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    Prologue


    June 1991. A large fishing boat, built to catch tuna, loitered in the anonymous vastness of the North Pacific Ocean.


    Like much else in this story, it was not what it seemed to be.


    The boat had been christened Pandora but now went under the alias Barbara H. It had supposedly sailed northward from Samoa but had actually come south from Hawaii. It was, in all respects, a tuna fishing boat, but it was neither fishing nor searching for shoals of tuna.


    In fact, the only reliable thing that could be said about the boat was its location: 175°W longitude by 35°N latitude – a point roughly midway between Japan’s Honshu Island and San Francisco. In the middle of nowhere and everywhere.


    The Barbara H was alone on the endless, flat ocean. The mother ship it was supposed to meet at the agreed coordinates had failed to arrive. Nor was it responding to the boat’s repeated attempts to contact it on any of the agreed frequencies. This had been the case for two full days.


    Brian Rockom, the skipper of the fishing boat, was pissed off at the delay. Pissed off and jittery, though his anxiety was hardly obvious in the unflappable way he went about things. Rockom was a pro; he didn’t show much. In his head, though, he was already working through the alternatives, just on the off-chance that something had gone wrong.


    Like the boat, Rockom and his six-man crew were not who they were pretending to be. While all of them were sea addicts who would surf, sail or fish given half a chance, they were amateurs. The closest any of them had ever gotten to tuna was by opening a can. They weren’t there to fish.


    On the evening of the third day, a voice came over the Barbara H’s marine single sideband (SSB) radio on the agreed frequency.


    ‘Lady Di, Lady Di, this is Melissa. Do you copy?’


    ‘Howdy, buddy,’ Rockom replied from the fishing boat, masking his relief. ‘Good to hear from you. You had us worried. Haven’t been dipping into that cargo of yours, have you?’


    ‘Wish I had,’ said David McNelly, radio virtuoso and the sole representative of the hashish smuggling syndicate aboard the 350-foot freighter Lucky Star.


    ‘So what’s happening, man?’ Rockom asked.


    ‘I fucked up – confused the coordinates with the frequency. Misread the coded message from my man ashore.’


    ‘Too bad. So where are you now?’


    ‘Fifteen hundred miles east of you and a little south.’


    ‘Holy shit! You must have gone right past us. How’d you do that?’


    ‘Used the old coordinates,’ McNelly replied. ‘Part of the general fuck-up. Anyways, I figure that’s about five days’ sailing, maybe more. Looks like the weather’s turning, too.’


    After checking their nautical charts and weather reports and consulting their respective teams on shore, Rockom and McNelly set their destination coordinates to 153.56°W longitude and 39.2°N latitude, much closer to the original offloading point than the current position of the Lucky Star.


    At Rockom’s insistence, they rescheduled the offload for 22 June, eight days later.


    The freighter’s skipper, Abdul Rasheed, already irate about McNelly’s frequency-coordinates cock-up, complained volubly. The last thing he wanted to do was spend another week at sea with a hold full of Afghani hashish.


    But Rockom pushed back. His boat had taken a beating on the way up from Samoa, he said – though it had actually left from Honolulu and the journey had been mostly smooth, if a little choppy at times – and the crew needed time to make repairs before continuing.


    What Rockom didn’t mention was that his support organisation, a bureaucratic octopus with multiple appendages on both land and sea, needed time to rejig. The ripples created by any change of plan needed to be accommodated in sub-plans, deployments and tactics, all radiating out from the centre.


    As the freighter swung around and began churning its way to the new rendezvous point through increasingly rough seas, the Barbara H sailed south and docked at the US naval base on the tiny atoll of Midway Island. A few days of diving and golf never hurt anyone.


    It was grey and misty on 22 June 1991. A three-metre swell churned under the bow of the Barbara H as it slowed down at the appointed meeting place and heaved from side to side under minimal power. It wasn’t exactly a storm – Rockom and Mike Gallion, the most experienced sailors among the crew, had endured worse – but it did not bode well for the vessel-to-vessel transfer of thousands of bales of hashish, something none of those aboard the Barbara H had ever done before.


    On the bridge of the Lucky Star, McNelly spied the offload boat through his binoculars. With Captain Abdul at the helm, they steamed towards it.


    ‘Come up to my starboard side towards the fore,’ McNelly radioed when the two vessels were a couple of miles apart.


    Rockom was sceptical. ‘Not sure I can do that. The swell isn’t looking good from here.’


    ‘We should be able to give you a decent lee,’ McNelly assured him.


    ‘Okay, we’ll give it a go. But I think it’s blowing too hard for us to get alongside you.’


    ‘I thought you guys were pros,’ McNelly countered. ‘We need you alongside of us at no more than ten feet. We’ll boom over the cargo. It shouldn’t be a problem.’


    The two vessels approached each other warily, the smaller one bucking alarmingly in the swell. Rockom manoeuvred the Barbara H through the agitated wake of the Lucky Star and onto the starboard side. The lee was nowhere near as good as promised.


    As the ships held position, Captain Abdul ordered his first mate and several members of the crew into the hold. The first sling-load, 50 bales of the finest Afghani hash, each weighing 20 kilos, emerged from the trapdoor of the hold.


    With a ton of hash hanging in a net beneath it like an engorged scrotum, the ship’s boom snaked out over the churning water between the two vessels. Just short of the offload boat’s starboard railing it stopped.


    ‘That’s all we’ve got,’ the first mate radioed from the boom controls. ‘They’ve got to come in closer.’


    ‘Lady Di, you’ve got to close the gap,’ McNelly informed Rockom. ‘The boom can’t make it.’


    ‘No can do,’ Rockom radioed back. ‘It’s a bitch out here. We’re shit-scared you’ll roll on us.’


    ‘Another ten feet is all we need.’


    ‘Sorry, buddy. Too risky.’


    Captain Abdul slammed the wheel with the palm of his hand and muttered darkly about amateurs and incompetents. Now on his tenth drug run, he had a dismal opinion of potheads dissembling as mariners.


    Evening was settling in, the sun a blazing shipwreck on the horizon. Rockom suggested they break off and continue the next morning. Hearing this, Captain Abdul threatened to turn around and return to Pakistan if the hash wasn’t offloaded immediately.


    ‘Negative on that, Lady Di,’ McNelly replied. ‘The captain won’t do it. He wants to get it done and piss off out of here.’


    ‘Yeah, but I can’t get back to shore without a boat.


    ‘I understand. But I’m not in control here. The captain’s threatening to turn around. I need you to help me out.’


    Rockom called a quick conclave of his crew to discuss what to do.


    ‘How about the dinghies?’ asked Gallion.


    Barbara H had two ten-foot inflatable lifeboats with 25 hp motors. Each could carry up to four men, which gave a rough idea of their load capacity – probably not more than a quarter of a ton.


    ‘It will take the whole night,’ one of the crew members said.


    ‘Maybe,’ replied Rockom, ‘but at least the stuff will be in our hold, not theirs.’


    ‘Melissa, we’re going to try one of the dinghies,’ Rockom radioed. ‘You guys can boom the stuff into it.’


    ‘Roger that.’


    Greg Snider of the Barbara H crew steered the dinghy. The distance between the vessels at that point was only about 140 metres, but they were roiling, perilous metres in failing light.


    At Rockom’s suggestion, the first load was limited to 15 bales, weighing 300 kilograms. The delivery went smoothly. The boom deposited the net snugly into the dinghy, where Snider removed the bales and stacked them on the aluminium floor for the return trip.


    Back at the Barbara H, the crew dropped a fishing net tethered to ropes into the dinghy. Snider wrapped the bales into the net, which was then hoisted onto the boat by the rest of the crew, as Snider set out on his next round trip.


    The next load was 20 bales, but Snider reported that the dinghy had shipped water during the short crossing and felt unstable. They agreed to limit the loads to 15 bales, slightly in excess of the weight of the four passengers the dinghy was built to carry.


    ‘By the way,’ Rockom asked McNelly over the SSB while the second transfer was underway, ‘what’s the total size of your cargo?’


    ‘I’m guessing in the region of seven zero tons,’ McNelly replied.


    The crew of the Barbara H were pumped. Seventy tons was way more than the largest haul any of them had ever heard of – probably the largest in US history. Seizing 70 tons of hash in mid-ocean was very big news. They’d be celebrities, if only in the limited confines of the federal law-enforcement agencies.


    Unluckily for them, fame proved to be elusive. On the very next load, the sloppily secured boom net slipped free of the hoisting belt and plummeted onto the dinghy before slithering into the depths of the ocean. Snider only managed to get out of the way by jumping into the water. He managed to haul himself back onto the dinghy, but the motor had taken the full weight of the falling load. It was bent out of shape and refused to restart.


    The crew of the Lucky Star threw Snider a rope and pulled him aboard, drenched and bruised. With the dinghy disabled, 300 kilos of hashish on the bottom of the ocean and Snider on the wrong vessel, McNelly and Rockom agreed to call it quits for the night.


    Captain Abdul was noisily unimpressed but nevertheless dropped anchor. An exhausted McNelly rolled an extra-large joint from the kilo slab he had pilfered from the cargo, smoked it at the stern of the ship, buffeted by the wind and spray, then lurched to his bunk.


    Come morning the clouds were ominously low and the sea was as choppy as it had been the previous day. But at least they had light. Rockom and Gallion were loath to chance their second dinghy and run the risk of being stranded in the middle of the Pacific without a lifeboat.


    There was no alternative but to tie up to the mother ship in the seething sea, a prospect the crew of the Barbara H dreaded.


    Tying up two ships is not uncommon. If they’re roughly the same size and the sea is calm, it can be accomplished easily. Doing it with a freighter and a tuna boat in a three-metre swell, on the other hand, is asking for trouble. The larger ship, in this case the Lucky Star, could roll over and damage the smaller one. Even constant small collisions between the hulls could puncture waterproof seams on the smaller vessel.


    With Captain Abdul at the helm of the Lucky Star and Rockom piloting the Barbara H, the two vessels gradually converged, both pitching and rolling in the choppy sea. Abdul dropped the larger ship’s anchor and instructed the offload boat’s crew to tie up first at the bow and then at the stern.


    When they finally edged together, a seaman on the mother ship threw a rope with a bowline at the end to one of the crew in the bow of the offload boat. Rocked by the wind and spray and barely able to maintain their balance, the seamen lashed the vessels together, bow to bow and stern to stern.


    Before the first bale could even be transferred, it was clear that the Lucky Star was rolling badly and the smaller vessel was taking a bashing.


    Rockom radioed McNelly: ‘You’re dragging us, buddy. You need to slow down.’


    ‘Come again.’


    ‘We’re being dragged under,’ Rockom yelled. ‘Slow down!’


    ‘Roger that.’


    ‘What are they complaining about now, David?’ Abdul asked.


    ‘They want us to slow down.’


    ‘What are they talking about?’ the captain sneered. ‘We’re hardly moving.’


    ‘This is the best we can do,’ McNelly told Rockom. ‘Let’s just get this done.’


    The boom extended out over the tethered offload boat, depositing a full load of cargo through the trapdoor of its hold. It retracted back to base, picked up another load and deposited that one as well.


    Then McNelly heard a loud crunching noise from the offload boat and indistinct shouting.


    ‘What the fuck!’ he heard Rockom bellow. ‘You’ve crushed our fucking stern railing. Slow the fuck down or we’re out of here!’


    One of the crewmen came running into the Barbara H’s wheelhouse: ‘We’re shipping water!’


    ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake!’


    ‘That roll must have opened a seam,’ the guy said. ‘We’re fucking dead if we go on like this.’


    Rockom stuck his head out of the wheelhouse doorway.


    ‘Mike!’ he hollered to Gallion. ‘Mike, grab the axe and cut the fucking bow line.’


    ‘No, don’t!’ McNelly protested, hearing the uproar over the radio.


    There was no response from Rockom. After a couple of minutes the Lucky Star’s bow lurched as if it had been released from bondage, followed by the stern a few seconds later.


    McNelly looked at Captain Abdul, the mic still in his hand.


    ‘Captain, they chopped themselves loose with an axe.’


    Apoplectic with rage, the captain spun the wheel and pulled down hard on the throttle lever. The ship bucked as it picked up speed, crashing head-on into the oncoming waves and leaving the smaller boat in his wake. McNelly had to grab onto the door frame to maintain his balance.


    ‘Bloody Yankee fools,’ Captain Abdul muttered ominously. ‘We’re going back to Pakistan.’


    Immediately after his battered vessel had cut loose from the freighter, Brian Rockom headed southeast into calmer waters, where he and the crew repaired the boat as best they could and attempted to coordinate another rendezvous with the freighter.


    In its hold, the Barbara H held a paltry two-and-a-half tons of off-loaded hashish.


    Captain Abdul of the Lucky Star had headed west, unsure of his destination but determined to avoid another offload until the weather improved and his concerns about the people he was working with had been answered.


    Something smelled fishy to the Pakistani captain and it had nothing to do with tuna.


    First, there had been McNelly’s inexplicable navigational screw-up – what sort of mariner confuses map coordinates with radio frequencies? And then his ship had been met by a bunch of greenhorns who barely knew the difference between bow and stern.


    Experienced they clearly weren’t, but were they even smugglers?


    In San Francisco, the shore crews of both vessels were coordinating efforts to get the offload back on track. They bombarded both craft with increasingly panicky messages, but when they finally agreed on a new meeting point, the coordinates they sent – Captain Abdul checked them carefully on his charts – were well within the territorial waters of the US.


    The captain was experienced enough to know that no trafficker would ever knowingly leave international waters and enter US jurisdiction with drugs in his hold. American penalties, at the height of the war on drugs, were simply too punitive to take the risk.


    Those coordinates couldn’t have been sent accidentally.


    The offloaders were trying to lure him into a trap. Captain Abdul was certain of it. Once the ship was in US waters, it would be stopped, searched and impounded. The Americans took him for a fool.


    In the absence of instructions from his boss in Pakistan, Captain Abdul wasn’t going anywhere. He steamed in circles for an entire week, ignoring the repeated pleas from the shore crew that he complete the offload.


    At that point, the authorities controlling the offload boat decided to act.


    On 1 July, Captain Abdul, David McNelly and the ship’s other two officers were in the mess hall, eating breakfast and bickering over what to do next. McNelly wanted the Lucky Star to turn around and head for the current coordinates of the offload boat. The paranoid Abdul insisted on staying put until the ship’s owner gave him permission to return to Pakistan.


    They were busy arguing over the merits of each strategy when the mess steward rushed in to inform the captain that two ships had been spotted on the horizon.


    Abdul and McNelly hurried to the bridge, where the captain took over the helm while McNelly studied the approaching ships through his binoculars. A Vietnam veteran and experienced maritime drug smuggler, he had little problem in identifying them as military vessels – US Navy destroyers, to be precise.


    He barely had time to convey the information to the captain before both men heard an ominous thwapping sound all around them and two helicopters – US Navy Black Hawks, McNelly noted – emerged from the clouds. Within seconds the choppers were hovering over the ship, creating an enormous racket and sending waves of compressed air sweeping over the deck.


    Abdul grabbed the handset.


    ‘US Navy, US Navy, this is Lucky Star.’


    McNelly, understanding that his presence, as a US citizen, on a ship loaded with hashish could be highly problematic, left the bridge using the indoor stairway and went below deck. After considering several hiding places, he eventually loosened a number of floor panels in the engine room and crawled into the space between the floor and the bilge.


    On the bridge of the USS Ingersoll, the captain took the call and handed the handset to Coast Guard Lieutenant Leon Elway, commander of the task force aboard the Ingersoll and its sister ship, the USS Leftwich.


    ‘My job’s done, Lieutenant,’ the captain said. ‘You’re responsible for law enforcement.’


    ‘Lucky Star,’ this is the United States Coast Guard,’ Elway said into the microphone. ‘Do you copy? Over.’


    ‘Yes, I copy,’ the captain responded. ‘This is Lucky Star.’


    ‘Roger, Lucky Star. We need to come aboard at this time and examine your documents. Request permission to come aboard and check your documents. Over.’


    ‘Sir, this ship is in international waters. Over.’


    Abdul was standing in the doorway of the wheelhouse, with the mic of the SSB radio in his fist. Elway’s voice was barely audible over the clamour of the helicopter rotors. Ominously, Abdul saw, as he was no doubt intended to see, one of the destroyer’s 20 mm Vulcan cannons rotating in his direction.


    ‘We’re exercising our right under US law,’ Elway replied. ‘Just a routine document check.’


    Captain Abdul hesitated. The destroyers loomed on either side of the Lucky Star. If the intention was to intimidate him, they were doing a good job of it.


    ‘Permission to board under protest. Over,’ the captain radioed.


    The two destroyers had been at sea in support of the Barbara H from the start, lagging about 20 kilometres behind it to avoid being spotted by the Lucky Star. They, the helicopters they carried, the Barbara H and the dozens of federal agents in San Francisco and elsewhere were all part of a massive sting operation mounted by the US government, dubbed Operation Nautilus.


    Needless to say, the syndicate’s offload boat, the Barbara H, had been chartered and rechristened by the US Customs Service. Its entire crew, including Rockom and Gallion, were undercover federal agents.


    The undercover operation was as sensitive as it was large. The Lucky Star was a foreign-flagged ship in international waters, making its way from Pakistan to the West Coast of Canada. Arguably, the US had no legal justification for stopping the ship, never mind boarding it and searching it for drugs.


    The issue was only settled when US Customs Service Special Agent Brian Rockom, skipper of the Barbara H, told the task force that the man he had communicated with on the Lucky Star was American. None of them knew his identity, as yet, but the man had an American accent and spoke idiomatic American English. Rockom was certain that he was American.


    That was good enough for the lawyers, who interpreted an old and obscure piece of legislation, 46 USC App 1903, to mean that if a foreign flag vessel has a US citizen on board, even when in international waters, it is subject to the jurisdiction of the US. The Lucky Star had an American on board.


    Within minutes, two 40-foot shoreboats had left the Ingersoll and were en route to the Lucky Star. Each boat carried a six-man Coast Guard contingent, accompanied by 36 heavily armed navy personnel. Up above, there were naval commandos aboard the helicopters.


    Captain Abdul was outraged; checking a ship’s documents did not normally require a small army. And he almost went ballistic when Lieutenant Elway, without acknowledging his presence or the documents he proffered in a canvas bag, ordered his men to spread out and search the ship.


    ‘Routine security sweep, Captain,’ Elway said.


    ‘I didn’t give permission for a security sweep. You said you wanted to see our documents. Here they are. I insist you call back your men.’


    ‘You can insist all you want,’ Elway replied. ‘We have good reason to suspect that you are transporting illicit cargo in violation of United States drug laws.’


    Without even glancing at the ship’s documents, he ordered Abdul to join his crew at the stern of the ship and posted an armed guard over them. The rest of his men fanned out across the ship.


    It didn’t take long for the boarding party to find the stash. A squad of five, headed by Elway’s second-in-command, Lieutenant Morrison, entered the cargo hold from below deck, to be confronted by a mountain of more than 3 000 hessian bags of Afghani hashish. According to a later Coast Guard report, the load measured three metres in height, six metres across and stretched to a depth of 12 metres.


    ‘There’s enough fucking dope here to keep all the kids in America high for a week,’ Morrison reported to Elway back on deck.


    ‘And the American?’


    ‘No sign of him yet. He’s gotta be here somewhere.’


    ‘Any weapons?’


    ‘Nothing yet, sir.’


    Later that night, a Navy guard spotted a cold and hungry David McNelly roaming around the engine room. He was overpowered after a short scuffle and led to the captain’s quarters, where Lieutenant Elway had ensconced himself.


    They had their American.


    If McNelly wasn’t in enough trouble already, a cursory search of his person revealed a photograph of him on a horse brandishing an AK-47 assault rifle. Beside him were two bearded Afghani mujahedin, also armed, and in the background a long train of camels, each laden with fat sacks of hash on either flank.


    McNelly had been involved in the action from the very beginning. He had joined the camel train in Afghanistan and accompanied it through the desert badlands of the Afghan–Pakistani border region to a remote beach on the Gulf of Oman, from where a small fleet of dhows had transported the hash to the Lucky Star, anchored several kilometres offshore.


    The photograph, taken at a moment of irrational exuberance, would be enough to convict him in any court.


    After questioning McNelly briefly (he refused to utter a word), Elway escorted him to the mess, where Abdul and his crew had bedded down for the night. Having had time to contain his anger and think things over, the captain took the opportunity to confront his captor.


    ‘I insist that we sleep in our own quarters,’ Abdul protested.


    ‘This is where you will sleep,’ Elway replied.


    ‘I am the captain of this ship. The US Navy has no jurisdiction here.’


    ‘You are being detained while the US government seeks permission from the ship’s country of registry to assume command.’


    ‘So I still have authority over my ship.’


    ‘You are still in command.’


    ‘How can I be in command if I can’t sleep in my own bed and I need an armed military escort to take a piss?’


    Lieutenant Elway chuckled but gave no reply.


    ‘Okay, then,’ Captain Abdul said. ‘As captain of the ship, I intend to dump its cargo.’


    ‘That’s not going to happen.’


    Title 46 allowed Lieutenant Elway to interdict and board the Lucky Star but not to arrest the crew, except for the sole American, McNelly, or to take possession of the ship. To impose full US jurisdiction, he needed the consent of the country in which it was registered – the tiny Caribbean nation of St Vincent and the Grenadines.


    Back in New York, the US Ambassador to the United Nations, Thomas Pickering, conveyed his government’s request for consent to the UN representative of St Vincent and the Grenadines, who in turn conveyed it to his country’s prime minister. The response was noncommittal. The island nation, it appeared, was not totally opposed to waiving its sovereign rights but thought that the US government should show its appreciation for the gesture in some unspecified way.


    The US could not afford to be seen paying a bribe (at least not publicly) and St Vincent and the Grenadines was not about to do them any favours. The countries were deadlocked, with the US, in effect, committing piracy on the high seas.


    So the US upped the ante, threatening to announce the imposition of economic sanctions against St Vincent for ‘not vigorously opposing international drug trafﬁcking’.


    It took 11 days for the impasse to be settled. While that was going on, Captain Abdul agreed to have his ship escorted in the direction of Hawaii by the US Navy but refused adamantly to enter US territorial waters.


    Eventually, the US withdrew its threat to announce economic sanctions against St Vincent and agreed to buy the freighter for $300 000, with payment to be made to the prime minister.


    The Lucky Star was now under US ownership and jurisdiction. For Captain Abdul, the 14 members of his crew and David McNelly, it was the end of the road.


    For several others, among them the Vancouver-based boss of the syndicate’s offload and distribution team, Michael Medjuck, the ordeal was just beginning.

  


  
    1


    Busted


    Sea-Tac Airport in Washington State, 18 September 1991. With 90 minutes to kill before Michael’s flight to San Francisco, Ollie suggested they go for a spin in his car and get stoned. Michael couldn’t have put it better himself.


    Not that Michael Medjuck needed a specific reason to get stoned. It was as much part of his daily routine as his early-morning run, shaving and showering, and popping into his lawyer’s downtown office on West Georgia Street in Vancouver to pick up his mail. Getting stoned was just something Michael did.


    There were times, though, when a joint was more a necessity than a habit, when it was the only tonic for frayed nerves and all the other bad shit that can get a guy down. This day was one of those.


    The day had begun normally enough. Michael was as upbeat and gung-ho as usual, despite the bust of the Lucky Star less than three months earlier. His investment in the smuggle had only been about $800 000 – small change in Michael’s book – and there had been no indication since the bust that he or his guys were suspected of it.


    Losing the Lucky Star had been an extreme bummer, but Michael was experienced enough to know that, in the smuggling game, you sometimes had to cut your losses and move on.


    Even when, about a week after the abortive offload, the Barbara H turned up in California with the two-and-a-half tons of hash that had been offloaded, Michael remained blasé.


    It certainly occurred to him that there was something weird about the hash emerging in the US – a destination that smugglers avoided like the plague, owing to its draconian drug laws – but he didn’t overthink things.


    Shit happens. It’s the job of the guy in charge to deal with it.


    His guys were slavering to retrieve something from the Lucky Star disaster by getting the gear from the crew of the Barbara H and selling it. Michael was in two minds about it. He cautioned them to be cool and watch their backs, but he didn’t stop them from cutting a deal with Brian Rockom and friends for the return of the two-and-a-half tons.


    Then he got on with living his life. He had a lot of other stuff to deal with.


    Despite the uncertainty about what had actually gone down with the Lucky Star, Michael was sure he had outsmarted the cops. Neither his skill nor his intuition nor his luck had let him down.


    There was no way he was going to be busted for the abortive offload.


    After dropping the kids off at school, Michael and his wife, Jane, had driven from their home in Langley, British Columbia, to Bellingham, just across the border in the US. It was a route they knew so well they could have driven it in their sleep.


    Bellingham was an essential part of Michael’s life, not only as the staging post for much of the dope he smuggled into Canada but also as his domestic airport. He had flown in and out of the city countless times, ever since Vancouver International Airport, a lot bigger and closer to his home, had blacklisted him as a known drug smuggler way back in 1976.


    He could still use Vancouver Airport if he had to, but the scrutiny he received there was like being in the display window of a downtown department store during Christmas season. For a person who both trafficked in illegal substances and took his personal security very seriously, such attention was unwelcome.


    The drive to Bellingham, a little more an hour, was no hassle in the greater scheme of things. Nor was the inevitable exchange with an American customs agent at the delightfully named Peace Arch Border Crossing much of a problem. Michael had long since made the necessary accommodations. For one thing, he never crossed the border in a car registered in his own name. Cars were always registered in Jane’s name or in that of his uncle. That day, they were in the Jane-registered Volvo station wagon, a typical family car, with all the requisite dents and stains and kids’ stuff littering the back seat.


    This was in the days before the US Department of Homeland Security became the behemoth it is today. Crossing between the two countries was a walk in the park. Michael and Jane were just normal folk, out to do a bit of shopping. Michael was as clean of drugs as is expected of a middle-aged businessman and there was no luggage in the trunk.


    Michael’s luggage and $30 000 in cash had been taken across the border the previous day by Ollie Greenberg, an old friend from South Africa and Michael’s gofer. Whenever Michael was going on a trip to the US, Ollie would drive up to Vancouver from his home in Seattle, take charge of Michael’s luggage, including all the drugs and cash he would need while in the US, and drive it back to Seattle.


    The next day they would meet at the airport, either in Bellingham or Seattle, to return the goods. As an American citizen – and a pretty innocuous one for a pill-popper – Ollie had never been stopped and searched. Just in case, though, he always stashed the contraband in his boots.


    With Jane driving, Michael phoned Ollie to coordinate plans. A dense fog had descended overnight on northwestern Washington State, a part of the world that knows a thing or two about fog. It was the sort of fog that often delayed flights. They agreed to meet at Seattle’s Sea-Tac Airport, just in case.


    He then called Harry, a friend from the early days, to wish him happy birthday. Speaking with Harry reminded Michael of his own birthday, four days earlier, which they had celebrated with a small dinner party and a shitload of coke. He was still feeling the fuzziness of cocaine-induced sensory overload. Recovery times had become longer as he grew older.


    Michael was a lean and vigorous 41-year-old, despite a rapidly receding hairline and the odd grey highlight in his bushy moustache. A time-worn wariness now shadowed the slate-grey eyes that had tantalised a generation of schoolgirls in South Africa.


    He had been having thoughts recently of slowing down, perhaps even of retiring, but who was he kidding? He lived for the business and the ego boost it gave him. The money, too, of course, but having made a lot more than he ever thought possible, he had begun to understand that it was really the acclaim he thrived on. His kingpin status.


    Not only was he Canada’s leading pot and hash smuggler, but he had come from the most unlikely circumstances to achieve that status. Jewish boys from Johannesburg normally settled for far more conventional pursuits.


    As Michael had anticipated, all flights were grounded when they arrived at Bellingham Airport. The murky haze had attached itself to the runway like a limpet mine, limiting visibility to a few metres at best. After considering the alternatives, Michael boarded the bus provided by the airline for the three-hour drive to Seattle. This in itself was a radical departure from standard practice.


    The bus was a mode of transportation Michael had abandoned at least a decade earlier. Along with economy-class flights, restaurant wine lists and off-the-shelf clothing, public transport had become surplus to Michael’s requirements once he made his first million. They were baggage from a previous life.


    The bus filled up with the rest of the passengers from the cancelled flight. Businesspeople in polyester suits and ties, mainly. Some working people in polo shirts with company insignia, a few oldies, already in their winter coats, and a couple of beefy guys in windbreakers who could have been cops.


    Well, fuck’em if they were. He wasn’t carrying a thing.


    Settling into his seat, Michael pulled a Walkman from his briefcase and slotted in a cassette of the Grateful Dead album American Beauty. Being on the bus brought to mind Ken Kesey and his Merry Prankster followers. What music had they listened to while careening crazily on their drug-fuelled jaunt from California to the East Coast? The Dead, of course. He fast-forwarded to ‘Friend of the Devil’.


    Great bus music. The only thing missing was a joint.


    He was reminded of the totally insane Neal Cassady, nicknamed Sir Speed Limit by the Pranksters (because he didn’t have a speed limit – he drove stupidly fast). Cassady, it was once said, ‘could roll a joint while backing a 1937 Packard onto the lip of the Grand Canyon.’


    That had resonated with Michael. He himself was a driver of some renown, not specifically for his driving skills but for the loads he had carried. He had driven many thousands of kilos of dope across North America – from El Paso to Bellingham, Miami to Pittsburgh, San Diego to Vancouver – with the wheel in one hand, a joint in the other and a rockin’ song on the radio.


    The worst of the fog had burned away by the time they pulled into Sea-Tac Airport. Planes seemed to be taking off and landing as usual. As Michael stepped off the bus, he saw Ollie lounging outside the departure terminal, ubiquitous cigarette in hand. Beside him was Michael’s luggage.


    ‘Hey man,’ Ollie said, ‘bummer about the fog, hey?’


    ‘Yeah, I’ve missed my flight.’


    ‘No worries. They’re pretty frequent.’


    ‘Guess I’ll go get a new boarding card.’


    ‘Yeah, man, I’ll wait here. When you’re done, we can take the car for a spin and get stoned.’


    ‘Sounds great,’ Michael said. ‘Where’s the car parked?’


    ‘Up on the roof.’


    When Michael returned with the boarding card, Ollie ground out his cigarette with a bootheel and took hold of Michael’s carry-on bag. They ambled over to the elevator, waited for it to descend and, once inside, pressed the button for the rooftop parking.


    Just as the doors were closing, two guys tried to get in, shoving their hands into the narrowing aperture of the doors and yelling, ‘Hold it.’ Michael and Ollie made space as the two scrambled in. They looked as straight as a pair of old-fashioned cut-throat razors, with tidy, side-parted hair, blue windbreakers, jeans and sneakers.


    Michael, too, looked super-straight, although his get-up – short hair, tailored suit, white Egyptian cotton shirt and coffee-coloured Italian lace-ups – was a disguise, or, more accurately, a disguise that had become a habit and then a choice.


    Early on in his career, while he was transitioning from dealing to smuggling, he’d been told by Nick Sadowski, his mentor from Pittsburgh, that when you’re smuggling large quantities of drugs, the last thing you want to look like is a long-haired drug dealer. Looking straighter than the cops and wearing suits they would never be able to afford made you virtually invisible – although it pissed them off extraordinarily when they just happened to bust you.


    What irritated Michael about the guys in the elevator was not that they were straight but that they had the macho, oxygen-depleting bearing of cops. They bullied the air around them, asserting their control. Tough-guy toxicity permeated the rising metal box. By the nature of things, Michael was allergic to cops.


    At the rooftop parking, the two guys exited the elevator and headed right. Michael was relieved to see them go. He’d had a bad feeling about them.


    Ollie, followed by Michael, zigzagged towards the open-air section of the lot, struggling to remember the row number he had committed to memory less than an hour earlier. Wisps of fog lingered over the lot like strings of cotton candy. Through the diminishing haze, Michael could see the flashing landing lights of a plane descending onto a distant runway.


    That was when the unreality took over. Trying to put it all together later, Michael remembered his relief as the two straights walked off in the opposite direction. He also remembered thinking about his agenda for the rest of the day, much of it to do with the (legit) import-export business he had in San Francisco.


    Whether one of the guys actually shouted, ‘Hands up!’ Michael couldn’t be sure. It sounded a bit too B-movie-ish and, given what he was to subsequently learn about the feds, they weren’t the types to give fair warning. Still, he had a vague memory of a shout before the lights went out.


    When he came to, Michael was splayed out on the ground, with a shattering pain in his head and a dead weight on his neck and upper back that was pressing the air out of him. The rough concrete was cold and coarse against his cheek. Someone was trying to clamp his wrists behind him and cursing shrilly.


    ‘Don’t move, asshole! Move again and I’ll put a bullet through your fucking head! You understand? Stay fucking still.’


    Grinning like a lunatic and still panting from the sheer exertion of hitting someone over the head from behind, the cop hauled Michael to his feet, his arms now cuffed behind his back. Michael’s head pounded like a manic Ginger Baker drum solo on too much speed and he could feel the trickle of what seemed like was blood down his forehead.


    Glancing down, he saw that his $3 000 suit, personally hand-tailored by Bijan of Beverly Hills, had a nasty tear over one knee and a patchwork of oil and grime stains. The suit was ruined.


    Over the years, like most drug smugglers, Michael had dealt with the prospect of being busted through a combination of denial and repression. He had simply refused to think about it and therefore had no preconceived scenario when it eventually happened. His mind was as blank and glutinous as the fog earlier that morning, leaving him with little option but to stay silent and do nothing. He had no better ideas.


    Other cops began to arrive on the scene, some creeping forward, weapons levelled like infantrymen in a Vietnamese rice paddy, and others whooping and high-fiving each other. Soon there were hands all over him, spreading his legs and patting his torso and the insides of his thighs. He was told to bend over, lie down and lift his head, all by different voices at the same time.


    The guy who had busted him had moved to the side and was leaning against a silver Ford Taurus, deep in conversation with a uniformed officer and a couple of plainclothes men. He appeared to have handed over the prisoner, but when one of the uniforms manhandled Michael, he quickly intervened.


    ‘Get the fuck away from my prisoner,’ he shouted at the offending cop, without relinquishing his place by the side of the Taurus. The cop did as he was told. This was clearly a federal gig.


    It was all taking quite a long time, with Michael both the nucleus of the action and, bereft of all agency, a virtual onlooker. When he was able to breathe normally – his head was still aching like the grinding of tectonic plates – he glanced over to where he had last seen Ollie.


    A few metres away, partially obscured by parked cars, his sidekick was the centre of his own puppet show. Except that Ollie, unlike Michael, was anything but still and had nowhere near the same audience.


    Ollie had always been a bit jittery, but now he was kinetic with panic. He was shuffling and jerking and yelping, as if every nerve ending in his body was twitching to a different beat.


    ‘Oh fuck,’ Michael thought, the first sign of lucidity since he’d been bashed over the head. ‘There goes the money!’


    Like Michael, Ollie was another tendril of a South African generation that, in the late 1960s, had found God (or something equally immaculate) in potent weed (known locally as dagga) and went on to travel the world, sampling the varied forms of the holy substance like botanists. Their science had an unmistakably proselytising tenor to it; weed had brought knowledge into their lives and it was their duty to introduce others to its beneficence.


    Once dagga had been revealed to the late-1960s generation, the shortcomings of South Africa’s apartheid system quickly became apparent. Being almost entirely white – and therefore the beneficiaries of apartheid rather than its victims – the local hippies tended to focus on how the regime’s policies affected them personally rather than on how the government’s racial doctrine and practices shaped the country.


    For them, the apartheid regime was a historical relic, a dour, reactionary orthodoxy that forced on them its neo-Calvinist approach to social issues, including such things as sexuality, pornography, drug-taking and freedom of expression.


    It was the Counter-Reformation to their counterculture.


    Dagga without free sex, raunchy music and garish self-expression was unacceptably regressive. The result was a large-scale exodus of dopeheads from South Africa in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Much later, many of them would portray themselves as exiles from apartheid, but, really, it was the unfettered dope experience they were after.


    Michael left the country as soon as he finished school. Most of his friends had been drafted into the South African army, but his Canadian passport exempted him from such indignity. He first went to London, where he worked as a construction worker, van driver and apprentice hippie, before moving to Vancouver, where his brother was studying.


    Vancouver was where he would establish himself as a dope maestro – a 22-year odyssey of smoking, selling and smuggling that now ended abruptly in the rooftop parking lot at Sea-Tac Airport, with Michael’s hands cuffed behind his back and $30 000 of his cash in one of Ollie’s boots.


    Still in pain but a little less confused, Michael was hustled into the elevator by two agents and however many law enforcement hangers-on could squeeze into the confined space.


    Seeing himself in the mirrored walls of the elevator, handcuffed and wedged between slabs of cop, he finally understood that the feds who had accosted him were the same two assholes who had clawed their way into the elevator just a few minutes earlier.


    In fact, he slowly realised, they were the same two guys who had been on the bus from Bellingham, the guys he had thought looked like cops. They were fucking cops! Canadian or American? Who knew? Possibly both.


    It was something he would have grasped immediately on a normal day, but this day was anything but normal. It had turned catastrophic. It took seeing his reflection – dishevelled, handcuffed and in a cop sandwich – for him to absorb the glaringly obvious: the whole thing had been a set-up. It was anything but a chance bust.


    He had been followed from the airport in Bellingham and possibly long before that. They’d been tracking him, poised to pounce when he was outside Canadian jurisdiction and could be taken down without a problem. They could have even had him under surveillance in Canada itself; the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) would have gone along with it in a flash.


    He had been living in ignorance for God knows how long. Weeks, certainly, probably months. His family, his friends, his crew – all had probably been snooped on, surveilled. He’d been on prime time without even knowing it.


    Not that it would have made much difference, but he should have trusted his gut. People in his line of work develop an instinct for cops; they seem to irritate all five senses simultaneously.


    His gut had reacted appropriately to the guys in the elevator, but his rational self had let him down. Time and success had rendered him oblivious. He had begun to underestimate the cops, which was as dumb as it was pervasive among the smuggling set.


    The elevator descended to the basement of the airport, where Michael was escorted down a corridor into what seemed to be a secure section. One of the agents opened the door with a swipe card. It was a bare, windowless office with a table, a phone and a few chairs. They ordered him to sit.


    ‘I am Special Agent Paul Decotiis of the US Customs Service,’ said the guy who had almost brained Michael, a lanky white dude with a babyish face and blank eyes. ‘With me is Special Agent Michael Gallion. Is your name Michael Medjuck?’


    Michael nodded. He had at least five identifying documents and cards on him. Denying it wouldn’t get him anywhere.


    ‘Will you please pronounce it verbally.’


    He did.


    ‘Michael Medjuck, you are under arrest on suspicion of involvement in a conspiracy to traffic an estimated 75 tons of hashish into the United States on a seagoing vessel. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can be used against you in court. You have the right to talk to a lawyer for advice before we ask you any questions. You have the right to have a lawyer with you during questioning. If you cannot afford a lawyer, one will be appointed for you before any questioning, if you wish. If you decide to answer questions now without a lawyer present, you have the right to stop answering at any time.’


    He paused, as if waiting for a response, but no response was forthcoming. Michael’s fragmented mind was too busy churning through the words ‘involvement in a conspiracy to traffic an estimated 75 tons of hashish into the United States on a seagoing vessel’.


    They had busted him for the Lucky Star. For what CNN had described, when reporting on the bust, as the ‘largest hashish seizure in American history’.


    The fucking Lucky Star! The bastards knew about him after all!


    That was the moment that reality began to seep in, the moment Michael got the first inkling of the full dimensions of the bust.


    Standing in that dismal airport room in handcuffs with the two triumphant cops leering at him, Michael still had no idea of the sequence of events that had brought him there.


    He’d known about the bust of the Lucky Star for almost three months by then, but there hadn’t been any indication that he’d been fingered for it. He had phoned around, spoken with just about everyone involved. He had taken precautions. There was no way they could have known about him.


    His mind flashed back to kissing his kids goodbye when he took them to school that morning. And talking about regular family stuff while driving to Bellingham in the car with Jane. What a clueless idiot he’d been.


    Special Agent Decotiis interrupted his musings. ‘I have only one question for you, Michael, and that is: Do you intend to cooperate with us?’


    Michael was nonplussed. Cooperate? What the fuck was he talking about? There was no way he was going to cooperate. Besides the fact that he was barely able to think and talk at that point, he needed to know a whole lot more than he knew then before he would even think of talking to the feds.


    As far as he knew, all his guys were still walking around free. He’d been with the syndicate’s coordinator, Robert Isildar, at a party a couple of nights before and everything seemed to be cool. Both Charlie Sotirkys and Dennis Feroce sounded fine when he had spoken with them last.


    Had they been busted as well? Was it one of those dragnet-like operations when they arrest a whole bunch of people at the same time, all at different addresses? If so, were they cooperating? Messed up as he was, Michael was aware that he needed to speak with a good lawyer before saying or doing anything.


    ‘No,’ he said. His voice sounded hoarse and strange, like it wasn’t his.


    Without saying a word, Decotiis pulled a Motorola MicroTAC from the pocket of his jeans, flipped open the mouthpiece cover and hit speed-dial. While waiting for the call to be answered, he eyeballed Michael with a look that said, ‘You have no fucking idea how much shit you’re in, buddy.’


    ‘Mission accomplished,’ he said to whoever answered the phone. ‘No, no problems … smooth … He’s been Mirandised and offered the opportunity to cooperate, which he declined.’


    Michael could hear a crackling over the line but no discernible words. After a minute or so, Decotiis said, ‘Roger that,’ flipped the phone closed and returned it to his pocket.


    ‘Let’s put him in the cell next door,’ he said to Gallion. Cell? In an airport? Since when do airports have cells? It was the start of a long and brutal education in the ways of American justice.


    The door clanged shut, a bolt slid home and Michael was alone. His sense of isolation was absolute. Only three people in the world knew where he was at that point and they didn’t exactly have his interests at heart. The life he had led just 30 minutes earlier had evaporated as if it had never existed.


    Like Sea-Tac Airport itself, the cell was relatively new and modern. A blank, windowless room with a built-in bunk – but no mattress – a metal table and connected stool that were attached to the floor and a seatless stainless-steel toilet and basin in one corner. Only an air-conditioning vent high above the door punctuated the vacant walls.


    Every couple of minutes, the muffled sound of a plane taking off penetrated the room, but other than that there was no sound. Through the reinforced glass pane in the door, he could see what seemed to be a long, empty passage with no sign of life. He was alone in the vacuum of his new reality.


    Not only had he been busted but he’d been busted in the US, the country with the most onerous drug laws in the world, with the probable exception of places like Iran and North Korea. Ronald Reagan was no longer in charge but the hysteria he and his wife had whipped up with their war on drugs still flourished. If anything, it was at its peak.


    The US remained convinced that people who smoked a herb straight out of the ground were somehow bloodthirsty terrorists and punished them accordingly. Getting busted in the US was every smuggler’s worst nightmare.


    He paced around the cell for a few minutes, then lay down on the hard bunk for a while and then sat on the metal chair. His thoughts veered so rapidly from topic to topic that he felt nauseous. They flitted from trying to figure out what had led up to the bust, despite his conviction that it wouldn’t happen, to how Jane and the kids were going to take it, to persuading himself that even though he’d been busted, the feds didn’t have anything on him.


    He thought of how perfect his life had been, of the wealth, comfort and respect that had anchored him. It was dawning in him that his previous life could be over, but he was incapable of imagining what would replace it. The future was a black hole.


    He regretted the pain he’d be causing Jane and the kids and regretted doing or not doing whatever it was that had led to the bust, but he didn’t regret his role in the drug market. How could he?


    Smuggling and selling dope was too much part of him to slough off like excess skin. It was his identity, his being. He didn’t know how to even begin being something else.


    Eventually, he began to think tactically. He needed to get hold of a good American lawyer. The hash was on its way to Canada when it was busted, for fuck’s sake. It had nothing to do with the US. The bust of the Lucky Star was probably illegal in international law. A decent lawyer would get him off easily. Maybe even with damages.


    He became righteously indignant, but it didn’t make any difference. No one was paying any attention.


    He noticed a sour smell in the room, which was strange because the cell was so pristine it wouldn’t have surprised him to find out that he was its first occupant. He went as far as checking in the toilet bowl before realising that the smell was himself. It was the foetid odour of sweat and fear. He was shit-scared of what he knew was going to happen. He wasn’t ready for it.


    A US prison cell was not the destination he had in mind when he set out from South Africa 23 years earlier to, as Janis Joplin famously put it, ‘smoke dope, take dope, lick dope, suck dope and fuck dope.’
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