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To anyone who ever takes an international flight . . .
you just never know who is sitting next to you.




Author’s Note


Because of the nature of the revelations contained in this book, some names have been changed in order to protect the identities of the people involved. This includes instances when they are referred to in quoted media articles. All phone numbers and email addresses have also been changed.




Foreword


There is something compelling about the story of a good-looking, smart, educated and sophisticated guy with gorgeous girlfriends, who speaks several languages, reads philosophy, is incredibly articulate – and chooses to become a drug lord. I’m describing one of the main ‘characters’, Jorge, but the portrait fits most of those in Operation Playboy. They are far from the cliché mafia bosses or South American gangsters, although they have to constantly deal with those types to run their drugs business.


These playboys created a vast network in Brazil and became a major drugs link between Indonesia, South America and Holland. They moved cocaine from Colombia, Bolivia, Peru and Paraguay through Brazil and across to Amsterdam, the Wall Street of drugs, sold it, and reinvested in top quality marijuana and ecstasy pills to send back to South America or Bali. Or they sent cocaine directly to Bali. Either way, they became very rich.


After writing Snowing in Bali, where some playboys were featured, I felt there was more to tell, a deeper and broader look at this drugs business. By telling the story of Operation Playboy, I could trace this network’s reach across the globe. This expansive geography is one major point of difference to Snowing in Bali – the other is that this story is told from both sides of the law, following the police hunt for a specific group of playboys.


The police I interviewed are just as impassioned as the playboys, particularly Chief Fernando Caieron, a federal cop based on the little island of Florianópolis in south Brazil. He was introduced briefly in Snowing in Bali, but he had his own story to tell. He dedicated literally dozens and dozens of hours to interviews with me during my trips to Brazil. We talked everywhere, from Florianópolis police headquarters, to coffee shops, and even while he was getting a haircut. He is a busy cop, but he found time because this story is just as much his as it is the playboys’. Operation Playboy was Chief Caieron’s baby: he set his sights on catching these playboys and wanted to make his mark on the world.


He outlined the way it worked. It started with surfers carrying top quality weed – skunk – and ecstasy from Amsterdam back home to Brazil. Those carrying the drugs would promote themselves to bosses, and then hire others to carry the drugs. They were multiplying, more and more and more people were trafficking drugs. Soon, it was both ways – cocaine out and grass and pills back. Caieron called it a cancer and had a master plan to cure it or, at the very least, put it in remission.


As a journalist, I’ve always had a passion for human stories, and one of the questions that endlessly intrigues me is why do these people do it when they could do virtually anything with their lives? They take this risk, gamble life and limb, literally in Indonesia, when they don’t need to.


There’s the blatantly obvious lure of cash, a lottery win every couple of weeks. It’s not hard to understand that drawcard and the lavish and glamorous lifestyle it affords, or the freedom to indulge any whim – the ability to jump on a plane and go where you want, when you want. One of the bosses described it like this:




It’s like, ‘Hey, let’s go to Courchevel in France to snowboard,’ or ‘Let’s go skiing at Lake Tahoe, or Mentawai to surf.’ ‘Okay, let’s go.’ I surf, snowboard, surf, snowboard, surf, party. We have a lot of fun.





They do not want to live ordinary lives. They find the ball and chain of routine terrifying, being stuck in a humdrum job and tied to a desk, going around on a hamster wheel, is their idea of sheer hell.


I was interviewing one of the playboys in a jail courtyard when he looked up at a tall office block visible over the jail wall. ‘That’s prison,’ he said. He felt sure he was freer than the people who slogged at jobs they probably hated to pay the rent or mortgage.


But it’s more than just the cash, and the subsequent freedom, glamour and hedonistic whims. The thrill of the game gets into their blood. Most of these playboys are thrill seekers anyway. They love to surf monster waves and fly across the skies in hang-gliders or paragliders. Living on the edge, but not tipping over it, is soon as addictive as the drugs they deal. Trafficking is their ultimate rush.


One described it as ‘better than an orgasm’. Another said the sensation of getting through an airport with a bag of drugs was ‘. . . like making a score in a stadium full of people calling your name’. And another said, ‘It’s a gamble, and when you gamble, you know you can lose or you can win, but you can’t stop.’


Fernando Caieron spent years watching these guys and came to understand their motivation:




There is a danger in this kind of activity, they are always on the edge, always at the limit trying to be aware of everything because one mistake and it’s all gone, everything can be lost in one second: it’s heaven to hell in one second. There’s always adrenalin, always a rush, and this makes you feel more alive, like they are truly living their life. And if you don’t take any risk, you don’t balance anything, it’s like, you see, plateau. So, these guys really push to the limit.





Fernando Caieron understood first-hand that sense of rush. During our interviews, he often got goose bumps reliving arrests or telling of a moment a snitch spilled a crucial bit of information. This was how he felt after one big bust: ‘It’s insane, it’s insane the things you feel, it’s hard to put in words how excited, the kind of emotion, you are 200 percent satisfied. I mean, you are completely satisfied, completely. It’s an overdose of excitement.’


Fernando Caieron put his heart and soul into Operation Playboy and is proud of what was achieved.


In talking about specific playboys, he opened up the playing field and the players to me. Some of those people he talked about, I knew already, while others I decided to try to track down and interview. I wanted to hear their side of the story.


I found playboys through my contacts from Snowing in Bali and Hotel Kerobokan and by investigation. I tracked down one of the main players to Europe, where he was facing a drugs charge. I had a single day to ask for an interview, as the jails do not allow visits unless the prisoner agrees. It was unlikely he’d accept a visit from a complete stranger, so I decided to take a gamble. I flew to Europe and went to his one day in court. He was a major player in Operation Playboy, and someone Chief Caieron talked about a lot. I knew he could help bring the story to life.


The day of the court case, I went with a translator and sat near some local journalists at the back. A court reporter saw me using my phone to record, which she was doing too, but I hadn’t got permission. She had a message passed to the judge and I was called up to the front of the court. The judge told me not to record. When I turned back around, all eyes were on me. As I walked towards my seat, I looked straight at the playboy sitting in the dock and smiled. He instinctively smiled back, but I saw his confusion. The snitching local reporter had done me a big favour. We were all sitting behind the dock and I’d been wondering how to catch his attention. Suddenly, that wasn’t a problem anymore.


At the end of the short hearing, between the court and the cell, I was able to grab a very quick word with him. Fortunately, he’d read Hotel Kerobokan. He agreed to see me. If I put in the requisite written request for a visit to the jail, he’d approve it. Then he was gone, whisked off by police.


It typically took three weeks for the request to pass through all the red tape. I waited, hoping he didn’t change his mind. He didn’t. It was granted. I started going to the jail and speaking through the glass on an intercom phone to this guy. It was amazing. He was more than happy to talk. I also gave him a copy of Snowing in Bali to read. Since then, we’ve been in close contact. He was one of the most fascinating playboys, and became one of my best sources.


All the main players I approached agreed to talk to me for this book. It’s a secretive world and it was only thanks to their interviews that I was able to piece together the full narrative of Operation Playboy from both sides.


People often asked me after Snowing in Bali why the drug dealers talk on the record. I think sometimes they’re not even sure why they’re telling their story. For some, there is no doubt it’s a cathartic process. It’s a secret world and they harbour incredible stories of intrigue and excitement that they’ve never told anyone before. So as they start talking, it comes out with passion, their eyes sparkle with excitement or flash with pain as emotions overcome them. I’ve always felt it is a privilege being a journalist and able to ask questions not even their closest family ask. For some, there’s also guilt. As I got to know these playboys over several years and during the series of rolling interviews, they each opened up more and more. One of the main characters teared up several times as he told his story for the first time.




Every time we talk about this, my heart rate goes higher; excitement, regret, all the things I went through. It brings me some emotion, every time it brings me a different energy – every time I leave here, there is a weird energy around me.


I remember when I had that conversation with you last year. When you left, I ask, dude why am I doing this? I don’t know – for some reason, I feel that I have to tell you this.





It was also helpful that I’d written Snowing in Bali. Some of those I interviewed for that book, like Rafael, I re-interviewed for this one. For another main playboy, he read Snowing in Bali, knew the ‘characters’, intimately knew the game, and felt the book was a very accurate portrayal. It helped him to trust me with his story.




I’m telling you, that’s a brilliant book. It’s like wow, the story, the context, it’s incredible how you can put it all together and make the story so real – even for me. I mean, I’m inside the story and know the details and stuff – and well, you really live that, you really observed the energy, it’s incredible, I really, really, like it. For me, was very important for me to read this book.





He shared it around the jail.




People really like the book. They got into the story and they come to me and talk, and you can see that they get very excited. The stories that for me seem quite normal, for other people it’s like wow, something amazing. They accept and they really like the book . . . cos I have a friend of mine, a Jewish guy, he is a serious gangster, and he really likes the book. Every day, he wants to talk to me about the book and the stories.





Getting stories for this book and putting all the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle together has been a fascinating ride, from finding the playboys and introducing myself, and flying several times across the globe and back, to Brazil, Europe and Bali.


I spent hours and hours talking on the phone to the guy in the European jail. He was so committed to our interviews that he got a phone, about half the size of a cigarette lighter, and hired a guy to hide it for him – up his butt.




I hired an arse. I’m renting an arse every week to hold it for me. Two days a week we cannot even take it out of his arse because there’s a shift with two guards who are completely obsessed to catch us. They know we have a phone but they can’t really figure it out. Every week when they come, they search us, strip us naked. So, when they are in charge, we can’t touch this phone. We keep two days really low profile. He even goes to the gym with this thing in his arse. He plays football with it. I was joking with him that he seems even happier – I think he likes it. I told him, when you get this, you smile more and more happy. It stinks a little bit sometimes . . . but what can I do?





Some days when we spoke, the guards suddenly opened his cell door, and he’d cut the call, then phone back, telling me what happened.




They just opened the door by mistake. I think, ‘Whoa, what the fuck!’ It’s a big crime in this country to have a telephone in jail, so it’s a bit of adrenalin when they open my fucking door. It’s never 100 percent safe, I’m taking a risk, but I think it’s for a good cause – good reason, so I don’t give a fuck if they put me in isolation for 30 days – I don’t give a fuck really. But yeah, just a bit of adrenalin. Kathryn, listen, just to let you know I’m on this project.





Sometimes the calls were brief because the phone wasn’t properly charged, due to diligent guards on duty or, one night, because the guy in the next cell had overdosed. It was a reminder of exactly where this person was talking from: speaking about his dazzling jet-set former life from a hell.


And I guess that’s also the point. I don’t condone what drug traffickers do. I paint a picture of the hedonistic, fascinating lives, but also of how it can all end so tragically, so dark and so far from what had inspired it.


I find this story intriguing. Drug trafficking is not a niche business, it’s pervasive and all around us, but invisible. Unless there’s a bust – or a book.




Chapter One


Snowing in Ibiza


Jorge stepped out of his shiny black Hummer looking like a rock star, in black Prada boots, a white Gucci shirt, gold Bulgari rings dazzling on his fingers, and a Rolex strapped to his wrist.


A string of sexy girls slipped out behind him, his birthday party guests, with more hopping out of his Porsche Cayenne. Taking his Finnish go-go dancer girl by the hand, he walked towards the front door of Amnesia – Ibiza’s hottest club. Tonight, Jorge had hired a VIP area. With bottles of French champagne and bags of blow, he was ready to party until sunrise.


Once settled, he unclasped a gold chain from around his neck and slipped off a bronze fingernail, as long as a witch’s talon. He dug it into the bag he’d pulled from his pocket. He sniffed. Then, again and again, he scooped a pile onto it and put it under the girls’ noses, giving them all a sniff of the shimmering Bolivian blow. It was expensive on the Spanish party island, but not for Jorge. He had kilos of it at his nearby penthouse.


With his long blond hair loosely tied back in a ponytail, his casual charisma, intelligence and wit, Jorge was hot, and the girls loved him all the more for what was in his pocket.


From his exclusive balcony seats, he could look across the pulsating sea of people dancing to electronic music, with lights strobing, and lasers scissoring high through floating dry-ice clouds.


More go-go dancing babes, who Jorge knew from Italy and France, as well as some guys, drifted into the VIP area. Despite blatant displays of cocaine and cash, he never admitted to being a drug dealer. So when a guy started hassling him for blow, Jorge handled him.




We were sniffing and drinking champagne, and then this guy starts pissing me off. He wanted to get some blow, and so I put this bag in front of him and say, ‘You want to sniff?’ ‘No, I want to buy.’ ‘No, I’m not selling drugs. But you wanna sniff?’ He says, ‘Yeah,’ so I take this nail, like a spoon, and put a mountain of blow on it, and put it under his nose and say, ‘You wanna have a line – now sniff, man?’, and he says, ‘Nooo, it’s too much.’ We’re sitting at the table with all these girls watching this scene. So, I stand up and say, ‘You don’t want it . . . ffffffffff . . .’ and I blow – it’s snowing, snowing . . . I was literally blowing thousands of euros into the air.


Sometimes at parties in a circle of girls dancing, everyone was asking me for blow to sniff. Many had it, but mine was the best. And I get so crazy on champagne and blow, that I just start to put mounds of blow on this nail, and ffffffff . . . ‘Want to sniff, girls?’ I just enjoy the faces of the people looking, they have open mouths, like shock, then look at each other – ‘What is this fucking guy doing, this is not happening.’


Some people get down on the floor to try to get it . . . and I was so high that I was blowing ffffff 500 euros each time, and people come and say, ‘Hey, can you sell me five grams or ten grams?’, and I always say, ‘What the fuck are you talking about, I don’t sell drugs, man, I just use.’ But everyone knew I was a dealer. I was going crazy; I was playing very arrogant. All these pretty girls by my side all the time – I was on top of the world in Ibiza.


– Jorge





Jorge was complex; an avid reader of philosophy books, funny, with a smile that lit up his face and one arm covered in tattoos. He was the son of a top Brazilian prosecutor, and an adoring mother who was a school principal and philosophy teacher on a little island, Florianópolis, in south Brazil. Jorge grew up there, surfing, smoking spliffs, and doing his homework at the back of his dad’s law offices. He was tough, but gentle natured. A pacifist with loads of empathy, and as magnetic to women as the endless blow he showered on them.


Days after his birthday, Jorge flew to Amsterdam, his second home, a city as symbiotic to drug dealers as Vegas is to gamblers. After a deal he could party in prostitute paradise. He’d spent many long nights indulging his insatiable libido in the Red Light District.




It’s like a paradise. I think there’s no place on earth that I walk the same blocks, the square metres so many times, and spend so much money in one place.


– Jorge





As always, he was dressed like a catwalk model, draped in thousands of dollars’ worth of designer clothes, exquisite bling and a spritz of Hermès cologne. Riding his Vespa into hooker heaven, he had no thoughts of his Finnish go-go dancer in Ibiza. He’d never been faithful. Being shackled to one woman, or a nine-to-five life, was his idea of hell.


‘Fifty euros, suck and fuck,’ the girls cooed from their windows.


Long ago, Jorge had learnt their tricks; tourists got nothing for their €50.




They don’t fuck you, they fool you. The Red Light District is a game, if you don’t know how to play, they rob you.


– Jorge





The hookers often procrastinated for the full 20 minutes, leaving an aroused client fumbling frantically for their wallets to get a happy ending.


Jorge started his Red Light ritual with a recce along the canals, over little bridges, eyeing off the girls, window shopping for colour, body shape, nationality, making a mental map of those cabins he’d be working his way through tonight. With an eye for beauty, he didn’t miss the pretty moonlit reflections of ornate Dutch houses on the canals. Then he went to the Excalibur Pub to fire up his fantasies with cognac and coke.




At the Excalibur, I play games with my imagination. My plan tonight is to fuck one blonde, one brunette and a beautiful oriental girl I saw at the end of my first tour. I always have a line of coke because I want to get high to give wings to my imagination.


– Jorge





He loved this place; no chat-up lines, just open your wallet to open their legs. ‘This place is like magic.’ It was after 10 pm, when the top girls all worked, as that’s when the window rents were the most expensive. Jorge’s pockets were full of what he needed to cast the spell of sustained sex: a bag of cocaine, thousands of euros, and Viagra.


He started with a German. Her cabin was roomy, with a double bed, a mirror on the ceiling and sex toys scattered about. ‘Fifty euros, suck and fuck,’ she said, as he slipped her €150. She smiled; he got what he came for, then went into another cabin, and another, and another.




I’ve never had a problem with women, I’ve always got very beautiful women by my side, but there is something in prostitution, this power to just point your finger and say you, you, and you . . . I was free, I was in control of my life – at least in that fraction of time. I was happy.


– Jorge





After ten windows, he was sated.




I tipped the last girl another €100. I always wanted to be nice with these girls, I wanted to share with them my dirty money; they’re brave, tough, and beautiful and live a quite different life as well. It’s part of the chain of illegal business, split a slice of cake on the streets. I left the windows about 5.30 am, crazy out of my brain, but satisfied. I felt great.


Soon I would be back to the same ritual. I think my record there is 12 windows in one night, maybe more – I lost count. But now I needed a shower and my beautiful bed.


– Jorge





*


Jorge, like most of the cocaine bosses he knew, was in the game for the freedom and wild abandon it afforded. But his passion for hedonism was matched by the zeal of a police chief in Florianópolis – to bust the playboys.


Chief Fernando Caieron was the federal cop in charge of narcotics in the south of Brazil. He was smart and arrogant, with a ripped body from daily gym workouts and a pretty-boy face that masked brutal cunning. He would become Jorge’s nemesis and the cop the playboys feared.


Caieron called his pursuit of them ‘Operation Playboy’.




Chapter Two


Walk in the Park


YEARS EARLIER


‘Thanks for calling Domino’s Pizza, this is Jorge, how may I help you?’


Jorge’s blue and red Domino’s t-shirt, cap and shorts were a far cry from Gucci. ‘Was a fucking ugly uniform.’ As he shovelled salami onto pizzas, washed dishes, and zipped around San Diego in an old black Volvo, he sensed the world was his oyster. He worked hard, doing more hours than most despite being a Brazilian kid on a US tourist visa.


On his days off, he drove up to Las Vegas, or down to Mexico’s border city Tijuana to party and surf; on weeks off he flew to Hawaii. After two years in San Diego, he transferred to Domino’s in Waikiki to be close to some of the world’s best waves. He took with him 1000 LSD tabs and some Mexican grass, to use and sell. He then twice smuggled grass between islands for a Brazilian surfer. He kept hearing the name Curumim, supposedly a charismatic guy from Rio, famous for his quality Dutch weed. Jorge didn’t meet him, or have any vague sense he would soon influence his entire life.


The waves were too tantalisingly close, rolling in as Jorge was stuck rolling out pizza dough.




I couldn’t handle it. I was working in Waikiki, going back home to the north shore, and the guys would say, ‘Ah, today you missed Pipeline.’ I say, ‘You know what, fuck delivering pizza, I’m going to surf and sell weed.’ So, I quit Domino’s.


– Jorge





But Hawaii was expensive, and selling grass wasn’t lucrative for him, so he moved home to Brazil’s surfing mecca island, Florianópolis. Dubbed the ‘magic island’, it was kissed with the exquisite natural beauty of 42 velvety beaches stretching along 53 kilometres of coast. Its bays sparkled like diamonds, scattered with the colourful sails of the boats on the water and gliders in the sky. Glossy travel magazines described it as a cross between Saint-Tropez and Ibiza. At night, it came to life with the world’s top DJs playing at rave parties.


The picturesque little island was the capital of Santa Catarina, luring the richest from Brazil and Argentina to chopper in for the summer, and park their spare Ferraris and Lamborghinis outside their holiday mansions. With its wealth and Brazil’s lowest crime rate – a very low bar given the country’s massive murder figures – Florianópolis was considered a first-world part of Brazil, despite the slums – favelas – sprawling across the hills. Shacks were haphazardly banged up on steep, unstable land, as well as on prime real estate, hijacking some of the most majestic water views; glamour and abject poverty nestled side by side, a signature of Brazil.


Jorge grew up as one of the rich city kids who piled their boards into cars driven by parents or chauffeurs for the 30-minute daily ride to Joaquina, a beach they claimed as theirs. The water was full of these young city surfers, mostly from the island’s top school, Colégio Catarinense. Surfers from other beaches were unwelcome. Localism was strong and fights for the waves could get nasty. Jorge had surfed across South America, and planned many more trips, so he wasn’t into ocean ownership. But Joaquina uncovered his appetite for slamming down waves, and for danger, making adrenalin his oxygen.


It nicely nurtured him for a career that started so naturally.


While he’d been delivering pizza in America, some of his best friends had begun carrying Dutch weed to Brazil and Bali for Curumim – a name that instantly rang a bell for Jorge. His friends had met some of Curumim’s friends from Rio on a beach in south Brazil. They’d shared some grass, chatted, and soon agreed to run drugs for him.


Jorge was enjoying life. After months back home, he was living with a gorgeous new girlfriend, Jéssica, studying business administration and surfing. But he was running up debts. Watching his friends blithely coming and going and making wads of cash, he was tempted to join them.


‘How does it feel when you pass through customs?’ he asked close friend Salami, one morning after a surf. ‘Do you think it’s possible for me to do it?’


‘Yeah, bro, of course you can do it. You’re perfect for that job. It’ll be a walk in the park.’


But Jorge was conflicted. ‘I had to choose, black or white. To stay or to embrace the world and carry bags.’ It was against his upbringing. Jorge’s father, a district attorney, was a straight man working in the endemically bent Brazilian judiciary who wanted his son to follow him into law. But Jorge was not a fan of nine-to-five conservatism, or close to his dad. ‘He was a good father to me, but he was the authority, very straight, very cold, I didn’t have this intimacy with him; I never said, “I love you Daddy”.’


As a kid, Jorge had watched his parents fall out of love, and then acrimoniously divorce when he was 18. He didn’t want their life. Instead, he chose to slash the shackles of expectation and chase his dreams.




Since I was a kid I was obsessed with adventure. When I discovered the perfect waves I could surf if I had money, I began to dream high. I started to feel that I would be very rich, and surf all the best spots on the planet; that life was much more than the reality I had.


So, I think that surfing was a bridge to get into this drug trafficking story . . . because surfing gave me the desire to go around the world, and smuggling was the bridge to get there. And, it was right then I chose to become a drug dealer.


– Jorge





He put the word out: he was for hire.




Was like boom, suddenly I was going to Amsterdam to get the bag.


– Jorge





‘Smile!’ Under falling snowflakes, Jorge stood smiling for a photo outside the tourist-filled pot café, The Bulldog, where he’d just smoked a joint. He was fresh-faced and happy, wearing a dark-blue overcoat he’d just bought at a Dutch market. He had been unprepared for such icy cold. Big House, also a trafficker from Florianópolis, had met him at Amsterdam’s Schiphol airport, taken him on the train to The Bulldog and snapped his photo. Now, he was escorting Jorge to a cheap hotel, before taking him to meet the bosses.


Traipsing across Leidseplein, they left footprints in the snow. The hotel was behind the Marriott, a five-star establishment that would one day become one of Jorge’s favourites. Today, he was ecstatic with three stars. Just being here was enough. After checking in and dumping his bags, they walked two blocks to the bosses’ eighteenth-century attic headquarters.


Big House buzzed, then Jorge shadowed him up the four flights of grimy blue carpeted stairs. The three bosses, Curumim, Andre and Ryan, all looked over their new ‘horse’ – a term Curumim had coined for intelligent mules.


‘Who the fuck is this? You hired a horse or a rock star, Andre?’ Curumim rasped, drinking scotch, creating a baptism of fire for the new guy. ‘Fuck, this is Axl Rose, he’s not a horse.’ Jorge was unfazed. Andre, who had to admit he did resemble Axl Rose, explained to Jorge that he’d be running in three days’ time. Curumim settled down, especially when Jorge mentioned they had mutual friends in Hawaii, and that he spoke fluent English – a great asset for a horse.


For the next two days, Jorge played tourist. Despite niggling pre-run nerves, he soaked up the beautiful city, awed by its eclectic richness, dazzled by everything from the Gothic architecture to its Red Light windows where hookers sat waiting for customers. Just as alluring to him were the other windows, along P.C. Hooftstraat, Amsterdam’s Rodeo Drive, full of designer clothes. Jorge was dreaming of the day he could afford to satisfy his lust for what was on display in both types of windows. ‘I knew from this time that Amsterdam would be the city I most love in all the world.’


Then it was time to do what he’d come for. Leave.


Andre cycled from the attic to Jorge’s three-star hotel with eight kilos of Dutch grass hidden inside a paraglider sail squashed into a backpack. He gave it to Jorge with some advice. ‘Always stay in the airport shops until last call on your flight and if the police stop you –’


‘They won’t,’ Jorge snapped. Andre just nodded. His new horse was a bit cocky, but confidence was key.


It served Jorge well. He breezed into São Paulo with no trace of angst before taking a domestic flight to Florianópolis. A friend, also a horse for Andre, picked him up and drove 90 minutes south to Garopaba, a fishing and surfing town.


Andre was waiting, having arrived home the day before. He congratulated Jorge then got to work unfurling the sail on the lawn, extracting the vacuum-sealed bags of grass. Sharing a celebratory joint on the balcony afterwards, Jorge soaked up the view, impressed. Andre’s Bali-inspired beach house was surrounded by lush bush, with a swimming pool and top surf beach, Silveira, out front. This was expensive real estate, and just one part of Andre’s empire, all built from drugs. Jorge couldn’t wipe the smile from his face.




I was feeling this buzz, this energy around me that was the beginning of a new life, where money comes so easy and so fast. When I meet these people on my first visit to Amsterdam, and see they have the world in their hands – they live in Amsterdam, have this apartment, go to Hawaii, to Bali, they have money – I thought that’s what I’m going to do, I’m going to be exactly like them. I realised that this was my destiny.


– Jorge





With cash in his pockets and a grin on his face, Jorge was excited about the future as he was driven back to Florianópolis. ‘It was like a drug, I wanted to do it again, I needed to do it again.’


And, he did. He was quickly in a revolving door to Europe. Again and again, he flew to Amsterdam, met Curumim, and flew out with a bloated backpack. The heavier, the better. More weight equalled more money – and more risk. ‘It was kind of suicide because you get paid by the kilos you carry. I was going to Holland and praying; “Oh my god, I hope they’re going to put ten kilos on me, so I can get $10k.” One time when Curumim put only four kilos in my bag I was devastated. Like, “Oh fucking hell, just $4000.”’


Jorge strutted through airports with insouciant confidence. He always experienced the same pattern of emotions; pre-run days were jittery, but the second his hands clasped the bag, his fears magically vaporised.




It’s like some spell comes over me, making me completely calm and sure of myself, as soon as I grab the bag. I just put myself in the character of the travel guy – I’m on holiday, I have money, I forget about the drugs. It’s a weird feeling. But I always succeed, always pass through, never shaking, never sweating, completely calm. I was untouchable. I had attitude. I had this strange feeling of being protected.


– Jorge


Jorge thinks he is the image of Jesus; long hair and beard – like a Jesus but with tattoos – he loved his crazy visual. He thought, ‘Nothing will happen with me, I have my shiny star over me.’ That’s his idea.


– Timi, fellow horse





Jorge became Curumim’s rock-star horse, a prolific runner, always set to jet off to Amsterdam at a moment’s notice. His perfect English and sharp brain made it easy to talk his way out of any hot spots. Just as Salami had predicted, drug trafficking was a ‘walk in the park’ for Jorge. Right up until it wasn’t.


After flying into São Paulo airport, he stood waiting at the baggage carousel. Within minutes, the crowd vanished with their bags, and he stood there alone, empty-handed. He was still hoping to see his bag roll out when the luggage belt abruptly stopped. His mind started racing; where was his bag, did the cops find the drugs, were they watching him? He glanced around, trying to stay cool, then took a deep breath and walked across to the airline desk.


‘My bag hasn’t arrived,’ he told the girl. She slid a form across the counter, and advised him to fill it in. They’d deliver it to him when it turned up. These were critical seconds; fight or flight, stay to get the bag or get the hell out fast. The grass was rolled up in a sleeping bag in his suitcase, an unsubtle style dubbed the ‘anaconda’. Giving an address was a big risk. But he grabbed the pen, and wrote Mercure Hotel, near the airport. He had to. He couldn’t let Curumim down.


That night he didn’t sleep, and in the morning the airline called; they’d found his bag, but could he come to the airport for a customs check?




It was like fuck, fuck, fuck, fucking hell. I can’t believe I have to go back to face that. But I was on a mission, I thought I have to at least try to get my bag, I can’t give up in the middle. What are the bosses going to do – kill me? My mission is to bring the bag safe, so I have to keep on it. So, I went.


– Jorge





Jorge was taken through to meet a federal police officer airside, past customs and passport control, not feeling so cocky now. ‘Come with me,’ the cop commanded. Jorge followed, unsure whether he was walking into a trap, but it was too late to lose his nerve.




Even if I noticed that he was up to something, I was inside the international airport. You can’t run, you can’t go anywhere. So I have to act, pretend I just want my bags and see what’s going to happen. I was really taking a big gamble.


– Jorge





The cop unlocked a door to a luggage room. ‘You recognise yours?’ he asked. Jorge spotted his suitcase among a chaotic collection of bags. He didn’t know what to do. If he pointed to it, would that be it? Handcuffs, the end, before it had even really began? He took a breath – had no choice, had to do it – pointed, ‘Ah yeah, that one.’




I’m thinking, ah fucking hell, I’m fucked. I was shitting my pants. Then he says, ‘Okay, you can pick it up and go.’ He let me go. Can you believe that? I got in a taxi and I was like, ‘Wow, I don’t know how I passed that.’ At the hotel, I went to the lobby and asked for a whisky to relax and enjoy the feeling. I was in the skies actually. After a finish like that, you just want to do it again. It’s this feeling of being powerful, untouchable, I can fool even the federal police.


– Jorge





On his next run to Amsterdam, Curumim upped the ante. Jorge was offered a new game – Bali.




Chapter Three


Bali


Jorge was strapped in for paradise with four kilos of grass and 15,000 ecstasy pills rolled up in a sleeping bag, anaconda style, inside his checked-in luggage.


After landing in Jakarta, he cleared customs and flew on to surfing mecca Bali, excited about hitting the waves. As he walked through Denpasar airport, the bags in his hands suddenly felt heavier. His mind was trying to absorb the words on the sign: ‘death penalty to drug traffickers’. This was news to him.




Curumim pitched Bali to me like a heaven. I was like, ‘Wow, it’s one of my meccas, my dream places, it can’t be more perfect. He never told me ‘If they catch you, you’re going to get the death penalty.’


– Jorge





He glanced around looking for cops, telling himself that his bags didn’t contain enough drugs for the death penalty. Throwing off the unfamiliar sense of paranoia, he strode across the terminal and out into Bali’s blinding sunlight, squinting as he looked for the scantily clad dream babe to emerge from the silhouettes of waiting people – just as Curumim had promised. But his only welcome party was a swarm of eager taxi drivers. One took him to the hotel where the ‘dream babe’ was waiting. The fantasy image in his head imploded.




She was this ugly fucking bitch – sorry to be so honest but she was a monster, horrible, a bad-looking girl. The kind of woman I don’t like; very vulgar, behaves like a man, talks like a man.


– Jorge





‘You are fucking crazy, bringing drugs here. You risked your life. This place is not a joke,’ the woman, Barbara, belatedly warned him, despite regularly bringing bra-fuls of blow to Bali herself.




I was shocked that she was ugly, but she was nice to me. She showed me the island, and we became friends.


– Jorge





She seemed to know everyone and soon introduced Jorge to some of the drug dealers. Dimitrius the Greek from Rio, who Jorge had once met in the attic, was on the island and invited him to a casual lunch, where he met Bali blow boss Rafael. He was a guy from Rio with long blond hair, a beautiful face and six-pack abs visible through his tight white t-shirt. Seeing the diamond sparkling in his tooth and a Rolex on his wrist, Jorge sensed a kindred spirit. The feeling was mutual.


Rafael invited him for a surf the next day, and to lunch afterwards with his Swedish wife and kids at their new Canggu ocean front house, built on cash from a blow run to Sydney. Jorge’s charisma and casual charm won them all over, helping to propel him into the inner circle.




One day I came back from the surf, and Rafael was having a BBQ at his house – was a lot of gangster guys and his wife. He took me to nice restaurants, like Ku De Ta. He opened himself up to me and we talked business right away, even though I was just a horse. I was accepted very fast, and it was the time Rafael was exploding, making a lot of money.


– Jorge





Jorge was staying at Bali Village in the tourist area, Legian, on Curumim’s tab. The cluster of bungalows set in rustic gardens was dubbed ‘Curumim’s stables’ because of the constant rotation of his horses. On this first trip, Jorge actually believed the place was Curumim’s as he was always calling it ‘my hotel’, and kept a room permanently booked, full of surfboards and paragliders for trafficking.


Jorge’s ten-day sojourn gave him a glimpse into the glamorous lives of Bali’s drug bosses, the waves, babes and blow. It had also opened the door for him to work with Rafael, and help keep it snowing in Bali. Jorge now had stars in his eyes – the magical island had cast its spell.




I didn’t want to leave Bali. I fell in love with the island. I saw the glamour and this was pushing me. I saw the way these people were controlling the island, how everyone wants to lick the balls of Rafael. It was the perfect trip.


– Jorge





Jorge flew out, with Bali silver chains draped around his neck and chunky silver rings on his fingers. He was sure he’d be back, not to carry drugs but to send horses. For now though, he was on his way to Amsterdam to grab a bag of skunk and pills to take back to Brazil for Curumim. On arrival that night, he sat in the attic smoking a joint with Curumim, and confronted him on airbrushing out that dark detail in his picture-perfect pitch.


‘What the fuck, man? You sent me to a place with the death penalty. Are you crazy?’


Curumim, who often called himself Max – short for Maximum, a word he felt personified his personality – assured his rock-star horse that he had connections in Bali to resolve any problem. ‘Axl, it’s Max’s island. Max would have arranged a deal for you. You’d only get four years, not the death penalty. You need to have lots of drugs, and cocaine, to be sentenced to death.’


‘Yeah, whatever, man. I’ve done it now anyway,’ Jorge shrugged.




I later figured out he was lying because the amount of drugs I was carrying was absolutely enough to be sentenced to death.


– Jorge





Neither of them had a clue how darkly ironic this conversation would one day become.


Days later, Jorge flew to Brazil with eight kilos of grass. He was looking forward to seeing Jéssica, unaware that she hadn’t exactly been lonely in the weeks he was away.


Four weeks later, he was back in Amsterdam.




Chapter Four


The Attic


For the playboys, the drugs game was the elixir of dreams, a dazzling lure to a fantasy life.




It becomes like a kind of a fashion in Florianópolis, to go to Holland or Bali, bringing drugs.


Everyone wants to be a horse. And there were all these girls, like the girls who like musicians or football players, there was this group who like horses.


– Jorge





More Joaquina surfers were jumping on planes for the prizes – globetrotting, hot babes, hookers and cash: just carry a bag and your bounties will be boundless. Many ran for Curumim, who promised dreams, masterfully using his charismatic spiels to paint fantasies so horses could see, feel and taste the spoils of success. It was all theirs to grasp just by clasping one of his bags. It looked easy. It was easy, most of the time. And no one was making a secret of it. At Joaquina beach, it was flash and splash. Jorge, Salami and others wore European clothes and t-shirts emblazoned with marijuana leaves, or logos for The Bulldog. They brazenly smoked stinky Dutch grass in the car park. And they were constantly flying to Amsterdam.




Amsterdam is so crazy because everyone does business there.


– Andre





The city was the Wall Street of drugs, its laws lax and attitudes soft. People from across the globe flew in to buy and sell.


Thanks to its famously frenetic drug trade, trafficking in and out of the city’s Schiphol airport was riskier than other European cities, but sentences were light. Sometimes customs simply confiscated the drugs and sent the trafficker back home with a note for the boss explaining the missing drugs. It wasn’t by chance the Dutch were closing down their underpopulated jails, or renting them out to other European countries. And it wasn’t a mystery why the playboys loved the little city.


They rode around on bicycles, often stoned from hours in the pot cafés, or with bags of grass swinging from the handlebars. Curumim loved whizzing past Dutch police, shouting out, ‘Hey, we have lemon juice!’, confident they wouldn’t understand Portuguese or have any clue that lemon juice was his code-name for Dutch weed. They’d ride over canals on quaint little bridges, along tree-lined streets, often parking their pushbikes outside the eighteenth-century building crowned by Curumim’s attic.


The attic was tiny, with one bedroom, one bathroom, an open-plan living and kitchen space and a big round window overlooking the street. There was an old red couch set against one wall and a collage of photos of horses surfing in Bali on the other. Curumim often pointed to it during his pitches: ‘You want to surf like that in Bali? Just carry this bag. A beautiful girl will meet you . . .’


This tiny attic was the drug hub for Brazilians in Amsterdam, although the worldly bosses welcomed friends from all over the globe. Andre, Curumim, Dimitrius and Ryan regularly met here to discuss business. It was also a party palace, especially for Curumim. They put up their more trusted horses here to save on hotels, and he loved holding court and regaling them with stories of how he started his champagne lifestyle.


MANY YEARS EARLIER


Curumim had blazed the trafficking routes from Amsterdam to Brazil and Bali. It had all started when he was 16 years old, and went to Colombia to compete in a hang-gliding championship. He flew back with a gold trophy in his hand and white powder in his underpants.


Marco Archer Cardoso Moreira was born in the Amazon in northern Brazil with a silver spoon in his mouth, but it quickly tarnished. After a move to Rio, his mother, whose family owned a media empire, fled her abusive, alcoholic husband, leaving behind her two toddler sons.


So, Marco grew up poor in the rich Rio neighbourhood of Ipanema beach. To compensate, he honed his sharp wit to win a spot among the cool rich kids. They nicknamed him Curumim, meaning little Indian boy, and his names were used interchangeably.


He became best friends with Beto, a gorgeous, blond-haired guy who was two years older. His father was so rich from real estate deals he was dubbed Rio’s Donald Trump. The witty Marco grew up as part of their family, always going along on their ski trips to Italy or hang-gliding in the Swiss Alps. Curumim idolised Beto, dutifully doing anything he asked, including running up into the dangerous Rio favelas to buy blow. ‘You want black or white?’ the drug dealers would ask the plucky schoolboy.


‘White,’ he’d reply, handing over cash before getting his lunch box filled with cocaine.


In their teens, Beto had organised Marco’s first fateful blow run, setting up the meeting in Colombia. With his precocious talent for gliding, Marco soon flew to competitions across the globe and never missed a chance to carry kilos of cocaine in his glider frame, well camouflaged among the rest of the team’s gliders.




I take cocaine to America, to Italy, to Spain, to Portugal, Switzerland, Germany, Australia, everywhere. I’m a Brazilian champion, so when I come they check but they don’t really check.


– Marco





When his travels took him to Amsterdam, he quickly got a taste for the strong Dutch grass, particularly the citrusy smelling White Widow, inspiring the name lemon juice. At first he carried grams of it to smoke, but then started taking kilos hidden inside brand-new stereo speakers for a growing client list. He was soon such a regular guest at the Schmidt Hotel in Amsterdam that the manager offered to rent him a nearby apartment – the attic. It was five minutes’ walk to the designer shops, the museums, the concert halls, in an exclusive area backing onto the sprawling Vondelpark and fronting a busy road with trams to anywhere. For only €1000 a month, it was perfect.


From the early days, he let other bosses use the attic too, usually asking for a payment of space in their horses’ bags. It fast became a networking hub in Amsterdam. Andre and Dimitrius had first met there, awkwardly. They’d both been expecting it to be empty.


Andre was cooking up some shrimps when he heard keys turning in the lock. Seconds later, a baby-faced guy with straight, jet black hair styled in a bowl cut – earning him the nickname Prince Hair – walked in. Both were a bit wary, but Andre broke the ice.


‘Hi, I’m Andre,’ he said offering his hand.


‘Oh hi, I’m Dimi.’ Each had heard of the other from Curumim.


They shared the shrimp and a joint, chatting about business. Dimitrius told Andre he was in town to buy three kilos of grass to take back to São Paulo in three days’ time. Andre told him which supplier had the best stuff at the moment, and that afternoon they jumped on bikes and rode there together.


The coffee shop was warm and smoky, with people toking on joints around tables or as they played the pinball machine. Standing behind the bar was a short, bald guy with big blue eyes and a huge smile – a Dutch Danny DeVito. ‘Hello, what can I do for you today, my friends?’


He knew and trusted them both – crucial given it was a crime for coffee shops to sell more than five grams per customer. Today, Dimitrius wanted four kilos – three for his client and now one for Andre after agreeing to add it to his load on the ride over.


DeVito grabbed his coat and led them back outside, along the familiar snowy path, past fish and food markets, to an apartment around the corner. Once inside, the smell of skunk hit their nostrils. Mounds of it were piled across a large table, with three guys busily cutting, weighing and packing it into small zip-lock bags to sell in the coffee shops.


DeVito walked over to a wall lined with ten blue plastic barrels and started unscrewing the lids. ‘You’re in luck today, my friends. I have the best in town,’ he said, plucking a little bit from one barrel, and putting it near Andre’s nose.


Andre inhaled. ‘Mmm. A sweet bouquet.’


‘So, this is €3000 a kilo. This,’ DeVito said, teasing some from another barrel, ‘is €3600. But look at the quality.’


‘Oh, it smells so good,’ Andre said, then pushed his palm down onto the skunk in a blue barrel to see if it stuck. Unless it was oily, it wouldn’t survive a long haul flight without disintegrating.


Andre went from barrel to barrel, filling his nose with the scents of Super Skunk, Orange Bud, Godzilla, the citrusy fragrance of White Widow. He was in heaven – this was his drug of choice. He inhaled with the same reverence of a wine connoisseur sniffing a fine French vintage.




For me, the scent is so sweet, so good, because I love it. You have low quality marijuana, like in Indonesia or Paraguay; it’s so cheap, people take big chunks with their hands. But when you go to Europe, it’s skunk, it’s expensive, it’s €20 a gram, it’s more expensive than gold. So you take a little bit, you hold it up to the light . . . ah, you feel it, smell it, you can compare it like wine. You take scissors and cut just enough to smoke, you smoke, you feel ahhhhh . . . more relaxed and happy, just like champagne.


– Andre





Skunk was the Cristal of weed, up to five times stronger than ordinary grass, and the only kind Andre’s rich, powerful clients, including a TV network boss and a global surf-wear brand owner, wished to smoke. They wanted the best, and Andre delivered.


After sniffing all ten blue barrels, Dimitrius and Andre chose their kilos, paid cash, stashed it in their backpacks and pedalled off. They zipped past The Bulldog and Holland Casino, where Andre liked to play blackjack, and along the canals, happy, free and at home in the beautiful city.




I ride the bike smiling. Ah, no problem. Amsterdam is a free world – free drugs. Smiling, fucking smiling.


– Dimitrius





Back in the attic, they shared some joints and chatted about their drug businesses, world travels and surfing. They were kindred spirits, both smart and educated, lured by the dazzle of fast cash.


*


Andre’s career as a trafficker had kickstarted after winning the weed lottery when he was 21.


‘Andre, do you smoke marijuana?’ his father’s fishing manager had asked him late one night at his family beach house on São Paulo’s coast.


‘Yes, Master Antonio,’ he answered, wondering why he was asking.


‘Well the beach is full of these,’ he said, showing Andre an opened Australian Berri pineapple juice can, still with the label on it. ‘Is it marijuana?’ Master Antonio asked. Andre sniffed. It smelled nothing like the cheap Paraguayan stuff he smoked, but it was definitely grass.


‘Are there more on the beach?’ he asked.


‘Yes, the sand is full of cans,’ Master Antonio replied. Andre instantly told a friend staying with him to bring the car, then sprinted off to the beach, blown away by what he saw when he got there. ‘It was surreal, I couldn’t believe my eyes. There were hundreds of cans.’


In the moonlight, they dashed about collecting cans and stacking them into the car. More and more washed up, lolling back and forth in the white water. Andre only stopped after hearing sirens wailing in the distance.




I couldn’t sleep with the noise of sirens, my house full of marijuana cans, the excitement, everything bubbling in my head. The next morning, I went straight to the beach to talk to the fishermen and try to figure out what had happened, but nobody knew.


– Andre





Then it hit the news. Twenty-two tonnes of marijuana, stashed in a variety of Berri juice cans, had been jettisoned from the Solana Star, a ship en route from Australia via Singapore to Miami. Brazil’s navy had been preparing to raid it after a tip-off by America’s Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA). All crew, except the chef, fled Brazil before the cans started washing up along the coast. Each can, packed with up to one and a half kilos of quality Thai stick, was worth around US $1000. For weeks, anything glinting in the water caused a frenzy of people to dive in and swim like crazy towards the shiny object. Many Brazilians won a share in the weed lottery and the term ‘the summer of the can’ was coined.


Andre cashed in. Despite army road blocks, he made many two and a half hour trips into the city in his rickety car, hiding the Thai stick in a secret compartment in the bottom of one of the buckets of shrimps that he sold to city restaurants.




When I arrived in São Paulo, everybody, everywhere was talking about just one thing: the cans of marijuana. It was the main topic of conversation at university, parties, in bars. I had 250 cans – the ‘firm’ was open.


– Andre





He quickly made US $100,000, but kept his weed windfall secret from his wealthy parents. Weeks passed, life was amazing. Then one night he drove home in a brand-new car, and his father gave him an ultimatum: ‘Son, either stop selling drugs and keep your family, or keep selling the drugs and lose us.’ Andre quit his tourism degree at São Paulo university and moved to LA.
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