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To my loving wife and daughters






PROLOGUE

Rome, Georgia

August 2, 2019

It was a sweltering summer day, the kind of day when it’s hard to think about anything but the heat. I was in the Southern town of Rome, Georgia, located in the foothills of the Appalachians. Basically, I was in the middle of nowhere—and I was all alone.

As an undercover employee for the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI UCE) I knew backup was usually not far away. At the very least, a team would have known my whereabouts, whether they could reach me or not. Most of the time, though, you had to be self-sufficient in the field, relying solely on your wits and your cover story. And right there, on that hot, humid road, I was “Scott Anderson,” a South Carolina biker, former skinhead, and a recruit auditioning to become a member of “The Base.”

The Base was one of the fastest-rising, most radical white supremacist groups operating in the U.S. They had only been formed a year before, in 2018, but they were quickly gaining American supporters, and cells were popping up around the world. They were domestic terrorists trying to incite a race war. They wanted society to collapse so they could establish a white ethno-state.

We’d been tracking their online posts on the dark web, and on apps like Telegram and Gab, which included propaganda such as:


	“No need to wait until conditions for revolution exist—guerrilla insurrection can create them. Insurgency begins as a terrorist campaign.”

	“If you want a society with traditional values, electoral politics could still achieve that theoretically. But if you want a White society, electoral politics can’t achieve that unless the current System of government is replaced. The current System can’t be replaced peacefully.”



I needed them to trust me and to like me. I needed to get on the inside.

Before coming to Georgia, I had only spoken with members online. They vetted me enough that I got invited to an encrypted chat room. They knew me as “WhiteWarrior88,” and I didn’t know anyone’s real identity.

Over the next week I began chatting with various members, trying to ingratiate myself. Then I got the chance for more. A member going by the name “TMB” invited me to meet some local members in Rome, Georgia, that upcoming weekend.

That’s why I was there on August 2. It was my first face-to-face meeting, so they could vet me in person.

I had been given instructions to park, get out of my truck, and locate the town’s Roman Wolf sculpture. The infamous statue, known more formally as The Capitoline Wolf, is a replica of the original art in Rome, Italy. It depicts a she-wolf suckling the mythical twin founders of Rome: Romulus and Remus. I’d never heard of the sculpture or even the myth before this meeting. But I had heard the name, “Roman Wolf.” It was the fake name the leader of The Base gave to himself.

I couldn’t find a parking spot in the area they had told me about, which was fine, as driving around gave me chance to scout and see if anyone was following me. I spotted the statue as I searched, so I took a quick picture and sent it to TMB.

Finally, I parked my truck in an open spot behind a coffee shop and texted TMB where I was. He sent a text back that he was watching and soon after two guys approached me. I was the first to talk.

“Are you TMB?” I asked.

One of them nodded.

TMB stood for “The Militant Buddhist,” and he was very active on the dark web, where he lurked. We didn’t know TMB’s real identity or anything at all about him up to this point, except that he was spouting pretty radical things online. Stuff like how he wanted to create a white ethnostate and kill Jews and African Americans.

In real life, TMB was big and frumpy. Probably about six-foot-two, 220 pounds, with thick glasses and a mop of brown hair that spilled over his forehead. He was with another guy who went by the online name of “Pestilence.” Pestilence was smaller, about five-ten, 180, and was wearing eight-inch combat boots with his pants bloused in them and a black metal tank top.

The three of us were sizing each other up, boxers in the ring at the beginning of a match. At six-foot-four and 262 pounds, I was larger, but almost double their age, and wondering how the hell this was going to go.

Before we talked further, TMB looked at me warily and said, “Put your phone on airplane mode.” I did as he instructed.

Then he pulled out something I had never seen before in my two decades in law enforcement. It looked like some sort of Geiger counter, and he began to pass it all over my body. Presumably, he was trying to pick up a wire, which, thankfully, I was not wearing. But without another word, he walked around my truck, and my pulse quickened.

The device sprang to life, vibrating and making all kinds of racket.

Beep. Beep. BEEP.

It got louder and more frequent, a manic symphony of noise building in intensity the farther he walked.

I knew he was getting close to the GPS tracking device my FBI cover team had just installed. My mind was racing, but I continued to stand there quietly, showing no expression. My only movement was to subtly start dropping my right leg back, to prepare for a fight.

Suddenly, Pestilence spoke up and suggested, “Maybe it’s the power lines?”

We were parked on a bit of a hill, and the power lines were close to the ground. I could have hugged Pestilence at that moment, but I continued to stand there trying to look bored.

TMB nodded and moved away from my truck. Thankfully, the device in his hand went mad once again and TMB cursed. “Fuck. Yeah, the damn power lines. Okay, follow us and we’ll go to another location.”

I said “Cool,” even though I didn’t feel it at all. But I knew I had a second to relax—crisis averted for now. I inhaled through my nose, held it, and then exhaled slowly, trying to bring my heart rate down.

Back alone in my truck, I fumbled to turn on my cell phone, and then without moving my lips, not sure who was watching me, I told the team, “Turn the tracker off.” My cover team debated the move, worried they couldn’t remotely turn it back on once it was off. I was trying my best to stay calm, channeling a ventriloquist and following TMB’s car to the new location as I insisted to the team that it wasn’t optional. Turn it off or this is gonna be the shortest undercover operation I’ve ever done. My cover team finally got the point.

TMB and Pestilence slowed their truck and turned into an abandoned concrete plant. The sky had darkened as we drove, and by the time I stepped outside my truck there was a torrential downpour. It all felt like a cliché Hollywood scene. I mean, who doesn’t die in a storm, in an abandoned concrete plant, in half of the action movies you’ve seen? The rain and cloud cover also meant the FBI surveillance plane was now of no use. No GPS. No air support.

Now I was really alone.

TMB started with that wand again. As he moved it slowly along my truck, the wand didn’t make a sound. Then he came back to me, and I stood there with my arms out in a T, getting soaked in the downpour. Still nothing.

TMB got back into his car and told me to follow him to his home. The air-conditioning in my truck sent a blast of cold air over my drenched body. The rain was pounding so hard I couldn’t even hear the radio that was blasting metal.

I was in.



When the average American thinks of white supremacy, they conjure up an image of the Ku Klux Klan, the guys in the white robes and pointy hats. (The Klan does still exist. In 2017, I infiltrated one of the Klan chapters in Alabama. I’ll get to that story.)

But the Klan are basically your grandpa’s white supremacists, with deep historical roots in this country. What’s new today is a much broader white power movement. There are a lot of names and it’s hard to sort who’s who. A lot of far-right groups get labeled as white supremacists when they’re not. Take for instance groups like the Proud Boys, the Boogaloos, or militias like the Wolverine Watchmen or the Oath Keepers. These organizations may have white supremacist members and engage in illegal activities like trying to overthrow the government or kidnap a governor. But they’re not part of the movement I’m talking about. Other groups, like the Patriot Front, the Nationalist Socialist Movement, the League of the South, or the Traditionalist Workers Party, are white supremacist groups, and they’re definitely dangerous, but they’ve been around for a while.

Groups like the one I infiltrated, The Base, present a new ideology within the far-right movement. And I think it is the most dangerous and overlooked threat facing us today. They call themselves “accelerationists.”

Although “accelerationism” as a concept has been around since the late 1980s, it has never had such a widespread following in the white supremacist community. Those who adhere to it don’t believe there’s a political solution to solving anything, because Western governments are irrevocably corrupt. What they do believe is that society will eventually collapse, either on its own or from a man-made event, and their goal is to speed that up by sowing chaos and political tensions. To accelerate it. After they help spark a race war, they will move in and create a white ethnostate.

Accelerationists don’t support the political establishment, but they do use it to further their goals. They’ll vote for extreme candidates—right or left. I know accelerationists who are about as far right as you can get, but who voted for Hillary Clinton. Yup, Hillary Clinton. This is their thinking: Democrats don’t support law enforcement and the military, so they believe a Democrat in charge means crime rates will skyrocket, the U.S. will be flooded by immigrants, society will decline, and the country will burn. I know it sounds counterintuitive, but they are also racists who support the Black Lives Matter movement, believing that these protests always turn violent. Accelerationists think, Bring it on. Let them destroy the cities.

Accelerationists are not just angry white guys in their basements. They’re actively recruiting and radicalizing online. When they meet in person, they hone their skills at outdoor training camps, planning and plotting to target racial minorities and Jews.

I’ve spent months in their homes, in their cars, at their training camps, and in their heads. I’ve learned a lot about accelerationism. It’s a dark place, and one we as a society all need to be aware of. My hope is to help shine a light on the growing danger these people pose.

To get us there, I’ll explain what it’s like to live an often-surreal double life as an undercover agent. How you at times must juggle as many as seven phones, while still being available to your family. I can talk intimately about befriending and really connecting with a target for years, knowing that my only mission is to eventually send him to jail. Or what it’s like to take down cops who wear the same badge but abide by a fundamentally different code.

My twenty-eight years in law enforcement serves as a road map of some of the most consequential issues our country has faced in the last few decades. Every case taught me something new.

But I’ve also screwed up and made a lot of mistakes. I’m loud, I’m brash; I’m a “big splash” kind of guy and sometimes that can rub people the wrong way. At times, I know I’ve been a cocky SOB. Hell, I’ve even been the reason for new policy in the undercover operations guide.

I’ve made mistakes in my personal life as well, and those were truly the toughest times. But I always had my faith, and that carried me through. Many times, when things were bad, I would talk with my “small group” from church. They’d lay their hands on me and pray.

Then there was Kara,1 my rock-solid partner and wife of more than twenty years, along with our two wonderful daughters. I’d like to think I’m the family glue that helps keep us all together, but Kara has always been the foundation of the family.

When we started dating, I was already a narc. A typical late-night conversation might sound like:

What’d you do tonight, honey?

Oh, I just picked up a few hookers and bought some cocaine. How was your day?

Kara may have known she was marrying Scott Payne, and what he did for a living, but how could she really appreciate that she was also marrying law enforcement? I would miss a lot of big moments for her and my girls. No one forced me to do that—I volunteered for most of it. But for them, it wasn’t voluntary, and that was hard. When I signed up for this type of work, my whole family signed up, too.



You don’t have to go very far back in the FBI’s history to learn about undercovers. The Bureau under J. Edgar Hoover didn’t have an undercover program. He didn’t believe in it and preferred to hire a bunch of clean-cut, clean-living agents. Me with my tats and earrings? I never would have been hired back then.

But on the tails of Hoover’s retirement in 1972, the undercover program was born, and twenty-five special agents were assigned: Here’s your cash and your recorder. Now go out and make cases. Back then, there were no Attorney General Guidelines or policy manuals regulating undercover work. One of those first twenty-five recruits was Joe Pistone, a.k.a. “Donnie Brasco,” one of the most legendary undercovers in the history of the Bureau.

I joined the FBI as a “New Agent in Training” on September 27, 1998. The first couple years were spent mainly assisting senior agents on their cases and learning how to become a case agent myself. Because I wasn’t yet married and never minded working long hours, I spent a lot of time conducting mind-numbing, tedious surveillance operations. But then in September 2002, I went to Quantico, to the FBI’s “undercover certification” school. I clearly remember saying to myself, “Wait. So they are gonna train us all day in class, keep me up all night doing undercover scenarios, then give me drinks and not let me sleep? I’ve been training for this my whole life!”

One of my instructors was none other than Joe Pistone.

There’s a lot you can teach about how to work undercover, but there’s also a natural skill set that you just need to possess. Most importantly, you need to be believable, so you try to be as close to the real you as you can. I was Scott, the jovial country biker guy, sometimes with the nicknames of “Big Country,” “Tex,” or a few others. Depending on the case, I may or may not have had kids, or been married, or have played D-1 football, or been a musician, but you can bet your ass I lifted weights, rode a Harley, and drank Jack Daniel’s, no matter what my last name was on any given day. And I’ve been told I can carry on a conversation with a brick wall and, when I’m done, the wall is my friend.

During most of my career, I was in the Criminal Division, which meant I helped convict gang leaders, drug dealers, human traffickers, and dirty cops. But in 2016, I joined the Joint Terrorism Task Force (JTTF).

The JTTF had been around since 1980 and was established to cover cases of international terrorism (IT), domestic terrorism (DT), and weapons of mass destruction (WMD). But after the September 11, 2001, attacks, the JTTF became a behemoth. Resources were drawn in from all over the FBI for international terrorism investigations. Those were the ones that garnered the big, dramatic headlines. And even fifteen years later, when I joined the squad, international terrorism was the prestige posting for the JTTF. I remember when I was asked by one of the members of management, “Don’t you want to be with the big dogs? The big dogs are IT.” I remember thinking, Just you asking me that makes me want to work domestic terrorism even more.

It wouldn’t be long, though, before domestic terrorism started stealing the headlines. One of my first big successes was against the Aryan Nation, the largest white supremacist gang at the time in Tennessee. The case started with just one Aryan Nation member, who was a known felon and was widely reported to possess an illegal firearm. We tailed him, but every damn time we stopped him, he didn’t have the gun. During our investigation, however, we learned he was dealing dope, so we used that, and kept throwing the net out further and further. After eighteen months, along with the DEA (Drug Enforcement Administration), we had enough evidence for forty-four indictments of his crew on drug charges. Not every arrest was of a white supremacist, but a lot of them were.

Our takedown came just five months after America had finally woken up to the problem in our midst with the devastating “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville, where Nazi flags were on full display, and tiki torch−carrying crowds chanted racist and anti-Semitic slogans. The Virginia governor declared a state of emergency, and hours later a white supremacist rammed his car into a crowd of counterprotesters, killing Heather Heyer and injuring thirty-five other people.

There’s always crime all over America: organized crime, gang and gun violence, drug wars—international and domestic. But since the Charlottesville riots, white nationalist violence has doubled and “racially motivated violent extremism,” as we called it at the Bureau, has become the fastest-growing domestic terrorism threat.

And now the movement has shifted. A year or so prior to our investigation into The Base, identifying as an accelerationist was considered “cringe.” By 2021, about 90 percent of white nationalist groups were accelerationists. That’s a terrifying trend, considering these “soldiers” are working hard to create chaos with guerrilla warfare−style attacks. How do you fight that?

After the September 11, 2001, attacks, a bipartisan committee was established to explain just how four planes and an Al Qaeda plot managed to bring the U.S. to her knees.

Among the many disastrous shortcomings the 9/11 Commission report highlighted was this: “The most important failure was one of imagination. We do not believe leaders understood the gravity of the threat.”

The threat is different today. I don’t have to imagine it—I’ve seen it up close.






1 HIGH SCHOOL CONFIDENTIAL


Greenville, South Carolina

1988

There are certain skills that can be taught for doing undercover work, along with a couple critical rules that keep it legal.


Never be violent unless it’s in self-defense.

Never initiate a criminal plot, or it’s entrapment.



But to be really effective at undercover work, there’s something inherent, which can’t be taught.

Looking back, it was in Eastside High School, in Greenville, South Carolina, when I started to realize I had a knack for being a “people person.” I had the ability to be accepted by different groups. One early example I remember was in grade 11, at my high school’s talent show, where the band I was in performed “Hot for Teacher,” and I grabbed my crotch one too many times.

Again, this was the 1980s and I was a pretty good musician by then, for a seventeen-year-old. I could sing, play guitar, and walk onstage with my bandmates full of confidence. But before that school show, our band résumé largely consisted of performing at keg parties. In the eighties, if you grabbed your crotch while singing Van Halen at a kegger, it was hard to go wrong. That talent show was my first time on an actual stage—let alone appearing in front of a sober audience of adults who had come to watch their kids play the violin, tap dance, or execute a simple karate move.

Before we even finished “Whoa! Got it bad… I’m hot for teacher,” they closed the curtain on us. First thing Monday morning, I was summoned to Vice Principal Lloyd Walker’s office.

Now, Mr. Walker, who was a short, balding Black man who always wore a suit, had been on my back ever since I came to high school. If I had to guess, it was because I was a big kid with an attitude to match. I tended to fight against the establishment. I wore sleeveless shirts and fingerless weightlifting gloves and a spiked leather bracelet. You gotta love the eighties.

I entered his office shoulders back, chest out, sputtering protests before he even had a chance to say a word to me. I mean, how many times could I have grabbed my crotch?

But Mr. Walker stayed calm, like a prosecutor just waiting to pounce after the defense had exhausted all their theatrics. He pulled out a video recording of our performance. Today it seems crazy to not have something documented, but back then it was a bit of a novelty. It was also an indictment. There I was on the stage, clearly nervous, and I’ll bet you I grabbed my crotch every three seconds.

As I let it all sink in, there was no other way to react but to laugh. My defenses crumbled. I mean, I looked ridiculous. “Wow… that was really bad,” I said. Suddenly, Mr. Walker, my great high school nemesis on the other side of the desk, was laughing too. We began cracking joke after joke, becoming as friendly as a vice principal and student can be.

Over the next year, he often called me back into his office just to chat. Then one day he asked for my help. He described how someone had spray-painted his home and keyed his car—it was hardly a secret, as everyone in our school knew he was being targeted by a student. Mr. Walker asked, “Could you help me find out who did this?”

I guess he saw something in me beyond my ability to share a joke. I wouldn’t say I was what you’d call a “popular” kid at the school, but I moved around effortlessly, getting along with any group—the jocks, the musicians, the potheads, the smokers; hell, I could even talk to the Beta Club.

I didn’t realize it in the moment (how could I?), but Mr. Walker had given me my first undercover gig. It bugged me that someone at our school had done that to him and his family, so I made it my mission to quietly figure out who it was, just getting a bit of intel wherever I was, working the circles.

In the gym: “Hey, you hear what’s been going on?” At parties, in the hallways, outside of school, casually asking: “Man, did you hear about what happened to Mr. Walker? I drove by his house.” And often, I wouldn’t have to say anything at all; just hang around and listen.

It’s amazing how much people usually like to talk if you let them. Information is power. Soon I was able to identify one kid who just seemed out of place and didn’t engage in the gossip. He was about my age, pretty nondescript. He had a mullet—a popular style at the time—a thin mustache, and I remember him dating a girl who wrote for the yearbook and school newspaper.

Whenever the topic of Mr. Walker came up, he would just look away, and not participate. His silence was the first red flag. His body language was another giveaway. He looked like he wanted to crawl out of his skin.

I heard from others that he had some beef with Mr. Walker—had been punished and wanted retaliation. I never got the kid to confess to me, but I knew it was him.

I had no problem telling Mr. Walker his name and what I had found out. Mr. Walker wasn’t a bad guy and didn’t deserve what had happened to him.

I liked the feeling of doing the right thing.



Music was always an important part of my life, beyond high school “talent” shows. I came by it naturally, born into a musical family on both my mother’s and my father’s side, although neither of my parents was a professional musician.

My father, who dropped out of school in the tenth grade, was a very successful landscaper. At one point his business had a full retail store and employed two crews to service the wealthy residents of Greenville, South Carolina, where I grew up. My mother was the book-smart one, and later in life became a much-sought-after accountant, who during her time working for high-profile clients uncovered three major cases of embezzlement.

I was their only child. As my mom liked to exclaim, I was “enough for one lifetime!”

Despite their busy work lives, there was always time for music in my home. My mom was good on the guitar, and my dad played a little piano. I had aunts who also played piano and an uncle who was skilled on the guitar and yet another uncle who was a bass player and even auditioned for A Star Is Born, a TV talent search show popular back then. My family would often tour churches playing and singing gospel music, and there I was listening to them practice, as a little boy sitting in the front pew, taking it all in.

One of my most distinct memories with gospel music was going with my parents as they helped open a new Baptist church with a predominantly Black congregation somewhere in upstate South Carolina. I must have been about nine years old at the time. Suddenly, I was listening to music I’d never heard in a church before. It was just a simple song, a repetition of Amen, Amen.

It’s hard to explain just how powerful it was to me. It was as if you’d been used to The Lawrence Welk Show, and then you go into the next room and discover Ray Charles, Otis Redding, or Aretha Franklin is performing. I was totally transfixed. I couldn’t help but to start stomping my leg.

Thanks to experiences like helping open that church, I really didn’t notice the segregation that afflicted South Carolina in the 1980s. And I didn’t encounter it during my first years of schooling, when I attended a private Christian school. It wasn’t until my public high school that I started to see the racial divide firsthand.

I played football for our Eastside Eagles, and I remember one Monday afternoon out on the field after practice, when we were shooting the shit and talking about our previous weekend. My friend Ricky and I started talking about the parties we’d been to. Lamont and Argentina just looked on, shaking their heads. “You’d never take us to one of those parties,” one of them said. I think it was Ricky who spoke first. “Hell yeah, we would.” Lamont and Argentina were Black. We considered our Eastside Eagle teammates our brothers, no matter their skin color, on the field and off. I really couldn’t understand why they thought this was a big deal.

I remember pulling my mom’s red four-door Buick Somerset into Lamont and Argentina’s neighborhood—a government housing block with a mainly Black population—and we were immediately surrounded by residents asking us what we wanted. I cracked the window. “We’re here to pick up Lamont and Argentina,” and the mood suddenly shifted, and a call went up for the guys. Soon our teammates were in the back seat and off we went.

I can’t remember the name of the neighborhood where the party was held, or even who was hosting it, but I do know it was in a pretty nice part of town. I parked the car, grabbed the beers, and the four of us walked in.

All eyes were immediately on us, and if it had been a scene from a movie, this would have been the moment when the record scratched and the music stopped. We didn’t know all the kids there, but we knew a lot of them, and it was immediately clear that Lamont and Argentina were not only unexpected guests, they also weren’t welcome. Some kids looked visibly scared.

After a couple awkward conversations, we decided to leave. But the night was young so we didn’t stop there. Driving in my mom’s Somerset on that warm summer night we went in search of our own fun. Who needed a house party? We had each other, and a few twelve-packs in the back seat. We drove to Paris Mountain, which was the place to go on the weekends just to hang out. You’d park by the radio tower and trek down one of the trails until you hit “the rock,” where you could relax, drink, and a have a great view of the city.

Problem was, as soon as we neared the top, a South Carolina Highway Patrol checkpoint came into view and there was no way to turn around or swerve to avoid it.

I’ll never forget what happened next.

We knew we were done for underage drinking, and the troopers wasted no time in roughing us all up a bit. They weren’t beating us, but we were ordered out of the car, hands on the hood, lots of shouting—that kind of stuff. At one point, I had my head slammed on the hood. But then I watched as Lamont and Argentina received a different kind of treatment, filled with racial slurs. Each verbal blow got me madder and madder.

When the trooper kept yelling at me to give him my car keys, that anger built, and I turned, took my hands off the hood, and threw them hard at him, not realizing how close he was. He caught them as they hit his chest, and I thought, Oh shit. I’m going to go to jail, and quickly turned around, hands and head back down.

In the end, they let us all go, but not before emptying several beers on the rear driver’s side floorboards. Lamont and Argentina were quiet on the ride back down the mountain, and I remember Ricky and me apologizing for what had happened. “It’s not your fault,” they said. It was clear this wasn’t their first experience like this.

It was one of my first real reckonings with racism, and it has stayed with me until today. It would be something that I would revisit over the years, as I examined my own personal beliefs when I infiltrated white supremacist groups, and then most profoundly in 2020, when law enforcement agencies all over America looked inward after the death of George Floyd.



I didn’t always walk the line growing up. I got in fights, smoked dope, drank a lot, and at times, I didn’t associate myself with the best influences.

My childhood had always been blessed and I was surrounded by love and support. But when I was about twelve, my dad suffered from depression and my parents started to argue. It happened pretty suddenly. I had never really seen them fight in my whole life up until then. When I was thirteen, they told me they were separating and that set me down a dark path. People kept asking if I was okay and I’d reply that I was totally fine and didn’t care. That “I don’t care” attitude seeped into every part of my life. When a “friend” introduced me to witchcraft and satanism, I thought… why not?

It all started innocently enough. I was just messing around with a Ouija board and asking the “spirits” things you shouldn’t. But before I knew it, I was spiraling down a path toward full-blown devil worshipping. I began studying satanic rituals and occultist Aleister Crowley and how to make pacts with the devil. On weekends, I’d go to the local video store—the Pick A Flick—and rent my way through A to Z of demonic horror films. I would say terrible things in evil voices, at one point making a girl at my school burst into tears. I would take my Volkswagen Beetle to a Christian mechanic with the cassette tape player all set to blare satanic Grim Reaper songs as soon as they turned it on. It was a horrible phase that lasted about a year. My closest friends, part of our group we called the “Brew Crüe,” began distancing themselves from me.

One night after partying, I crashed in the same room as my friend Ricky, lying on a couch in front of a bed, where he was with his girlfriend. As we were falling asleep, I started reenacting a scene from one of the movies I had watched, laughing maniacally like I was being possessed by a demon. I rolled over and suddenly all I saw was a watery red image and the face of a smiling demon calling me toward him with one long crooked finger and a twisted nail. There were no hallucinogens involved—we had just been drinking that night.

I was terrified and screamed as loud as I could. I hit the light, and Ricky and his girlfriend jumped up asking what had happened as they looked at me panting heavily and shaking uncontrollably. I told Ricky if I ever did that again, if I ever used that voice, or talked about devil worshipping, he had permission to hit me over the head with a bat. Ricky, who now seemed filled with a stoic calmness, full of the Holy Spirit, just looked at me and said simply, “I told you, didn’t I?”

I didn’t sleep a wink, and when the sun rose on that Sunday morning, I walked, still reeking of booze, and wearing the clothes from the night before, several miles to Edwards Road Baptist Church. I never looked back.



There was music, there was sport, and there was my faith. Those pillars from my youth laid a foundation and helped shape me into the man I am today, in ways big and small.

But in terms of some of the best interpersonal skills that I acquired growing up and could later use in my work undercover—there was no better training ground for me than the Silver Slipper.

The Silver Slipper was one of many “gentleman’s clubs” (an oxymoron because gentlemen are hard to find) on Dorchester Blvd., which was just a stretch of road off I-26, which runs through South Carolina and dead-ends in Charleston. Locals had dubbed it “stripper’s row.” There were more than half a dozen clubs of varying degrees of seediness, including the Flying Dutchman, the Hayloft, and Miss Kitty’s. The Silver Slipper was one of the more upscale clubs and a favorite for members of the Hell’s Angels motorcycle club, and the navy and Marines from the nearby base.

When I was in college at Charleston Southern University, one of my buddies, Joe Pharis, was working as a bouncer at the Silver Slipper and helped me get a job. I had the physique to be a bouncer when I was in college and lifting like a beast.

But as I’d quickly discover, size didn’t help you much when you had only two bouncers—sometimes even just one—for the entire bar, which could easily consist of a couple bachelor parties of ten to fifteen guys. It’s not rocket science. It doesn’t matter how tough you are when you’re fighting fifteen guys at one time. I’ve been there in some knock-down-drag-outs when I was on the bottom of the pile hanging on for dear life and there’s not much you can do.

That’s where I learned the art of de-escalating—what some call “verbal judo.”

Think of it like a baseball game—three strikes and you’re out. Let’s say some guy was getting a little “handsy” and starting to get drunk. I’d start interactions gently. Something like this:

“Hey buddy, are you having a good time?”

“Hell yeah, great time!”

“That’s great, man, but you can’t be grabbing the girls like that or my boss is going to want me to kick you out of here. Cool?”

“Yeah man, cool!”

Well, he’s drunk so he keeps going. Strike one. I go back to remind him, still as my “buddy,” and maybe this time I suggest he just sit on his hands for a bit. Strike two.

Some stop, but most don’t, and there’s strike three and you’re out.



Even though I was bouncing, playing ball, and still partying a lot, I managed to come out of college on the Dean’s List and a 3.8 GPA for my last two years.

Thanks to a criminal justice course I took as an elective, I changed my major to criminology, with a minor in psychology. By the time I graduated, I knew I wanted to go into law enforcement.

But it took awhile to get a job, as I was told by law enforcement agencies across South Carolina that they were not hiring white males at the time. After twelve months of applying to different agencies, I finally got a call to come to the Greenville County Sheriff’s Office.

It was the fall of 1993, and at the age of twenty-two, I walked into the station in my suit and tie, introduced myself, and was taken to one of the top-floor offices with rows of cubicles and fluorescent lights.

As part of the application process, they gave me a piece of paper with all these crimes listed on it and asked me to fill it out. I had a clean record, but I was told to circle the crimes I’d committed, even if I was never caught.


	Public indecency. Yep.


	DUI. Yep.


	Petit larceny. Yep.


	Speeding. Yep.


	Assault, malicious damage. Yep and Yep.



I handed the form back to a ranking deputy sheriff whose name I’ll never forget although I’m sure he doesn’t remember me: John Fouts.

John took the piece of paper, and an incredulous expression came across his face. “Scott, you’ve done all this?”

I nodded.

“But you never got caught?”

“No, sir.”

He wanted to hear more.

The only excuse I really had was boredom. And there may have been some substances that aided in my decision-making. As for not getting caught? Maybe just street smarts and some dumb luck. Or maybe divine intervention. God had a different plan for me.

Indecency? Well, after a night of partying, and bored out of our minds, my buddies and I would go streaking. We’d strip down to our tennis shoes and stand by a stop sign on a busy street and strike a pose like statues. Just standing there, completely naked and still as traffic passed by. You should have seen the look on drivers’ faces when they slammed on their brakes after processing the scene, and we took off running, giggling like little kids. It was comedy gold.

Stealing? Well, I wasn’t into stealing, but as the big guy, I would block the view of the merchandise at a record shop or talk to the guy at the counter while my friends stole what they could.

Assaults and DUIs? I’m not proud of it, but I got into fights, and I’ve been too drunk to drive.

On I went, not holding back and telling John whatever he needed to know, but assuring him that was my past, and I had matured. All I wanted to be was a cop.

Only thing I can think of is that he appreciated my honesty, because I was allowed to continue through the process and was soon after hired. Who knows where my life would have taken me if I hadn’t gone into policing?

Life is really about choices, and most of the time when you’re choosing one thing, you’re giving up another. I chose law and order.






2 THE BADGE


Greenville, South Carolina

1996

I was slouched down in the passenger’s seat of a beat-up white Ford Econoline, wearing a stocking cap and bulky coat, trying to appear smaller than my 270-pound frame. In the driver’s seat was one of Greenville, South Carolina’s known drug users. He bore a resemblance to “Bubbles,” the impossibly optimistic junkie from The Wire; slight, haggard-looking, with permanent dark circles under his eyes.

Bubbles was doing what he usually did—getting ready to buy crack cocaine. But on this day, he was working for us as a source, and we were prepping for what we call a “controlled buy.”

Sources would agree to help law enforcement because they needed the money, or they wanted a deal to work off their own charge. Sometimes, they just wanted to do the right thing. We kept sources close, searching them and their vehicle before and after operations, and conducted surveillance of them to make sure they went in with only what we gave them for the “buy,” and came back out with nothing but our evidence. It was important to document the chain of evidence and make sure whatever we did would stand up in court.

But it was always a stronger case if you had a cop-chaperone going undercover alongside them. And that was my role on that cold, gray, wet, and generally nasty afternoon.

I had joined the Greenville County Sheriff’s Office in 1993, and spent the first three years on uniform patrol. Then I landed a coveted position and was promoted to investigator with the vice/narcotics squad. To say I was unprepared when I first joined the squad is an understatement.

On day one, my training officer asked me if I’d ever seen Reservoir Dogs. I hadn’t, so that was my homework, to go home and watch it that night. The next day he said to me, “Now, that’s a real undercover. That guy never broke role. He stayed undercover.”

Well, as I got older and became more experienced, I realized that this was bad advice, a terrible example of what a “good” undercover agent is supposed to be. That guy—Mr. Orange—watched another cop get his ear cut off, set on fire, killed, and then he got shot, and he never broke role? No, thank you. There is no case worth that.

At the Sheriff’s Office, we were fighting drugs at the local level, targeting mainly street dealers. Unlike my undercover work years later with the FBI, when our team could spend weeks, even months, building up my fake undercover profile before meeting a target, these cases were often impromptu.

For my first nighttime assignment I was told to just roll up at the appointed meet location, where I’d get wired up. Then I was instructed to drive down to a known drug trafficking area, roll down the window, and ask the dealer for a “twenty.” None of the training officers seemed bothered by my size and that I wasn’t exactly the picture of an emaciated crack user.

My heart was pounding, and butterflies were going mad in my stomach as I eased the car toward the dealers. It’s almost comical to look back now and picture myself, shitting gold bricks, looking like a deer in the headlights, as I carefully stopped the car and waited for a dealer to run to me. I rolled down the window, just a crack, and carefully slipped out a twenty-dollar bill like I was inserting it into an ATM.

“What you want?”

“A twenty?” I said, in a high-pitched voice, as if it was a question.

He handed me a sliver, and I didn’t have the experience yet to know if he was ripping me off. Nor would I have cared! I just wanted to get the hell out of there.

There were other skills I learned by being thrown into the deep end on the narcotics beat. Sometimes on the squad we’d target dealers growing pot in the mountains or running a remote drug operation. We’d get dropped by a Sheriff’s Office helicopter at 3 a.m., then hike up another two miles to get in position for a surveillance operation. And wait.

I was so bored that I ate and drank everything I brought before the sun even came up. Unlike my fellow officers, who had a background in military, I wasn’t accustomed to rationing the food or limiting my liquid intake so that I wasn’t having to piss every half hour. That’s what I like to refer to as self-correcting behavior. Funny now, not so funny then.

But it’s amazing how quickly you can learn from your successes and failures. After about a year on the narcotics squad, I was pretty confident. I would report for duty, parking my candy-red Iroc-Z T-Top and walking into the station ready for whatever the shift would throw at me.

So I wasn’t overly concerned sitting beside “Bubbles” as he eased his white van onto Cody Street. There was a hierarchy in the way drugs were dealt in the neighborhoods of Greenville. There was a street drug boss, who was the supervisor who ran each corner, intersection, or drug house. This guy—and it was always a guy—was the first line of defense, the one who gave the go-ahead for the deal if it looked safe, signaling to the low-level dealer (often a user) to go get the drugs. The merchandise was usually hidden somewhere nearby, behind a loose brick in a wall, in a hole, or buried in a bush. It was rare that anyone carried the drugs on their body. They were wary of the “jump out boys,” as the dealers called us. Cody Street was a high-traffic, well-known dealing area.

But as we turned a corner, suddenly our target came into view. “Damn. You gotta be kidding me,” I muttered under my breath. Then, as it always does when things get stressful, everything started to move in slow motion and there was only the soundtrack of my heart thumping in my ears.

I couldn’t remember this dealer’s name, but I definitely knew his face.

Just two weeks earlier, I had been helping our Southern Command Narcotics Squad execute a search warrant. As luck would have it, I was the investigator who had gotten this dealer out of bed and cuffed him. Later, back at the station, I had tried to build a bit of a rapport with him, talking in detail about our tattoos. Clearly, having all that police attention hadn’t deterred him from getting right back out on the street.

I didn’t let on to the source that I knew his target. I just looked the dealer dead in the eye as sweat started to drip under all my layers of clothing and my stomach knotted painfully. He returned my stare, not breaking eye contact as he slowly walked around the van, right up to my window to get a good look at me. In my hand, I was clutching the money for the deal.

“What’s up?” I asked, watching his eyes finally leave my face to look at the cash. Then he looked to his guy who was slinging the drugs and said, “Go ahead.” We did the deal.

When we later arrested him, he said, “I knew you were a cop.”

I replied, “You thought I was a cop. But you had some doubt.”

As it usually does in the world of criminals, greed won the day.



After my retirement from law enforcement in the summer of 2021, I was described in a Rolling Stone profile as a Hillbilly Donnie Brasco. I wear that title proudly and think the reputation of being able to relate to people, no matter their background or crime and whether I was in uniform on patrol or working undercover, began in those early policing days in Greenville.

I was a proactive officer right from the start, not the kind of deputy who would sit in a cul-de-sac, drinking coffee. If I wasn’t responding to calls, I made it my mission to get to know the county, especially the rural roads of the Blue Ridge Mountains that extended all the way up to the border with North Carolina. We called that region “Northern Command Beat Area Number One.” Since this was the mid-1990s, there was no such thing as Google Maps. You just had your Rand McNally Road Atlas and memory. And in that beat area, it was good to know the roads well. If you were dispatched to answer a call, you knew backup was at least thirty minutes behind you, and there was a good chance that by the time you arrived, whatever was happening would already be over.

In the mountains, I got to further practice my verbal judo, as talking was often your best weapon.

One day, I arrived on a call on a rural back road to find a woman holding her front tooth in her hand. I asked her partner what happened, and he said (and I’ll never forget these words), “I told her if she didn’t pass the salt, I’d knock her damn teeth out, and listen, Officer, well, she didn’t pass the salt and I’m a man of my word.”

I nodded, trying to give the impression I could relate. Then I asked him if he had heard of the O. J. Simpson case. Of course he knew it—everyone was obsessed with that story at the time. “Well, let me explain to you what has happened since the O. J. Simpson incident,” I told him. “It’s now a mandatory arrest if we witness any signs of physical altercation in a domestic dispute.” I was trying to indicate that the situation was out of my hands—give him the impression that I wasn’t any happier to arrest him than he was to be arrested.

Now it was his turn to nod. “Ah hell. It’s okay,” he said, “you’re just doing your job,” and he offered his wrists to be handcuffed.

On the forty-minute drive to the station, I asked what type of music he liked to listen to, and he said anything but that “rap crap.” We put on a classic rock station, and Lynyrd Skynyrd took us the rest of the way down the mountain.

When I got to the Sheriff’s Office sally port area to process him, it was hot, crowded, and noisy, but I could tell my fellow officers were paying us special attention, whispering a bit among themselves in a gossiping sort of way. I asked what was going on. “Do you know who he is?” one of the deputies asked me. “We don’t go to his house without at least four of us. He fights all the time.”



I had a lot of mentors inside the Sheriff’s Office, but not all of the people I got valuable advice from were in law enforcement.

One lesson was pretty basic: If you’re going undercover, make sure you look the part. My teachers for that were a charming, impeccably dressed, clean-cut gay couple that worked at “The Pantry”—a gas station and convenience store centrally located where three of my beat areas connected. I used The Pantry as my unofficial field office—drinking the fake cappuccino from their machine and using the spotless public washroom, which was always decorated with flowers, wallpaper, and some sweet-smelling potpourri. I’d also borrow their phone, since there weren’t many cellphones back then, to make calls on follow-up investigations.
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