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To my Lord and savior Jesus, my beautiful wife, and my wonderful children. You are the reason I decided to do the right thing and become the man I am today.













Prologue



I parked my whip—a straight-from-the-showroom triple black Mercedes SEL 500—at a safe distance, just in case these OG Rastafarians decided on ripping me off of the thousand pounds of weed I had stored in the car’s oversized trunk: eight 125-pound, hermetically sealed bales of Mexico’s finest. So I had to walk the six blocks to the initial meeting place, a big mistake. East Harlem is not the place you want to find yourself when you’ve got hundreds of ruthless enemies hoping to jack you.


It was one of those late August nights New York City is famous for, so hot and muggy you felt as though you were plodding through a torpid bowl of pea soup. The quicker I was off the street and back in the whip, a/c jacked to the max—or inside the hotel’s rooftop pool—the better.


The blazing sun slid behind a wall of decaying tenements offering little relief. The streets were teeming with people, every block, every corner; every doorway satiated with steerers, lookouts, slingers, shooters, and the occasional hooker; every one of them looked suspect to me—the paranoia growing inside me threatened to subsume every other part of me.


On my walk to the meet I was hawked everything from nickels, dimes, halves, and whole grams of “primo perrico,” or cocaine. I was offered blow jobs for twenty, straight-up fucks for forty, and the special of the evening, a half-and-half, for fifty. I’m sure if I asked any one of those street hustlers where I could buy a rocket launcher, within ten minutes I’d be in some alley deciding between a Russian-and a North Korean–made RPG. But I had no time to chat with any of these young enterprising businessmen and women; I had my own business to attend to.


Our meet for the trade-off was at my customer’s restaurant, Caribbean Sea Cuisine on Second Avenue. The closer I got to the restaurant the more sweat I found myself swabbing off my face and neck. I worried I was being followed but did not look back. The very last thing anyone in my position wants to do is appear nervous, because these are the type of cats who can smell fear a mile away. And fear on a first buy with $400,000 and a half ton of marijuana at risk would be the deciding factor between whether these Rastas were going to torture me until I brought them to my $90,000 whip, where they’d certainly take the weed they assumed was in the trunk and put a bullet in my head, or whether we would have a friendly transaction that would lead to bigger and better endeavors—for me at least.


I knew exactly who and what Anthony Makey was long before I got off the jet at JFK. His reputation as a ruthless Jamaican hit man, as well as a major weed distributor and rip-off artist, was legendary all over the country. I’d been introduced to him by a very reputable gang of coke dealers out of LA whom he’d done business with in the past. My reputation was that of a sound, standup player with deep connections to the Beltrán Cartel based out of Sinaloa, Mexico. I, for all intents and purposes, was a responsible businessman who could deliver as much weight as needed, tons in fact, on a mere day’s notice.


I’d studied Makey and his crew of ruthless rip-off artists and killers the way I would any other dealer or buyer before making a transaction: I’d rehearsed this sale over and over in my mind. I’d talked to Makey at least a dozen times, and had seen him once in Santa Barbara, California, on what we’d called a “meet and greet,” though my real intent was the chance to look into his eyes and size him up, see if he could be the next guy I’d cut a deal with. I’d evaluated him as a businessman first and killer second. My first impression of the man was that he didn’t kill for sport. My second was that he always seemed to wear a strap, as did his cabal of Jamaican ex-pat security goons. I may have never carried a gun, but my ace in the hole—and one Makey was aware of—was that I represented some very dangerous people with a very long reach. If anything happened to me, or the primo weed I was selling, these Jamaicans, including every one of their family members, would be tracked, caught, tortured—and only afforded the luxury of a bullet through the eye.


As I approached Caribbean Sea Cuisine I noticed the restaurant was a storefront establishment—shabby in accordance with the rest of the neighborhood. It stood between two prewar four-story tenements. The lights were on, and from the street I could see no customers other than three light-skinned black men, two with dreadlocks the length of jump ropes, and the third a bespectacled man with short cropped hair whom I immediately recognized as Anthony Makey.


They appeared to be in quiet conversation, sitting at a four-top table next to the counter.


This was not how our meet was to go down. I was to meet Makey alone in his restaurant. Once he flashed me the money, I was to get my car, come back, and make the switch. It was never a good sign for a customer to be changing the rules of engagement before the meet began, but if I walked away now I was sure he would’ve gotten a call and I’d have been grabbed before I made it to the corner. No, now I had to switch up and go off book just like him.


The street-side establishment looked like any other fast-food roti den. Above the counter, covered by grease-stained Plexiglas, were faded pictures of jerk chicken, oxtail, beef roti, and other Jamaican delicacies I did not recognize nor had any desire or proclivity to eat.


As I got within a couple meters of the shabby restaurant I pulled out my phone and pretended to make a call. I set my cell phone to record everything that was about to happen.


I spoke into the phone and gave the exact address and quick description of the men inside the restaurant.


Makey, like every other drug dealer on the planet, had become very paranoid behind the inception of all the new technology that law enforcement now had at its disposal. My colleagues guaranteed me that the modified phone I was using would not read as a bug—in fact, they wanded the transmitter in front of me and it registered nothing—from the outside, it appeared to be just another cell phone.


I entered the restaurant, and though I’m sure Makey knew exactly where I was once I stepped onto Second Avenue, if not the moment I parked my car, he feigned complete surprise.


Makey had a big personality to match his big evil. He stood up, hugged me tightly as if we were old friends, and in his thick Jamaican brogue said, “Ya, Mon, here come da big mon all da wey from da sunny coast ’a Californ’a. Roman, meet me business par’nahs Zeek and Colin.”


Both men had dead eyes—glassy and bloodshot, though behind the apparent partying they’d been doing and their anemic look, I could tell they were very aware and furtively sizing me way the fuck up. They stared hard, but in deference to their boss, nodded hello.


I had to read out as much information as I could about my environment, whom I was with, any guns in view, if and when I saw the money, where it was, what it was held in, color of bag—without making it sound like I was bugged. A one-on-one meeting would’ve been hard enough to keep under control.


I shook hands with Zeek and Colin. “Damn, how long it take you guys to grow those dreads?” It was the best partial description I could give under the circumstances.


Makey told me to sit down and asked if I wanted something to eat, which I definitely declined.


Makey suddenly dropped the friendly decorum rap and seemed to grow pensive. After an agonizingly long silence he said, “Ya mon, ya be wantin’ to get right’a business. I can respect that. Cool.” He stood up and moved to a glass-encased refrigerator stocked with soda, water, and the obligatory Jamaican staple in every roti den—Red Stripe beer. He looked into it for a moment then turned back to me and said, “Well, let’s go den.”


I was confused; he was standing in front of a refrigerator situated against a wall. Where was he expecting me to go?


Suddenly Makey skillfully pulled on the large icebox and I realized it was on recessed wheels; it slid easily from the wall revealing a hole large enough to walk through.


Moving out of the restaurant and into the adjacent building was a big problem. If this phone wasn’t transmitting and these Rastas did in fact have larceny and murder on their minds, I had no one to keep an eye on me.


Before I moved to the hidden passageway the one named Colin held his hands out indicating he was going to frisk me, which I fully expected. I took my hand out of my pocket holding onto the phone, leaving it in plain sight. As he tossed me I noticed he had what appeared to be a Beretta 9mm tucked under his t-shirt, my level of paranoia now spiking almost out of control. I had to get this information out immediately. My throat went dry.


I stopped and said, “Whoa, let’s take a step back for a second. A hole in the wall behind a soda machine, are you guys kidding? Before I walk into that building I want to know exactly where the fuck you’re taking me.” Just as I relayed that bit of information I heard the iron gates being pulled down in front of the restaurant. It was a loud clanging noise ending with a BANG! and easily cloaking my transmission—I was now, without question, completely on my own.


“By the way,” I said, turning to Colin, “there’s no need for fucking weapons, bro. You saw I came clean?”


The metaphor of entering a dark black hole was not lost on me. I could only hope my boys on the other end of the cell phone caught my description of it.


At that point Colin indicated my phone. I handed it to him to inspect. To my absolute surprise and horror, he removed the battery and handed it back to me. That was it. My lifeline, the only hope I had of communicating beyond these walls, was gone. I felt that cold familiar chill run up my spine.


The contingency plan was that if I didn’t leave the storefront to retrieve the car with the weed in fifteen minutes, one of my boys would walk in to check out the menu. That plan was now completely off the table, as the restaurant was shuttered and locked.


I was completely at Makey’s mercy. He and his friends had played me perfectly—they were professionals. I could only hope to be their match.


I followed Makey and Zeek up a darkened stairway with garbage everywhere; there were syringes, crack vials, broken glass, and suddenly I was hit with that putrid unforgettable odor, the smell of death. And there it was, a dead cat being ravaged by a horde of rats as big as the cat.


BOOM! A rat exploded less than six feet in front of me. I nearly jumped out of my shoes as the rats scattered. I spun on Colin, who was tucking the smoking Beretta back into his pants. “What the fuck!” I screamed. “Let a brother know when you’re going to bust off a shot.”


Makey and Zeek laughed. “Hey, cat got your tongue?” Makey said.


I had to take control of the situation. I stopped following them. “No, no, no! This isn’t cool, bro. Where the fuck are we going? It was supposed to be just you and me in the restaurant, Makey, and now I’m following you and two of your boys through an abandoned building. No, brother, that’s not how I do business.”


Makey looked down the landing at me. He was suddenly calm again, back to the businessman. He told me the cash was too big a load to show me in the restaurant—we were going to an upstairs apartment, and he wanted to show me some of the Jamaican weed they were hopeful I’d peddle back to LA.


“All right,” I said. “Let’s just do this. Show me the cash and I’ll bring back the fucking material!”


I’m not sure if it was the bullet ringing my head, the exploding rat, the other rats, the half-eaten dead cat, the eerie building, or the absolute insanity these three hitters displayed, but I began shaking. Before I got into a lit room with these three I had to calm down—my life depended on it.


We reached the top floor where two apartment doors were side by side; we entered the one on the left. The apartment was characterized by the same filth as the halls and stairwell. It was a railroad-style apartment, abandoned, walls torn out, closet doors missing. I noticed a fireman’s pole in the front closet that led straight down to the first floor, making note of this potential escape route. There was a narrow hallway or foyer, kitchen to the right, living room beyond that, and a side-by-side bathroom and bedroom in the back. On the floor of the living room was a bloody king-sized mattress.


Makey pulled an old-fashioned chain affixed to an ancient, greasy balustrade and the ugly white fluorescent bulb blinked to life. I noticed it was jerry-rigged through a line that ran across the floor and through a wall presumably jacked into the restaurant’s electric box.


Makey looked at me for more than a few seconds. Then he turned, and from behind a wall extracted a large canvas bag, unzipped it, and pulled it open for me to see: stacks of cash. He elegantly moved his hands through it so I could see the bills, all hundreds wrapped in ten-thousand-dollar ID bands.


It was all there.


“I don’t have to count it, do I?” I laughed, slightly relieved.


Suddenly Makey did something that shocked me: He pulled out a large kitchen knife and held it up, very close to my face. He wasn’t going to shoot me, he was going to slit my throat. How could I have been fooled into taking this meeting, thinking I could beat a legend like Makey?


I was about to drop-kick him and hit that fireman’s pole as fast as I could when suddenly he bent down and produced a huge block of marijuana. It was wrapped in plastic and looked like a square block of gingerbread. He handed me the brick and the knife.


“Ga’head, cut it, smell it,” he said. “Da best Jamaican ganja on da planet.”


I cut into it and it felt as though I was cutting into a block of clay, though its odor—undeniable. I split it, sniffed it, and looked up at him—that’s when the lights suddenly snapped off and all hell broke loose.


I quickly shuffled back to the wall, dropped low on my haunches with the knife out in front of me. The first person I could detect close enough was going to get slashed and stabbed in the face. My heart was now pounding. This couldn’t be happening, but it was. I was waiting for the flash of a gun so I could determine who was closest. If I was going to die, I was taking at least one of these motherfuckers with me.


I was trying to see, gripping the sweaty knife.


Then suddenly the lights came back on.


Colin and Makey were standing in the same position as they were before the lights went out. Zeek was gone and so was the bag of money. When they saw me in that prone position, terror in my eyes, shaking hand gripping the knife, they both started laughing.


I felt the blood pounding through my ears. I wanted to get up and hack both men to pieces, but I calmed. This wasn’t a rip, just an elaborate plan to keep them from getting ripped. Now, I was back in control.


I looked into Anthony Makey’s eyes and I started laughing, too, hysterical laughter, insane laughter.


And why not? I wasn’t laughing for the same reason these guys were—that business was good. I was laughing because I would leave this building to pretend to retrieve all that good Mexican weed they were expecting, and when I got back to the restaurant, I’d hesitate by the door, bend down, and pretend to pick up a coin—the signal for my colleagues to move in—and as soon as I was safely outside, about fifty federal agents and cops would swarm the place. Just about the time these guys were getting fingerprinted, I’ll be on a jet back to California with a money belt filled with about $40,000 in hundred-dollar bills, the same bills they’d just fronted me in that bag.













I



The Escape













Thin Ice



I drove to the safe house in Temecula, California, about forty miles northeast of my home. It was a sprawling, hard-edged suburb of San Diego, lying at the center of a two-county region known as the “Inland Empire”—the perfect location to set up a drug-smuggling ring. It was beyond any customs checkpoints, clear sailing to all points north throughout the country.


I worked for a man named Tony Geneste, who often went by “Tony Loco Tony” for reasons that quickly became obvious when you met him. My job was to manage all the logistics of our operation—to devise the circuitous, off-the-beaten-path routes we used for transporting the hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of illegal narcotics we were distributing for the Beltrán Cartel in Mexico, all in an effort to circumvent seizures north of the Inland Empire. And I excelled at it, at knowing the police stations, sheriff’s offices, state trooper barracks, checkpoints, hot spots, and speed traps. Through weeks, sometimes months, of reconnaissance and due diligence I even acquired the names and shifts of the cops that worked in most of the precincts and sheriff’s offices my men drove through—the backwater towns and exurbs and suburbs of minor and major cities. Yes, my routes took longer to spirit the material to its final destination—but when they were followed to the letter, they worked.


Finding someone who could follow directions wasn’t as easy as it sounds. The biggest problem Tony and I faced was finding and indoctrinating clean drivers who were fearless and smart, men and women who could think on their feet and not fall apart during a random police check of their car, truck, or person. And our inability to recruit enough good drivers was the reason I was forty miles from home.


As I pulled down the quiet, nondescript cul-de-sac, I noticed Tony walking back and forth in front of the safe house, phone jammed tightly against his ear in what seemed like animated conversation. Odd because Tony never spoke on the phone—he preferred two-way walkie-talkies or medical pagers. After all, his were usually yes-or-no conversations.


The leader of our American cartel, subsidized by the powerful and feared Beltrán Cartel, Tony Geneste looked like a cartel leader straight out of central casting. If you were to see him on the street, or in a nightclub, you’d know this man’s whole life just by looking at him, and he didn’t give a shit that anyone knew because Tony was careful, and very dangerous. He had that aura that read: back away or die.


By the way Tony was pacing, I knew the phone call wasn’t going how he hoped. He was throwing around his fireplug physique in frustration. He had naturally broad shoulders, massive biceps, a hairless barrel chest covered with jailhouse tattoos, and thighs thick as tree trunks. His enormous cinderblock hands—callused and seemingly overworked—were capable of squeezing a man’s head until it popped. He wore a Pancho Villa–like mustache covering both lips and when untrimmed it drooped ridiculously to the bottom of his chin; his receding hairline was always greased back and pulled into a tight ponytail.


Tony was built for the profession he was in, and he had the mind-set—I’d seen him tear men limb from limb with his bare hands. If there was a way to hurt another human being without the help of a weapon, he could do it—Tony was the weapon, every inch of him.


Beyond Tony’s insatiable quest to be the baddest mothafucka on the planet—which in my estimation he was, and believe me it was nothing to be proud of—the man was an oddball of sorts. He had zero taste in clothing. I’d like to say he was a throwback of some kind, but the era to which his taste aspired, to this day, it’s still indecipherable to me. He favored colorful alligator boots, carefully pressed starched black jeans, and colorful silk shirts opened to his breastbone. He wore jewelry that was garish even for a drug lord, thick gold chains affixed with an assortment of diamond crucifixes, a not-so-mini diamond-encrusted AK47, and a gold Christ head the size of an infant’s fist, its thorny crown adorned with seven karats of diamonds and rubies.


Yet despite his bizarre appearance, Tony was never a man who liked to waste time, so I couldn’t help but wonder what he could still need to say to the person on the other end of the phone. Even when he was in prison for seventeen years, he didn’t waste a minute. I’m sure he had plenty of leisure time to do what abnormally strong psychopathic killers do—prey upon the rest of the inmates with shakedowns and contract murders, swing deals with corrupt guards. But Tony didn’t do those things. Instead, while incarcerated, he became a licensed paralegal. And had he not been a predicate felon and convicted killer he could’ve easily passed the bar exam in any state of the country.


I parked the car and walked cautiously to him, and when he snapped the phone closed it sounded like the report of a .25-caliber pistol, business end pointed at my head. Tony didn’t look at me, he just screamed, “Puta pandejo!”


I knew Tony’s moods all too well; it was best to let him vent and not say a word. Waiting for him to catch his breath, I watched as he walked in small tight circles muttering some Cuban Santeria-like hex. I did catch the name of its recipient, Raul. That’s when I knew that the day had gone sideways.


Raul, one of our drivers and the bane of all our existence, was the older brother of Tony’s closest friend and business partner, Hector, and that was the only reason Raul still stood amongst the living, because Raul was a stone-cold crackhead who at times was not above liberating some of Tony’s product for his continuous objective—working the crack pipe four, sometimes five days straight. This, it turned out, was why I was summoned to the suicide king’s safe house that early Sunday morning.


Hector and Tony went back so far that not even Raul’s absurd antics could get between them. Hector had introduced Tony to the heads of the cartel, Abel and Eliseo Beltrán, our benefactors in the drug business who just happened to be savage killers, too. Tony, the more aggressive between himself and Hector, made a good impression on the brothers and he supplanted Hector as their “go-to-guy,” thus becoming the leader of the American distribution arm of the Beltrán Cartel. I knew this was a thorn in Hector’s side and wondered how long it would take for their tense alliance to dissolve. Tony and Hector seemed able to cooperate so long as they were getting paid.


But Hector and his brother Raul were two very different breeds of men. Though Hector didn’t own Tony’s fearsome look, he was as ruthless and dangerous, whereas Raul was a nonconfrontational free spirit, and, as I mentioned, a crackhead.


It was Hector’s job to deal with the Beltrán’s acolytes, making sure the drugs passed through San Diego’s San Ysidro border safely, then were ferried to Los Angeles where the parcels would be secured—without incident—at our safe houses. Once the drugs were secured, it was my job to supervise our workers breaking down the product into manageable packages, sneak them into our refrigerated trucks, and then have them transported across the country to our many clients in the East, mainly New York and Detroit. Upon delivery, I’d fly east, pick up the cash from our clients, make sure the count was right, load the massive amount of cash on pallets, and send it all back to Hector in San Diego via the refrigerated trucks the drugs had been delivered in. Hector would break off what we owed to the Beltráns and deliver them the balance, sending the profits back to our safe houses all over California. A simple operation that netted us tens of millions of dollars a year.


But it never ended up so simple. Originally this was Tony’s job, but he began staying in New York for longer stretches at a time, so he delegated this über-important part of the operation to Hector—which was the biggest operations mistake he’d ever make. At one point, I thought it’d cost us our lives.


When Tony was in San Diego, he’d take over the job of handing off the cash to the cartel couriers, and the consequences of his giving Hector so much latitude hit us in the face on one such trip down there. At this point Tony was dating a beautiful, thirty-something woman, Rosaria, who, unfortunately for us, was also from Sinaloa, the headquarters of the Beltrán brothers’ cartel and a place where everybody knows everybody, especially if you’re in the life. She was the manager of a beautiful boutique hotel—The Sweet Water—situated directly on the beach in San Diego. The Sweet Water wasn’t listed with any travel agents—you needed to have a connection to someone in management to get a room. Needless to say, its array of guests were wealthy Mexicans and South Americans trying to maintain a very low profile while staying in the United States. All, certainly, were friends of the Beltráns, and, I’d learn, mostly all in the drug business in one capacity or another. I’d come to learn that The Sweet Water Hotel was financed and built by the Beltráns, but whether they were using it to launder money or as a discreet location—situated very close to the border—to relax undisturbed when they were in town, I would never know.


We thought The Sweet Water was the perfect place for downtime while Tony and I waited for our next shipment of drugs to arrive from Mexico. One early evening, just before heading out for dinner, we were relaxing on the large patio deck watching the sunset over the Pacific. Drinks in hand, we were discussing the potential of new clientele in Miami, Florida, and at the moment life was very good. So good, in fact, we wondered if we really needed more clients. The answer, we decided, was no. We had loyal, very buttoned-up clients who were making us wealthy beyond our wildest dreams. We were wealthy and the business ran with the expedience of any Fortune 500 company, and we were seemingly untouchable.


There was a soft knock on the door. Tony and I looked at each other, perplexed, as a knock on our door at this particular hotel was odd. Odd because there was an understanding between the guests of the hotel and security-conscious management to never send any members of the staff or guests of the patrons to these rooms unless requested, so Tony and I were immediately on guard. We were unarmed, which made the situation worse. I was looking around the room for anything I could use as a weapon just in case this was an attempted kidnap-and-ransom setup—we were in the drug business, after all, and where there are drugs, there is money, and a lot of it.


I quietly made my way to the door, looked through the peephole, and I was shocked when I realized who the two well-dressed men standing outside were—the Beltrán brothers, Eliseo and Abel, the heads of a worldwide drug empire that netted billions of dollars a year thanks to distributors like Tony and myself.


Now it made sense. They were the only two men—without search warrants and a posse full of federal agents—that would be able to circumvent the rules and regulations of their hotel, with a little help from Rosaria of Sinaloa.


I whispered, a little confused and worried, “It’s the brothers.”


Tony stiffened up immediately, smoothing out his shirt and pants; he was excited by the visit. In his mind it must’ve made all the sense in the world: We were making them boatloads of money, always on time with our payments, and our solid client base was steadily increasing their orders. They must’ve been in town, Rosaria gave them our room number, and they wanted to pop by say hello.


I, on the other hand, wasn’t feeling Tony’s warm and fuzzy euphoria. No, a surprise visit from these two, in our world, would be like the mayor of New York City racing over to Macy’s department store to hand over the key to the city to a mall security guard for catching a shoplifter—it just didn’t make sense. Yes, we were making the brothers millions upon millions of dollars a year, but we were one of many. We were clients, and they were gods in the drug business. The Beltrán brothers were a combo of Pablo Escobar, Pol Pot, and Attila the Hun all rolled into one.


Eliseo and Abel entered the room and made small talk. Tony poured drinks for these two ruthless killers responsible for thousands of murders in Mexico and the United States. They were also two of the wealthiest men in the world, though Forbes magazine wouldn’t catch on and add them to their list for a number of years. Two psychotic killers of the same bloodline, billions of dollars in their bloody coffers, with judges, politicians, as well as federal and local Mexican cops on their payroll. They weren’t exactly the ideal bosses you wanted to receive a surprise visit from. The brothers had found the soccer game that Tony had on, and when Eliseo raised his arm to point at something on the screen, I noticed that he was strapped with an intricately designed .45-caliber pistol.


When Tony brought them their drinks, they turned their attention on us. “Let’s get down to business at hand, sí?” Eliseo said. “Apparently there’s a serious problem with our accounting.” Eliseo grinned at Tony, moving his bejeweled hand back and forth, indicating Tony and Eliseo.


I saw Tony’s demeanor change in a flash; he went from cool and somewhat relaxed to twitchy and hot. This wasn’t the president of the company coming down to Earth, bearing goodwill and salutations to his star salesman, it was just the opposite.


Tony was not going to roll over and plead for his life to anyone. It just wasn’t in his nature. He’d rather die fighting than kiss anyone’s ass.


Tony rose up. “What the fuck are you talking about? Accounting? I pay back every dollar I owe,” he said without fear of retribution.


Abel simply shook his head “no.” “You owe us $2,466,000.” Eliseo sat forward now, pulling out his large pistol and laying it down on the glass table in front of him. All eyes turned to the gun. Tony just sneered at Eliseo, almost daring him to reach for the weapon. I felt my heart pounding in my throat. Tony was a badass but he didn’t have wings; if Eliseo decided he was tired of the interrogation he could snap up that .45 in a hot second, killing us both.


Tony turned to look at me in complete shock, wondering if I knew what in the hell they were talking about, which of course I did not. He shook his head, “no.” “There’s a mistake with your accounting. Like I said, we pay back what we owe, what would be the purpose? We’re in business for almost twenty years; we can make that in a couple of weeks. Why would we cheat you on such an insignificant amount of money? There’s got to be a mistake, fuck, man, no way!” He wasn’t talking to them directly: I could see he was trying to work through this: How could we owe these “pandejos” money? My eyes drifted back to the gun on the table.


Abel continued, “Every week it’s another story, you had to pay someone off, you had a confiscated load, some puta didn’t pay you on time, you had a—”


Tony stood up, cutting him off, face now flushed red with anger. Again I looked around for something I could use as a weapon, finding nothing. Tony said, “I don’t know where you got that number from but there’s a mistake…”


Now it was Eliseo who cut Tony off, slamming his hand on the table, jolting all of us back a bit. He said, voice climbing with every word, “Yes! Every fucking week Hector gives our people another story, we’ll catch up next week, and then it’s another week; week after fucking week after week. It ends now. We want the money tonight. Eight months of this back-and-forth bullshit.” He clapped his hands together a number of times to drive home his point. “Time’s up!”


Tony and I were speechless, coming to grips with the fact that Hector, who we’d entrusted with so much, had been skimming from right under our noses. Tony shook his head. “I don’t know anything about this, but we’re going to find out right now what the fuck is going on.”


Tony had to calm himself down for this phone call; the last thing he wanted to do was alert Hector to the fact that the Beltrán brothers were sitting directly in front of him, guns at the ready, claiming we were short a lot of money, because if Hector was skimming and he knew the brothers were confronting Tony, he’d be in the wind—for good. Tony poured a large tumbler of excellent Scotch, drained it, then waited a few more moments before dialing Hector’s number.


Hector picked up the call on the first ring. Tony was calm but added just a little urgency to his voice. Tony told him there was an emergency with a delivery and he had to meet us at The Sweet Water immediately. He didn’t wait for Hector to respond, he clicked the line dead, and we waited.


While we were waiting, the brothers turned back to the Mexican soccer game. They were having fun, feet kicked up on the coffee tables, cheering on the players as if they were in their own living rooms relaxing, as opposed to their true mission, which was to potentially whack three of their distributors for stealing money. The calmer and more boisterous they were watching the game, the further my anxiety spiked. To them, killing us was just one of the many trivial chores they had to do to keep the business running smoothly. They didn’t seem to care who ripped them off; they were here to get their money back and send a message to the rest of their dealers: This is what happens when you fuck with the Beltrán organization. Three hacked-up bodies found in the trunk of my car on some desolate street would certainly make the evening news, sending a very clear and chilling message to the hundreds of other distributors they were selling to.


Tony was walking back and forth like a caged tiger.


There was a quick series of raps on the door. Tony ran to it, ripping it open. Tony backed into the room as Hector followed him in, not realizing who was sitting just feet from him. I moved behind Hector and closed the door, standing in front of it just in case Hector decided to take off running.


He was confused, asking Tony what the emergency was, when he noticed the two men seated in front of the TV. They were staring at him, zero emotion. And then one of the brothers clicked off the remote. Hector started shaking, his bottom lip was quivering so fast it appeared as though he were either about to start crying or take off in flight.


Tony broke the unbearable silence, keeping his cool until he unearthed the truth. “I’m hearing something for the first time, something very disturbing, and Hector, if you lie to me so help me God…” He didn’t finish the threat, didn’t need to. Hector knew Tony—knew the things that he’d done—better than anyone.


Hector had but one choice: tell the truth and pray that Tony would be the one to kill him, because the Beltráns would make an example out of him, torturing him for weeks before ending his life in a ten-gallon drum of hydrochloric acid. He was now shaking uncontrollably, as if his core body temperature had dropped, nearing hypothermia. Then he broke down crying, stammering, explaining how he needed the money to pay for the child support he owed all over the country but that he was going to pay it all back. It went on and on. I was no longer watching him; I was watching Tony, who dropped his head forward and slumped his shoulders, as if all the air was suddenly sucked out of him.


Hector’s excuse was partially true—he did have twelve or more kids with an assortment of women—but I also knew Hector had other enterprises outside of the drug business as well. He owned homes and properties all over the country, and he liked to spend big-time.


Hector’s scam wasn’t even a good one. He had to know the lies would eventually catch up to him, or he simply deluded himself into thinking this could go on forever. As long as we were paying the Beltráns back most of their money, every month, they’d let it slide. But as I said, the Beltráns knew every dollar owed to them. Hector’s ridiculous scam was delivering the money back to the couriers in partial payments, telling them week after week one lie after another: One of our clients got arrested and would pay us back within the month; we’d lost a load on the road behind a random stop; one of our clients didn’t pick up the load and we were sitting on it.


Hector swore that he was eventually going to pay the money back, but that did not seem to sway the brothers one way or the other. I could tell they were enjoying watching the fat man tremble with fear, but I could also tell that Tony read that, too, and it must’ve gotten under his skin that they were making sport of toying with his devious friend. The brothers didn’t say a word; they turned to Tony, waiting to see what he was going to do.


Tony moved an inch from Hector’s face, staring at him for at least half a minute. Hector understood every word of that silent communication, and I read the complete embarrassment and dejection in Hector’s eyes behind the betrayal he had perpetrated against his closest friend. I knew this was going one of two ways: Tony would ask for a pistol and end Hector’s life right there, or he was going to tell the brothers to take him with them, allowing them to make an example out of him.


What Tony did shocked me to this very day.


He casually moved to the brothers, sitting down next to them. He calmly told them that he was going to pay them back every week until the debt was paid, and he also told them he would handle this betrayal internally.


The next five seconds were the longest five seconds of my, and certainly Hector’s, life. The brothers stared at Tony, again, same indifferent attitude.


So many scenarios crossed my mind. Were they going to pull out their guns and kill all of us? Is this where it ends, in some swanky drug den on the beach in San Diego? Would my wife, Inez, be able to identify me at the morgue? What will happen to my family? And then, like nothing had occurred, both brothers stood up, shook Tony’s hand, agreed that they’d be paid back an additional $25 for every pound of weed we bought, and, without looking back, they left the room.


Tony waited a few minutes, saying nothing. Hector remained standing stoically in the same spot, knowing this wasn’t over, not by a long shot, waiting for his fate to be determined. He knew Tony had every right to kill him where he stood, and I have to give Hector credit because he didn’t try to talk or worm his way out of the unenviable situation he’d placed himself in—he’d either live or die, and that all depended on the level of Tony’s big evil at that very moment.


Tony kept his distance from Hector because—I knew—if he were within striking distance of the fat man, he might not be able to stop himself from going through with it. And Tony was so combustible that once he started he would not be able to stop himself until he tore Hector fully apart. Tony could never kill Hector; he was the godfather to one of his sons and they’d been friends for too long. It was a strange symbiotic relationship, like twin brothers who could do or say anything to the other, but at the end of the day they’d die for one another. Had this been anyone else, Tony would not hesitate and that man would be dead the moment his duplicity was revealed. Then Tony went off—screaming at the top of his lungs how close he brought us to the brink of death. Telling him that if it were anyone else they’d be dead already. He laid into him for ten minutes, bringing up everything he’d done for Hector, leaving not one stone of their emotional and storied past unturned. I saw the tears dropping down Hector’s thick cheeks and into the folds of his jowls.


Tony calmed down, but Hector’s fate was sealed—he could never be trusted again. Tony told him that after this nut was paid off they were through. In the meantime Hector would do whatever Tony asked of him without pay. He was completely cut out of the business, not to be anywhere in the vicinity of product or money ever again. Tony also told him that if he found out Hector was working on the side selling, he’d forget he was his son’s godfather and, without hesitation, find him and his loser brother Raul—also hanging on by a frayed thread—and eviscerate them both.


I knew better than to completely trust this bravado—as I mentioned, he’d never kill Hector. Raul, however, was an entirely different story, Tony was just waiting for that last snowflake to hit the snowcapped bough, which would snap it from its trunk. Hector, on the other hand, would be sidelined and he probably wouldn’t touch any of Tony’s money again, but eventually Tony would soften toward his closest friend and slowly Hector would be able to earn again.


Tony stopped abruptly. Then he asked Hector why he didn’t come to him for money if he needed it, and Hector had no answer. Depleted of his usual energy, Tony told Hector to leave and never return to The Sweet Water again. He also told him to sell his properties because Tony wasn’t picking up the nearly $2.5 million alone.


Hector agreed and left.















Raul



The reason for my trip to Temecula this early Sunday morning was Hector’s older brother, Raul, the thirty-eight-year-old, rail-thin, stone-cold junkie with a twenty-year jones for crack cocaine. He had shoulder-length, inky black hair, perpetually greasy and matted, falling across his skeletal face like tattered wet shoelaces. His face was long and angular, and one could see hints of the chiseled, handsome face it once was before the interceding years of abusing the glass stem of a crack pipe. Crack had turned him into the poster boy for the “Just Say No” campaign of the Reagan era.


Raul was neither ruthless nor smart, and for the most part did what he was told; that is, unless he was off getting high, which occurred frequently. But Hector had a soft spot for his only brother, and, regardless of his newly revealed duplicity, Tony had a soft spot for his oldest friend, Hector. So when Raul dipped a little too deep into the company’s material for his personal use, or a few thousand dollars came up short on a sale, again for his personal use, Raul got a pass. Anyone else would’ve been tortured for weeks until they begged and pleaded for death.


Today was one of those days; Raul had screwed up in obscene proportions.


Our resident crackhead was supposed to stay clean for the week, and on the prior Thursday was to have rendezvoused with one of our best drivers and couriers, Pedro, relaying the message that the two of them, along with Tony’s common-law wife and their two children, a five-year-old and an infant, were going on a road trip in an RV at two o’clock on Sunday, today. They were to deliver thirty kilos of uncut cocaine to our processors and clients in Detroit.


Raul had woken, after a four-day binge, just an hour before I received my page. Raul had also failed to alert Pedro about today’s run.


Our loads were on a very tight schedule; we had buyers set up to take possession of all thirty kilos in exactly five days. However, our 100 percent pure cocaine had to be stepped on, or “spanked,” by 30 percent, meaning we’d dilute the pure cocaine down to 70 percent pure, still excellent street powder, giving us an additional 30 percent on top of our profit margin. That breakdown of the cocaine would take place at one of our many safe houses; this particular one was in Detroit. Combine three-and-a-half days of nonstop travel and two days to process and repackage into varying amounts of weight for our many clients, it equated to exactly five days. If we did not show with our product at 5 P.M. the next Friday night, completely buttoned up with our product intact, we’d end up losing all of the deals. Johnny-come-lately drug dealers usually brought out the paranoia in other drug dealers. Tony wasn’t about to lose the deal and risk alientating solid customers.


But there was an even bigger elephant in the room. Two, in fact.


Buses were a relatively easy way to move coke across the country; however, no transport is completely bulletproof. Our last consignment of cocaine, forty kilos, from the Beltrán brothers, was seized at a Trailways bus station in a border town between California and Nevada.


Two of my female mules, chosen and trained by me because they were smart and could physically tone themselves down to avoid attention, but if needed—in a snap—sex themselves up, were each carrying twenty kilos of pure cocaine in their luggage stored above their seats. As they approached the rest stop, a targeted hot spot by the DEA and customs agents that I’d previously prepped them on, they noticed two unmarked cars following the bus. Without raising suspicion they changed their seats. The bus rolled into the station, a busy gas and food mart for tourists and gamblers, all with varying degrees of degeneration, and stopped to let the passengers out for a break. The girls separated and quickly intermingled with the crowd—as trained.


Two of the customs agents checked all of the tickets and names on the driver’s manifest while the second team of agents carefully scrutinized the occupants of the bus and walked the perimeter with a drug-sniffing canine. Within minutes the dog hit on the cocaine inside the bus; the girls saw this and disappeared.


Seizures are a norm in this business and you’re given a pass by the cartel if there is paperwork, such as an arrest report to back up the confiscated or lost load of drugs. With that report in hand you did not have to pay for the load because it was considered a work-related hazard, or the price of doing business. The problem was that since the girls were not arrested, we had no paperwork to prove that it was seized—we had to pay for the load.


We were given this second thirty-kilo load we were looking to bring to Detroit on consignment as well, worth $510,000, so this load had to be sold to pay for both loads. And though our relationship was semi solid with the Beltráns, regardless of Hector’s stupidity and greed, they were definitely the two strikes and you’re out type of operators. If we didn’t get them back their $1,190,000 within two weeks, well, we were as good as dead. That’s just the way it works.


The second elephant in the room—larger and far more dangerous—was, of course, the money Hector skimmed from the Beltráns. Tony had been paying down the debt, but we still owed at least half. So the grand total we owed including the cost of the seized cocaine was $2,466,000.00.


We were now at strike two, or to put it in military terms, DEFCON ONE, meaning everyone working under the umbrella of Tony Loco Tony had AKs pointed at their heads, me included. Without Pedro to drive, we had another big problem. On such short notice we would never be able to get a suitable driver who knew the routes and secondary routes as backups just in case of police activity. Raul could never be allowed to travel alone—he was just too erratic and the temptation of all that cocaine in such close proximity to a crackhead would’ve been like closing down an amusement park, leaving all the rides on, and sending a hyperactive nine-year-old kid whacked on Adderall in.
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