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​CHAPTER ONE
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Cleveland, Ohio, is a typical Midwest American city in many ways. There are plenty of things for Cleveland residents to be proud of, but like many other U.S. cities, there are also parts of the Cleveland community where there are serious problems with poverty, education, crime, and public safety.

Most U.S. cities have a significant Latino population, but the west side of Cleveland has a particularly strong Latino cultural influence. There are areas of western Cleveland that are almost completely made up of Spanish-speaking residents. In those areas, nearly every storefront, restaurant menu, billboard, church schedule, and every other visible sign of the culture is in Spanish.  Law enforcement officials in the Cleveland area were aware of a popular Mexican restaurant on the west side of Cleveland known as the "Loredo Norteño." Agents and detectives were aware from various sources that Latin American (primarily Mexican) traffickers of cocaine, heroin, and fentanyl frequented that restaurant, often using the private "back rooms" there to hold parties and conduct large-scale drug transactions and agreements. Officers desperately wanted to find some reliable way to gather intelligence and evidence of the criminal activities there, but everyone involved in the business was part of a close inner circle who would never cooperate with police and the FBI.

Nestor Casita and Billie Franks were members of a large and very active federal Drug and Violent Crime Task Force in Cleveland. Nestor was a native-born Puerto Rican detective, and Billie was an FBI agent who had been teaching himself Spanish for many years. During that time, Nestor helped Billie with his Spanish, and Billie and Nestor had become very close friends. Because they both spoke Spanish, Nestor and Billie were often assigned cases involving Spanish-speaking witnesses, victims, and suspects. For several years, Nestor and Billie had been monitoring the activities of the "Loredo Norteño" restaurant, hoping to eventually develop an "informant" there, or any other way of proving who was breaking the law there. However, like everyone in the Cleveland law enforcement community, they had come up short.

On this particular morning, Billie was in the task force office waiting for Nestor. Nestor had sent Billie a text message the night before, saying, "Be in the office early tomorrow. I've got a good one for us." A few minutes after Billie arrived, Nestor arrived as well. He had a few computer printouts in his hand and said, "We gotta get over to this address off of Lorain Road and West 118 (a heavily Hispanic area). It's some kind of kidnapping conspiracy, but I don't know exactly what. My buddy from the First District called me and said the detective bureau got a bunch of panicky calls from a Mexican family that doesn’t speak any English. Apparently, the complainants did know the word ‘kidnapping’ in English. The detectives heard ‘kidnapping’ and were like, ‘Kidnapping? I gotta call my buddy at the FBI!'"

The Cleveland police report that Nestor had printed out did have a callback number for the "victims," which Billie called. He introduced himself and arranged for him and Nestor to go and talk with them later that day.
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When they arrived at the address of the "complainants," they went to the second-floor residence as they had been told to do, and knocked on the door. A Hispanic male, about 50 years old, answered the door, greeted them in Spanish, and led them into a living room area. As they walked in, Nestor and Billie saw a group of family members sitting in a circle. One of the family members waiting for them was a young adult female who was holding a baby and was also visibly pregnant. The older man introduced himself as "Mario Flores" and introduced the rest of his family. He specifically pointed out the young pregnant woman, saying, "That’s my daughter, Teresa Benitez. She’s the one with the problem."

As Nestor and Billie were sitting down in the living room with the family, Billie began to explain why he and Nestor were there, and it was quite clear that no one spoke English. Nestor started talking to family members a bit. He asked what each person’s relationship was to Teresa and Señor Flores. He asked Teresa some background information-type questions, and when he asked her if she was employed, she replied, "I used to work at a restaurant called ‘Loredo Norteño’ until I got pregnant." Nestor and Billie looked up from their notebooks with wide eyes and replied in unison, "You used to work at Loredo Norteño?" Teresa did not apparently understand why they had reacted the way that they did, and replied, "Yes. My sister Marisela still works there," and she pointed to the other young adult female on the other side of the living room. Marisela scowled at Nestor and Billie but said nothing. Apart from Sr. Flores and Teresa, Marisela was the only other adult in the room. When they entered the room and began chatting, Nestor and Billie wondered why she was there. But now, as she scowled at Teresa for mentioning the "Loredo Norteño," it appeared that she might be there to keep Teresa from saying too much to the officers.

Nestor then asked Teresa what had happened that she wanted to report to the FBI. Teresa began fighting tears and explained her husband had been kidnapped, and that she needed their help finding him. Teresa explained that the entire family had recently gone to the Chihuahua area of Mexico to visit family members there. Teresa, her husband Roberto, and the rest of the Flores family were not U.S. citizens but were all permanent legal residents in good standing, and visited relatives in Mexico annually.

Teresa explained that she and her family had traveled to Chihuahua about three days earlier to visit her Aunt Sofia and Uncle Eduardo. She clarified that these were the relatives of her mother, who had passed away several years earlier.  She said that several hours after they arrived, her Aunt Sofia had left the house for some unknown reason. Several hours later, her uncle received a very suspicious and frightening telephone call from "strangers" who claimed that they had kidnapped Teresa's Aunt Sofia. Teresa was aware of what had transpired in the call because her uncle had handled the call on "speakerphone." During the call, she and Roberto listened as various family members spoke on the phone, trying to negotiate some sort of feasible ransom. Uncle Eduardo finally agreed by telephone to a ransom of $10,000, and told the kidnappers that he would call them back when he had raised the money. Then he ended the call. For the next several hours, everyone in the family, Sofia’s sisters, including Teresa and Marisela’s favorite aunt (Aunt Anna), along with all of her cousins, etc., the entire family,  did everything they could to gather all of their liquid assets, hoping to find enough money to achieve their $10,000 goal. Teresa and the rest of her family offered what they could from the money that they had brought for their trip. Teresa recalled that at one point, she asked her uncle if he was considering calling law enforcement to help, and he laughed out loud and said to her, "The cops are probably the ones that kidnapped her!"

After several hours, when each of the various family members had returned with some money, they did in fact manage to accumulate the $10,000 that they needed. Teresa's uncle Eduardo called the kidnappers to inform them that the money had been collected, and he coordinated a time and place for an exchange of the money for his wife (Aunt Sofia), but he refused to finalize the agreement until he was allowed to speak to his wife. This call was also on speakerphone, and everyone could hear Aunt Sofia's voice say hello and confirm that she was well, but Teresa recalled that she sounded "very scared." Sophia explained that she had been pushed around and threatened, but that she was generally well, and she begged her husband to follow through on the ransom payment. Teresa recalled that there was a collective gasp of relief from all of her relatives who were gathered around the phone. Prior to that, they were all concerned that Aunt Sofia had possibly been killed by the kidnappers. (It was common practice for Mexican kidnappers to kill their captives, then demand money for their return, and deliver a dead body when the ransom was exchanged.)

Several moments later, Teresa's uncle took the phone off of "speaker" and finalized the place and time of the meeting to make the demanded ransom payment. Then he ended the call. Uncle Eduardo explained to the group where the exchange was to take place, but no one in Teresa’s family was familiar with the area, so she could not provide any details. As Uncle Eduardo was recounting and gathering the ransom money, he stopped suddenly and asked Teresa’s husband Roberto if he was willing to accompany him on the trip. He told Roberto, "I don’t want to go alone, and you look like you can handle yourself. Can you come with me?"

​
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Up to that point, Roberto had mostly been a spectator. He was not related to anyone there, except through his marriage to Teresa, and he wanted to prove to Teresa’s family that, yes, he “could handle himself.” Wanting very much to assist, he agreed without hesitation to accompany Uncle Eduardo. A while later, Eduardo and Roberto left with the money and agreed to keep the family posted with respect to their whereabouts, situation, and well-being.

When the family had not heard anything from Eduardo and Roberto for over an hour, they began to attempt to call them, but no one answered. For the next three to four hours, until well into the night, the family continued to attempt to contact Eduardo and Roberto but were unsuccessful. At about 11:00 p.m., with no warning or communication, Eduardo walked through the front door with his arm around Sofía, who was crying and visibly shaken. Their arrival startled multiple family members and began frantically asking, "What happened? Where have you been?!" Sofía sat down and continued to cry, but did not speak. Eduardo replied, "It did not go as planned. Luckily, Sofía is okay." Teresa suddenly noticed that Roberto had not walked through the door yet and asked, "Where is Roberto?" Sofía began sobbing even louder, and Eduardo repeated, "It did not go the way we planned." Teresa, now frantic, asked again, "Where is Roberto? What happened?"

Eduardo stared at the floor and said,


"When we got to the parking lot, we waited a few minutes, then two trucks pulled up in front of us, and a bunch of guys with guns and masks jumped out. They surrounded our car, and one of them opened the door and yelled, 'Where is the money?' I handed him the plastic bag with the money. He opened it, moved the money around with his hand, and said, 'Ten thousand?' I told him yes, and he said, 'Move over.' So I moved over, and I told Roberto to get in the back. Then he handed us two cloth sacks and said, 'Put these over your heads. If you take them off, I will kill you both and leave you here.' We put the bags over our heads, and the guy got in the car and drove us away. He told us not to talk at all. After about five minutes of driving, we stopped, and then I heard the back door open and then close, but no one spoke. After a few minutes, the door opened again, and the man who had been driving said, 'Do not move or speak for five minutes, or you both will die.' After five or ten minutes, I slowly took the bag off of my head and looked around. I realized that the car was parked in the parking lot where we had started, but I saw no one. Then I turned around and saw that Sofía was sitting in the back seat with the bag over her head. I said, 'Sofía, take that off. It’s me.' When she took the bag off of her head and saw me, she began crying. I asked her, 'Where is Roberto?' 'Who?' 'Roberto. Teresa’s husband.' 'Why would I know where he is? Can we go home?' I looked all around the parking lot and behind the building, but there was no sign of Roberto. I called the number that I had been using to talk to them, but it went directly to voicemail. I was scared that those guys were going to come back, so we came home."


No one spoke for a moment, and Teresa mumbled, "Oh my God."
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Teresa explained that, at that point, she was terrified that her husband had been abducted and/or harmed, and she begged her uncle to call the police and ask for their help finding Roberto. After much pleading by Teresa, her uncle did finally agree, although very skeptically, to call the local police and report the incident. Uncle Eduardo called the police, who came and took a report, then headed out to the area where the transaction had taken place. After several hours, they returned and explained that there was no sign of Roberto in the area, and no one had seen anything suspicious. It was a very public area, and they felt confident that if something violent had taken place, someone would have witnessed it. Uncle Eduardo remained skeptical of the police, who told him that there was nothing else that they could do at that time. Teresa suggested that they investigate the phone that the family had been calling during the incident, and they replied, “That’s probably a stolen phone, and it’s probably in a dumpster now.”

For the next two days, Teresa and her father tried contacting Roberto at his telephone number every few hours, but nobody ever answered. After the first day or so, the phone did not even ring but went directly to voicemail. Teresa explained that their return plane ticket could not be changed, and they had no choice but to return to Ohio without Roberto.

When Teresa had completed her story, she began to sob. She and her father begged Nestor and Billie to please help them find Roberto.  

“I’m not sure what we can do here”, Billie replied, “but we’ll definitely look into it. It’s not a typical FBI kidnapping case.  It didn’t happen in the U.S., and Roberto is not a U.S. citizen.  Normally that would be investigated in Mexico, as you can imagine.  The good news is I have a friend who is an FBI agent stationed in Mexico, and he may be able to look into it.  I will talk to him.”

Nestor and Billie began to walk out of the residence through the kitchen toward the back door, and just as they were about to close the door and leave, they heard Marisela call out, “Detectives! Wait a second.” She approached them through the kitchen, and as she drew closer, she said to them in a very low voice, “If you need help with this, I don’t mind if you call me at this number. My uncle is very sick and confused at times. Teresa is sweet, but she is also naive and kind of lost. If you need help, let me know.” “Okay, thanks,” Nestor said as she handed him a slip of paper with her phone number on it. “One more thing,” Marisela lowered her voice. “Do not ever ask me about the Loredo Norteño. If you ask me even one question about my job, I will never answer another call from either of you.”
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​CHAPTER TWO
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Julio Miguel Juanelo was born in the small village of Janos, in the state of Chihuahua in Mexico.  He was the first child of Diego Juanelo and his wife Luisa.  They were married at age 18, just before Diego began his service in the Mexican army.  During his time in the army, Diego was stationed with an infantry unit in the Michoachan area of Southeast Mexico.  Because of the distance between Janos and Michoachan, the young couple was separated for much of their first several years. During that time Luisa began to show tendencies toward a fairly severe case of anxiety and depression.  On several occasions during Diego’s absences Luisa was emotionally incapable of staying alone, and moved back into her parents’ home.  During that time Diego spent all of his leave time back in Janos with Luisa and one day she learned that she was pregnant with, and eventually gave birth to her little baby boy, who she named Julio.  Following the birth of little Julio, Luisa’s emotional health devolved even further, and for the first 18 months of Julio’s life, Luisa’s parents provided most of Julio’s parental care. 

Diego on the other hand was thriving as a soldier.  He applied and was accepted to an elite joint Mexican military unit known as the “Fuerza Especial de Reacción (FER)”, the Mexican Army's Special Reaction Force, whose task it was to find and destroy drug cartel operation centers.  As a member of that unit, his standing quickly rose, and he was routinely given degrees of responsibility that were well beyond that of his peers.  At the age of 20, Diego had become the youngest platoon sergeant in the history of the FER.  Although he was at times deeply melancholy thinking about his wife’s struggles as a mother, Diego was thriving as a soldier.  He desperately wanted to improve his family situation to make it easier for him to concentrate on his work.  There were lots of soldiers who received funds from the military to move their families closer to them, but those were soldiers with much more experience and rank than Diego.  Nevertheless, based on his elevated status as a high achieving young NCO (Non Commissioned Officer), he felt comfortable approaching his supervisor, Master Sergeant Trujillo, and requesting medical hardship funding for a relocation of his wife and son. 

“I have a request for a hardship med relocation. So, tell me, what is your special situation Corporal Juanelo?” Msgt Trujillo asked Diego.

Diego explained, “My wife is struggling, living with her parents.  After my son was born she had to quit her job, and she isn’t really able to manage yet as a mother.  The doctor says that she is suffering from ‘Post Partum depression’.  I want to move her near the base here to make it a little easier for her.”

“Why do you think you can help her Corporal?  Do you think your duties will change if she lives right outside the base?” Msgt Trujillo asked.

“No Master Sergeant.  I know that my duties would not change.”

“Does your wife plan on bringing her parents with her?  Because if not, you’re going to have to explain why it would be better for her to be here.”

“No Master Sergeant.  Her parents would remain living back home.  I think that it is more appropriate for me to be a father everyday.”

“I’m not sure she’d be better off sitting alone with the baby all day, waiting days for you to come home from some long term operation, compared to always having her parents nearby to assist.”

“I understand Master Sergeant, but I want us to be together, like a normal family,” Diego replied sheepishly. 

Msgt Tujillo paused, "When I was your age, my wife was 500 miles away from me, living alone, pregnant with our second child, and working full time.  I was stationed near the southern border, and spent seven out every 10 days in the jungle on patrol.  I was wounded twice during that time, in a gunfight with Colombian traffickers, and I was treated right there...never went home.”  He paused again, then added, “I think maybe you two kids have to learn some of the hard lessons of life.  I will forward your request, and in the meantime, you need to get back to work.” 

“Yes Master Sergeant,” Diego replied, and returned to his company area.  

From that moment Diego’s view of the military, and his future within it, began to slowly unravel.  Several days after his meeting with Msgt Trujillo, he was informed by his platoon sergeant that his request had been denied.

Diego had spent his first two years in the army, seeking and dominating every possible challenge. He had proven himself in dangerous operational conditions in exceptional ways, enough so that he had advanced far ahead of his peers in terms of capabilities and responsibilities. And yet, in his mind, the first time he asked for anything from the army, the army replied “toughen up”. Diego’s dedication to his work began to visibly slip. While Diego saw it as a justifiable case of disillusionment and disappointment, his supervisors saw it as a form of rebellion, and revenge for not “getting his way.”  All of the advances and achievements that Diego had managed during his first two years were unraveled and undone in his second two years as a soldier, and when his time of service was coming to an end, he made it clear he had no interest in reenlisting. On the day of his release from active duty army service Diego took a bus back to Janos and moved in with Louisa, baby Julio, and Louisa's parents, wondering what in the world he was going to do to support his wife and son. 

Louisa's father was a respected business owner in the community, and for that reason, had multiple viable contacts at the local branch of the “BBVA México”​[1] bank. The crime rate was quite high in the area, and bank owners and managers were always looking for trustworthy and capable people to serve as guards at their institutions. Diego applied for a guard position at the local bank branch, and was immediately hired, based on his military experience and the recommendation of his father in law. Although the pay was low, and the job itself was quite boring compared to his high operational pace as a special forces soldier, Diego was glad to have an actual job, and to come home to his family at the end of the day. However, a degree of conflict began to arise between Louisa and her mother once Diego was home.  While Diego was serving in the army on active duty, Luis's mother understood and accepted her role assisting in the raising of baby Julio. Now that Diego was home and employed, Luisa's mother insisted that the two of them “grow up”, and strike out on their own to begin their independent lives as young parents. Diego and Luisa then reluctantly looked for and found a small apartment several miles from their parents' home and moved in. Unfortunately, during their first several months on their own, Diego found that his salary as a bank guard on its own was not enough to support their family, and Louisa still remained emotionally barely capable of managing all of the stresses of motherhood alone, let alone in addition to any kind of job. She was unable to provide additional income. On several occasions the family was unable to pay its bills, and Diego had to beg for overtime shifts just to keep from having the electricity turned off in his apartment. 

Meanwhile, about 130 miles to the north of Janos, in Ciudad Juarez, near the Mexico US border, a war  was raging between the Sinaloa drug cartel, and the military forces of President Diego Calderón. Diego was aware of the violence taking place on a daily basis in Ciudad Juarez, but his unit in the army had always been dedicated to finding and disrupting cartel operations in the south and central part of Mexico. The war between the military and the drug cartel cartels was right at the U.S. border, and it was producing thousands of casualties. Prior to Calderón's declaration of war on drug cartels, most “trigger men" in the cartel were primarily bodyguards and armed escorts. However, once the true fighting began, nearly everyone with tactical experience and capability within the cartels was being killed or wounded, and the cartel leadership was desperate for manpower. 

One of the means that the cartel developed to identify and recruit new manpower was to create contacts within the military manpower system, looking for capable former military members, especially those who may have left the military under conflicted circumstances. Cartel recruiters became aware of a highly motivated and skilled young leader named Diego Juanelo, who was "forced" out of the military after being told that he was not properly prioritizing his military duties over his family responsibilities. Diego’s military file clearly reflected that he was extremely skilled and experienced, and also very disillusioned, and the cartel recruiters were aware of both. One day during a typical uneventful afternoon at the bank, Diego noticed a young physically fit, confident, and somewhat dangerous looking male enter the branch. He walked with a slight limp, and there were tattoos on most of his face and all of his neck. The man had several scars on his face.  He was not a typical bank customer. Bank branches in his area of the country were routinely the victim of large scale armed robberies, and Diego felt that his primary responsibility as a guard at the bank was to identify and counter legitimate robbery threats as early as possible, reducing or even eliminating the loss of money and lives. Thus, Diego immediately began to focus his attention on this dangerous looking stranger. 

However, within moments it was clear the young man was not there to rob the bank. In fact, he walked directly to Diego, looked at his name tag, then extended his hand, saying, “Diego Juanelo? They call me Panchito. Nice to meet you.” Diego reluctantly extended his hand and asked. “How do you know who I am? And why are you here?  It is unusual to see someone of your... background in our bank.” 

“You and I have quite a bit in common Diego.” Panchito attempted to circumvent the question. “We're both military veterans, and we both got screwed by the military system. While you were in the military, you may not know this, but you were horribly underpaid for your level of skill and experience. In this job as a bank security guard,...that's even worse. 

“You still haven't explained why you're here, knowing my name, and even talking to me.  You don’t even know me.  If you don't start explaining that, I'll escort you out of the bank, sir.”

“You need to take advantage of your worth in the world Diego. Your family deserves to live safely and comfortably without worrying about paying the next bill. The people that I work for are willing to pay you literally 10 times what you make here, and use your skills and experiences to protect important people in their organization.”

Diego was beginning to understand why he was being recruited, and who was recruiting him. He was aware of lots of former military members who went to work as "contractors," for cartel and cartel associated organizations, and he had no interest in that sort of thing. He felt like he had accrued his experience and skill set through honorable means, serving his country, and he intended to keep it that way. But at this moment, for the first time, he began to think carefully about the simple statement “10 times what you make here. Diego grabbed Panchito by the sleeve and led him around the corner into a hallway outside of the bank lobby. 

“What kind of work are you talking about? What important people?” he asked.

“Businessmen who, by nature of their business, are routinely in danger. They need someone capable and reliable like you to protect them. It's more interesting work, and I am authorized to offer you 10 times whatever your current salary is. If you're able to produce some kind of a pay slip, we will start you at 10 times that amount, and move you up from there.”

“You say ‘we’, ... you mean Sinaloa? The cartel, right?”

We work for businessmen in the Juarez area. We need people who are not just well trained, but smart.  If you're interested in working with us, the first thing you must learn is that, in order to be worth 10 times your previous salary, you need to be smart enough to not ask questions. Here's my phone number. You have three days to accept this offer. If I don't hear from you in three days, don't come looking for me in six months or a year when your family is homeless, and unable to pay its bills,  Panchito handed Diego a small slip of paper with a phone number, and walked out. 

Deep down, Diego had no interest in accepting this type of offer. He was aware that trained and experienced soldiers, with experience similar to his, had many opportunities to make "dark money" in various parts of the Mexican subculture. He promised himself when he was a young soldier that he would never employ his skills in that way. Nevertheless, he spent the rest of the day repeating in his head “10 times your normal salary”, and thinking.  
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That night in bed, Diego could not sleep. He thought about the safe and comfortable life he was now living with his wife and baby boy, a life that he had longed for so desperately toward the end of his time in the army. Just six months ago, when he left the military, being with his family every day was all that mattered. But in that short time, much had changed. He could not continue to be unable to properly support his family, but he had nearly worn his brain out trying to think of anything he could do to make a better living.

Although he was proud of everything he had done in the military, he knew that, unlike the computer programmers and helicopter mechanics, it was hard to translate his military skills into a civilian life. He was very sober minded about the scarcity of people in the world looking for young men who knew how to plan and execute tactical operations, how to operate in small unit tactics, how to "shoot, move, and communicate." That was his skillset. Numerous times he had considered transferring those skills into the law enforcement community, but nearly every law enforcement entity in the Janos area was known by everyone to be rampantly corrupt, and he did not want to get himself involved in that world.

Yet here he was, lying awake and pondering the possibility of being... He wasn't sure. But it was some kind of “trigger man” for some cartel operation. "Ten times my normal salary," he thought to himself. "I really think I'm being disloyal to my family, and to myself, if I don't take a deal like that."

The following day, Diego sent Panchito a text message which read: "Come see me when you can, please. I'm ready to talk some more about our conversation the other day."
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Once they returned to the office, Nestor and Billie had to sit down and talk about what needed to be done next. It was very normal for federal task forces to have cases with "leads" outside of their AOR (Area of Responsibility). For example, Nestor and Billie were working on a case in which drugs were being shipped to Ohio from Miami, and they were routinely sending information to Miami for the agents there to "follow up on." This case was different, however. This situation, the disappearance of Roberto Benitez, involved a person who was a non-citizen U.S. legal resident, who was apparently the victim of a crime in his own native country.  It was by no means typical, but neither Billie or Nestor wanted to just file it away, just because they’d be legally justified in doing so.

"Now what?" Nestor pondered aloud. "I know a guy in Mexico," Billie replied. "I knew him in the Marine Corps, and he was the one who covered those PR (Puerto Rico) leads for us last year." "Yeah, but can he do anything in a case like this?" Nestor asked skeptically. 

"I don't know," Billie replied. "But it can’t hurt to ask."
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​CHAPTER THREE
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Roberto Francisco Benitez entered the United States with his parents and his five year old sister when he was two years old. His father, who had spent his life in the Sonora section of Mexico, had been granted a six-month visa to work for Holt Roofing Company in Toledo, Ohio. Roberto's parents, Sara and Tomas Benitez, had never heard of Toledo, or Ohio, before receiving the job offer, but it seemed like a good opportunity and they were excited to go. Tomas’ older brother Andres had heard about the roofing company from a family friend, and had moved to Toledo, Ohio three years earlier to begin working in a similar position as the one Tomas would be starting. They traveled by plane from Mexico City to Detroit, Michigan, then to Toledo, Ohio. Once the Benitez family arrived in Toledo, Andres found them a cheap, small, but well-furnished apartment near the roofing company where Tomas would be working.

Overall, the Benitez family struggled at first with cultural and language barriers. However,  before long, they settled happily into their new lives. Tomas's pay was more than three times what it had been in Mexico, and the family lived in an area where they could walk to markets, department stores, even a nearby Spanish-speaking church. Roberto's mother Sara made friends with the wives of other workers from the Holt Roofing Company, and found a Spanish-speaking preschool for Roberto's older sister, Victoria, and she began to learn English and make friends. Being only two years old, Roberto accompanied his mother wherever she went.

For the next eight years, the family had some typical struggles, but overall they were doing well.  Tomas continued at Holt Roofing, learning the trade and earning the respect of his coworkers under the guidance of his older brother Andres. Both Victoria and Roberto entered the public school system in Toledo, and continued to learn English and make friends. Unfortunately, Tomas struggled with a drinking problem the majority of his adult life, and was irresponsible at times.  Six months after he had arrived in the U.S., when he should have renewed his work visa, he chose not to. Some employees had trouble renewing consecutive visas, and were forced to return to Mexico for half of the year. Tomas did not want to go back so soon after arriving, so he chose not to attempt to renew his visa.  

Consequently, for more than eight years, Tomas, and the rest of his family, were in the U.S. illegally with expired visas. One night Tomas was at a bar and had too much to drink. He got into a physical altercation with a man who was angry about "that damn Mexican who keeps looking at my girlfriend." Eventually, the two men were in a fistfight that led to some injuries and significant damage inside the bar. When the police arrived, they separated the men and questioned them, and learned that Tomas was in the United States on an expired visa. There was also a pending charge concerning a recent verbal altercation that Tomas had been in several weeks earlier after a fender bender in a parking lot. The police who responded to that incident made note in their report that Tomas had been driving under the influence of alcohol, and without a driver's license. Based upon both of those incidents, Toledo Police Department officers contacted Custom and Border Patrol agents who took custody of Tomas and transported him to a nearby federal immigration holding facility. An aggressive new United States Attorney, who had just taken over the federal prosecutor's office in the Toledo area, had been prioritizing the deportation of illegal aliens with repetitive minor criminal offenses, and Tomas's recent legal problems perfectly fit the type of example that she wanted to make. Less than three weeks later, Tomas was deported to Mexico, without his wife and two children.

Roberto's mother, Sarah, was devastated and terrified. She had no intention of attempting to raise two children by herself, and she was angry at Tomas for his irresponsibility and selfishness. Although she was able to find a part-time job at a nearby hotel, she found it impossible to pay her bills, and was in danger of being evicted only a few months after Tomas's deportation. Based on her fear and anger, she began to think of herself as a single mother, and stopped communicating with Tomas. She also began to frequent nearby bars where she hoped to meet another Hispanic male who was lonely and willing to help her raise her children. When she was out with her friends, she routinely left Victoria and Roberto home alone. On one occasion, one of Sara’s neighbors, who were aware of her practice of leaving the kids home alone, thought she smelled smoke coming from inside Victoria's apartment, and called the fire department. When firefighters arrived, the children did not answer the door, and they made forcible entry. They found a toaster that the children had attempted to use, which was now burning along with the cupboard above it. As firefighters put out the flames, police arrived and called Sara, demanding that she come home and take custody of her children. When she did, the police department opened a child endangerment and neglect case against her, and they made note in their investigative report that Sara was in the country illegally on an expired visa.

Several weeks later, Sara met a man who was also from the Sonora area of Mexico, and they took up together almost immediately. The man's name was Romeo, and within several weeks of meeting Sara, he began living with her at her apartment with her two children. Romeo was involved with using and selling cocaine, and he quickly influenced Sara to begin “partying” with cocaine as well.  When Sara’s endangerment and neglect court date was approaching, Romeo suggested that "the family" move to Cleveland, Ohio where Romeo had lots of friends and associates. Sara felt like any opportunity to avoid the courts and possible deportation was a good idea, so she packed up the family and moved to Cleveland with Romeo.  Her brother in law, Andres, had also recently moved to Cleveland to accept a promotion with Holt Roofing, and she was confident he would help her find a place to live. 

Upon arriving in Cleveland, Andres did help Sara and Romeo find a small apartment for them to rent and they moved in together. Unfortunately, besides Romeo’s drug use and distribution, his friends were also involved in various forms of criminal activity, including drug trafficking. In order to make money, Romeo began making drug deliveries for several of his drug trafficking friends.  Once in Cleveland, they continued to spend much of their time socializing at nearby bars and clubs, once again making a practice of leaving Roberto and Victoria alone.

One night, Romeo and Victoria were at a club and Romeo made a drug delivery to a young man who turned out to be an undercover police officer. Romeo was arrested and police immediately prepared a search warrant for his residence. When Romeo was arrested, Sara had attempted to flee from the bar, but was detained and found to have a half ounce of cocaine powder in her purse.  When questioned, she and Romeo did not mention there were unattended children at his residence. When the narcotics strike force entered the residence to serve their criminal search warrant, they found two children, thirteen and ten years old, alone.  
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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Special Agent Wilfredo (Fred) Bonda was sitting in his office in Chihuahua, Mexico, reading his FBI email and planning his day. Fred was a member of a joint FBI/DEA task force which was located at the U.S. Consulate in Chihuahua, Mexico. Billie and Fred had known each other for several years and had exchanged investigative leads when Fred was stationed in San Juan, Puerto Rico. The agents in the task force there routinely worked with selected Mexican law enforcement entities to help resolve "law enforcement-related matters" that impacted both the U.S. and Mexico. Normally those "matters" were directly related to large-scale drug trafficking investigations being conducted by DEA and FBI offices inside the U.S., but not always. This morning, Fred was reading an email from his friend Billie in the "Cleveland Division" (of the FBI). After collecting all of the background and lead information from the Flores family, Billie had sent Fred an email requesting assistance. It was normal for agents stationed inside the U.S. to ask agents in embassies and consulates around the world for assistance, and Nestor and Billie definitely needed assistance on the Roberto Benitez kidnapping case. His email read:


Hola Fred,

I remember you telling me that you were headed for Legat Mexico City, and I was hoping you might be able to help us with something? It's definitely an odd one, and we’ll probably be better off going into the details by phone, but the short version is, it looks like a Mexican-born green card holder who lives here in Ohio got himself involved in a kidnapping in Chihuahua about five days ago, and he disappeared trying to help with a money drop.

I attached the rough version of my original report. Please give me a call after you’ve had a chance to look it over.


Several hours later, Fred and Billie spoke by phone, and Billie gave Fred the details of Roberto Benitez's disappearance. Fred explained to Billie what they both already knew: that a case of that nature is not normally investigated by FBI personnel in Mexico, because it involved a Mexican citizen allegedly victimized in Mexico. However, Fred added that he had made friends in Mexican law enforcement that he trusted, and he would ask them for some advice or assistance.

Later that day, Fred called his friend Hector Cervales from the Policía Estatal de Chihuahua. Fred was aware that, like most Mexican policemen, Hector spent his days trying to navigate his way through "doing the right thing" in a world of violence and public corruption. Many times, Hector had assisted Fred in ways that were somewhat risky for Hector, and Fred trusted Hector without question. When Fred told Hector what had been reported by the FBI in Cleveland, Hector was immediately suspicious. "There is no real chance that they would ask that kid to go with him on that drop unless they have some sort of side angle. This Benitez was set up for sure, and I won’t be shocked if he's no longer alive."

Fred replied, "True, but what’s the angle? What does that do for them... having him come along?"

"Hard to say," replied Hector. "Everything in that area is crooked. Let me make some calls and I’ll get back to you."

***
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One evening at 5:00 PM, as Diego was helping the bank manager close up the vault, the drawers, and the front doors, and activating the alarm, he saw Panchito sitting across the street in a rusty old Ford F-150 pickup truck. Diego said goodbye to the bank manager and waited around aimlessly until he disappeared, then crossed the street and got into the truck with Panchito.

"So, I assume you have questions," Panchito began. "Have a seat and let me hear them."

"When would I start?" Diego asked.

"Soon. Now. Immediately. If you can't start immediately, you can't start at all. This is all in or nothing."

"Where will I be working?"

"We'll figure that out, but mostly around Ciudad Juarez. You'll spend about four weeks with some friends of mine sharpening up your shooting and driving skills, and then we'll get you working with one of our teams."

"Can you tell me again what your 'teams' do?"

"Whatever they're told. That's the best answer to that question, and it never changes."

"Can I have one day at home with the family tomorrow?"

"No problem. Today's Tuesday. I'll pick you up at your house at 7:00 AM on Thursday. Make sure you bring any tactical gear, boots, and weapons that you own, and make sure your wife understands that she won't see you for about a month."

"How do you know where I live?"

"See you Thursday morning. Don't lose my number."

***
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That night, Diego explained to Luisa that his exceptional performance at the bank had led to a promotion that he was very excited about. He told her he would be working as a managerial security consultant for the bank headquarters in Juarez, and that he would be leaving in a few days to begin his training. She was visibly confused when he explained to her that he would not be able to communicate with her for the first month, but he reassured her, "Don't worry, Dear. They're just very serious about these upper-level managerial security positions, and they want us to be focused. A month will fly by. Don't you remember all the times that we went weeks at a time that we had no contact when I was in the army?"

"Yeah, I remember it just fine," she snapped. "And I remember we were miserable. And I remember that's why you got out of the army."

"Don't worry, it'll be fine. Once I complete my training, I will find a place in Juarez for us to live. Me, you and Julio will be living together again in Ciudad Juarez very soon.”

“I really don’t think that I want to live in Juarez, but if they’re going to double your pay like you say, I’m sure it’s worth it. 

Two days later, Panchito was waiting outside Diego's door at 7:00 AM as he had promised. Luisa looked out front as Diego climbed into the truck and thought that the man driving the truck did not look like an upper-level bank security executive, but she trusted Diego.

Panchito drove Diego about 120 miles north-northeast toward Ciudad Juarez. During their transit, Diego was anxious and somewhat depressed about having to spend the next month without his family, and there was very little conversation between them. They drove to a rural area and entered a private property entrance that led to a small farmhouse with a large garage behind it. Panchito stopped the truck, got out, and told Diego, "Follow me." He led Diego to the garage behind the residence where three men were sitting and chatting inside the garage.

The men stood up and  introduced themselves to Diego by first name only. They explained to him that he would be working with "a group of very close-knit, experienced, and reliable professionals."  “On one hand," one of them said, "based on your record and what we have learned about you, we have every reason to believe that you can measure up to the standards of the group that you're now trying to join. On the other hand, you haven't done it yet. We'll spend the next four weeks finding out."

Another one of the three of them chimed in, "What's your name? Juanelo?”  Diego nodded.

“Okay, Juanelo. You need to get your mind right. What you're doing now, it's not the army, it's not a four-year enlistment. It's forever, and forever begins today, right now."

***
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During Diego’s first week of “training”, he was directed through a series of very carefully controlled events, primarily meant to screen and evaluate his skills and his mental acuity under stress. The first several days he was asked to participate in what seemed to Diego to be very similar to typical military physical training, and tactical skills reviews with handguns, shoulder weapons, and tactical driving courses.. As time went by, the training began to evolve to very intentionally include unannounced events and challenges at odd times of the day and night.

If Diego's trainers awoke him at 2 AM, they would immediately begin to discuss what the next training evolution would require, while Diego was dressing and putting on his tactical gear. Based on his military experience, Diego knew better than to be curious in advance about the "when" part of the training, and after his years in a high paced tactical unit, he already understood the "why" part of the unscheduled training that included sleep and food deprivation. But he noticed that his trainers were pleased any time he was curious about the "what" aspects of any training evolution. If his trainers mentioned that they would be picking up and protecting an unnamed principal at an airport, Diego was naturally curious about, "What is our support? How many vehicles do we have? How are we armed? How are we communicating?"  For Diego, most of his curiosity about those sorts of things was just his attempt to avoid failing while being evaluated, but his trainers clearly perceived it to be something much better. They were pleased with Diego's progress.

One thing that Diego did notice that was different from his military training was the solitary aspect of his evaluations and assessments. Everything that Diego did in the army was as a member of a team, at first as a junior member, and eventually as a leader. Everything Diego was doing here was alone; he was expected to think and produce solutions to problems quickly and on his own.

***
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After two weeks of training, Diego was brought into the main room of the training hut. Two of his principal trainers sat him down and handed him an envelope. They told him, "Go ahead and open it up and count it." Diego opened the envelope and counted $12,000.

"What do you got there?" his trainer asked him.

"$12,000?," he replied.

"Correct. $12,000. That's exactly ten times your two-week salary of $1,200 at your previous job, which is what you were promised. You've been here two weeks; that is your first pay. Where would you like it to be delivered?"

"To my wife, at home," he replied.

"OK." The trainer handed him a piece of paper and a pen. "Go ahead and write a note to your wife."

"Yes, sir."

Diego took the note and wrote, 


"Louisa, please use what you need to, and put the rest in a safe place. I am fine. Don't worry. Love, Diego."


The following morning, Panchito knocked on the door of Diego's home. When Louisa answered, he handed her the packet and said, "This is from Diego, ma'am," then turned and quickly walked away.

"How is he?" she yelled. "Is he OK?"

"He's fine. Read the note," Panchito replied without turning around.

Louisa went back inside the house, sat down, opened the envelope, and read the note:


"Louisa, please use what you need to, and put the rest in a safe place. I am fine. Don't worry. Love, Diego."


She counted the money,  then reread the note. It was the most money that she'd ever held in her hands, and somehow she felt something horrible had just happened.

***
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Although no one specifically talked about days and weeks, once Diego's training had begun, Diego was keeping his own count. As he woke up on the morning of his 25th day of his 28 day training and evaluation program, he found himself wondering, “What’s next?  What’s the plan? What’s my next step?”  That morning, after a brief physical training and handgun shooting drill, Diego was once again brought into the main office of the training area. When he entered the room, Diego noticed a man sitting at the main desk in the office whom he did not recognize.

“Good morning, Diego. Have a seat," the man said.

He continued, “My name is ‘Santos’. Your training here is almost complete, and your trainers are more than pleased with the person that you have proven yourself to be during your time here. For the rest of today and tomorrow, we will be fitting you for some very specific equipment, and issuing you the weapons and personal protective devices that you will be using every day. I can't give you many details now, but in short, you will be working for me. Once you've completed your training and your equipment has been issued, Panchito will take you home to spend three days with your family, and then our work together will begin. Do you have any questions?"

In truth, Diego had countless questions, but he shook his head and said, "No sir."

Santos stood up, shook his hand. "Nice to meet you Diego," he said as he handed him another envelope, similar to the one that he had received several weeks earlier. "Here's your second pay. You can take that one home yourself."

As Santos left the room, two of Diego's three trainers left with him. The third one closed the door and sat down next to Diego.


Santos Santiago was a powerful member of the Sinaloa cartel.  He had proven himself as a gunfighter as a young man, and now as a ruthless business and drug trafficking operative for the cartel.  He would be temporarily working in the Ciudad Juarez area, where there was always the threat of violence from rival groups.  He needed a well trained person to protect him.  That was Diego. 


"You know what just happened? You know who that is, right?"

"Not exactly, sir, please tell me," Diego replied respectfully.

"That's him. He’s your guy. Your job will be to protect him. You will protect his life with your own. Your ability to do that is what makes you valuable, it's why there's so much money in that envelope. You'll be expected to keep him safe at all times, and the reason you'll be given that responsibility is because you've proven to us that you can. Do you understand?"

"I think so," Diego replied. "I understand the job."

"What don't you understand?"

"I don't understand who he is."

"Good," the trainer replied. "Now follow me. We have work to do."

***
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After being issued his new equipment, Diego was driven home for three days as promised.  Before leaving, Diego and Luisa agreed that it would be better for them to move out of their apartment, and move back in with her parents.  Her mother was not excited about the idea, but she agreed it was best, for now. They both agreed that the money was hard to pass up, but Luisa was very nervous about Diego’s new job.  She was not sure exactly what it was, but she knew it had to be something dangerous. “Why else would they pay him so much?” she thought to herself. “Why else would they look for an experienced military veteran?”  But she trusted and respected Diego, and did not question his choice. “He has always put us first,” she reminded herself. 

The day after they moved back to Luisa’s parents home, Panchito came to take Diego away.  He took Diego to a small three-room residence in the basement of a bakery on the south side of Ciudad Juarez.  “Be up early tomorrow,” Panchito told Diego.  “Someone will be here to talk to you.”  

The following day, a man entered Diego’s new apartment without knocking, and introduced himself as “Lugo”.  First, Lugo took Diego to an underground garage attached to the apartment, where Diego was shown a large black FAV (Fully Armored Vehicle)​[2] Chevrolet Tahoe that was parked there.  “That vehicle, along with your personal weapons and body armor, are at the center of everything you do.  Keep them running and ready at all times,” Lugo instructed.  

He led Diego back to the underground apartment. Lugo sat Diego down, and gave him two cell phones: one which he was told to communicate with his wife, and the other was for him to receive and respond to instructions.  Lugo then explained to Diego, “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that Santos was an important and very valuable person, but that he is also despised by his rivals in ‘other organizations.’  Wherever you go," Lugo told Diego, "assume that there is someone, or several people, who are specifically there to kill him, and you. If you don't approach every movement in that way, at some point, you will die, and so will he. There is no life insurance policy with this job. If you can't keep Santos alive, you have no value to us. And if you can't keep yourself alive, you have no value to anyone, especially your family. Your predecessor did not fully understand that, and it did not end well for him. Do you understand?" Lugo asked.

"I do, sir. Yes," Diego replied. 

In truth, part of why Diego had been hired, and then retained, was that he was smart and observant. Nothing Lugo told him was a surprise to Diego.  He had figured all of that out on his own, and they liked that. That's why they wanted him on their team.

***
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Two weeks later, Diego was seated in his new FAV Tahoe, waiting.  FAVs were designed specifically for the protection of high-level dignitaries, and could withstand the impact of nearly every “street-level” weapon, including Rocket Propelled Grenades (“RPGs”)​[3].  A typical FAV is twice the weight of a normal vehicle, and although their engines were powered sufficiently to move that much weight properly, maneuvering them was not easy, especially under stress. Diego had driven them often during his military days, and had proven himself very adept at maneuvering them during his recent month-long training and evaluation. 

Diego had dropped Santos at the back door of “Hotel Lucerna Ciudad Juárez” in Northeast Juarez about an hour ago, and Santos told him, “Wait here. I’m not sure how long I’ll be.  I’ll call you when I’m headed out.”  During the next hour Diego changed his position slightly every ten minutes or so, remaining alert, and waiting for Santos’s call.  As Diego was moving his vehicle, he noticed an open window on the third floor of the building across the street.  All of the buildings in that area of Ciudad Juarez were high priced residential buildings, and any building in that area was almost certainly air conditioned.  Diego looked at the temperature on his dashboard which read “96 degrees.”  

“Ninety six degrees and your window is half open?” Diego mumbled to himself.  He then looked more carefully at that same window without drawing attention, and he noticed a head and a set of shoulders moving slightly in the dark room behind the window opening.  He looked more carefully behind the sunglare, and recognized from his military time in the jungle, the unmistakable glint of the “wrong side” of a rifle optic, and his internal alarm suddenly went off.  

Diego suddenly realized, “Damn.  I don’t have Santos’ phone number.”  He quickly dialed Lugo’s number.  “What’s up? Aren’t you with Santos right now?” Lugo answered.  “I am but...oh shit!” he yelled as he looked in his side mirror and Santos standing in the doorway shaking hands with someone, apparently saying goodbye.  He slammed his vehicle into gear accelerated directly toward the cement wall to the right of the door frame. The sound of the engine revving, and the bumper colliding with the wall, startled Santos, who turned around to see Diego jumping out of the Tahoe and diving toward him.  As Santos stood motionless for just a moment, Diego grabbed his shirt near his shoulders and dragged him to the ground behind the front wheel and axle of the Tahoe.  Santos looked at Diego with shock and yelled, “What the f...” and suddenly three bullets struck the metal frame of the doorway where Santos had been standing moments earlier. 

Santos realized immediately what was happening. After regaining his balance, he instinctively tried to peek over the hood of the Tahoe to look in the direction of the sound of the shots.  Diego pulled Santos to the ground again and yelled, "Get down, sir!" He immediately regretted the amount of force he had used when he did that, but he didn’t have time to worry about it. Diego crouched down next to Santos, putting himself between Santos and the unprotected side of the vehicle, not sure where all of the threats might be. Then he pulled his pistol from its holster, and looked around. He saw no one else visible on the safe side of his vehicle. Remaining crouched down, he moved toward the back door of the vehicle and yelled, "Get in!" to Santos as he opened it.

Santos dove flat into the backseat of the vehicle and, as Diego



[image: ]










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE AMERICAN &

-i

BOY'SICARIO

LHE






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





