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Dedication

For Maria, my two sons, my daughters-in-law, and my grandchildren

*

Life isn’t about finding yourself.

Life is about creating yourself.

—GEORGE BERNARD SHAW






Author’s Note

THIS IS A WORK OF NONFICTION. I HAVE, HOWEVER, ELECTED to use pseudonyms for specific individuals. These are dangerous people, many of whom are fugitives or out of prison.

I am taking a serious risk in publishing this book. The cartel never forgets.
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Prologue

THE ASSASSIN POINTED HIS GUN AT THE BACK OF MY HEAD.

It was just after eight in the morning on a blazing hot day in August 1994. My wife, Maria, had already taken our two young sons to school, where she also worked as a teacher. I had decided to go for a long run through our neighborhood, a gated community an hour west of San Juan, Puerto Rico. It was a gorgeous place to live. The small but comfortable home was wedged between an expansive golf course on one side and the Caribbean on the other. My running route took me on a loop down to the beach and back. I wore short-shorts typical of the mid-nineties, pulled my socks high up my calves, and laced my Nike sneakers tight around my feet. I pushed my legs to keep up a fast pace. My lungs burned. The tropical sun beat down on my neck. I arrived at the beach, turned around, and made my way back home.

I opened the front gate and walked over to a chair on my patio. I plopped down, dropped my head, tried to catch my breath, and closed my eyes, my mind lost in the recovery of a tough run. Then, the hitman emerged from the bushes. I never saw him coming.

“Tsst, tsst, tsst,” he hissed.

I turned around and he pointed his pistol at my face, its six-inch, stainless-steel barrel gleaming in the morning sunlight. I cursed myself for being caught off guard, for letting my one personal indulgence become my greatest vulnerability. I stood up and raised my hands above my head, my back slick with sweat, my heart pounding.

“Turn the fuck around,” he said. I complied. I could feel his gun’s cold metal snout inches away from my skull. “Walk, motherfucker,” he said. “Let’s go.”

I knew that El Toro Negro hired this hitman—this sicario—to kill me. Toro was the money boss of the North Coast Cartel, one of the largest, most powerful, and deadliest criminal organizations in Colombia. But how did Toro figure me out? I had been a deep-undercover FBI agent for the past six years. I smuggled $1 billion worth of cocaine through the Caribbean’s choppy waters and into Miami for the Medellín and Cali cartels. After moving to Puerto Rico, I worked for Toro and North Coast as a high-echelon money launderer. Almost every day for the last two years, I picked up millions of dollars in cash from drug lords and washed the dirty money. And I almost always wore a wire—the most dangerous part of the job.

Although I’d had many close calls, I never slipped up. Not once. But here I was, death staring at me. The hitman led me up the steps to the front door of my home. I knew he wanted to shoot me inside the house, so my wife would come home and find my bullet-ridden corpse lying in a pool of blood. The cruelty was the point—the hallmark of any cartel worth their salt. Being an undercover FBI agent, especially back then, during the heyday of the craft—where many of the policies and procedures of becoming someone else to catch criminals were being written on the fly—required more courage than most men possessed, especially with a gun pointed at the base of your skull.

I couldn’t let myself die like a dog, shot in the back of the head, my wife’s worst fears made real. I couldn’t let my two young sons grow up without a father. I couldn’t let my own father down, the reason I became an FBI agent in the first place. It was for Maria and my two boys that I would make sure to live, not for the bureau. The FBI had me when I was “Manny,” my undercover alter ego, a dirty smuggler and money launderer. But here, in my own home, I was Martin, and the only duty I cared about was to my family.

I gathered up everything that filled my heart: the pride I had in my job, the deep love I held for my family, the sense of duty instilled in me by my father, all the strength that I could muster. Courage. Maybe even bravado. I spun around and pushed the hitman down the steps. If he wanted to kill me, he was going to have to fight me first.

And then his gun went off—and all I saw was blood.




Chapter 1

A Smuggler’s Paradise

I KNEW THE CARTEL SENT HER. THE WOMAN STRODE INTO my office wearing blood-red stilettos and a matching dress cinched at the waist by a white belt. She had her luscious brown hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, gold hoops hung from her ears, a Cartier watch wrapped around her wrist, and her red nails were sharpened like daggers. Two more women, dressed in crisp pantsuits, their heels clicking in unison on the hardwood floor, sauntered in behind her. It was a procession of glitzy excess, women who knew power and wealth intimately. Each of them carried a large box wrapped in ribbon, gifts of which I was the sole recipient.

It’s common knowledge in the world of drug smuggling that women from Medellín are Colombia’s most beautiful. Their accents, gentle lilts that jump from sugar-soaked tongues, have turned many men into puppy dogs. This is especially true when the women represent a faction of the Medellín Cartel, Pablo Escobar’s powerful drug empire that, during the 1980s, controlled much of the transcontinental cocaine trade and smuggled nearly two million pounds of the drug into the United States each year. It was at the behest of Escobar’s closest associates that these three women visited my office in Miami, Florida, on a seasonally warm day in December 1989. In the eyes of the cartel, I was one of the most prolific drug smugglers in South Florida. I had marine and aviation skills, a reliable crew, and the guts to get their dope across the border. But the truth was even more cinematic: I was a deep-undercover FBI agent tasked with infiltrating Colombia’s most menacing narco-empires.

I was in my personal office, down the hall from the main entrance of the building, and didn’t see the women come in. My secretary, Carla, a cartel associate who had agreed to cooperate with the FBI and work undercover with me, knocked on my door and poked her head in.

“There are some ladies here,” Carla said, “and they have gifts.”

“Yeah?” I responded. “Bring them in.”

The three women came into my office and, without a word, placed the boxes on my desk. They spun on their heels, went back out to their two matching luxury Land Cruisers, and brought in another stack of boxes. And then they left again for a final round. Nine boxes sat atop my desk, over four feet tall. I stood up from my chair so I could see over the tower. I met eyes with the woman in the red dress.

“We know you were expecting this,” she said, the words dripping off her tongue as if a siren’s song, a mischievous smile spread across her face.

I knew what the boxes contained, didn’t even have to open them to check: bundles of cash stacked from base to brim. I tried to hide my excitement at this turn of events. These couriers coming to my doorstep signaled we had truly infiltrated the Medellín Cartel. We had been working for months to garner their trust; our patience and precision had paid off. Now, I was convinced that our credibility was locked.

“Thank you, ladies,” I said. “I hope you enjoy your weekend.” They nodded, turned out, and left. The clacking of their heels reverberated throughout my office even after they closed the door behind them.

* * *

I HAD BECOME A smuggler less than a year prior. I was the first FBI agent in history to be thrown into a long-term, deep-undercover operation that targeted Colombia’s most ruthless drug cartels. Ever since Pablo Escobar catapulted the Medellín Cartel to international infamy in the early 1980s—and helped replace coffee with cocaine as Colombia’s leading export—the FBI had his organization in their sites. What’s more, Escobar had utilized one place as his main point of entry: Miami. My home city became the nucleus of the international drug trade. As the War on Drugs grew in scale and importance, even conducting thousand-pound busts wasn’t going to cut it anymore. The cartels were making so much money that they chalked up the losses to merely an overhead cost. The FBI needed to infiltrate the cartels—not only to better understand their methodologies and internal structures, but to thwart the flow of drugs from the source. That’s where I came in.

After the FBI created an airtight alter ego—what we call a “legend”—I was no longer Martin Suarez. I became “Manny,” a guy who had no qualms helping Colombian cartels transport hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of cocaine into the United States, all of which would eventually be seized. The FBI gave me the funding to secure an undercover office in Miami, where I posed as an import-export businessman. Stationed in a warehouse on the city’s industrial southside, where all the smugglers lived and worked, my “company” actually did some legitimate business, moving oranges and other produce into the United States. It was a convincing enough public front that even our neighbors were fooled. The glass-paneled office, however, became my drug fiefdom—the center of an underground operation in a city that had, during the 1980s, become a smuggler’s paradise.

I quickly began trafficking cocaine into Florida for Colombia’s most premier drug cartels. I had help with getting started. First was Carla, who posed as my secretary. Second was Diego, her husband, who posed as one of my employees. Diego was a former pilot for José Gacha, who ran the Medellín Cartel alongside the Ochoa brothers and Pablo Escobar. Diego and Carla were plugged into the highest levels of the most powerful drug empire in the world and had recently become cooperating witnesses for the FBI. They were tasked with helping convince drug barons that I was a legitimate doper. They lent me credibility and introduced me to high-ranking members of the Medellín Cartel. It worked. I installed long-range radios and obtained numerous satellite phones, so I could communicate with Escobar’s traffickers. The FBI’s technical agents installed hidden cameras and microphones throughout the space so every conversation I conducted was recorded for future prosecutions. As the months went on, a snowball effect occurred. The momentum of my connections and the services I offered culminated in a rock-solid reputation, and I continued to worm my way deeper into the underground world of high-end drug trafficking. But what was I supposed to do with these boxes wrapped in ribbon, delivered to me by a trio of gorgeous women, and filled to the brim with cash?

The money came from a subgroup of the Medellín Cartel led by Tigre Valencia. Everyone called him El Viejo The Old Man. He was one of Colombia’s largest manufacturers and exporters of cocaine, and one of Escobar’s right-hand men. He held complete control over the rural jungles in southern Colombia near the Peruvian border, where he established massive cocaine-processing laboratories and secured an alliance with the Marxist-Leninist guerilla group the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC). By the late 1980s, with his wagon firmly hitched to Escobar, he had emerged as one of South America’s richest drug kingpins. By some estimates, he owned over a hundred homes. His success was due in large part to his affinity for smuggling via aircraft. He established ironclad routes through the Caribbean Corridor—for which my team and I had now become an integral part.

My initial negotiations with El Viejo’s organization lasted for months and required a great deal of perseverance. To start, I was a newcomer to their organization, and they weren’t going to bend over backward to instantly slot me into their rotation of smugglers, no matter my bona fides. They did, however, want to diversify their roster of traffickers and soon put me through their vetting process, which included tours of my office in Miami—where I showed them my telecommunication devices; I even let one of their more senior smugglers use them a few times as a favor—and my personal boats at the marina. I knew from speaking with Diego that a legitimate trafficker would always hold back showing their smuggling boats, as a security precaution and to not appear overeager. I did the same, knowing that if I came across as too trusting of the cartel, it would backfire. Similarly, I refused to divulge where I stashed the loads once I smuggled them into Miami. On top of these tours given to El Viejo’s Miami-based counterparts, El Viejo directed that I travel to Panama, Puerto Rico, Guatemala, Houston, Boston, Honduras, New York City, the Bahamas, and Rhode Island to meet with the cartel’s other associates, so they could form an opinion of me for a group vote. I didn’t mind the grunt work; it gave the FBI valuable intelligence on how their operation worked. In all, I met with over seventy-five members of the Medellín Cartel over an eight-month period.

This type of hoop jumping was how they weeded out cops and informants: only law enforcement worked on deadlines imposed by overzealous management figures; were held on a short leash with international travel; and had to be mindful of strict budgets. Luckily, the FBI was extremely patient. We were willing to commit ourselves to an expensive operation for a long period of time in order to infiltrate a high-level core group of criminals. To us, time was not an adversary but an asset.

I primarily dealt with El Viejo’s deputy Pedro, who also lived in Miami. Pedro was highly intelligent, brilliant with logistics, well-dressed, a smooth talker, and from a very wealthy Colombian family who owned vast rice and coffee fields. A few of his family members were also in the drug trade, and they got their start rum-running and smuggling cigarettes into Colombia. During the cocaine boom, however, they aligned themselves with El Viejo. Pedro enjoyed the fine things in life—bespoke clothes, expensive art, fancy cars, keeping up with world events—but he was also ugly: a square head, ruddy face, and a worn-leather complexion, all exacerbated by his love of whiskey and late-night parties. And yet, he had an endearing quality to him, which I exploited with an air of friendly nonchalance, as if we were old buddies. I knew, however, that deep down, he couldn’t be trusted. I needed to stay on my toes. Nevertheless, I enjoyed his company. He was a fun guy to hang out with.

As the weeks went on and our conversations continued, Pedro confirmed that he wanted me to smuggle a load for them. Back then, there were a few ways I could be paid as a transporter, all of which Pedro offered. First: I would be paid a higher cash fee in a lump sum once the drugs were sold in the United States (which didn’t help me because the FBI would seize the drugs before they hit the streets). Second: an even higher cash fee if I smuggled the drugs, kept possession of them in Miami, and let his dealers sell them piecemeal over time (which also didn’t help us because, in order to conduct a seizure, they had to be in someone else’s possession). And lastly: a lower cash fee, with a portion paid up front and the rest upon delivery to his men in the States. I always picked this option. I explained to Pedro that, sure, I made less money, but I was able to avoid potential violence, risk from law enforcement, waiting to get paid, and the headache that came with babysitting hundreds of millions of dollars in cocaine. (This, too, was the sweet spot for the FBI: We could seize the up-front payment and the drugs, and I could theoretically still force the cartel to pay me the rest of my smuggling fee after our seizure, since I held up my end of the deal. We’d get to have our cake and eat it, too.) My thought process made sense to Pedro, and he agreed to my payment structure. He said the deposit money would show up on my doorstep soon.

Neither I nor my case agents knew the money was going to show up that day—or from such enticingly beautiful couriers. A vibration shook my office after the women left, a subtle confirmation of our collective talents and how deep this undercover operation could go. I was elated. And yet, I didn’t have time to fully prepare for what I would do if they actually brought the money to my office and expected me to immediately put together a plan to get their dope from Colombia to Miami. I needed to buy some time before I presented Pedro with a concrete plan or committed to anything he might propose.

I brought Ricky Mansilla, my partner and fellow undercover FBI agent, into my office. A Cuban who spoke fluent Spanish, Ricky had recently transferred to Miami from the Los Angeles field office and was my right-hand man for this operation. A savant with numbers, he was an accountant for Eastern Airlines before joining the bureau, and held a psychology degree from the University of Miami. Ricky also had a photographic memory. He could take one glance at a phone number, cross-reference it with a host of other data in his head, and come up with a firm conclusion as to how it folded into the larger criminal conspiracy at hand. Ricky was the brains to my brawn; while I was building relationships with smugglers, he was securing covert bank accounts, warehouses, apartments, cars, boats, planes, and other crucial assets to help deepen our cover. We were ideal partners.

I opened one of the boxes. The money was dirty, rank, and covered in a slick film. It reeked of cocaine, a pungent mixture of gasoline and cleaning fluids. I knew that the cash had likely just come off the street.

“How much?” he asked.

“If I had to guess, close to a million,” I said.

“We have to figure this shit out, and quick. We have no idea who knows that we have this billullu. We could get robbed, or worse.”

“I know,” I said. “We need to establish chain of custody, too.”

“Well, I guess I’ll call the brass.”

Our superiors instructed us to bring the cash to the FBI’s covert warehouse at the airport, where we stashed our smuggling planes. We had to be as inconspicuous as possible every time we met. There was no way I could just waltz into the Miami field office with a trunkful of drug money; I never knew who was watching me. Ricky and I quickly loaded the cash into the back of my black Ford Bronco. I hit the road, with Ricky following me in another car. We had to make sure that the cartel, or a rival faction, wasn’t following us; we took a circuitous route so we could see if we had a tail. We were clean. We pulled into the airport parking lot where our case agent waited for us. He threw open the hangar’s overhead door. Ricky and I zoomed inside, quickly unloaded the cash, and rushed back to our undercover office. Our boss, Pete Paris, was going to call us. I was now responsible for a million dollars of the cartel’s money, but I also had to deal with the added pressure of hoping that Pete would let us go through with the rest of the mission. The phone rang. I picked it up.

“Pedro had the money delivered?” Pete asked.

“Yes, sir,” I said. “I had no idea it was coming today, but Ricky and I got it down to the warehouse. It’s being logged now.”

“Were you followed?”

“No,” I said. “We made sure of it.”

“Good. But it’s really bad timing for us to launch a big operation. Christmas is right around the corner, and everyone is taking time off. We just don’t have the manpower to do this right now.”

“I think I can buy us some time,” I said. “Pedro and El Viejo are really eager to work with us, now that I’ve been vetted by the cartel. I’ll make them understand.”

“What are you going to tell them?”

“Well, I can’t use Christmas as an excuse. The cartels actually move a lot of their dope between now and New Year’s, so if I blame the holidays, it will tip them off that we might be law enforcement. I’ll tell them that we already have a few loads going for other clients, and we can’t take on any more work until February. That will give us plenty of time to prepare both the pickup and the seizure. If we make it seem like we are too busy for them right now, they will be that much more eager to work with us.”

I heard Pete breathing on the other end of the line, mulling over my proposal. “Well,” he said, “if you can convince them to wait, we’ll make sure you have the assets that you need when the time comes.”

Coincidentally, I had already laid some groundwork with Pedro in this department. A few weeks ago, Pedro told Abassi, another member of the Medellín Cartel, that I was a top-notch trafficker who was going to start smuggling loads for him and El Viejo. In turn, Abassi randomly dropped off some money at my undercover office—basically a gift so I would move his dope. He was a priest for the Santeria religion—a babalawo—and routinely blessed loads when they left Colombia so they would avoid law enforcement detection. He also fancied himself a witch doctor. He always wore an all-white outfit that beamed off his ink-black skin, comically long pointed shoes, awful-smelling cologne, and a stack of the seven powers necklaces common in his religion. Abassi really wanted to work with me. I told him that, although I very much appreciated the money and that I was also eager to work with him, the timing was off, and I didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks with his product. Abassi grumbled, frustrated that he had wasted his time arranging the cash, and took the money back. Afterward, he complained to Pedro that I had denied him access to my smuggling operation. This raised my status with Pedro. In his mind, he had access to someone other people didn’t. When I called Pedro a few days after the women dropped off the money and explained I needed some time to arrange transport, he wasn’t fazed. He was willing to wait however long it took to have me move his drugs.

After my call with Pete, I sent Carla home, locked up the office, and went to my undercover apartment. Ricky and I shared a three-bedroom unit in Miami Lakes, where all the real-deal smugglers lived. I resided there more or less full-time, save for a few weekends here and there when I was able to go home and see my family. I tried to relax in that place, but often in the silence of the night, after shuttling stacks of cash or a truck full of drugs, the pressure of working undercover weighed heavily. I never knew if the windfall I’d just received was being tracked by a rival faction, who would kick down my door and start a firefight. I always felt most confident in the moment, shooting the shit with drug lords and cartel bosses, playing the game off my wits. But it was here, having just driven to a covert FBI warehouse with one million dollars in my trunk, that my nerves began to get the best of me. The FBI, however, trained me well: my gun was always loaded.

To make matters worse, I hadn’t seen my family in almost two weeks. I wanted to spend as much time with them as possible for the holidays. I was scheduled to go back that night to see my wife, Maria, and our two sons, both of whom had just started elementary school. I had only been working undercover for a year, but it was putting a strain on all of us. I always had to be available for the cartel, day or night, which meant I always had to be Manny. I lived in an undercover apartment, drove an undercover Porsche, and had an undercover license. I always dressed the part, too: Italian silk shirts, gold jewelry, and fancy shoes. When I was able to transform back into Martin Suarez, I would drive into an underground parking garage where my real-life identity waited for me. I’d change clothes, swap cars, and emerge back into the world as the real me. I always counted down the days until I was able to see my family again, but sometimes, out of the blue, a trio of gorgeous Colombian women would drop by my office with boxes full of cash and plans had to change.

I called Maria. My gut knotted up. I knew what I had to do. This became the first of many plans broken during this all-consuming operation.

“Hello?” she said.

“Hey sweetie,” I said. “It’s me.”

“How’s work?” she asked. Maria didn’t know much about my undercover life, just understood that I had decided to become someone else for a living, to submerge my life in deception, to try and catch the bad guys by doing something very few agents had done before. Mostly, she just wanted to know that my goal, being an FBI agent, was going well.

“It’s one of those nights,” I said. “I had planned to come home, but something came up. I have to stay here at the office.”

“Don’t worry about it. I will hold down the fort,” she said, her voice strong and firm. If she was disappointed, nothing in her delivery revealed it. A guilty silence filled the space between us, but then I heard the sound of small, faraway voices: my sons, bounding around the living room, waiting for dinner to be served and for their father to come home.

“How are the boys?” I asked.

“Hungry,” she said, a sliver of mirth creeping into her tone, as if amused by the boys’ incessant needs: food, clothing, shelter, affection. She had been mesmerized by them since the day they were born. She counted no behavior too frustrating, and no amount of doting too overwhelming, as she introduced them to the world. It was a trend that would continue as my absences grew longer, my dedication to being Manny became more pronounced, and the emotional equilibrium that held our family together became more precarious. “But do your thing,” she said. “And be safe. Just make sure you’re home for Christmas, so you can watch the boys open their gifts. I love you.”

“I love you too,” I said, and hung up the phone. My fake bedroom felt small and lonely just then, as if basked in disappointment. I pushed those thoughts out of my head, lay down, and tried to go to sleep. I kept a lamp turned on, a gun under my pillow, and my eye on the door.

* * *

THE YEAR 1989 GAVE way to 1990, the dawn of a new decade upon us, and the Medellín Cartel was even more eager to see if I really could handle a big load: three thousand kilos of 95 percent pure Colombian cocaine—with a street value of roughly $500 million. Since my team in Miami were the first FBI agents in history to actually receive a cash prepayment from Colombian drug lords, we were able to obtain authorization from the Department of Justice to use the money as the cartel directed it: to prepare for this massive shipment. If the operation was a success, we could create policy for future undercover cases. The cartel and I settled on a stretch of sea off the coast of Cuba as our rendezvous point. They were going to drop the drugs from the sky.

After buying more time with Pedro, we spent the next six weeks planning logistics. My fellow FBI agents and I needed this time so we could make sure, as soon as I delivered the load to the cartel’s receivers in Miami, that the drug squad was ready to make one of the largest seizures in the bureau’s history (at least up until that point). We also needed to ensure that the operation was completely disguised. This would protect my cover and deflect blame after the raid, but also force the cartel’s hand: We wanted them to try and offset their loss by hiring me to transport more drugs, thus creating a chain of destruction that would both prevent dope from landing on the streets and keep me integrated within the cartel’s machinery. With each load seized, the cartel would take another bite off its own tail.

This is what I told the cartel we would do: the drop would come in the dead of night. I’d park my smuggling vessel—an inconspicuous, hundred-foot-long lobster boat—at specific coordinates off the coast of Cuba. I also enlisted a thirty-six-foot Mako fishing vessel. This was our runner: I’d use the Mako to grab the bales and bring them back to the lobster boat. The two boats were outfitted with radios and satellite phones, so I could communicate with the Colombian pilot and his crew. After dropping anchor on the lobster boat and readying the Mako, I’d wait for the cartel’s pilot, coming straight from Colombia, to fly over me. From there, the plane’s crew would open the doors and drop the cocaine into the ocean, where I would pick it up. But I wouldn’t go straight to Miami just yet. I told the cartel I wanted to hang out in the Caribbean for a week, tamp down any suspicion in case I was spotted by law enforcement, and then haul the drugs back to Miami. From there, the product would be unloaded, securely packaged, and transported to the cartel’s stateside distributors. And then I would be ready for the next shipment.

This is technically what went down but, unbeknownst to the cartel, a lot more happened behind the scenes. First of all: I obviously didn’t need to hang out in the Caribbean for a week because I thought I’d be surveilled. The FBI would secretly transport the cocaine to Miami immediately, and they needed sufficient time to catalog the drugs and plan their raid. Moreover, the lobster boat and the Mako were covert FBI assets carefully disguised as legitimate smuggling vessels. The lobster boat also acted as our command and control center, outfitted with high-tech surveillance gadgetry. Large-scale drug trafficking investigations are tricky: We had to prove that the drugs seized in the United States actually came from Colombia, were being delivered by the Medellín Cartel, and were the same drugs that fell from the plane, hit the water, and were retrieved by me and my men. We had to document the entire process, or the impending prosecution could fall apart. (It did help, however, that the kilos were stamped with the cartel’s logo.) It was the first time that the FBI had executed an operation of such immense scale. Dozens of agents and all the top brass were involved. No one wanted to screw it up.

For complete operational security, we stashed the boats at a covert site on the Cayman Islands. A team of FBI agents and I flew from Miami to retrieve them and start the mission. We spent three days on Grand Cayman waiting for the cartel to prepare the delivery. I was the only deep-undercover agent on the team, the guy who actually met with the cartel bosses and cemented their belief that I was a legit smuggler, but all of the agents involved in the mission posed as my smuggling associates and assumed undercover personas. In the cartel’s eyes, my operation was so involved I enlisted an entire team to transport their cocaine.

After a last-minute maintenance check on both ships, we tethered the Mako to the lobster boat and set out for the rendezvous point, a three-day trek past Jamaica and through the Windward Passage that bisects Haiti and Cuba. By the end of the third day, we had arrived at our destination. As darkness settled on the Caribbean, I went into the belly of the lobster boat and ate a steaming hot cup of chicken fricassee. It was slated to be a long night. After I ate, two other agents and I transferred from the lobster boat and onto the Mako. We detached ourselves and made our way just over a mile south, to the drop location. The wind and current was such that, as the plane flew over us and dropped the bales of cocaine, the cargo would theoretically stay in the general area between where I was stationed in the Mako and where our mothership was anchored. From there, we could pick up the bales one by one on our way back to the mothership, Pac-Man–style. It sounded simple on paper, but in the pitch-black sea, anything could happen.

We settled down at the predetermined coordinates and waited. Having previously served in the Navy, I felt comfortable on the water. It had become a second home for me. A sense of adventure filled my chest, knowing that no one at the FBI had previously been able to orchestrate an airdrop from a Colombian cartel. But darkness soon settled firmly over my little boat and the sea began to roil violently. As the swells grew and the troughs sunk deeper, an ominous feeling settled upon us. Ten-foot swells rose up and sent our boat reeling. We grabbed on to anything we could to keep our balance. If one of us went overboard, the entire operation would be blown, and if the boat took on too much water, all of our lives would be at risk. Within minutes, a slick, three-inch-deep puddle of seawater coated the boat’s deck. I tried to hold my balance, but I slipped, nearly rolling my ankle before catching myself. I prayed for the cartel to show up so we could grab the drugs and get the hell out of there, but I also found solace in my discomfort. To me, it was a gift not only to witness such a brazen smuggling operation, but to be an actor in this play, and to know I was pushing myself to my limits in order to achieve a massive goal.

An hour later, we received a garbled, static-filled call over the radio: the plane was one mile away. I asked the pilot to flash his headlights, so we could see him. Two short bursts of white light shot from the horizon. They were close. I radioed the mothership and told them to flash their lights in return. A great whooshing came from overhead, the rippled squealing of a plane. The cartel had arrived. And then I heard the sound: BANG! BANG! BANG! When a forty-five-kilogram tula of cocaine falls from an airplane and hits the sea, it sounds like a Mack truck crashing, a refrigerator being tossed off a building. And they were landing dangerously close to my boat. I went out onto the Mako’s deck, lit a bright red flare, and waved it over my head. I grabbed my radio: “Don’t throw on the flare! Don’t throw on the flare!” If one of the bales hit our boat, we’d sink; if one of us got hit, we’d be killed instantly.

My smuggling vessel thrashed violently back and forth, swamped to the point of sinking, with the bilge pumps set to overdrive. My eyes shrunk to slits, trying to spot the glow sticks that the Medellín Cartel had affixed to their bounty, which slowly lit up the water’s surface like fluorescent fireflies. The pilot doubled back and dropped more bales, each impact more violent than the last, like bombs in a war-torn battlefield. At the bottom of a swell, total darkness surrounded me, as if I had fallen into a bottomless pit. And then the sea sent the boat shooting upward again, to the crest of a wave, the sky a blanket of stars.

After a few passes, I knew that over two thousand kilos had likely been dropped already. I grabbed the radio again: “¿Acabastes? ¿Acabastes?” Are you done? Are you done? The pilot responded: “¡Una más!” One more pass. He circled back for the final drop, engine screeching. The last batch of bales fell from the sky. The pilot jumped on the radio: “¡Okay, muchachos, hasta la proxima!” Okay, guys, until the next one! And then the plane sped off into the night, back to Colombia. I gazed out at the sea, the bales floating in the distance, in awe that we had made it this far.

I told one of my undercover counterparts to drive the boat while I grabbed the cocaine. Unlike retrieving large, deep-sea fish, I couldn’t use a gaff hook; it would puncture the bales, let salt water seep in, and ruin the drugs. I had to do it by hand. I leaned awkwardly over the gunwale and hauled the hundred-pound bales into the boat as fast as I could. Back then, I was strong enough to bench-press three hundred pounds, but this was by far the most grueling physical exercise I’d ever experienced. My back seized up, my mouth was caked in dried spit from dehydration; my entire body was exhausted from being at sea for days. The swells rocked the boat violently, sent wave after wave over the stern, threw us sideways, and nearly tossed all of us into the ocean again and again. We took on so much water that the bales floated onboard and nearly washed back out to sea. We spent the next six hours grabbing bales and searching for stragglers brought out of line by the ever-shifting Caribbean current. The cartel was depending on me. If I wanted to infiltrate deeper, I couldn’t leave any of their drugs behind.

We finally gathered the last of the load. It was just after sunrise, the sky brushed in a soft pink glow, the water reflecting the morning’s first light. My legs were gooey and useless, my arms burned, my lungs begged for oxygen. I fell to the floor, panting. I closed my eyes and tried to breathe, my brain toggling between consternation and anticipation. I knew we were doing the right thing, but it took so much out of me, physically and emotionally, to get the job done. At that moment, my body heaving, the Mako pitching up and down within the aggressive Caribbean swells, I thought of my two sons asleep in their beds—and Maria in ours, the empty space next to her cold and bare from my absence.

We drove the Mako to the mothership, tethered to its stern, and climbed aboard. We then linked up with a sister agency (whose collaboration with the FBI is highly classified), which was slated to take legal custody of the drugs and transport them to Miami for the next phase of our operation. I couldn’t help with transferring the cocaine onto their ship, however; I had to keep my identity a secret from everyone except for a core team of FBI agents, who were the only people on earth who knew I was undercover. If there was a leak of any kind, I could be killed. I stayed on the mothership, obscured in shadow. As I watched from a distance as ten other FBI agents transferred the $500 million worth of cocaine onto the second ship, I felt immensely proud. I had secured the cartel’s trust. I had made this happen. It was history in the making.

After they departed with the cocaine, we made our way to Grand Cayman. I checked into an inconspicuous hotel—exactly what a smuggler would do after picking up a load. Four other agents accompanied me, all also operating undercover. I posed as their boss. We acted as if we were legitimate smugglers, treating ourselves to lobster and champagne, whiskey and steaks. Other patrons saw us with cell phones—an immense luxury at the time—and steered clear of us. We had to keep up appearances. When you’re deep undercover, you’re always on. You never know who might have eyes on you.

The following day, after my land legs were back to some extent, I called Pedro to share the good news. “We went to the dance. The musicians were fantastic,” I told him, speaking in code. “There must have been thirty girls, and we danced with all of them.” “Girls” meant bales of cocaine, and the fact that we danced with all of them confirmed that we retrieved the entire load without issue. “I was so drunk,” I said. “It was such a good time.” More code: The mission was a complete success.

“Bacano, Manny,” Pedro said. “The musicians are planning another dance in Miami. You must go. I will send you the details soon.” The transfer of the drugs was on.

I flew back to Miami. By the time I arrived, the cocaine had already been secretly transported into the United States. Once it landed on shore, the FBI picked it up in an array of nondescript vans and took the load to the drug vault at the Miami field office. I was still operating undercover, so I couldn’t help catalog the dope as evidence, but after the team of FBI agents took photographs of the drugs and wrote a detailed report, a team of different agents, operating undercover as my associates for this phase of our operation, took custody of the cocaine and brought it to my warehouse. Now, the fun began. I had given the agents clear instructions for what to do next: They drove a box truck to an industrial supplier and purchased a dozen fifty-five-gallon metal drums. They broke down the bales, packed the bricks of cocaine into each barrel, tack-welded the lids on top (you’d need a plasma cutter to open them, all part of my plan), and loaded the barrels into the truck. This was overkill in terms of normal packaging procedures, but we needed it to be as difficult as possible for the dope to be taken out and broken down for the next phase of shipment. If it was truly a pain in the ass, the grunts would call their bosses and other associates for help. That way, instead of a handful of low-level criminals getting arrested during the raid, we could take down an entire trafficking cell in one shot.

After packing the dope into the box truck, our team made their way to a remote parking lot for final delivery. The cartel’s men received the truck and drove it back to their secret warehouse. I was driving around Miami in my Porsche during the handoff. I needed to be mobile, just in case I had to meet with the cartel or my case agents as the raid progressed. Moreover, this was a safety precaution: If the operation went sideways, I wasn’t a sitting duck at my office. It’s hard to hit a moving target. I kept my cell phone close, knowing that Pedro would quickly get word that the barrels were welded shut and call me. As I careened down the highway, my phone buzzed, right on cue. Now we knew that they were in the process of unloading the drugs.

“Manny,” Pedro said, “my men told me that they are having a hard time opening the barrels.”

“That’s not my problem,” I said. “My job is to get the load to you safely. I didn’t want any of your product spilling out or getting damaged during transport.”

“Right, right,” he said. “I understand. I will let my men know.”

I hung up the phone. Although the underlings complained about my methods, the cartel leaders, like Pedro and El Viejo, were on my side. I had gone above and beyond to make sure their dope was secure, after all.

It took the cartel’s men hours to unload the drugs. The FBI had set up robust surveillance around the warehouse. A few surveillance agents took down license plates, and other agents followed some of the men to their homes or other meeting places. As soon as we were sure that we had intelligence on as many members of the cell as possible, the raid began. Dozens of FBI agents in full tactical gear burst through the door, machine guns at the quick, and busted the entire operation—with nearly $500 million worth of cocaine seized. And yet, this was only one group of stateside traffickers that received dope from the Colombian cartels. By my count, there were at least a dozen more cells in Miami alone. Each was eager to receive as much drugs as Colombia would send, ready and willing to risk their freedom for a hefty payday.

After this monumental raid, I was able to sneak into the Miami field office to discuss the operation. All of the top brass attended this meeting, and everyone involved credited my partner Ricky and me as the masterminds behind the massive seizure. “You did good, Suarez,” my supervisor Pete Paris said. “You did good.” It felt great, after months of planning, the dangers at sea, and the risks we were all taking, to be given reassurance that my instincts were correct.

We feasted on a delicious catered lunch, but no seizure of this size would be finished until we had a memento for our hard work. My fellow agents and I stacked the bales of 95 percent pure Colombian cocaine into a tower, climbed on top, and posed for a picture, shit-eating grins plastered across our faces. But seawater had seeped into the outermost layers of the bales; after I sat on one of them for a while, the water-and-drugs mixture soaked through my jeans and into my skin. When I stood up, my ass was completely numb.
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