harassment scandals brewing in the
of police, abruptly retired, and was later arrested and
ranks, Willie Lovett, the chief
chief of
convicted on extortion, gambling, and obstruction charges, for colluding with illegal
gambling networks. He is currently in federal prison.

Lovett's replacement was Jack
Lovett’s
Jack Lumpkin, a forty-eight-year veteran of Georgia policing,
who, as a young black oﬃcer,
officer, had been
been forced
forced to service
service white
white officers'
oﬃcers’ cars.
cars. Lumpkin
Lumpkin
had spent more than thirty years in leadership positions, and was known throughout
officers. Others
the state for his single-strike policy on lying. He soon fired
red a number of oﬃcers.
quit on their own. “We
"We were wondering when they were going to actually start learning
that lying was a cardinal sin,"
sin,” Lumpkin told me, smiling. The department aggressively
aggressively
recruited new cops who Lumpkin believed would develop more "legitimacy
“legitimacy with the
citizens,”
citizens," and partnered with the National Network for Safe Communities, led by
Kennedy, in an attempt to reduce neighborhood gang shootings.
According to Kennedy, neighborhood gang violence, which accounts for most of
of the
of
shootings in Savannah, is driven not only by small-group dynamics, the availability of
weapons, and obsessions with vendettas but also by alienation from authorities. “It’s
"It's a
"If you’re
you're in trouble, you have to take
fundamental break in the social contract,"
contract,” he said. “If
care of itit yourself, because you can't
can’t ask
ask the police for help. So that becomes another
shooting." In high-crime areas, he continued, “the
"the networks of perpetrators are
shooting.”
victims."
essentially the same
same as
as the networks of victims.”

In Savannah, neighborhoods with vastly diﬀerent
different demographics and crime rates are
of a
often separated by only the width of
a street. North of a
a Confederate monument in
Forsyth Park, tourists walk through the historic district, lined with cafés, antique shops,
and grand antebellum homes, oblivious to the poverty a few blocks away. I stayed at the
Marshall House, built in 1851, which keeps a well-lit portrait of Robert E. Lee over the
of Georgia’s
Georgia's Ordinance of
of Secession. The city's
staircase, near a framed copy of
city’s historictour guides tend to gloss over slavery, as if itit were impolite to acknowledge the violence
and oppression behind the construction of everything beautiful. Just west of
of the old city
center, the housing office
oﬃce in Yamacraw
Yamacraw Village—a public-housing facility,
facility, home
home to
many poor African-Americans—is a replica of
of the big house on the Hermitage
many
Plantation.
One night last fall, someone reported a rape at the corner of Fortyfth and Florance,
Forty-fifth
of Cuyler-Brownsville. Skinner raced to the intersection, and found a
in the heart of
young white couple sitting on the grass, buttoning their pants. They were hopelessly
drunk and lost. The woman said that they had taken a taxi from a bar downtown but
off there instead of
of at her house, in the affluent
that it had dropped them oﬀ
aﬄuent Ardsley Park
neighborhood. Skinner laughed. "Does
“Does this look like fucking Ardsley Park to you?"
you?” he
asked.

The woman lowered her voice to a whisper. “I
"I don't
but—"
don’t want to be racist, but—”
"But you're
“But
you’re gonna be, aren't
aren’t you?"
you?”
"There are a lot of
of black
black people."
“There
people.”
The police lights had woken people in nearby houses. Skinner called another taxi. As
the couple waited on the corner, a middle-aged black woman ambled over, dressed in
pajamas. “Oh,
see,” she said, raising her eyebrows. “We
can’t walk around their
"Oh, I see,"
"We can't
neighborhood, but they can fuck in our yards."
yards.”
0

ne night in late December, at around 3:30 A.M.,
. ., a few blocks south of Cuylerne
Brownsville, a young black man ran into the road and urged Skinner to pull over.
He said that he'd
he’d been at the home of a
a girl he "hangs
“hangs out with,”
with," and either she had
of alcohol, and
stolen his watch or he had misplaced it—he wasn't
wasn’t sure. He reeked of
couldn’t
woman’s name or address, but he gestured in the direction of the
couldn't remember the woman's

O

housing projects a few blocks over. Skinner asked for the man'
man’ss name and date of birth,
birth,
"Anthony," the man said, before
to run a quick check for outstanding warrants. “Anthony,”
of birth.
birth.
hesitating and adding "Greene"
“Greene” and a date of
'civilians,' but that’s
that's bullshit,”
bullshit," Skinner said.
“"You
You sometimes hear
hear cops
cops talk about
about people
people in the community as
as ‘civilians,’
“We’re
people we're
we’re policing are our neighbors."
neighbors.”
"We're not the military.
military. The people
Photograph by Jonno Rattman
Rattman for The New Yorker

"He definitely
Skinner drove around the block. “He
de nitely just gave
gave me
me aa fake last name,"
name,” he told
me. "People
“People don't
don’t usually lie about their first
rst name."
name.” Skinner pulled over and typed
"Anthony Greene"
“Anthony
Greene” into a police database on his onboard laptop. No record. Then he
"Anthony" and the man'
birth, and found “Anthony
"Anthony Jackson,"
tried “Anthony”
man’ss date of birth,
Jackson,” who had
been charged with dozens of crimes, including lying to police officers
oﬃcers about his
his identity,
identity,
and jailed at least thirty times. The photograph on the screen showed the man we had
was a small notification:
noti cation: "Alias:
“Alias: Anthony
Anthony
just met. In a corner of the screen, there was
Greene." Jackson was on probation, but he didn't
Greene.”
didn’t have an outstanding warrant, and,
apart from apparently lying to Skinner, he hadn't
hadn’t done anything wrong.
Skinner returned to the corner, and explained to Jackson
Jackson that he couldn't
couldn’t find
nd the watch
without knowing where the woman lived. Jackson nodded and thanked him. “Listen,
"Listen,
buddy, next time don't
don’t give me a fake name, O.K.?"
O.K.?” Skinner said.

"I didn't!"
"I got an I.D.”
I.D." He stumbled into the road, handed Skinner
“I
didn’t!” Jackson called out. “I
his driver's
driver’s license, and shouted his Social Security number.
"God damn it, he just couldn't
“God
couldn’t help it,"
it,” Skinner muttered. If the driver's
driver’s license was
was
fake, he'd
he’d have to arrest him. But a different
diﬀerent database showed that the license was
was
authentic, and that it belonged to Anthony Greene. And yet a search of the Social
Security number he had given Skinner led straight back to Anthony Jackson.
"He's his own legal doppelganger!"
“He’s
doppelgänger!” Skinner exclaimed. "He's
“He’s two people, but neither of
them is wanted—which is insane, because literally everyone in this neighborhood is
wanted."
wanted.” After a few minutes of cross-checking databases, he walked back to the man,
returned his license, and apologized.
In the next few days, Skinner kept bringing up the case.
case. “Imagine
"Imagine if he had been
belligerent, or there was
him," he said. “We
"We had all the time in
was a warrant out for one of him,”

the world. But, even with these vast databases of information, we came out of that
interaction with zero knowledge. Maybe negative knowledge."
knowledge.” He shook his head.
"We've invaded countries on worse information. But, if the C.I.A. taught me one thing,
“We’ve
it is to always be acutely aware of the tremendous amount of shit I don't
don’t know."
know.”

0

Year’s Eve, locals launched fireworks
reworks out of abandoned lots, and Cuylernn New Year's
"Good trigger pull,"
Brownsville erupted in celebratory gunfire.
gun re. “Good
pull,” Skinner noted, as
as
someone emptied what sounded like a .40-calibre pistol about thirty feet from the car.
"Trigger control is half
“Trigger
half the battle."
battle.”

O

Shots fired
red into the sky take about forty-five
forty- ve seconds
seconds to hit the ground.
ground. Less
Less than
than ten
ten
minutes into 2018, two other officers,
oﬃcers, parked aa few
few blocks
blocks over,
over, fled
ed Cuyler-Brownsville
Cuyler-Brownsville
when bullets took out a street lamp overhead. All through the neighborhood,
pavements and doorsteps glistened with brass shell casings. We heard hundreds of
rounds—from shotguns, pistols of all calibres, a Kalashnikov. At the corner of Fortieth
and Florance, there was
was a scrap of crime-scene tape, from an incident the week before.

At 12:11 A.M.,
. ., Skinner was dispatched to the site of a
a burning car. But, before he got
there, another call came in, and he was
was sent to the Live Oak neighborhood to
investigate more gunfire.
gun re. "You
“You can
can commit felonious aggravated
aggravated assault
assault with aa firearm
rearm
for fifteen
fteen minutes,"
minutes,” Skinner joked. The city has
has installed aa costly but discerning
gun
re-detection network, called ShotSpotter, with receptors
receptors in high-crime areas;
areas; that
gunfire-detection
of around five
night, ShotSpotter was so overwhelmed that it was
was operating on a lag of
ve
hours.
of last resort."
It often falls to the police to handle what Skinner calls "the
“the social work of
resort.”
One night, as the temperature dropped into the twenties, he spotted a person in dark
of a
clothing skulking through an empty parking lot, near the site of
a recent unsolved
robbery. He pulled into the lot, and as
as he got closer his headlights illuminated an aging
black woman with a sunken face, wearing a Santa hat and a leopard-print jacket. “You
"You
doing O.K.?"
O.K.?” Skinner asked.
"I was
“I
was trying to get to Walgreens,"
Walgreens,” she said. She looked at the ground and spoke slowly,
in subdued, raspy
raspy tones. “Everybody
me,” she said.
"Everybody mad at me,"
"They're not too mad at you, are they?"
“They’re
they?” Skinner said.

"They say
I'm a troublemaker."
“They
say I’m
troublemaker.”
“You’re
rst name?"
name?”
"You're not a troublemaker. What’s
What's your first

"Norma Jeane."
“Norma
Jeane.” She was
was too cold to make it to the Walgreens, she said, and so Skinner
told her to hop in the car. After he closed the windows and turned up the heat, Norma
Jeane lit up. “I’m
"I'm named after Marilyn Monroe,"
"I'm gonna be a superstar."
Monroe,” she said. “I’m
superstar.”
She launched into tales from her past, with characters and events entering and
She
vanishing from her story as spontaneously, it seemed, as they had in her life. As a young
"I took my brothers with me, and we got baptized"
child, she said, “I
baptized” at a church on May
of Cuyler-Brownsville.
Cuyler-Brownsville. “They
"They say, ‘Where
'Where are your parents?'
Street, just north of
parents?’ And I
'They're both alcoholics.'
half century of
of
said, ‘They’re
alcoholics.’ "The
” The rest was a chronological blur, a half
hardship, arguments, scarcity, and violence. As we approached Walgreens, the
McDonald’s
McDonald's next door caught her attention.
Skinner asked if she was
was hungry, and she asked if he would get her some pancakes and
"If I sit
sausages, since she hadn't
hadn’t eaten all day. Skinner pulled into the drive-through. “If
That's why I keep walking. I
down, it hurts,"
hurts,” Norma Jeane
Jeane said. "Feels
“Feels like I got polio. That’s
know how to walk, and I ain't
ain’t scared. I never been scared. I been walking these streets
since I was
was five."
ve.”

When Norma Jeane
Jeane mentioned that someone had once given her a calico cat, Skinner
asked for its name.
asked
"I didn't
“I
didn’t know no better name than Calico,"
Calico,” Norma Jeane
Jeane said.
"That's awesome—I
“That’s
awesome—I have
have an orange cat named Orangey,"
Orangey,” Skinner replied. "He's
“He’s so
mean, though. I usually just call him Mean Cat."
Cat.”
“Oh,
dogs,” Norma Jeane
Jeane said.
"Oh, boy, I love cats! I turn cats into dogs,"
Norma Jeane
Jeane carried a wooden cane and a black handbag, in which she kept her Bible,
an empty pickle jar that she used as
an
as a wallet, a cracked cell phone with no battery, a
magnifying glass, and an old bottle for Seroquel, an antipsychotic medication used to
treat bipolar disorder and schizophrenia. She said that the pills made her sleepy, so she'd
she’d

stopped taking them long ago. She also has
has diabetes, but she couldn't
couldn’t afford
aﬀord health
"I haven't
insurance or treatment. “I
haven’t taken insulin in three years,"
years,” she said.
Norma Jeane'
Jeane’ss food arrived. It cost a little more than six dollars. Skinner paid with a
"I wish I could have a dill pickle,
twenty and put the change in Norma Jeane'
Jeane’ss pickle jar. “I
but I ain't
"I love them Hot Mama pickles, sour pickles . . ."
ain’t got my teeth on,"
on,” she said. “I
.”
She trailed off.
She
oﬀ.

"Where are you gonna spend tonight?"
“Where
tonight?” Skinner asked.
"I could go—what time is it?"
“I
it?”
"It's two-forty-one in the morning."
“It’s
morning.”
"I'm trying to think,"
"I got to go where it's
“I’m
think,” she said. “I
it’s clean. You know someplace I can
can
go?" As a warm city in the Deep South, Savannah attracts many homeless people, but
go?”
its overcrowded shelters had locked their doors around dusk. “I
Waﬄe
"I need to go to a Waffle
House," she concluded. “It’s
"It's open twenty-four hours. I’ll
I'll go in there and play the
House,”
jukebox."
jukebox.”
Skinner notified
noti ed the precinct of the plan, and pulled into the Waffle
Waﬄe House
House parking
parking lot,
lot,
on Abercorn Street. Norma Jeane walked over to a booth in the corner. Then she took
off her Santa hat and started messing up her hair, pulling strands so that they'd
oﬀ
they’d stick
out in all directions. “This
crazy,” she said. “No
"This way, everybody gonna think I’m
I'm crazy,"
"No one
gonna come up to me, this way. No one gonna hurt me."
me.”

Back in the car, Skinner explained that part of his motivation in helping Norma Jeane
Back
Jeane
was to prevent an emergency
of a
emergency call, three hours later, of
a homeless woman freezing to
"Think of
of all the shit that went wrong in this country for Norma Jeane
death. “Think
Jeane to be
sitting in the car with us,"
us,” he said. Although schizophrenia affects
aﬀects a little more than
one per cent of
of Americans, it’s
it's a factor in a high percentage of police calls. A few hours
earlier, Skinner had checked on a schizophrenic man who calls the police multiple
times each
each night, reporting paranoid hallucinations; the department can never ignore a
call, because he is the legal owner of a
a .357 Magnum revolver, and officers
oﬃcers told me
me that
that
he once tried to execute an intruder in his front yard. At times, Skinner feels as
as if the
role of a
a police officer
oﬃcer were to pick up the
the pieces
pieces of “something
has broken
broken in every
every
"something that has
single possible way."
way.”

“A
huge amount of what police actually do is support and service and problem-solving,"
problem-solving,”
"A huge
"And part of
of what’s
what's so inside out is that most of that
David M. Kennedy told me. “And
activity is not recognized."
recognized.” Police officers
oﬃcers are
are increasingly
increasingly filling
lling the
the gaps
gaps of aa broken
broken
"They do it essentially on their own, usually without adequate training and
state. “They
preparation, often without the skills they need, and overwhelmingly without the
resources and institutional connections that it would take to do those things well."
well.”
Jeane at the Waffle
Waﬄe House, another cop
cop
Twenty-seven hours after we left Norma Jeane
radioed in an E.M.S. call. A fifty-nine-year-old
fty-nine-year-old homeless woman, dressed in a Santa
hat and a leopard-print jacket, was freezing to death.
. . to 11 P.M.
. . Residents
I nn February, Skinner began a permanent beat, from 2:30 P.M.
have begun to get used to him. In March, during a foot chase in Cuyler-Brownsville,
two women—one of whom he'd
he’d put in handcuffs
handcuﬀs the previous week—started cheering
"Go, Skinner, go!"
for him from their porches. “Go,
go!” they shouted, laughing. He'd
He’d lost sight of
the suspect by then, and asked if a
a young man had just run past. On a block where the
police never get tips, the women helped him narrow the search.

I

One recent Saturday night, two drunk men sitting in a park waved Skinner over. One
of the men was
was trying to console his friend Kenneth, whose girlfriend had kicked him
out and taken away his car keys. Suddenly, Kenneth stood up and reached for Skinner,
to embrace him. Skinner hugged back.
scene to an officer-in-training.
oﬃcer-in-training. She
She was
was
A few minutes later, Skinner described the scene
aghast. At the police academy, cops are trained how to position their bodies when
of
interacting with members of the public—one shoulder forward, gun hip always out of
reach.
“I
advantage,” Skinner told her.
"I know—I lost tactical advantage,"
“Yeah!”
"Yeah!" the trainee said.

"I'm not looking for tactical,"
"I'm looking for strategic."
Skinner smiled. “I’m
tactical,” he said. “I’m
strategic.” ♦•
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