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Praise for Poison Candy


“Like a real-life story by James M. Cain, Poison Candy has a beautiful dame who’s full of venom and a trusting mug who’s too blinded by her charms to know she’s taking him for all he’s worth—or that she’s planning to kill him. Told from the perspective of tough-talking woman prosecutor Elizabeth Parker and veteran crime writer Mark Ebner, this tale of greed and manipulation in Palm Beach County is impossible to put down. What’s most fascinating about Dalia Dippolito, the story’s would-be murderer, is her steadfast denial of reality, even as she appears on reality TV. Add to this the fame-hungry Florida cops who filmed their investigation for the TV show Cops—in a video that went viral, of course—and you have a perfect crime for our time.”


—Nancy Jo Sales, Vanity Fair, author of The Bling Ring


“Start with a South Florida trifecta of cash, cocaine, and call girls. Throw in Nancy Grace, street gangs, and even a cop reality show. Then top it off with an absorbing courtroom drama starring the beautiful aspiring black widow. A great read—and it’s all true.”


—Roy Black, senior partner at Black, Srebnick,
Kornspan & Stumpf, P.A. and legal commentator


“Poison Candy gives us a comprehensive look inside the investigation into Dalia Dippolito’s plot to kill her husband, peppered with insights that can only be told by an insider. Elizabeth Parker presented a compelling case at trial and now gives us all the juicy tidbits banned from the courtroom. Poison Candy proves the adage that truth is stranger than fiction. This is a must-read for true-crime aficionados.”


—Beth Karas, legal analyst and former correspondent for Court TV’s In Session


“Not even Hollywood could come up with a character as evil and calculating as Dalia Dippolito! That her real-life sociopathic crimes are dissected here by the prosecutor who finally took her down is icing on this true crime cake. For anyone who wants to truly understand how diabolical criminals operate—and get away with what they do—Poison Candy is a must-read. I couldn’t put it down!”


—Diane Dimond, investigative crime reporter and author


“Poison Candy is an essential read. Destined to become a true crime classic.”


—Mandy Stadtmiller, XOJane.com


“Millions of television viewers have watched the videotaped Boynton Beach, Florida police undercover operation that caught Dalia Dippolito attempting to hire a hit man to kill her husband. Thousands more have seen the viral video that flashed through the Internet showing her hysterical sobbing at learning from a detective that her husband had been ‘killed.’ Still more saw the video of her later learning that her husband, in fact, was alive. Now, Elizabeth Parker, the prosecutor who convicted Dalia Dippolito, tells the behind-the-scenes story of what really happened behind the femme fatale sting and subsequent trial. One of Florida’s most skilled and experienced criminal trial attorneys, she unfolds little-known details of the case in a narrative that is rich with the insights of a veteran litigator and is very hard to put down. Elizabeth Parker and coauthor Mark Ebner have produced a captivating account of one of Florida’s most notorious cases.”


—Bob Butterworth, former Florida Attorney General


“The only thing more riveting than having experienced this already legendary Florida crime saga in real time is reliving it via Parker and Ebner’s page-turner. Who needs fiction when you can devour Poison Candy?”


—Billy Corben, director of Cocaine Cowboys, The U, and Raw Deal: A Question of Consent









[image: cover]








Copyright © 2014 by Elizabeth Parker and Mark Ebner


Cover and interior photos copyright © The Palm Beach Post/ZUMAPress.com


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.


[image: Image]


BenBella Books, Inc.
10300 N. Central Expressway
Suite #530
Dallas, TX 75231
www.benbellabooks.com


Send feedback to feedback@benbellabooks.com


First e-book edition: February 2014


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data:


Parker, Elizabeth, 1972–


Poison candy : the murderous Madam: inside Dalia Dippolito’s plot to kill / by Elizabeth Parker and Mark Ebner.


pages cm


Includes bibliographical references and index.


ISBN 978-1-939529-02-2 (hardback)—ISBN 978-1-939529-03-9 (electronic)


1. Murder—Florida. 2. Murderers—Florida. 3. Dippolito, Dalia. 4. Wives—Florida. 5. Conspiracy—Florida. 6. Marital conflic—Florida. I. Ebner, Mark C. II. Title.


HV6533.F6P37 2014


364.152´3092—dc23


2013036896












	
Editing by Erin Kelley


Copyediting by Annie Gottlieb


Proofreading by Rainbow Graphics


and Michael Fedison



	
Cover design by Rob Johnson


Text design and composition by Publishers’


Design and Production Services, Inc.


Printed by Bang Printing











Distributed by Perseus Distribution
www.perseusdistribution.com


To place orders through Perseus Distribution:
Tel: 800-343-4499
Fax: 800-351-5073
E-mail: orderentry@perseusbooks.com




Significant discounts for bulk sales are available. Please contact Glenn Yeffeth at glenn@benbellabooks.com or 214-750-3628.












To my parents, Edwin and Donna Parker, for their unconditional love and never-ending support.










Foreword



Trial lawyers often write books about the high-profile cases they have handled in court, especially those which captivated the press and the public. Most but not all of such books are about cases that the author won. Unfortunately, editors who want a book to flow smoothly and read easily have a say in its ultimate structure, which usually causes many of the nuts and bolts of preparing and trying a case to be eliminated.


Elizabeth Parker served in the Palm Beach County State Attorney’s Office as a prosecutor for thirteen years. Like many of those who can legitimately call themselves “trial lawyers,” she gained and honed her skills on the battlefront; there are no graduate schools that truly produce capable courtroom warriors. To achieve that status, one has to “. . . grow, like Topsy . . .” Ms. Parker has plainly proven herself to be such a warrior. Indeed, careful scrutiny of her new offering, Poison Candy, about the sordid and bewildering journey of a sociopathic sexual acrobat named Dalia Dippolito, illuminates a lawyer who apparently fought off any demands for shortcuts or editorial expediency, thus delivering an excellent account of the investigation, pretrial preparation, and courtroom trial of the culprit.


Ms. Parker, painfully aware of the flights of fancy offered by the plethora of immensely popular TV crime detection shows, attempts to lead her readers away from the valley of the shadow of fiction (like getting DNA test results in minutes) and into the green pastures of what really happens when an attempted assassination is afoot and the cops and prosecutors are alert enough to grab control of the caper while it is still in the “attempted” phase. The detail set forth in the police work done and the subsequent preparation and prosecution of the case is meticulous. These are rare qualities in books of this genre, and much to be admired by those who would like the public to have a better understanding of what really goes on in a serious criminal case.


This is not to suggest that this book is dull or in any way mired down in detail. It has more than its share of bizarre twists and machinations. Mike Dippolito, an ex-convict serving out twenty-eight years of probation for some “confidence-man” crimes, considers himself to be a bit of a clever fellow. He is actually driven more by gullibility than guile. The mastermind in this sorry play is a twenty-eight-year-old woman of Peruvian-Egyptian descent, Dalia, who began her sex-for-money career as an “escort” at nineteen, and apparently honed her skills in sexual dexterity to a highly effective level. It is fascinating to see her victim, Mike, tumble for her various acts over and over again, forcing himself to digest lie after lie without vomiting.


If I were teaching law on more than a single-lecture basis, I would require that my students read this book. Not just those who were aspiring to become litigators, but law students generally. The truth is, by the time trial lawyers get to take over a case, it is often fouled beyond recognition by lawyers who got the case originally, knew little or nothing about the realities of litigation, blew one opportunity after another to gather or preserve critical evidence, and have thus inflicted mortal wounds on the viability of the case. They remain steadfastly ignorant as to what should be done in the legal emergency room when a case is new, because they plan on negotiating a settlement of some sort and thus avoiding the division of fees with a certified courtroom gunslinger.


Elizabeth Parker is a gunslinger, and it is fortunate for “fair trial” considerations that the “hired gun” for the defense is a trial lawyer of high skill and long experience, Mike Salnick. He is a resourceful and formidable adversary for any prosecutor, and almost opens a crack in the door that leads to the chamber of reasonable doubt. Unfortunately, his client has soiled every escape route with her conduct, emails, text messages, and legally taped statements to police. Parker is offering no quarter, and Salnick must take the case to the wire. He cannot put Dalia on the witness stand, where she would have been shredded by Parker. Parker’s case preparation was pervasively well managed. Her skills at cross-examination are well documented by transcript segments of the defense case where she dismantles a number of witnesses.


I regularly enjoy courtroom fiction masterfully orchestrated by the likes of Scott Turow, John Grisham, David Baldacci, and other authors of well-deserved stature. But for a hard-scrabble look at the way criminal cases really work, this book gets high marks. Read it.


F. Lee Bailey


F. Lee Bailey is one of the nation’s foremost defense lawyers,
as well as a successful businessman, author, and lecturer. His
phenomenally successful career as a trial lawyer has been
highlighted by such well-known cases as that of Dr. Samuel Sheppard,
The Boston Strangler, OJ Simpson, and the heiress Patricia Hearst.










Prologue



There’s a reason they call it Florida.


Discovered in 1513 by the Spanish explorer Juan Ponce de León, the patron saint of perpetual youth, who allegedly came there seeking its fabled rejuvenating waters, it was christened “La Florida” or “Flowery Land” for its exotic vegetation and boundless verdure. Today, though, it represents a narrow corridor between the people of North America, drawn to its warmth and facile money—the newly wed and the nearly dead—and the people of Central and South America, coveting unlimited opportunity or safe harbor—seeds and spores blown in on a wild wind. The cultural collision that occurs along this unintended isthmus produces a strain of humanity that can best be described as florid—an exotic mélange of hothouse flowers and preening psychopaths and gold-plated warriors and vulgarians of every stripe, channeled into a giant cocktail shaker and agitated to a high froth. Criminals and visionaries who appear interchangeable. Beauty for the harvesting. Human orchids.


Those who set out to tell its tales are often accused of hyperbole, of gilding the lily to marshal its perfumes and colors and violent sensations for dramatic effect. But really, we’re stenographers at best. No one could improve on the rich cast of characters routinely on public display— especially in the crime blotters and the tabloid record.


That’s certainly the case in the sinuous public saga of Dalia Dippolito, a dusky immigrant beauty whose Egyptian Muslim father and Peruvian Catholic mother settled in the mecca of South Florida to provide their children with the best chance at a bright future. Dalia took that chance and gambled it as high as the table stakes would go: becoming an escort by at least age nineteen, parlaying those skills into work as a part-time madam, and sharpening her talons for the first easy score she could sink them into.


That score came along in 2009, when she was twenty-eight, in the form of Mike Dippolito, a good-natured, hapless ex-con with a war chest of cash and a nagging weakness for cocaine and call girls, both of which had been a problem for him in the past. In a six-month span, Dalia moved in with him, convinced him to divorce his wife, married him, got her name on the deed to his townhouse, embezzled his money (again and again and again, in breathtaking ways), worked overtime with a small army of abettors to get his probation revoked, gaslighted him into believing that hoods and gangsters were out to get him, messed with his mind, announced herself pregnant with his child—and when all of that couldn’t get him locked up and out of her life, she paid someone to have him killed.


I was the lead prosecutor in that case, and I ultimately secured a conviction in the two-week trial in West Palm Beach—one week on, one week off while the judge attended to other business, and another week to complete testimony. In the nearly two years beforehand, I was in a privileged position to observe all of the players in sometimes painful detail. Together, they were the envy of any pulp novel.


There was the Husband, designated victim and my lead witness, a South Philly hustler and would-be bruiser with a soft creamy center, like Rocky Balboa with tribal tattoos, able to attend what would have been his funeral, like Tom Sawyer, due to the unlikely intervention of a shady character with criminal connections.


The Good Samaritan Boyfriend, a West Bank–born gun-toting baller and professional card counter with a would-be check-cashing/convenience store empire—not a terrorist, but he played one on TV—who only intervened when he finally realized his sex-for-barter good-time girl was just crazy enough to dispatch her husband and leave him the designated fall guy.


Her Other Other Boyfriend (OOB), a bicoastal mall contractor living in New York and a clueless patsy who enabled Dalia’s endless scams in order to hasten their own promised life together. Somehow, he didn’t get the memo on women who kill, and the men who volunteer as their victims.


The Stonecold Killer (ScoldK) from the notorious local Buck Wild Gang who saw this tiny spitfire as a loose cannon and liability and severed his business relations with her, only to be convicted on gun charges in a racketeering trial in the next courtroom over.


The calls-’em-as-he-sees-’em Brooklyn-born Career Cop (CC), who criticized his superiors’ decision to put trial evidence on the Internet and allow a COPS crew to tag along, whose run-ins with Internal Affairs provided a pretext for the inevitable appeal.


The respected defense counsel who failed to recognize the crucial distinction between a lion tamer and lunch.


And that’s before we even get to the fake Haitian hit man.


I had a full plate to deal with.
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Although I was born in Boston in 1972 and lived in Rochester, New York, until I was six, I grew up in Miami. I attended Westminster, a private Christian high school, and I witnessed firsthand how Miami Vice managed to capture South Florida’s nascent cocaine culture, in turn giving the city its brand and identity for the eighties and beyond. Watching Charlie’s Angels as a young girl had instilled in me a deep longing to become a cop, even if its name and premise—a disembodied male voice exercises undue influence over beautiful starlets, who inexplicably do his bidding—was probably closer to the Manson girls than to Matlock.


I attended college in Auburn, Alabama, where I received a Bachelor of Arts degree in psychology with a minor in criminology, with the idea of becoming a counselor of abused children, since I hated predators of any kind. But I didn’t really like the subjectivity of psychology, where both the diagnosis and treatment often depended on the interpretation of the clinician; I favored the hard boundaries of the legal system over the loose protocols of trial and error. While in college, I interned in the Child Support Enforcement Unit of the Lee County District Attorney’s office in Opelika, Alabama, and spent every free hour watching courtroom trials. By the time I was gearing up for a master’s in social work, jurisprudence was burning in my blood, and I attended law school at Loyola University in New Orleans instead. I interned as a law clerk under longtime hard-nosed District Attorney Harry Connick, Sr., whom I looked up to and considered a mentor. I assisted homicide unit prosecutors in trial, often sitting beside them at the attorney’s table. In the summers, I interned in the juvenile division of the State Attorney’s office in Miami-Dade County. When I graduated law school, even though Miami-Dade seemed a shoo-in, I applied for a job at the Palm Beach County State Attorney’s Office on the advice of Jeb Bush, who had taken an interest in my career, and who considered that office the best in the state. That’s where I stayed for the next thirteen years.


Palm Beach County is a study in extremes: It houses a large population of seasonal migrant workers, many of them from Mexico, Guatemala, or Haiti, which is among the poorest populations in Florida, if not in the nation. Yet just forty miles to the east is Palm Beach proper, where some of the wealthiest (and most notorious) people in the world live or have had houses: Donald Trump, Rush Limbaugh, Bernie Madoff, Conrad Black, Bill Koch, John Lennon, and the Kennedys, to name a few. (The Kennedy estate was the site of the infamous William Kennedy Smith rape case in 1991, in which he was ultimately acquitted.)


I started out in the Misdemeanor Division, where I spent two years (a few months of that in the Domestic Violence Unit); graduated to the Felony Division; then to the Traffic Homicide Unit; and finally up the chain to administrate and oversee the Misdemeanor Division and the Domestic Violence Unit as a Chief Assistant State Attorney reporting directly to the elected State Attorney, Michael McAuliffe. As far back as New Orleans, the homicide prosecutors I worked with had called me Little Dog because I was so tenacious as a law clerk and intern. Once I graduated, passed the Florida Bar, and began trying cases of my own in Palm Beach County, I was known as a pit bull—someone who latched onto the jugular, set my jaw, and never let go. I could process a lot of information quickly and retain it, and I became known as someone who could dismantle an expert witness brutally and succinctly in cross-examination. Things like DUI Manslaughter had blood and forensic toxicology issues, or accident reconstruction that employed complicated math and physics, each of which came with its own expert opinion, and I quickly became the first line of defense against their often cryptic conclusions. I went on to train new prosecutors in how to try DUI cases all over the state of Florida.


When you pass the Florida Bar and are sworn in as an Assistant State Attorney, you also receive a badge in a black case to signify that you are a law enforcement officer. I learned early on the importance of working closely with cops, and spent much time in the field with them—visiting crime scenes, intuiting defense arguments and counterarguments, and following any loose thread wherever it seemed to lead. I took pride in seeing myself as an investigative prosecutor, and although I enjoy the pitched battle of litigation, my favorite part is immersing myself in the infinite detail of the investigation. It was not uncommon for me as a rookie prosecutor to call officers on the midnight shift and meet them to prepare for trial or visit some key location in the case. I also did police ride-alongs, participating in countywide enforcement operations. By the time I became a Chief Assistant Attorney, one of three under the State Attorney, I was routinely assigned any case with high visibility or that was being tried in the media—from cops charged with DUI, Stalking, or Domestic Battery to those that caught the attention of the cable news scourges.


I first took notice of Dalia Dippolito while watching the Nancy Grace show. I was at home when the crime-scene video exploded on-screen, showing a police officer dramatically revealing the details of a contract murder; the distraught widow collapsing in grief, as if on cue; her insistent demands to see the body; her disoriented concern not for her husband, or even her valuables, but for her two dogs still inside. Not only did this seem an apparent breach of protocol—video evidence leaked to a news outlet, obviously by someone inside the department—but the video itself seemed off: no one seemed to be behaving normally. Or rather, everyone seemed to behave exactly the way they thought they should if they were watching themselves on television.


Because of the nature of the crime—a wife hiring a hit man to kill her husband—the case came to the Domestic Violence Unit I supervised, and because of its high-profile nature, elected State Attorney Michael McAuliffe and I agreed that I would handle it. And as we soon learned, almost nothing we saw in that first video was as it seemed. The murder had, in fact, been staged. The police were actually the perpetrators, having created a fake crime scene to prolong the illusion that a crime had been committed. The bereaved widow was really the criminal mastermind, and she had swept the house of valuables before vacating the premises. Her appearance in the video—at this exact time and place—was designed to be her alibi, and her performance had been perfected to convince anyone watching (the cops, prosecutors, an unsuspecting world) of her innocence. And the video had been shot not by TV news crews, but by the Boynton Beach Police Department itself, which meant that the cameras in the video had been staged as well. And they were—by the TV show COPS. Before I ever saw it, in fact before it ever made it to TV, the video had gone viral online, garnering over 300,000 views by the time of the trial.


Perhaps it puts South Florida in some kind of context to note that, until that moment, this seemed like just another case. Granted, it was crazy, but we see so much crazy stuff down here, especially in domestic violence cases, that eventually nothing seems shocking. I’ve seen cases come through the office in which an abusive boyfriend with a history of killing animals, whose father went to prison for murder, smashed his girlfriend in the face with a steam iron and then forced her into a bathtub full of water, threatening to electrocute her with a hair dryer. Another guy pushed his pregnant girlfriend into the Intracoastal Waterway, knowing she couldn’t swim, and then dived in after her and tried to drown her. A jealous boyfriend beat a woman with an electrical cord, doused her with kerosene, tried to set her on fire, and finally raped her on a bed where their four-year-old child lay sleeping next to them. It sounds like worst-case scenarios selected for TV crime dramas, and yet it was relentless. Attempted murder-for-hire may be exotic, but in a large state prosecutor’s office, it’s certainly not the worst thing we’d see on any given day.


Dalia Dippolito, however, is another story.


You would have to search long and hard for someone as cunning, calculating, determined, devious, infinitely cynical, and unremittingly apathetic toward the moral consequences of her actions and the suffering of her victims as Dalia Dippolito. The term sociopath is overused, but having spent some time observing humanity at its worst and most desperate, I think if there’s a textbook candidate out there, it’s her. There are many people who, at the lowest moment of their life—driven by some spasm of emotion they’re powerless to stop, having sunk to behavior they’d never have thought themselves capable of—will do reprehensible, vicious things. But many of them, the day after, will regret it. As far as I can tell, Dalia was incapable of that kind of empathy. Kindness equaled weakness, and weakness was meant to be exploited.


Dalia manipulated many of those around her by claiming she was the victim of domestic abuse. If anything, she was the abuser. This wasn’t your typical domestic violence situation where you see verbal abuse escalating to physical violence, followed by the batterer’s promises to never do it again. One of the things that’s so chilling about this case is that Mike Dippolito thought he had the perfect marriage. Oftentimes a batterer will systematically use threats, intimidation, isolation, and physical violence as a way to control and dominate their intimate partner. With Dalia her abuse was more subtle. There was no overt intimidation or physical violence, but she used sex to dominate Mike. She emotionally abused him by constantly playing mind games to dissolve the foundation of their shared reality. Her actions created true fear to the point he could no longer carry on with his daily routine. She controlled him through isolation. Mike had no outside relationships, and she made certain that his life revolved around her. She lied about virtually everything and controlled decisions big and small, allowing her to minimize or deny her deceit and shift the blame onto others. She faked a pregnancy, and used it to justify her behavior and keep Mike from discovering her true intentions. These behaviors are some of the most apparent forms associated with domestic violence. Her genius was that she managed to keep the abuse a secret even from its intended target. The victim never knew he was a victim.


It’s said that if you’re a hammer, then everything looks like a nail. That describes a lot of the men I’ve known in my life—professionally and personally. But a softer version of that applies to women: If you’re a key, then everything looks like a lock. If your gift is that you can open doors that remain closed for a reason, then it’s just a matter of finding the perfect door. For Dalia, Mike was the perfect door. And once she was inside, she found nothing but spoils ripe for the taking.
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Dalia Dippolito was saucy, sexy, and desirable, but she also knew how to comfort and control men. She wasn’t like their other girlfriends; she was never difficult or self-obsessed, she sensed what they needed and gave it to them, starting and ending with sex. She was literally too good to be true, because what she was conducting was not a love affair but a criminal caper. She was poison candy—sweet, delicious, mouthwatering on the outside, but deadly within, and designed to cripple the innocent. She was something only a monster could imagine, or something you’d find in a fairy tale.


The State Attorney and I agreed there would be no plea bargain. She would have to plead guilty and throw herself on the mercy of the court, or else we would prepare for a full-blown trial. And since Dalia didn’t strike me as someone who would surrender willingly—not as long as there were still potential victims out there to seduce, cajole, exploit, or leverage—I set out to learn everything I could about her: her origins, her methods, and the extent of her boundless destruction.










CHAPTER 1



On the House


Mike Dippolito had had some bumps in life, but he’d done his time and probably other people’s, too. At forty, he was looking to work off his failed obligations, burn off some of the bad karma that clung to him like bar-room smoke, and enjoy the tidy life he’d managed to carve out for himself, against all odds. He made more than a decent living—having caught the first wave of small-business Internet marketing and search optimization—and he had a wife who loved him and who had stood by him during his almost two years in custody between county jail and Moore Haven Correctional Institute. That may have been country-club time, but it was still no place for a teddy bear like Mike. Despite the tribal tattoos on his sizable guns, battle scars of a drug binge a decade ago, and a still formidable-looking build from the two hours he obsessively spent at the gym every morning, he was no match for the hard-bitten types you meet on the inside. Mike was what the psych counselors called “credulous”: his particular pathology was that he always saw the best in people. It’s not a bad way to go through life, except for the red bull’s-eye it stencils on your forehead.


As far as I can tell, everything he’s claimed in his deposition, police statements, multiple interviews with me, and trial testimony has all checked out. He had to go over many parts of his statements three or four times, just so the seasoned detectives and lawyers in the room could keep the facts straight. Mike is one of those guys who seems to be running on salesman’s energy. Not like he’s a hustler, but just full of this upbeat enthusiasm that’s infectious, like he has to keep one foot on the brake just to stop his excitement from getting away from him. He’s got a heart murmur—an irregular heartbeat he’s had since birth—and ADD and OCD, he thinks, which lends him a jagged momentum that propels him through life. He’s done all kinds of jobs, including line cook at Friday’s and making pies at his mom’s pizza kitchen, but what he’s good at is sales. So after he got out of prison, a friend taught him about online marketing and lead management tools (the same leads that everybody’s after in Glengarry Glen Ross, but multiplied by the digital universe), and the tide of money started breaking over the side by the bucketful. He got married to his girlfriend Maria on 7-7-07, leased a Porsche 997, swore an oath of sobriety, and his luck appeared to be limitless.


Then in October 2008, while Maria was away for three weeks, while they were working late, a colleague showed Mike some escort websites where you could order girls off a menu. Mike stayed away from porn like he stayed away from drugs; with his obsessive nature, they amounted to the same thing. Back in his drug days, he would lock himself in a hotel room with enough drugs for the weekend and order up girls one after another, like he was shopping for shoes. More than one of them got a look at his party favors and wanted to stay with him. After a day or so, the escort service would call asking for their girl back.


But here he was late at night, stuck at the office, nothing waiting for him back home, and so he started snooping around online. He saw a girl on Eros.com—skinny, exotic looking, blurry-faced. She said she was visiting from out of town, and he figured what the hell? It was easy, a simple business equation, and $300 later it would be like nothing had ever happened. So he pulled the trigger.


She picked up on the first ring. She had to call back two or three times to get directions. She was twenty-seven, genuinely attractive, and knew how to work a miniskirt—rarer than you might think in her line of work. And at twenty-seven, she was old enough to know her own heart. She used her real name—Dalia Mohammed—and not Breezy Bordeaux or Heavenly Heidi or all the other bad stripper names that come with the territory. It was awkward at first; she acted nervous, which he actually found endearing, but then they talked a little and they started to connect, which put them both at ease. When she left, she told him she’d be in town for a few more days if he wanted to see her again. The next day, he was still thinking about her, but when he called she was out getting her nails done. The day after that, she came by again.


As she was leaving, he said, “I might be down at the beach tomorrow.”


She said, “Well, then I might stop by.”


But then, instead of turning to leave, she followed him back inside and they went through the motions all over again—this time, on the house. That weekend, she stopped by at ten on a Saturday morning, and they stayed in bed that whole next day. He describes her as coy, innocent, like a schoolgirl, except the sex was mind-blowing. They connected in a way he hadn’t before, and that seemed too spontaneous and real to be transactional. Whirlwind was an understatement. When his wife got back, he told her their marriage was over and that he was leaving.


With that much memorable sex there was plenty of time for pillow talk. Dalia told him she had been living in California with a commercial builder, and she had her real estate license. She also ran a massage parlor out of a fake chiropractic clinic in Orange County, she said. The builder, another Mike—last name Stanley—had to put his name on the building lease because she had no credit. He also set up a corporation for her called Eye, Inc., with which she planned to run her escort business through a website called Eyesnatch.com. She had other girls working for her whom she sent out on assignment, through Craigslist and another site called Sugar Daddy—she was like an air traffic controller working her second cell phone—and occasionally she turned tricks, promising a “GFE,” or “Girlfriend Experience”: sexual adventure plus value-added affection, part of which entailed not watching the clock. She told Mike she used to run a similar massage parlor in South Florida—her grandmother sometimes would go with her to bring food to the girls.


Dalia had grown up in Boynton Beach, right around the corner from Mike, where her mother and sister still lived. She’d attended a Christian school there, and had tried to run away at seventeen, after learning her parents were getting divorced, by catching the first flight from Miami to New York. Her plans were thwarted when the NYPD met her at JFK airport and sent her back to her parents. She’d had some scrapes along the way, too—she was a hustler, but he liked that. She was enterprising and industrious, just like him, and she was open and direct about it. She didn’t do drugs, had rarely more than a glass of wine at dinner, so there didn’t seem to be a lot of dirt to gather. Maybe he saw himself in her. All he knew was she had her own money, and by telling him all this up front she gave him no reason to think she was a liar.


Dalia told him she needed to go back to California to tie up some loose ends. When she came back to town two weeks later he picked her up at the airport. By then he had rented a house, so she came over and essentially never left. In short order, he met her mom and sister and brother, and they made him feel like he was a part of their family. He took them all out to an Italian restaurant in Delray Beach for Dalia’s birthday at the end of October. “Her mom was part of the sale,” he says.


Sometime during that meal, he turned around to see a guy in a suit standing behind Dalia’s chair holding flowers. Everyone’s eyes got real big, but Dalia quickly took him outside to talk to him. When she came back thirty seconds later, he had disappeared. That was Michael Stanley, the builder from California, apparently still carrying a torch for her. She assured Mike that she had dealt with it, and so he forgot all about it. As far as he could tell, his own relationship with her was perfect.


Dalia had breast enhancement surgery in November, but Mike says that he didn’t pay for it. For New Year’s Eve 2008, they flew to Las Vegas for an Ultimate Fighting Championship event at the MGM Grand. Mike was restricted from traveling outside the tri-county area as a condition of his probation. He filed a formal request with his probation officer and was granted an exception, but he had to include a business meeting during their vacation.


For the first time, in Vegas, things didn’t go well between them. At the hotel, Mike got up early to hit the gym like he always did. When he didn’t wait for her, Dalia became petulant and spiteful. The weekend never recovered, and it was his first indication that Dalia’s insistent cheerfulness and attentiveness might have their limits. This was territory he knew well, and he didn’t want to back into another relationship that looked like all play but soon enough became full-time work. He decided that when they got back he was going to end it. Things had gone too fast, and the momentum had taken them too far. Back in Boynton Beach, though, when he tried to have the talk with her, she was incredulous.


“I’ve never had someone break up with me!” she screamed at him.


“Yeah, well, I guess I’m your first,” he shot back.


She appeared indignant and demanded $2,500 to move into her own apartment. Finally, in exasperation, he gave it to her, considering the cost worth it to get her out of his life. Whatever it was, it was over.


Later on that month, they met for coffee to sift through the ashes. This time, Dalia was contrite, apologetic, and disconsolate. Mike is still not certain how it happened—it seemed like everything came crashing down at once—but he blurted out, “Maybe we should just get married.”


It wasn’t something he’d thought about; he certainly didn’t have a ring. He just needed some clarity and some finality, and for a moment the planets aligned so that this made the most sense. Dalia leaped at the prospect. In retrospect, it seemed like their unofficial honeymoon in Vegas demanded a wedding to shore up the symmetry.


On January 28, 2009, Mike’s divorce to Maria became final. They had been married exactly one year. The next day, the 29th, he closed on a town-house in Boynton Beach, five minutes away from Dalia’s mother, for which he paid $238,000 in cash converted to a cashier’s check made out in Dalia’s name. (He’d bought his own mother a condo with cash the year before.) Dalia brokered the deal through her real estate license and collected the commission. They spent every spare moment shopping for furnishings, with Dalia taking the lead in establishing the décor.


On February 2, 2009, less than one week after his divorce was finalized, Mike and Dalia were married. Dalia’s mother had offered to pay for a proper ceremony, but they went down to the courthouse instead. On their way in, Mike ran into the attorney who had represented him in his divorce.


“Hey, Mike, what are you doing here?” the lawyer asked.


“Funny thing,” said Mike.


Mike had grown up a working-class Philly boy (just like Rocky Balboa) in the suburbs of Blue Bell and Norristown. His drug-addicted parents were largely missing in action, so he spent time on the streets where he learned his hustle—slinging drugs, and especially any questionable fast-talking sales con, no matter how hinky. There have been some Dippolitos in organized crime—“Joe Dip” and “Charlie Dip” worked under Jack Dragna in Los Angeles in the fifties and sixties—but the closest Mike ever came as a kid was the new Cadillac or Corvette his father came home with every other weekend. That ended when the family friend who owned a car dealership in Florida wound up doing fifteen years. Mike’s father ran numbers, was well liked in the neighborhood, and dodged a lot of bullets that hit his friends, until liver and kidney failure finally caught up with him. Mike called his mom “Sis,” and his fondest memories were of dancing with her in her room before she went out for the evening. He’d been raised by his grandparents.


Although he was a gearhead in high school, Mike’s dreams of becoming an auto mechanic got pawned for drugs like everything else. He developed a Budweiser habit at ten, sold pot from the ninth grade on, and soon graduated to coke and crack. He became a drug dealer in order to be popular, so he set his price point way below the market average. At those prices, it turned out it was impossible not to fall for his own sales pitch, and soon he was alternating between shooting coke and heroin. A couple of boneheaded stunts (a friend pulled a cap gun on another kid while they were all getting high, and the cops showed up) introduced him to the juvenile justice system, and his best friend today is the counselor that first got him into treatment. Between the ages of fifteen and eighteen, Mike went to rehab more times than he can remember. The last time, he stayed sober five and a half years—until a guy in their crew started eating Percocet and they all went down like a chain reaction, the counselor included. Now addicted to heroin, Mike started selling crack between midnight and 8 a.m. on a street corner in the Dominican part of North Philly, where he was known as White Boy Mike. A couple of times he came up short on the count: once he claimed the Philadelphia cops took him down on a bad bust, hoping he would fail to show up in court so they could bring him in on a bench warrant, and another time a pretty girl ripped him off for a dozen dime bags. The guys he was selling for confronted him with baseball bats and demanded that he bash the girl’s head in with a brick, but he couldn’t do it, so thirty of them administered the beating of his life. As he was just about to lose consciousness, one of the kids whose family laid claim to the corners reached in and dragged him out of there and drove him to the hospital. It taught him that you can be in the worst place in the world and still run into a decent person.


He called a buddy in Boca Raton, Florida, and three days later he was sitting by the pool at a halfway house, because in Florida, even the halfway houses have swimming pools. There were women for the asking, even if women in halfway houses tend toward the incendiary, and a late-night Denny’s run for the Grand Slam breakfast effortlessly snagged him a manager-in-training job. Florida was looking more and more like paradise. When the training part looked like it was taking too long, he got a job with Coca-Cola as a service tech, and found he could fix anything. He could have retired there, except that he thought a minor back injury was going to be his ticket to Workman’s Comp Heaven. When that plan didn’t work out, he met a girl whose day job was spending her nights at raves selling ecstasy to stoner kids. With a background in sales, Mike was a natural. But getting back in the money also meant getting back in the drugs.


Now strung out on a designer high for spoiled teenagers, something his program buddies would have been appalled by if they’d known, he took a boiler-room job selling gold coins in nearby Broward County. He was good at it, but he hated the work, which was repetitive and mind-numbing. Then somebody steered him to a similar operation that traded in foreign currency. All he had to do was get the fish on the line and then turn them over to somebody else to close. After he got the knack of it, it was like shooting them in a barrel.


“Is this Joe? Joe Smith? Hey, Joe, this is Mike from such-and-such trading. This is a courtesy call, not a sales call. Just want to see if you’re actively involved in the markets. No? Okay, great. Like I said, this is not a sales call. What we do is broker in the foreign currency sector of the market. You know, basically the dollar versus the Japanese yen. Are you familiar with that? No? Well, no problem, I’m gonna send you out some information. You still at XYZ address? Great. Okay, just a few suitability questions. This isn’t for everybody; I want to make sure it suits you. If you see something you like, can you put in five, ten, twenty thousand? A million?”


Mike was a quick study, and he prided himself on learning the business from the ground up. He fancied himself a broker. Problem was, there wasn’t any business. That was the whole business model: ask someone for his money, put it in your pocket. Mike called it a greed investment. His wake-up call came when the Feds raided their room, and they just rolled it up and moved across the street under another name. Once he could see through the illusion, his mojo evaporated. That moment might have come sooner if he hadn’t been in the throes of what he calls “a vicious drug addiction.” He worked three separate rooms in all, where he had a reputation for softening up the cold calls and getting them in a good mood for the handoff. Some of the rooms were tipped up with organized crime: one had ties to the Bonnano family in New York, and another one was affiliated with Sammy “The Bull” Gravano—after he brought down John Gotti and the Gambino family in New York, and right before he went down on ecstasy charges in Arizona. Mike estimates they made between $13 million and $20 million in about a year and a half; his take was a couple hundred thousand. When the third room blew up, he decided to set up his own shop—right when the Commodity Futures Trading Commission started issuing licenses, which of course he ignored. But by then, it was just a matter of time.


He was spending every weekend holed up in a motel room in a dope haze, hoarding all his money in precious metals and seeing his bank accounts seized because his transactions were so suspect, the bank knew he wouldn’t challenge it. State authorities finally got him on trying to cash a bad check, but by that point, everyone he knew was in jail. When they came for him, all he really felt was relief. He sat in county for fourteen months, gained twenty pounds, gave up shaving, and was disgusted with himself and with life. His girlfriend, later his wife, sold her car to pay for his lawyer, who settled his case for two years in prison, minus time served, followed by twenty-eight years of probation, plus full restitution to his victims. According to Mike, the lawyer claimed that after five years they could negotiate a settlement of the amount of restitution he owed and be done with it, but that turned out to be all lies. The State considers a plea an enforceable contract and once a person has signed on the dotted line, the opportunity to negotiate is over. Mike pled guilty to “organized fraud, unlicensed telemarketing, and grand theft.” His amount of restitution was set at $219,000. When he checked into Moore Haven in Glades County to serve the remaining ten months on his sentence, of which he did about eight and a half, the guards laughed at him for pulling such a ridiculous stretch of probation following his prison time.


He got his GED while he was in prison and came out at age thirty-two—older and presumably wiser.













CHAPTER 2



The Spanish Prisoner


The way Mike describes it, the honeymoon with Dalia never really ended. The only thing that got in the way is what he calls “the money nonsense.” Dalia seemed to magically perceive whatever he needed and made sure he got it. She would pick up dinner or buy him things when they were out shopping, even if it was mostly with his money. And they always had fun: whenever he saw Colombians or Puerto Ricans on the street playing their music or celebrating a national holiday, he would tease her, saying, “Isn’t that the Peruvian flag? Aren’t those your people?”


They constantly sent gushy notes back and forth, even kept a dry erase board on the refrigerator where they could leave spontaneous messages or cute pictures—“Miss you . . . Thinking of you . . . Love you so much.”


One time Mike drew a smiley face, then the next day Dalia added stick-figure legs, then Mike added the hands, and back and forth until finally a penis and testicles had been added—an image he later had to painstakingly explain in court, much to the amusement of the assembled courtroom.


Here is the card Dalia sent him for Valentine’s Day in 2009, handwritten in blue pen in a delicate script:




To my husband, love of my life, my soul mate, my best friend, my everything: You make me so incredibly happy. Since I met you I never hesitated and never had any doubts! You are such an amazing husband. Baby, you are my dream. I promise to love you now, always and 4ever. —Dalia.





On the opposite page, a postscript read:





With you everything has always felt right!





And from what he says, the sex was mind-blowing. She was extremely experienced, and she had a kinky, masochistic side that Mike was hesitant about at first. Here’s Mike:




We’d have sex all day sometimes. All day, all night. I’d have to go to a meeting, and we’d fuck for a couple of extra hours. A couple of times, she was like, “Choke me.” That’s not my thing, but I’d start choking her, and she’d be like, “Harder!” One time I was choking her so fucking hard, I was really squeezing the shit out of her, and the funny thing was, she liked it more! And then she said, “Hit me,” so I cracked her with an open hand. The funny part was, she loved it, and I still didn’t do enough. I’m not nasty like that, but, I’m telling you: I could have gone ten times further.





“If any of that was real,” adds Mike, “I had everything I wanted.” (Except his freedom, since he was on probation until 2032.)


Before the marriage, Dalia brought a complaint to Mike: that endless probation he’d been saddled with through bad lawyering and epic inattention was going to wreak havoc on their impending marriage. They couldn’t travel, they had to hide their money—it was annoying and invasive. She had already seen him go back to his original lawyer to explore the possibility of a settlement, only to be blown off. They drove all the way down to Miami when Mike wasn’t even supposed to leave the county, and the guy canceled on them at the last second. A second lawyer took a $500 retainer and burned up six months without accomplishing anything. Why didn’t they just fix it? How much would it take to get the government out of his hair for good? Over time, he’d managed to whittle the $219,000 down to $191,000. Dalia told him if he could come up with $100,000, she would put in $91,000, and they could be rid of this problem forever. She had her own money saved from her escort work and the girls she booked. They were going to be married and own a house together (even if he paid for it and added her name to the deed days later). They’d work it out in the long run.


Mike was overwhelmed by her offer. They had initially vowed to keep their finances separate in case things got messy. The fact that she cared enough to take on this shared sacrifice—and that he had spotted this quality in her when others clearly had not—just made him fall in love with her all over again. It restored his faith in people, and cracked his shell a little bit. Probation, and the restitution that enforced it, was the solitary bane of his existence—something he would be shackled to until he was well past retirement age—and suddenly it could all just disappear, shaken off like a bad dream. His mind was flooded with possibilities about almost everything, all those options he hadn’t dared to think about for years because they’d tear him apart.


Dalia told Mike to make out checks to her in small amounts—between $6,000 and $8,000—small enough so that it wouldn’t attract the attention of the courts or the IRS. In addition to full restitution, there was also a civil lien against him on behalf of the Commodity Futures Trading Commission, and they had already seized a $25,000 IRS refund. Of course, the beneficiaries of the CFTC lien were the same fourteen victims who presumably were to be made whole again through full restitution. Why they should want to hunt him down for money he was trying to pay them back anyway was beyond him. Still, he had managed to squirrel away close to a quarter of a million dollars, which he kept in cash and locked in a safety deposit box, far from the prying eyes of bank examiners or forensic accountants. This was at a time when the financial world was collapsing and banks were failing left and right—especially in Miami, which is perhaps the fast-money capital of the Western Hemisphere. It was enough so that he could have paid the restitution in full, but it also would have cleaned him out. Starting over is not the same thing as starting over with nothing.


Mike never thought to question her motives. She had a job selling real estate, she went out two or three times a week to show properties, and she was about to close on a house. “She seemed successful,” he says. “I had no reason to question it. That was part of the attraction.” So he wrote Dalia $87,000 in checks over a period of several weeks, adding $13,000 in cash to make it an even hundred grand. She was supposed to deposit it in her bank account and send a wire transfer of the full $191,000 to his Fort Lauderdale lawyer, who would take care of all the further details. He wrote the first check on February 18 for $6,000, and he could feel the dread slowly starting to lift.


As the weeks dragged on, though, it was clear that something wasn’t right. The wire transfer should have gone through immediately—that’s the whole point, so you don’t have to be driving bags of cash around South Florida. Every time he asked her about it—and he asked her a lot—there was some new wrinkle and a new excuse to explain it. She claimed it had been wired through a Cayman Islands account to save on transfer fees, then that the wire had been reversed. She produced an official receipt to prove it. At one point, she even suggested that Mike’s Fort Lauderdale attorney, Michael Entin, must have stolen it, and she would call his office every morning to see if the money had arrived. Mike gave Dalia three weeks to sort it out or else. He didn’t care where the money came from. All he could think about was getting off probation. This should have been done by now, and here he was coming up on yet another meeting with his probation officer.


On the night of March 12, David Banks, Mike’s probation officer, made a surprise visit to their townhouse just shy of midnight with half a dozen Boynton Beach police officers in tow. He was apologetic, but he had received an anonymous phone call that Mike was dealing steroids and ecstasy, and he planned to conduct an “administrative search” of the premises. Mike was mystified; he had been on probation for almost six years now without the slightest problem. His house had certainly never been searched in the middle of the night. Despite the fact that the search turned up nothing, Banks continued to stop by unannounced in the afternoons, ostensibly to check up on how Mike was doing.


That weekend, on a whim, Dalia suggested they get away and booked them a room at the Ritz-Carlton in Manalapan. She thought it would do them both good to clear their minds, and she paid over $1,200 for their night there. The next morning, Mike got up early and went down to the gym like he always did. Coming back from his workout, he noticed a group of cops congregated in the lobby, conspicuous at that hour of the morning. When he went down to check out, they were still there, and when the valet brought his truck around, two of them approached him and asked, “Is this your car?” When he told them it was, they said they’d had a report of suspicious drug activity associated with the vehicle, and would he mind if they searched it. He told them it had been in valet since he and his wife arrived, but the officers were free to do what they wanted. While Mike stood there in growing embarrassment, on display for all the high rollers getting into their Bentleys and Jags, the cops conducted a cursory inspection of his SUV. When that turned up nothing, one of them thanked him for his cooperation, and for being such a gentleman about it. Dalia watched this all unfold from the lobby. Afterward, they both thought it was weird. On the drive home, Dalia called Michael Entin in a panic and relayed the story to him. Mike was required to disclose this encounter with law enforcement to his probation officer.


The next day was Mike’s weekly AA meeting, where he was responsible for making coffee. On the way there, he and a friend stopped at a convenience store to pick up some sugar, and Mike decided to fill up with gas. When he popped the gas tank, there was a plastic bag containing a handful of pills and a small quantity of white powder taped inside. Rattled, he ripped it out and threw it in the nearest trash can. It was only later that he realized it probably had been there during his impromptu police search the day before. Someone was setting him up.


Eventually, Mike’s lawyer told him the cash never showed up, and in his professional opinion, it was never going to. Mike confronted Dalia and accused her of lying, telling her he was moving out of the house because he could no longer trust her. She finally admitted that she’d lost the money. She had tried to make a profit on the wire transfer and she’d been scammed. She promised to make up the loss when she got her commissions on a couple of houses she was selling. Instead of being angry, he felt like they were finally getting somewhere because she had come clean.


On March 29, a Sunday, they’d been out for the afternoon when, two minutes from their house, they decided to continue driving north and have dinner at CityPlace, an Italian-styled open-air promenade with shops and restaurants in nearby West Palm Beach. At the restaurant, a guy at the bar kept looking over at him—it was like the final scene in The Sopranos. Mike even commented on it: “What’s with this guy?” Returning to the parking garage afterward, they noticed a dozen cops huddled thirty yards from Mike’s slate-grey Chevy SUV. Mike joked, “They must be for us.” But before they reached the truck, a policeman intercepted him, again asking, “Is this your vehicle?” Mike laughed and said, “Before we go any further, this is the second time this has happened to me in two weeks.”


He went into detail on the previous incident, then gave them carte blanche to search his car. This time, they conducted a thorough search—ten or fifteen minutes, refusing to give up even after it failed to produce any results. For her part, Dalia seemed irritated at having to be there.


Finally, they brought in a trained German shepherd drug dog that immediately hit on something behind the spare tire at the rear of the car. Mike didn’t even know how to get the spare off, and once they figured it out, they discovered it had been put on backward. Inside the tire well, one of the cops found a cigarette package with a gram and a half of coke in it. Mike was horrified, and some of that shock must have registered with the cops. It wasn’t just that he had alerted them to the possibility that there might be drugs planted on his vehicle beforehand; it didn’t make any sense. Why would you hide two grams of coke for personal use in such a hard-to-reach spot? In the time it would have taken him to get the spare off and retrieve the contraband, he could have snorted that amount and gone to buy more. When one of the female cops took him aside for a chat, Mike told her he was six years sober, and a drug test could verify it. He started to cry—he couldn’t help himself. She confided that an unidentified caller had claimed there would be a kilo of cocaine in the vehicle. In the end, they took his contact info and let him go. (Mike began collecting the police reports of these “random searches” in an envelope in his glove compartment for the next time he was stopped.)


On the way home, with Dalia driving, Mike asked her, “Did you put that shit in my truck?” Instead of looking at him or proclaiming her innocence, Dalia revved the engine and floored it—she got the car up to maybe 100 miles per hour on the interstate. It was the reaction of a child, except one in control of a mortal weapon. He began screaming for her to pull over and quickly dropped the accusation.


And then the next day, miraculously, Dalia came home with a cashier’s check in the amount of $191,000. He stopped her when she tried to explain the metaphysical happenstance by which this unlikely outcome had been achieved. He didn’t want to hear it. For the first time since she had offered to help him, things were finally moving in the right direction. Then he looked at the check and “rubbed it on his arm” to ensure that it was real.


It was an authentic cashier’s check, all right, and in the correct amount. But in place of Dalia’s name was a name he had never heard before: Erik Tal.


When he queried her on it, Dalia identified him as the husband of a girlfriend of hers, Kerrian Brown, a pretty Jamaican woman and mother of four whom she had worked with at Beachfront Realty. She told Mike that she’d had to reverse the wire to a third party. Or something. But it was money, and it was accessible, so he let it go.


The next morning, March 30, they drove to Entin’s Fort Lauderdale office forty minutes away. But as soon as they were seated at his desk, Dalia became hysterical. Mike had doubted her after the CityPlace incident the day before, their trust was now broken, and she no longer wished to invest $91,000 in his future. She would not turn over the check to him until she had the money in her hand. Entin advised Mike that if she didn’t want to turn over the money, there was nothing he could do about it. He added that wire transfers generally take one to two business days, not all month, and told them to come back when they had come to an agreement. For his part, Mike felt like he was standing at the door of the solution to all his problems, only to have someone slam it in his face and bolt it from the other side. He still had roughly $140,000 in his safety deposit box. So, leaving Dalia there, he drove the half hour to Boca Raton and took out $91,000 in cash, put it in a Publix shopping bag, then returned and gave her the cash. She handed him an envelope with the check in it, and he marched back into the lawyer’s office and left it with the receptionist. When he came back out, Dalia was gone.


As Mike stood there at the elevator banks contemplating his next move, the lawyer came running out of his office, screaming excitedly. He showed Mike the check. Everything about it was exactly the same as the check they had just been wrangling over, except now it was for $191.


“I told you there was something wrong with this girl,” Entin said.


Mike dialed Dalia, who answered on the first ring. She was down at the car, along with her friend Kerrian Brown and her husband, the enigmatic Erik Tal. Late thirties, skinny, Israeli, with a marked receding hairline and hooded eyes that missed nothing, Erik watched Mike like a cobra to determine which way things were going to go. Mike ignored him, demanding his money back from Dalia, who surrendered it willingly. He told her to get in the car. On the long drive home, she insisted Erik had switched checks on them. All he could think of was, who leaves a $191,000 check out in the open, and why wasn’t it in her purse?


Back at home, between her intermittent crying jags, Dalia called Erik, who got on the phone with Mike. The first thing he said was, “I told her to tell you what happened.” Erik’s story—the one he had gotten from Dalia— was that she had lost the money in a dubious wire-transfer fraud. Whatever the mechanics of it, the money was gone, and she was terrified it would hasten the end of their marriage. So at his wife’s behest, and against his better judgment, Erik had agreed to loan her the money for Mike’s restitution, as a favor, to be repaid out of the money Dalia was expecting on her real estate closings. He was still willing to go forward with that loan. Only now, on account of the aggravation, it was no longer a favor. In exchange for ten points on the entire $191,000 ($19,000), Erik would loan Mike the $50,000 he still needed to pay off his restitution, once he had exhausted all the money he had on hand. (This represented approximately 23 points on his actual loan of $50,000.) At this point, Mike just wanted it over with and agreed to meet Erik the next day at his bank—the Regions Bank in the same building as Entin’s office in Fort Lauderdale.


The following day—ominously enough, April 1—Mike met with Erik and turned over the $91,000 he had given to and immediately taken back from Dalia, a cashier’s check in the amount of $30,000, and an additional $20,000 in cash. Erik in turn had his bank issue a second cashier’s check in the amount of $191,000 made out to Michael Entin. Then, with Dalia in tow, he went upstairs to take the new check to Michael Entin. Entin asked Dalia to step outside, refusing to speak in front of her. Once they were alone, Entin presented Mike with signed documents that a lawyer had just faxed over on behalf of Erik—whom Mike had just left downstairs—to execute a lien on Mike’s house as security on the loan. (Mike had already investigated taking equity out of his house for the restitution, but his credit was so bad he couldn’t even get money out of a home he owned outright.) Entin stated he wasn’t a real estate attorney and had no experience with property law—especially where a $250,000 townhouse was meant to secure a $50,000 mortgage—and he wanted no part of it. He referred Mike to another attorney who could handle the transaction. Mike literally begged him to reconsider, by now blinded to everything but the few precious millimeters separating him from his freedom, but to no avail. Entin was washing his hands of this entire circus.


By now, Mike was out roughly $240,000—his hundred that first went to Dalia, the ninety he put in at the lawyer’s office, and the fifty he came up with to get Erik to loan him the rest—not to mention his attorney’s fees. He was tapped. Unlike his attorney, Mike didn’t have the luxury of washing his hands of this deal. This was his life. He called the new lawyer, Melissa Donoho, and hired her sight unseen, telling her he would meet her when he brought the check. And since he now had a cashier’s check made out to someone who refused to take it, he called Erik, who suggested they meet there at the Regions Bank the following day and get a new check issued under the appropriate name.


But first, at seven forty-five the next morning, Mike went out to walk the dogs as he usually did, only to arrive home to discover two Boynton Beach police officers on his front porch. They said they’d had complaints of shouting and loud noises coming from his townhouse. (Mike can’t remember, but he thinks he and Dalia may have argued about the money, and the police report by an Officer Naulty says they admitted as much.) Questioned separately from Dalia, Mike soon learned more details: someone had called the police anonymously and reported screaming and yelling coming from the apartment; it had been going on since the previous evening. The male tenant, a suspected drug dealer, had at one point dragged a female, wearing only a bathrobe, back inside by her hair. There was currently banging coming from inside the apartment, and they feared for the occupants’ safety. Mike was petrified, since an arrest for domestic battery would automatically return him to prison. But Dalia adamantly denied all of the above, even when she was separated from Mike and encouraged by the police.


Still visibly rattled, Mike met that afternoon with Erik Tal again at his bank. There Erik explained to Mike that the teller informed him that there had been too much suspicious activity on the account involving six-figure amounts, and they were freezing his account. They tried a second account at Washington Mutual and Erik claims he was told that account had been seized for suspected fraudulent activity also. Erik told Mike to call him in a couple of days and they’d get the whole thing resolved, even if he had to hire a lawyer to figure it out. Mike called Erik later, but received no response and he never saw him again.
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