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PROLOGUE

NOVEMBER 23, 1999

TOWER AIR FLIGHT 31 from Tel Aviv touched down at the Los Angeles airport a little before noon on a Tuesday. Israeli nationals Ben Cohen and Nathan Hanan deplaned at gate 120, where a team of undercover agents dressed in jeans, T-shirts, and ball caps had been waiting. The agents slowly trailed the two Israeli targets as they walked through the terminal, brushing past hurried travelers and families getting an early start on the holidays.

Cohen and Hanan were met outside by a handsome, dark-haired thirty-three-year-old Israeli named Itzhak “Jackie” Cohen, who placed their bags in his Range Rover and took them to a Budget lot, where they rented a white Lincoln Town Car. The men drove in tandem toward the San Fernando Valley as DEA and U.S. Customs agents followed from a careful distance in unmarked vehicles.

It was a cool, clear fall day. Rows of top-heavy palm trees swayed in the Pacific breeze. The L.A. desert clime, whitewashed stucco homes, and gleaming high-rise towers had the familiar Mediterranean radiance of Cohen and Hanan's native Tel Aviv. Jackie led the men to a vacant single-family home at 6606 Whitaker Avenue, in a well-manicured neighborhood carved alongside the concrete L.A. River. For the next ten days, this was where Cohen and Hanan would carry out their work, unaware that agents were watching their every move.

In the last twenty-four hours, an Israeli National Police (INP) investigation team had received secret intelligence that Cohen and Hanan were traveling to Los Angeles to take part in a major narcotics transaction with Jackie's partner, Yehuda “Judy” Ben Atar. INP passed the tip to the L.A. drug cops who were investigating Judy's role in an Ecstasy distribution ring.

Judy Ben Atar was a thirty-four-year-old Israeli expat who lived in Sherman Oaks with his wife and children and kept close ties to leg breakers and mob bosses back home in Jerusalem. Judy had first caught the attention of LAX Customs agents four months earlier, when three women arriving from Paris were caught smuggling 140,000 Ecstasy pills hidden in false-bottom luggage and boxes of toys. Intelligence suggested Judy and his partners were behind the load.

The tip from INP was a good break for the Los Angeles drug cops, but only if they could catch someone holding the bag—picking up or dropping off cash or pills. A half-dozen undercovers were assigned to follow the suspects and report back any unusual activity or signs that the deal was about to go down.

Over the next five days, the surveillance team filled spiral notebooks with minute-to-minute observations about the dealers’ meetings at a sandwich shop on Ventura Boulevard, late-night trips to public pay phones, and heated arguments in Hebrew, which none of the agents understood.

On November 29 at 1:35 p.m., a DEA agent was sitting in an unmarked vehicle a half block from the Whitaker Avenue house, when he saw an unknown suspect in a shiny black Lexus SUV pull into the driveway and go inside. Forty-five minutes later, someone—the agent couldn't see who—backed the suspect's SUV into the attached garage and shut the garage door.

Minutes passed. Nothing. At 2:35 p.m., the agent quickly slumped down into his seat to avoid being seen as the garage door opened and Hanan sped off in the Lexus SUV, with Cohen right behind him at the wheel of the rented Lincoln. The third suspect was nowhere in sight.

The agent called his teammates over the radio. It was time.

All units maintained constant radio contact as they followed the two Israeli targets onto the 101 freeway and then the 405 freeway heading toward West Los Angeles. A Customs Air Support helicopter hovered overhead, calling out the targets’ positions. At 3:00 p.m. the chopper unit confirmed that Hanan had exited at Sunset Boulevard and was parking the SUV on Church Lane near the Holiday Inn tower, an iconic circular landmark that divided tony Brentwood from the smog-choked 405 freeway. Cohen pulled up beside him.

The car keys dangled from Hanan's hands as he got out of the SUV and slipped into Cohen's car. Two undercover agents followed the Israeli targets as they drove up the winding Sepulveda Pass through the Santa Monica Mountains back to the valley. The agents followed Cohen and Hanan into a supermarket in Encino and watched them purchase cleaning supplies, Gatorade, toilet paper, bleach, Coke, and eggs. Nothing special. All units were redeployed back to the abandoned SUV.

Cash or drugs. This was it. The vehicle had to be loaded with bundles of $20 bills or plastic bags filled with small white Ecstasy pills.

Shifts of two officers from DEA, Customs, and Torrance police maintained tweny-four-hour fixed and unobstructed surveillance of the SUV from unmarked vehicles on Church Lane and from an observation post inside room 906 of the Holiday Inn. The plan was to wait for the drug runner to come collect. They'd follow him, do a routine traffic stop, check his ID, find the load, and make an arrest. Or maybe they'd let the runner lead them straight to whoever was buying the pills or collecting the money.

Two days passed and the SUV sat undisturbed under the shade of the towering hotel. A thin layer of dust had settled on its cool black skin. Lead DEA Special Agent Michele Figura sensed that something was wrong. Brentwood was an unusual location for a drug drop. The ultra-wealthy neighborhood was known more for its palatial mountainside homes and elite private schools than covert drug deals. She started to worry that they'd taken a burn—that the dealers had spotted them and decided to abandon the load. Figura called DEA Special Agent Robert Gagne in New York for advice.

Gagne was the go-to guy of Ecstasy. Back in 1995, Gagne and his partners had led DEA's first major investigation into the so-called Love Drug when they infiltrated Manhattan's top nightclubs. While the agents in L.A. were babysitting the SUV, Gagne was deep into his own investigation of Judy's associate Oded Tuito, aka “the Fat Man,” who'd made a fortune buying millions of the little, bright-colored pills—stamped with stars, hearts, and happy faces—for about $1 each from Dutch suppliers and reselling them to his network of distributors in the States for $6.

Gagne agreed with Agent Figura that something was amiss with the abandoned SUV. After years of watching Ecstasy dealers operate, Gagne knew they could get sloppy. Sometimes they'd be out all night partying at strip clubs and would wake up too late to pick up couriers. Other times the dealers would purposely switch their plans to throw off law enforcement. But nobody leaves drugs or money on the street for that long. Gagne checked in with his confidential sources—he had snitches from Boston to Bucharest—but no one had any further intel on Cohen and Hanan. Gagne knew it wasn't his place to tell them what to do, but if it had been on his turf, he'd have found a way to look inside that car and figure out if they were wasting their time.

On Wednesday morning, December 1, the two Israeli targets returned to the scene. The agents watched in anticipation as Hanan slowly walked around the SUV and peered into the windows. Seemingly satisfied, Hanan got back in the rental car, and Cohen drove them toward the airport to catch an afternoon flight back to Israel. DEA agents searched the Lincoln after it had been dropped off at the Budget office and secretly examined the contents of Cohen and Hanan's six checked bags at LAX. They found a pile of new clothes with the tags still attached—but no drugs, no cash, and nothing unusual.

On Friday, December 3, Agent Figura called Chris Kabel of DEA Special Operations Division in Virginia. Kabel headed Operation Rave, which managed the dozens of Ecstasy cases that had popped up in major cities across the country in the last twelve months.

“Chris, we've been watching this car for five days. Nothing,” Figura said. “We're trying to decide what to do.” Kabel advised her to find a legal way to open the car. Since the SUV had been abandoned for nearly a week, it would have been towed already if the agents hadn't been watching it. They could protect their cover by getting the Los Angeles Police Department to do the tow and perform a customary inventory of the vehicle's contents.

At 2:15 p.m. a tow truck pulled up. A police officer slipped a flat metal Slim Jim down the SUV's window well and pulled the tool up in short jerks, trying to trigger the locks.

Figura was on her cell phone with Agent Kabel when the door locks finally released.

Dope or money, dope or money echoed in her head as she popped the hatch release and the trunk door slowly rose. But it wasn't dope or money. Inside was a dead man, gray, bruised, and cold to the touch. He was naked and lying in a fetal position under the cover of a cargo shade.

“Shit!” Figura yelled.

A stream of dried blood had drained from the man's mouth and nose and was caked onto the cargo liner. His right hand was tucked under his right knee. A carton of Marlboro cigarettes was tucked behind his feet.

“Chris, it's a fucking body,” Figura said. “Let me call you back.”

Figura replayed Cohen and Hanan's moves in her mind, searching for signs they had missed. It didn't make sense. The agents had gone on a late-night trash run at the Whitaker Avenue house days earlier and found empty containers of bleach and laundry detergent and a small cluster of paper towels caked with blood, but they hadn't connected the dots.

Cohen and Hanan weren't dealers—they were hit men.

Bob Gagne was incredulous when he heard the news. How could they have watched a dead man's car for a week? They should have moved in sooner. Cohen and Hanan were long gone by now.

Gagne called his friend Gadi Eshed, the head of intelligence for the Israeli National Police's Central Unit in Tel Aviv. Israeli officers were already on their way to L.A. to assist Robbery-Homicide detectives in the investigation. According to Israeli intelligence sources, the deceased was a leg breaker named Allon David Giladi, who was linked to rival Mafia families in Israel that were suspected of overseeing gambling, prostitution, and extortion rings—as well as mob hits. Ecstasy dealing, however, had never been among their list of crimes. An autopsy later revealed that Giladi had been strangled to death.

Gagne and Eshed feared that the dead man in Brentwood signaled a dangerous turning point in the Ecstasy trade. Murder was typically the province of cocaine and heroin traffickers who hijacked whole villages in Central and South America to run their drug empires. The expat Israeli dealers had always governed over Ecstasy with the threat of violence more than actual deed. But if the top Mafiosos in Israel had caught wind of the easy money to be made, it was only a matter of time before they would start to move in on the action, and import their blood feuds along with the love drug.







I KIDDIE DOPE


1 FEBRUARY 1995:
NEW YORK CITY

“BOBBY, LISTEN. Ray's a little nervous,” the informant whispered over the phone. “He just has to make sure that, you know—that you're all right.”

“Okay,” Gagne said. “Tomorrow morning.”

Gagne heard the urgency in “Tommy's” voice. A few months earlier, the informant had introduced Gagne to Ray Solomon, a lanky ninety-pound Dominican dealer with a disarming three-toothed smile. Since then, Solomon had sold Gagne crack, heroin, cocaine, and two automatic Uzis with silencers. Solomon didn't know that “Bobby” and his partner “Jimmy” were really Robert Gagne and Matthew Germanowski, special agents with the Drug Enforcement Administration, investigating Solomon's involvement with a crooked longshoreman who was helping to bring guns and drugs into New York via cargo ships.

Drug traffickers have a choice of land, air, or sea when delivering product to American soil. Seaport routes are the slowest mode of transportation, but they carry the least risk of detection due to the tremendous volume of containers being moved in and out of American ports. Drug smugglers will take a container filled with typical imports—furniture, detergent, avocados—and hide millions of dollars’ worth of drugs inside the goods or behind false walls of the container. But they still need an unscrupulous longshoreman to help move the contraband-laden containers past Customs agents. It's an easy job: the longshoreman simply hands the agent ninety-eight bills of lading for a shipment of a hundred containers—but he's already hidden the paperwork for the two containers loaded with the heroin. The Customs agent randomly pulls five bills of lading out of the ninety-eight and says: “Show me these containers.” He inspects the five, they pass muster, and the entire shipment is approved to move out.

Gagne and his partner, Germanowski, figured that Ray Solomon's cohort was pushing about five hundred kilos of cocaine per shipment simply by pulling a couple of bills of lading out of a stack in the morning and then tucking them back in the stack at the end of the day. And for that ten seconds of work, he was paid roughly $5,000 for each drug-loaded container.

A good DEA agent arrests a target and keeps fishing, throwing the little fish back, hoping to bait a bigger fish. Gagne and Germanowski caught the informant Tommy, who was used to bait Ray Solomon, who could be used to bait the bigger fish—the crooked longshoreman and his foreign bosses who were supplying the drugs. But Solomon was feeling “a little nervous.” Gagne knew he needed to build more trust with Solomon. He decided it was time to make a social call: no drugs, no guns, no deals, just cards, TV, and beer on a Saturday afternoon in Tommy's Sunset Park, Brooklyn, apartment.

All DEA operations—from buy to bust—are supposed to be conducted on the books, with official operating plans that include a team of agents standing in the shadows. Agents are not to go out undercover by themselves. Gagne knew this. But he was a gutsy agent, known for finding creative ways to bend the rules in order to get his job done. He didn't want to take his partner away from his wife on a weekend, and he certainly didn't want to pull together a full DEA team presence with twenty-four hours’ notice just so the other agents could spend their Saturday morning listening to him play cards with Tommy and Ray Solomon.

The next morning, Gagne was sitting on Tommy's couch when Solomon showed up.

“Hey, Ray,” Gagne said.

The dealer strutted in, all wiry limbs and crazy smile, walked straight up to Gagne, and pulled a loaded gun from his waistband.

“What's up?” Solomon sneered as he pointed the weapon at Gagne's head.

Every nerve in Gagne's body tensed as he trained his focus on the black steel barrel of the .25 three inches from his face. Tommy went pale.

Gagne could feel the butt of his own gun, a point-and-shoot Glock, against the small of his back. He calculated the time it would take to get his hands on his weapon, three layers deep, past his checkered field coat, sweatshirt, and sweatpants.

I'm just not getting to it, he thought. There's no way. He struggled to suppress the paralyzing tunnel vision that made the barrel of Solomon's gun seem to get bigger, closer.

Easy … stay calm, he told himself. He's testing me. Keep the cover. Keep talking.

Gagne leaned forward, looked Solomon in the eye, and smiled. “Hey, what the fuck you got there?” Gagne reached for the gun. There was an awkward pause: Gagne's hand in midair, Solomon's eyes fixed on his.

Keep talking.

“That's a beauty,” Gagne said.

Solomon was listening now. He glanced at the piece, admiring its cold form, then looked back into Gagne's eyes like a stray dog looking for signs of weakness.

“Is that a twenty-five?” Gagne put his fingers around the barrel.

“Yeah,” Solomon said. “I just got it.”

Solomon loosened his grip and Gagne casually took the gun from the dealer's hands.

“No kidding?” He willed his fingers steady as the instrument traded hands. Any visible tremors would clue Solomon that he'd been bluffed.

“Yeah, this is nice.” Gagne gauged the weapon's weight. “I'll give you three hundred bucks for it.”

“Get outta here!”

“No, really! I'll give you three for it right now.”

“Nah, I'm not selling it,” Solomon said, betraying a shy, goofy smile as he accepted the gun back from Gagne and stuffed it down his waistband.

“No?” Gagne went to the kitchen to grab a beer out of the refrigerator for Solomon. “Change your mind”—he pulled out his wallet—”I got your money right here.” There was $10 in that wallet.

Tommy was wan and mute from watching the near-disaster unfold in his living room. Gagne figured he had probably been racking his brain, trying to come up with an explanation he could give his drug-dealing buddies about how a dead DEA agent came to be found in his apartment.


2 BOB, MATT, AND JAY

THERE'S AN OLD SAYING around DEA: “Our best undercovers could talk a starving dog off a meat wagon.”

Special Agent Robert Gagne was one of the best. He knew that if a target was listening to him, he couldn't act at the same time—he couldn't pull a trigger. It was talk or perish. Agent Gagne had had a lot of practice talking his way in and out of trouble. He grew up in working-class Pawtucket, Rhode Island, the second eldest child in a competitive brood of three boys and two girls.

Skilled undercover agents seem to fade into the scenery when sur-veilling a target. As a child, Bobby believed he had powers of invisibility. He would climb to the highest tree branch and watch the babysitter frantically search him out. He would tuck himself low on the floorboards of the green-upholstered backseat of “Old Betsy,” his father's Chevy, and quietly stare at the back of his father's neck as he drove to work. Young Bobby wanted to be closer to his French Canadian father, René, to know what kind of man he was in the moments he believed he was alone. Problem was, Bobby didn't like what he saw. René had a part-time job pumping gas and a full-time job selling meat for Tarpy's Beef. When he wasn't at work, René was coaching his children in sports, hiding out at his girlfriend's place, or warming a seat at the bar and coaxing one more beer down his throat.

Gagne left his childhood hiding games for a life of hiding behind undercover personas and watching the “bad guys.”

Agents and dealers share a common language. When a DEA agent says, “We had five bad guys up on a wire, scheduling loads, and then they all dropped their phones,” the five suspects whose phone lines DEA was tapping literally chucked their Motorolas. When a drug dealer is arrested, his partners will say he's “sick” or he “got his legs broken.” Sometimes he gets his legs broken by “our friends at the three letters.” And when our friends at the three letters (DEA) talk in shorthand about arrests, it's all about taking down the bad guys while making sure that no good guys—agents and civilians—get hurt in the process.

Gagne saw his job in simple terms: arrest the bad guys. But sometimes, like in Ray Solomon's case, someone else gets there first. Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms agents arrested Solomon a few weeks later on gun charges. (The crooked longshoreman was also later nabbed and pleaded guilty to weapons charges.) Gagne decided to pay Solomon a visit in his holding cell.

“I knew it!” Solomon said, shaking his head at Gagne's shiny badge.

“Ray, if you knew,” Gagne replied, “you woulda shot me that day.”

“You got me!” Solomon said, laughing. “You son of a bitch, you got me.”

“The guys are gonna go get McDonald's, Ray. What do you want?”

Gagne felt like he owed Solomon a parting meal. He knew the dealer already had two prior felony convictions, which made him a three-time loser, facing a mandatory life sentence. Gagne had empathy for a lot of his targets.

Agents and the men they chase often have the same start in life. They are creative problem solvers, natural leaders with street smarts and an ability to anticipate their adversary's next ten moves. Somewhere along the way, guys like Gagne choose the law, and guys like Solomon choose crime. Gagne understood that there is a fine line between them, and he believed deeply in sticking to his side of the line.

Still, he knew his risk-taking nature irked his bosses. If Solomon had shot him that day in Brooklyn, Gagne would have preferred death to injury, because if he'd been shot and survived, his integrity would forever be in question. Even if DEA had let him keep his job, he'd be reassigned to special agent in charge of handing out batteries.

“Are you fucking cartooning me?” Germanowski had said when he learned about his partner's off-the-books meeting with Solomon. “Gags, you could have been killed—or worse, fired. That's really fucked up.”

Gagne was always pushing the boundaries and pushing his luck. It irritated his partners. But it was what made him such a standout member of DEA New York's Group D-35.

DEA agents are typically assigned to groups based on their knowledge of a specific drug, their language capabilities, or their interest in a particular trafficking organization. Division 35 emerged in the early 1990s out of a thirty-four-agent-strong group known as D-31, which focused on money-laundering cases. The agents of D-31 slowly self-segregated into “inside” and “outside” teams. Inside agents wrote subpoenas and studied bank records and intelligence—the kind of work that gave them nine-to-five security and a clean shot at getting home in time to be with their families. The outside agents were a small corps of meat eaters—men who wanted to be on the streets, doing surveillance, putting their hands on people. They weren't afraid to get dirty, stay out late, work weekends.

When the front office decided D-31 was too large, they pulled a half-dozen meat eaters out of D-31 and formed Group D-35—an elite team of aggressive case makers. Special agents Matthew Germanowski and Jay Flaherty were Gagne's closest colleagues in D-35.

Jay Flaherty, twenty-eight, had wispy dark hair, gentle eyes, and an accounting background. He began his law enforcement career in 1988 as a special agent with the IRS Criminal Investigation Division. A year later the IRS rookie was assigned to work money-laundering cases with DEA agents. Flaherty liked the camaraderie and the field-work at DEA. He switched gears, entered DEA Academy at Quan-tico, and soon was chasing drug dealers alongside Gagne and Germanowski.

Matt Germanowski was twenty-six, tall, and barrel-chested, with biceps like bocce balls. He had an easy charm and a warm voice; he was the kind of guy who likes his beer from the bottle but always offers others a glass. Gagne called him “G.”

Germanowski grew up in Pittsburgh, the son of Polish steel mill workers. A college baseball scholarship was his ticket out of a dreary life in the mills, and he even had a couple of tryouts with the Cincinnati Reds. But when a shoulder injury sidelined his sports-star dreams, he took an internship with the Pittsburgh police department and played on the police softball team for kicks. The drug agents on an opposing team convinced Germanowski to fill out an application for DEA, but he didn't give it much thought—he was determined to become a Pennsylvania state trooper. In early 1992, about a week before Germanowski was to report to duty as a state trooper, DEA called—his application was approved. He was torn, so he turned to his trooper friends for advice. For the next five years you'll work the highways, they told him. You'll give moving-violation tickets, and with any luck, you'll work your way into a criminal investigator position.

Germanowski knew that with DEA, he'd start as a federal investigator right out of the gate, with opportunities to travel to country offices around the world. In most federal law enforcement agencies, such as CIA or FBI, the positions are task-specific. But in DEA, agents are expected to take part in every aspect of a case: surveillance, undercover, intelligence, wiretaps, tactical operations, chemical analysis, trial testimony. Germanowski chose DEA.

Gagne was a handsome twenty-nine-year-old with hazel eyes, dark curly hair, and a faint scar that curled up the left side of his lip like a trigger—a painful reminder of his father. Like his partners, Gagne had gravitated toward law enforcement growing up, but he scoffed at the small-town cop beat. He wanted out of Pawtucket. He joined the Army National Guard at nineteen, and by twenty-two he was commissioned a second lieutenant, Military Intelligence, specializing in cryptologic tactical operations—conducting electronic warfare, intercepting transmissions, decoding conversations.

When Gagne wasn't training he was studying. He attended Southeastern Massachusetts University, dropped out because he felt the program was too liberal, and considered becoming a fireman. He took one EMT class at Rhode Island Community College and stayed on to earn his associate's degree in business administration with a concentration in law enforcement. At twenty-three, he enrolled at Northeastern University and majored in criminal justice.

When he wasn't training or studying, Gagne was working—sometimes holding two or three jobs at once. He taught martial arts, waited tables, caddied at a country club, and drove an ambulance. One spring, he invested in a meat truck with a friend and sold cheesesteaks on Friday and Saturday nights to the tipplers who stumbled out of Providence nightclubs. He would study in the ambulance when it was slow, hop the train to Boston to school, study more on the train, come home in time for dinner, and then work the meat truck until 3:00 a.m.

But selling meat like his dad was just a sideline. What Gagne dreamed of most was jumping out of planes, flying helicopters, and chasing the sound of bullets. He considered a path toward Special Forces, but that would mean more living in the woods, role-playing against a Cold War enemy, and another twenty years of hanging out with soldiers. His father hated the military, and as much as it would have pleased Gagne to pick a path that disappointed René, he didn't see himself as a soldier either, another cog in the wheel. He wanted to set himself apart.

Gagne earned his bachelor's degree from Northeastern just a few months shy of his twenty-fifth birthday and went straight into DEA Academy. He was assigned to DEA's New York Field Division upon graduation. Two years later he volunteered for a tour of duty in Honduras. By the following year, at twenty-eight, Gagne was on the front lines of the cocaine wars.


3 JULY 1994: PERU

OPERATION SNOWCAP, developed in 1987 by DEA and the State Department's Bureau of International Narcotics Matters, was based on the first Bush administration's “Andean Strategy,” a plan that provided Andean governments with counterdrug assistance by increasing military, law enforcement, and economic aid. Snowcap operations were established in twelve countries, with a heavy focus on Bolivia, Peru, and Ecuador, where coca processing prevailed.

While DEA's main goal in Snowcap was to dismantle and disrupt cocaine trafficking operations, because drugs and terrorism are so intricately linked, the United States’ counterdrug assistance often extended into counterinsurgency assistance. Peru, for instance, was reeling from the terrorist bloodlust of the notorious Maoist rebel group Sendero Luminoso, or Shining Path, known for hacking victims limb from limb with machetes. Shining Path's main rival was the Cuban-inspired Tupac Amaru Revolutionary Movement. Both insurgency groups sought to topple the Peruvian government and install Communist regimes. To fund their terrorist aims, they taxed cocaine traffickers and also provided security in exchange for weapons and money.

Snowcap was a coveted foreign operation, considered one of the most dangerous and demanding of DEA assignments. Street agents who successfully completed Spanish-language classes, intensive U.S. Army Ranger school, and Navy SEAL riverine training were dressed in camo and combat gear and dropped into the dusty villages and steamy jungles of Latin America.

Gagne's three-month tour of duty with Snowcap began in Peru. He was the youngest man on Mongoose, a team of three women and nine men. Mongoose was set up like a regular Special Forces A-team, which meant they had recruits from outside DEA—a communications officer who was former Special Forces, a medic, a heavy-weapons specialist, a demolition expert. The agents were also cross-trained on every specialty.

Snowcap had fifteen forward operating bases and a guarded safe house in Lima where the agents would take R&R breaks. Gagne and his Mongoose team were stationed at the Santa Lucia base in the Upper Huallaga Valley, where the Andes Mountains slope down to the Amazon River basin. It was a region almost entirely controlled by drug traffickers and insurgent terrorist groups.

Gagne's Snowcap duties were unpredictable. One day he'd have to fix the generator so they could take hot showers; the next he and his team would be raiding stash houses and blowing holes in the illegal landing strips that dotted the remote mountaintops and lower flat-lands. Small twin-engine Piper Navajos and Beechcraft Barons were regularly flying into Peru from Colombia, landing at unregistered airstrips, refueling, and loading dope. Gagne and his colleagues would spot the airstrips during routine flyover missions. They'd touch down and blow giant craters, twenty feet wide by fifteen feet deep, into the strips. The agents would fly from one strip to the next, blasting holes until the airstrips looked like pockmarked battlegrounds. The smugglers would refill the holes days later. It was a constant cycle.

The most dangerous aspect of Snowcap was trying to determine who the bad guys were. Agents minimized the amount of information they gave to local cops. Aid them, work with them, but trust no one. Corruption among the Peruvian forces was so widespread that the police officers assigned to work with their American counterparts had to take monthly polygraphs to ensure they weren't playing both sides of the drug war.

Gagne was particularly fond of one officer named Luis Antonio Chilque Regalado, or “Lucho.” Gagne bunked with Lucho for two weeks when he first arrived in Peru. Lucho liked to talk about his young wife and children in Lima. He seemed a little green and wide-eyed, but he was loyal and hardworking, and he never complained about their camp-style living. They slept in bunks and cooked meals on a small outdoor burner hooked up to a propane tank. Lucho's favorite meal was white bread slathered in butter and topped with pickles, washed down with thick espresso. He called it his version of pizza. It made Gagne nauseous. One day Gagne walked to town to buy groceries to show Lucho what a real Italian meal could be. He boiled pasta on the tiny burner and crushed tomatoes with his bare hands, throwing them in a pot with some olive oil, onions, and ground beef rolled in bread crumbs.

“Es bueno.” Lucho inhaled the spaghetti and meatballs. It would be his last home-cooked meal.

On July 27, 1994, DEA was tipped off by a CIA informant about the location of the base operations of the Cachique Rivera brothers, a notorious band of cocaine traffickers who had filled the vacuum left by Pablo Escobar's death the previous December. The brothers were sending roughly 1,000 kilos of pure cocaine hydrochloride and 20,000 kilos of its precursor, cocaine paste, every month to the Cali cartel in Colombia. Intel reports indicated that $2 million and 2,000 kilos of cocaine were sitting at the Cachique Rivera ranch in the jungles of Oxapampa. Their mission was to seize the cash, destroy the coke, and capture the Cachique Rivera brothers. They would be joined by a CIA agent, a Special Forces officer, a fiscal (judge), and a small team of Peruvian street cops, including Lucho. They would head out by daybreak.

Mongoose team supervisor Frank Fernandez Jr., thirty-eight, was apprehensive about the operation. They had only a crude hand-drawn map from the informant to guide them, and the place would be heavily guarded. Lucho seemed fidgety too. He hardly understood a word of English. But he had heard the name Abelardo Cachique Rivera, aka “the Lieutenant.”

“El Teniente es muy peligroso”—dangerous, Lucho told Gagne later that night. He sheepishly revealed that he had never worked a jungle operation before. Gagne tried to calm the street cop's nerves. Lucho had only a small .38 pistol as a sidearm, so Gagne gave him his M4 assault rifle, a Special Forces version of the M16, but shorter and lighter.

“Do you know how to use it?”

“Sí, sí.”

“This is auto, this is semi …”

“No, no, I understand,” Lucho said confidently.

Gagne found one of his black-and-orange police vests—the kind DEA agents wore—and presented it to his friend. Lucho beamed with pride when he put it on. Gagne wanted Lucho to know that he depended on him.

At 5:00 a.m., the team scrambled into four Huey UH-1 helicopters and headed to the district of San Pedro de Longui. They flew for an hour over rivers and lush ground—the thunderous chopper blades announcing their approach—until they discovered a sprawling ranch house built into a carved-out mountain. A second home was under construction next to it. The Hueys set down on a small plateau and the agents quickly spread out, searching the two houses. Nothing. The place was deserted. The first thing Gagne noticed was the steam.

The main house's covered porch was encircled by a six-inch-wide railing, and all along the railing were small bowls, at least twenty of them, filled with steaming, half-eaten chicken soup. There was a large black cooking pot nearby, with a fire still smoldering.

“Frank,” Gagne whispered to his team leader, “look at all those bowls.” They triggered his memories of military drills in the mountains. “This is the army. It's soldiers.”

“All right,” Fernandez said gravely. He instructed the team to start looking for caletas, hiding places. Gagne signaled to Lucho.

“Listen, let's split up—I'm going this way.” He pointed toward a small sentry post off in a cleared field. “You go that way, and we'll meet in the middle.”

“Sí, sí. En medio,” Lucho said.

It was one hundred degrees and humid. Gagne felt as if a thousand eyes were on him as he stalked the perimeter. As he reached the sentry shack he heard the sound of AK-47 fire—heavy and hollow, like a steel bar banging on a fifty-five-gallon drum. Enemy fire. He should have been hearing his teammates’ M4s, like steel on a tin can. Gagne hit the ground in the middle of the open field, then began to run low, back toward his team. He heard screams and more gunfire. He found Special Forces agent Carlos Cruz and they both ran up a hill, toward the sound of the bullets. It was a sixty-degree grade, steep and slippery, and they had to huff it up on all fours. At the top of the embankment, Gagne nearly stumbled on Lucho's body, slumped over in a muddy pool of blood. They dragged him down the hill while Fernandez screamed for them on the radio. Gagne never heard him; his radio was accidentally switched off. When Fernandez finally caught sight of the agents, he motioned them to a ten-foot safe spot between the two houses.

“Where is everybody?” Gagne yelled.

Fernandez pointed down. Homes in the jungle were often raised about eighteen inches on stilts to prevent flood damage. When Gagne peered under the house, the first thing he saw was the fiscal's .38 pointed at the sky.

“Get that thing out of my face!” Gagne screamed at the judge.

The judge and the Peruvian street cops refused to come out of hiding. Gagne was still holding Lucho. He was bleeding profusely from three bullets, one to the head. His body felt like a loose rag doll. There was no point in administering CPR. Gagne turned to Agent Cruz. They both wanted to fight, and they took off again, running back up the embankment to face whatever was on the other side. Stopping at a small perch, they started arguing about whether to lob grenades at the enemy or rake them with gunfire. Gagne noticed Cruz was only carrying a shotgun. Fernandez was shouting: “Get off the hill!” The helicopter pilots had taken off in fear. Everything was happening too fast. It was chaos.

The mission was aborted. The cocaine, the cash, and the traffickers remained untouched. Fernandez convinced the pilots to circle back to pick them up and everyone scrambled into the Hueys. As the big birds pulled up, the agents ripped the surrounding forest with M60s, grenades, and high explosives. Gagne drained his light machine gun, burning through two 100-round drums, before pulling out his Glock. The CIA agent was shooting a gun inches from Gagne's aching eardrums. Dark blood from Lucho's head pooled on the helicopter floor.

Gagne couldn't figure out why Lucho had climbed up the hill on his own. He must have heard something and wanted to chase after it, to prove his mettle.

A local newspaper reported that Shining Path assassins were claiming victory in Lucho's killing because they had believed he was a DEA agent. Gagne was haunted by thoughts of Lucho's last moments, alone on the hill, being watched by assassins who saw their prize in a DEA vest. His body was flown back to his family in Jalima, Colombia, where his wife and children laid him to rest in el cementerio El Angel.

It was just three weeks into a three-month tour of duty, and the team was spooked. Team leader Fernandez started having premonitions about his death. He stopped eating.

Gagne decided to put the incident out of his mind, turn it into a game. It's not real. Because if he let the fear consume him, he would lose his concentration, and there was no room for error in the jungle. “Adapt, improvise, and overcome” is the motto of many American soldiers, and it was a motto that Gagne lived by.

“I'm not dying in this country,” Gagne boasted to Fernandez. “I'll be going home soon, Frankie. You can be with me or go do what you gotta do, but there's nothing here that I need to die for.”

Fernandez liked the young agent's bravado. He told him, “You're my good-luck charm.”

A month later, Gagne was on R&R in Lima when he was knocked out by food poisoning—bad ceviche. He suffered sweats, chills, a 103-degree fever, and dysentery. By Friday he had recovered and was well enough to take part in a flight with his team on Saturday, but then he got an invitation to a birthday party in Lima from a pretty girl. Fernandez agreed to let him extend his R&R just one more day. They spoke Saturday morning, August 27, for the last time.

“Are you eating?” Gagne asked.

“Yeah, I'm eating,” Fernandez said.

“You're so full of it. If I'm here in Lima and you're there at the base, I know you're not eating.”

Fernandez laughed and told Gagne he didn't like going out that day without his good-luck charm at his side. It was a routine flyover mission in the Upper Huallaga Valley, looking for clandestine airstrips to blow up. Agents Juan “Carlos” Vars, thirty-two, and Frank Wallace Jr., thirty-seven, were in the pilot seats of the Casa twin-engine plane. Agent Meredith Thompson, thirty-three, sat between them in the jump seat. Team leader Fernandez and Agent Jay Seale, thirty-one, rounded out the group.

The morning canyon fog cleared as the afternoon winds picked up and whipped through the steep mountainsides. Air traffic control lost contact with the agents shortly after 1:00 p.m.

Gagne was trashed on Peruvian moonshine and dancing with pretty Peruvian girls when he got the call that his teammates were missing. He sobered instantly and rushed back to Santa Lucia to join the search. The Peruvian Air Force later spotted the crash site from the air, but heavy rains slowed the recovery efforts, and it took two days to reach the wreckage under the layered canopy jungle. The dead agents were still buckled into their seats.

Gagne was in a shaky Russian-made helicopter, four feet above the ground on a cushion of thin air and hovering on maximum power. He felt like the bird was on the edge of falling out of the sky. He lifted five black zippered body bags into the helicopter. The smell of gas mingled with the overpowering stench of decomposing flesh. His hands shook as he unzipped one bag and saw the face of his team leader, Frankie Fernandez. The heavy chopper blades vibrated his bones and were so deafening that even if he had screamed it would have sounded like a whisper.

Operation Snowcap saw two more teams of agents, the last two tours of duty, before it was officially terminated. The program had been on the chopping block since Bill Clinton took over the White House, but the plane crash was the nail in the coffin. More DEA agents died in that crash than in any other incident up to that point in the agency's history. An investigation would later determine that the plane had been flying too low and too slow. The hot summer air in the jungle, with its low density, didn't give the propeller blades enough to bite into. It was simple pilot error. The black box revealed that the agents knew they were going down.

Gagne lost six friends to a senseless mission. For a time, he wanted to quit DEA. He went back home to Pawtucket, Rhode Island, to try to clear his mind. But after a couple of weeks he missed the work, the streets, the rush of his job. He decided he would return to New York. But he never wanted to do another cocaine investigation again if he could help it. It was too painful. DEA was obsessed with cocaine interdiction in the mid-1990s, but Gagne made a vow to himself that he would seek out a new battle in the drug war. He would follow his instincts and carve out a different path.


4 THE NEW YORK FIELD DIVISION

IN 1973, President Richard Nixon declared “an all-out global war on the drug menace,” pushing legislation in Congress that gave birth to the Drug Enforcement Administration. This “superagency” would put a single administrator—appointed by the president and approved by Congress—in charge of federal drug law enforcement, maximizing the coordination between investigators and prosecutors.

The phrase “war on drugs” has lost favor with top brass because it denotes a battle that has a beginning and an end—and that can be won or lost. Experienced drug cops know that the war is ongoing and involves more than just locking up dealers. It also involves treatment, education, and an evolving dialogue with youth about the dangers of drug use—issues that are the primary concern of a number of different agencies that have come into being since 1973.

DEA, however, is the nation's only single-mission agency, and that mission is to enforce the federal drug laws. To this end, DEA works with the United Nations, Interpol, and other international organizations on matters of worldwide drug control. Its agents are stationed in eighty-seven foreign offices in sixty-three countries. In the States, DEA has 227 offices that are overseen by twenty-one field divisions nationwide. After headquarters, in Arlington, Virginia, the New York Field Division, or NYFD, is the largest DEA office in the world. In 1995—when Gagne returned to New York from Snowcap—the total cash and assets DEA seized in drug busts across all fifty states was about $244 million. Seizures in the New York Field Division alone accounted for $29 million (or 12 percent) of the nationwide total.

Any challenge faced by an agent in small-town America has already been dealt with by the agents of New York. The technology advances, legal strategies, and group problem-solving skills put in practice by the New York Field Division are copied by other divisions. NYFD evolved into DEA's most innovative division because New York has a long history as a drug trafficking epicenter, owing to its busy seaports and airports, diverse populations, and thriving cultural and financial centers. Just as legal products are brought into New York from around the globe, so it goes with illicit commodities. New York City is often the first stop from the source countries. Heroin, cocaine, marijuana, Ecstasy—and a wide range of illicit drugs—is imported to New York, stored and sold in New York, and then smuggled from New York to D.C., Boston, Atlanta, Detroit, and destinations beyond. A long list of organized crime networks—be they Dominican, Colombian, Jamaican, Pakistani, Afghani, Italian, Chinese—live among the densely populated neighborhoods of New York's five boroughs without ever appearing out of place.

“There's no better city, from a drug enforcement standpoint, than New York, because it has it all. If you want to work cocaine cases, they're here. Heroin cases, they're here. Traditional organized crime? It's here. Money laundering? You got it. It's all here,” says DEA New York Special Agent in Charge John Gilbride. “You don't have that in other cities. In Miami, you'll have tremendous cocaine cases, but you won't have the heroin cases that you have in New York. Chicago: you'll have some cocaine and heroin, but it will be Mexican heroin. In New York, you have Southwest Asian heroin at times, Southeast Asian heroin other times, right now it's South American heroin—and it fluctuates.”

Gilbride began his career in 1981 as a co-op intern at NYFD, graduated first in his Basic Agent class, and rose up the ranks, earning top awards and a DEA Purple Heart for getting shot in the head yet continuing to chase down a cocaine trafficker on the streets of Brooklyn in 1988. Now, as special agent in charge of NYFD, Gilbride is the top agent in New York and calls the shots over divisional offices in Rochester, Syracuse, Plattsburgh, Buffalo, Albany, and Westchester, and on Long Island.

Agents hone their skills in New York, in part, because they are constantly negotiating the inherent frustrations of the city. Sometimes traffic was so bad it would take Gagne and his partners almost two hours just to drive to Queens to watch a target's apartment. Other times it's the vertical challenge of New York that puts agents in danger—like when a dealer who is a known weapons hoarder is on the twenty-eighth floor of a thirty-story apartment building, there are lookouts watching from every corner, and the agents have to figure out how to get in, get up, control the situation as fast as possible, and make the arrests.

DEA investigations today focus on the highest-level narcotics trafficking organizations. But it wasn't always so. Retail-level dealers were fair game in SAC Gilbride's day, back when the city provided a beggar's banquet for drug addicts. Gilbride wore his canvas PF Flyers to work because he knew that each day promised, as the saying went, “a kilo, a gun, and someone was gonna run.” Agents kept folding lawn chairs in the trunks of their “G-rides” (government vehicles) because it could take twenty hours at central booking to get an arrestee processed. Sometimes they didn't go home for days and would sleep in bunk rooms or on couches at NYFD, keeping extra clothes in their cars. An agent could spend hours driving around town, making arrests, and stuffing thousands of dollars in seized cash and drugs in the trunk, because there wasn't time to get it all back to the evidence vault before the next takedown.

“It was the Wild West up in Washington Heights,” says Special Agent John McKenna. He was twenty-three years old his first day on the job in 1987, thrilled to have a gun and a badge—”like a kid in a candy store.”

“We used to average three hundred fifty arrests in one year in just one group, and we took guns off these guys all the time,” McKenna says. “I was in three shoot-outs my first four years.”

On a typical day, McKenna and his team would drive a surveillance van up to Washington Heights, seize five kilos of cocaine and arrest five Dominican dealers, put them in the van, and then drive to Queens, where another deal was about to go down. They'd lock up a few Colombian dealers, throw them in the van too, and then go to the Bronx for another hit.

“We'd come back at night with like twenty people under arrest, three different cases. This was every single night,” McKenna says. “We were hitting them so hard in Washington Heights they knew our group number—’Oh, those thirty-three guys,’ all the informants would say, ‘They're scaring the dealers up there.’ “

By the time Gagne and Germanowski were on the scene, DEA operations had evolved to higher-level targets—suppliers and cartel heads. Today, a twelve-agent group in NYFD averages between fifty and seventy arrests a year. The Wild West atmosphere slowly gave way to more complicated drug conspiracy cases. DEA's 1992 “Kingpin Strategy” refocused agency resources on targeting kingpins and their organizations. Evolution also brought about stricter policies on conduct, evidence handling, and case operations. For instance, the two-man rule requires that all evidence be immediately transported to evidence custodians by no less than two agents—no more running around town all day in a paddy wagon and then stopping off for a quick beer, letting the perps, cash, and coke cool in the van.

NYFD, like all DEA field divisions, is organized pyramid style. Below the SAC are several associate special agents in charge who oversee administrative operations, the divisional offices, the Diversion Unit (which polices doctors and pharmacists), the Unified Intelligence Division (a mixture of DEA, NYPD, and New York State Police, who gather intel to support investigations), and the New York Drug Enforcement Task Force—the oldest and largest drug task force in the nation, best known for its work on heroin cases, as dramatized in the film The French Connection.

Below the associate SACs are ten assistant special agents in charge, or ASACs. Each ASAC oversees a division and each division is made up of five enforcement groups, which are run by a group supervisor, or GS.

GS Lou Cardinali was responsible for special agents Gagne, Germanowski, Flaherty, and their teammates in group D-35—the so-called gun carriers at the bottom of the pyramid. Gagne and his undercover partners didn't write drug policy or speak at press conferences. They wore jeans and T-shirts to the office. And their office was a multipurpose tan brick building at 99 Tenth Avenue in a filthy corner of Manhattan.

Whenever Gagne pulled up to the office in the mid-nineties, he was met by the usual parade of hustlers, prostitutes, and drug dealers who lined the streets. The block was so crime-ridden, burglars would break into every unattended vehicle and DEA secretaries had to be escorted to their cars at night so they wouldn't be mugged or worse.

Gagne couldn't park without a hooker—usually of the transsexual variety—jumping in the passenger side of his car and offering a blow job. “Out,” he'd say with the casualness of one who has tired of the daily routine. The area was a petri dish of cheap sex, drugs, and carnage. In fact, the DEA building previously had held a meatpacking outfit. The abandoned elevated train tracks that once operated above Tenth Avenue still divert at 16th Street and tag the building's façade. Animals were brought in by boxcar, hoisted up by pulleys, and slaughtered on the top floors of the building. The floors were slightly sloped, with the highest point at the center, and the walls were free-floating so that blood and viscera could be hosed down from the top floors and wash down along the walls, floor to floor, until it reached the bottom.

DEA took over the lease in 1991 and turned the butcher block into NYFD command central. The floating walls have been shored up and the slaughterhouse remnants are long gone, but there are small reminders of its past: if a chemist in the lab accidentally spills liquid on the ground, it will slowly roll toward the walls.

Just as agents have to keep a low profile on the job, the NYFD building is an edifice of undercover style. The structure has no identifying signs or official seals. The twin front entrances—Tenth Avenue for visitors and 17th Street for employees—are sheltered by plain red awnings marked “99.” The windows and glass entrance doors are shatterproof and dark-tinted to protect the identities of the undercover agents and confidential informants inside. There are some forty closed-circuit television cameras in and around the building monitored 24/7 by base operations and the guards inside the lobby and at the loading docks. X-ray machines monitor every package that comes through. Armed guards control access to the parking garage.

NYFD operations today are aided by high-tech resources, such as audio recording devices the size and shape of shirt buttons. Surveillance teams can slap a GPS device under a target's vehicle in less than five minutes, so an agent can monitor his moves by computer, cell phone, and public surveillance cameras. But when Gagne and his teammates were chasing after drug traffickers in 1995, it was a low-tech era. There was no GPS. The agents shared a green-screen, blinking-cursor-style computer. Report of Investigation forms, or DEA-6s, were done in carbon triplicate on electric typewriters.

When the agents weren't on the street, they worked at cubicles on the eighth floor. Gagne's cubicle was decorated with photos of missions with his teammates in Peru and the latest shots of him with his D-35 teammates during their annual Columbus Day weekend golf trips.

Germanowski's cubicle was tidy. He taped his calendar to his desk so it wouldn't slide askew every time someone walked by and nudged it. Tacked to his corkboard was a photo of a half-naked Jennifer Aniston (until Group Supervisor Lou Cardinali made him take it down) and a Pittsburgh Steelers license plate. He kept a photo of his two-year-old son front and center. Germanowski had five rules he tried to live by and would pass on to his children: “Don't lie, cheat, steal, or quit, and be nice when you have a chance, because you never know when it will be the last one.”

Germanowski was married, but not happily. Gagne could hear the coldness in his partner's voice whenever he called his wife to say he was working late. In marriages that endure, spouses of DEA agents tend to be patient about the long hours, the unexpected calls to duty, the last-minute cancellation of vacation plans, and finding themselves suddenly dateless for graduations, weddings, and recitals.

In the summer of 1995, Gagne was still single at twenty-nine and living in a tiny apartment next door to the cacophonous Lincoln Tunnel. He paid $300 a month for a small one-bedroom, with a washer and dryer, all utilities included. But he was hardly ever there. NYFD was home, and Germanowski and Flaherty were family. Sometimes in the evenings, after the office emptied out, the agents would set up a golf course around the cubicles for miniature golf tournaments. In the mornings, they'd meet for target practice in the small seventh-floor shooting range or they'd lift weights in the fifth-floor gym.

The one place at NYFD where Gagne steered clear—perhaps the pain of Snowcap was still too fresh—was the Hall of Honor. At the entrance to the fluorescent-lit hallway is a dedication “to those brave men and women who made the ultimate sacrifice, lest we forget.” A blue carpet, blue velvet ropes, and plastic flowers line a corridor filled with seventy-five portraits—seventy-five deaths—that date as far back as 1921, when Prohibition agents Charles Wood and Stafford Beckett were killed by whiskey smugglers near the El Paso/Mexico border, and as recently as 2004, when Milwaukee Task Force officer Jay Balchunas was gunned down by assailants as he walked to his car. Six New York agents are among the dead.

The most famous face in the gallery is number thirty-eight, Special Agent Enrique “Kiki” Camarena. Camarena was born in a poor Mexican barrio and moved to the United States as a boy to pick plums to earn money. Kiki became a naturalized citizen, a Marine Corps officer, a fireman, and a policeman before he devoted his life to DEA, fighting the flow of drugs from his native country into his adopted country. Camarena worked undercover in Guadalajara, Mexico, investigating a multibillion-dollar drug trafficking network that implicated officers of the Mexican army, police, and government. The thirty-seven-year-old father of three was on his way to meet his wife for lunch on February 7, 1985, when masked gunman kidnapped him in broad daylight. Camarena was bludgeoned and subjected to sadistic cruelty over the next twenty-four hours. A physician injected him with stimulants to keep him conscious through the torture. On March 5, his body was found in a shallow grave on a ranch about seventy miles from Guadalajara. His eyes were taped shut, his hands and feet were bound, and his body was wrapped in plastic. His jaw, nose, and cheekbones were broken; his windpipe and skull were crushed.

Mexican authorities destroyed his clothing and other evidence. The U.S. government, through its own sources, obtained videotapes of the torture session—tapes that Mexican officials denied existed. Camarena could be heard pleading with his abductors, “Don't hurt my family.”

In 1990, the DEA hired Mexican bounty hunters to kidnap the alleged physician-torturer and extradite him to the States for prosecution. His trial ended in an acquittal. Mexico eventually convicted more than two dozen people, including police and drug kingpins Ernesto Fonseca Carrillo and Rafael Caro Quintana. Six men were convicted in the United States, but some conspirators were never brought to justice.

Gagne was a year out of high school when Camarena was murdered. DEA wasn't even on his radar yet, but he knew about the murdered agent. It marked a turning point in the war on drugs and enlightened the nation on the brutality of drug traffickers. TV movies and documentaries dramatized Camarena's hopeful life and brutal death. National Red Ribbon Week in October was instituted in his honor, to educate schoolchildren about the dangers of drugs. An elementary school in La Joya, Texas, bears his name.

Camarena was the first DEA agent to be tortured and killed as a symbolic gesture to America that the “bad guys” weren't putting up with interference in their business. But instead of turning the agents into shrinking violets, it seemed to embolden them.

“Bottom line, we will never surrender to the drug traffickers,” New York SAC John Gilbride says. “You will not scare us off. You're gonna hurt us, you may kill some of us, but we're not going away. We'll just come back stronger and harder. We'll keep going. That's why agents raise their hands to go to the jungles of South America. It's a lot more dangerous than any city in the United States, but they'll do it because they want to be as close to that source of supply and those major drug traffickers as possible—to have an impact.”

On the wall in the Hall of Honor opposite Camarena's photo is a separate memorial for the five agents who perished in the plane crash in Peru during Operation Snowcap. No matter what time of year it is, invariably a prayer card left by a family member can be found tucked under the portrait of Special Agent Frank Fernandez Jr., the Snowcap leader who died without his lucky charm at his side.


5 THE ECSTASY DEALERS

IT WAS A HOT August summer night in 1995 when two men named Israel Hazut and Michel Elbaz hailed a livery cab after an evening of club hopping in Manhattan. As the chatty Lebanese driver slowly steered them home toward Queens, he asked the men where they were from and what they did for a living. The tall lanky one said that he and his brother had recently moved to New York from Israel and they were making a fortune selling Ecstasy in the nightclubs. The driver nodded his head coolly, as if he knew what Ecstasy was.

The dealer handed the driver a fat white tablet that was scored on one side.

“Try it—on the house,” he said. If he liked it, they were $20 apiece.

“Anything you need,” he said, “we can get it for you.”

The driver thanked them for the free sample, took down their beeper number, and dropped the men off at their apartment in Queens. Then he dialed Bob Gagne.

The next morning, Gagne and Jay Flaherty met with the livery driver, a confidential informant named “Charlie,” to pick up the drug sample. Gagne placed the pill in a clear plastic evidence bag and delivered it to the New York Field Division's on-site Northeast Regional Laboratory, where it was marked exhibit number one, expedited analysis requested.

Gagne didn't know much about Ecstasy. He had heard vague references to its use at all-night rave parties, but no one at NYFD had ever opened a major case on it. DEA's resources were focused on the action: heroin and cocaine. But when everyone else turned right, Gagne was the type to turn left. He dug into the archives and came across an article about a New Jersey teen who'd died from taking one Ecstasy pill; that was enough to get him worked up. Gagne wondered if Ecstasy was that new path he was looking for—something that seemed solvable. It intrigued him. But he would still have to convince his partner.

“Dude, this is the next big thing,” Gagne said with the confidence of a sledgehammer. “We'll go out, we'll make a buy, we'll make another buy—order up and knock ‘em up.”

“Wait a second,” Germanowski said. “Cocaine's falling out of the sky right now, and you want to go after Ecstasy pills?”

“It'll be fun,” Gagne said. “No wires, no heavy-duty surveillance—real simple.”

Germanowski knew it was futile to argue.

“Listen, Gags, this is sort of bullshit, but it might be something different. Let's try it.”

“Hey,” Gagne offered, “you can do the undercover.”

“Yeah, I'll do the undercover.”

But when the sample pill Charlie had procured came back from the DEA lab analysis as NCSD, or “no controlled substance detected,” the agents had nothing more than a couple of cough syrup peddlers in their sights. The pill was 23.6 grams of pure dextromethorphan hydrobromide—the active ingredient in Robitussin DM.

“Charlie, I want you to call them back,” Gagne ordered his informant over the phone. “Tell them you're not falling for the banana in the tailpipe trick.”


6 CONFIDENTIAL INFORMANTS

AN EASTERN EUROPEAN DRUG trafficker named “Joel” once told Gagne that the only difference between them was the law. Joel took care of his family and plied his trade with passion. But eventually he got caught, and like the guy who baited him, he saved himself by switching teams.

“He who makes the laws wins,” Joel said of his predicament. Joel became a confidential informant and provided Gagne with valuable information that led to the arrests of several notorious Romanian drug traffickers.

Confidential informants like Joel and Charlie are the necessary interlopers who walk the line between both worlds. At some point in the late 1990s, DEA started calling informants confidential sources. It was semantics, really. Appeasement of the criminal mind. No snitch wants to be called an informant—but somehow “source” went down easier. Either way, they perform the same role and veteran agents tend to use the old nomenclature.

Confidential informants can be divided among three main types. There's the regular informant, the kind who wants to keep the law apprised of the crime going down in his or her neighborhood. Everybody is happy with a regular informant, a do-gooder. They hold up nicely on the witness stand. Then there's the defendant informant. This is the guy (sometimes the girl) who's looking at serious charges—the dealer who decides to help the agents reel in a bigger fish in the hopes of receiving a lighter sentence. The restricted use informant is typically someone who is on probation or parole or has a history of violent crime. It takes a criminal to catch a criminal, and a convicted murderer can be a valuable informant—but use him sparingly and keep him away from the witness stand if at all possible.

A fourth breed, more interesting and rare, is the protected use or protected name informant. Most agents will never encounter them. They tend to be foreign government officials or figures in overseas criminal organizations. For instance, a money launderer for a Colombian cocaine cartel who is in over his head might provide info to derail the cartel, but if it ever came to light that he spoke to DEA, he and his entire family would be slaughtered by the cartel. Protected use informants are never called to testify. New York has had at least one such informant and that person's file was kept in its own separate safe.

DEA agents have to develop and verify every piece of information they receive to make sure it can stand up in a court of law. And every piece of negative information about an informant must also be reported. The case law—Brady vs. Maryland (1963) and Giglio vs. U.S. (1972)—that Gagne and other agents learn in Basic Agent class says that if you use the CI at trial, the defense must be made aware of any prior convictions, drug or alcohol abuse, failure to pay taxes, or general double-dealing that puts an informant's credibility in question. Same for any benefits the informant receives for his cooperation, including plea agreements, charge bargains, immunity, assistance with immigration, free meals, phone calls, or cash payments for information.

Depending on their active involvement, informants might collect payments from $250 to $2,000. If they provide information that leads to a major cash seizure, case agents can request that the informant receive anywhere from 2 to 25 percent of the money. DEA is under the purview of the Department of Justice, which oversees the Asset Forfeiture Fund, and is the ultimate decider as to how much an informant receives. While it is extremely rare, there are million-dollar informants. A San Diego CI who helped DEA track down some of the men responsible for the murder of Special Agent Camarena was a million-dollar informant.

Protecting the source's identity is imperative. At NYFD, the Confidential Source System database is kept in a separately alarmed, combination-protected office. The 250-square-foot room is stacked wall to wall with fireproof steel-gray safes that contain the names, photos, and personal stats of every informant who works for NYFD. Only the confidential source coordinators have the combination to the room, and on any given day they maintain the files of roughly four hundred active informants. (Incidentally, some of the best informants are real estate agents—because who else would be the first to know about a home buyer who wants to build a chemistry lab in the garage or a renter who uses his apartment as a stash house?)

Charlie was a defendant informant who was arrested for trying
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