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For my mother and father

They are not brethren, they are not underlings; they are other nations caught with ourselves in the net of life and time, fellow prisoners of the splendour and travail of the earth.

—Henry Beston, The Outermost House: A Year of Life on the Great Beach of Cape Cod

The Argentine Conspiracy

He packed the baby tortoises like diamonds, one to a pocket, and stapled each pocket closed. When he had ten pockets filled, he lifted the completed length of cloth and laid it with the others inside a hard-sided suitcase whose walls he had lined with thick foam. It was to be his last trip of the season, and he wanted to make the most of it. He repeated the process until all of the tortoises were packed. The snakes he tied inside pillowcases, and when he was done, he stuffed his laundry into the suitcase, including a little pink hairbrush he was bringing home to Miami as a gift.

Time is money. If you counted the time, which is to say if you calculated the odds that an overworked customs inspector would catch you and multiplied it by the prison time you would do if you were caught, reptiles were a good bet. First, nobody got caught; and then even if you did, the penalty was not jail, it was a parking ticket. Snakes? Find a jury of twelve men and women in any state in the union that would sentence a man to prison for smuggling snakes. It was not going to happen. You didn’t go to prison for what he carried in his suitcase; you killed it with a shovel.

He had tried birds, but birds died. Reptiles were as durable and easy to pack as precious stones, without the up-front costs. And the profit margins were as good as cocaine without the machine guns or the felony drug charges. Best of all, you weren’t going up against the DEA or the FBI, you were going up against the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Really, you would be stupid not to do it.

Not that he considered all of this himself. He was smart, sure, but this was not his country. He was an Argentine citizen with an American green card. The one who thought about all of this and no doubt a lot more owned a company called Strictly Reptiles, the largest reptile import-export company in the United States. He did not interact with the owner directly, but every decent reptile smuggler in the country knew the name Mike Van Nostrand.

Tomas Medina, a computer-parts salesman, stepped out of American Airlines Flight 900 on March 25, 1992, wearing a gray business suit and a black necktie and passed through U.S. immigration. It had been his twenty-seventh birthday when he’d boarded the plane in Buenos Aires, but now as he waited for his suitcase to arrive, it was a new day and barely half past five on an overcast morning.

He heaved his suitcase off the conveyer and began wheeling it toward customs. Traveling regularly between Buenos Aires and Miami, Medina had become little more than a computer part himself, delivering and receiving instructions along a set pathway. Everyone at American Airlines knew his face, and so did many customs officers.

One of them was waving to him. It took a moment for the errant impulse to reach his brain, a moment more for his brain to process the information. Behind his eyeglasses, Medina blinked. The official was not waving. He was pointing, ordering him toward a line marked plant protection and quarantine.

There was nothing he could do. He obeyed. He lifted his suitcase onto an X-ray machine’s conveyer belt and watched his future disappear.

Department of Agriculture inspector Lee Cross was a burly man who’d seen a good deal of smuggling and heard a good number of excuses. He studied the image on his X-ray screen; what he saw were two rows of unfamiliar dark objects. He asked Medina what they were. Medina joined Cross in looking at the X-ray screen. He saw what appeared to be two rows of black ravioli. “Turtles,” he said.

The inspector looked again at the X-ray image, rubbing his beard. “Ceramic turtles?” he asked.

Medina said they were not ceramic.

Cross assumed Medina was bringing in Argentine handicrafts that were either undeclared or undervalued on his customs declaration form. It was hard to tell from the X-ray, but the way the items were layered, it looked like there might be quite a few of them.

“Wooden turtles?” he asked.

Again Medina said no.

“Well, sir,” Cross asked, “what sort of turtles are we talking about?”

In 1981, Bob Clark, a frustrated clothing-store manager in Oklahoma City, thumbed his barbershop’s National Geographic while he waited for a haircut. Married, earning just $14,000 a year, an underutilized master’s degree in herpetology hanging limp around his neck, Clark began reading an exposé on international wildlife crime entitled “Wild Cargo: The Business of Smuggling Animals.” The investigative report told the story of poachers after black rhinoceroses for their horns in Kenya, elephant ivory carvers in Hong Kong, Indian tiger hunters, and more. It also depicted the luxury end of the wildlife trade, much of it legal, including bear-paw soup in Macao, amber Japanese wedding combs made of sea turtles’ shells, and lizard-skin boots for sale at Saks Fifth Avenue in New York.

When Clark turned the page, he gasped. A full-page photograph showed a pudgy Thai man dressed in a stylish brown shirt; he was holding a cordless telephone and grinning. The man’s name was Mr. Dang. Around Mr. Dang’s neck was looped a young Burmese python, one of the most common snake species in the U.S. pet trade. Dang was smiling because instead of the brown-and-copper coloring that marks a normal Burmese python, Dang’s snake was pale yellow and white—an albino.

Clark began to tremble.

According to a caption beside the photograph, “Wildlife tycoon ‘Mr. Dang’ of Bangkok annually sells nearly a million dollars’ worth of pets from Asia. This rare albino python could bring $20,000 in Germany, Japan, or the United States, his major outlets.”

Clark was not sure Dang’s figure was correct, but if it was even close Dang had grossly underestimated the potential of his reptile. Because Bob Clark, like relatively few others in the world at that time, knew how to make that python breed.

Clark was sandy-haired, fit, and as midwestern as corn. He’d gotten his master’s at the University of Kansas; if there were an Ivy League for studying reptiles, the University of Kansas would have the rank of Harvard or Yale. His first thought at seeing the photograph was plain as milk: “I want that more than anything.” In the weeks to come, it was all he thought about, all he talked about. He had the soft, joyous voice of a man touched by God. He drove his wife crazy going on about that photograph, but eventually he located the snake. It was no longer in Thailand. It was on the price list of a Florida reptile dealer named Tom Crutchfield, who had also read the National Geographic article.

By the time Crutchfield had figured out where the snake was, it and two others had been stolen from Dang and shipped to New York. The Thai government would be alerted and would attempt to retrieve the pythons without success. Ignorant of these details, Crutchfield remortgaged his house and bought all three snakes from a New York reptile dealer for $21,000. Then he boarded an airplane to go meet Dang in person. Dang dealt in albinos of many species, including wallabies, macaques, turtles, and cobras. Crutchfield’s objective was to lock up the global market in albino Burmese pythons, and he did.

Crutchfield and Clark partnered to breed one of the albino pythons. In the summer of 1986 Bob Clark produced the world’s first captive-bred clutch of albino Burmese pythons. To his delight, the babies were much brighter than Dang’s wild-caught adult. They were a dazzling orange, gold, and white. At the time, normal Burmese pythons were wholesaling around the country for $30 each. With no idea what the market would bear, Clark priced his babies at $4,000 apiece. He only had six to sell, but he sold them all, virtually the day they were born. In his first try, Clark had nearly doubled his annual clothing-store salary. His second year, Bob Clark produced seventy albino babies. He sold those for $2,500 each. Demand increased. All over the United States men began borrowing money and remortgaging their homes, to go see Bob Clark.

Bob Clark was out of the clothing business, but there was still a problem. Burmese pythons are among the largest snakes in the world. Out of the egg, a Burmese python can grow to ten feet its first year. A fully grown adult can weigh over 250 pounds, wrap around a small car, and swallow a pig. The fact that normal versions of the snake sold so well in American pet shops was a tribute to the gullibility of parents everywhere and the boundless optimism of youth. The market for $2,500 monsters was more limited.

If nothing else had happened, Bob Clark’s contribution would probably have given the reptile industry a bit of a bump before it then settled back down to its usual place at the bottom of the pet-shop barrel. Reptiles were traditionally the Bic lighters of the pet industry: cheap, disposable point-of-sale pets that were often a quick alternative to placate the child screaming for the $500 puppy in the window, a no-brainer gift for an uncle late to his niece’s birthday party.

Clark had tapped into something unique. It wasn’t albinism. There were already plenty of albino snakes among domestic U.S. species—kingsnakes and corn snakes, for example. It was the power to take a dream and change its color, to make it rare again. Reptile people are on a trajectory from the time they are children: bigger, meaner, rarer, hot. The boy who finds a garter snake and likes it soon wants something larger, often an imported python or boa constrictor. Not long after that he may want a meaner form of an animal—a kid who likes turtles might want a snapping turtle, for example. A desire for rarer animals reflects the hobbyist’s deepening interest and the addictive quality of any hard-earned knowledge. Hot is slang for venomous. It can also, of course, refer to illegal. Most reptile enthusiasts give up their hobby long before the hot phase, and some never feel it at all. Still, few who get into the reptile world as children do not long, at some point, for something exotic, something imported.

About the size of a baseball bat, an African ball python is among the most popular imported snakes in America. In 1989, Bob Clark received a photograph in the mail of a young albino ball python recently caught in Ghana. He imported it, and in 1992 he produced the world’s first clutch of captive-bred albino ball pythons. At the time, normal ball pythons (named for their tendency to roll into a ball when frightened) were selling for the same price they sell for today, roughly 30 bucks. Clark sold his albinos for $7,500 each. Out of nowhere, a Maryland man produced an albino boa constrictor and priced his offspring at $10,000 apiece. At forty babies in a boa constrictor clutch, that was $400,000 a year from just one snake.

Rumors of easy snake money flashed through the reptile world. Advertisements for “Investment Grade Reptiles!” were no joke. People began withdrawing savings, borrowing from family, selling off recreational vehicles to get in on snake money. In a reptilian version of Jack and the Beanstalk, a young Detroit man borrowed from his mother, flew to Oklahoma City, and bought $50,000 worth of Clark’s albino Burmese pythons, just ten pairs. Instead of selling the resulting offspring, he rented a warehouse and hoarded them; four years later with five thousand Burmese pythons, Mark S. Bell and his wife bought a $1.2 million Florida property and launched a new era of reptile breeding: mass production.

Set up like a military base with temperature-controlled buildings, antibacterial shoe washes, and a high-security system, the Bells would soon receive deliveries that made their neighbors wonder: one million mealworms, fifty thousand crickets, and ten thousand frozen rodents—every week. The Bells’ Reptile Industries would quadruple again, becoming the likely source today for the only reptiles many Americans will ever see: the baby snakes, lizards, and tortoises on sale in the country’s largest pet-store chains.

Bob Clark would make millions as a snake breeder. He would appear on Late Show with David Letterman. Reptile breeders, hungry for their own gold mines, would soon begin “genetically designing” fantastic new colors and patterns, selling their creations for prices that would make Clark’s albino Burmese python discovery seem “quaint”—$85,000 and more for a single snake.

Meantime, economic ripples continued to flow outward from Oklahoma City. The frozen-rodent delivery market blossomed. Owners of companies with names like Gourmet Rodent and Mice-on-Ice—selling pinkies, fuzzies, weanlings, rat pups, and jumbos packed in dry ice—saw their businesses climb, as did cricket ranchers and drosophila growers. Overnight shipping of reptiles and their food became second nature. Heating products, vitamin supplements, bedding, misting systems, and cage building expanded.

All of this new money was blood in the water to smugglers. Breeding reptiles and catching reptiles often appeal to two different personality types. Breeding reptiles takes the time, capital, and the patience of a farmer. Catching reptiles takes a pair of old boots and a plane ticket. There is a joke among reptile smugglers: what’s the first thing that happens when a new reptile or amphibian species is discovered? Answer: two Germans buy plane tickets. All over the world nature produces plenty of rare species and she makes a lot more of them than any snake breeder can. Reptile smugglers, emboldened by snake money, fanned out across the globe, bringing in protected tortoises, turtles, frogs, salamanders, lizards, and snakes.

A single photograph had given birth to a new era, both legal and illegal. One company intended to profit from both sides of the law on a scale never before witnessed. It was called Strictly Reptiles, and it bought reptiles from breeders, exporters, and smugglers. Its impact on the reptile world would be enormous. When Mikhail Gorbachev opened Russia to trade, when Michael Jackson wanted a giant tortoise for his Neverland ranch, when the elite New York Explorers Club wanted to serve honey-glazed tarantula at its annual Waldorf-Astoria black-tie dinner—Strictly Reptiles would get the call. In a good year, any green iguana in any pet shop in America had a one-in-two chance of coming from Strictly Reptiles. It was in the top handful of the world’s largest reptile import-export companies and its owner had visions of more.

And so when Tomas Medina stepped off that airplane with a suitcase full of Argentine reptiles, he did so not only as a reptile smuggler but also as a cog in a reptile industry quivering with new wealth.

New Agent in Town

The Miami office liked to spoil the new agents right off with an easy first case, and that’s exactly what Special Agent Jennifer English of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service considered Tomas Medina on the morning of March 25, 1992. She got off the phone with airport customs and telephoned Chip Bepler at home, telling him they had stopped a mule bringing in turtles at Miami International. It would be his first time to see the airport since his transfer down from New York. Questioning a turtle smuggler was the perfect way to get Bepler’s feet wet.

English pulled up to Bepler’s home in her government car, a shabby cream-colored Crown Victoria LTD whose windows she had tinted herself using petty cash.

She’d helped Chip and his wife pick out their new house. It was a ranch-style home only a few miles from her own, a half hour north of Miami where, in her case, there was still a little green for her horses. The Beplers’ was a nice little suburban neighborhood, halfway between the nearby Everglades and the Atlantic Ocean, where the lawn could be mowed in a beer or two and the children Chip and Robin were thinking about having would find plenty of friends to play with. There was a pond just up the road and Brian Piccolo Park was nearby, named for the football star who had died so unexpectedly of cancer.

Chip and Robin both worked for Fish and Wildlife. Robin was a wildlife inspector; Chip was a special agent. The couple had transferred to the Miami office as a double hire, based in part on English’s recommendation. Like them, English had put in time in New York prior to her move to Florida, and for a while she and Robin had been wildlife inspectors together at JFK International Airport. Also like Robin, English had a husband who was a special agent.

To tell the truth, the Miami office probably needed Robin more than they needed Chip. At the major port cities—Los Angeles, Miami, and New York—more wildlife crime came and left packed in wooden crates than took place in all the marshes, fields, and forests in the country. On any given day, a Noah’s Ark trundled in and out of the country. Tropical fish, butterflies, orchids, primates, reptiles; ostrich-skin boots, mink-fur coats, caviar; African hunting trophies—thousands of species passed through Miami every year. Wildlife inspectors cleared those shipments, and like customs inspectors for nature, they were the country’s first line of defense against wildlife smuggling. Chances were good that when a special agent had a case to investigate, it was because a wildlife inspector had found something.

Miami International Airport was a sieve for smuggling. Miami’s wildlife inspectors were so backed up on paperwork that for a while they’d just given up. For five years nothing got filed. One inspector went crazy, said he could see a fellow agent staring at him through the razor-blade disposal slits inside his hotel medicine cabinet. That inspector went on to work for Mario Tabraue, an animal dealer later sentenced to a hundred years in prison for running a major narcotics operation and dismembering a government informant with a circular saw. Operation Cobra, DEA had called the investigation. Ray Van Nostrand Sr., a reptile wholesaler, had been a key figure in Operation Cobra. Ray was out of prison now and working for his son Mike at a company called Strictly Reptiles.

English knew the odds were good that the tortoises in the courier’s suitcase were headed for Strictly Reptiles. No one had ever been able to link Strictly Reptiles or the Van Nostrands to heavy reptile smuggling. Under the federal wildlife laws you had to prove a person receiving an animal knew the animal had been smuggled. It would be easier to link a heroin sale in Harlem back to John Gotti. At least with drugs you didn’t have to prove a pusher knew cocaine was illegal. The distance between the money and the street was what made stopping a turtle mule at the airport such an easy case to start Bepler on. It would just be Medina; there was no hope of getting anything more.

Bepler stepped out of his house shiny as a new penny. He was six foot four and lean, with dark hair and eyes as blue as the feathers on a hyacinth macaw. He was wearing a pair of khakis, a blue golf shirt, and white tennis sneakers, with a Sig Sauer strapped to his belt. English stifled a laugh. He looked like a freakin’ preppy.

The guy Chip was replacing had quit with who knew how many reptile cases still open. A federal prosecutor was thinking of bringing charges against the agent for leaving his colleagues so desperately in the lurch. And yet it was better to be rid of him. One time he’d flown out to Arizona for in-service training and had left a carful of reptiles to die in the hot sun. Another time he’d broken procedure and had cuffed a suspect with his hands in front instead of in back. Then during the ride to jail, the suspect had thrown his hands over the agent’s head and nearly choked him to death with his own handcuffs.

Miami was not a post you asked for, it was a post to which you were sent—like Siberia with mosquitoes and paperwork. One thing was for sure: nobody ever left Miami for greener pastures. You came for reasons that had little to do with career, because you left Miami only one of two ways: fired or retired. Murdered was another way, but that had not happened in a long, long time.

English was still not sure where they were going to assign Bepler. When he’d mentioned something about undercover work and reptiles from his time in New York, she’d laughed out loud. Call it the New Yorker in her, but some things just had to be said.

Chip gave it back to her pretty good, which was the New York way, too. But down deep she was serious. There were stories about the reptile dealers, about drugs and violence—well, she would tell him. Suffice it to say, Miami could be dangerous.

English’s specialty was exotic-bird smuggling. She had a soft spot for parrots and was good at using shipping records to take down international bird traffickers. Her husband, Special Agent Terry English, was a Vietnam veteran who liked jumping on an airboat and heading out into the Everglades after armed bad guys. In the service they referred to agents like Terry as “duck cops.” They called agents like her “port agents.” Being called a duck cop was usually a compliment; being called a port agent often was not. Old-school agents felt that port work was protecting a foreign country’s wildlife, which might have been okay if we spent enough money to protect our own.

Anyway, if you were a duck cop you followed the hunting seasons. If you were a port agent you followed the market. During the 1980s the big-ticket item in the wildlife trade was pet birds. Ironically, many believed it was Fred, the cockatoo sidekick on the television crime show Baretta, that had fueled the market for illegal birds. English had made psittacines—parrots, cockatoos, and other exotic birds—her specialty. She had just finished a major operation that was yielding prison sentences for bird dealers, collectors, and traffickers all over the United States. To the amazement of the bird world, some of the biggest smugglers to go down were prominent figures in the scientific and conservation communities.

Just as Fred the television bird had spurred a boom in the exotic-bird business and Jaws had sparked sales of shark teeth, reptiles had gained a champion in a recent book by Michael Crichton, Jurassic Park.

English and Bepler arrived at the airport and proceeded to an examination room, where she introduced him to the customs agents and to Wildlife Inspector Mike Knowles. Carefully they pulled away Medina’s laundry to expose the homemade belts of bed linen with hand-sewn pockets containing the tortoises. They began removing the strips of tortoises and lining them up in rows on a long examination counter. Belts of tortoises soon covered an entire wall-length countertop, and still more belts came out of the smuggler’s suitcase. In all Medina had packed thirty-four rows, ten baby tortoises to each row, into his luggage, with a few extra tortoises walking about loose.

Customs agents were not pleased with Medina. He had denied having any snakes and had then watched silently as a customs inspector lifted heavy pillowcases out of his suitcase, mistaking them for bags of dirty laundry. Medina confessed to the first bag after it moved, and only when agents began examining further did he confess to the others. Agents pulled three bags of snakes from his luggage and one juvenile boa in a glass jar.

Two pillowcases were swollen with adult Argentine rainbow boas, a slender-bodied cousin of the boa constrictor, eye-catching for the clownlike series of balloons and spots peppering the snake’s spine. Compared to the deep reds and purples found in the same species in Brazil, Argentine rainbow boas are a fairly dull mix of browns, but it was not color that gave rainbow boas their name. Their scales have an unusual surface structure made up of closely set microscopic ridges that form a prism, refracting sunlight and giving the snake an astonishing iridescence.

In a third bag agents discovered three newspaper-gray Argentine boas, a species that Argentina considered to be on the verge of extinction.

It was illegal to bring any of these species into the United States without papers.

Bepler read Medina his rights and showed him where to sign to waive them. Medina signed. Then Bepler led Medina to an interrogation room and handcuffed one of his wrists to the arm of a wooden bench.

English took a chair across from the young man. A producer from the television program America’s Most Wanted was in town doing a story on a pair of Cuban bird smugglers English had arrested. Jennifer Snell wanted to get some footage of an arrest, so English and Bepler had invited her to film the interrogation.

The agents had no reason to believe it was anything other than an easy case.

“Now, let me understand something,” English said in her New York accent. “You were going to keep three hundred and fifty-seven of them at your home?”

Medina puffed nervously on a cigarette, chewing slowly at the same time on a piece of gum. Yes, he said.

Bepler pulled a chair close to him and put a sneaker up on the arm of Medina’s bench. The total value of the animals Medina had brought in was just under ten grand. Except for the Argentine boas, they were not considered especially endangered animals or even particularly valuable. The quantity was what mattered. Medina’s suitcase had contained three hundred forty-seven tortoises and sixteen snakes. To lay off that many animals, Medina had to be bringing them in to somebody big.

Bepler looked Medina over. He was well dressed. His shirt was white; his tie was knotted tightly and held in place with a jeweled clip. He was wearing the big, round eyeglasses that were popular at the moment. He sat with his legs spread wide in a bit of a slouch, but there was no confidence in the young man’s demeanor. There was fear.

English suggested to Medina that he could help himself by telling the agents who he was bringing the animals in for.

Instead Medina said that he’d bought the reptiles from a guy named José on Independence Street in Buenos Aires. At his home Medina had a little pool already set up for them. It was his first time. That was the truth, he said. Honest.

“Uh-huh,” English said. “If you’re afraid of dealing with these people and you tell us that, we can understand that. But if you’re telling us that nothing was set up, remember, we’ve got a lot of contacts. We know a lot of people in the business. It’s not gonna take us long to make a few phone calls and get a little background on you. And if what we find out is something other than what you’re telling us, then there’s no deal . . .”

Bepler thumbed through Medina’s passport. It was bruised with stamps back and forth between Miami and Buenos Aires. Bepler had to look closely to see the dates. He checked twice before he could believe it—Medina had done another trip to Buenos Aires just five days earlier! He turned the page. Medina had also made a trip two weeks before that . . . and then the week before that . . . and . . .

Among his papers, Bepler found a roster sheet from the Dade County Youth Soccer Association, listing boys aged four through eight. The head coach named on the sheet was Tomas Medina. The first player on the team roster was Medina’s son. A twenty-seven-year-old married man with a young son. A community coach. A green card.

Who was his buyer?

Bepler got Medina up and led him out of the airport in handcuffs. Then he drove him to jail. As a non–U.S. citizen, Medina was considered a flight risk. He would spend a night behind bars awaiting his bond hearing. As Bepler and English knew well, there was nothing like a night in a cage to help a wildlife smuggler clear his head.

While Medina sat in prison, Bepler looked more carefully through his belongings. The young man had carried with him a day planner. The top entry on the first page of the calendar was in Spanish, but it was not difficult to translate. It read, “Leave at dawn, 6 a.m.,” and listed several species of turtles and snakes, with prices in dollars noted beside each one. Below that was an entry concerning a conversation about anacondas and tortoises.

It was not a businessman’s diary about computer parts. It was a little black book of his reptile smuggling. Snakes, tortoises, lizards, dates, and dollars—tens of thousands of dollars, tied to trips stretching back more than a year. In the back of the day planner was an address book listing his contacts. One was a prominent Florida herpetologist and educator, another was apparently Medina’s true partner in Buenos Aires.

Over and over throughout his calendar Medina had written the name Willie. Willie, it was easy enough to figure out, was Willie Lawson, most recent owner of a wildlife importing company called Pet Farm. For over thirty years, Miami-based Pet Farm had been among the country’s leading wholesalers of reptiles, monkeys, and, especially, birds—importing over 30,000 exotic birds a year.If English had wanted to give Bepler a lesson in the history of the South Florida exotic animal business, she could hardly have chosen a better company to use as a case study. Many prominent figures in the animal business had gotten their starts at Pet Farm. The current owner of the popular tourist attraction Parrot Jungle had once owned Pet Farm. Years before, Ray Van Nostrand Sr. had been in charge of Pet Farm’s reptile division.

If it were twenty or thirty years earlier, catching a Pet Farm mule would have been a real coup to start Bepler out on. As it was, Pet Farm was hardly much of a player anymore. English was investigating Lawson for smuggling African gray parrots, and the company’s reptile division was an anemic version of its former self, outclassed by a new era of reptiles-only mega-importers, notably Strictly Reptiles.

Under subsequent questioning, Medina confessed what the agents already realized: his smuggling was for Pet Farm. But Medina wasn’t finished. His smuggling was for Pet Farm, he clarified, but his money came from Strictly Reptiles. Bepler asked him to explain what he meant.

According to Medina, when he brought in a suitcase, Pet Farm’s reptiles manager, whose name was Dale Marantz, would contact somebody at Strictly Reptiles, and they would issue a check to Marantz, who would cash it and pay Medina. The checks were signed by the owner of Strictly Reptiles, Mike Van Nostrand. Marantz didn’t work for Pet Farm, he worked for Van Nostrand; the smuggled reptiles went to Strictly Reptiles, too.

Bepler sat back and laughed. He had a deep laugh that was so loud and genuine, people in restaurants sometimes turned to look. Pet Farm’s reptiles operation was a shell for Strictly Reptiles. After making his first trip to Miami International Airport and picking up his first reptile mule, Bepler had a little black book, a shipment of smuggled reptiles, and a live witness. He’d known who Mike Van Nostrand was well before he’d transferred to Miami. Stopping Van Nostrand was why Bepler had come.

Operation Cobra

Mike Van Nostrand’s grandfather, Raymond, came home from work one day with an earthworm-long cut on the palm of his hand. He’d gotten it at his new job. For years, he had been a machinist for the Arundel dredging company, choosing assignments that meant good fishing—down to Baltimore, up to Portland—dragging his wife, Mary, and their daughter, Vera, along the Atlantic coast with him. Raymond lived for fishing. After eleven years of it, his wife had news for him. “No more fishing,” Mary told him. “I’m pregnant again.” The year was 1943. The world, of course, was at war. Raymond quit his gypsy fishing life and hired on at a fighter plane manufacturing company close to their Long Island home. Months later, a piece of metal lodged in Raymond’s palm. He thought it was nothing, but he awoke soon afterward roiling in a swamp of fever and sweat. The drug penicillin was not yet in common use and his infection turned lethal. Within days, Raymond was dead. Before Mary had even a moment to grieve, their son was born. She gave him the only name that mattered: Raymond.

Soon thereafter, a salesman from John Hancock Mutual Life Insurance came to Mary’s door and asked if she was interested. She was not interested in life insurance, she told him, and when she explained why, the salesman filled the uncomfortable silence by asking her if there was anything he could do. There was, she
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