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UPHEAVAL
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  THE RAID

  
  




Work enough flea markets, and you’re going to see a lot of weird things. It comes with the territory in places that draw such a wide range of vendors and customers. 




You’ll get the occasional chase through the booths as a shoplifter tries to make a valiant escape back to their vehicle. They quickly realize that it’s not just a race of them versus the shopkeeper, but them versus everybody. Even if we don’t know each other, we live by a certain code. Merchants protect merchants. If you think you can steal from one of us, chances are you think you can steal from all of us. We work too hard to let that sort of crap slide.

Occasionally, you’ll see a couple of merchants square up to each other and get ready for a fistfight, usually over how close their booths are together, or somebody using someone else’s electrical outlet, or something inane like that. Sometimes you’ll see a dog come barreling through, or an escaped parrot. Or a kid who has gotten lost or just ran off because a flea market is much more fun without your parents. Those are all things to be expected. But a police department sting operation coming out of nowhere, pointed right at you… not so much. This is how my story starts, and it only gets crazier from here.

“SEARCH WARRANT!” That’s how the cops introduced themselves to me.

One undercover agent was leading the charge, screaming right at me from a few feet away, with another five or six behind him. They all came hot and fast, like I was Charles Manson and had just hopped the fence at the mental institution.

“Luis Vazquez! We’ve got a search warrant for you and your booth!”

At this point, I experienced what I can only describe as clinical shock. I couldn’t hear a word the head guy was saying anymore. Time slowed to a crawl. I don’t remember all the information tumbling through my brain at once, but some thoughts stand out, including, What the fuck is this? Are they raiding the wrong Hispanic-looking dude? Did they mistake me for a drug kingpin? FBI? What are these agents screaming about?

Let’s face it, a case of mistaken identity would have made a lot more sense. I’m not exactly the only Luis Vazquez in Florida. Cops sometimes make mistakes.

“Are you going to be cool, man?” asked the head agent.

This snapped me out of my hypnotic trance, and my hearing came back.

“Cool? What do you mean?” I asked, now convinced they were mistaking me for an escaped inmate on the run.

Surely, it had to be a mistake. Someone must have pointed them to the wrong guy. Or perhaps they were chasing someone else and thought I might have known them. Nothing else made any sense. Considering how high tensions already were in this country with law enforcement, I figured the best idea was to cooperate and do whatever they said until we could unravel the mix-up.

“Come on out of the booth,” he demanded.

“No problem,” I replied evenly, feeling calm and confident that this was all a mistake.

That calm was shattered as the agent asked me if I was Luis G. Vazquez. As I was responding, I noticed another plain-clothes dude with a very high-end camera taking pictures of my flea market booth, like a paparazzo hot on an exclusive story.

“Yes… why? What the hell is all this?”

“I’ll explain what’s going on. Do you want to talk to me?”

Cops have an uncanny ability to make you feel like they’re your best friend, like they’re sincerely interested in helping you out when you’re feeling disoriented and scared and vulnerable. I’m sure it’s a tactic they teach in the academy, and if so, it works really well. Because when you’re totally off balance and can’t figure out what’s going on, particularly when you’re alone, it’s only natural to reach out for anyone who can look like the voice of reason. Anyone who has the sense to say, “Hey, let me help you out.” Had I been smarter, or had the faintest idea what was going on, I would have asked if I was under arrest and then asked to speak to an attorney. But I wasn’t, and I didn’t, so I just said, “Yes.”

He directed me out to his car in the parking lot, which under normal circumstances would have been another dead giveaway that I wasn’t handling things the right way.

“OK, it’s too noisy in here. Let’s go to my car.”

I followed this agent to the dirt-covered parking lot and into a nondescript pickup truck. He pulled out a 1990s tape recorder and some paperwork from his glove compartment.

“I am Special Agent Jan Johnson, with the Sheriff Department’s Bureau of Special Investigations, and I’m with Luis Vazquez. Do you see this?” He said into the recorder as he opened the document to Chapter 812 State Statute, titled THEFT, ROBBERY, AND RELATED CRIMES.

“Robbery?” I said loudly, in disbelief.

“Yeah, these are all felonies that carry prison time.”

“Are you kidding? What does this have to do with me?”

“What you are doing falls under these statutes,” he said nonchalantly, like we were discussing the weather.

“Selling streaming devices? No, this is a mistake.”

“Where did you get these jail-broken Fire Sticks? Who do you get them from?”

To me, this question was more confusing than the coordinated raid that had happened minutes before.

“I buy them online… on Amazon. I don’t get them from a person.”

“Oh, yeah,” said the agent, who couldn’t have been older than his mid-40s. “Why don’t you tell me how you learned to jailbreak streaming devices?”

“Jailbreak?” I responded. “Jail-breaking is just a blanket term that people use to describe a device that has had apps added by someone else who is well-versed in getting the most from a device. I’m not physically jail-breaking anything; Fire Sticks are not locked.”

“OK,” sighed the special agent. “But how did you learn to add these apps to your devices?”

“Research,” I explained. “But these apps are not illegal. Anyone can watch a few videos or read up on the subject and download the best free apps for their device… most of these apps are available right on the Amazon store, and others you side-load online from places like the Google Play store. This is not against the law. To access apps that aren’t native to the Amazon store, all you have to do is allow unknown sources.”

It was truly that simple. I hadn’t gone to some sort of clandestine meeting to learn how to put secret apps on devices. I wasn’t part of some massive criminal organization, working my way up from a dealer to an enforcer to a mafioso! I was a guy who had access to YouTube, Google, and Amazon—three of the largest websites in the world—and had used completely legal methods to create a device that people would buy to better enjoy their online entertainment sources.

After my explanation, I was certain this special agent would have said, “Ah shit man, listen, I’m sorry! We were told you were physically modifying hardware and downloading movies and TV.”

That’s right. I was not only expecting to get out of the car and go back to my booth, but I was sure an apology was in the works as well. That’s the kind of thing that might happen on the silver screen, but not in real life. This guy and his cohorts weren’t going to shrug it off. Personally, I feel there was too much money behind the investigation they had launched and, when you invest police resources, which are taxpayer dollars in the long run, you can’t come up empty-handed. So, despite me explaining in very specific terms exactly what I had done and why it wasn’t illegal, the detective doubled down on his hard line act. The interrogation continued.

“So that’s how you get access to all the free movies and news channels?”

“Yes, but again, while this is what some people call ‘jail-breaking,’ it’s just an overused term to access more apps. This isn’t illegal at all. I legally bought these Fire Sticks. I didn’t rob anyone to get them, or steal them from a store.”

I kept waiting for the moment when he would realize that none of this felt right. Surely it would be just one more question, right? No. He kept asking. And I kept answering, determined to put this gentleman in his place.

“OK, so what apps are you downloading to the Fire Sticks?”

I thought, WHAT?! THIS CAN’T BE THE U.S. THIS FEELS LIKE SOME COMMUNIST BULLSHIT! It felt so stupid in the moment. It was like interrogating a high school sophomore about using Cliff’s Notes to write an essay, or being bamboozled by how someone got an extra life on a video game. There are countless tutorials for everything tech-related, and 99.9% of them are freely available on YouTube, Google, and your favorite social media outlets just waiting to be discovered with a simple search or two.

It felt like this officer thought he was cracking the case of the JFK assassination. A part of me wanted to laugh at the sheer absurdity of how seriously he was taking it, like the bust of the century was taking place in a truck in the parking lot of a flea market, using a tape recorder that time forgot. Of course, I couldn’t do that. At the time, I still thought I could easily explain my way out of the whole misunderstanding and forget the entire thing. That would not happen. Events in the hours, days, weeks, and months that followed still affect me today.
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Exhibit A - Vazquez / Booth C67
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  LONG RIDE

  
  




As my conversation ended with the lead special agent, the transport cop arrived and said, “Man, I’m sorry about this. I’ve got to take you in.”

I looked at him, not exactly surprised given what his job title was, but furious that I was now being forcibly removed from my place of business. Feeling defeated, I turned around with my hands behind my back.

“No, man, you don’t have to do that. I can put them on from the front.”

This wasn’t my first time getting arrested. A couple of times in my 20s, I’d been hauled down to the station for license issues, a fight while intoxicated, misdemeanor crap—but I’d never heard of or experienced an officer looking ashamed as he put on handcuffs from the front. I would soon witness this anomaly from multiple officers. It was a momentary relief at first, until my handcuffs began chafing against my wrists in the back seat of the police car.

As I sat, awaiting transport, the rear door on the passenger side swung open, and a man in handcuffs was ushered in beside me. He appeared to be in his 90s, his expression as irate as a hornet trapped in a beehive.

“Bro, this can’t be life,” I mused silently. Then, turning to the elderly gentleman, I offered a reassuring, “We’ll be alright, man.”

Upon our arrival at the jail, still confined to the backseat, another police car pulled alongside ours. Glancing over, I recognized two older women in the back as fellow vendors. The younger, in her early 60s, I later learned, was known for making beautiful custom cups for her customers. Beside her, a woman who could easily have been her mother sat, both awaiting the jail intake process.

The officers in charge exchanged words. One exclaimed, “It’s a sad day to be a cop.” The other nodded solemnly as they led us from the cars to the intake area. Despite having been through this process before, the reality of the situation was hard to accept.

A surge of anger boiled up inside me as I watched the two senior citizens and the middle-aged lady start the intake process. Going to jail is a lot like going to the emergency room. It’s a big rush to get there, but once you’re there, everything slows to a snail’s pace. Staff at neither place focus on satisfying customers; they just want to get through their shifts with as little hassle as possible. It’s sort of like going to the DMV. You’re just part of the line.

I knew that, but I highly doubted that my three fellow vendors had the faintest idea of what was going on or the humiliation they were about to suffer. I did. I knew the intake experience would be more demeaning than spending days in a cell.

Losing my composure, I called out to the intake officers, who were laughing amongst themselves, “You guys got the worst of the worst in here tonight, ain’t that right?” Unsurprisingly, when they looked over at me, they offered only a scowl. Turning to the elderly woman, clanging in steel handcuffs, I tried to offer her some comfort: “Ma’am, don’t worry. You’ll be out of here in a few hours.”

Tragically, I later heard from another vendor that she hadn’t been bonded out. While I can’t confirm how long she was held behind bars, it was Christmas week, and the thought that she may have spent it in that hellhole instead of with loved ones broke my heart. She remained there for over a week, including Christmas morning.

Though this story is riddled with injustices, the ordeal this elderly woman endured remains the most disgusting aspect of it for me. I knew that what came next—the intake process—was the heaviest part of the jail experience. You’re moved from freezing cold rooms full of people withdrawing from heroin, cocaine, and alcohol to ice-cold holding tanks, overcrowded with one or two public toilets for everyone to share. I can only pray the poor lady didn’t need to use the bathroom during the up-to-12-hour ordeal of being shuffled from tiny room to tiny room in the freezing cold, with nothing but concrete slabs to sit on.

The way she was handled is the most egregious part. If that were your grandmother, how would you feel?

It
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