WHY WE DO THE JOB

By
Russ Moore
The call started like any others- distraught male perched on the ledge of a bridge, threatening to jump.   I was paged, informed of the circumstances, and began the one hour drive to the scene.   On the way, I ran through my mental checklist of things to do once I arrived, i.e.… officer safety, suicide assessment, command and control, etc.   Intermixed within these thoughts, I couldn’t help but think, “What would cause a person to kill himself/want to die?”

I was the first member of our crisis negotiations team (CNT) to arrive on scene.  I found the bridge blocked by the California Highway Patrol (CHP) and firemen at both ends.   Sheriff deputies were talking to a male subject standing on the ledge of the bridge, 300 feet over a rocky riverbed.   The Incident Commander (IC) briefed me on the subject, “Dave,” who was a psychiatric patient, suffering from a chronic back injury and addicted to painkillers.   His psychitrist was refusing to give him more pain medication and was also currently out of town.   Dave was nearly incoherent with pain and was visibly upset about not being able to talk with his psychitrist.   The IC also informed me that Dave’s wife and son were at the scene and being detained by the CHP at the west end of the bridge.

One of the deputies’s told me Dave’s car was parked at the west end of the bridge.  I walked to the car to see if it contained any information about him or the situation.    As I approached the car, I saw a crying woman and a young boy nearby, holding each other tightly.   I immediately assumed this was Dave’s family.   Again my mind wondered about how they must feeling, watching their loved one engaged in such high risk behavior.    I looked into Dave’s older compact car and saw a handwritten note on the dashboard of the locked vehicle.   My blood ran cold when I read the opening sentence, “Tammy, I’m sorry for killing myself, but I couldn’t stand the pain any longer.   Tell Josh I love him- Dave.”    I immediately radioed my findings to my teammates and walked back to join in the team briefing and offer my suicide risk assessment.

As I turned from Dave’s car to walk back up the bridge to the makeshift command post in the center of the bridge, Dave’s wife, Tammy, saw the large gold lettering “NEGOTIATOR” on the back of my jacket and began yelling at me, begging me to stop and talk with her.  I could see the pleading in her eyes and walked to where she was being held by the officers.  I began asking all the standard questions in an attempt to gain as much intelligence as possible about Dave and his situation.    Once I was satisfied I had a relatively clear picture of the situation, I thanked Tammy and turned to walk away.    It was then I felt arms encircle me in a bone-crushing hug. 

“He’s a good man,” Tammy cried, as she grabbed me in a hug that squeezed me so hard it made it difficult to breath.  “You have to save him,” she begged, “ Dave’s all we have.”    Tammy’s voice trailed off into a torrent of uncontrollable sobs.   As I held her and assured her I would do everything possible to bring her husband home alive, a little boy came over and gently hugged my leg.   I looked down at this little boy who was being exposed to something children should never witness.   He looked up at me with soulful eyes and said, “Please Mr. Policeman, don’t let my daddy die.”    I broke myself from the family and assured them I would do my best.    “Give Dave this,” Tammy said as she handed me a bottle of Vicodin tablets.  “He’ll do anything for these.” 

I was shaken by this very personal encounter.   I went to my teammates and gave them a briefing on what I had learned from the family interviews.  I also briefed them on my discovery of the suicide note in Dave’s car.     Based on all the factors present in this situation, we advised the I.C. Dave’s risk of suicide was very high.

Dave did not want to talk to us and was paranoid of anyone approaching him.    I assured Dave I had no intention of coming too close or attempting to grab him from his position on the bridge ledge.   I could see the desperation in Dave’s eyes as he fought through the pain in his back and his ambivilious about killing himself.   This is the classic struggle all negotiators see in subjects who struggle with the demons trying to convince them to kill themselves and the angels looking out for them, instilling the overwhelming will to live.   I have seen the demons win before, but also knew most people have a desire to live, but just need help seeing through the darkness of the tunnel that’s clouding their vision or thoughts.

“Go away and leave me alone,”  Dave screamed.   I stopped at a safe distance and opened what I hoped would be life saving dialog with him.  “Dave, it scares me with you on the railing,” I honestly told him, “would you please do me a favor and stand on the bridge so I can talk with you?”    Dave looked at me for several long moments and slowly stepped down from the railing onto the bridge roadway.     I quickly thanked him for this gesture and began talking with him about his situation.     I asked a lot of inquisitive questions, hoping to get him to talk.   The information he told me verified the information we had already obtained.   He was very upset and felt abandoned by his psychitrist.  Dave told me he had been trying to get an appointment with the psychiatrist, who refused to schedule anything.     He said his back pain was becoming increasingly excruciating and was consuming his life.    “I don’t know how I’ll function without my Vicodin?” Dave seemed to wonder.

I reached into my pocket and produced the bottle of Vicodin, his wife, Tammy, had given me and showed it to Dave.   “I have Vicodin right here,” I said as I shook the bottle so he could hear the rattle of the pills.     We stood there looking at each other- him wanting the Vicodin- me wanting him to walk off the bridge.    Two people with different wants and needs, thrown together in a drama of life and death.    I could see in Dave’s eyes the conflict of life and death.   The demons were demanding their dues and the angels were struggling to be heard through the din, trying to will Dave to take the Vicodin and live to fight another day.    I thought I saw the will to live come through, when suddenly Dave looked at me and said, “Tell them I’m sorry.”    Unexpectedly, Dave then turned and dove over the railing into eternity.

I stood there fixated on the last spot Dave had been standing.   I still had not grasped what had just occurred.    I momentarily could not fathom what Dave had just done.     We had a connection, my mind screamed.    I selfishly wondered why he did this to me?    I quickly recovered from this thought as I gazed down the bridge and saw that Tammy and Josh had also seen Dave jump to his death.    I now felt the guilt of letting down Tammy and Josh.    I looked into the eyes of my fellow teammates and didn’t hear the expressions of support they had given me in the past.   My only thought was that I had failed the team.  I continued to walk off the bridge passed the firemen and CHP.   None of them said anything as they uncomfortably walked passed me.  I let them down also my thoughts convinced me.

I saw Tammy and Josh and realized I had to walk past them to get to my car.   There was no way of avoiding this encounter as they both were staring at me.   I did not know what reaction to expect and braced for the unexpected.  Suddenly, Tammy reached out and hugged me tighter then she had previously.   She began crying and through her tears, she kept repeating, “Thank you… thank you for trying.”   We held each other and I didn’t say a word.    When she released me, Tammy looked me in the eyes and said, “You’re a Hero.  You did the best you could for Dave.  Sleep well in that thought.”   She then turned to Josh who was watching us and said, “Josh, thank the nice policeman.”   Josh stepped up and extended his small hand to shake mine.   “Thank you, Mr. Policeman.   Thank you for helping my Dad.”

People have free will.   They can exercise that will in many ways and sometimes those ways are self-destructive.    Crisis negotiators exist to help those individuals who sometimes lose their way.  Sometimes they choose not to accept our help.   That is their choice, not ours.   It just took a little boy on a wind swept bridge to remind me of that fact.
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