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My Undercover Vendetta
to Take Down the
VAGOS OUTLAW
MOTORCYCLE GANG


To my father . . . who loved me unconditionally.


Lightning flashes anger, and thunder sounds my rage.

My heart screams to be out of this hell-bound cage.

My soul cries out and yearns to be free far from this place.



PROLOGUE

Hemet, California; Thursday, March 9, 2006

A few hours before dawn I’m wide awake and skittish as hell, waiting for the shitstorm. My fiancée lies asleep beside me, nine months pregnant and blissfully unaware her world is about to shatter. For three tense years I’ve been living on the edge as a federal informant, operating deep undercover to gather criminal evidence against one of this country’s most violent motorcycle gangs—evidence that will lock my brothers away. My fiancée knows me as a patched member of the Vagos Motorcycle Club, but that’s only half the story. I wonder how she’ll take it when she learns the rest: that the man she loves is a man she never really knew . . . that our time together was a lie.

Talk about a rude awakening.

Too restless to stay in bed, I head into the kitchen for coffee and cigarettes. Leaning against the counter, chain-smoking Marlboros while the coffee drips, I check the clock on the microwave.

5:36 a.m.

Almost time.

In less than thirty minutes there’s no turning back. At precisely 6:00 a.m. (PST), more than seven hundred heavily armed law enforcement officers will sweep through Southern California in one of the largest gang busts in United States history.

And it all starts with me.

In the winter of 2003, the year I went undercover, my hometown was under siege, its citizens terrorized by a group of crank-fueled outlaws no one could control. I was a local businessman with a shameful history—a one-time drug dealer and two-time felon haunted by the sins of my past. Though I’d spent much of my life in the company of Harley-riding outcasts like the Hells Angels, for the sake of the community I turned against the brotherhood and vowed to end their violence and intimidation.

When I volunteered for that thankless mission, shaking hands with Special Agent John Carr in Bee Canyon, my path seemed clear enough; a few months riding with the Vagos and wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am, I’d have my hometown cleaned up and those fuckers in cages.

Dumb bastard. What the hell were you thinking?

Before that handshake I had the world by the balls, brother. Ol’ George Rowe was sitting pretty. Now everything’s gone to shit. The life I knew, like the man I was, is slipping away—and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it.

Guess I should have known where this was headed. I might have been three years under, but it’s taken a lifetime to get here. I’ve been riding a hell wave, and there’s no breaking free. Nothing to do but let the waters take me.
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A Banging Place

Ninety miles east of Los Angeles, out beyond the San Bernardino Mountains and down into the scorching heat of the San Jacinto Valley, you’ll find the city of Hemet, California. My old hometown was still a ranch and farming community when Mother forced it down my throat in the summer of ’71—nothing but potato fields, low buildings and a few flat streets skirting the western edge of the Mojave Desert. But with Californians migrating inland from the coast in search of affordable property, the valley’s population was booming.

From the Santa Rosa Hills on Hemet’s south flank to the city of San Jacinto, which shares the valley floor to the north, came a growing flood of retirement communities, trailer parks and stucco subdivisions. In just ten years—from 1970 to 1980—the city’s population nearly doubled, creating opportunities for anyone looking to make a buck . . . legal or otherwise.

For the lawless few, geography was the key to scoring big money. Hemet’s founding fathers would have shit their Levis had they known their little start-up would become the ass-end of a pipeline delivering marijuana, cocaine and heroin from Mexico, one hundred miles to the south. Starting in the 1960s, Hemet became a banging place for outlaw biker gangs hungry for a slice of that Mexican drug connection, many rolling in from neighboring cities like Riverside and San Bernardino, birthplace of the Hells Angels.

As a boy, I grew accustomed to the roar of their straight pipes blasting through the valley—iron horses farting thunder, ridden by barbarians with wild manes, greasy leathers and fuck-you attitudes. I wanted some of that. I too raised my middle finger to authority and shared a passion for motorcycles, which I’d been riding since I was seven years old, barely tall enough to reach the shift lever of the little Hodaka my father bought me before he died.

He was tough, my old man, a full-blooded Yaqui Indian and decorated Korean War veteran. But the warrior was no match for malaria and alcohol, a one-two punch that fried his brain and ravaged his liver. Terminally ill, Dad wanted to spend his last years teaching his boy how to hunt and fish in the mountains, but for that he needed custody from Mother, a mean-spirited drunk with a face like leather, ridden hard and put away wet by more men than I can remember. When I was a toddler I swear I spent more time napping in bars while Mommy trolled for bed partners than I did sleeping in my own room.
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Warren Road in Hemet, biker paradise.

Custody was hard fought and harder won by fathers in those days, but when I jumped to my feet at the juvenile court hearing and screamed, “I don’t want to live with her, I want to live with my dad!” the judge heard me loud and clear. Mother got my sisters, Carol and Lin Ann, while Dad pulled me from kindergarten and took me into the Cascades up near the California-Oregon border.

Those were special years we shared in the high country, the absolute best of my life. But watching your father wither away from cirrhosis and thrash on the ground in fits of epilepsy, eyes rolling in their sockets, was asking a lot from a ten-year-old. So in 1970, with the end near, the old man packed our belongings and came down from the mountain, returning to Southern California to die.
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Me at five years old, just before dropping out of kindergarten.

Dad was forty-one when his wasted body finally quit. In my mind’s eye I can still picture the end like it happened this morning. We were sitting on a couch watching television when he slumped sideways and fell across my lap. At first I thought he’d passed out—it had happened before—but as his skin grew cold I realized there was no waking him up again. Four hours later my uncle stopped by and found me still pinned beneath Dad’s stiffening body. Truth is, I didn’t want to let go. I was ten years old and terrified of a future without him. Afraid of being alone.

I became a ward of the state, bounced between foster homes until a kind woman from Buena Park took me under her wing and tried teaching me how to read and write, lessons this kindergarten dropout had missed while learning survival skills in the Cascades. The world turns unexpectedly, and certainly nothing is guaranteed in life, but I believe my future would have been different had I stayed with that woman. I really do.

But then Mother returned, looking for custody of the Social Security checks I’d been collecting since my old man passed away, and once they were hers I was dragged into the backseat of her Oldsmobile 88 and shanghaied to Hemet. I still remember heading east on the San Bernardino Freeway, desperately trying to memorize the road signs that would lead me back to that foster home in Buena Park. Instead the bitch dumped my ass on the county, and I ended up in a cage at juvenile hall trying to figure out what “incorrigible” meant.

The couple that rescued me owned the Hemet property where Mother was shacking up. With her blessing, they adopted me a few months later. Guess I should have been grateful for a roof over my head and three squares on the table, but life was never easy with that dysfunctional crew. There was a shitload of drinking and fighting in that house, with much of the anger directed at me.

My new dad was a tough little sonofabitch, strong and tanned from working with the town’s park and recreation department. Pat was a firm believer in old-fashioned “spare the rod, spoil the child” discipline. And when that man doled out punishment, the lessons came hard. To be fair, I was never a choirboy and probably deserved the occasional butt-kicking, but Pat’s brand of abuse was an entirely new experience. The dad I’d lost had raised his hand to me only once.

This one broke my arm.

Had my old man been alive, I know how he would have handled things. When my uncle back in the San Fernando Valley gave me a black eye, dad gave him two. When a perfect stranger in a Burbank mall slapped me upside the head for mouthing off, my father lifted him up and dropped him on his skull.

“Son,” he said as he knelt before me, “don’t ever let anyone push you around.”

Later in life I took Dad’s advice to heart, but when you’re an eleven-year-old getting pounded by a grown man, it’s easier said than done. For now my best defense against my adoptive father was vaulting the six-foot backyard fence whenever he was after me.

“That boy sure can jump,” Pat would boast to his drinking buddies.

Tough as he was, though, my new dad was no match for his 250-pound wife. Pat might have worn the pants in the family, but no one messed with Mama Cass—that’s what I called her when she was safely out of earshot. Pat came through the door shitfaced one night and mouthed off as his wife was in the middle of ironing. Big mistake. Dodi pinned him to the wall and ironed her hubby’s chest. Swear to God, that woman had a heart as big as her appetite, but piss her off and you’d best run for cover. Whatever Dodi had in her hands you’d get clobbered with. Garden tools, spatulas, skillets—you name it, she’d wing it. I saw more spaghetti on the walls than in the pots.

In the back bedroom of the house, my alcoholic mother was shacking up with Pat’s brother, John, the town drunk with a heart of gold. Down the hall lived my little sister, Lin Ann, and my older sister, Carol, fifteen years old, knocked up and soon to be married. In the basement slept my adoptive brother, Keith, a machinist in town who was good friends with a couple of biker brothers from the neighborhood—one who rode with the Vagos Motorcycle Club, and the other a patched member of the Hells Angels, named Freight Train. Vagos and Angels mix like oil and water, but in the brothers’ case blood was thicker than club loyalty.

Keith’s half brother, Gary, the only family member missing from that Hemet nuthouse, was a twenty-four-year-old roughneck who’d lost his foot in a Texas oil field accident. As gangrene crept in, the doctors chased the infection up his leg, amputating it one chunk at a time. Wasn’t long before the poor bastard lost that entire limb, followed by his wife and kids. Homesick and depressed, Gary came limping home on a prosthetic leg, rented a house with Freight Train and got busy drinking himself to death.

Freight Train had earned his road name with the Hells Angels for good reason. The man was a four-hundred-pound behemoth with hands the size of baseball mitts. His hair was long, his beard wild, and he had a silver-plated front tooth that gleamed when he smiled. And when Freight Train smiled, it meant someone was about to get hurt.

God’s truth, I once saw that man-mountain flip a police cruiser on its top—with the cop still inside. Another time he took on a platoon’s worth of shitfaced marines outside a bar in Winchester, California. Ol’ Freight Train was outnumbered and surrounded, but then came that slow smile, out popped the silver tooth, and down went nine of those jarheads. It took a pool stick punched through his gut to finally derail him, but by then the damage was done. For his one-man assault on the United States Marine Corps the government charged Freight Train with—I shit you not—destruction of federal property . . . a charge they later dismissed.

I earned a few bucks mowing Gary’s lawn back then, and watched as motorcycle outlaws from across the valley come thundering in on their Harley-Davidsons to raise a little hell. These were tough mothers—many of them Vietnam War vets searching for the same camaraderie they’d found in the service.

They wore patches on their backs with club names like Mescaleros, Hessians and Hangmen, and boasted of being “one percenters,” the outlaw’s badge of honor since 1947. That was the year a bunch of shitfaced bikers “rioted” at a motorcycle rally in Hollister, California—an event made famous by Marlon Brando in the 1953 biker flick The Wild One—then got slammed in the press as “the deviant one percent” of an otherwise law-abiding motorcycling public.

Over in San Bernardino, the Hells Angels took that as a backhanded compliment and began wearing a “1%” patch on their jackets, identifying themselves as outsiders who followed nobody’s rules but their own. Many of the bikers who hung at my brother’s place wore that diamond-shaped badge of honor, and it wasn’t long before I was ditching the lawn mower and sneaking inside to be nearer those larger-than-life characters.

Sure, they sometimes got pissed off and ran my scrawny ass down the road, but I’d always worm my way back in. Eventually I was adopted as a kid brother and came to know their ironclad code of loyalty and commitment, which placed the brotherhood above all else: above jobs, above friends . . . even above their own families. To me those bikers were modern-day musketeers, saluting each other with bottles of beer while shouting, “Fuck with one, you fuck with all!”

FW1-UFWA: the universal battle cry of the motorcycle outlaw.

But by the late 1970s, the beer-guzzling, gang-brawling characters I’d grown up with were a vanishing breed in the San Jacinto Valley. Tired of the life and increasing pressure from law enforcement, outlaws like Freight Train had become more interested in raising families than raising hell. Of course, turf-pissing contests were still fought over the patches on their backs, but with the old dogs slowing down and the young pups lying low, the roar of straight pipes quieted in the valley, and a biker flying his colors became a rare sight on the streets of Hemet for almost two decades.

Then the century turned and a new, more aggressive generation of outlaw rolled into town, one pumped on steroids, fueled by testosterone and always looking for a brawl.
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A Nation of Brutes

Johnny’s Restaurant was a bar and steak joint fronting Florida Avenue, also known as California Highway 74, which cuts through the heart of downtown Hemet. To enter Johnny’s you parked at the rear of the building and came in through the back door. There were no street-side windows, so it took a moment for your eyes to adjust to the dim interior.

Wasn’t much to see, though. Once you squeezed past the narrow bar, the room widened into a dining area of worn carpet and ripped cushions. Sitting down was an adventure; you never knew when a spring might poke you in the ass. But despite its seedy appearance and musty smell, Johnny’s was popular with the locals. Cheap beer and thick steaks had a lot to do with that.

A few weeks before he vanished forever, an old friend of mine was at the restaurant to celebrate. I’d known David back at Hemet High right up until my junior year, when I dropped out of school. Through the years we kept in touch, catching up on old news whenever we bumped into each other around town. He was a family man with two young kids and a pregnant wife, and that night at Johnny’s the couple had gathered with friends and family for a baby shower.

It would be the last time many of them would see David alive.

[image: diagram]

Vagos logo.

After gifts were opened, the father-to-be headed for the empty pool table and grabbed a cue stick. And that’s where he was, mucking around and minding his business, when four outlaw bikers entered through the restaurant’s back door. They wore sleeveless denim vests called “cuts,” with the devil-like image of Loki, the Norse god of mischief, sewn on the back. Beneath Loki was a bottom rocker that read CALIFORNIA, while above, in bold letters, was the name VAGOS. These full-patch outlaws were flying the colors of the Vagos Motorcycle Club, a gang known throughout California as “Green Nation.”

In the early 1960s, around the time I was still crapping my diapers, a group of biker misfits calling themselves the Psychos spread from Southern California’s Temescal Canyon into the city of Riverside and beyond. With balls fit for a wheelbarrow, they even took root in San Bernardino, right in the Hells Angels’ own backyard, sparking a turf feud that continues to this day.

As membership multiplied, the Psychos adopted a new name—Los Vagos, Spanish for “The Vagabonds” or “The Tramps”—and took green as their signature color. By the time Green Nation spread into Hemet, chapters had been established in Nevada, Arizona, Hawaii and Mexico, and the Vagos had become the largest and one of the most violent of California’s biker gangs—a grab bag of weekend rebels, gearheads, ex-cons and violent sociopaths engaged in a whole laundry list of criminal activities, from gun and drug trafficking to assault and murder.

Leading his posse into Johnny’s Restaurant that night was Big Roy Compton, a thirty-four-year-old tattoo artist with a muscular frame covered in ink, from the VAGOS MC on the back of his shaved and goateed head down to his steel-toed riding boots.

The president, or “P,” of the Hemet chapter, was a convicted felon who once made his living transporting illegals, picking up Mexicans after they’d crossed the border and running them as far as Arizona. He and his old lady used some of those profits to bankroll a tattoo parlor in Hemet called the Lady Luck, which they opened right next door to a Baskin-Robbins. Little tykes would be licking ice cream cones on the sidewalk while large tattooed men stood nearby cutting farts and smoking weed.

Big Roy first hooked up with the Vagos in the nearby city of Corona, where the chapter was led by Mumbles, a wild man who could fling a knife into a knothole at fifty paces. But Roy had bigger ambitions. He wanted a Vagos franchise of his own. According to club bylaws, that required at least five warm bodies and the blessing of the Vagos international president, a potbellied gnome named Terry the Tramp, who, for sixteen years, had lorded over Green Nation from his home in Southern California’s High Desert.

[image: diagram]

Johnny’s Restaurant (since renamed) on Florida Avenue.

With Tramp’s benediction, and using the Lady Luck as his base of operations, Big Roy got busy recruiting. First to come aboard as chapter vice president was Todd Brown, a man Roy had befriended during a stint in rehab. Big Todd was a juicer who’d slammed so many steroids in his thirty-six years that he looked like Captain Fuckin’ America, all jacked up and cruising Hemet aboard a $30,000 Harley-Davidson—every nut and bolt of it stolen.

I never liked Big Roy and his amped-up bad-boy act, but I really detested his dirtbag sidekick Todd. Besides being one of the sneakiest sucker-punchers I’ve ever met, Big Todd was a backstabber who took pride in fucking a brother’s old lady, then bragging about it. Hell, that sonofabitch would slip his dick in a rattlesnake if you held its head.

The other two Vagos in Big Roy’s entourage that night were Todd’s older brother, Doug, and a tough little Mexican from Northern California named Iron Mike. Big Doug was a loose cannon, usually spun out of his bald-headed gourd on crank. Even his closest buddies walked on eggshells whenever Doug was tweaking. You never knew what that scary fuck might do. Just as tough as Doug but nowhere near as crazy, Iron Mike had earned his cred with Chicano street gangs. That little hombre was a true outlaw, always down for the club. If Green Nation needed a volunteer to pop a bullet in someone’s head, Mike would be first in line asking, “Which ear?”

From the moment Terry the Tramp granted Big Roy his club charter, the Hemet Vagos were off and pissing on their hometown like dogs marking turf. The way Roy had it figured, the city was Green Nation property now, and any objections would be overruled by brute force. Through fear and intimidation, the Hemet chapter demanded respect for that Loki patch on their backs, making life miserable for everyone in town. Young or old, male or female, didn’t matter. When the Vagos appeared, the locals would lower their eyes and turn heads, afraid to make eye contact.

Just a few weeks before the baby shower, some of the Hemet boys were getting hammered at the bar when a mentally disabled young man with a hunched back accidentally bumped Big Todd on the way to the bathroom. Without waiting for an apology, the Vago spun and shoved the kid hard into the wall.

“Don’t fuckin’ touch me, freak!” Todd exploded at him.

Before the young man understood what was happening, Big Todd followed with one of his patented cheap shots, a roundhouse right that caught that dude flush in the head and dropped him like a sack of potatoes. And since Todd had his victim defenseless on the floor, he figured why not stomp him for good measure? So that’s what he did. Over and over again.

It was ugly, man. Big Todd Brown was raging on steroids and completely out of his mind.

When the father saw what was happening, he rushed from the dining area to save his son. But the man didn’t get far. Invoking the sacred outlaw motto, “You fuck with one, you fuck with all,” the remaining Vagos intercepted that poor bastard and gave him a savage beat-down.

Their dirty work done, the gang scattered like cockroaches from the light, leaving father and son broken on the floor, covered in blood and boot prints.

And why?

Because Big Todd felt disrespected.

See, here’s the thing about respect. In my experience, those who demand it most are usually the ones who deserve it least—like Hemet’s jackbooted thugs. For motorcycle outlaws, giving and getting precious respect is probably the closest thing there is to a chiseled-in-stone commandment. Hell, it’s almost a religious principle. In fact, every card-carrying member of the Vagos MC wears a patch on his cut that proclaims, We Give What We Get. In other words, give us respect and respect is returned. If not, you’ll pay the price.

But the Vagos who were out to claim Hemet as their own had no fucking clue what “respect” meant. They figured it was something to be extracted with the heel of a boot and the twist of an arm. Hell, even a dumb bastard like me was smart enough to know that terrorizing civilians—anyone not part of the outlaw world—was a really bad idea. That kind of bullying does nothing to earn respect. What it earns are lifelong enemies . . . including one in particular who would come back to bite those bullies in the ass.

Of course, not every one percenter was a scumbag who behaved like an animal, raping and pillaging through life like Attila the Hun. That’s way too simplistic. I met decent men who rode Harley-Davidsons and flew outlaw colors while recognizing the moral and social boundaries that should never be crossed.

The four Vagos who walked into Johnny’s Restaurant that night were not those kind of men. These were the rotted apples spoiling the whole fuckin’ bunch—low-life gangbangers in every sense of the word. Big Roy and company were bullies who got their kicks intimidating others, backed by the collective might of Green Nation.

As usual, the Hemet boys were looking for trouble the night they showed up in the middle of my buddy’s baby shower. Far as Roy was concerned, a sign should have been hung over the bar announcing This Establishment Property of the Vagos. Of course, that ownership included the table where David was shooting pool, so Roy marched up to him and demanded it for the club.

Fact is, my friend had no idea who this arrogant prick was. David had never had a close encounter with the outlaw world before. He just knew he wasn’t giving up the cue stick just because some bald-headed asshole with a patch on his back was commanding it.

So he respectfully declined.

Well, that was not the response the Hemet P was accustomed to hearing. So Big Roy gave Dave a shove.

Then Dave shoved back harder.

And that’s right about where I walked in.

I’d noticed the row of Harleys parked on their kickstands behind Johnny’s and knew who they belonged to. I’ve got full-sleeve tattoos on both arms, many of them inked at Big Roy’s Lady Luck. I’d worked on tree service crews with Big Todd. And since I rode Harleys and used to fight bareknuckle on the underground fight circuit, both those Vagos figured I’d make a kick-ass soldier for Green Nation and had tried recruiting me into the club.

“Freedom. That’s what it’s all about,” Todd had once explained to me, pitching the outlaw life. “You’ve got all these guys behind you, George. We can do whatever the fuck we want. We’re gonna sell dope and people will pay up because of who we are. You gotta come join us, man.”

Fuck that shit. I could see prison sentences coming for every one of those punks. My buddy, Freight Train, who lived as an outlaw with the Hells Angels and understood the culture’s downside, had experienced firsthand the brutality of turf warfare and the constant harassment from law enforcement. The road taken by the one percent was a bitch to travel, he’d warned me. Better to steer clear.

Ol’ Freight Train had been preaching to the choir. At that point in life I was forty-two years old and had experienced my share of time behind bars. And that was never time well spent. No goddamn way was I getting busted again. I needed that Vagos patch like a fat kid needs another heaping helping of mashed potatoes.

As I stepped through the back door and entered Johnny’s Restaurant, I fully expected to meet Big Roy and his jolly green men. What I never expected to see was my friend Dave knocking the Hemet chapter president flat on his ass.

And, man, it was beautiful.

It also sealed my buddy’s fate.

Before Big Roy could climb off the deck, his three bodyguards sprang into action. While David’s wife and guests watched in horror, the Vagos punched, kicked and stomped the shit out of my friend with bare knuckles and steel-toed boots. Almost before I could get between them, the bartender was calling for cops and an ambulance.

A week after paramedics hauled Dave’s busted carcass from Johnny’s, the man was out of the hospital but not out of danger. A few days later the father of two, with a third on the way, disappeared. I don’t figure he’ll turn up anytime soon, either . . . not without a solid lead, a good shovel and a whole lot of luck.
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Midgets and Mayhem

Among the businesses scattered along Highway 74, the main thoroughfare that ran through the sprawling east Hemet neighborhood of Valle Vista, was a liquor store, two gas stations and, directly across from a trailer park, the broken-down apartment building that I once lived in and managed for a friend. There were three units in that single-story shitbox, each with a tiny kitchen, living room, bedroom and bath. The place was first built as a chicken coop, then converted into housing for Mexican laborers. Now it was just an eyesore begging to be torn down.

We called it “the chicken shack” or the “shack,” or just “box of shit” on a bad day. A few weeks after David dropped off the planet, Detective Kevin Duffy of the Riverside County Sheriff’s Department knocked on my apartment door. Duffy was the lead investigator on my friend’s case and had heard I’d been inside Johnny’s the night of the assault. Everyone knew the Vagos had something to do with David’s disappearance, but no one was willing to talk to the cops. It was too dangerous.

Detective Duffy’s investigation was dead in the water.

Duffy was a fair and honest cop, a decorated narcotics officer who had climbed the law enforcement ladder all the way to homicide. I’d known him since I was a young punk and he was just a kid deputy from the neighborhood. We had history, Duff and I. In fact, his was the first loaded gun ever pointed in my direction.

[image: diagram]

My friend Detective Kevin Duffy of the Riverside County Sheriff’s Department.

I don’t know who was more scared that day, me or Kevin, but I can still picture that service revolver trembling in his hands, finger hard on the trigger and the barrel looking wider than a fuckin’ drainpipe. I was eighteen and about to face charges that could put me behind walls for a long, long time.

Two years before facing the business end of Kevin Duffy’s revolver—and just months after turning sixteen—I’d finally had enough of my adoptive father’s bullshit. After Pat busted my arm, I vaulted the backyard fence for the last time and kept running.

It would be another twelve years before I returned to even the score. I can still picture the look on Dodi’s face when I walked through the door as a grown man and asked to see her husband. She knew what I wanted by the look in my eyes.

I had inherited the same dark expression my father had when he was about to destroy someone. When I was ten years old and my uncle gave me a black eye, Dad checked himself out of a VA hospital and paid a visit. When he saw what his brother had done, I swear I saw that warrior’s eyes go charcoal black. Dad stormed through the house, found my uncle and repaid him with a couple of shiners that lasted more than a month. I called that asshole “Raccoon” after that.

Now, twelve years after I’d vaulted the backyard fence to escape Pat’s abuse, I was back as a twenty-eight-year-old man looking for some payback. And Dodi knew it too.

“Pat!” she finally called out. “George is here!”

“George?” came a puzzled voice from down the hall.

A moment later Pat appeared.

“We’ve got business,” I told him straightaway. And he knew what I meant.

“Let’s take it out back,” he said.

I remember the grass was high. When I was a kid I used to mow the backyard and rake the leaves, but now everything was an overgrown mess.

“Well?” said Pat as he turned to me.

I didn’t waste time. I hit the man hard. He fell to the ground, then tried to get back up. So I hit him again and he stayed down. And that was the end of it.

Fuck . . . is that all?

[image: diagram]

Me at sixteen years old, just before dropping out of high school.

Seeing my adoptive father bleeding in that tall grass might have given me a brief moment of satisfaction, but it was followed by a lifetime of regret. I wasn’t proud of myself. I should never have done it. I should have let bygones be bygones.

As I reentered the house Dodi said to me, “I knew this had to happen someday.”

I gave her a hug and walked out the door, never to return.

There’s one thing I have to say in Pat’s defense; the man might have been a hard-ass, but he provided for his family the only way he knew how. I took that work ethic with me—that and his knowledge of landscaping and tree trimming that I’d picked up while watching him work at Hemet’s park and recreation department. These were skills I used for earning my livelihood after dropping out of high school at age sixteen, and I would return to them whenever my other ideas of turning a dollar turned to shit.

I started a landscaping business of my own, but my utter indifference to education and the five years I’d lost on my extended fishing trip to the Cascades soon caught up with me. It was a real wake-up call when I discovered that business accounts and contracts require reading and writing, never my strong suits. So I went out and hired me a midget with a high school education to handle the business end of things while I did the grunt labor.

This arrangement worked fine until I needed a new truck for my expanding operation. When I asked my partner to cut a business check, the little guy stalled and tap-danced around my request. Suspicious, I went to the bank and was told the entire business account balance had been wiped out.

The fucking midget had ripped me off for over sixteen grand.

Slightly ticked off, I grabbed my .30-30 Winchester and drove over to his house, a real nice place his father owned on a golf course. I announced my arrival by firing a rifle shot through the picture window while that thieving little bastard sat watching television. Then I informed his dad that the next bullet would go through his son’s pint-sized head.

But that’s not what got me arrested.

The midget’s old man, a business executive in town, said he would keep the cops out of the matter and pay back half the sixteen grand his son had stolen if I’d call things even. I figured half was better than none, so we shook on the deal. That should have been the end of it, only I had this so-called friend who knew the whole story.

Pretending to be me, that asshole phoned the businessman, then threatened to rape his daughter and shoot more holes in his fancy house unless the remaining eight grand was dropped into a designated trash barrel outside the local Sambo’s restaurant.

The midget’s old man agreed to the blackmail, then called the cops.

The next day I’m hauling mulch in my pickup when I see a curious sight. My buddy is sprinting down San Jacinto Street with four sheriff’s deputies in hot pursuit. Within minutes sirens are wailing, I’m surrounded by cruisers and a young deputy is ordering me out of the cab at gunpoint.

“Don’t move!” shouted Deputy Duffy as I emerged with my hands up.

I found the kid deputy’s tone decidedly unfriendly.

“Don’t you fuckin’ move!” he repeated.

So I didn’t move. Kevin cuffed my wrists, read me my Miranda Rights, then hauled my ass to jail on felony charges of extortion, attempted rape and attempted murder.

Now my name was known across the San Jacinto Valley for all the wrong reasons. The district attorney, up for reelection, was determined to prosecute—apparently with the aid of my cock-sucking friend, who’d cut a deal with the D.A.’s office and agreed to testify against me in exchange for leniency. I was eighteen years old and looking at serious hard time: three consecutive fifteen-year prison terms.

But the superior court judge, who happened to be the same magistrate who’d handled my adoption, took both parties into chambers and pushed through a plea bargain. Afraid of going to trial, I pled to extortion and got ninety weekends in jail and 120 hours of community service, which was spent picking up discarded cigarette butts outside the county courthouse.

Now here I was twenty-four years later sitting in the shitshack across from Detective Duffy, who had become a good friend once he’d quit pointing his gun at me. After discussing the assault at Johnny’s Restaurant, I asked Kevin point-blank, “When are your people gonna do something about the Vagos?”

“What do you mean?”

“They’re causing chaos all over town, man. And I know those fuckers did David. We both know it.”

“No, George, we don’t. There’s no proof they did it, and no one’s talking. I haven’t come up with a single lead.”

“Well, you’d better find one quick. Because if someone doesn’t stop these assholes, I guarantee more people will get hurt.”

“And what do you expect me to do about it?”

“Your job,” I said, snuffing out one cigarette and fishing for another.

“My job is homicide,” Kevin said sharply. “If you’re so concerned about the Vagos, maybe you should be doing something about it.”

“I’ve told you what I know.”

“Then find out more,” Kevin said. “You know most of those guys. Why don’t you talk to them?”

I paused from lighting the cigarette. Kevin saw the look of disbelief wash across my face.

“George, I’m spinning my tires here,” he continued. “This investigation isn’t going anywhere until I get a lead.”

“What the hell are you saying, Duff?”

“I’m saying I could use a lead.”

“What do you want me to do? Fuckin’ stroll into the Lady Luck and ask Roy if he’s killed anyone lately?”

Kevin smiled at the sarcasm and stood to leave.

“Just thought I’d put it out there.”

He stopped at the door and turned before going out.

“Thanks for your time, George. Be a good boy.”

Shooter’s Food and Brew in Hemet was a bar that a friend of mine had named in honor of himself. Shooter came to the San Jacinto Valley after his wife passed away and his entire world went upside down. To take his mind off his loss, the man had sunk everything he’d owned into the bar, and that’s where he’d first encountered the Vagos.

There was something about the outlaw mystique, of renegades refusing to be tied down, riding fast and free on the open road, that appealed to some men. Shooter was one of those men, and it wasn’t long before he was badgering Big Roy to join the Hemet chapter. Instead Roy took advantage of Shooter’s man-crush, stringing him along while his boys played free pool and drank booze on the house.

A few days after Detective Duffy’s visit, I was sitting in Shooter’s place and plying Big Todd with drinks at the bar. Guilt had gotten the best of me, and I’d decided the least I could do for my missing friend was ask a few questions that might jump-start Kevin’s investigation. Unfortunately the questions I asked put the Vagos vice president in a foul mood, and it wasn’t long before I ran that conversation straight into the ground.

Started out well, though, with Todd and me reminiscing about the good old days working for Hemet Tree Service, back when he was a seventeen-year-old ground man clearing the debris I chopped down. On the stool to the left of Todd sat a bearded Vago from the Norco chapter, who I didn’t know by name.

“This motherfucker is crazy,” Todd was telling the outlaw, jerking a thumb in my direction. “Climbs trees like a fuckin’ monkey. It’s unbelievable.” Then he turned back to me. “Hey, remember that asshole who stole the chain saw?”

It was the same tired story Todd brought up every time we bumped into each other.

“Yeah, I remember,” I told him. “I remember trying to warn you, but you had the chipper running.”

Todd turned back to his buddy. “George is up in this fuckin’ palm tree, like sixty feet off the ground, and he spots this prick lifting a chain saw off the company truck. So he pulls a gun and starts shooting at him.”

Todd was laughing now. “Believe this guy? He climbs trees with a fuckin’ Magnum strapped to his ankle.”

“Three eighty,” I corrected him.

“A three-fuckin’-eighty,” said Todd. “So the prick is running with the chain saw and George is blasting away from up in the tree and that fuckin’ kid is freaking out. He’s like, ziggin’ and zaggin’ and shit.”

Now Todd and his buddy were both laughing.

“He dropped the chain saw, though, didn’t he?” I said.

“Fuck yeah, he dropped that chain saw,” laughed Todd. “But you can’t shoot for shit, guy.”

“I wasn’t trying to hit him, asshole.”

“Well, you should have,” countered Todd before taking a drink. “You should have popped that motherfucker.”

I thought it was the height of fucking hypocrisy for Todd to bring that up. Hell, the man had been ripping off equipment from that company all the time to pay for his meth and cocaine habit long before I’d ever fired that .380 from the treetops.

Maybe I should have shot Todd instead.

Bullshit small talk followed until I finally steered the discussion toward my missing friend. I started trolling with some offhand remark like “Hey, whatever happened to that dude who gave you guys so much shit at Johnny’s? What was that all about anyway?”

“Who we talking about?” Todd asked.

“About a month ago. The dude at the pool table. The one who knocked Roy on his ass.”

Apparently that particular topic was a real buzz kill, because Todd immediately clammed up.

“Fuck that punk,” he muttered.

“Hell, yeah,” I said with a grin. “You messed him up pretty good.” Then I threw in a casual “What the fuck happened to him anyway?”

It was a ham-fisted move that I immediately regretted. Big Todd took a long pull on his bottle, then turned with a smoldering look.

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Why would I?”

“That’s right,” he replied tersely. “Why would you? It’s been handled.”

I’d jerked the hook too hard, and let my fish get away. Big Todd was through talking. David had been handled, end of story. After that misplay there was nowhere to go but home, ending my brief and failed career as an inside man.

Or so I thought.

A week or two later Kevin Duffy called to ask for a private rendezvous out on Warren Road, an isolated two-lane stretch that hugs the western edge of the city. With the benefit of hindsight, I would have been better off leaving my truck keys on the counter and going to bed. Instead I headed out around 10:00 p.m., drove through town on Florida Avenue, then turned north on Warren.

There were no streetlamps along that straight stretch of worn-out asphalt, nothing but high-tension poles and open farmland. I continued through the dark landscape until the headlights found Kevin’s unmarked SUV idling by the edge of a potato field.

I pulled beside him and spoke through the open window.

“So what are we doing, Duff?”

“Park your truck and climb in.”

I squinted past him. There was a dark figure in plainclothes sitting in the front passenger’s seat. I couldn’t see him clearly, but I knew who he was. This was the lawman Kevin had asked me to meet, a young hard-charger who headed the newly formed special investigations unit with the Riverside County Sheriff’s Department.

I climbed into the backseat of Kevin’s SUV and he swung back onto Warren Road and continued heading north. Before long we’d left asphalt and started down a rutted dirt track that terminated at an old dump. Kevin killed the engine but left the dome light burning. The sheriff turned to look at me over his shoulder and introduced himself.

“Mr. Rowe, I asked for this meeting because Detective Duffy seems to think you’d be a good man to know.”

I tapped out a cigarette and glanced at Kevin. “That right?”

“I understand you’re friendly with Roy Compton.”

“Well, you’d be wrong.”

“I’ve seen you at the Lady Luck.”

“I get tats there,” I explained, displaying the ink on my forearm. “That doesn’t mean we’re buddies. I think Roy’s a fuckin’ prick if you want to know the truth.”

Kevin and the lawman exchanged a look. I lit the cigarette and cracked the window.

“What’s this about?” I said.

After a moment’s hesitation, the lawman said, “Mind if I call you George?”

Before I could answer he called me George anyway.

“This is confidential, George. I need to know that what we discuss here stays between you, me and the detective. Can I have your word on that?”

I glanced at Kevin Duffy.

“Alright, fine.”

“Okay, then,” said the sheriff, pausing only briefly before launching his spiel. “For the past few months we’ve been running surveillance on the Lady Luck. We believe the Vagos have been violating state and federal laws in Hemet. Selling drugs. Maybe even firearms.”

“How about murder?” I added.

“Maybe that too,” said Kevin.

“We want to shut down the Vagos,” the sheriff continued, “starting with Hemet. But to do that we need eyes and ears on the inside.”

This took a few seconds to register, but once it clicked I looked at Kevin and said, “You gotta be shittin’ me, Duff.”

I’d been sandbagged.

“Just listen to the man, George,” begged Kevin.

“Here’s our problem,” the sheriff quickly continued. “Any time we conduct surveillance on the Lady Luck, the Vagos behave like Boy Scouts. And every time we’ve raided the place it’s been squeaky clean. No guns. No drugs. Nothing. We think someone’s tipping them off. We’re just not sure who.”

I had a pretty good idea. Among the Lady Luck’s clientele were a couple of Hemet cops who never seemed to pay for their tattoos. Free ink was Big Roy’s way of saying thanks for the heads-up. That kind of relationship wasn’t uncommon in the outlaw world. There were lots of biker wannabes posing as lawmen. One percenters tolerated this because a lawman in the pocket could be worthwhile. But truth was most outlaws would as soon spit on a cop as look at one.

“Just so I understand what you’re asking,” I said, trying to stay calm, “you want me to hang around Roy’s shop and feed you information. That about right?”

“Close enough,” said the sheriff.

“And can you explain just how the fuck I’m supposed to pull that off?”

The sheriff and Kevin exchanged a look. I knew what was coming, so I saved them the trouble.

“You’re asking me to fucking join the Vagos, aren’t you?” I said point-blank.

“We know it’s asking a lot,” said Kevin.

I shot him a hard look. “You think?”

“Let me ask you something, George,” said the sheriff evenly. “If you had the ability to get rid of the Vagos in Hemet, would you do it?”

I looked him straight in the eye.

“You’re asking me to snitch, pal.”

“He’s asking for your help,” chimed in Kevin.

Tossing Big Todd a few leading questions was one thing, but this was the kind of help that could get a man killed. It was a known fact that the only thing an outlaw hated worse than cops was a snitch working for cops. Within the brotherhood, betrayal was considered the worst of sins, and the sentence for that ultimate sin was death. That was what these lawmen were asking that night; to raise my hand and volunteer for a possible death sentence. The more I tried to wrap my head around it, the more pissed off I got.

“Listen to me,” I said, biting back anger, “nobody wants the Vagos gone more than I do. But that’s your fuckin’ job, not mine. I don’t get paid for that.”

“Would you like to get paid?” asked the sheriff. “Because I can arrange that. I could get you a motorcycle too. Anything you need.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a cell phone.

“It’s a throwaway,” he said, extending it toward me. “The minutes are prepaid, won’t cost you a dime. My number’s already in it. You can call me directly any time, day or night.”

I let the phone hang there. This slick sonofabitch was moving fast.

“I don’t want your phone, Sheriff, and I don’t want your money. I just want you people to stop all the fuckin’ chaos.”

“That’s why we’re talking to you,” replied the sheriff. “Right now we’re deaf and blind when it comes to the Vagos. If we’re ever going to stop this, we need some inside help. Can you do that for us, George?” he said, proffering the phone again. “Will you help us get these guys?”

That question was still unanswered as we left the dump and headed back to Warren Road. I sat quietly in the backseat, smoking a cigarette and staring out the window at the dark outline of the San Jacinto Mountains. My friend’s body was probably buried somewhere in the desert beyond those shadows. So who would speak for him?

Not me. Not yet, anyway. I trusted Kevin Duffy, but I wasn’t so sure about his colleague. Something about that gung-ho lawman just didn’t sit right with me—a nagging gut-sense that somehow, someway, he’d get my ass buried next to David.

No, I wasn’t ready to answer that sheriff’s call for help.

But I did take his phone.



4

The Devil’s Trade

A much wiser man than me once said that every saint has a past and every sinner a future. Well, this sinner knows the exact moment his future began. It’s scorched into my brain like a cattle brand. And it wasn’t that night on Warren Road, nor was it David’s disappearance. Nope. The game-changer came years before that, when an eight-year-old boy asked a question that shook me to the core.

“Daddy, are you a drug dealer?”

Was I a drug dealer?

Are you shittin’ me? Is a frog’s ass watertight?

I was twenty years old when I discovered drugs, a late bloomer, but once I got rolling there was no stopping me. A habit that started as recreation soon became a full-time occupation. I went from smoking pot and snorting cocaine to dealing it on the streets, then shifted into cooking methamphetamine in the desert.

Nasty stuff, crystal meth. Crazy addictive. Eats you alive. I was over six feet tall and weighed 148 pounds back then, a walking corpse that never slept, lit up and buzzing like a neon light. During one particularly brutal binge I was spun for a month straight before finally crashing out. After that I got myself a tattoo on my left arm of a grotesquely distorted face: the face of crystal meth.

That was the monster that lived inside me.

On crank my ego was out of control. I thought I was God Almighty, and to the customers I serviced maybe I was. After all, Ol’ George had the big bag—everything those tweakers needed. I was making a ton of money off their addiction and spending even more. My pockets would be stuffed with twenty grand one day and empty the next. I’d blow it all on toys or loan it out to friends and customers. Sometimes the money came back, sometimes not. And when it didn’t there was hell to pay.

I became a feared man around town. An amped-up beast with a chip on his shoulder and a .380 strapped to his ankle. A friend once told me that he loved to see me coming but couldn’t wait for me to leave. Yup. I was a real badass motherfucker. Couldn’t pay me? Fine. I’d screw your old lady. And believe me, I screwed plenty. Methamphetamine will turn a righteous woman into a whore. She’ll trade what’s between her legs in a heartbeat if it means a dealer in her pocket.

Sex for drugs. Don’t mind if I do.

And if I didn’t want the pussy, I’d haul everything you owned until I got paid. Around the valley they had a name for me; the U-Haul Bandit. If a customer stiffed me, I’d back a U-Haul truck to his front door and strip the house right to the walls.

Hell, I’d even take the cat.

There was a time when I had close to seventy U-Haul storage units jammed with the personal belongings of customers who owed me money. Imagine the cost to rent those units every month and you’ll get some idea of the cash I was banking as a drug dealer.

Over in neighboring San Jacinto stood a little nondenominational church called the Pottery House. During my years selling dope, the preacher there was bound and determined to salvage my soul, railing against the evil of my drug-dealing ways. Well, that preacher might have been a man of God, but he was also a man with a serious heroin addiction. Doctors were pulling veins from his legs to rewire his neck, because all his main cables had collapsed and he had only that one place left to slam the junk. This Bible-thumping hypocrite knew all about the U-Haul Bandit, knew about those storage units packed with property I’d confiscated. He called it “Satan’s stuff” and warned I’d suffer eternal damnation unless I purged myself of those ill-gotten gains.

I wasn’t concerned about eternal damnation at the time, but I do know my life as a dealer was hell on earth. All I have to do is stand naked in front of a mirror to be reminded of those dark days. There’s a bullet scar on my left shin, put there by a nervous tweaker who shot me through his car door, and old knife wounds on my bicep, hand and left forearm, which is where a blade got stuck in bone and had to be surgically removed. Turn me around and there’s even a scar on my ass where a buck knife went through my buttock and into the scrotum, tearing my testicle in half.

I was never afraid of knives. Any man who showed a big knife on his belt was usually a coward. I kept mine hidden on my backside, a 120 buck in a custom sheath that went crossways across the belt and pulled from the side. I seldom used it. Whenever someone came at me with a blade, I got inside of him quick, grabbed the wrist and broke his fuckin’ arm.

In the drug world I stood out because I knew how to make money. But there were people just as ruthless as me who wanted to take away what I had. It was a stressful way to live, constantly watching your back, and after a while I started thinking that maybe the better play was to turn to manufacturing and leave the slinging to others. Cooking was where the real money was, anyway. Hell, I was already snorting the shit, why not profit on that nasty habit?

It was a Hells Angel who first taught me the Devil’s trade. He was a friend of my buddy Freight Train, and I badgered that Angel for two years until he finally agreed to take me under his wing and teach me how to cook meth.

Our first classes were held in a garage, where the dude had his equipment set up like a small laboratory. There was a large glass globe with nipplelike cooling towers used to cook and separate ephedrine, the prime ingredient in the manufacture of meth. Nowadays methheads are forced to boil down Sudafed to extract the same shit, but in those days I could get my hands on big drums of it. Breeders actually mixed ephedrine with chicken feed to make their birds crank out the eggs faster. The nation’s henhouses were clucking with hopped-up chickens.

After seventy-two hours of cooking, when the brew had finally boiled down and separated, the garbage was skimmed off the top and the choice stuff harvested from the bottom. That’s where the money was. That’s what I was after.

Following my graduation from the Hells Angels Cooking Academy, I took my little operation into the Mojave Desert, where I set up shop in a rat-infested shed near the Marine Corps base at Twentynine Palms. Out there in the blast-furnace heat of the Mojave, where inside temperatures exceeded one hundred degrees, I truly felt like I was plying the Devil’s trade in Hell.

Every batch of meth I cooked yielded twelve pounds of high-grade dope, which I sold to a Mexican drug dealer I trusted. To every pound of pure meth, that Chicano added four pounds of cut, which meant that forty-eight pounds of product went into the San Jacinto Valley and beyond. God only knows how many lives I helped destroy with that toxic shit.

It was around this time that I was introduced to a woman named Darlene, a single mom, twelve years my senior, with a house and three sweet kids. Darlene would teach me more about love and life than any other woman I’ve known before or since. But back then, in the midst of my drug phase, I wasn’t exactly writing sonnets and looking for soul mates. Up to that point in my life I’d managed to torpedo just about every relationship I’d ever been involved in, including a long-suffering girlfriend who supported my addictions while I ruined her credit, and two brides in short-lived marriages—the first, doomed from “I do,” when I was a dumb kid with a cocaine problem, and a second, which I have absolutely no fuckin’ memory of . . . the whole blessed event lost forever in a haze of cheap bourbon, fake tits and psychedelic mushrooms.
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