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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my mother and my sister,
who have stood by me through everything.

Thank you for always remembering who I am and what I stand for,
and for never believing an untrue word spoken about me.
—Ted Maher
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FOREWORD

BY MICHAEL GRIFFITH, ESQ.

This case—the proceedings in which Ted Maher was tried in Monaco for the 1999 death of world banking icon Edmond Safra—is without question the most perplexing and puzzling I’ve ever been involved in.

I am an international criminal defense lawyer. For the last thirty-five years I have represented Americans imprisoned and beleaguered in foreign countries all over the globe. My very first solo defense case was of Billy Hayes in 1970, which was made into the motion picture Midnight Express, earning it infamy across the world. Since then, my work has taken me behind the unforgiving walls and into the cold no-man’s-land of prisiones, cezaevleri, and maisons de arrest in over two dozen countries. From defending US soldiers in the Okinawan rape case to exposing corruption in Ecuador, I’ve been involved in actions and litigations that run the gamut from kidnappings, to robberies, to murders and more—all occurring on some pretty shaky ground.

But in this case—Ted’s case—the complex circumstances in the chain of events throughout are unprecedented. And they are indisputably compelling—especially to those of us with a hunger-for-truth mindset!

The cast of characters alone is far beyond what even the best fiction mystery writer could come up with: Green Beret–turned–neonatal nurse Ted Maher; insanely wealthy, world-renowned couple Edmond and Lily Safra; the Safras’ security team borne from the Israeli Mossad; the Russian mafia; the French and Monegasque legal team of dubious ability and vast inexperience; Ted’s intense and mysterious wife, Heidi; the ominous judicial team that ruled Ted’s trials in Monaco; the confused and disjointed police and firefighters there; and essentially every other human who placed a fingerprint on this case.

Even more compelling is how that cast of characters was thrown into this doomed drama, which as it climaxed, resulted in the needless deaths of two innocent victims and the collateral destruction of Ted Maher.

I continue to be haunted by this case—by the trial, in particular. Never have I felt such frustration and at times, anger, at the roadblocks that kept me from helping my client to the fullest. Moreover, the public around the world remains in the dark about the most shocking details of this tragic drama.

When Safra died, the media went crazy. Headlines around the world screamed out about the death of one of the world’s wealthiest men—and the tangled mystery that scorched every aspect of his murder. When Ted was finally released in 2007, he was interviewed on Dateline, 48 Hours, Inside Edition; Dominick Dunne’s Power, Privilege and Justice, and others. The public interest in this case has been unabated, from its inception up until the present.

It is a saga that appears to have no end, unless and until the truth and nothing but the truth is finally known.

This book is a huge step toward that next installment.


PREFACE

I knew I would forget nothing about this entire story. Ever.

But when I was imprisoned, they did everything they could to break me.

When I started a journal, they took it from me.

When I started writing again, they confiscated it again.

Every time I wrote anything down, they took it away. I pissed them off so much. Finally, I was brought before the prison director.

“Why are you doing this, Mr. Maher?” he demanded.

“This is my life,” I told him. “I want people to know what’s happened to me!”

He looked confused, then arrogant. Matter-of-fact, indignant.

“But Mr. Maher, no one can know what has been going on in your life . . .”

“Excuse me?!” My senses raged. “No one can know? Is that what you’re telling me? Well, I’m going to make sure that everyone knows!” I screamed. “You can take what I write, you can strip-search me every day, you can tear my cell apart every day—you can take the shit I write every day, every week, every month, for years on end. You can keep me in that cell—alone—in my underwear with that hole for a toilet, and you can leave that light on twenty-four hours a day. But you won’t break me! No matter what you do, I’ll never turn into some feeble little nothing, lying curled up in a ball, filthy and shaking in the corner.”

I pulled a couple more handwritten scraps of paper out of my shirt and threw them at him.

“Here, take these, too! And come back for the next thing I write! I don’t need to write it; it’s all coming from here!” I pointed to my head—my mind, my memory.

“And that’s one thing you bastards can’t take!”

—Ted Maher


INTRODUCTION

BY BILL HAYES

Sixty-seven-year-old Edmond J. Safra was listed by Forbes magazine as one of 1999’s two hundred wealthiest individuals in the world.1 With assets in the billions, Safra was high-profile in the international banking community and beyond, for his wealth and business acumen.

Safra owned controlling stakes in both Safra Republic and Republic New York Corporation (RNB)—banks he founded and often referred to as his “children.”2 His legal war with American Express over the sale of his Trade Development Bank in 1983 became legendary and long.

Shortly before his death, he was reportedly collaborating with the FBI to expose a money-laundering operation allegedly perpetrated by the Russian mafia.3 But decades later, evidence is emerging about the true nature of Safra’s “whistleblowing” that indicates it was the actual cause of his demise.

And while it may come as no surprise that Safra’s dealings weren’t always on the up and up, it is a revelation that the ramifications of his shady transactions extend to today, particularly those involving Russia and the United States’s continued face-offs with President Vladmir Putin: from the contentious Magnitsky Act, lobbied by Safra’s former partner, Bill Browder, to the controversial Trump Tower meeting during the 2016 presidential election.

His personal life was also one of heavy interest and scrutiny. As Parkinson’s disease brought Safra’s declining health increasingly into question, the attention to his huge inheritance also increased—by family members and outsiders alike.

Safra’s wife, Lily, had long been garnering renown in her own right as “one of the world’s richest and most elegant women” (as described later by her unofficial biographer, Isabel Vincent).4 That title especially applied following the questionable “suicide” of her multimillionaire second husband: Brazilian businessman Alfredo Monteverde.

Possessed of “steely determination,” Lily knew from an early age that she wanted “wealth, power, and prestige.”5

She got all three.

But her marriage to Edmond in 1976 didn’t exactly merge Lily and the Safra clan into one big happy family. Several years earlier, Edmond’s brother talked Safra out of marrying Lily. That caused more than a little inter—and intra—family friction.

But in the end, Lily—now on her fourth husband—got what she wanted, as usual.

The years that followed saw the Safras soar to social status summits that included owning two of the world’s most opulent dwellings: the dripping-with-history multi-acre Villa La Leopolda on the Côte d’Azur and the 17,500-square-foot palace of a penthouse known as “the world’s costliest flat,” atop Monaco’s La Belle Époque building.6 This hyper-gilded lifestyle, powered by Safra’s relentless banking and business dealings, rose well above legendary—it defined extravagance.

In late 1999, in a transaction of mega-proportions, Safra made the final arrangements to sell his banks to the Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation (HSBC Holdings) for about ten billion dollars.7 Although the deal was surrounded by controversy, legal battles, and financial finger-pointing, at the time, nobody realized how much dirt was under Safra’s own fingernails—despite his curious decision to unload his empire “on the cheap.” He also changed his will to leave the bulk of his fortune to Lily. Safra’s siblings and the rest of his extended family were left out in the kind of cold seldom felt in Monaco.

And the decision was final.

Not too long after, in the early morning hours of December 3, 1999, Safra was killed—suddenly and mysteriously—in a bizarre blaze that ripped through the Belle Époque’s top floor residence. Over the course of three hours, as firemen looked on idly, a tiny fire was allowed to grow into a massive burning blast-furnace with temperatures reaching 1000°F.

Edmond Safra barricaded himself in his bunker-like bathroom with one of his nurses, Vivian Torrente. It became their tomb.

 

Safra’s fiery death in his fortified “flat” generated a heated controversy felt across the globe. Its lack of resolution and ensuing cover-up continue to boil over today.

And in the middle of the whole furtive firestorm was Ted Maher.

Ted is a former Green Beret, a man with obvious incredible toughness. But he is also a street-level, working American, born from pure red, white, and blue Maine stock and raised in upstate New York.

Through a series of circumstances that swelled into the monster perfect storm with countless imperfect twists, Ted rapidly became one of Safra’s most appreciated personal nurses, achieving an elite position on the banker’s staff in the high-ender heaven that is Monte Carlo, Monaco.

He also became the scapegoat for Safra’s death.

He was “condemned”—as the Monegasque refer to prison sentencing—to spending a large part of his life behind bars.

Ted was the easy answer to the hard questions of who, what, when, where, why, and how, regarding Safra’s death—questions the Monegasque authorities preferred not to expose to the potentially embarrassing light of bad-PR truth.

By the time Ted was released, he had already suffered seven years and eight months in a foreign prison—a jail really, which was never designed with the “amenities” of long-term incarceration in mind. A jail that stood on the shadow side—behind a wall of sunbathed secrets. A jail of degradation and isolation that the sophisticates just outside—and the entire rest of the world, for that matter—could never imagine.

And while Ted finally received some vindication and was released, his reversal of fortune ultimately amounted to little more than a newspaper running a back-page retraction to an unfortunate “mistake” in the previous day’s headlines. The damage was done. In Monaco, this was just something else to sweep beneath the Aubusson rug, to once again preserve the sanctity of the world’s most celebrated tax haven for the super-rich.

In the United States, Ted appeared on virtually every television news magazine program upon his return—ostensibly to affirm his innocence and celebrate his justified release. The emphasis, however, drifted toward the sensational, and still unresolved, death of Edmond Safra.

And that emphasis has proven again and again to have power and sensation of its own.

As Ted strove to pick up the pieces of the profession he once loved, the mountain of articles about Safra’s death remained alive on the Internet. “Fiery death . . . murder . . . imprisonment . . . escape . . . recapture”—these are words with a hefty shelf-life.

It’s hard to get—and keep—a job with that kind of biased baggage.

It’s hard to heal all the gaping wounds—both literal and figurative—that were ripped open daily during a near-decade-long incarceration in an isolated cage 4,003 miles from home.

It’s hard to put a family together and be a father to kids who have done a lot of growing up without you.

 

The chronicle of Ted’s journey has more levels of intrigue and seduction than the six-story fortress of Monaco’s La Belle Époque Building—described by Newsweek as the “impregnable haven for the rich and reclusive” where Edmond Safra lived and died.8

It’s also where Ted Maher’s freedom was choked out by a different kind of thick smokescreen.

This book is the most thorough examination of Safra’s death—and Ted’s sacrificial skewering—to date. While Ted has spoken out in the past, including the brief publication of another title, critical information has always been excised from his account— usually for fear of retribution. This time, no information has been left on the cutting-room floor or condensed into a media-model sound-bite.

Additionally, new developments have emerged over the past years, including twists that tie Safra’s death and Ted’s ordeal to none other than Russian president Vladimir Putin.

Here, finally, every detail is complete. Ted’s intimate interactions with Safra; the suspicious activities of Safra’s controversy-clouded wife, Lily; the violent events and gross incompetence that played into Safra’s death; the barrage of damning evidence quashed at trial; the trifecta of savage betrayals by those closest to Ted; the confidential identities of powerful players who know the buried truths and accomplices who helped him regain freedom; and, last but not least, the stunning exposure of behind-the-scenes crimes and machinations that led to Ted’s conviction—the same revelations that at long last paved the way for his return to the States.

 

Two elements of this story burn with an especially intense and haunting heat.

One is the mountain of mysterious details surrounding Safra’s death. There are so, so many. The other is the psyche-gripping journey into the mind and emotions of Ted Maher as his incredible saga unfolds—from his overnight elevation into a dream job, to becoming prey to an international lynch mob as the murderer of a worldwide banking icon.

Framed in Monte Carlo opens two doors: a platinum portal into the lavish life of a power-paranoid billionaire, and a hard iron cell gate into the 2,814 days of Ted Maher’s screaming nightmare.

Welcome to an enlightening walk through both.


CHAPTER 1

DETAINED (PART 1)

I was sitting in JFK.

Alone and isolated.

This feeling wasn’t strange at all. It was a feeling that had cut deeply into nearly a quarter of my life as I’d looked at four walls.

Like I was doing now.

But after nearly ten years of stagnant decay in a Monaco jail and French prison, I was finally free!

Or so I thought.

I had landed nearly an hour and a half earlier, but I was being detained.

“You’ve been gone a very long time, Mr. Maher,” the New York cop said before I was taken from the customs line and ushered into the “special room.”

I understood that a lot had happened in the United States since 1999: high-alert terrorism, 9/11, Al Qaeda, suspicion of people returning to America after long absences. I had been in an extended coma of prison and politics. Reentering “normalcy” wouldn’t be easy.

I cooperated fully as they strip-searched me. I even helped them to go through my two sad duffel bags—the only things I had to show for my years and years in the “luxury” of Monte Carlo.

“Do what you have to,” I told them.

I almost smiled.

After what I had been through, they seemed like such amateurs.


CHAPTER 2

THE NEXT LEVEL

I’ve always taken things to the next level.

It’s a drive I was born with—and for most of my life, it’s a power that has served me well.

But there were times when it nearly destroyed me.

I’ve had a lot of time to reflect on this: a decade’s worth of thinking in a ten-by-fourteen-foot cell. I’ve examined my upbringing, my achievements, my history of betrayal by those I’ve loved and by those jealous of what I’ve done—all of it.

I’ve examined everything that aligned with such horrible perfection—those precise factors that collided one deadly night and ripped my life apart.

And every story of vicious truth, every beyond-belief biography, every dissection of crime and murder, and every exposé of icy injustice inevitably paves a simple utilitarian path to the final explosive destination. At that destination—where the blood runs and the permanent effects of the tragedy are vulcanized—hindsight focuses in. When the deadly dust finally settles and the entire picture from the very beginning sharpens up, it’s much easier for the ultimate truth to become clear.

The utilitarian path to my own destination of blood and injustice is integral to that entire picture. It was a path that was never without my rare and acute personal drive to that next level—like the gut-push that allowed me to excel in the Green Berets. It was a path that was never without my respect for responsibility and the truth; becoming a single father will reinforce that to the fullest. And it was a path that was never without my observation of what makes people tick—from the literal inner workings of barely-breathing infants during on-the-fly triage, to trying to understand some of the worst kind of betrayal.

Even after reaching that explosive end, and even after assessing the effects, I still won’t accept not trying to get to that next level.

Trying to do things right and make things right.

 

Eighty-one miles north of New York City is the hamlet of Pine Bush, with a growing population of about fifteen hundred. I grew up there when the population was about a third of that, after moving as a baby from my birthplace of Auburn, Maine. I’m the oldest of five children. Hard work and a lust for adventure drove my life from the very beginning; it still does. That hard work and adventure got me into many places and situations that I wanted to experience.

But it ultimately led me into places I didn’t choose to go.

My father was a telephone repairman and my mother had a full-time job taking care of us and driving a school bus. They did what they could with what they had, but with five mouths to feed on frayed blue-collar wages, we didn’t have a lot.

Everything we had was worked for—worked hard for—and I accomplished most things myself.

As a kid, I pulled weeds for a dollar an hour working for a landscaper. I saved that money, bought a lawnmower, and started my own lawn business. I saved that money and at sixteen years old I bought my first vehicle.

I always knew I wanted to continue my education past high school. At the close of the Vietnam War, I was seventeen years old, and I knew that the Department of Veterans Affairs would provide benefits if I went into the armed services. With the goal of expanding my knowledge and marching on toward higher learning—that next level—the ends would justify the means for me.

In December 1975, I enlisted in the United States Army under a delayed entry program—to start after I finished high school. By July of ’76, I was stationed at Fort Dix, New Jersey, for basic training and was then sent to Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio, Texas.

I realized very quickly that the more things I volunteered for, the more I could advance myself, and the higher rank I would attain.

I eventually went through Airborne School, Advanced Medical training programs, Advanced Rifleman Training, Multi-Vehicle Driving Training—and, of course, the Special Forces training program.

I would go on Temp Duty assignments and there would be orders chasing me around to give me another promotion. In a very short period of time—twenty-three months—I went from being a private to a specialist E5.

When I was just a specialist E1, after Jump School in Fort Benning, Georgia, I was assigned to the 1st Battalion, 505th Parachute Infantry Regiment of the 82nd Airborne. After no more than six months, I knew I wanted more. I wanted to take my training, like everything else, to the next level.

Becoming a Green Beret was the hardest yet most rewarding thing I’ve ever done in my life.

I heard that Special Forces were looking and had scheduled a meeting at the John F. Kennedy Special Warfare Center and School at Fort Bragg in North Carolina. I attended that meeting with over two thousand other airborne soldiers, all of whom had hopes of completing the Green Beret Special Forces training program.

But “hopes” are very different from “doing,” and the two thousand was quickly pared down to seven hundred after a routine background check. And those seven hundred were cut to 320 after a more involved FBI check. The first part of the program was a thirty-day hell training at Camp McCall, North Carolina. It’s the kind of “boot camp” where they weed out the mentally weak.

And it worked.

It was repelling. It was survival. It was being assigned a sixty-pound sandbag that was “yours” that you had to take with you everywhere. I weighed between 145 and 165 pounds and I couldn’t even pick the damn thing up. So I laid it down on the ground and pushed it.

And that worked.

We were up at 0400 running around the racetrack and the airport landing strip, singing the “Ballad of the Green Berets” to our sandbags, asking under our breaths, What the hell am I doing here? It was psychological—showing you can do more than you think you can do.

That worked too—for some of us.

By the end of Special Forces training, only sixty remained.

After that came three separate phases of personal training; I chose the medical field. It was really intensive.

My first phase took place at Fort Sam Houston with classes that extended through every level: nursing, surgery, OB/GYN, field sanitation, microbiology, anatomy and physiology, dentistry, improvisation, water sanitation, vet care for animals—you name it. They wanted to make sure you were prepared for anything with a bare minimum of resources.

We attended eight courses a day, five days a week. And if you didn’t study through the weekends, you would fail. Period.

Guys were dropping like flies. Sixty-six people started that medical program; thirteen graduated.

Two guys made it all the way to the very last week and then failed the exam.

I was third in my class.

And I stood alone as I traveled to the next phase of my training. Moving onto Phase 2 as a solo was unprecedented.

For this phase, I was stationed in Fort Polk, Louisiana, for an extremely advanced medical training program. Training with doctors and nurses for almost four months straight, I was in the OR, ER, ICU, Labor and Delivery, Lab, everywhere. We covered everything from gunshot wounds to amputations.

Phase Three was Goat Lab. This was an extremely secretive division that used live animals for “study.” We also had human simulations of mass emergency scenarios.

For the final thirty days of Green Beret training, all the graduates assembled into adrenaline-pumped groups like in The A-Team and competed in serious war games.

In fifty-eight wildcat weeks, my Special Forces training was complete.

I made it through that level with flying colors.

 

In 1977, right after my first phase of Green Beret training, I met an attractive reservist named Cassandra. She was training at Fort Sam Houston to be a licensed practical nurse.

Cassandra—Sandy—was supposed to be the love of my life.

I saw her as being very down to earth. And she cared for me in a special way that I believe few have felt in life.

At some point, I knew we would be married.

Even though she was very young—in her late teens/early twenties—she suffered from kidney problems. And I realized that coming from a poor family, she wouldn’t be able to afford the surgery she needed. So I told her parents I would marry her before I completed my military service so that she could become my dependent and the army would cover it.

So we drove to the South of the Border compound in Dillon, South Carolina. With a path of 175 giant freeway billboards leading the way to its 350 acres of “kitsch, glitz,” and weddings performed by a notary public known as “Pedro of the Peace,” it was the perfect quick nuptial alternative to, say, Hawaii or the Caribbean. No blood tests, a near drive-thru civil ceremony, and we were done.

It was easy to take our relationship to the next level.

Sandy went back home immediately for the kidney procedure. About six months later, I took my terminal leave from the military, having served my three years, and we had a big official wedding. Our mothers did most of the planning, my grandparents got us a limo, and family traveled in from all over for this ceremony.

Without Pedro.

 

With us both out of the military, we moved to Las Vegas because I was considering a career in law enforcement.

I was also deciding between medical and forensic science. Las Vegas was a booming city at that point, and they were screening for this work. I knew I would score high in the security and background checks and could rise quickly.

I had been thinking about all of this for a while, so six months earlier, I had gone to Vegas for a police force “pre-test.” I flew through all the written, psychological, and background checks and was given a position to start after I left the army. As I waited for my number to come up on the list, I worked security for six weeks at the Circus, Circus hotel. What a trip that was—a twenty-four/seven midway of madness! And very, very pink!

In September 1979, I became a police officer with Las Vegas Metro.

But that adventure was very short-lived.

As I neared the end of my police academy training, Cassandra—who was working in a neonatal intensive care unit (NICU), continuing her career as a nurse—was exposed to a baby that had spinal meningitis. So naturally, I was exposed as well.

I went from the 195 pounds of muscle I had been as a Special Forces Green Beret down to 145 pounds in just six weeks. I wound up in the hospital, where I could hear the nurses asking, “Is he going to die tonight?”

Things weren’t going well. I had meningitis. My wife had meningitis. I had lost so much weight. I suffered six weeks of hell before my symptoms began to subside, and for that entire time, my brain was pretty much cooking.

I tried to return to the police force, but the effects of the meningitis were harsh and lingering. Radio calls would come in and I couldn’t remember what was said or reported. I had short-term memory loss. It was scary. I didn’t feel as though I could even protect my partner.

Finally, I was given a departmental medical termination.

But those types of medical terminations don’t apply to marriage—and the disease had permanent effects on Sandy. She was never the same person that I had married. I would sleep with Dr. Jekyll one night and Mr. Hyde the next.

Throughout my ordeal, I suffered horribly painful meningeal headaches, which I tried everything to relieve—acupuncture, TENS (transcutaneous electrical nerve stimulation) units, bio-feedback, anything I could think of. But nothing worked. And I couldn’t go on like that anymore, so I gave in to taking pain meds.

Once I was finally able to think about working again, a friend of mine got me a job in gaming surveillance at the Las Vegas Hilton Hotel. But while my mind was now intact, over the course of eighteen months, I became addicted to the codeine pills I’d been prescribed.

I needed to fix the problem. I decided that I would simply eradicate the entire disease from my body. I did so by working out like a madman. I ran . . . worked out . . . ran . . . worked out. I ran like I was running for my life. Which I was.

After two weeks of “training,” I woke up pain-free. Step two was to get off the meds. I stopped them cold turkey and in three days, I was truly free. I was healed.

 

So I was working for the Hilton and the Flamingo—putting in a ton of hours between the two. Plus, as part of my surveillance training, I had to attend casino gaming school in my “off” time. With no compensation.

They gave me two years to finish; I boomed it out in four and a half months. I rose from the low man on the totem pole all the way to the top five in just six months. People were in awe, but that’s how I’ve always done things in my life.

I continued in the very specialized field of Las Vegas surveillance for two and a half years—a specialization that would come back to haunt me two decades later.

What happens in Vegas apparently doesn’t always stay there.

The meningitis had been bad—but life’s manure pit can always get deeper.

On November 21, 1980, the third worst hotel fire in US history killed eighty-five people in the MGM Grand Hotel on the Strip.9 One of the collateral casualties was my little Volkswagen Rabbit that was parked right near the base of the fire.

Cars, of course, can be replaced. Some things cannot.

Shortly after the fire, I got clued in by my apartment manager and by some friends at work that I should go home early some night.

I found out that my best friend—who I’d put on the guest list to my apartment building—wasn’t just lifting weights in the complex’s gym; he was also “exercising” with my wife.

But instead of just busting in on them— that would be crude and base—I devised a plan that would settle things more strategically.

Through some help from friends in the Vegas PD, I turned a wall light switch into a microphone. Then I asked the apartment manager if I could install a digital video recorder across from my apartment.

He agreed.

My documentation began.

I would leave for work at 11:00 p.m. At 11:30 p.m., my “best friend” would arrive. At 6:30 or 7:00 in the morning, right before I came home, he would leave.

I was devastated. Betrayed by both my best friend and my wife. Another unpleasant foreshadowing of my future.

I had given this woman everything—I was working all these extra jobs and hours. We had both recovered physically from the meningitis, but she also suffered from scoliosis—a severe curvature of the spine—and maintained that she was too sick to work. Obviously, she was well enough!

My best friend soon found out (from yet another friend at work) that I knew what was going on. He left Las Vegas that very night.

 

I had ideas for my life, too. Casino surveillance wasn’t exactly the ultimate level for me. My next level would tie in even further to what I had learned and accomplished in the military.

Under Nevada law, you could work with physicians under their general license as a PA—a physician’s assistant. An MD named Dr. Hamm was a retired Navy captain, so he knew of me from my success in the Special Forces medical program.

He hired me quickly.

By now, my wife had left. I really had cared about her though, so I was still trying to work things out, even after her cheating.

I got her a job. I set her up in her own apartment.

However, on Christmas Eve of 1980, I stopped by her apartment to drop off a gift that my grandmother had sent for her. I knocked and some guy answered the door.

“Sandy doesn’t love you anymore,” he said arrogantly. “You need to move on.”

Now, obviously what he said was true. But here was this stranger, yet another guy in her life, coldly informing me that the love of my life was over. And I’d done nothing to warrant that type of treatment.

I had a .357 in the glove box of my car. I went out and put it in my hand. That’s as far as it went though. Nobody is worth what this would lead to, I thought. And I was right.

But I did go back for the last word.

“If I ever see you with my wife again,” I told him, “I’ll kill you.”

 

When we filed for divorce, I still had the surveillance tapes that I had made of Sandy. I transcribed them all—fifty-six pages worth—and I went to her attorney’s office and asked to see him. Alone.

He started jumping all over me, about how they’d tried to serve me, blah, blah, blah . . .

I stopped him.

I laid out my conditions for the divorce. Of all the cars, the furniture, the wedding gifts, and everything else we owned, Sandy would get her clothes and personal belongings. That was it.

And I had more to say.

I had spent over eight thousand dollars of my money paying for her breast-reduction surgery, which had been necessary to relieve her scoliosis. She was supposedly so sick and in pain because of the condition—but of course not so sick that she couldn’t screw my friend.

“She’s going to start paying me two hundred dollars a month until I’m reimbursed for that money,” I told her lawyer. “If you don’t agree to that, well, there’s the matter of these tapes. And here’s the transcript of all of them. Rest assured, pal, if she doesn’t sign these divorce papers without changing them in any way, every relative, friend, uncle, and cousin of hers is going to get a copy of the transcript. And being from a rural East Coast town, everyone is going to know what a little whore she is.”

Cassandra signed the paperwork.

But this particular adventure—like so many other things in my life—would sadly linger on like a cracked violin: no longer soothing, just painful and sour.

 

I worked for Dr. Hamm for a couple of years before I took a vacation. I went back East to go fishing with my grandfather, way up into the northern Maine woods near the Canadian border.

While we were there, we got a call. Well, actually, the park ranger got a call, and he retrieved us from the special fishing spot where he’d set us up.

Our stress-free leisure was about to change.

It was my grandmother. Cassandra had notified her of a “family emergency.” So, I called Sandy’s mother.

It turned out that the rural postmaster up in her mother’s small community was a relative—many in the town were. And apparently, he was the curious type. He couldn’t help but “notice” the mail being sent by Sandy to her mother following the divorce—and the contents therein.

I had kept my part of the divorce deal, so this had nothing to do with me; it wasn’t my transcripts that piqued the postman’s interest. It was some mother-daughter bonding that he just couldn’t resist snooping into—and sharing.

Well—as I had already been certain—news spreads fast in that kind of closed- country closet of a town. People were talking.

Sandy’s father couldn’t take the fallout. He couldn’t take what was being said and what was being thought about his only daughter.

So, he went into the woods and took a shotgun to his head.

And that was the end of that—because of what she did. And she has to live with that for the rest of her life.

Cassandra’s father and I had been close—even after the divorce—but Sandy told me not to come to the funeral.

“Just send flowers,” she said.

 

I remained back East for a while, but the vacation was definitely over. I flew out of Portland, Maine, with a connecting flight through Chicago to Las Vegas.

The R&R had ended, but this sick adventure had not.

Cassandra had flown back East for her father’s funeral, of course, and she, too, was returning to Vegas—the same day.

Also connecting through Chicago.

So there I was at O’Hare airport, and I came around the corner and there she was. She immediately—and loudly—accused me of following her.

“I’m not following you,” I told her. “I’m coming back from Maine.”

And then I asked her why she was standing by the men’s restroom.

My mind quickly went to the promise I had made to that guy at her apartment on that Christmas Eve.

Guess who was in the men’s room . . .

Sandy informed me they were engaged and then stood paralyzed as I walked into the restroom to find him.

This guy was standing at the urinal and saw me in the mirror as I came up behind him. He practically pissed on his shoes. He just knew his life was going to end right there on the cold tile floor of that airport bathroom.

He zipped up fast, turned around, and backed against the sink.

I held out my hand and shook his.

I calmly asked how he was doing and then added: “May God have mercy on your soul. Oh, and best wishes—I hear you’re getting married!”

I slowly washed my right hand, walked out, brushed past Cassandra, and never looked back.


CHAPTER 3

ADVENTURES ALIGN

I continued to work for Dr. Hamm in Las Vegas for another three and a half years.

During that time, Dr. Hamm got called out to Caesars Palace to provide care for Frank Sinatra—a regular performer in the realm of short-toga cocktail waitresses and old-school high-rollers. It turned out that Sinatra had a heel spur.

Now, normally a physician would do surgery and file down the protruding bone, but given his performance schedule, Sinatra just couldn’t afford to be laid up like that.

So, Dr. Hamm sent me out to give “Old Blue Eyes” some cortisone shots. When I went down there, the guy had more security than the president of the United States! But once I actually met him, he was the most down-to-earth guy. That was nice to see.

I ended up going out to see Sinatra three or four times.

I was doing well.

Until Dr. Hamm and the other physicians he worked with at the hospital began asking, “Why are we putting our patients in this hospital when we can open up a day surgery center of our own? We could be getting the revenue that the hospital is getting . . .”

One of the hospital directors realized what the doctors’ group was planning and became very upset—the hospital would lose thousands of dollars. So, they began cracking down on the doctors—for anything and everything. Including their PAs.

I was doing a closure after an operation, sewing somebody up, when a nurse came in and told me that the hospital director wanted to see me.

No problem.

“Mr. Maher,” he said, “we’ve decided we want to have our PAs certified. You will have to test for your certification if you want to continue working.”

So? That didn’t bother me.

“I’ve had more surgical experience than most residents,” I told him. “I don’t have any problem taking the physician assistant’s exam.”

But there was a problem.

The problem was that when I submitted my records from the Department of Army down in San Antonio and also Baylor University, who had reviewed and accredited our coursework, the transcripts came back mostly blacked out.

This was from the time when they were experimenting with animals. They would take lab animals and shoot them in the hindquarters: Here is your patient. Here is live tissue; here is dead tissue. Before the goats, they’d used dogs! They sure didn’t want the general populace knowing about these experiments.

So now, all of a sudden, without the specific course listings, I didn’t even meet the minimum requirements to take the exam.

My medical adventure was changing.

I knew I had to go back to school and get the full sheepskin. I had to take things to that next level, yet again.

 

During this time, I had a very low post-divorce opinion of women. I definitely didn’t want to be involved in any sort of relationship.

However, I met a girl while working as a PA.

Dr. Hamm and his group did open their own place, the Redrock Medical Center, and I went with him. A girl who worked in the office set me up with her cousin, Minnie. We dated and had fun. But it was to be a simple friendship—nothing I intended to take to the next level.

 

In order to go back to school, I needed one thing: Money.

My grandfather was a bridge contractor up in Maine. He had his own plane and would fly into wherever the next job was. He told me about a huge project—the construction of a dam in Valdez, Alaska. This was in 1986, during the Chernobyl disaster.

The job would solve everything. Twelve-hour shifts, six days a week, making around fifty bucks an hour. If I could do this for even three months, I’d have more than enough money for school.

And it would certainly be worth the 3,986-mile trek up the Alcan Highway.

I had a friend in construction who wanted to come with me. So, we all loaded into my tiny Nissan diesel pickup. “We all” being my friend, his wife, his two kids, and me—and bicycles and all kinds of other stuff strapped and packed everywhere. We were a jammed-in, sardine-can version of the Beverly Hillbillies—except that the Clampetts had a lot more room in their 1921 Olds flatbed than we did in my Nissan.

And their money-laden ship had already come in.

After ten days of driving, everybody was ready to kill everybody. To make matters worse, we discovered that oil prices were plummeting, and the industry was suddenly drying up. As we headed north, people kept driving by us heading south— leaving.

We finally rolled into Anchorage, Alaska, with a tired truck and an exhausted crew, only to find that the promised jobs had been put “on hold” by the Environmental Protection Agency. They had to do more “assessments” of the dam project.

Essentially, there were no jobs at all there.

Well, almost none.

I ended up delivering pizza for a place called Mafia Mike’s Pizza. I had to wear black pants, a white dress shirt, and a black hat.

Mafia Mike’s . . . yet another catalyst for hard work and adventure.

Sort of.

My time at the pizza place became what could have been the Parmesan precursor to Taxicab Confessions.

One night, I was in my Sopranos outfit, delivering a pizza to this upscale house with lots of cars out front; some big-time Mercedes and others. I knocked on the door and a scantily dressed woman answered. I saw people inside doing lines of coke. I gave the woman the pizza and she paid me. Then she said, “Here’s your tip!” and threw me the keys to a Porsche! Well, this didn’t seem like a good idea, so I gave the keys back to the man who appeared next to her, and he gave me a more-in-line, less-drug- inspired twenty-dollar tip.

Another evening, “dispatch” sent me to deliver a pizza to an Anchorage strip club. Now, prior to this adventure in the Great Northern Frontier, I’d never been to a strip joint in my life. I really don’t understand the concept of a strip joint. To me, that’s like being obsessed with food and going the best steakhouse in town, and them putting a tender, perfect filet in front of you with potatoes and corn on the cob and a beautiful dessert, and then them telling you, “Nope, you can’t touch it!”

If I’m going to a restaurant, I’m going to eat!

Anyway, I went to the strip joint—and I’ll never forget it. When I walked inside, the song “Black Velvet” was playing. And this eighteen-year-old girl was doing something that (even with all my medical training) I would’ve thought anatomically impossible—leg up the pole, this and that.

It was more than a performance; it was art.

At least there in the flannel-and-denim outback of Anchorage, Alaska.

Years later, since cell phones have become mandatory, I’ve always programmed in that song as my ring tone. When shit’s really bad and the telephone rings, I smile as I remember that bright little spot in a situation that otherwise pretty much sucked.

But I had to survive.

So I worked up there, hustling pizzas in my Wise Guy getup, for almost six weeks.

My patience was wearing. I drove out to the northeast end of Ketchemak Bay on the Kenai Peninsula to check out the jobsite for the Bradley Lake Hydroelectric Project where our end-of-the-rainbow jobs were supposed to have been.

I found out the jobs would be on hold for months.

It was time to go home.

 

I gave the sad news to Mafia Mike, relinquished my Gambino wardrobe, and began my preparations to head south.

Alone.

My friend had found a small job in local construction, so he and his family remained behind (for another two months, anyway).

But even in the midst of chaos, there’s always time to fish! And the Alaskan Department of Fish and Game had done a little something to fool Mother Nature. They’d dug this huge trench near the Kenai Peninsula that was three hundred feet wide by five hundred feet long, and three years earlier, they’d dropped about one hundred thousand salmon smelts into it.

Now, if you know anything about salmon, you know they don’t spawn in salt water. Well, this was brine water, and as part of some grand experiment, they’d done this to see if the salmon would come back to that particular spot.

And they did! When they swam into this tide pool, they were trapped.

Huge salmon! People would fish using grappling hooks and everything else. Even little kids from Russia would come over since it was so close by, and they’d have a field day.

I knew I just had to land one of those giant salmon, too!

I got a cheap little Zebco reel and I tried and tried, but I couldn’t catch anything.

I was exhausted, and it was ten-thirty at night—but it was still light outside due to the Summer Equinox, which up there is twenty-two hours of sunshine! I began talking to one of the locals about my lack of luck with the salmon.

“If you want to catch one of those fish,” he said, “get a small piece of Velveeta cheese, put it around some salmon eggs, and put out a bobber . . . but don’t tell anybody because it’s a local secret!”

So after fishing for about ten hours, I went out armed with Velveeta. And sure enough, here came this huge salmon—like something like out of Field and Stream. People were yelling “Look at that guy!” so I wound up in a public struggle.

After nearly half an hour with this beast of a fish, he comes ’round, and he’s looking tired. He comes up . . . but he breaks the line! I couldn’t believe it. Well, I figured I’d lost him, then I saw the bobber go by underneath the water. There has to be thirty feet of line attached to the bobber, I thought.All I need to do is stick a grappling hook out, snatch the line, and I become the Old Man and the Sea!

Now, the water temperature was only about forty degrees, even in June. But this had become a quest. A redemption! I’d driven four thousand miles to get here, I hadn’t gotten a job, and now it was all gonna end with me fishing for ten hours with nothing to show for it? No way! I was getting that damn fish!

I grabbed the line, and everyone started yelling again. My hands were bleeding, but I didn’t care. I got the salmon right up to the edge where I was standing, and everything shifted into slow motion. He moved his mouth and the hook slid out— crap! But I reached in and grabbed him.

The thing ended up weighing close to twenty-seven pounds.

 

But this adventure wasn’t over, either. I was about to get my first small claim to fame.

On the way home from Alaska, some hundred miles from Anchorage, I came across a huge sightseeing bus. Japanese tourists were crowded outside of it, in the middle of nowhere, surrounding something and taking a ton of pictures. Cameras were everywhere.

Wondering just what they were photographing, I parked the truck and got out. Why not? I had a little time to satisfy some curiosity.

Well, it was a baby moose. And I mean baby. My first thought was that these people were nuts to be so close to it—the mother had to be around here somewhere. But it was nearing dusk, so I realized that something wasn’t right.

I canvassed the area and saw a big pool of blood. The mother evidently got clipped by a vehicle—you see lots of large train-like caravans of trucks up there—and she bled to death. Now this baby moose was here with the umbilical cord still attached!

Left on its own, I knew it would die. So, I circled around and came up behind it. Then—to the shocked expressions of the tourists and the sound of a million camera clicks—I snatched it up like a little calf in a rodeo and put it in my truck. The little moose didn’t struggle at all; it went right to sleep.

Up there, you’re more likely to get away with murdering a human than with taking down a game animal like a moose or an eagle—and I didn’t want any misunderstandings. So, I called the police and let them know I had a rescue, and that after a long weekend, I would be back in Anchorage standing in front of the zoo first thing Monday morning with a baby moose.

Then I went down to the local emergency room and asked them for some supplies. “I have a baby moose that needs to be fed!” I explained.

I named the moose after my “friend” back home, Minnie—Minnie the Moose.

While working for Mafia Mike’s, I had been staying in a mobile home at an old farmhouse in Homer. I took Minnie back there, and for the entire weekend, I had a pet.

One thing I noticed right away was how clean this moose was; no scent at all. I supposed it was a natural defense mechanism, to avoid attracting predators. But then she picked up my scent and started following me everywhere. Once, I woke up in the middle of the night with her sucking on my ear!

The local media caught wind of the story and they were all waiting for me when I rolled into the zoo on Monday. They did a big write-up in the newspaper. I still remember the headline: “Transient from Las Vegas saves moose!”

A moose is one of the few animals that will take in another’s offspring, and the zoo happened to have a female moose with a two-month-old calf. My little pet had a new mom.

The zoo asked me how old I thought the moose was. I told them that since the umbilical cord had still been attached, I was guessing at most a couple of weeks. It turned out the moose was only about three days old. Left alone, she definitely would’ve died.

A year later, I received a postcard from the Anchorage Zoo. They had just released Minnie back into the wild. By that time, she weighed two thousand pounds!

After that adventure, I had a strange dream: I was flying into Anchorage in a storm, the plane crashed, and like a behemoth Saint Bernard, Minnie the Moose charged out of the blizzard to save me! I guess that shows my karmic hope that what goes around eventually comes around.

It’s a hope I’ve struggled hard to hold on to.

 

When I returned to Vegas, my now well-worn truck was repossessed within two days.

“Enough is enough foolishness!” my grandfather called and told me. “You’re coming back home. I’m sending you money to rent a moving trailer!”

I loaded up everything I owned into the slow, bulky twenty-four-foot box and rumbled over the 2,600 miles to Middletown, New York, where my parents were. Now I needed another job.

I knew demand was high for nurses, so with my grandfather helping me out, I enrolled in a two-year associate degree nursing program at Orange County Community College, which would allow me to start working and making money quickly.

Plus, if I had to start over, it wasn’t going to be at Physician’s Assistant 101. I had always liked the nursing side of things and thought that’s where I would end up. I admired what they were doing at the “other end” of the surgical table—the anesthesia end. I could become a nurse anesthetist and move forward from there.

I had resumed casually seeing Minnie after returning to Las Vegas. However, a few months later she showed up in New York and moved in with me! I realized she must be in love with me.

I cared about her too and I wanted to give her the attention that she needed. But I was extremely busy.

In addition to school, I was now supporting the both of us by doing carpentry work up in the Catskills for a guy who wanted to transform his newly purchased bungalow colony into a horse ranch. “My son’s a jack-of-all-trades,” my dad had told him.

Minnie had never completed high school and didn’t have many job skills, so I was paying for her to go to cosmetology school, to get a car, and for everything else she wanted.

But she still wasn’t happy. What she really wanted was to party!

It takes a lot of commitment to go to school and work full-time. I was busting my ass, pushing myself as hard as I’d pushed that sixty-pound sandbag back in Special Forces training. I had a GPA of 3.85 and was on the dean’s list. If I didn’t study constantly—what with the complexities of pharmacology and the other heavy medical subjects—I wouldn’t get through it.

I didn’t need this woman’s pressure. I had more important things to deal with; I had a future.

I had more levels.

But it became constant: She accused me of not loving her and not wanting to go out and have any fun with her. It wasn’t true; I would have loved to party. But I needed to stay on course.

So, she decided that she was going to go “find herself.” That little quest of enlightenment involved moving out to live with her friends, totaling the car I gave her, getting arrested for a DWI, and getting involved with married men.

Mother of God, where do I find these people?

I couldn’t believe it: I’d finally opened my heart again, and again I was betrayed.

But I had to stay focused on work and school.

Soon after, my college hired a new director. She restructured the schedule so that nursing students had to be there every day, at odd hours. I stood up during the information assembly and said, “This won’t work. It’s unreasonable! How can anyone hold down a job with these school hours every day of the week?”

She didn’t answer my question, but I did—I transferred to Duchess Community College in upstate New York, sixty miles from Middletown.

That is where I met Heidi.

That is what set me up for the worst betrayal of my life.

That is when another piece of that savage and perfect alignment slid into place.


CHAPTER 4

BEFORE THE BETRAYAL

Heidi Wustrau was everything you would want in a woman—quiet, beautiful, intelligent. But at first, we were just friends.

I was just finishing my final semester of school when Minnie decided she wanted to return home, to Las Vegas.

Fine.

I even offered to help her move back, since she did ostensibly come to New York because of us.

We got as far as the Denver foothills before the transmission in her car went. At the same time, she got sick beyond sick, with the flu or something. It was barf, bedlam, and complete disaster.

So I was playing nurse and taking care of her. It took three days and a trunkful of money to get her little throwaway car fixed. All of that led to her saying she was sorry for what she had done to me—and that led to something else as well.

After our “final farewell,” we drove back to Vegas and within two hours I was on a flight home to New York.

Six weeks later, I got a phone call.

“I’m a little pregnant,” said Minnie.

Now, I had only touched her that once since she’d moved out, but I am a man of ethics and if it was my child, I was going to take responsibility for it.

That taking of responsibility led me into doing one of the most genuinely stupid things I’ve ever done in my life—I married for a child.

After a DNA test to confirm I was the father, we had a quick Vegas wedding (set up by her mother) and took a brief honeymoon to nearby Mt. Charleston. It was a bit better than my “South of the Border” soirée with Sandy under the giant sombrero sign, but not by much.

On June 14, 1989, Minnie gave birth to my son, Matthew.

 

In the meantime, we’d returned to New York so I could finish my associate degree.

I graduated with honors.

I then sat for the state board exam (the NCLEX) in Albany and passed. After that, I decided I wanted to take my education to the next level: my bachelor’s degree.

Minnie was appalled.

Not only because she wanted me to spend more time with her—and now, the baby—but because she was jealous. With my profession being a primarily female field, I was always interacting with a lot of women at work. I was never unfaithful to Minnie, but I have heard it said: “A cheater always worries about being cheated on . . .”

And throughout all this, my relationship with Heidi had remained relatively innocent. We’d seen each other only in the presence of her identical twin sister, who’d served as a de facto chaperone. When Minnie told me she was pregnant, Heidi had sensed something was wrong. She’d then supported me through it and our friendship had remained intact.

Meanwhile, I had gotten a job at Columbia-Presbyterian Medical Center, commonly referred to as Columbia-Presbyterian Hospital. They put me through an orientation program that usually lasted three months; I completed it in six weeks. I actually got the job before I officially graduated—and that, too, was unique and unprecedented.

I excelled at the hospital. I had found my niche. I loved working with preemies in the NICU. This is what I wanted to do.

But my doomed adventure with Minnie lingered.

Our apartment building had increased our rent, so we’d moved to upstate New York, north of Middletown. My parents bought us a trailer and I paid them monthly rent to reimburse them.

But since I was now working in Manhattan, I’d go down, stay for three days on someone’s couch that I rented, and then drive back. Sleep, shower, work . . . that was it!

Minnie was left alone upstate with the baby.

She was furious.

So one day, in the dead of winter, Minnie decided to take off—again. I got home from my hour-and-a-half-long commute after an intense three-day workweek to find just my dogs in an empty house. At least she’d left a bunch of food out for them.

That was it.

No note.

Nothing.

But she had taken Matthew—our infant son of just eight weeks.

If she wants to go find herself, I thought, great! But she’s not going to kidnap my son!

I had no idea where she was. She could’ve been in the Midwest with her grandparents or back in Las Vegas with her mother. I went through three months of hell, just working and wondering and worrying. I had to find my son.

Then one day, I went to the post office up near the trailer my parents had bought for us. I had just planned to send something out, but the guy working there said, “You’re Ted Maher. You have some mail here.”

“I don’t get mail here,” I told him.

“You sure do,” he replied. “It’s certified.”

It was a letter postmarked from Nevada. That’s where Minnie had landed. And in Nevada, you could become a resident after just three months. You could also execute a divorce by sending a notice to your spouse’s last known address. And that’s what she did.

I couldn’t get to my attorney fast enough.

“Since you’re still married,” he advised me, “if you still had your son, she would have to come back to New York for the proceedings. Now, I’m not telling you that you have to go get your son, but . . . you have to go get your son.”

With hardly any money, over spring break, I got on an airplane. I flew to Las Vegas knowing only the PO Box number and zip code from the certified letter. I rented a car, found the post office, and instituted a search like I was trained to in the army. I circled outward from the perimeter, looking for her car.

In two and a half hours, I found it.

I waited until the following morning.

Minnie was living with her mother and stepfather. I waited for her stepfather to leave. Then I waited for her mother to leave. Then I waited for Minnie to come out with my son.

I followed them to a little shopping mall.

And I waited some more.

When they came out, Minnie was holding a balloon. It was the last thing she would buy for our son for quite some time. After she strapped him into his car seat and shut the door, I came up behind her—running. I had keys to her car, so I pushed her out of the way, jumped in, and drove away. It was quick, it was precise, and she never even saw who took the car—and her son.

I got down the road about three blocks from there and my son, whom I hadn’t seen in over three months, looked at me and I swore he cooed, “Da Da.”

I drove from Las Vegas to Los Angeles, putting 287 miles between us and Minnie. Matthew was now just fifteen weeks old. We boarded a plane at LAX back to New York and at forty thousand feet, I got on the in-flight phone. I called Minnie and asked her if she was missing something.

She was in a panic; I was all business.

First, I told her where I’d left her car.

Next I told her: “If you want a divorce, you can have that, but we’re going to share our son. I didn’t go out of my way to give you my life so you could steal my son from me. If you want him, you can come back to New York.”

She did.

After the legal proceedings, I received full custody—she got visitation rights. I was shown to be a person with income and stability; she had DWIs and a history of alcoholism.

She didn’t try to press charges for my pushing her.

It was a perfect operation.

 

I was back in New York, working at Columbia-Presbyterian. I had my son, and I was going to Pace University for my bachelor’s degree.

And that was when my relationship with Heidi developed.

She was nine years younger than me and from a strict German family. Very isolated. And she was loyal—I thought.

I fell in love with her.

I also fostered a close friendship with her parents, who saw me as very honorable. I was in the nursing program, and I was a rare single father, who’d received sole custody of his child. Heidi’s parents found my relationship with Matthew amazing.

So, her mother approached me with a proposition. She offered to help me take care of Matthew if I would help her daughters with their schooling.

She wanted both of them to get their bachelor’s degrees, but she didn’t want the twins traveling alone to Pace University in Pleasantville or to Columbia University in the city. So, I got them both jobs at Columbia-Presbyterian with me—a big step up from the community hospital where they’d been working—and they enrolled at Pace. Each sister had a small, two-seater car so I traded in my car for a minivan. Now I could drive them and all their books and gear over to work and to school.
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