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  To all those who sacrificed and continue to sacrifice in the name of law enforcement
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  We can’t be infiltrated, no cops can get inside on us, they don’t have the resources, the manpower, or the time to wait. We’re unbeatable and untouchable.




  —Ralph “Sonny” Barger, Hells Angel




  
AUTHOR’S NOTE





  The experiences of the undercover operatives involved in this book, the anecdotes recounted, and the criminal acts described are reflected in countless covertly recorded conversations, affidavits, interviews and documents generated by law enforcement agencies and the United States Attorney’s Office in Phoenix, Arizona.




  The reader should understand that for the protection of the agents, it was necessary to be vague in some places of this book, to use pseudonyms to protect identities, and to mask faces in some of the photographs. Although the investigation has now concluded, some of the operatives still work undercover and continue to receive death threats. This book is a tribute to their bravery and sacrifice.




  ACT I


  FLYING SOLO




  SETTING THE STAGE




  THE “WAR EFFORT”—APRIL 2002




  Confidential informant “Rudy” was the catalyst for what would eventually become known as Operation Black Biscuit, the Department of Treasury’s Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives’ (ATF) masterful sting planned to infiltrate, and ultimately cripple, the Arizona Hells Angels. The notion of using Rudy, who was a legitimate member of the Tijuana-based Solo Angeles Motorcycle Club (or SAMC), to penetrate the Arizona Hells Angels (HAMC) was the brainchild of Phoenix ATF special agent Joseph Slatalla (aka “Slats” or “Beef”).




  Brash and irreverent, the large Italian bore an uncanny resemblance to the actor Ray Liotta. Beef was an ATF veteran. His career spanned five years in Detroit and six years in Phoenix. He briefly accepted a promotion to supervisor in Miami but returned to Phoenix one year later, dissatisfied with administration and bored with his paper duties. Beef was restless and passions returned him to the streets and to the vicious Arizona biker subculture he had attempted to explore in 1997 before his transfer to Miami in 2001.




  Beef’s 1997 investigation focused on the Dirty Dozen Motorcycle Club which, in 1996, had begun its long courtship of the largest outlaw biker gang in the world: the Hells Angels. But Beef’s efforts to assemble a task force, code named AMEN, floundered in its own stew of misinformation, petty conflicts, and lack of direction. Interagency politics and jurisdictional issues between the Arizona Attorney General’s Office, the County Attorney, and the United States Attorney for Arizona contributed to the operation’s demise. None of the offices would share information or informants with the others and in the end AMEN failed.




  The Dirty Dozen were ultimately absorbed by the Hells Angels. And when Beef returned to Phoenix, he had a choice—he could either atrophy behind a desk for the rest of his career while waiting for retirement or he could take a bold risk and revisit the biker subculture. His decision to form another task force to infiltrate the Hells Angels was not popular, but Beef did what was right, not what was safe, and although most steered clear of his sardonic wit, they listened when he spoke. Beef’s was the voice of experience—no nonsense and practical—borne of nineteen months steeped in the murky underworld of outlaw motorcycle gangs (or OMGs), particularly the Hells Angels and their “junior” club, known as the Red Devils (or RDMC).




  Beef knew that the original Solo Angeles were Hispanic outlaw bikers based in Tijuana, Mexico. They had over eighty active members, none of whom resided outside of Mexico and Southern California. Most of the Arizona Hells Angels had never met Solo Angeles club members. Rudy never openly identified himself as a fellow outlaw biker to the Hells Angels. Biker groups were notoriously territorial; the Hells Angels were part of the so-called Big Five that also included the Pagans, Banditos, Outlaws, and Mongols. The Hells Angels, however, preferred to be viewed as “the Big One”—no biker group dared flash its club insignias or “colors” without prior Hells Angels approval.




  Each biker group had designated club colors. Solo Angeles colors were orange and black, the colors of Halloween and crushed dirty pumpkins. The Mongols were known as the “Black and White,” and the Hells Angels were the “Big Red Machine.” The clubs also had their own nicknames, the “Phoenix Hot Headz,” the Skull Valley “Graveyard Crew,” and the “Mesa Mob” and preferred to be called by their monikers. The mock Solo Angeles (i.e., undercover agents posing as Solo Angeles bikers) would eventually become known as the “Orange Crush,” or more irreverently, “the Pumpkins.”




  What made Rudy particularly valuable to Beef was his trusted relationship with Robert Johnston Jr. (aka “Mesa Bob” or “Bad Bob”), the president of the Mesa Hells Angels chapter. Most of the bikers were known only by their nicknames—like their club colors, their monikers were a kind of brand that not only revealed their character traits—Bad Bob—but also identified certain skills and titles they possessed. Mesa Bob, as the president of the Mesa Hells Angels chapter, for example, enjoyed territorial rights and did what he could to preserve them.




  The Hells Angels welcomed Rudy into their criminal fraternity—the confidential informant, after all, was a fellow outlaw—and supervised countless drug and arms deals between Rudy and members of Hells Angels support groups.




  Who better to navigate the gang underworld and deliver intelligence to the Phoenix Group I Field Office than a trusted gangster and ATF informant? Who better to introduce (and deflect suspicion from members of the Hells Angels) additional mock Solo Angeles outlaws to the president of the Mesa Club Hells Angels than Rudy?




  The idea was novel.




  Law enforcement had previously infiltrated other motorcycle clubs through informant introductions of undercover operatives, who eventually gained membership into the target clubs. Police had also formed their own fake clubs and chapters, claiming to be outlaws in order to gain access to a particular biker underworld. But no group of undercover cops had ever assumed the identity of a legitimate outlaw motorcycle club and used that cover to infiltrate the Hells Angels.




  Never mind that Beef’s proposal to pay Rudy, a doper and multiconvicted felon who had pending federal weapons violations, government monies to deal in methamphetamines and guns in Arizona’s criminal biker world was controversial, even risky. It followed Los Angeles ATF special agent John Ciccone’s inadvertent enlistment of a killer turned paid operative.




  Ciccone’s informant, Michael Kramer, had been a Hells Angel for five years before he approached ATF and offered to become a snitch. What Ciccone didn’t know was that the informant had participated in the brutal beheading of Cynthia Garcia, a biker groupie, following Hells Angels festivities at a Mesa Hells Angel clubhouse. The woman had apparently committed the cardinal sin—disrespecting a Hells Angel—and death was her punishment. Her body was found on Halloween, tossed like discarded trash in a shallow desert wash in Phoenix.




  Still, Beef convinced an irritated assistant United States attorney to drop the weapons charges against Rudy because the informant’s talents were needed elsewhere. Beef reasoned what better way “to catch a sleaze-ball except with another sleazeball, right?”




  Beef had confidence in Rudy’s abilities. So far, the informant had managed to negotiate numerous unmonitored methamphetamine and firearms deals with contacts in Tucson, Phoenix, Mesa, Bullhead City, and Prescott, and with reputed members of the Red Devils, a Hells Angels support group. He had gathered intelligence on the Hells Angels for over a year, identifying more than 140 members and associates, at least 45 of whom were convicted felons who could not even possess firearms. All this despite high levels of countersurveillance, pat downs, strip searches, and random house calls to Rudy’s residence. If anyone could dupe the Hells Angels, it was Rudy. Short and wiry, the informant’s canary grin was disarming and his chatter filled a room like white noise. In another life he might have made a fine car salesman.




  The timing could not have been more perfect to launch Beef’s plan. Beef sensed brewing tension and distrust between the Red Devils and Rudy. Henry Watkins (aka “Hank”), the six-foot-tall enormous sergeant at arms of the Tucson chapter of the Red Devils Motorcycle Club, was beginning to grumble. Responsible for club security and enforcement, Hank had grown suspicious of Rudy’s professed biker affiliation as the only visible member of the Solo Angeles and had launched his own investigation into Rudy’s background. Hank had delayed large gun purchases from Rudy until he was satisfied that Rudy was no imposter. Fortunately for the ATF, Rudy’s credentials were solid—he was a legitimate member of the SAMC.




  Meanwhile, Rudy insisted his Mexico connections would aid in the war effort between the Hells Angels and the club’s most hated rival, the Mongols. Although the Mongols were another Hispanic-based biker club, they were not allies of the Solo Angeles. Rudy convinced the Hells Angels that it would not only be advantageous to arm his Hispanic brothers against a possible Mongol invasion, but it would also be profitable to establish a collaborative narcotics and weapons smuggling effort between the Solo Angeles and Hells Angels.




  Rudy appealed to Hank’s weakness: money. Hank made an exception for Rudy even though as a rule he refrained from business negotiations with strangers. It helped that Hank had glimpsed a photograph of Rudy posing proudly with legendary Hells Angels founder and former president of the Oakland chapter, Ralph Hubert “Sonny” Barger Jr., at the Laughlin River Run in Nevada, one of the largest motorcycle gatherings in the country. Rudy was an opportunist and a survivalist. He could make deals happen with aplomb and charm. But even so Rudy was still subjected to strip searches for body wires and his government-issued Ford Falcon was combed regularly for recording devices.




  As a result Beef determined that it was too risky to electronically monitor or record all phone conversations, meetings, or transactions, a predicament that would necessitate Beef’s use of innovative surveillance techniques and higher risks for the informant.




  Beef scanned the array of weapons Rudy had just acquired from his recent firearms transaction with Hank. The guns ranged from SKS semiautomatic assault rifles with flash suppressors and bayonet lugs to customized .12 gauge shotguns with obliterated serial numbers and separate shoulder stocks. “Hank said he could get me fully automatic Mac-10s, Mac-11s, HK-91s, and Uzis, fully automatic machine guns, detonator cords, mercury, and timing switches,” Rudy had gushed following a recent debriefing.




  Beef didn’t doubt it, but he wanted more from his informant’s transactions, more than quantities of “glass” (methamphetamine) and illegal guns. He wanted to do more than investigate fringe outlaw motorcycle clubs and gather background intelligence on the Hells Angels and the club’s supporters. Beef wanted to get inside the most ruthless and violent of criminal organizations. He wanted to get under their skin, fool them like no one else had, capture their trust and loyalty, and become one of the Hells Angels in order to destroy them.




  Rudy was essentially his federal puppet. The informant understood if he slipped up even once, he faced long years in prison—if not death at the hands of the Angels. Law enforcement pressure had chilled the Hells Angels illicit activities. Temporarily. In fact that was the reason Hells Angels Mesa Club’s chapter president, Mesa Bob, had referred Rudy to do deals with their support club, the Red Devils. If the deals went sour, the police would target the Red Devils, never suspecting the Hells Angels participation.




  But Beef was impatient. He couldn’t wait for the big chill.




  The hatred between the Mongols and the Hells Angels was palpable and stemmed from a series of events that began in 2001, when members of each club stabbed and shot each other in an American Legion Hall in San Diego. The fight between the two clubs continued several months later in Reno, Nevada, after Hells Angels confronted the Carson City Mongol chapter president at his home for wearing a Nevada membership patch (an embroidered crest) without permission.




  In Orange County, at a local swap meet, members of the Hells Angels and Mongols engaged in combat using gas tanks, shock absorbers, and handlebars. The violence between the two groups escalated when the president of the San Jose Mongols was jumped by Hells Angels at an outdoor concert and stabbed. The Mongols were hunting, cornering Hells Angels at bars, and firing at them at random. In 2002 a Mongol vice president found two sticks of dynamite under his cars at his home; the fuses were lit but burned out. In April 2002, at the Laughlin, Nevada, annual River Run motorcycle rally, a fight between the Hells Angels and Mongols left three dead and eleven injured at Harrah’s Casino in nearby Las Vegas. As a result Nevada police seized various Hells Angels patches, and the Hells Angels officially declared war against the Mongols.




  Patches (aka “rockers” and “colors”) represented more than mere affiliation with a biker club, they symbolized an earned lifestyle of hardcore criminal exploits and instant respect and rank among fellow gang members. What distinguished the outlaw motorcycle clubs from more conventional clubs was the three-piece patch and diamond-shaped “one-percenter” designation on their vests—these gangsters represented the 1 percent of the American motorcycle riding population that lived by the credo, “Fuck the World.”




  The Hells Angels patch consisted of a bottom rocker (an embroidered arch) identifying the territory of the club member (e.g., “Arizona”), a center patch of a figure representing a winged skull (or “death head”), and a top rocker that boasted, “Hells Angels.” A full member with all three pieces on his vest was commonly referred to in the motorcycle community as a “full patch.”




  The pieces of cloth communicated a member’s status within the club. Bottom rockers signified a person’s lowly “prospect” grade. Prospects1 were probationary club members (one rank above hang-arounds, who were merely infatuated with the lifestyle but had no official loyalty to the club), one level below women and dogs, chosen individuals who were sponsored into the club by a full-patched member.




  Hang-arounds (aka as “slick backs” because their vests had to be bare) represented the first level of acceptance into the club. Those individuals were afforded less status than prospects and wore “license plates” or tabs around their neck to identify their position in case a brawl occurred and other Hells Angels members were forced to defend their own.




  ASSEMBLING THE PLAYERS—TUCSON, SPRING 2002




  Beef’s proposed plan to infiltrate the Arizona Hells Angels using Rudy’s connections met with resistance from ATF brass. It was one thing to send in an informant who was already an outlaw; it was quite another to risk the lives of ATF agents to gather information on the Hells Angels and require that they engage in the club’s criminal activities. Beef hardly expected his boss, Special Agent in Charge Virginia O’Brien, to give her immediate approval, but he was hopeful that his countless confidential memoranda to her detailing the potential Title 18 criminal code violations2 with which he could arrest the bikers would persuade her to change her mind. But O’Brien demanded details: Who? How? How long? and, most importantly, How much was the operation going to cost ATF?




  In the weeks of preparation that followed, Beef recruited his cast of characters: Rudy accepted the lead role as the president of the mock “Nomad” Solo Angeles, a persona that not only suited the informant’s enormous ego but also facilitated the eventual introductions of his fellow ATF operatives and local law enforcement recruits to the Hells Angels. “Nomads” were full patched members in good standing who were unattached to any particular charter. While they were still required to pay their club dues and perform club activities for the original, or “Mother” chapter, they did not have the requisite number of members (six) to form their own charter. Thus, they had to abide by the “Mother” chapter’s directives. Nomads typically existed in rural areas where few members resided. They were often sent to these locations by their “Mother” chapter with instructions to recruit other members with the goal of establishing a charter in that area.




  The mock Solo Angeles had the perfect cover story—they informed Hells Angels that they were sent by their original “Mother” Solo Angeles’ chapter which was based in Tijuana in order to recruit new members and establish a charter in Arizona. Since the only legitimate Solo Angeles members resided in Southern California, the ruse was plausible to the Arizona Hells Angels. Still, the operatives had to be careful not to unwittingly attract scrutiny from the real Solo Angeles in Mexico who, despite Rudy’s assurances to the team, had never authorized a charter of any kind to be established in Arizona.




  And there was the problem with Rudy. Although Rudy was a legitimate member of the Tijuana-based Solo Angeles, he had never been the club’s president. Rudy’s newfound status with the mock Solo Angeles posed some control issues—the informant needed constant reminders, that he was acting, that his position as the Nomad club’s president was fake, that he was really a felon and needed to follow orders from ATF.




  Beef assembled special players to monitor the informant, seasoned operatives who could accept the risks of the assignment and assume biker identities with minimal training. Not only did Beef establish a Nomad persona for the mock Solo Angeles, but he also considered various ranks for his puppet club. He needed a variety of willing actors to play full-patched members and prospects for authenticity.




  It was all theater. It had to be.




  Beef was the master of ceremonies, the mastermind, the master.




  ATF special agent “Carlos” was a natural choice. Recruited from the Miami Field Division, Carlos was not only fluent in Spanish, but he also had years of deep cover experience working Mexican drug pushers in the Pacific Northwest and Cuban mobsters in Miami.




  “How long?” SAC O’Brien’s voice drilled in Beef’s head.




  “Four months tops.” Beef was optimistic.




  Carlos would assume the role of a newer Solo Angeles Nomad member, a dope dealer who had been ripped off and who needed “Rudy-the-broker’s” help to recover his shipment.




  “Who else?” O’Brien pressed. Beef recruited two agents from the Phoenix Field Division to play “full-patched” Solo Angeles members. “Who’s going to be your whipping boy?” Beef’s colleague challenged.




  In order to appear legitimate, the mock Solo Angeles needed a prospect. Beef persuaded the Phoenix Police Department to volunteer one of its young detectives—Timmy. Although Timmy had no previous extensive undercover experience, he was enthusiastic, had some knowledge of bikes, was actually a martial arts instructor, and at six feet tall, played a convincing enforcer.




  The role of a fake prospect wasn’t an easy one to fill. Beef knew that no local cop would willingly subject himself to abuse from a federal agent. Beef hardly wanted to referee the anticipated squabbles between the two groups. He knew the cop would last about ten seconds as a prospect.




  Never mind that the traditional prospecting period for a Solo Angeles was ninety days. Ninety days of pure hell and humiliation. Ninety days of scurrying around like a slave filling beer orders, enduring garbage dumps, and generally serving the whims of the mock Solo Angeles. It was a thankless but necessary role and Beef wasn’t interested in pacifying egos—he needed to assemble an all-star team. Two minutes, ninety days, who would know the difference?




  Beef wasn’t about to break it to the cop that the Hells Angels required at least a one year minimum, or, more realistically, “as long as it takes.”




  The bigger issue was riding. Only Timmy and Rudy had ever really ridden a motorcycle. And there wasn’t time to teach the others. Beef convinced O’Brien that by leasing an enclosed motorcycle trailer, the agents could fool the Hells Angels into believing that the operatives had actually participated in long bike rides. Short distances posed fewer problems, but Hells Angels were known to ride sometimes hours and days at a stretch in large packs several bikers deep.




  The government-issued motorcycles were worn, mechanically deficient, and recycled from other cases. There was always the chance that one of the bikers would recognize his Harley from a former repossession, but that was a risk Beef and the others were willing to take. His choices were few, and he couldn’t very well compile a team of bikers without wheels.




  Liability was another concern. “What about accidents? Breakdowns?” Beef pacified O’Brien’s worries—the operatives would actually ride as little as possible. Instead, they would transport their bikes inside the government-issued trailer, unload their motorcycles within one mile of a rally, and fake the dirt and sweat of a long trip. As Solo Angeles nomads their position in the pack was at the rear, well behind the Hells Angels. They could go unnoticed for miles. At least that was Beef’s hope.




  The trailer would prevent most breakdowns, but just in case, each operative was equipped with an emergency tool kit replete with wrench, a few bolts, and a screwdriver.




  “How are you going to pull this off?” another colleague of Beef’s quipped.




  The plan was simple. The recruits would shadow Rudy for a few days, practice circling the city on the interstate traveling a slow 45 miles per hour on their motorcycles, make local bar appearances together as a group, and, just to get comfortable with each other’s nuances, perform small-time gun and drug buys with the criminal crowd in Apache Junction. Once the team was visible for a few days and had familiarized themselves with the culture, Rudy would introduce the operatives to the Hells Angels.




  Just like that.




  Beef’s critics worried that the plan was flawed, even incredulous. Who would risk impersonating a biker without mastering the quintessential biker prop—the motorcycle? Beef fielded the questions with typical irreverence: each operative was essentially an actor, and, Beef reasoned, if given the opportunity to play the part of a “real” outlaw, a role that was not only glamorous but potentially career changing, the operative would learn to ride a motorcycle (or at the very least do a convincing job of faking it).




  But apart from the issue of motorcycles, Beef reminded the ATF suits that Rudy already had a connection with the Hells Angels, and the operatives would be adorned in Solo Angeles costumes to lend instant credibility to their roles. Duplicating the patches would be easy. Beef planned to borrow Rudy’s authentic Solo Angeles emblem and recruit the mother of one retired special agent to sew copies of the patch onto the agents’ leather vests. Beef would also commission the agent’s mom to reproduce Solo Angeles pins, prospect rockers, nameplates, and tabs, including popular mottos, FSSF (“Forever Solos, Solos Forever”), FTW (“Fuck the World,” an outlaw biker’s favorite), Pistoleros de Mexico, IIWII (“It Is What It Is”), and of course, officer tabs to boast each operative’s rank in the chapter.




  “How are you going to convince O’Brien to allow federal agents to wear outlaw patches?” ATF Special Agent Christopher (“Cricket”) Livingston asked Beef one morning over several cups of black coffee at Star-bucks. With less than five years on as an agent, Cricket was a former special ops and long reconnaissance team member in the Marine Corp.




  “We persuade her that the Hells Angels are parasitic punks,” Beef offered, while helping himself to a muffin.




  Publicly, Hells Angels members portrayed their “brotherhood” as an eclectic band of middle-aged dough boys who liked to wear sleeveless leather or denim bowling shirts and ride chopped up scooters. Millions of dollars in Hells Angel support gear were sold annually—“Support Your Local 81” hats, “That’s Right, Red and White” shirts, “When in Doubt, Knock ‘Em Out” stickers, and “We Ain’t Havin’ Fun Till Someone Dials 911” posters. In reality the Hells Angels were a swarm, a ruthless band of marauding thugs who engaged in drug debt collections, home invasions, stolen vehicle alterations, and strip jobs.




  “What about the real Solo Angeles? They’ll ask questions. It’s not as if we can send our guys down to Tijuana for a group hug,” Cricket reasoned, pinching the bridge of his nose as if he had a headache.




  “We’ll send Rudy,” Beef said wiping crumbs from the table.




  “The distraction that could blow this whole operation,” Cricket cautioned, as he dumped the remainder of his coffee in the trash can.




  “We’ll give him a babysitter,” Beef said matter-of-factly.




  “Who’s the lucky guy?”




  “Bird” or “Jay Bird”, a nickname the tall, lean and heavily tattooed undercover special operations ATF agent had used since childhood, lived for nine months in a barricaded house on the outskirts of Bullhead City, a seedy desert town across the river from Las Vegas that bordered Arizona and overlooked the glitzy casinos of Nevada. Originally, Bird had been dispatched to Bullhead by ATF to lead Operation Riverside, an investigation into rogue bounty hunters who were engaged in illegal gunrunning.




  Bird assumed the identity of a baseball bat-wielding debt collector for select Las Vegas casinos and a gunrunner to Mexico. As Bird’s notoriety grew in the months he lived in Bullhead, criminals not only began to negotiate arms deals with Bird but also solicited him to commit murders. The Hells Angels in Bullhead also noticed Bird and began to socialize with him more frequently, often sleeping on the sand bags that lined the interior walls of Bird’s four-bedroom cave-like structure. The Angels developed an easy rapport with the undercover cop, making Bird a natural choice to lead Operation Black Biscuit.




  It was five o’clock in the morning. Bird’s windows were boarded up with plywood planks. His shower smelled of Clorox, a potent reminder of his efforts to disinfect the last addict who had used his stall to puke—not that Bird had many visitors.




  Bird’s jaw clenched as he peeked between the wooden slats and watched as bomb builder, Tommy, exited his Monte Carlo, with his three-year-old son in tow. Tommy was dressed in a bulletproof vest and motorcycle helmet and was licking an ice-cream cone. Bird met them at the back of his house, the only entrance to the structure, and quickly took the na-palm bomb that had been placed in the child’s hands.




  “I’ll be right back,” Bird said, as he propped the bomb on the floor, escorted the boy outside, and locked him inside his dad’s car. The boy plastered his face against the dirty glass window. Bird swallowed, his mind full of thoughts of his own young son whom he hadn’t seen in weeks.




  Bird wanted to shove the napalm bomb down Tommy’s throat. He wanted to call Child Protective Services and have them whisk away the child he’d secured in the safest place he could find, Tommy’s smelly old car, stained with urine and drug residue.




  But instead he bit the inside of his cheek, tempered his anger, and negotiated a bomb deal with Tommy. “They’re shit,” Bird spit, handling the napalm bomb carefully.




  “Why do you think I’m eating ice cream?” Tommy grinned as vanilla swirl dribbled down his chin. He patted his bulletproof vest, “I wanted one last pleasure before I blew up.”
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  “He’s mine,” ATF Special Agent Greg Cowan answered defensively over the phone as Beef insisted he had better use for Bird’s talents. “He’s been working Operation Riverside for nine months and we’ve got enough intel on these bastards to . . .”




  “He’s established a biker persona in Bullhead City,” Beef countered, his voice raising an octave. “He’s a natural for this assignment. Besides, the place is crawling with Hells Angels. They’d never suspect he was a cop.”




  True. Acting wasn’t such a stretch for the ex-football player and fifteen-year ATF veteran who had already worked undercover infiltrating the Aryan Brotherhood prison gang and organized crime families. So when Cowan told him Beef had a proposition for him, he wasn’t surprised.




  Bird rolled his baseball bat down the front of his arms and smiled. He may have been raised in a “Richie Cunningham-like” family, but he could do attitude. If nothing else, he had resilience. Five days after ATF had hired him as a novice agent, he’d taken a bullet in his back (the first of five he would eventually receive during the course of his career with ATF) and bled out during a hostage situation. After doctors fed a garden hose through his chest, sliced open his side, and popped his cartilage with a screwdriver, he was temporarily paralyzed. Not a great condition to be in with a crazed suspect on the loose and armed security guards patrolling the hospital halls. But that wasn’t the worst of his situation. No, the worst was his agency’s underreaction to the subsequent death threats that Bird received—“Make sure you keep a gun on you and tell your wife to have heightened awareness,” an ASAC (assistant special agent in charge) advised him.




  Interesting. Now Beef and Cowen were fighting over him. Cowen resisted giving up Bird. Operation Riverside was in its zenith; wrapping up the case and issuing indictments now was premature. If Bird transitioned over to Beef’s team and joined Operation Black Biscuit, Cowen would lose nine months of hard-earned intelligence gathering. Never mind that Bird would have to explain to the criminals in Bullhead City that he wasn’t just a debt collector/hit man for Las Vegas casinos, but in fact a soon to be “bona fide” Solo Angeles biker.




  In the end Beef won the match; he recruited Bird to be the mock club’s vice president, and, more importantly, Rudy’s babysitter. Even better, Bird came as a package deal and brought “Pops,” his own trusted confidential informant. Beef cast Pops as one of the prospects. With some bribing, Timmy, the local Phoenix police recruit, agreed to be the other prospect. But Timmy had one requirement, that he be a full-patched Solo Angeles in twelve hours.




  




  Footnotes




  1 The terms prospect and sponsor were sometimes used interchangeably.




  2 Offenses ranged from simple firearms possessions to trafficking and drug-related homicides, RICO infractions, NFA weapons violations, and conspiracy charges.




  THE ORANGE CRUSH




  FLAGSTAFF, ARIZONA—JULY 2002




  Perched across the street from a local run-down gas station near Flagstaff, Bird waited and watched with a crow’s precision as flecks of orange-gold glinted off his jacket in the dry summer heat. His heart beat against his chest like a riot of wings. Dawn cracked against the blue-black sky. He straddled his rickety G bike, anxiety twisting in his gut. Not only was he a shitty rider, but he was also four hours late for his scheduled meeting with Rudy.




  “Rudy won’t meet us Pumpkins with a bunch of rollers3 on-site,” Timmy had warned Bird earlier that night after their first attempt to meet with the confidential informant and exchange arms was foiled by a cluster of small-town cops who had settled into the gas station for coffee. Task force surveillance had been too slow to move them along. Bird couldn’t blame Rudy for ditching his gang of Solo Angeles. After all, the informant needed a cop arrest like a hole in the head.




  Beef may have saved Rudy’s ass from the federal pen, but Rudy was still the operatives’ greatest liability, and unfortunately, right now, their most valuable asset. They needed the reckless son of a bitch to introduce them to the Hells Angels and Rudy knew it, even relished the role reversal.




  Sweat beaded on Bird’s forehead as he waited for Rudy to appear. Where the hell was he? In less than two hours, his team of mock Solo Angeles would make their first public appearance at one of the largest motorcycle rallies in Arizona, “Too Broke for Sturgis,”4 where they planned to mingle for the first time with the Hells Angels. Bird felt as prepared as a kid on his first day of kindergarten. He needed an Oscar-caliber performance.




  So far Bird had only been a fake outlaw for two weeks. He cast a nervous glance at the orange crush of jackets and bandannas surrounding him, his team of mock one-percenters, the only buffer between the Hells Angels and his safety.




  Grizzly Pops, the ancient confidential informant who’d been with him for over fifteen years, was a longtime doper and dealer who now made a career out of “playing” one.




  Towering Timmy, the Phoenix Police detective, practically begged Beef to let him work with Bird and dirty his hands in the “guts” of police work. Bird studied Timmy’s profile thoughtfully. His face was slick with sweat, clumps of beard matted his chin, and a slight tick in his jaw betrayed his nerves.




  Carlos was the seasoned ATF agent with just enough salsa in his blood to pull off the role of a Solo Angeles. But even Carlos looked scared as he gripped his recycled bike. And then there was Rudy, president of the nonexistent Solo Angeles Nomad chapter and career outlaw biker.




  Perpetually late.




  Unpredictable.




  Dirty patches of heat coiled around Bird, but he didn’t dare remove his orange-and-black jacket. He didn’t dare betray his fear. Bird slipped his hand into his jacket pocket and fingered his collection of grey rocks—“lucky rocks”—a parting gift from his seven-year old son. “Think of me when you touch them,” his son had said in earnest. The rocks were jagged and rough. Bird did think of his son and his pretty wife, Barbara,5 and the fracture of his family and guilt wedged in his throat.




  Focus.




  Bird shook off the thought, redirected his anxiety. He’d worked through the night with the rest of his undercover team, rehearsing escape plans, reviewing targets, tightening up backstories, dressing in full gang regalia, and priming his motorcycle. That had been an act too. None of the operatives really knew how to ride. And it didn’t help that ATF refused to front funds for new bikes. Registration papers and VIN numbers may have been easier to mask, but recycling undercover motorcycles—even previously crashed bikes—had its risks. Either the operatives would be killed in a motorcycle crash or die at the hands of the Hells Angels.




  He revved his engine and glanced at his scuffed boots and dirt-smeared clothes. He may have looked the part, but more than image, Bird needed to be sure his story was solid. No gaps. No inconsistencies. No pregnant pauses.




  Nerves burned his neck. Adrenaline pumped through his veins. Had he rehearsed enough? “I’ve been an arms trafficker and debt-collector for fifteen years” he recited. Too long. Bird had almost convinced himself he was the ruthless criminal he played. He was a stellar actor. A professional chameleon. Wasn’t that the reason Beef had recruited him?




  He’d withstood the hammering the night before at headquarters, a tin converted warehouse on Phoenix’s south side, affectionately dubbed by the operatives as the Pumpkin Patch. In stifling heat he and his three deep-cover operatives had lined up single file before Beef and a battery of surveillance crew and recited fictitious backstories like method actors. Bird had an old lady in Tucson and two drift kids he sometimes visited.




  Fill in the gaps.




  Complete the profile.




  Know where, why, and how you met your fellow Solo Angeles.




  The roar of a motorcycle marked Rudy’s arrival. A shock of blond hair blew behind him. He’d picked up a tweaker. Thin, naked legs straddled Rudy’s waist. “What the fuck?” Bird stared at the new arrival, his gaze catching the strange skittish eyes of Rudy’s female companion.




  Rudy flashed him a canary grin and shrugged, “I met Sheila at a Circle-K and thought I’d piss my old lady off.”




  Bird didn’t know whether to kill the informant or applaud him for his brilliance. Rudy’s addition at least lent credibility to their operation. They all should have had a “biker bitch” on the back. But Bird doubted his agency would have approved of such an accessory. Excess. Liability.




  As if Bird and his crew didn’t have enough to worry about, they now had to factor in the female’s safety. If their meeting with the Hells Angels soured, they would have to have a plan to extract her first. Damn Rudy.




  Hot sun beat down on Bird’s face, drained him. He glanced over at Timmy who looked piqued and spent already. “You’re not going to pass out on us are you?” Bird teased as he recalled Timmy’s earlier bout with heat stroke and food poisoning. Too proud to hurl into dry cactus husks, Timmy had persevered without complaint.




  That was more than Bird could say for Carlos who grunted next to him like a rutting goat and complained to him about the hours of overtime he’d invested without pay. Carlos was on borrowed time, loaned out to the team to lay the groundwork for the Hells Angels before heading off to his new assignment in Florida.




  It was time.




  Bird gave the signal and his team gunned their engines prepared to ride the last few miles to the campground where the rally was to be held. They had already unloaded their bikes from the carry trailer they used to tote their motorcycles as they prepared to make their first appearance as Solo Angeles and mix with the Hells Angels. Not only would the operatives have to convince club members that they were legitimate outlaw bikers, but also that they had ridden for hours in sweltering heat to be a part of Too Broke for Sturgis. Never mind that most of Bird’s team knew nothing of repairing or maintaining motorcycles much less riding them.




  Nausea roared in Bird’s gut. Heat was an enemy they had all underestimated. Sweat and fatigue were real even if the grit and mud on their faces was staged. Because this rally was their first operation and arguably the most risky, dozens of cover team personnel with ballistic vests and long guns concealed under their plain clothing came along for the trip. A helicopter whirred overhead, and a SWAT team was on standby. Bird’s anxiety eased as he was reminded that the patches on his back were his admission ticket, instant credibility, and acceptance. Bird and his band of mock Solo Angeles smeared dirt on their cheeks like war paint and prepared to ride into Too Broke for Sturgis like seasoned outlaws. Days of preparation boiled down to mere moments of terror.




  “Think of the rally as a mixer,” Beef had advised the operatives the night before. “Have a few beers with the Hells Angels, shoot the bull with them, let them see you.”




  A mixer with enough firepower to blow up a building. Bird counted on Rudy to make the introductions, to convince the Hells Angels that Bird and his gang were strays, loners committed to starting their own Nomad Solo Angeles chapter in Phoenix. Sheila added a stab of authenticity to their image with her brown eyes filled with shadow people. Since she was strung out on drugs, Bird wasn’t worried she’d blab or blow their cover. Maybe Rudy was right. Maybe they did need to “accessorize”? It might look suspicious if they rode in with no groupies.




  Blend. Mix. Right?




  Or risk unnecessary questions from the Hells Angels and other bikers. Unnecessary “sex-drives” with club “mamas.” Maybe Bird should have insisted Beef give him a mama of his own?




  Maybe Beef knew better.




  Female companions might add to tensions at home. Bird had enough questions to field. “How many more times do you want to cheat death?” his wife had challenged him, pressing her thumb into the bullet hole which was still visible on Bird’s chest and tracing the prominent “DOA” (dead on arrival) letters Bird had tattooed above the wound.
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