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Heart of the case comes to light
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The day after the Australia contin-
gent returned, Barb and Kelly met
with their boss in his expansive
Chestnut Street office overlooking
Independence Hall. U.S. Attorney
Patrick Meehan wasn’t a microman-
ager, but he liked to be briefed on
big cases.

The trip had gone well, Kelly re-
ported, better than expected. The
Aussies had agreed not to question
Shackleton, but would instead tap
phone lines, pull bank records, the
works.

But there was more, Kelly added
— something she had learned that
morning.

Barb took over.

She grabbed a large white board
and spun it around, revealing DEA’s
cluttered chart of targets.

“We’ve been focusing here,” she
said, pointing to Shackleton in the
center, spokes running out to other
online pharmacies.

Barb paused, reveling in the mo-
ment’s drama. She pointed to the
upper lefthand corner of the chart,
to a smaller universe of suppliers,
the Bansals. “Our focus needs to be
here.”

She put a finger on Akhil’s mug.
“Head of U.S. operations.”

Mr. Big wasn’t a cocky 25-year-old
Australian. He was a cocky 26-year-
old Indian. And, Barb said, “he’s
right here in our backyard.”

His e-mail proved it: His father, a
doctor in India, was smuggling one
million prescription pills a month to
America — generic Viagra, Valium,
Xanax, kilos of the painkiller hydro-
codone, the psychotropic club drug
ketamine, the stimulant ephedrine.

Customers ordered directly from
a dozen or so Bansal clients, who
operated independent online phar-
macies, and the Bansals filled their
orders. It seemed that the son was
supervising everything, Barb said,
right from his modest apartment in
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Roxborough.

This was no Robin Hood opera-
tion — no discounting pills for the
gravely ill. The Bansals, she said,
charged more for their meds be-
cause they didn’t require prescrip-
tions. They sold to anyone with a
credit card and a modem.

“These guys are just like street-
corner drug dealers, except they
use the Internet,” Barb said, getting
worked up. “There are dealers, sup-
pliers, distribution networks. This
is the new wave of drug dealing —
white-collar drug dealing.”

Meehan had recently attended a
Justice Department briefing at

which DEA Administrator Karen
Tandy announced that online phar-
macies were a priority. Here was
their chance, he said. This case
would make a splash.

Kelly wanted to move now — ar-
rests, indictments, prison. The risk
to consumers was too serious, she
argued. The Bansals were shipping
addictive, dangerous prescription
pills. Maybe that Colorado woman
who overdosed was part of the case.
Who might be next?

Barb argued for more time. In her-
oin and crack cases, she noted, au-
thorities routinely waited to gather
enough evidence to take down

whole networks, not just a few deal-
ers. Why was this case different? Be-
cause it involved white-collar deal-
ers and middle-class consumers?

Barb and Kelly agreed on one
thing: They couldn’t make this case
alone. They needed three things:

One, help from India. Though the
nation was notoriously corrupt, and
Akhil’s father was rich enough to
pay bribes, the risk seemed worth
it. Assistance from Indian drug
agents would be essential.

Two, an expert to track money-
laundering on a global scale. Could
bureaucrats at Justice in D.C. move
fast enough to send someone?
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DEA’s Carlos Aquino
with pills and, top,
with wombat. He went
to Australia with
another agent and
prosecutor Wendy
Kelly, above left.

Three, a way to read Akhil’s
e-mail as he sent and received it.
That would require an e-mail wire-
tap. No one in the room had ever
tried that.

They didn’t know anyone who
had.

Contact staff writer John Shiffman
at 215-854-2658 or
jshiffman@phillynews.com.

TOMORROW: WIRETAPS

Shadowing e-mail, tracing bank
accounts, and struggling for
control.
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Send email
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A Revolutionary Way To Communicate
Now you can send email, digital photos and content
to family and friends who don’t have computers.
You simply email messages and photos just like you
do today. Then the Presto™ Service automatically
transforms and delivers them through a standard
phone line right to the HP Printing Mailbox.

Easy for You...Easy for Them

If you're connected, it's as easy as sending an email
from any email program. If you’re not connected,

it's as easy as finding easy-to-read email, and
beautifully colored photos right in your Printing
Mailbox. You don’t have to do anything.
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Isabel’s birthday party
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Christmas

Can you belleve Isabel is already 57 A bunch of
giggling, screarming litle girls came over for her
‘swimming party and then we had cake and
prosants. She ioved the doll you sent herl Isabel
insisted that | send you  photo fram her party right
@way 90 she could call you and 18l you about it
Here il is!

Love,

Sharon and Isabal
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