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Penguin is committed to publishing works of quality and integrity.

In that spirit, we are proud to offer this book to our readers;

however, the story, the experiences, and the words are the author’s alone.

ALWAYS LEARNING

PEARSON




These are the true stories of federal narcotics investigations and operations in Arizona, Texas, and Mexico. The border of Arizona and Mexico is open and offers an opportunity for anyone to cross for any reason. This account is meant to shed some light on the life of narcotics agents, their dealings on the border, and the effect on their daily lives. It isn’t intended to glorify the agents or make them out to be anything more than the crazy, dedicated characters who make up much of law enforcement.

Hundreds of special agents have passed through the border offices; some don’t last six months before they beg for a transfer. The few who stay on the border proudly call themselves “Border Rats.” As a die-hard member of the Border Rat pack, I hope to put you in our boots and allow you to see the border through our eyes.

There is a thin line between sanity and insanity; on this job we learn to laugh at ourselves and others, just to stay on the right side of that line. No matter how awful the event, we always try to find an enlightening moment as a psychological means to keep from losing our minds. Being a true Irishman and loving a good story, I’d often teach new agents with my own version of our deeds. That’s my goal here.

Every day, along the southwest border, agents face danger and unimaginable frustration. The events, characters, and antics are factual. These accounts are of the devoted U.S. Customs special agents who work the southwest border in Arizona and Texas, as well as of the notorious narcotics traffickers who have controlled and still control the Zone Norte of Mexico. The names of some of the special agents and the confidential informants have been changed to protect them. The names of the traffickers are real; some are still terrorizing Mexico.
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AN AGE-OLD PROFESSION
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SMUGGLING has occurred in Arizona since the 1800s. In one way or another, horses, cattle, people, liquor, birds, snakes, and narcotics have crossed the border going back to the time when the first railroad was built. In the days of Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday, cowboys were smoking opium. When opium was outlawed, the Chinese began smuggling it into the United States.

During the 1940s and 1950s, the Chicago mob hid out in Nogales, Sonora, Mexico. Pictures of Pretty Boy Floyd, John Dillinger, and others were displayed on the wall of the Cavern restaurant.

Mexicans write songs of the traffickers’ exploits, making them sound like a kind of modern-day Robin Hood. Today, the government of Mexico is engulfed in a losing battle with the traffickers as the government seeks to retake control of the Narco Nation. The cartel groups are ruthless, violent beyond measure, and have left a trail of death in the border cities of Mexico. It’s only a matter of time until the violence spreads into the United States. Some argue that with the deaths of local ranchers and the killing of a border patrol agent, it is already here.

Most quaint border towns in Mexico have a center square called the plaza; this was the traditional meeting place for residents on the weekend to gather, socialize, and listen to bands. The plaza is the heart of the town. The jefe de plaza, or boss of the plaza, is a trafficker who controls the border city. The cartels distribute drugs to the plaza boss, who distributes them to the local smugglers. The jefe de plaza bribes the mayor, federal and local police, and business leaders for political favors and immunity from arrest. Money is no object to the cartel bosses, who are listed in the Forbes 500 as some of the richest men in the world. They buy the best equipment available: guns, armored vehicles, encrypted communications, and aircraft.

The special agents of the U.S. Customs Service, Office of Investigations, are charged with the daunting task of deterring smuggling and arresting anyone who smuggles contraband across the border. The investigations, seizures, and arrests are seldom publicized. Publicity is the last thing the office and the agents want; being discreet enables us to do our job more effectively.


HUNTED OR HUNTER
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IT was a sticky, moonless summer night, darker than normal, perfect for drug smuggling. An old Vietnam veteran once told me there is a thin cloak between being the hunter and being the hunted. That thought kept going through my head as my partner, Tom, and I hugged the dirt on a border hillside. We had been creeping along when a sudden sound caused me to drag us both down to the ground.

I lay there barely breathing and analyzed our situation. There was no cover, no place to hide; we were lying on the upward slope of a hill with the border fence about thirty feet above us. Below us were a few dilapidated old adobe houses, and below them, a few parked cars, which were too far away to reach.

I raised my head, straining my eyes to focus on something, and then the night seemed to explode. A flash from a muzzle lit up the small houses in Mexico, and the gunfire was deafening. It sounded like a cannon going off. Instantly I recognized the unmistakable blast of a .45-caliber semiautomatic; hell, my service weapon was a .45 automatic. The smell of gunpowder and smoke filled the night air and my lungs. I flattened my body closer to the ground. Three more rounds, four, five rounds went flying over our heads. I could hear the bullets zinging past, hitting a brick wall below. In the distance bullets also tore into a parked car like an explosion. Tom and I were frozen flat to the dirt. We’d drawn our guns when we hit the dirt, but we didn’t dare look up to find a target. I knew I had to do something, so without aiming, I squeezed off two rounds into the dark in the direction of where I’d glimpsed the first muzzle flash, and then everything went silent. The incident took only a few minutes, but it was as if time had stopped for us.

The genesis of this incident occurred two days earlier. I was sitting in the office with my feet propped up on the desk writing reports. We wrote them on legal pads and the office secretary typed them out for us. The U.S. Attorney’s office was always busting our asses to have the investigative case reports for arrests and seizures on their desk within three days of each arrest. I’d already made two arrests this week on narcotics cases and still hadn’t written them up. I even had one from the week before. I knew they were long overdue. In the days before computers, if an agent had to make corrections to a report that was already typed, it was the secretary who retyped it, and her wrath was as bad as the supervisors’.

My supervisor was already on my ass, but I wasn’t alone. It was the end of September and the marijuana harvest season in Mexico had begun with a vengeance. The entire office was already overloaded with cases.

My name is Terry Kirkpatrick; I’m a special agent for the U.S. Customs Service, Office of Investigations, in Nogales, Arizona. The sister cities of Nogales, Arizona, and Nogales, Sonora, are located along the international border and consist of cramped shanty neighborhoods butting up to the border fence. This entire area is hemmed in by rugged hills and canyons on both sides. In these dark canyons drug smuggling and illegal-alien crossings are rampant. The drug smugglers and coyotes who cross people are ruthless and would do anything to get the drugs and people into the United States.

We often existed in the shadows. The public seldom heard about the work of Customs special agents until a major organization was dismantled, which sometimes could take years. Customs agents were seldom mentioned in the press; major undercover operations that use confidential sources are best kept secret. Good operations sometimes last years; even as of this writing, operations are being conducted in Nogales and throughout the United States and internationally that may never be made public.

So, it was the marijuana harvest season in Mexico and everyone in the office was busy working six or seven days a week. Hell, most of the time it seemed as if we slept in the office. Out of the twenty-three agents, nineteen had been through at least one divorce, and some guys two or three. This job was not really conducive to marriage. The old-timers would say, “Boy, if the government wanted you to have a wife, they would have issued you one.”

The office secretary, Anna, buzzed my phone extension and said, “Patricio, someone wants to speak with you.” “Patricio” was the pseudonym that I gave to all my informants. “He’s on the line. Would you like me to pass it to someone else?” She knew I was buried with reports. Anna had a soft sexy voice that could be distracting. I gathered my wits and agreed to take the call.

The caller said his name was Jose in a rough, broken accent, and he needed to speak with Patricio in person. He had a deep voice that was a little creepy. Shit, I couldn’t catch up now, but what the hell, it’s like an addiction. I agreed. I told Jose I would meet him around four P.M. at the Sacred Heart Church parking lot.

I often used this location to meet potential informants. The church parking lot was open, yet surrounded by trees, and was located on high ground above Grand Avenue, Nogales’s main street. I always parked in the southwest corner of the lot for the clear views below. There was a steep wall and no one could approach my car except from the front. Besides, I always felt safe there. The traffickers wouldn’t shoot anyone on Catholic Church property; it would be bad karma, or so I hoped.

Sometimes I took someone with me if the subject couldn’t speak enough English because my Spanish was limited in my early career. I could handle basic conversations, but if someone spoke really rapid Spanish, I was lost. At about four, I saw a man climbing the church stairs toward the parking lot; I figured this was Jose. During our brief conversation on the telephone earlier, Jose told me he had information on my favorite smuggling area of Short Street in Nogales. Jose told me he’d be walking and that he was wearing a blue jacket and white baseball cap.

I had arrived about ten minutes early and was going over in my head what I wanted to say and to ask Jose; I had a lot of informants providing information on a regular basis. I was a good salesman and was respected by my peers for recruiting good sources of information. I told Jose I would be driving a white Ford with a maroon top; this was my G-ride, government-issued vehicle, a 1978 Ford LTD. I’d seized this car in Tucson after finding a load of marijuana in it.

The guy shuffling toward my vehicle was a middle-aged Mexican male. As he approached my vehicle, I rolled down the window and motioned for him to get in. Jose was weathered, and I suspected he was either a ranch hand or laborer; his boots were scraped and rough. Jose seemed a little nervous, but he got straight to the point. He said someone had given him my name, but he wouldn’t elaborate, a common stance. He said he had heard there was a stash house right on the border at the dead end of Short Street. He described the general area where the stash house—more of a storage shed or garage—was supposed to be located, and he believed the dope stored there belonged to the infamous trafficker Jose Luis Somoza, aka El Quemado, meaning “the burned one.”

Quemado was a nasty young smuggler who had been burned badly on the side of his face and arm when he was about thirteen. According to stories from several sources, a smuggler who caught Quemado hanging around his stash house in Mexico decided to teach him a lesson. The smuggler, just to be a mean rotten bastard, grabbed Quemado, slapped him around, and knocked him to the ground, then doused him with lighter fluid and set him ablaze.

Quemado grew up in the Buenos Aires neighborhood of Nogales, Sonora, Mexico, just east of the main Nogales port of entry (POE) and south of Short Street. This area has a reputation for being the roughest zone of Nogales. The cops seldom patrolled there, and if they did, they were working for the traffickers. Buenos Aires began as a shantytown where squatters built cardboard houses; there was only one road leading into the area. Most of the residents walk in by means of a stairway running along the border fence on the Mexican side.

For years, there was no running water, no sewers, and no electricity, and then, slowly, the area grew from cardboard into brick construction of small homes clustered through the area. Garbage is thrown about and raw sewage still flows into the streets and into Tricky Wash on the U.S. side of the border. During the summer the smell of garbage is suffocating, like going to a city dump; during the winter the residents burn firewood and garbage along with tires in the backyard, anything to stay warm.

These are the forgotten residents of Nogales: unemployed, left to fend for themselves. The girls sold themselves on street corners; the boys lined up for jobs crossing marijuana for the traffickers or became thieves.

The place we live in often shapes us into the person we become. Quemado became a person who, at the ripe old age of sixteen, got even with the bastard who had burned him. Quemado ambushed him at the stash house one night and shot him and another guy to death. Quemado stole approximately fifteen hundred pounds of marijuana, paid off the supplier, and began his career in the drug-smuggling business.

Quemado then recruited other kids his age, and his gang grew until it finally took control of the shantytown housing area known as Buenos Aires, or “good air.” Good air, my ass; the whole area smelled like raw sewage. By the estimates of various informants, Quemado was around twenty-two when I had my first encounter with him. One thing’s for certain: the mention of his name scared the living shit out of everyone who lived in the area.

Quemado’s reputation for terror was built on shooting workers and suspected dedos, the Mexican slang meaning “fingers” or snitches. Quemado burned a suspected snitch to death, leaving the charred remains of the crispy critter at the hole in the fence on Short Street, just two feet over the U.S. side. The Nogales fire department responded to a call about a brush fire in the area and quickly backed out of the area on seeing the dead, burned body. I heard the radio call for the Nogales police department to respond and headed that way. I vividly remember seeing the charcoal-black remains of a body in a fetal position with the arms at the chest level as if praying for mercy. One arm was still in the air making a fist with what should have been fingers. The body was burned beyond recognition.

On another occasion, Quemado and his crew took a suspected snitch out to the desert. Quemado ordered all of his workers to come along to witness what happened to snitches. Quemado then tied the man up by his hands and feet, with one arm and one leg tied to one pickup truck and the other arm and leg tied to another. The trucks then slowly pulled the man apart as Quemado questioned him, until his arms and legs were ripped from his torso.

Quemado was a lieutenant for a major trafficker named Jaime Figueroa-Soto who moved massive amounts of dope from Sonora, Mexico, into Arizona. Figueroa-Soto was around forty years old and known as a notorious trafficker in Magdalena, Sonora, Mexico. He was rumored to have killed three rival drug traffickers for trying to distribute marijuana in his area.

I had recruited several informants who lived in this area, and Quemado was the main target of my investigation. I knew the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) was investigating Figueroa-Soto, who had residences in Phoenix and Magdalena. I was just hoping to arrest Quemado.

The man who had met me in the church parking lot, Jose, had gotten my attention by mentioning Quemado. I started my recruitment of Jose in an attempt to document him as a source of information, but Jose claimed he didn’t want anything for the information. He didn’t want to be paid and he didn’t want to be documented. Jose just wanted to let me know about the stash of dope in a garage and that he heard the smugglers say they were going to cross more dope tomorrow night around ten P.M. I studied Jose’s facial expression and decided he was serious; it was hard to tell why he was providing the information. He spoke rapidly and told me what he had to say, and then, just as fast, Jose said, “I have to go.” I tried asking him more questions. How did he know? Did he work for Quemado? Jose was evasive. He said he had to get back across the line, walking away briskly back south toward the Grand Avenue POE gate.

I pondered his motive. He didn’t want any money; Customs paid its sources well when we made seizures based on their information, but he didn’t want anything. His family didn’t need a border crossing card (BCC); for a Mexican, a BCC card is better than cash. I had a gut feeling, as agents do, but I couldn’t quite figure it out. I shrugged it off to hunger and grabbed some lunch. Who the hell really knows about that sixth sense feeling? I’m sure I had it several times; I just ignored it until after something happened and it was too late.

What the hell, I thought, as I drove back to the office. Back at the office the guys were hanging out, bullshitting; I discussed the information Jose had provided on the stash house and asked if anyone wanted to go lie into the area, and heard the gleeful response, “Fuck you,” several times. No one liked working the area, especially lying in by the border fence. When I said, “Come on, I’ve got a great strategic operational plan,” everyone laughed. “It’s simple,” I said, “we can just hike into the area on foot, find cover and wait to see if a load crosses, then follow the mules to the garage.”

I regarded Short Street as my area. I knew the trail along the international border fence and had walked the area numerous times. The best way to get there undetected was on foot. I wanted to get there early and lie in before the smugglers crossed. Then if I saw them take their stash into a house or garage, l could easily obtain a search warrant and seize everything.

Again my brilliant plan was greeted with more verbal insults; the other agents hated lying in and disliked being that close to the border. Most of the agents were busy with their own investigations and sources and had reports to finish writing. Finally Tom volunteered to go in on foot with me. The man lived for camping and being in the desert or remote areas. Tom wasn’t an agent; he was a Customs patrol officer. He was as capable as any person in the office and a hell of a lot better than most. I had been out with him on several occasions, and we worked well together. When Tom was a kid in California he lost his right arm in an accident, and thus he was nicknamed “Lefty”—a typical cop way to express respect.

The following night Tom came out dressed in full military camouflage clothes; I just wore a long-sleeve black shirt and Levi’s. Every agent in the office had various forms of clothing in their vehicles: ninja black pants and black shirts, full military camouflage pants and shirts, raid jackets, rain gear, bulletproof vest. Every agent also had a complete set of extra clothes packed in what we called a didi bag. The term came from Vietnam veterans and was short for didi mau, a Vietnamese term meaning “to get moving.” We traveled a lot doing controlled deliveries of drug loads from Arizona to California.

Tom and I parked at the bottom of the hill leading up to Short Street. Other agents—Rene, Joe, and Ricardo—were going to stand by in their vehicles in the general downtown area if we needed assistance. None of us gave much thought to the operation; this was what we did every day. Tom and I both grabbed what gear we needed and in our best stealth mode slowly started making our way up to the steep trail in the dark.

It was a warm late-September night; the monsoons were over, but it seemed muggy and humid out. I wore a long-sleeve shirt at night because Arizona comes alive after dark with scorpions and other crazy creepy crawly things. If I was going to be in the weeds, I wanted to be prepared. There was no moon out; it was pitch black, and the hill on the Mexican side of the border was tall and cast a dark shadow over the United States side. This made the climb along the border fence slow going, but I preferred the dark shadows over walking in the moonlight.

The Short Street area was dangerous then and is still dangerous today. The traffickers on the Mexican side have the high ground for visibility and sit on the roofs of their houses and watch anyone driving into the area. They basically control the neighborhoods on both sides of the border. Tom and I stayed in the shadows, inching our way up to the rocky hillside. There are no trees once you pass the few run-down houses scattered along the edge of the hill. Tom and I didn’t say a word to each other; I led the way, and he followed right behind me.

My senses somehow went into a heightened state of alert after dark: every sensory nerve, hearing, sight, and smell kicked into warp drive. Many times during operations Tom and others said I had better senses than wild animals.

I seldom used the night-vision goggles; Tom joked that my night vision was better than an owl. We hiked up the hill, moving about twenty yards at a time, and then I stopped and scanned the area and listened for any signs of activity. I continued this move-and-listen tactic every twenty yards; this was my routine. Just before I reached the crest of the hill, about thirty feet from the international border fence, I froze. There it was again, that sixth sense or my guardian angel whispering in my ear to stop. Somewhere in the outer limits of my mind I’d heard something. I wasn’t sure, but I thought I heard the sound of an automatic pistol’s slide move; it was ever so faint, like someone had just slightly moved the slide a tiny little bit perhaps to see if a round was in the chamber.

Then, suddenly I felt every nerve in my body tense up; the hair on my neck stood up like needles sticking me. Something was wrong. I turned to Tom and softly whispered to get down. Tom hesitated. I motioned with my hand and reached back, grabbing Tom’s shoulder, and said, “Get down.” Instinctively, Tom and I fell into a prone position, lying flat in the dirt and rocks. There was no cover, no place to hide; we were lying on the upward slope of a hill. The border fence was only about thirty feet above us; below us was nothing but a few houses and some parked cars that were too far to run to. It was a matter of seconds from the time my senses were alerted to the threat to the time it took for Tom and me to hit the ground, although it seemed like minutes. The only thing in front of my head was a football-sized rock for cover. I felt my whole body tingling. A huge adrenaline rush had engulfed me like an explosion.

Then everything happened in an instant: a flash from a muzzle and the sound of gunshots rang out from Mexico. I knew the sound of a .45-caliber automatic; my service weapon was a Colt .45. The smell of gunpowder filled the night air. I flattened my body closer to the ground as three, four, five rounds went over our heads. I could hear the bullets zinging past, hitting a brick wall. Below us, in the distance, we heard the sound of metal on metal as the bullets tore into a parked car below like an explosion. Tom and I were frozen flat into the dirty hillside like reptiles in the sand. We’d drawn our guns, but we didn’t have a target. I knew I had to do something, so I quickly squeezed off two rounds into the dark in the general direction of the area where I’d glimpsed the first muzzle flash. Then everything went silent.

The bastard had us trapped. We just lay silent, face down on open ground; I didn’t dare raise my head. The sound of the bullets tearing through the metal on the car was surreal. I made sure Tom was okay.

He asked, “Did you hit him?”

“No, I don’t have a clue where he is.”

Tom was already on the radio, calling out, “Shots fired, shots fired.” The smoke from the gunpowder was like a fog floating in the air. A million things ran through my mind, but I can only remember thinking, This might have been a good night to wear my bulletproof vest. I hadn’t worn it because it was too hot.

I raised my head just a little and tried to focus my vision, scanning the area where the shots had originated. Then I saw him in the shadow of a two-story house about twenty yards south of the border fence in Mexico. His silhouette was suddenly outlined as he slowly struck a match and lit a cigarette. It was as if he were holding the match up to deliberately say, Here I am.

That son of a bitch, I said to myself, that asshole actually took the time to light up a fucking cigarette. He wanted us to see him. I wondered if it was Quemado standing in the shadows, or if Jose was the bastard who shot at us. The man took two drags on the cigarette, his silhouette outlined, and then he disappeared, fading into the shadows of the houses. Within seconds, we heard the cavalry responding as every law enforcement unit in the area arrived with sirens blaring. It took two minutes at most for the first agents to arrive. They took positions along Short Street, their vehicle lights aimed toward the border.

There were at least six units in the area; the fence was lit up with spotlights. Tom called out “Code four” on the radio: the situation is under control. Right then, I started thinking Jose had set me up for a hit. Did that son of a bitch work for Quemado? My body was overflowing with anger and emotions, not to mention the adrenaline rush. I was mad at the asshole who’d tried to kill us, and mad at Jose, but mainly mad at myself; I should have seen the guy before he got the drop on us.

Tom and I sat up on the ground and looked at each other for a minute as we realized how close we had come to death.

Tom asked, “What the hell made you get down?”

“I heard someone checking his gun, like the sound of a metal gun slide moving.”

Tom smiled.

The anger and adrenaline rush quickly subsided, and Tom and I both started laughing the situation off; we gave each other the customary pat on the back and slowly stood up to get the hell out of the area. I looked around. The area was covered with law enforcement; at least six Customs special agents with rifles and shotguns had taken cover outside their vehicles and were aiming at the Mexican border fence. Nogales police officers were present and were trying to contact the Mexican authorities. Then one thing really caught my eye and made me take notice. It was Rene.

Standing alone, Rene had rushed twenty feet toward the border and was in the middle of a cleared area, a streetlamp above him and several vehicle headlights shining on him; the reflection made him stand out in the dark like a neon sign. In this neighborhood, that was an invitation to get killed.

Rene was the office resident technical genius. He was a master mechanic, a high-tech wizard; there was nothing Rene didn’t know how to fix. He was well read, a scholar of sorts. Rene was about nine months younger than me; he was known as “Mr. Safety” and was as cautious as an agent could get. He thought every situation through and kept us out of trouble more often than not.

But in spite of his great skills, Rene obviously needed help buying clothes. Earlier that day Rene had bought some new clothes, which he wore to work. When Rene told our group about his shopping, Ricardo jumped on the opportunity to tease him. Standing in the office with one hand on his hip and another pointing at the wall, pretending to be Rene shopping, Ricardo imitated a gay man speaking to a sales clerk: “I need clothes; I want what the mannequin is wearing, so just strip him down and give me his clothes.” Ricardo had us laughing our asses off. We didn’t really give a shit about Rene’s clothes, but Ricardo’s impression of Rene as a Mexican gay male from across the line was hysterical. Hell, Ricardo was so good we started teasing Ricardo about how he knew so much about gay shoppers.

Regardless, Rene was proud of the clothes he’d worn to work tonight, and he’d pranced around the office all day asking the secretary if she liked his outfit.

Tonight was different. Rene stood out in the open, in the middle of a gun battle, with his peach-colored shirt and light tan slacks glowing under the reflection of the streetlamp. He was quite a sight; we couldn’t help but start laughing as we climbed down the hill to the units. Joe arrived, saw Rene, and yelled at him, “Get the hell out of there. You’re glowing in the fucking dark.” Rene suddenly realized what a tempting target he made. A look of absolute fear flashed over his face as he glanced around and sprinted back to the cover of his vehicle.

The sight of Rene glowing was more fun to talk about than the shooting incident, and it helped us relax. While Rene was laughing at himself, we were laughing at Ricardo’s reenactment of the shopping story. Rene tried to explain how he’d raced into the clearing, thinking he needed to rescue Tom and me, ending with, “Oh shit, I was a bull’s-eye target. What was I thinking?”

As the expression goes, “No good deed goes unpunished.” After every shooting incident comes tons of paperwork. I wrote reports justifying my actions: Why did I shoot? Did I have a target? Why didn’t I wear a bulletproof vest? This was followed by days of questions from the older agents, who added their opinions and interpretations of the events. Agents and cops from every law enforcement agency live to give each other a hard time and bust each other’s balls every chance they get. This teasing is really another form of training; with enough peer persuasion you seldom make the same mistake twice.

As a young agent, I learned daily from my mistakes. Learn by doing was my motto. I was told by a veteran agent that the day you take the attitude that you know everything is the day you’ll get killed.


SANTA CRUZ COUNTY
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SANTA Cruz County lies in south-central Arizona and shares approximately sixty miles of border with the state of Sonora, Mexico. It is the smallest county in Arizona. The two large economic bases are smuggling and agricultural trade. Nogales, Arizona, and Nogales, Sonora, Mexico, are known as sister cities because they share the same name. The sister cities are situated in a canyon with rolling hills and mountains in every direction. Nogales means “walnut” in Spanish; walnut trees once covered the entire canyon pass where the cities were built. The Mexicans asked the United States to build the first fence to keep out the rowdy American cowboys who came to town.

Geographically, Santa Cruz County consists of mostly wild places. People from the east tend to visualize Arizona as being flat, dry, sandy desert where tumbleweeds roll along in the barren sand, but much of the county is part of the Coronado National Forest. The mountains and lush valleys attract painters and photographers from all over the world; the beautiful and panoramic sunsets casting romantic colors over the mountains are an artist’s dream.

Eight mountain ranges in the county flow together, overlapping in a way that they appear to be one continuous range. The elevation of the sister cities is around four thousand feet; to the east lie the Patagonia Mountains, San Cayento Mountains, and Santa Rita Mountains, which stretch twenty-six miles, with the highest peak, called Mount Wrightson, standing at 9,450 feet. To the west lies a series of smaller mountains that intertwine each other, stretching out in all directions from six to twelve miles. They are the Pajarito Mountains, which connect to the La Esmeralda mountain range in Mexico; the Atascosa Mountains, with their highest peak at about 6,500 feet; and the Tumacacori Mountains.

The flora of these peaks and canyons are all different, with multiple species of pine trees and fir trees in the mountain ranges and mesquite, oak, and cottonwood trees in the lower elevation of the canyons. There are running creeks, the Santa Cruz River, which floods over during the monsoon season, and two lakes in the mountains. These mountain streams support abundant wildlife such as squirrels, raccoons, deer, javelina, black bears, and mountain lions. The mountains are full of old abandoned mines and caves from early prospectors.

This is the border terrain that also provides shelter and hiding places for the smugglers. Road vehicles can’t navigate this area. Law enforcement uses all-terrain vehicles and horse units to patrol some of the areas because high-tech equipment is useless as a deterrent to drug smuggling.

Nogales, Sonora, is considered prime real estate to drug traffickers; Interstate 15 in Mexico goes from the border to Mexico City. It passes through every major city in Sonora: Nogales, Imuris, Magdalena, Santa Ana, Hermosillo, Guaymas, and Ciudad Obregón. Then it passes through Los Mochis, Culiacán, Mazatlán, and Sinaloa and on to Mexico City. Travel on Interstate 15 is controlled by the traffickers as much as it is by the Mexican police and army.

Nogales, Arizona, has some families who have been smuggling for three generations; they know the terrain and trails. The border corridor is valuable because it provides easy access into the United States. Up until recently there were no fences in many areas. Interstate 19, the U.S. highway from Nogales to Tucson, is a sixty-mile stretch of straight driving allowing for a forty-five-minute drive to the major east-west corridor of Interstate 10. Once on I-10, narcotic loads have almost free passage to cities on either U.S. coast.

Nogales, Arizona, has a population of around 40,000, while right across the border the population of Nogales, Sonora, is in excess of 350,000. Visitors to the border cities seldom notice the shantytowns in the hills, where people from Mexico, Nicaragua, Honduras, and other Latin American countries live in eight-by-eight-foot quarters with dirt floors made from discarded boards, plywood, and cardboard boxes. These residents burn garbage to keep warm, have no employment prospects, and become an endless workforce for the smugglers who hire them to backpack the drugs into the United States.

The sister cities of Nogales were once considered quaint, quiet border towns where tourists from the United States went on the weekend to buy Mexican curios and eat at the great restaurants like La Roca, El Cid, the Cavern, and others. The once overcrowded curio shops in Nogales, Sonora, are now deserted, its streets void of American tourists.

If the cartels were to envision building a city along the border for smuggling, the sister cities of Nogales would be the model. In addition to the surrounding canyons and mountains, the areas within a mile of either side of the POE are just as active for drug smuggling.

Directly below the city streets lies a complex underground catacomb of drainage systems, with the main drain twenty feet wide by twelve feet high, that runs below Grand Avenue and Morley Avenue onto the Mexican side, where it is open for anyone to access for a price. The main drain is connected to hundreds of three-foot storm drains in the downtown area. These three-foot drains provide smugglers a conduit for building tunnels to businesses and houses. To date, more than sixty-five drug-smuggling tunnels have been discovered in the city of Nogales Arizona alone. The CBP (Customs and Border Patrol) fought a constant battle to find and close these. When one was discovered, we staked it out to catch the people who were using it. Once they were arrested we sealed the end of the tunnel with concrete. Still, for each one that was closed another was opened elsewhere.

The Santa Cruz River flows north, and so does all the drainage of water from Mexico. During the heavy monsoon rains, the Santa Cruz River runs over its banks and the streets of Nogales, Sonora, are often flooded.

The manhole covers in Nogales, Arizona, have to be welded shut to prevent smugglers and illegal aliens from popping up and out onto busy streets. I saw a group of twelve illegals climb out of a manhole at the intersection of Grand Avenue and Interstate 19, where eight lanes of traffic converge in the downtown area. They pushed open the heavy steel manhole cover and started running down the street in different directions, leaving the cover off for an unsuspecting vehicle to drive into.

As with most border towns between the United States and Mexico, there is little or no employment. The two hundred thousand immigrants from Central America who make it to the border are usually broke and desperate.

Entire generations of families in Santa Cruz County have done nothing but smuggle; fathers, sons, and grandsons have made smuggling their livelihood. They have driven down every road and walked every trail. The smugglers have befriended many law enforcement officers through social networking at parties, where information is gleaned from wives, girlfriends, and relatives to learn the schedules, habits, and haunts of law enforcement officers. Numerous federal and state law enforcement officers in Santa Cruz County have taken the path of corruption and tarnished the rest of law enforcement.

So as the water from the mountains and rivers flows north, it seems only natural for the flow of drugs to follow the same path. This is the geographic wilderness in which this story takes place. I arrived as a feisty young man of Irish heritage who didn’t speak the language, didn’t know any local customs or history, and was an outsider in this mostly Hispanic enclave made up of Old West and border cultures.

In the West you learn to listen to old-timers who know the ranches, trails, and mountains. From the San Rafael Valley in the east to the mining town of Arivaca in the west, we responded to information from our sources. As I worked in Santa Cruz County, I explored the mountains and valleys and learned to respect the land, the people, and the culture of a place that has become my home. I knew I could never take this rugged environment for granted. I never knew where I’d be working each day, as the traffickers shifted from one location to another to cross the dope; each day became a new adventure.


THE OFFICE
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THE Treasury Department was originally structured with four investigative divisions: the Secret Service; the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF); the Internal Revenue Service (IRS); and the Customs Service, Office of Investigations. Treasury agents were very competitive with the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and the DEA. As special agents in Customs, we investigated crimes similar to those investigated by the other agencies, such as narcotics, money laundering, child pornography, gun smuggling, and white-collar crimes. Our investigative jurisdiction overlapped, which caused ongoing turf wars.

The U.S. government considers Nogales a hardship post for its agents. It’s a standard three-year tour of duty. If you screwed up you were gone quickly, but if you did a good job then you were trapped. We often sang the Eagles song “Hotel California”: You can check out anytime you like, but you can never leave.

When I first came on board, the Nogales office was located in a nondescript one-story building that looked more like a poor real estate office than a federal facility. It was a small building set off from the road between Scotty’s Pub and a Circle K store. There were no security cameras, no bulletproof glass, no combo lock on the front; anyone could just walk up and enter the building. This was a far cry from most federal buildings located in downtown Tucson or Phoenix.

The building was cramped, with agents crowded together two and three to an office. We were so overcrowded that one day when a new agent arrived, the poor bastard entered and asked where his office was. Someone said, “Follow the signs.” We had put up several signs saying Jim’s Office with arrows below pointing down the hall. He walked down the hallway and ended up out the back door, where, next to the fence, was a desk with his papers on it. Turns out he had no sense of humor; he was so pissed off that he worked out of his car for several days.

Of course, having Scotty’s Irish Pub located next door was a plus. The pub became the place to solve our problems; stress was a definite factor, and at times we would be ready to kill each other in the office. Tempers flared and even the occasional punch was thrown, but quarrels were generally solved by having a few drinks at Scotty’s Pub. We yelled at each other before ordering the first drink, and then by the third drink we were reflective; by the time we ordered the fifth or sixth round we were hugging and laughing. That was the nature of the beast along the border.

Working on the border is a twenty-four-hour-a-day job; the confidential sources who worked for me were out and about night and day, so when they called about a load crossing the border, I had only thirty minutes or less to respond. Many of the agents had issues at home with their spouses. Stress was a major factor; many of the wives complained the husbands were never home. At one time nineteen agents out of twenty-three were divorced, and some were on their third marriage. The border motto is Get over it, suck it up, and move on.

Once the local citizens knew who we were, they’d challenge us at every opportunity. In bars, on the street, it didn’t matter; they had a hard-on for narcs. Little did they know that if you fight one, you fight the whole office. At the time I didn’t think much about how the City of Nogales or Santa Cruz County police departments operated. In the early years the Nogales police and the county sheriff’s department didn’t work narcotics; they said it was a federal problem. Thankfully that changed over the years. Rumors were rampant about corruption in both departments, and through the years several officers had been arrested and charged with drug smuggling.

The Customs office secretary, Anna, was a hot-looking woman. She was leggy, around five feet nine, and slender, with ample headlights. She was always dressed to the nines and she could answer the telephone, type lightning fast, carry on a conversation, and do filing all at the same time. Before the age of computers, she typed the reports for all the agents. She worked nonstop. She smiled at everyone and spoke in a sexy voice that men love to hear. Anna was the office sweetheart and a heartthrob to a few guys in the office. She was married to a macho Mexican dude who at one time wanted to be a bullfighter.

There were three groups in the office. Mine was narcotics; Carlos was the supervisor, with Ricardo, Rene, Joe, Layne, and Tom working alongside me. As a group we worked an average of fifteen hours a day; some extended surveillances lasted three or four days straight. Each month we averaged 120 hours of overtime. The squad backed each other up; we ate together, drank together, partied together, and at times fought like brothers.

The white-collar agents in the office called us prima donnas. Working narcotics for one year in Nogales was the equivalent to ten years in any inland office such as Kansas City or Denver. Working the border makes you callous and rough around the edges. President Richard Nixon was the first person who used the term war on drugs, but we knew there was a war; we fought daily battles and focused on one case at a time.

Carlos, the supervisor, was a Mexican American born in Texas, fluent in Spanish. His dad was an old rancher in Texas. Carlos was easygoing and didn’t hesitate coming out on operations with us. His philosophy was that you learn from your mistakes, and he enjoyed the excitement of the job as much as the rest of us. Carlos covered me on surveillance and corrected my dumb-ass rookie mistakes during my first few years on the job. I learned a lot of
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