N EAFTERNOON of May 21, 2020, Yolanda
B irving was relaxing in her bedroom in
Last Raleigh, North Carolina. The city
was m the throes of the Covid-19 pan-
..  demic, so her three kids milled around
the apartment, Irving’s teenage daughter, Cydneea,
was in her room across the hall, and her 20-year-
old son, Juwan, was in his wheelchair playing video
pames. Outside, Irving's youngest, Jalen, then 12, sat
on the stot i with three teenage neighbors,
Suddenly, more than a dozen officers from the Ra
ieigh Police Department’s Vice and Selective Enforce-
ment Unit (SEU, the department’s version of SWAT)
ran at the boys with riot shields and assault rifles, ac
cording 1o éaﬁ;awfmewh and mulliple lawsuits against
the city of Raleigh. Thinking they were about to be
shiot, the bays ran inside for safet . Jalen darted ino
lis mother’s aparunent with his i-year-old neighbor
Ziyel. Jalen screamed, “SWAT! SWAT! Please don’t
shioot! Please don't shoot?”

As a lew officers burst through Irving’s door,
other agents pursued the two other boys, 15year-old
Zisguis and {8-year-old Dyamond, into the apartment
of peighbor Kenya Walton. There, they held Ziguis,
Waltun's pregiant fﬁgﬁﬁ--}'g Wiy -0l ?..ﬁé&ii;-ﬁg&%&“ﬁ , and her ay
USLC 15 year-old son at rifle poing. Tl y did the same
thing n frving's spaiiinent, even screaming ol the
wheelchair bound Juwai b et G the loor

1 kept trying to tell thems tha y son s hand
Capped, please don't shoot ™ i VIRE says. The ofhcers
Aidn’t relent untl Juwa prabled up his pants 10 seveal

SEAN UAMPBELL i {44 fﬁifs-‘f==§f;ﬁ_§#£§§%-sﬂg”ffs‘tﬁfﬁa‘éfﬂé
Jocusing on s iak yustice. This stury was fikcackin edd
i parinersing with the Garrison Project, un
mdependent, nonpartisait or ganization addiressing
the crists of mass incarceration and potle g
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the brace on his leg, showing them that it was mpos-
sible for him to comply, Down the hall, Irving’s daugh-
ter pleaded with the officers not to shoot their dog.

Walton, who was out picking up groceries for din-
ner, got a call from a friend that her apartment was
under sicge. When she arrived back home, an officer
approached her with his gun drawn. He escorted her
through the back door of her home.

Confused, Walton asked her kids, “What did y’all
do?” She turned to the officers and repeatedly asked,
“What did they do?”

The officers searched the apartments for an hour
and a half for heroin, They found nothing. Kenva
Walton and Yolanda Irving are drivers for special-
needs children. They aren’t heroin dealers. They've
never even seen the drug,

Alterward, Omar Abdullah, the lead detective o
the raid, briefly spoke with It ving and handed her
the search warrant for her he mie. When frving saw
the phota for the residence dttached o Abdullahe
walrai, she knew mmnediately: He had the wrong
address, And Abdullah didnt have a warrant at all
tor Waltoi’s home.

As Trving sereamed curses 4t Abdullah for aring
up the wrong home, he stnply wirned and witked
awdy. The RPD dido't hielp her o Walton clean up,
did the Wi e Sdy %Eiiw have Vel 1o 1ecelive e ai%iﬁi
ORY far the HIVESIOLN.

The Viee and SEU raid was i fact meant for o EIHTE
amed Marcus Vanlrvin, who Hved a few hunideed feeg
dWay i frvig's A e « GHHex. As thels LMo
were searched, the women saw police arrest bim {og
Aerom trathcking when he took out the sl Hhien
the cops searchied his hoine b tound no drags. ‘The

Vatstrvin arrest was stipposedly based on control

ed
Liays

thidesooves Gpelrations o wiichy a e e
il o is SEHE B purchase becodin (o fori the

basis for drug arrests - over the two prior months,
incident reports show. Vanirvin denied ever selline
Or even using ~ heroin, and after spending more than
two weeks in jail, the charges were dropped.

OMAR ABDULLAH was once considered RPID's firee

He joined the department in 2009 and was named
RPD Emplovee of the Year tor 2012. In 2017, Abdut

lah was in his early forties when he was promoted
to detective in one of the department’s Drug and
Vice units. Once g detective, lawsuits allege, he ter
rorized the Black communis y in Raleigh through 4
series of narcotics arrests built on les and fabrical

ed evidence, with the help of an equally unreliable
conlidential informant. Nearly two dozen people are
known to have been SWEPL up in these arrests. All of
his alleged victims were Black.

Al least six men have had their convictions v acated
ater pleading guilty to drug charges in cases bi ought
by Abdullah, and three federal Civid rights lawsuits
iiaréa.zsj;ﬁg UHE stemuning from the i and Walton
Fdds — have been filed refated to his police work

Attorneys for one of Abdullah's alfeged victinns es
lmate i a lawsuit that from Aug. 16, 2018, through
May 21, 2020

when Abduliah was stuspended ol
lowing

e rakd on the trving and Walton homes

the othoer g & wlonmant viispited (0 ke at
feast 29 SCPe Controlled Buiys, most it not ali of
WhICH involved fake d

FUES OF real narcotics that were
planted on the 4l

leged sellers,” 'The ALLOrneYS say th
abiout halt of these controlled buys resulted i cases
that were distuissed because fake heroin was plant
el on people. n the case Of the Iny Hig Fakd, the “het
Ol that was used W secure the warrant was likely
Brown sugar,

Us not juse Abdullal who's dotng this, but there
B evidence that o tnber of other ¢ ihicers either did



it or knew it was being done and did nothing about
it” says prominent North Carolina civil rights attor-
ney Bradley Bannon, who is not involved Ip the Ra-
leigh lawsuits. “When there’s no consequence for
something, the only thing you’re left with is just in-
dividual personal moral codes or consciences, and
tha’s never been relied upon by any society I'm
aware of to regulate conduct.”

Specialized police units focused on narcotics and
violent crime have been a fixture of modern polic-
ing since at least the 1980s, and have been notori-
ous for violating people’s constitutional rights. In At-
lanta, the Red Dog Unit (an acronym for Run Lvery
Drug Dealer Out of Georgia), formed around 1988,
was known for violence - including the killing of a
92-year-old woman during a botched drug raid in
2006 - before it was retired in 2011 and later re-
branded as Titan, In Baltimore, the notorious Gun
Trace Task Force ran the streets until a series of in-
dictments ranging from robbery to drug dealing
1?"‘3‘15111: down the unit in 2017, and pulled the Bal-
timore Police Department into a federally mandated
overhaul due to its civil rights abuses, (This miscon-

PHOTOGRAPHS BY Cornell Watson

NIGHTMARE IN THEIR OWN HOMES

Kenya Walton (left) and Yolanda Irving stand in front of the doors of their former apartments,
where Raleigh cops raided their homes while executing a search warrant at the wrong address.

duct is the subject of two books as well as an HBO
limited series from David Simon.) Last fall, an inter-
nal probe of a “crime suppression team” in the Wash-
ington, D.C., police force led to prosecutors drop-
ping charges in 65 gun cases. And in January this
year, five police officers in Memphis' Scorpion Unit
were charged with murder for beating Tyre Nichols,
a 29-year-old Black man, to death after a trafhic stop.
The furor over Nichols® death prompted the Justice
Department to launch an investigation into special-
ized units nationwide in March.

In Raleigh, lawsuits claim that multiple residences
have been breached on faulty or fabricated evidence
with no-knock or guick-knock warrants obtained in
search of narcotics and executed with the aid of the
SEU’s paramilitary officers — the same kinds of raids
that led to the deaths of Amir Locke in Minneapolis
Jast year and Breonna Taylor in Louisville in 2020,
And sinee 2013, at least 12 people have been killed by
RPD officers, all but one of them a person of color,
in mid-January, a Black man was tased to death by
Ruleigh cops in a parking lot after police initiated a
search becanse they thought he might have drugs.

(The six officers were placed on administrative leave.
Investigations by the police department and North
Carolina State Bureau of Investigation are ongoing.)

SIDE FROM Abduliah, the other constant in
each of the dismissed cases is his confiden-
~ tial informant, Dennis Willlams, who was
A . unhoused in 2018 and desperate for cash.

That summer, Williams was arrested by Abdul-
lah and another RPD officer for passing off aspirin
as cocaine to a confidential informant. Despite hav-
ing a lengthy and violent criminal history, Williams,
then 24, was recruited to be an informant himselt
and paid for his services. The officers nicknamed
Williams “Aspirin” and set him to work scouring the
city for heroin peddiers vivtually unchecked, accord-
ing to lawsuits.

On Feb. 28, 2020, Gregory Washington drove with
his brother 1o pick up his friend Diontre Greene and
take him to work. Greene asked to pick up Williams
on the way. They met Williams outside a Foad Lion
supermarket in East Raleigh, and he got into the back
seat. Within moments, Washington says, Williams
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opened s door and frantically dashed across an
open fleld near the parking lot. Washington threw his
Car m reverse 1o goet away from whatevey bad thing he
assumed was comng his way, then heard gunfire and

felt hulieas %‘"E%‘%mm his car
N my car, and they o eing at me,
W e ?%'?-H 1o Gie) Washin IO I m%ﬂ

'm looking at the people
and we ail feel ike

When %%ﬁ%%%ﬂ'ﬁiﬁﬁ iooked up, e >V s, e saw
three police offhicers pointing their muns at him. An-
other officer pulled Greene from the back seat by his
dreadiocks and threw him to the ground. Washington
oL owt and saw the parking lot filled with unmarked

TH ice cars,

“I0s lookang hike a movie scene,” he Sy,

The ofhcers cuffed Washington, sat him on the curb.

and then tore the speakers out of his car
What's going on?'”

ing at my brother hike

“1I'm look

Thangs chicked into place tor Washington: The van

driver who stared him down when he
picked up Greene, the feeling that they
were being followed, picking up Williams
in a grocery parking lot -~ Williams had
set them up

Washington was taken to a satellite
KPD tacility m Northeast Raleigh where,
he says, he was strip-searched and in-
terrogated. There, he met Abduliah. The
ofhcer’s eves were piercing and shaky,
“He kind of looked like a drug addiet,
Washington says. “I'm just looking like,
‘What's wrong with this dude? ™ Wash-
mgton was charged in Wake County
court with trathcking heroin and cone
w'%;%z‘;ﬁ'% to traflic heroin, and he spent
six days in jail before posting bond with
‘%“% T E’“ﬁ'*gﬁ of friends and family. But the
ges remained
"imﬁww@aﬂ"a Ccast made its way
1 the court system, Greene's case
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an nhn, winch exacerbated his traffick
g Charge. His case was given 1o then
tant public defender
Jackie Willingham. She asked Greene i
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Willingham also jooked up other Ab
duilah cases and called the
gned o them. They said then
chietts i;@m all told them the same stos y
§§§i*% gidn’t 1ouch Betoln W %ggihgfi ted fi}
eimabied a Wake ¢ ARITT Y /
regulariies

gdoelense g
i -Eféﬁ”

YA bt the i
Fhe ADA ematled her bae X,

Wilhinghain nonfied

When there’s no conse

insisting that her cients were all part of the same
“Blood set,” meaning they were in the same gang.
Not satistied, Willingham asked a private investigatol
in the public defender’s office, whe is a former RPD
Vice member, to look into her chients, The PI pulied
reports, cross referenced databases, and ;‘m;mg SO
calls, He couldn't identify any current gang athliation
with the men

On June §, 2020, the lab resulis on the substance
found in Greene's case, which Adbullah had clanmed
was beroin, came back negative for drugs. A couple
of weeks later, Witlingham got an email from an ADA
who questioned the videos submitted as evidence lor
the drug purchases, By June 30, the DA's office was
dismissing Willinghanm's Abduollah cases and a dozen
others, often because the informant - Williams - was
decmed unreliable.

quenm for

Though her ¢ases were over, Willingham wante
o warn other defense attorneys o b
out for cases with Abdullah’
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wrote 4 letter to the RPD and Wake County DA o

fice saving she was bothered by what sh
ered. and that

e had unco
there are more cases that need & gg

mvestigated.”

frafive leave.

That September, Abdullah was placed on admin

The North Carolina State Bureau of In

vestigation also launched an mdependent review of
his cases a month later,

As investigations brewed behind the scenes, the

men who'd allegedly been framed began 1o coales
and ook for accountability,

Shortly afier the ¢

cases were dismissed m the

stinmner of 2020, %aamwmﬁ reached ot to a friend

%mmhmgy you're left with individual

personal r
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of his named Blake Banks, who had als
been arrested by Abdullah, to see i ??a;-;
might be interested in filing a lawsuit,

Banks, who'd gone to high school
with Williams, had been in and out of
Jail and prison, mostly for crimes related
to selling weed. The men ran into each
other once while incarcerated, but oth
erwise adn’t been in touch. Alter Banks
wits paroled on a gun charge in Novem
ber 2018, he worked hard to rebuild hi«
lite. He got two jobs after he was released
from prison, then moved on to constric
tion, and fmally transitioned o treniit-
truck hauling.

About a vear after he was released
from prison, Banks says, Williams hit
him up on Facebook and asked M%amr
he could buy heroin. Banks told wit
hams he dudn't get down with peaple Ezﬁ
that, adding in a polite brushoff that he
would se¢ what he could do. Bur Wi
Hams kept testing abouwt drugs, Bank:
says. One time, Williams said he was o
the spot where they agreed 1o do a bu
“I'said, *Bro, 1 never said that 1 had an.
thing for vou, " Banks remembers, Fyes
tually, Banks stopped responding o Wi i
Hams’ messages,

On a late-December mormning in 2
alter driving with his godmother to de
ol her daughier at work, their car w
swarmed by the RPD, Officers pull
Banks from the car, and handceuifed hy
in front of his g, Hnily,

“It brought me to tears. m iy, becau
Fthought my lite w. 18 over.” Banks savs
iiiﬁi%@ﬁ‘i% L wWas ‘émigﬁ_ ah ot o 3‘&, ﬂggi
%i%ﬂii?iiiiigﬁ ﬁ%aii | Eii%%3§f OVEDR Anow wi
Lddid ™

Avconding 1o Abdullahys HIC I 1
potts, Banks had set Ui g §g¥ FOLE Dy wols
itormant Williams on Noy, 2
dullah wrote tha On Leg, @gé_
also wagg ed | ks and ABOLHeT 1
Heroin o Williaas

When Abdalah move W oy the wne

i %ii% with other officers, he ¢l
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RECOVERING FROM THE RAID

Amir Abboud was with his then-pregnant wife and young son in their suburban Raleigh home when their
door was knocked down during the execution of a search warrant intended for another person.

But Banks didn’t arrange a drug buy on Dec. 11;
his receipts show he was out of the state on a truck

delivery. And as for the supposed sale that occurred
in November, lab tests came back negative for drugs.

Banks was able to post bond with the help of fami-
ly, but his relationships with them were strained. His
mom thought he was back to selling; his girlfriend
broke up with him. And social media was hell - his

mug shot was everywhere.
For Washington’s part, with the bond and legal

fees resulting from his case, he owed more than
$22,000 in court debt. Over the next year, he worked
up to 12 hours a day between construction and driv-
ing for Lyft to dig himself out of debt.

He still suffers from intense anxiety fr
his car was shot in the supermarket parking
what he later learned were rubber bullets. And he's
never sure what might set him off.

“I could be parked somewhere and i
dark outside and I’ll think about it,” he says.
member the shots, how I felt at that moment.

“Bro, 1 don’t know if you ever fell Jike you was
about to die. That’s a feeling you’'ll never forget.”

om that day
lot with

¢t could be
“I re-

NCE WILLINGHAM’S Abdullah cases were
dismissed, she referred those clients to
Abraham Rubert-Schewel, a civil rights at-
torney in Durham who got his start clerk-
ing for Jack Weinstein, then the last living member of
Thurgood Marshall’s legal team that prepared Brown

v. Board of Education.
After he gathered five plaintiffs who said they were

framed by Abdullah, Rubert-Schewel reviewed the

state's investigation into the detective.

«1¢ was all these people who had had large parts of
their lives taken away by blatant, clear misconduct,
and it was kept away in this secret file where no one
could really know about it,” Rubert-Schewel says.

Through depositions and discovery, he says he
confirmed that at least six other officers knew that
Abdullah’s arrests were bogus — but didn’t stop him.
Abdullah’s supervising sergeant, william Rolte, pro-
vided little oversight, according to the federal civil
rights lawsuits. o his deposition, Rolfe said he rou-
tinely broke with written RPPD oversight policies lor
SUPErvISOrs hecause that was the norm. "t was just
status quo,” he said in a deposition. *| Tlhere was no-

body around saying, “This is OK, that's OK." You just
do it. You've learned to do from vour predecessors.”

Four other officers told Abdullah that the hero-
in Williams turned in looked like brown sugar. And
the lawsuits and depositions indicate they allowed
arrests to occur after field tests came back negative.
In a text thread among the othcers, they joked about
taking “‘bets" on whether Aspirin would again pro-
duce ‘fake heroin,” according to a recent court hl-
ing. One of the officers did report Abdullah’s pattern
of {alse arrests to Rolte and a supervising lieutenant.
He stated in his deposition that he believed no acuon
was taken because Abdullah is Muslim and Black,
and the supervisors were afraid ot being called out
for discrimination. (The officers named in the laws
suits deny the allegations against them.)

Based on all the facts he had gathered, Rubert-
Schewel filed a suit on April 26, 2021, on behalf of
12 people who were swept up in Abdullait’s cases,
including Washington and Banks, And five months
later, the city reached a $2 million settlement with
the plaintiffs. Williams was indicted by the Wake
County DA on five counts of obstruction of justice.
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