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FOREWORD

WE ALL FACE UNFORESEEN OBSTACLES in our lives. Sometimes they defeat us. Other times, with courage, we overcome insurmountable adversity.

For Alan Bell, a former organized crime prosecutor, a mysterious illness posed not just an obstacle but a near-death sentence. Forced to live in an isolated bubble in the Arizona desert for a decade, he saw his promising career evaporate and his marriage crumble. Yet, despite all odds stacked against him, Alan refused to allow his illness to define or defeat him. Instead, his ordeal transformed him, as he turned his personal misfortune into an opportunity to save others from a similar fate.

Baffled by Alan’s symptoms, doctors ran test after test as they attempted to diagnose his condition, suggesting everything from chronic fatigue syndrome to a revenge poisoning by one of the criminals he’d prosecuted. Ultimately, Alan discovered a terrifying truth: his condition was caused by exposure to the same toxic chemicals we’re all surrounded by on a daily basis in our homes, schools, workplaces, and neighborhoods.

Environmental toxins are devastating human health worldwide. More people become ill or die from exposure to environmental toxins than are seriously injured by AIDS, auto accidents, war, and violent crime combined. On the eve of the twenty-first Climate Change Conference in Paris, world health organizations warned of the profound impact environmental pollution has on our Earth’s population. Clinicians and scientists consistently report that widespread exposure to toxic environmental chemicals is threatening healthy human reproduction and exacerbating major health disorders such as diabetes, obesity, cancer, and cardiovascular disease.

Such worldwide concern about how we are destroying our environment, and how our environment is killing us, must serve as a clarion call for our collective awakening and action on an unprecedented scale.

Alan Bell’s descent into the hell of environmental poisoning puts a human face on this global issue. His journey is an alarming portrait of a tenacious and talented man’s pursuit of the American dream, and how his seemingly charmed life turned into a nightmare. It is also an eternal story of how, even in our darkest hours, the healing and sustaining power of love can take root and grant us the strength to keep fighting for our lives even when all hope seems lost.

No one is immune to environmentally linked diseases. Toxicity doesn’t discriminate along social, political, economic, financial, geographic, racial, or religious divides. We are all equally at risk: mothers, fathers, aunts, uncles, sons, and daughters. Like Frankenstein, mankind has created a monster. Humanity must now stop it before it’s too late. Poisoned is an overdue call to action that we must heed.

In the words of Justice Brandeis, if there is to be justice, the world will need the truth. Then we must act on what we know to be true.

Jan Schlichtmann


PROLOGUE

“ALAN! ALAN!” MY MOTHER SHOUTED.

I was lying on the couch in my parents’ Miami Beach condominium. My hair was soaked with sweat as I struggled to breathe.

The air around my own home was saturated with smoke from wildfires burning in the Everglades. Recently, I’d been seeking sanctuary at my parents’ home as my mysterious asthma attacks became more frequent and intense. They often progressed into full-blown seizures, causing my eyes to roll back and my lungs to shut down. My arms and legs would flail, my vision would blur, my ears would ring, and stabbing pains would rocket through my body in violent waves. Any time this happened—and I could never predict when—it was like a neurological fireworks show.

“Alan!” my mother yelled again, her voice high and tight with terror.

I couldn’t answer, rendered mute by lack of oxygen.

I didn’t understand what was happening. Why was my body betraying me like this? I’d never been sick in my life, other than a few bouts of strange flu symptoms in recent months and now these progressively worsening attacks.

“Alan! Please, get up!” My mother, truly panicked now, was trying to help me sit up, but it felt like she was far away as I concentrated on trying to drag air into my lungs.

My father heard the commotion and hurried into the room. “What’s wrong? What is it?”

“It’s Alan!” she said. “We need to get him to the beach.”

He quickly tried to help lift me. Despite my recent attempts to find doctors who might be able to solve the puzzle of my rapidly deteriorating health, the only tonic we’d found so far was the beach. For some unknown reason, the warm, clean air of the Atlantic Ocean always seemed to revive me.

At that moment, my younger brother, Bobby, arrived with his gym bag. “What’s going on?” he asked, alarmed by the sight of my parents struggling to get me off the couch.

He didn’t bother to ask twice. He knew the answer didn’t matter. At this moment, all that mattered was getting me to the beach.

I was only vaguely aware of my parents and brother half-carrying me across the room to the elevator. I felt the drop of the elevator as we went down to the first floor, but it was as if I were watching the scene from outside my body.

After what seemed like years, we were finally outside the building. I could hear the noises of cars and people. More importantly, I also felt the miraculous ocean air.

I leaned heavily on my family as we crossed the street to the beach, where I collapsed on the sand with a groan and continued to concentrate on the only thing that mattered: drawing a single breath. And then one more.

I was scared. But in the weeks, months, and years to come, I was about to learn that, just when I thought things were scary, they would get a great deal scarier.

And, whenever I thought things were bad, they would always get worse.

So much worse.


  1 • TROUBLE IN THE TOWER

SHORTLY BEFORE THANKSGIVING IN 1988, I was sitting in the research library of my law office at 110 Tower in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, when I started perspiring and feeling oddly dizzy. It felt like I was on a ship navigating a rough sea. The room was tipping from side to side.

“What is this?” I wondered, closing my eyes.

I braced myself against the desk, waiting for the spinning to stop. After a few minutes, I felt well enough to push myself up from the chair and start gathering my files, but I still struggled to keep my balance as I staggered back to my office.

I’d been hired as an attorney by Travelers Insurance Company three years earlier. The company had moved into 110 Tower six months previously. The brand-new building had thirty floors; we were located near the top. When we moved in, many of the other suites weren’t yet finished. The walls were still being painted, and new carpeting was being tacked down as I was putting my law books on the shelves.

Ours was the most impressive skyscraper to ever grace the Fort Lauderdale skyline. Located across the street from the Broward County Courthouse, 110 Tower was considered a technological marvel. These days, many of its features—like talking elevators, word processing rooms, and computerized doors that required swiping a card for entry—would go unnoticed, but back then they seemed like something out of a science fiction movie. The building had its own hotel, stores, restaurants, nightclubs, and fitness center—you literally never had to leave to do anything.

The Tower used the latest computer technology to regulate everything from the lights to the ventilation system. The windows couldn’t be opened for fresh air; “sealing” the building to save energy costs prevented the influx of hot, humid outdoor air.

I didn’t see that as a problem. I remember walking into my new office, with its powerful scents of fresh paint and new carpeting, and saying to my coworkers, “Breathe it in! Doesn’t that smell sweet?”

I felt lucky to be there.

• • •

At Travelers, I defended personal injury cases, typically representing Fortune 500 companies. I also had a private practice where I did criminal defense work. In conjunction with all of that, I served as general counsel for my brother, Bobby, who was growing the Banana Boat Company into one of the top sun-care companies in the world.

Juggling my professional responsibilities required me to work eighty to ninety hours a week. My schedule was brutal. Most mornings, I’d get up by five, run a few miles, shower, then jump into my silver Nissan Z and barrel down the road while listening to motivational talks from business icons like Zig Ziglar. I’d show up early at the courthouse for calendar call, then race over to my office and put in a full day’s work.

At day’s end, I’d hurry to the courthouse and visit my jailed criminal clients. Unlike my former work as a prosecutor with the State Attorney’s Office from 1979 to 1986, where I prosecuted cases against Colombian cartels, mobsters, and other hard-core felons, my private practice allowed me to pick and choose my clients. Whenever I wasn’t working, I managed political campaigns for judges who were ex-prosecutors. Inspired by my legal career, I even began making plans to run for a US Senate seat, hoping to bring about deeper, systemic change in our justice system. It was my objective to better protect crime victims whose rights were eroded in favor of safeguarding the accused.

It seemed like everything I’d been working for was coming to fruition. During one rare vacation, a long ski weekend in Colorado, I took out a pad of paper and a pen to sketch out the course of my life for my wife, Susan. I showed her how my prosecutor years provided the necessary skills to obtain this high-paying position as a defense attorney with Travelers. The job ensured that my family wanted for nothing and also left me with enough hours a day to keep my own private practice going. I really could do it all, I told her.

“One day I’ll be a senator,” I mused. “Then I’ll be better able to make a difference for those who depend upon our government to help keep us safe.”

“Florida Senate?” Susan asked.

“United States.”

Susan smiled. “Senator Alan Bell.”

“And his lovely wife, Susan.”

The two of us looked down at our daughter, Ashlee, sleeping in her carrier. “And their darling daughter, Ashlee,” we said in unison and laughed.

“Is that it?” Susan asked. “Is that where the plan ends?”

I shrugged. “Who knows?”

Who, indeed? Everything was moving so quickly that I didn’t have much time for reflection. All I knew was that I was where I wanted to be: on a fast track to the future.

Back then, I had no idea that sometimes the future is much darker than you can ever imagine. To quote an old Jewish proverb, “People make plans and God laughs.”

• • •

Up until this point in my life, I was on a magic carpet ride to the American Dream. I had a happy childhood with loving parents who gave me every possible advantage.

South Florida seemed like paradise to me as a child. In the 1960s, downtown Miami was nothing more than a small commercial hub. We lived in the suburbs, in a new, squeaky-clean, middle-class neighborhood at the edge of the Everglades. It was a wondrous place, with alligators and armadillos roaming the streets. On weekends we sometimes drove down to the Keys, where we would swim with dolphins. We’d just jump in the ocean and they’d come right up to us.

I idolized my father, a World War II vet who had landed at Omaha Beach and fought all the way through to the Battle of the Bulge in December 1944. After being awarded a Purple Heart, he returned home to New York City and earned a law degree.

The practice of law never really appealed to him. Instead, he became a successful realtor in Miami Beach. Whenever I saw him negotiate with potential buyers, I was mesmerized by how easily my father spoke with people, taking their concerns into account, changing terms to their satisfaction, and then closing the deal. Later, when I was pursuing my own legal career, my father’s persuasive salesman’s strategies provided my blueprint for success whenever I spoke in courtrooms or negotiated with opposing counsel.

Our mother stayed home to raise me and my younger siblings, Bobby and Judi, while our father worked eighty-hour weeks. She was the reason why we had moved from New York to South Florida when I was six years old. She essentially put her foot down after one brutal winter, saying, “I’m sick and tired of being stuck in an apartment all winter long. We’re not doing this anymore!”

For many years, our family lived modestly, while my father slowly but steadily carved out his real estate career. While many other families we knew bought their kids name-brand shirts and Weejun loafers, our mother took us to places like Zayre’s, a discount department store, to buy clothes because that’s all we could afford. Our only exposure to elegance occurred during occasional holidays, when my uncle—who worked as an accountant for major hotels in Miami Beach—could get us hotel rooms for next to nothing. We stayed in many posh hotels that way. Like the Beverly Hillbillies, all five of us camped out in one room and gawked at the amazing swimming pools, beautiful people, and glitzy rooms with their fine carpeting and linens.

Dad wouldn’t even let us order nickel Cokes by the pool at those hotels. Our only meals out were on Sundays, when he piled us into our car, an ancient jalopy that would often break down by the side of the road, and took us to a nearby Tyler’s Restaurant for the Early Bird Special. We were never allowed to order anything else off the menu because it was too expensive. I didn’t mind, though, because Tyler’s was in the same shopping center as the Carroll Music store, where I’d admire the drum kits.

Like millions of other kids growing up then, I was a Beatles fan. (I still am: I have a pair of Ringo Starr’s drumsticks hanging on my wall and an original brick from the Cavern Club, where the band first played in Liverpool.) I dreamed about becoming a rock legend like Paul McCartney or John Lennon. My passion for the Beatles led me to take up drums, and in 1967, my tolerant parents sent me to band camp at Northwestern University. There, I was lucky enough to study with Danny Seraphine, the original drummer for Chicago, the legendary rock band.

My father tried hard to turn me into an athlete. He wanted me to play baseball so badly that he even signed up to be a Little League coach so Bobby and I couldn’t escape from practice. With Bobby, the exposure to athletics stuck—he became a star at every sport he tried—but I had no interest in sports while growing up. My whole world was music.

I was lucky to have the mother I did. Her father was an opera star at Carnegie Hall, and no matter how little money we had, we always had a piano in the house. She exposed us to opera and classical music. But Mom was hip, too. Like me, she loved the Beach Boys and the Beatles, and she dressed the part of a cool, fashionable mom, in go-go boots and a beehive hairdo.

My mother was supportive of Bobby’s athletics, driving him to practices and watching his games, but she and I bonded over music. I wanted to wear my hair like the Beatles wore theirs, and Mom would have let me keep it that way. Dad, however, insisted on taking Bobby and me to a local barber shop, where he’d tell the barber to give us crew cuts. I’d get upset about this, but Bobby loved having his head buzzed. His hero was Bart Starr, the quarterback for the Green Bay Packers, and Starr and all of the other athletes Bobby admired had buzz cuts.

By high school, I was old enough to run off whenever it was time to go to the barber shop. I managed to grow my hair long, and my mother talked my father into buying me a drum set just like Ringo Starr’s. Music became my whole world. I played in the marching band, jazz ensemble, concert band—you name it. There wasn’t much else for me to do in high school, truthfully, since I was a short, chubby nerd with acne.

Because playing the drums consumed my time and energy, I didn’t have much luck with girls or pay attention to academics. I earned average grades in everything but music, where I excelled, even winning the Florida State High School Drumming Championship in 1972.

The real world knocked on my door senior year, however, when my guidance counselor took one look at my grades and informed me that I should consider trade school. “You’re just not college material,” she pronounced.

I was dumbfounded. All around me, my classmates were getting into prestigious colleges. Plus, my mother always said—only half joking—that I could be anything I wanted to be, “as long as it’s a doctor or a lawyer.”

My stubborn streak kicked in, and I applied to nearly every college and university in Florida. Every one of them rejected me except the University of Miami, where I earned a scholarship to attend their school of music. Once again, my life consisted of doing what I loved—playing drums for various bands and ensembles. Our university band traveled around the world, even winning a jazz competition in Sweden.

Yet as much as I was enjoying myself, I felt like a duck out of water the minute the music stopped. My personality was far too intense to fit in with laid-back musicians. I had changed a great deal since high school, both physically and emotionally. My acne was gone and I had shot up to six feet three inches. I became a distance runner, started playing racquetball, and had my first serious girlfriend.

Suddenly, I experienced an epiphany: I didn’t need a degree to play music. I could continue to play drums in a rock band, while earning a more versatile and practical degree. After exploring several different majors, my friendships with fellow students led me to eventually transfer into the University of Miami School of Business Administration.

Finally, I began growing intellectually and socially. In business classes, I encountered classmates who were the children of bankers, Fortune 500 executives, and even senators. They were ambitious and driven to succeed despite the University of Miami being known back then as “Suntan U.”

Being among these movers and shakers motivated me to up my game. I joined a professional business fraternity and became active in student life, serving as student body treasurer, president of the Omicron Delta Kappa fraternity, and Chief Justice of the Student Supreme Court. In 1976, I graduated magna cum laude, in the top 2 percent of my class.

Now I faced another fork in the road as the real world beckoned. I decided to study for the CPA exam, figuring that was the next logical professional step. I quickly discovered accounting wasn’t for me. The profession seemed to be filled with Poindexters who navigated their world with numbers. In contrast, I was a “people” person who loved to socialize and debate about topics ranging from music to politics. What else could I do?

And then it came to me: law school. I’d grown up watching the Perry Mason television show—one of my mother’s favorite dramas—on a small, oval-shaped television with rabbit ears. Because Perry Mason was one of my mother’s heroes, he became one of mine. Perry Mason was a smart, articulate, and quick-thinking trial lawyer. I wanted to be just like him, only instead of being a defense lawyer, I wanted to argue cases in front of juries and put bad guys behind bars.

Why not? My other dreams had come true.


  2 • LESSONS IN THE COURTROOM

IN LAW SCHOOL, THEY DON’T warn you that the legal profession isn’t all that glamorous. Most lawyers never see the inside of a courtroom. Instead, they spend their lives drafting contracts, making deals, and pushing papers. Trial lawyers like Perry Mason—known as “litigators”—are an elite breed: the courageous, risk-taking fighter pilots of the legal profession. I was determined to become one.

At the University of Miami Law School, an exciting opportunity arose. Students in their final year of law school had the option of signing up for an internship program instead of taking classes. Eager to test-drive my skills, I jumped at the opportunity to work at the State Attorney’s office under Janet Reno, who would later serve as Attorney General of the United States for President Bill Clinton.

I took every case that came along and got my clock handed to me over and over again. It was humiliating at times. However, my early days as a prosecutor taught me essential lessons about justice and power that would prove to be not only key to my success in the courtroom, but also vital to my survival when I later became a victim imprisoned in my own body.

I learned my initial lesson when I prosecuted my first case in a courtroom as an intern. I was only twenty-three years old and still very wet behind the ears. I took comfort in the fact that I was being closely supervised by an experienced attorney who tutored me every step of the way.

The defendant, a large black man, was accused of hitting a police officer. Officially, this was “battery on a law enforcement officer,” a third-degree felony in Florida punishable by up to five years in the state prison. Since he was a first-time offender, if the man had agreed to a plea bargain, he would have been placed on probation. However, because he maintained his innocence and refused to take the plea, his fate would be decided by the judge.

I walked into the courtroom and stood before the judge. Although I was nervous, my supervisor was by my side, monitoring and correcting every move I made. My case was simple: the defendant hit a police officer. No injury, no weapon, and two witnesses. In my mind, this was the kind of case where the judge would be lenient and give this man another chance. I figured the State had given a green intern like me an opportunity to prosecute it because there wasn’t much to lose if I screwed things up and the guy walked out of the courtroom a free man.

I was confident that I had done my homework. I was fully prepared to question the police officer and two witnesses on the stand. However, the judge was so authoritative and had such a loud, intimidating voice that I was suddenly gripped by stomach-churning fear. I felt like the scarecrow quaking in front of the all-powerful Wizard of Oz as she bellowed, “Call your first witness.”

The minute I began direct examination of the cop, everything changed. Immediately after he identified the defendant as the man who’d hit him, the judge interrupted and said, “Mr. Bell, you’re done with the direct testimony of this witness, correct?”

“No, I’m not,” I said. We were only halfway through the cop’s testimony, and I was stunned that she didn’t want to hear any more.

I turned to look for guidance from my supervisor, who was seated at the table next to me, and was shocked to see that he’d covered his eyes with his hands. What had I done wrong? Had I messed up so badly that the judge was going to throw the case out of court?

“Mr. Bell, we’re finished with this witness, are we not?” the judge asked sternly.

Now I received an even bigger shock: my supervisor looked up at me and made a slashing motion across his own throat, an obvious signal urging me to comply with the judge’s wishes and terminate my direct examination of the police officer.

“Yes, Your Honor,” I muttered reluctantly. “I guess we’re done.”

Once the judge dismissed the cop from the stand, I said, “Your Honor, I have two eyewitnesses who saw the incident take place.”

The judge snapped back, “The State rests, correct, Mr. Bell?”

“No, Your Honor,” I replied in confusion. “We have two eyewitnesses.” Hadn’t I just told her that?

She raised her voice even more. “The State rests. Correct, Mr. Bell?”

I looked over at my supervisor for guidance, wondering what I was supposed to do. Had I really lost my first case as easily as that? I’d never been so embarrassed.

My supervisor hissed, “Say ‘yes,’ Alan. You’re done, kid.”

Sadly, I complied. “Okay. I mean, yes, Your Honor. The State rests.”

My supervisor tugged on my jacket, and I finally sat down next to him, feeling completely defeated.

Then the biggest shock of all came: the judge hit her gavel and said, “I find the defendant guilty, and sentence him to five years in Florida State Prison.” She then ordered the bailiff to remove the defendant and called, “Next case.”

I walked out of the courtroom feeling a turmoil of emotions: happy that I had somehow “won” my first case, but stunned and heartsick because that man didn’t deserve to be put away for five years. The judgment, I now saw, had been predetermined, and the facts of the case weren’t all that important.

It was then that my supervisor explained that the judge was widely known as “the hanging judge” because she prided herself on being “America’s toughest judge.” She had formerly been Florida’s first female felony prosecutor. Now that she was a judge, she nearly always handed out the maximum sentences possible—no matter what the crime or circumstances.

For me, this was a sobering moment. It was my first real encounter with the criminal justice system, and I had witnessed firsthand just how flawed it could be. My life lesson: people in positions of power are not always motivated to do the right thing.

• • •

While I was earning my legal chops, crime in South Florida was heating up. The best and most expensive lawyers followed the money to Miami to represent celebrities, mobsters, and Colombian cartel kingpins. They were a virtual legal who’s who, national headline makers like F. Lee Bailey; Roy Black, who represented William Kennedy Smith; Albert Krieger, who represented John Gotti; Frank Rubino, who represented Panama’s ex-dictator, Manuel Noriega; and Gerry Spence. Despite my heavy caseload, I was determined to learn how to win, and I earned an amazing education by watching these masters at work.

I devoted every spare moment to sitting in different courtrooms, studying these esteemed legal experts while taking notes. I analyzed their actions and questioned them about their tactics. Gradually, I figured out how the game was played and started winning, too.

In one of those courtrooms, I observed the accused rapist and serial killer Ted Bundy—a third-year law student just like me—representing himself in front of a jury. Bundy was arrested in 1978 and was charged with assaulting and murdering numerous young women and girls. To this day, his victim count remains unknown, but before his execution in 1989, Bundy confessed to thirty homicides committed in seven states between 1974 and 1978.

To put it mildly, Bundy was the very face of evil. Yet, as I watched him represent himself in the courtroom, it was easy to see why he had so readily earned the trust of his young female victims. He was handsome, personable, poised, and articulate.

Years later, as an organized crime prosecutor, I decided to visit the state prison where many of the most hardened criminals I put away were housed. I wanted to see firsthand where I was sending our convicted criminals. To my surprise, while I was touring the facility, the warden asked if I’d like to meet Ted Bundy. By then, he was their most infamous prisoner.

When I agreed, the warden woke Bundy in his cell on death row. Bundy was sleeping on his cot beneath a thin blanket; he stirred, rubbed his eyes, and climbed out of bed to greet me. He was wearing a nightshirt and a pair of boxers. His skin was pale, almost milky white, and his eyes were a piercing bright blue. He looked like an anchorman on the evening news.

This infamous serial killer was articulate, friendly, disarming, and engaging. We could have been in a barbershop or at a backyard picnic talking about local sports teams and politics. I left Bundy’s cell feeling chilled to the bone, wondering how this blandly “normal” man could possibly have committed such horrendous, heartless acts. He was an infamous murderer awaiting execution, yet even face-to-face with him, I could perceive no evil residing in Ted Bundy.

I’d learned another valuable life lesson: evil can be found anywhere, even in our everyday environments and in seemingly “good” people—including, I would later find out, those in government organizations and Fortune 500 corporations. I vowed to keep my antenna up for evil I might encounter in my future work as an attorney.

• • •

As I grew and changed, so did South Florida. These were the Reagan years, a time when business bustled and new buildings were springing up like mushrooms. In 1979, the year I graduated from law school, a deadly shoot-out in broad daylight at the Dadeland Mall between Colombian drug traffickers highlighted the fact that Miami had become the locus of mob violence and turf wars over illegal narcotics.

I was living just two blocks away from where the shooting occurred, but I wasn’t shocked by it. This kind of violence had become the new normal: every day, bodies turned up on beaches, in the streets, in the Miami River, and in the Everglades as the homicide count skyrocketed.

Most of the cocaine and marijuana entering the country at that time was trafficked through South Florida, drawing ruthless drug cartels as well as exiled dictators, con men, international weapons traffickers, and the idle rich. Miami also served as the Mafia’s winter home. Mobsters came south every winter for extended vacations, financing and running businesses, many of them illicit. They invested in strip joints, bars, drugs, and prostitution.

This booming trade brought millions of dollars into the region, and nobody was shy about spending it on fast boats and even faster cars. South Florida rapidly became a glamorous destination for the rich, famous, and beautiful. There were three women for every guy in the nightclubs. The disco scene was heating up and the partying never stopped. Nothing was too excessive or outlandish. South Florida sizzled, pulsed with bright colors, and danced to a sexy Latin beat as everyone basked in the sunshine by day and partied all night.

Because I was from South Florida, I assumed the whole country was like this. When the TV show Miami Vice aired in 1984, everyone thought it was an exaggerated view of what was going on in the city. It wasn’t. In fact, the show minimized our extreme reality.

I was the youngest prosecutor in the State of Florida when I joined the Dade County Prosecutor’s Office in 1979. As I worked my way up through the legal ranks in the State Attorney’s office, I advanced from prosecuting traffic tickets and misdemeanors to serious felonies, until eventually I was trusted to handle cases involving homicides and organized crime.

In 1982, I prosecuted my first felony trial. This case was a slam dunk—or so I thought. The defendant had committed aggravated assault with a firearm, an offense punishable by five years in prison, with a mandatory minimum of three years because a firearm was used.

The defendant was a young white guy who worked with the Mafia. He was represented by the godfather of all criminal defense attorneys, John Baron, who was in his mid-seventies by then. Baron commonly bragged that while not all of his notorious mobster clients “got off,” not one was ever executed.

I didn’t see how I could lose this case. The defendant had pointed a gun at the victim, cocked it, and threatened to shoot him in front of two eyewitnesses during a dispute. The victim had called 911 after the defendant left, and had given an accurate description of the vehicle. The police had found the car. The gun was still in it, and the defendant had confessed to the crime.

Judge Joe Mosey sat on the bench for that trial. I called the victim and two eyewitnesses to the stand, as well as the police officer who testified that the defendant had confessed the crime to him. I then introduced the gun into evidence. By contrast, the defense attorney had no evidence or testimony to contradict my case.

And yet, as I sat there waiting to taste sweet victory after proving my case, Judge Mosey instantly made his decision after everyone had testified: “Not guilty!”

I was flabbergasted, then infuriated. Afterward, I learned that Judge Mosey had previously worked as an attorney for Baron. When Mosey ran for judge, Baron had supported his candidacy and helped get him elected. As a representative of the people of the State of Florida, I had been set up to lose the case: they had cleverly plotted to waive a jury trial so Mosey could take care of his buddy. Years later, I learned that Judge Mosey’s nickname was “Let ’em go, Joe.”

After that case, I vowed to become a skilled enough attorney to outwit even those who abused power, in the courtroom and beyond. I was going to do whatever it took not to lose another case.

• • •

The more I practiced law, the more I loved the excitement of the job, especially as I began specializing in organized crime cases. My job was to convict and put away murderers, mobsters, drug dealers, and other lowlifes.

One of my most entertaining cases involved international drug smuggling by the Colombian cartel. In this case, the cops had brought drug-sniffing dogs into the Fort Lauderdale airport and discovered several kilos of cocaine inside a suitcase on the conveyor belt. The two men who had checked in the luggage were arrested. Even half a kilo in those days warranted a mandatory fifteen-year sentence, and these men were smuggling five kilos. Things didn’t look good for them.

My intelligence source informed me that one of these guys was a kingpin in the cartel. The other one was a lower-level guy, or what we called a “mule.” Naturally, we wanted to nail the kingpin, so I made a deal with the mule, offering him only five years in state prison if he’d flip on his boss. He took the deal. The kingpin went to trial; he got on the stand and claimed the suitcase wasn’t his and that the cocaine belonged to the mule.

Before the trial, I had meticulously examined the contents of the suitcase and found clothing as well as cocaine. I noticed that the shirt inside the suitcase was monogrammed with the initials “JAR.” The defense had no idea that his shirt was inside the suitcase; they had never even bothered to look inside it to catalog the contents. As I cross-examined the kingpin on the stand, I seemingly went easy on him, but asked him write his name on an easel in front of the jury before he stepped down from the witness stand. He did so.

Then I asked, “So that’s your name? Juan Alfonso Rodriguez? Your full name? The name you’ve written on that easel?”

“Yes,” he said.

“And you’re telling the jury that’s not your suitcase?” I asked. “That you never even looked inside it?”

“Yes, that’s what I say.”

“So it’s absolutely impossible that any personal items of yours are in this suitcase?”

“Yes, that’s what I say,” the defendant repeated.

“You’re sure of that? As sure as you are that this cocaine is not yours?” I demanded.

“Yes,” he said.

I dismissed him from the stand, saying I had no further questions for the witness. This left the defense attorney gloating, thinking I’d gotten nowhere. Even the judge—a close friend of mine—said, “You’re in trouble, Alan,” when we happened to meet during a recess. “You’re not going to win this case.”

I laughed. “Just relax, buddy. You’ll see.”

During closing arguments, I had a field day. I went easy during the first part, but after the defense attorney finished his closing argument, I took the suitcase and easel and put them right in front of the jury. Then I removed a pair of shoes from the suitcase and asked the defendant to try them on. “Your Honor, can you please order this defendant to try on these shoes?”

They fit. The defense attorney was still gloating; I knew he’d argue that the shoes were a common size.

But then I pulled a shirt out of the suitcase, too, saying, “Well, let’s see what else is in here. Wow, what do you know. A shirt! And look at these initials on it right here!”

I went over to the easel and circled the three initials of the defendant’s name—written in his own handwriting—showed the jury that the initials on the shirt matched, then said, “Your Honor, please order the defendant to try on the shirt.”

Of course, the shirt fit. I smiled at the jury and said, “The State has nothing further. Thank you.”

The jury was out all of five minutes before they returned to the courtroom and convicted him. I was getting better, making good on my resolutions.

• • •

During my time with the State Attorney’s office, I prosecuted tens of thousands of cases. Hundreds of these involved the Mafia or drug cartel criminals. People often asked if I was scared for my own life, but I wasn’t. I figured that prosecutors were a dime a dozen. If they murdered me, the State could always find another prosecutor to try the case.

My career was exhilarating, but it was also exhausting, demanding twelve-hour days and involving frequent adrenaline rushes while working closely with local police departments. The cops often put me on the front lines as they made their busts. They didn’t want the criminals getting off because of procedural or technical errors, so I accompanied them as an on-site legal advisor to make sure everything stuck in court.

Working with the police was like being thrown into a real-life Miami Vice. I sped around in cop cars with sirens screaming and joined SWAT teams on drug busts and raids. I flew to crime scenes in helicopters and landed on remote airstrips in the Everglades. I even rode in police speedboats, giving chase to smugglers. On these raids, I typically wore a badge and bulletproof vest. I also carried a .357 Magnum four-inch-barrel pistol in a shoulder holster in case things turned really ugly.

Although at times South Florida felt like the Wild West, it was gratifying work. I felt like I was making a difference.

I had no idea how abruptly my exciting career was about to end, or how important these early courtroom lessons would be to me later in life.


  3 • FAMILY LIFE

IN 1982, I ATTENDED MY ten-year Coral Park High School reunion at the Fontainebleau Hotel in Miami Beach. I’d dressed up for the occasion in one of my favorite charcoal-gray gray three-piece suits and spent the first part of the evening catching up with classmates I hadn’t seen in years.

Suddenly, a waiter brought me a drink on the house. Then one more, and another.

The drinks kept coming, but whenever I asked the waiter who was sending them, all he’d say was, “You have a secret admirer.” I looked around the room, yet I had no idea who it might be.

Eventually, an attractive woman walked up to me and said, “I’m Susan. Did you like the drinks?”

Although Susan had been in my high school class, she might as well have gone to school on another planet. Our social circles never intersected. I was an overweight, pimply percussionist who had actually been to band camp and enjoyed it. She was runner-up to the Homecoming Queen with a star quarterback for a boyfriend. Need I say more?

Yet, by some stroke of luck, this attractive, friendly, auburn-haired woman made it abundantly clear that she was interested in me. Susan was divorced from her first husband and had moved back in with her mother. She worked full-time as the manager of a medical practice, but seemed eager to fit into my busy world. We began dating seriously, and she made a point of getting close to my mother. We moved in together two years later; when I proposed marriage, she offered to convert to Judaism without me asking.

Susan and I were married in 1986 and built a brand-new house in the upscale neighborhood of Coral Springs outside of Fort Lauderdale. She was sweet and attentive, got along well with my family, and didn’t seem to mind that our social life consisted of my family, friends, and work colleagues.

Looking back on things now, I realize how immature I was when we got married. I didn’t know what depths of communication every good marriage requires. I hadn’t had many long-term relationships with women because I started dating later in life. I simply accepted Susan as she was and felt grateful that she didn’t mind my busy schedule. She seemed happy to quit her job, and we had a maid who took most of the housework off Susan’s shoulders, leaving her free to socialize with her own friends during the day, shop, or go to the gym.

When we were together, Susan was enthusiastic and athletic enough to keep up with any adventure I suggested. We traveled a great deal whenever I could get time off from work. We took trips through Europe and went skiing in Colorado. We played racquetball on weekends and took scuba diving lessons together before embarking on a fabulous diving trip to the Cayman Islands. In the evenings, we ate out whenever I got home early enough, and we went to the movies a lot. Weekends were spent socializing with my law practice colleagues.

Susan got along well with my sister, Judi, too. I really appreciated this because Judi and I had always been close. During our adolescent years, Bobby was the athlete in the family and I was the musician; he and I often got into scrapes and egged each other on during our various adventures, like wrapping houses with toilet paper. Many times, we drove our poor mother to say, “You boys just wait until your father gets home. He’s going to hear about this!”

Judi, on the other hand, was a quiet, intellectual kid who always had her nose in a book. Because my father frequently worked long hours and I was six years older than Judi, my little sister looked up to me as a surrogate father in his absence. If she ran into any kind of trouble, she could always count on me for protection. When it was time for her to go to college, I was the one who drove her to Gainesville and helped her move into her dormitory. I visited Judi about once a week during the time she lived in Gainesville, and later I helped her find her first job.

When Judi earned her chiropractic license and opened an office in Deerfield Beach, Susan worked right alongside my family as we helped Judi launch her career and make a success of her fledgling practice. Susan helped select the location—she was the only one of us who was experienced in managing a medical practice—and chose the teal carpeting and the linen-white walls for Judi’s office décor. Bobby provided the seed money to get things up and running, and my father handed out fliers advertising free initial visits to get patients into her office. I loved it that Susan was so willing to pitch in whenever it came to family activities.

It didn’t take long before I realized that balancing a family with my work at the State Attorney’s Office would be much more difficult now that I had a wife to consider. Even when I was out all night investigating crime scenes, my schedule demanded that I still return to the office the morning after, often preparing for back-to-back trials. Sometimes I’d have to face up to ten new cases a day.

I was extremely earnest and idealistic about practicing law. However, since I’d been raised in a traditional household, where my father was the one who worked long hours so my mother could be at home with the children, I decided it was time to take another professional leap. I wanted to provide better financial support for Susan and, hopefully, for our children one day. I had grown up with the benefits of a happy, secure family life, and now I longed to recreate that scenario for my own kids.

It felt like the right time to look for an opportunity in private practice, learn about civil litigation, and do defense work. I accepted a position with an insurance defense firm representing Travelers Insurance Company and Fortune 500 companies. This career move not only provided a significant pay raise, but also afforded me opportunities to keep learning as a litigator. I didn’t stop there, though: I also represented private practice plaintiffs during my off hours.
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“Alan Bell is defending us and our children.”
—Alan Dershowitz

“A riveting read about a dynamic public health warrior.”
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