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  Foreword


  Mike Detty: Where “Fast and Furious” Meets “Wide Receiver”


  AFTER BREAKING THE story of the Justice Department’s Operation Fast and Furious scandal nationally on CBS News, I had only scratched the surface. There were scores of leads to follow. Many were unverifiable or dead-ends, but one source who had an interesting story and, more importantly, provable evidence was Mike Detty. Through Detty, we were able to report early on that the secret “gunwalking” by federal agents dated at least as far back as the Bush Administration. That’s when the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) began using Detty as a paid confidential informant. At the ATF’s request, Detty sold a frightening arsenal of weapons from a makeshift showroom in his living room to traffickers for Mexican drug cartels. When I met Detty, the Justice Department was reviving the old Bush-era cases for prosecution, even as the Obama-era Fast and Furious scandal exploded. A foolhardy strategy that was tinkered with and apparently abandoned under Bush appeared to be resumed and expanded under Obama. But nobody was ready to own up to it yet. Besides “Fast and Furious” and “Wide Receiver,” there was “Too Hot to Handle,” “Castaway,” and an array of other cases spanning states including Arizona, Florida, Nevada, Texas, and New Mexico. Like other gun dealers who assisted the ATF in this confidential effort, Detty felt betrayed and cast aside when he learned his efforts weren’t helping the ATF arrest bad guys after all. Instead, he had inadvertently assisted them, thanks to the ATF. From his photographs to the paper trail and even audio recordings, Detty’s story describes a piece of the gunwalking saga from a personal perspective that only he can tell.


  Sharyl Attkisson


  Emmy Award-winning investigative reporter
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  In 2012, Sharyl Attkisson was awarded the Emmy Award for Outstanding Investigative Journalism as well as the Murrow Award for Excellence in Investigative Reporting for her work on “Fast and Furious.”
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        “

      

      	
        ARE YOU WORRIED about revenge?” I once asked Mike Detty. “What should readers know about not just the risks you took, but what coming forward like you have can mean?”

      
    

  



  Mike is a firearms dealer and a gun writer, and he was the confidential informant at the heart of Operation Wide Receiver, an abortive attempt to track straw purchasers buying firearms on behalf of Mexican drug cartels with the ostensible purpose of identifying and bringing down trafficking organizations. As in the later notorious Operation Fast and Furious, some of the guns escaped ATF surveillance and were smuggled across the border.


  In recounting the role he played, Detty explains key similarities and differences between the two operations, debunks some “common knowledge,” and provides a first-hand account of his dealings with key players—both in the criminal underworld and in law enforcement—and in doing so reveals the flaws and foul-ups on both sides that make a real-life narrative so much more interesting than the way we’re used to seeing such characters portrayed in fiction. In other words, don’t expect Scarface meets CSI.


  Detty first came onto my radar in March 2011. He’d noticed the work I’d been doing with colleague Mike Vanderboegh and our whistleblower contacts to get the Fast and Furious story noticed by the media and those tasked with government oversight in Congress. He informed me about Wide Receiver and told me that he’d sold guns as a CI to cartel straw purchasers for years.


  “Most of the buys were late-night meetings at my house where I used my living room as a showroom,” Detty told me. “These meetings often involved the bad guys, their bodyguards, and me alone in the house while agents listened to what was going on via the transmitter I wore.


  “During these three years I took over eight hundred pages of notes,” he continued. “I also have a digital copy of every phone call that I made or received from the bad guys. . . . When ATF discovered that I was keeping a journal and making copies of everything that I turned over to them, I went from Hero to Zero overnight.”


  This book is the result of those notes. And it checks out with much that has been subsequently proven.


  People come to me all the time with stories they want my help gaining wider attention for, and they’re invariably one-sided, where they’ve done everything right and been screwed over by people who did everything wrong, and corroboration to establish their credibility is often problematic, if not nearly impossible. That’s why, in August 2011, knowing Detty had already been approached by the Office of Inspector General for the Department of Justice, I brought him together with an investigator working for the House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform with whom I’d previously communicated on Fast and Furious—related information.


  In Mike’s case, the information he provided, which became the source for numerous Gun Rights Examiner reports, checked out, with much of it substantially corroborated by the September 2012 OIG report.


  Reading the manuscript for this book has been fascinating for me—I recognize a more fleshed-out version of a story Mike had allowed me to share that brought the picture into clearer focus. I also recognize instances, where, frankly, I wanted to shout at him, ask him how he could possibly believe those he was setting up wouldn’t want to get even and that his handlers wouldn’t screw him over, and demand to know what the hell it was he thought he was doing.


  You don’t do that unless you care about someone, and while we’ve never met in person, he’s shared enough of his thoughts with me via correspondence—and with all of us in this book—that while reading it, I felt like I was watching a close friend wholly immersing himself into a crazy dangerous mess, and I was powerless to do a damn thing about it.


  Some will no doubt be unsympathetic. Some will no doubt dismiss Detty as naïve or as a self-serving snitch and not care that those he worked for ended up betraying him or that those he worked against may yet do worse. Some may not care that his motivation for getting involved was because criminals approached him, and he saw an opportunity to make a difference and to do what he perceived was a duty.


  “Of course I’m worried about revenge,” Detty replied to my question. “Since most of these characters were sentenced to less than three years for straw purchases they’ll all be getting out of prison sometime soon.”


  For his security, I won’t go into measures he has taken to protect himself, except to note that if it were up to those who promote citizen disarmament edicts, the people who abandoned him and the people who hate him would be the only ones with guns.


  David Codrea


  Gun Rights Examiner (www.davidcodrea.com)


  The War on Guns: Notes from the Resistance (www.waronguns.com)
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  THE PROPOSITION


  The Proposition


  GUNS ARE AS much a part of Arizona as the Saguaro cacti that dot the desert’s floor. Used for protection, hunting, and competition, it’s not uncommon to spot one in a pickup’s rack or in the holster of a soccer mom putting gas in her minivan. The sight of people openly carrying guns causes no more concern than an errant Gila monster crossing the grocery store parking lot. Arizona is filled with rugged people who celebrate their pioneer spirit and take responsibility for their own safety. For the most part it is these honest, hard-working, God-fearing people who attend gun shows there. For the most part . . .


  It was at the big February gun show in 2006 at the state fairgrounds in Phoenix that I first met Diego Rodriguez. I was helping one of my customers make a selection from the rifles I had on display when one of my helpers, Chenzo, came over and asked me if I had more AR-15 lowers than the six that were on display.


  “That’s all I brought,” I told him. “Why?”


  “The guy standing over there wants to buy all six and he wants to know if you have more.” He pointed to a smiling young chubby Hispanic man with his hat on sideways, baggy shorts, and knee-high socks. Given his “gangster-like” appearance, I seriously doubted his background check would even go through.


  The only real difference between an AR-15 rifle and the US military’s M-16 rifle is that the AR-15 is semiautomatic while the M-16 is fully automatic. The AR-15 can be broken into two major assemblies: the upper and lower. The upper consists of the barrel, receiver, and bolt carrier group while the lower consists of the buttstock, pistol grip, and fire control components. The lower also possesses the serial number, and in the eyes of the federal government is considered a complete firearm—even if the upper assembly is not installed. For that reason, licensed dealers like me must do a background check on anybody purchasing a lower. Run by the FBI, the instant background check was mandated by the Brady Handgun Violence Prevention Act of 1993. The computerized system checked all state criminal records to see if the purchaser had any criminal background.


  Several minutes later, Chenzo handed me a wad of cash totaling $1,600. “That’s for the six lowers,” he said. “His background check went through without any problems.”


  I went over to where we kept the #4473 forms and made sure the paperwork had been filled out correctly. It had. We had done everything by the book and had completed a legal transaction. But where did that young kid get so much cash, and why did he need so many lowers? Why was he asking if we had more? I dog-eared the form so that I could find it easily in the stack, just in case.


  I didn’t think much about it that night, but the following day the same young man returned to my display. He and a friend were holding bags of what I could tell were AR-15 lowers. I wondered if he wanted to return the ones he’d bought yesterday. He smiled at me and I walked over.


  “Hey, you were busy yesterday when I was here, but I just wanted to introduce myself. I’m Diego Rodriguez,” he said.


  I shook his hand. “Mike Detty,” I said. “Was there something wrong with the lowers I sold you?” I pointed to the bags he and his friend carried.


  “No, we just bought these today from another guy. But I was wondering if you had any more lowers available?”


  “Nope, you got them all yesterday. I’ve got twenty more on order from my supplier but they won’t get here until next week.”


  “I’ll take them all,” said Rodriguez.


  This erased any doubts that this kid might be doing something legitimate. In addition to the six he bought from me the day before, he and his friend were now holding at least eight AR-15 lowers and trying to broker a deal for twenty more. Fortunately we had the #4473 form on file and I had his full name, address, and social security number to pass on to the authorities.


  I handed Diego a business card and told him to call me later in the week for the status of those twenty lowers.


  The two-hour drive back to my home in Tucson gave me the opportunity to go over the weekend’s events and I tried to imagine a scenario where someone would need so many AR-15 lowers. I couldn’t come up with anything that made sense. No, there was no doubt in my mind that this kid was up to something illegal and was just not bright enough to be less obvious about it.


  The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives, more commonly referred to as the ATF, is a Department of Justice agency that oversees and regulates the firearms industry. Tucson has a small branch office in the federal building downtown and I had a contact there.


  In the previous two years I had contacted Special Agent Spencer Edgar twice to report suspicions that my customers were doing something illegal— based solely on the volume of product they were buying. One case involved a Nogales, Arizona, cop who was buying AR-15 lowers and then transporting them across the border where they were being assembled into complete weapons. My involvement in this case was nothing more than reporting each transaction, along with the serial numbers, and faxing the form #4473 to Special Agent Edgar. The cop was confronted, and he resigned. I’m not sure what happened from there. It would not have been out of the ordinary for him to flip and turn over information in return for not being prosecuted or for a reduction in prison time.


  A few weeks after the incident with the cop, an older Caucasian gentleman started buying lower receivers from me. The odd thing about this fellow was that he did not seem to know the first thing about shooting or AR-15 rifles. At first he bought five lower receivers at a time and then increased that amount to ten at a time. I contacted SA Edgar after his second purchase and Edgar asked me to inform him of any subsequent transactions. When the man approached me again at another gun show and asked if he could buy seventy-five lowers, I dutifully passed this information on to Edgar who gave me the go-ahead to complete the sale. I told the customer it would take me two weeks to get that many lowers and that we could do the transaction at the next gun show.


  The day of the gun show I noticed the man walking slower than usual to my tables. All the color was gone from his face and he showed me the port his doctor had put in his arm for dialysis. Given his hunched posture and weathered looks, he seemed much older than the fifty-nine years his driver’s license divulged. He was so frail that I closed my tables down to help carry the box of lowers out to his car for him. Of course, ATF agents were all around us and followed him back to his trailer in an impoverished part of town. According to Edgar, he confessed quickly saying that he saw nothing wrong with helping Mexican police officers get the parts they needed for good weapons. Apparently his source assuaged his fears by telling him that these parts were being used by Mexican law enforcement. He was indicted and then arrested as he was leaving his dialysis clinic one day. Not long afterwards, I read his obituary in the local paper.


  Neither of these cases necessitated me devoting a great deal of time to the investigation or exposed me to any great danger. I wasn’t paid in either case, and I imagined that the case with Diego Rodriguez would not be much different.


  Monday morning I called SA Edgar and explained my conversation with Diego Rodriguez and my reason for concern. Edgar asked me to fax him the #4473 and said he was going to talk to his boss about the case. Later that afternoon Edgar called me back and asked if I could come down to the federal building the next day to meet with him.


  After making my way through the metal detector and security on the ground floor of the federal building, I took the elevator to the eighth floor and nervously made my way to the office. I knocked several times but received no response, so I opened the door and walked into a sort of vestibule or antechamber, maybe six feet by six feet, with another door straight ahead and what looked like bulletproof glass overlooking an office on the left. After ringing the doorbell on the second door, I saw Edgar look around the corner through the glass and open the door from the inside.


  Edgar ushered me into his cramped office where he introduced me to another field agent, Travis Lopez, who had just finished his training at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center in Glynco, Georgia. I guessed Lopez to be in his late twenties and learned that he had played football on scholarship at a small Utah college before taking a job as a cop in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Tucson was his first posting with the ATF.


  Edgar, who had been a Navy pilot, explained that he was now an Apache Longbow pilot with the National Guard and his unit was to deploy soon— first to Ft. Bliss for training and then on to Afghanistan. He’d be gone over a year. For that reason, Special Agent Lopez would be handling this case and I would be reporting to him from now on.


  We went over my conversation with Rodriguez the previous weekend and I told them of my suspicions. Both listened intently. When I was finished speaking, Edgar agreed that this individual and his friend were up to something nefarious and they wanted to investigate this further. He told me he spoke with his boss, Jack Hinkley, the assistant special agent in charge of the Tucson office, and they wanted me to go ahead and sell those twenty lowers to Rodriguez. “Providing that you’re cool with this and still want to help,” he said.


  “I don’t mind helping you guys at all,” I said immediately, without really considering what implications this decision might have.


  “Good,” said Edgar. “We’ll put one of our agents behind the table with you at the gun show, just to be safe. And in the meantime I’d like you to let Travis know every time Rodriguez contacts you.”


  I made sure that my supplier did indeed ship the twenty lowers I needed. Rodriguez called a couple times in the next two weeks and we made plans to transfer the lowers first thing Saturday morning at the Mesa, Arizona, gun show.


  Early Saturday morning, I met with Edgar and Lopez in the parking lot of the convention center where the gun show was being held. They introduced me to another agent who was tall, athletic, and physically imposing.


  “This is Petey Palmer. We’re going to put him behind the table with you today.”


  “Shit,” I joked, “don’t you have anyone bigger?”


  I had brought along a shirt with the name and logo of the company whose rifles I sold and gave it to Palmer to wear behind the tables.


  The show opened at nine o’clock as scheduled. Diego Rodriguez, on the other hand, was anything but on time. After 10 a.m. Palmer asked me to call Rodriguez and see where he was.


  “We’re on a job right now,” Rodriguez said, “but we should be over there around noon.”


  “Alright Diego, but don’t stand me up—I have other people who want to buy those lowers,” I said, purposely sounding annoyed. I wanted him to know that it wasn’t cool to set up a time and not keep an appointment.


  Most of the Tucson ATF office had come down to observe the transaction and then follow Rodriguez to see where he went with the lowers. After hanging up with Rodriguez I passed on the news to Palmer who then relayed it to the rest of the team—some in the parking lot and some inside the show.


  “Don’t let it get to you Mike,” Palmer told me. “He’s on ‘criminal time.’ We’re all used to it so don’t let it bother you.”


  But it did bother me. The six agents who made the two-hour drive from Tucson to Mesa would have normally had Saturdays off. They must have been eager to get back home and spend time with their families or do whatever it was they would be doing on a non-working weekend.


  It wasn’t until about two-thirty in the afternoon that Rodriguez finally showed up, reeking of sweat in a very dirty work shirt. He stuck out a chubby paw to shake hands.


  “Man, I’m glad you finally showed up. I was just about to sell your lowers to another dealer. Dude, you need to let me know when you’re not going to be on time.”


  Rodriguez looked down sheepishly and apologized. I handed him a clipboard with a #4473 form to fill out for his background check while Special Agent Palmer started stacking the boxes with the lowers in them on top of the table and reading me the serial number to write down on the receipt. We chatted back and forth as we wrote and I noticed that SA Edgar was now standing next to Rodriguez pretending to look at the merchandise. He was wearing an Apache Longbow baseball cap pulled down low over his face.


  Larry, one of my helpers for the show, saw Edgar’s cap and started a conversation with him. Larry had worked for McDonnell Douglas in the early ‘90s and had been involved in the development of Longbow’s upgraded weapons systems. Though Larry knew there was going to be an ATF presence for this purchase he had not yet been introduced to Edgar.


  Once Rodriguez had finished completing his form, I used my cell phone to call in the background check to the National Instant Background Check System. Normally I knew within a minute or two if the sale could go through or not. One thing we had not gone over at my briefing was what to do if Rodriguez’s background check came back “delayed” or “denied,” so I held my breath until I got the “proceed” from NICS to transfer the lowers.


  “Everything’s a go,” I said to Rodriguez as I hung up my cell phone. “I just need to collect $5,300 from you.”


  Rodriguez removed a fat white envelope from his front pocket and threw it on the table. It contained mostly $100 bills and I counted it quickly and placed the money in my fanny pack.


  Rodriguez smiled at me and said, “I want to order fifty more receivers just like these.”


  “Fifty more!” I spoke loudly so Edgar and Palmer would hear me. “I can get them for you, Diego, but you’re going to need to give me a $5,000 deposit. That’s a year’s worth of receivers for me and I don’t want to get stuck with that inventory if you back out.”


  “No problem, bro. I’ll give you a call when your deposit is ready but please go ahead and order the lowers. We’ll need them as soon as possible.”


  I volunteered Petey Palmer to help Rodriguez to carry the lowers out to his car. Rodriguez took a couple of boxes and put them under one arm and left the remainder for Palmer to carry out. I had to laugh to myself. The kid was a piece of work!


  After they left, I introduced Larry to SA Edgar. Larry had no idea that he was talking to an ATF agent the entire time and apparently Edgar enjoyed talking about the Longbow as much as Larry did. Edgar excused himself to take part in the surveillance, and not much later Palmer stopped back in to return the shirt I’d given him to wear.


  I learned later that Rodriguez had started driving so erratically that the surveillance was cut short and the agents returned to Tucson.


  I lost track of the number of times Rodriguez called me in the next ten days and while he was always respectful, calling me sir, bro, or Mike, he was something of a pain in the ass. He told me he wanted me to order the lowers and I stood firm that I would need a deposit to place the order. He kept telling me he was having trouble with his bank—a euphemism for what I understood to be the people or organization bankrolling his purchases. In the meantime, I had already ordered the fifty lowers from my supplier and had them sitting in my home warehouse. I wanted this transaction to go through as much as anyone else so I didn’t get stuck with the merchandise.


  Each time I spoke with Rodriguez I’d phone SA Lopez with a synopsis of the conversation. I was calling him so frequently I was afraid that I’d become the same pain in his ass that Rodriguez was to me. But Lopez was always quick to put me at ease. He was a good kid and I liked him immediately. Polite, courteous to a fault, he always seemed positive and upbeat.


  I could tell by the way his colleagues spoke to him that they thought Lopez had the potential to become something more than just a standout agent. He was the kind of person people wanted to hang around, much like the star quarterback in high school. Of course, it didn’t hurt matters that he was also good-looking, athletic, and always quick with a smile. Beyond all of that, he seemed to have intelligence and insight that most people his age do not possess. The more I got to know Lopez, the more I liked and even envied him. In a strange way, it almost made up for having to deal with Rodriguez.


  After calling me for a week and a half to tell me he was working on getting the deposit, Rodriguez finally got some money. “But it’s only half,” he said, sounding almost ashamed. “I know you said you needed five thousand but I was only able to get twenty-five hundred. Is that enough for you to place the order with the factory? Our guys really want these lowers quick.”


  Something didn’t make sense. They needed the lowers quickly but they only came up with half the deposit? But I didn’t want to jeopardize the sale and risk getting stuck with the lowers, so I didn’t question it.


  “Yeah, I can do that,” I said. “Once I have the cash, I’ll place the order. But you have to understand that I won’t transfer the lowers to you until the balance is paid.”


  “Sure, sure, Mike, I understand. That’s great. Can we meet tonight?” He sounded relieved; like someone had lifted a weight from his chest.


  “I’ve already got something going on tonight,” I lied. “Let me see if I can move things around. I’ll call you back.” It was now mid-afternoon and I called SA Lopez with the news as soon as I hung up with Rodriguez.


  “I’ll bet that shithead stole the other half of the deposit,” Lopez said with a chuckle.


  I laughed too because it was something I hadn’t even considered. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”


  “See if you can get him to meet with you at the McDonald’s on the corner of I-10 and Cortaro around seven tonight. We have something else going on nearby and that would make it easy for us.”


  When I called Rodriguez back he said that would be perfect as he was passing through Tucson on his way to the border town of Nogales that evening.


  Tucson is a very spread-out city and it took me almost forty-five minutes to travel from my Northeast side home to the McDonald’s on the far west side of town. About a half hour before I was supposed to meet Rodriguez, I met SA Travis Lopez at the Starbucks just down the street from the McDonald’s. As I was pulling into the lot, a maroon Dodge Intrepid with blacked-out windows sped around the corner and pulled up next to my Yukon. SA Lopez and SA Palmer got out of the car and walked over to my driver’s side door. Palmer said hello and then left Lopez and me alone to talk.


  “Do you think tonight’s meeting might be a possible reprisal for Rodriguez’s car being followed after the last purchase?” Lopez asked me.


  “Shit, I didn’t think about that,” I said. “I don’t think so. Why would he tell me he only had half of the deposit if he was planning to shoot me tonight?”


  Lopez agreed. He gave me a recording device called a “Hawk” to put in my pocket. It was about two and a half inches square and maybe three-eighths of an inch thick, with a brushed-aluminum housing and a single port to attach it to a computer. Small and innocuous, it would be very hard for anyone who didn’t already know what it was to figure out exactly what it did. Even if it fell into bad guy hands it would be impossible for them to learn what was in it. The Hawk was designed expressly for law enfforcement and intelligence work and the software to download, view, or listen to recorded data was tightly controlled.


  Lopez showed me where the on/off switch was. “Don’t let him pat you down, Mike. If he tries that, push him away and tell him that you’ll kick his ass back to Mesa and he’ll never get his guns.”


  As we talked, several other cars pulled into the lot and I saw some of the same faces I’d seen down at the federal building, but there were some others too that I didn’t recognize.


  Lopez pointed to one husky Hispanic guy who looked to be in his early forties. “He’s one of our Tucson Police Department undercover guys,” he said. “We just don’t have the manpower for surveillances. Our side of the office only has seven agents, so we use TPD guys when we have something like this going on. If something goes wrong, he’ll be inside to help you.” I had to laugh because the TPD cop was wearing a shirt that said “I Love Hot Moms.”


  I drove back to the McDonald’s and circled it once to see if Diego’s gold Neon was already there. Not seeing it, I went inside, ordered a milkshake, and took a seat at a window that would allow me to see cars exiting I-10. I noticed that the TPD cop had ordered himself a Big Mac and was seated on the other side of the restaurant. After about ten minutes, Diego called and said he was very close. Not much later I saw the gold Neon drive by the window and my cell phone rang. It was Lopez telling me to activate the Hawk recorder.


  Seconds later, Rodriguez entered the restaurant, took a quick look around, and spotted me. Before he sat down, he took an envelope from his waistband and handed it to me.


  “Mind if I count it?” I asked. Holding the envelope below the table top, I thumbed my way through twenty-five $100 bills. I put them back in the envelope and stuffed the contents into my shirt pocket. We chatted for a little while and made small talk. When he was feeling more relaxed, Diego volunteered some interesting information. “You know how the AR-15s shoot kind of fast but not real fast?” He was referring to the AR-15’s semiautomatic function compared to an M-16’s ability to fire fully automatic. I nodded.


  He smiled. “Well, we have a guy that machines them so they go real fast.”


  Now, I smiled. What a dumbass this kid is to volunteer information like that, I thought. “You know, Diego, when I was in the Marines I never thought that I would miss shooting a machine gun. But I have to admit I do. You think your guy would do one for me?”


  “No problem bro—I’ll be glad to hook you up.” As he stood to leave he again mentioned that he had to drive down to Nogales that night.


  “Do you have a girlfriend down there?”


  “Nope, it’s strictly business tonight.”


  I drove back to the Starbucks to return the Hawk and gave Lopez the information regarding the full auto conversions.


  “He told you they were converting these lowers to full auto?” asked an incredulous Lopez.


  “This kid isn’t very bright, Travis.”


  The next morning I went down to the federal building to formalize the confidential informant agreement. Lopez gave me $200 cash and had me sign a voucher acknowledging that I had received the money. This would be my first payment as a confidential informant. He took me to a small booking room where I was fingerprinted and photographed and then gave me a copy of an informant agreement to read and sign. It was a standard ATF form with my name already typed in the blanks.


  Among other things, it identified Special Agent Travis Lopez as the “controlling agent” of this investigation. It went on to say that I should not take part in any unlawful activities except insofar as the ATF determined it necessary for the investigation. Nor should I initiate plans to commit criminal acts or engage in acts of violence, and it noted that while I was working closely with the ATF, I should not hold myself out to be a law enforcement officer or agent of the government. I understood that I might be called upon to testify before a grand jury and at a subsequent trial, and in that case, I had an obligation to tell the truth and that any untrue statements made by me may make me liable for prosecution. If, as a result of being a cooperating witness, the ATF determined that my life may be in danger, I could apply to the Department of Justice for admittance into the Witness Security Program—a decision that would be made solely by and at the discretion of the Department of Justice. Any monies paid to me during the course of the investigation had to be reported as income to the IRS.


  It was a document designed to give all the protection to the ATF and Department ofJustice and virtually nothing to me, the informant. I laughed to myself as I signed it. I mean, what was I going to do? Send it to my lawyer for his OK? It was a ridiculously lopsided agreement and I was putting blind faith in these guys to take care of me. After all, I brought this case to them. I was a good guy and I trusted them implicitly. They’d never screw me over, right?


  Lopez took me down the hallway to an office situated at the southwest corner of the building. It had a spectacular view of the city of Tucson, its beautiful desert mountains, and beyond. Inside, the office was nothing special—a Spartan mix of government office furniture, cheap carpet without padding, and walls that had been patched and painted for each new occupant. The walls were now bare—no family pictures, no group law enforcement class photos, no diplomas or certificates. Not a thing had been done to personalize this space.


  Lopez offered me a chair and we made small talk until Jack Hinkley arrived and took his place behind his desk. He was a fit man who I guessed to be in his late forties. He was dressed in sharply ironed clothes and exuded professionalism. He reminded me of many of the career officers I’d known when I was in the Marine Corps.


  Hinkley folded his hands, smiled, and leaned forward. “Mike, I’d like to thank you for bringing this information to our attention. It isn’t often that a dealer will come to us with great intelligence that we can act on. Agent Lopez has informed me that you have been extremely cooperative with our requests and that your relaxed composure has garnered some very valuable information. I want you to know that your personal safety and the welfare of your business are our main concerns. We will not knowingly put our investigation ahead of your safety.”


  Even though I was smart enough to realize that Hinkley was giving me a slow, gentle hand job, I appreciated that he was addressing some of my concerns.


  “Your initial suspicions regarding Diego Rodriguez proved correct,” Hinkley continued. “We think he’s a cartel associate and that he’s moving these lowers to someone who is completing the rifles and taking them across the border.”


  Hinkley wasn’t telling me anything I hadn’t already suspected. “One of my concerns,” I said, “is how many of these lowers will cross the border. I mean it’s great for business, but there’s also the moral aspect of this. Sooner or later one of these guns will kill someone. I’m worried about that as well as my liability.”


  Hinkley put up his hand as if it were a stop sign. “I understand, Mike. Frankly, I’d be worried about those things too. But I want you to know that our level of cooperation with the Mexican authorities is unprecedented. They’ll be following your guns on the other side of the border and at some point in time they’ll round them all up. As far as liability—you’re working with us now, and you’ll have the full weight of the United States government behind you.”


  This was exactly what I needed to hear. As crazy as it sounds, I was more concerned about the liability to my business than I was about the obvious health hazards of informing on a cartel. I had no desire to see my hard-earned profits depleted by legal fees and lawsuits because I chose to help the ATF.


  More than that, I had no wish to see my guns being used in the savagery across the border. Mexico was a country I enjoyed and whose people I’d come to love. I’d honeymooned in Cancun, vacationed in Cabo San Lucas, and scuba dived in Guaymas. As bad as I felt about some of these weapons being used to harm innocent people, I also knew that if they didn’t get them from me, they would find someone else. And those people might not be as likely to call the ATF and report the transactions.


  “Mike,” said Hinkley, “I think we really have a shot at taking out a powerful cartel. I couldn’t care less about putting Diego Rodriguez or any of his punk friends in prison. They’re small fry and we have no interest in them other than to use them to climb the ladder. What we want to do is follow the guns and the money, build a case against the kingpins, and hit them where it hurts. We want to seize bank accounts, businesses, mansions. We originally envisioned the investigation lasting a few weeks but it now looks like it will take a few months.”


  This was something I hadn’t contemplated. I had imagined my involvement to be just a few weeks.


  “What do you think Mike? Can you hang with us?”
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  NOTHING TO LOSE


  NOTHING TO LOSE


  COULD I HANG with them? I thought about those words for what seemed to be hours as I let my gaze hang on the view from Jack’s eighth-floor


  corner office. My eyes followed I-10 west all the way to Picacho Peak, some thirty-five miles away, while I contemplated what path this decision would lead me down.


  Up to that point I didn’t feel there was any choice about reporting those kids. Based solely on the number of rifles and components they were acquiring, it was obvious they were up to something pretty serious. I just couldn’t have let it go without telling the authorities, but I had never given any thought to the possibility that somehow I would end up being part of the investigation. Now reality was hitting me square in the face.


  The timing couldn’t have been more fortunate for the ffeds. I was a single man without any family, and possessed a sense of patriotic duty and a willingness to do whatever they asked me to do. But what made me especially useful for their cause was the reckless attitude I’d acquired through a series of unfortunate events.


  Several years earlier, I had lost a job I’d held for seventeen years. I left that job with no retirement, pension, or even severance pay, but what really hurt was that it was my own brother who fired me from our family business.


  My dad had been the head athletic trainer for the Philadelphia Eagles football team, and in the late 1960s he invented the neoprene sports medicine brace. Using neoprene scraps and my grandmother’s sewing machine, he made braces for his injured players. They worked so well that he contracted with a wetsuit manufacturer to make the supports. As the popularity of these devices grew, new models were developed and my pop patented a number of his designs. Other NFL teams started buying his products, then the colleges and sports medicine clinics. By 1975, he had left the Eagles to devote all of his energy to his new company, Pro Orthopedic Devices.


  About that same time, my brother was finishing graduate school and my dad offered him a job to help grow the business. Run out of the basement and garage of our home, the new company had seemingly meteoric growth. My sister was enlisted next to help with accounts payable and receivable. Despite the promising influx of money, my mom decided to finish out her career as an elementary school teacher.


  It was an exciting time for my family. Though my dad had earned accolades, recognition, and respect in the NFL for his inventions, injury treatment, and rehabilitation protocols, he was never paid well. This was during an era before there were million-dollar athletes, and I can remember when my parents had a tough time making ends meet. Now my brother and sister were shopping for new cars and homes. Dad bought himself a Mercedes 450SL and Mom got a new Mazda RX7. My father had always been a rainbow chaser but I don’t think he ever imagined that his pot of gold would be at the end of a sewing machine.


  I finished high school with absolutely no idea of what I wanted to do and Dad talked me into giving college a try. So for two years I studied police science at the local community college and liked it so well that I decided to go on and get a Bachelor of Science degree. In February, 1979, Dad took me on a business trip to the University of Arizona. We left a frozen Philadelphia airport and it was in the seventies when we landed in Tucson. I immediately fell in love with the desert and its mountains. I filled out an application for the university before we left.


  On that trip, Dad bought a house that he would call his vacation home. He’d never used his GI loan and his accountant was advising him to spend the money so it wouldn’t be taxed. I spent my first two semesters in the dorm but lived in the new house once it was finished being built. Being away from home and responsible for myself for the first time in my life challenged me and helped me grow as a person, but as graduation approached my anxiety grew.


  Dad had already told me that he wanted me to work for his business and I did feel indebted—the business had not only been good for the rest of the family but had also funded my college tuition and living costs. But I felt the need for adventure, to strike out on my own, to burn off some of my youthful exuberance and ambition. I wanted to be an FBI agent but I knew that would be next to impossible without some sort of law enforcement or military experience.


  I always had bad ankles and had to use braces and crutches to get around when I was a kid. The chronic bleeds I had in my ankles disintegrated the joints’ cartilage and eroded joint space. As I became a teenager, I got tired of listening to the taunts of classmates and decided that somehow I would transform my broken body into something that resembled that of an athlete. In that regard, I was successful. I’d often do thousands of calisthenics per workout. My junior year of high school I hung a heavy bag in the basement and Dad, who also used to train professional fighters, spent many evenings teaching me the basics of boxing. Sometimes I’d spend forty-five minutes or more just punching the heavy bag. I taught myself to skip rope and learned all of the intricate moves fighters practice. Using a leather rope with ballbearing handles, I’d often skip for between a half hour and an hour as a warm-up to my workout.


  By the time I finished college, I was working out for two or more hours a day and would run a minimum of three miles. All of this physical exertion had built my muscles but none of it improved the arthritis that already existed in my ankles—quite the opposite, in fact. But I was in spectacular shape and I thought that I was good enough to become a Marine officer.


  I enrolled in Marine Corps Officer Candidates School and reported to Quantico, Virginia for twelve weeks of immersion into military life. It was the hardest challenge I had ever faced but I was well prepared physically. The marching and running didn’t bother me too much. But jumping off the obstacles was pure torture. By now I had no joint space left in either ankle so it was bone-on-bone contact. I graduated and was commissioned a Second Lieutenant in August, 1982. After I was commissioned, I attended The Basic School—a kind of finishing school that all Marine officers must go through prior to going to their career specialty school. One day my platoon commander caught me limping after a run and ordered me to report to the base clinic for evaluation. The X-rays that were ordered led to my eventual medical discharge. Not only was I prevented from any future military career, even in the reserves, the medical discharge also negated any possibility of becoming a federal agent. Not being able to fulfill my commitment to the Marine Corps will always be a disappointment from which I have never fully recovered.


  My goal was to serve my country and it is a decision that I’ve never regretted. The fact that I was at greater risk of injuring myself permanently never entered into my thought process. Like the other young and idealistic lieutenants, patriotism was my sole motivation.


  I left Quantico Friday morning and made the short trip to the Philadelphia suburb of King of Prussia just after noon. Monday morning, I started work at Pro Orthopedic Devices. By now the business had outgrown the basement and Dad had moved it to another house that was commercially zoned. As I walked through the door to start work, I carried every ounce of frustration and angst for adventures unfulfilled, battles never fought, and victories never relished. I must have been a bear to deal with, yet Dad, ever patient, made sure he had room for me and that I was taken care of.


  In terms of business it seemed like Dad’s luck never ebbed. The house he had bought for the business was right in the middle of where a new big box office supply store wanted to put its driveway. Dad was very shrewd in his business deals and showed an extreme amount of savvy for someone who had never really been a businessman.


  He used the windfall from his negotiations with the office supply store to move the company to Tucson which had had a much lower cost of living than Philadelphia and had a ready pool of skilled sewing machine operators to work in the factory.


  My job was to sell sports medicine braces to sporting goods and drugstore chains. We had a moderate amount of success. At various times we sold accounts like Oshman’s Sporting Goods, Academy Sports and Outdoors, Walmart, Big 5 Sporting Goods, Fred Meyer, JC Penney, etc. We weren’t getting rich but we were all drawing salaries and making the payroll.


  Dad’s good luck started to wane when the NFL and NBA told us that our easily visible sports braces couldn’t have our distinctive double diamond logo on them unless we paid a licensing fee. For years we’d enjoyed the free exposure of televised games but now we didn’t have the budget to pay the fees.


  Our next challenge regarded a new trend in retail sales that required us to pay for shelf space. I remember one sales call I made to a national drugstore chain when the buyer announced that the bidding was up to one million dollars, which meant that in return for eight feet of shelf space, we would need to give them one million dollars up front for a three-year contract. He speculated that we would lose money the first year and then break even the following year. But by the third year, he emphasized, we would make a lot of money. Then, of course, the contract would need to be renegotiated.


  Even if our company were ten times its size we couldn’t have afforded to take a million dollars out of our operating capital to get this account. Unfortunately, this was the trend on the retail side of the business that I’d be running into more and more.


  My advice to my father was to either sell the company or become a strategic partner with a larger company. We talked with several companies and at one point Dad even hired a business broker to look for a buyer. The problem was that he thought his company was worth much more than it was. Pro had a great reputation and our distinctive diamond logo had some value but not enough to demand a price three times higher than what any business formula would dictate.


  Dad’s reasoning was that he wanted to get enough money for the business to settle his debts and still have a million dollars to bank. And, typically Dad, he wanted to make sure that my brother and I were taken care of.


  We received no offers.


  One afternoon Dad called me at work and told me we needed to talk. His sober tone alerted me that this would probably not be a good meeting.


  I sat down at his kitchen table with him. It was his favorite spot. From there he could see his backyard and pool, watch his dogs play, and enjoy the view of the Rincon Mountains. Out the side window he could watch the quail, coyotes, and javelinas forage for food on the side of his house.


  “Your brother wants to buy the company,” he said.


  I knew that my brother had always wanted the company for himself but I also knew he couldn’t afford to buy it. “He doesn’t need you,” Dad said flatly.


  I was stunned. I’d never dreamed that my father would allow something like this to happen.


  “Look,” he said, leaning closer to me, “you and I both know that you’re miserable working with him. I can’t be there to referee you two anymore. You’ve always been so talented and there’s so much you can do, Mike. You can be a full-time writer or open your own gun shop. This is all he has—it’s all he can do.”


  “What kind of buyout will there be?” I asked.


  “Nothing,” he said. “There’s no money there for you. He’s not paying me anything either. I’m giving him the company for taking over the line of credit.” He looked around the room. “Everything I own—my bank accounts, my investments, this house, guarantee the million dollar line of credit. I’ll be gone before long and I don’t want the bank coming after your mother and all that she owns. This is the only way I have of protecting her. If he bankrupts the company, that’s something he’ll have to deal with. At least Mom will be OK. Don’t fight this, Mike. Let him have it.”


  He turned away from me in his seat and let his unfocused eyes settle on nothing in particular in the mountains. His huge shoulders rose and fell heavily as he sighed. I knew the conversation was over and his decision had been made. There was nothing more to talk about. I kissed him on the cheek and left.


  After that, I worked briefly as a consultant for a company that manufactured CO2 bike tire inflators. They were located literally within a stone’s throw of Dad’s factory. They were a major player in the bike specialty shops but had little experience or knowledge with dealing with chain stores. They hired me for this endeavor.


  Their engineers had developed a CO2 unit that could be used to clean computer keyboards with compressed gas. Before long, I had one of my old sales representatives present this item to a Walmart buyer.


  Within the next five months we received the order, developed the packaging, and delivered the product. A phenomenal feat by anyone’s standards! I was feeling pretty good about things. Maybe I’d have a future here?


  After the product was delivered to Walmart, I had the accounting department issue the commission check to my sales rep, and a few days later the owner of the company came to speak to me. “That was quite a check we just gave your sales rep,” he said.


  “Yep, 8 percent—that’s what we all agreed to.”


  “That’s a one-time payment, right? I mean, we don’t have to pay this guy again, do we?”


  A feeling of dread came over me. “Sales reps get a commission on every order they place. He’ll get the same percent commission on the next order we get from Walmart. That’s industry standard.”


  “I can see paying him for getting the first order but then Walmart will reorder automatically. There’s no need for us to pay him again.”


  “But that’s how it works. If you don’t pay your reps, the orders stop and you’ll likely get sued.”


  My boss was now shaking his head from side to side. “I don’t want to send this guy another check. He’s not doing anything for it.” He stood up and walked back to his office.


  I phoned my sales rep and told him about the conversation.


  “Don’t worry about it, Mike. I have all the money I need. I only got involved to help you. Don’t give it another thought, I’ll call the buyer and let him know.”


  It took just a few moments to pack my desk and I was gone. On the drive home I made the decision that I would never again work for someone else. I’d never be at the mercy of another employer. I’d have to figure something out for myself.


  I’d been writing for gun magazines for a number of years. The money wasn’t great but I enjoyed writing the articles, and with the income from the articles, at least I’d be able to pay the bills until I figured out what to do next.


  Within a month, I was contacted by the owner of ArmaLite—a high-end manufacturer of AR-15 and AR-10 (.308) rifles based in Geneseo, Illinois. I’d met him several times and had written about his guns. Earlier that month I’d helped them at a gun show in Phoenix.


  At the time they were at war over some patent issues with a company based in Scottsdale, Arizona, that also manufactured AR rifles. ArmaLite decided they wanted a presence at every Arizona gun show—just to be a thorn in the side of their competitor. They offered to make me a distributor with special pricing and extended terms. Was I interested?


  It seemed to be the perfect opportunity for me. I wasn’t sure that I wanted to do this for a prolonged period or make a career out of it, but for the moment it looked as though it would keep me going. At least until I ran into another opportunity. I’d work a couple weekends a month and be able to write during the week. I’d be my own boss, set my own schedule, and do what I enjoyed most. I took $20,000 from my savings and placed my initial order with ArmaLite in the summer of 2001.


  By August the order was delivered. I had only done one show before the tragic events of 9/11 occurred. I sold out of inventory within two weeks after that and ordered twice as much inventory, which also sold quickly. I was in the gun business, like it or not.


  But my wife didn’t like it. She would have much preferred that I get another corporate job with a fancy title. And if it weren’t enough that she was unhappy with my career decision, she was even more unhappy that she had to get a job for the first time in our ten-year marriage.


  She found a job doing collections which seemed to suit her disposition precisely. As the year stretched on, our relationship became more and more strained until she announced to me at her son’s high school graduation that she was leaving. I really wasn’t surprised—I saw all the signs, yet felt powerless to stop the deterioration of our relationship. She resented me and didn’t even bother to hide her contempt.


  Looking back, I can hardly blame her. I’d lost confidence in myself and she’d lost faith in me. I was only able to focus on myself and my problems and little else.


  Toward the end of that summer, she moved out. I was alone, heartbroken, and miserable. I felt betrayed by those closest to me and even everyday activities seemed to be difficult. To make matters worse, I started a year-long course of Interferon to eradicate the Hepatitis C I’d contracted from a transfusion after surgery in 1986.


  I have hemophilia and even though the surgery was on my elbow, I had to be transfused. We had waited to schedule the surgery until they had a good screen for HIV and we all knew I wouldn’t be infected with AIDS. I never imagined there might be something else in the blood supply.


  As far as I can tell, I was never sick a day from the Hep C but my doctors wanted me to start treatment as soon as the medicine became available. I felt like I had the flu every day and my energy level was zapped. To complicate things further, the Interferon that was saving my liver was also a heavy duty depressant and even though I was given antidepressants to counteract this side effect, my mood was usually dark and somber with too few happy or lighthearted moments.


  The year came and went and I finished treatment. My doctor said my virus levels were undetectable and called it a cure. Even though I wasn’t injecting myself any longer, the depression hung on me like a wet towel.


  Everything seemed to hurt more than it used to.


  As the years progressed, my ankles hurt more and more. Arthritis, by its very definition, is a degenerative disease and there wasn’t anything I could do to slow its progress. But the change in careers actually accelerated the deterioration of my compromised joints.


  Standing on cement for the duration of each gun show was agony for me. When I first started doing gun shows I’d take painkillers the night of the show to help ease the pain. Five years later, I was taking them almost every day just to function. This constant, chronic pain ate at me like a cancer and every doctor I saw held out no hope for me. The only surgical option was to fuse the entire joint which would mean that my ankle wouldn’t be able to flex anymore.


  There just didn’t seem to be any hope in my future. I hated life and was sick of the misery in which I was mired. Too stupid and too stubborn to do anything else, I kept my head down and put one foot in front of the other. I was existing and that’s about it.
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