


   


   


   


  WHAT READERS ARE SAYING


  Voodoo Lucy “Tupelo Gypsy”


   


  5-stars


  Kindle Edition Verified Purchase


  I loved the cunning and sass Lucy used to pull herself up from shop girl in a salon to owner, to befriend both her former gang leader enemy and the police force. The characters are well developed and all the sub plots are fully fleshed out. Mr. Zuppardo has just found himself a new fan!


   


  5-stars


  Amazing read! Kindle Edition


  I was blown away by this book. The cover was very nice but, I was not expecting a story like this inside. There was so much excitement in it, that I couldn't put it down and kept flipping the pages. Lucy has nerves of steel. While I was biting my nails as I read through each stressful scene, she almost always kept her cool. This poor woman changes her circumstances quick. Can't wait to read more of this author's work.


   


  5-stars 


  It exceeded my expectations Kindle Edition


  Absolutely loved this book! it was different from many of the mysteries I've read and kept my attention the entire time. He brought the characters and locations to life so well that i felt i knew places and the people myself. Can't wait for the next one!




   


   


   


  ALSO BY VITO ZUPPARDO


   


  True Blue Detective series


  True Blue Detective 


  Crescent City Detective 


  Vieux Carré Detective


   


  Voodoo Lucy series


  Tupelo Gypsy


  Revenge


   


  Lady Luck series


  Alluring Lady Luck


  Tales of Lady Luck 


   


   


  Bonus read at end of this book “True Blue Detective”




   


   


  Copyright © 2019 Vito Zuppardo


   


  All rights reserved.


   


  ISBN-13: 978-1722794026


   


  Publisher’s Note: This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictional manner.


   


  No part of the book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic format without permission.




   


  Table of Contents


  Chapter 1


  Chapter 2


  Chapter 3


  Chapter 4


  Chapter 5


  Chapter 6


  Chapter 7


  Chapter 8


  Chapter 9


  Chapter 10


  Chapter 11


  Chapter 12


  Chapter 13


  Chapter 14


  Chapter 15


  Chapter 16


  Chapter 17


  Chapter 18


  Chapter 19


  Chapter 20


  Chapter 21


  Chapter 22


  Chapter 23


  Chapter 24


  Chapter 25


  Chapter 26


  Chapter 27


  Chapter 28


  Chapter 29


  Chapter 30


  Chapter 31


  Chapter 32


  Chapter 33


  Chapter 34


  Author’s Notes


  About the Author


  True Blue Detective




   


   


  A special thanks to my wife, Diane Zuppardo, for the cover picture of her original artwork.


   


  

    [image: img1.jpg]

  




   


   


   


  Voodoo Lucy Series Book 2


   


   


  Revenge




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 1


   


   


  Even with Lucy’s eyes wide open, it was dark. A blindfold tightly tied around her head prevented even a shadow of light from peeking through. The feel of the covering was coarse as it pressed against her face. Musty smell from the cloth wasn’t overwhelming but different, something she wouldn’t forget. Listening for any sound that might give a location—a car, train, or people talking in the distance. The deafening sound of silence was almost scary. There were no clues other than her shoes dragging the dirt ground—maybe an old garage or a barn. The strong hand that held her by the arm was large, rough, and thick skinned. Her other hand clutched to Karen Foster, a lifelong friend who walked step for step with Lucy, until her hand was jerked away. It was the last contact she’d have with her friend. 


  The last thing she remembered was walking down a dirt road with Karen talking about fourteen-year-old stuff. She recalled a black pickup truck pulled to the side of the road. Not making eye contact with the driver, she and Karen continued. A hand wrapped around both their noses, and their knees buckled. Soon they were falling in and out of consciousness.


  Using all her senses was self-taught, but this was her first time being blindfolded. Most times men told her to turn around or close her eyes when taking advantage of her. 


  She knew time had passed but didn’t remember events between unconsciousness. The sweet smell that took her breath away dissipated.


  The heat was intense. A barn fire maybe, but it couldn’t be—they were in a building. The sound of steel banging and heat intensifying, there was no doubt in her mind she stood in front of an incinerator.


  A solid clang sounded when the steel door closed. Then the heat intensified again. The door must have been reopened, ran through young Lucy’s mind. Knowing better than to scream, it would only get her a smack and a rag in the mouth, making sure it didn’t happen again. 


  A voice she recognized, but couldn’t place for sure, kept saying something like “a crawdad,” making her think the heat was coming from a pot boiling crawfish. If so, the smell of garlic, crab boil, and seasoning would have been evident—there was no such smell. With a deep snort, a horrible smell came over her—nothing she’d ever sensed before.


  Tears flowed down her face. Her dress wet from perspiration clutched her body. She let out a scream, then another.


  “Lucy, on the count of three, you will wake up,” Dr. Griffin said. “One, two, three.”


  Lucy sat up, her heart racing and a horrified look on her face. With one hand, she brushed damp hair away from her eyes. Then a calm came over her as she twisted her long, red hair into a curl, a dead giveaway. It didn’t fool Dr. Griffin.


  “Lucinda, let me talk to Lucy,” he said.


  “This is Lucy,” Lucinda said.


  “At the sound of the bell, Lucy will be at full attention,” he said. “Do you understand, Lucinda?”


  “She’s weak. I can help her,” Lucinda said.


  The doctor hit a small desk bell. It rang with a ding. Immediately, Lucy responded with tears flowing rapidly from her eyes over her rosy cheeks across her lips. The doctor handed her tissues and a glass of water, the usual preparation for when Lucy awoke from hypnosis.


  “How did I do?” Lucy asked between snuffles.


  “About the same,” he said relaxing back in his chair. Even a psychiatrist, as well trained as Dr. Griffin was, fatigued after a thirty-minute session dealing with multiple personalities. “Your mind shut down at the same part of the story.”


  Lucy opened her purse. She freshened her makeup and ran a comb through her hair. “Maybe it’s for the best.”


  “We have to address Lucinda,” Dr. Griffin said, writing a note in his journal. “Until Lucinda is out of your mind or at least controllable, anything is possible. None of which is healthy.” He lifted his head to see Lucy gazing at the sun beaming through the transom window above his head. “Lucy? We’re on the same page?”


  “Yes, Dr. Griffin,” she said, shrugging her shoulders like a child. “I’ll get Lucinda under control.” Something she’d said after every session. She’d never used the mind-manipulating tools taught by the doctor or taken the medication he insisted she needed to control her multiple personality disorder.


  Fairly sure her problems started with Karen’s older brother Johnny, at least she thinks so. She was young—lured into a garage with him to look for some toy or game, she wasn’t sure. Can you remember early childhood events past the age of six? Maybe that’s what Dr. Griffin meant by mind blocking. Allowing her to suppress emotions she’s not ready to face visibly or to remember the traumatic event. One day Lucinda would allow Lucy to tell the doctor the entire series of encounters with the bad people she grew up with in Tupelo, Mississippi. For now, Lucinda would shield Lucy of the pain.


  Dr. Griffin gently turned the doorknob to let Lucy into the empty waiting room. Even his receptionist had left for the evening, as she had often done when sessions ran long and no other appointments were scheduled. 


  “Lucy? Please take your medication,” he said, pulling her arm gently for attention. 


  With the other hand, she curled her hair repeatedly, then smiled back at the doctor. “I’ll take care of her,” Lucinda said, “and you ever touch her again, I’ll slit your throat.”


  The doctor quickly dropped her arm. An innocent touch or gesture was the very thing that could set a patient off, spinning them out of control into a downward spiral. “I’m sorry, Lucy. I was just making a point.”


  Lucy left a check on the front counter and picked up a reminder appointment card the receptionist had left for the next week. As usual, she’d be a no-show—until her nightmares become uncontrollable, then she’d beg Dr. Griffin for another session.


  Lucy strolled down Royal Street, exchanging pleasant smiles and handshakes. Stopping to give a phony laugh at a store owner’s joke, the same one he’d told her three times. It was her way to get on with the day and show Lucinda her visit with Dr. Griffin gave Lucy her power back. For now, Lucinda would crawl back into the dark hole she lived in, only to surface when Lucy least expected or needed help.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 2


   


   


  Mostly, Lucy’s life was rolling along. All aspects of the business were good, the legal ones and her business that walked the fine line of the law and often crossed. 


  Stella James, a vice cop with the New Orleans Police Department, bloomed into a little more than good friends with Lucy, thanks to Mario DeLuca. An introduction a year earlier allowed Lucy to run a scam with assistance from the police, without them ever knowing. It took a bad guy off the street and confirmed to another client that Lucy had voodoo powers. 


  Stella and Lucy had been out a few times, neither wanted to call it a date. Cocktails at a jazz bar and dinner ended with a walk through Jackson Square. A kiss goodnight and they would go their separate ways.


  Stella always made time from her cop duties to meet Lucy after a session with Dr. Griffin. She didn’t know all the details of what took Lucy to treatment, but after Stella had sat with a police therapist for justifiably killing a man while on the job, she could only imagine what it would be like under hypnotist having a psychiatrist rifle you with questions. This day they were to meet on a bench across from St. Louis Cathedral. Stella introduced Lucy to cannolis from Brocato’s bakery, and it quickly became a favorite. Today’s visit was coffee and a cannoli for each. It should get a smile from Lucy—she thought.


  Lucy arrived in a huff, took a seat, not saying a word, her usual actions for the first hour after visiting Dr. Griffin. Stella, her rock, shoulder to lean on, all around good friend, took the brunt of the shitstorm that came after a session.


  “I’ve got your favorite,” Stella said handing a cannoli and a coffee.


  Lucy frowned, motioned for her to place it on the bench. “Thanks—you know this stuff goes right to my hips.”


  “That’s me, Lucy,” Stella said. “Beefing you up, all one hundred and ten pounds of you.”


  Stella waited, and it came as it had every week. Big tears streamed down Lucy’s face, speaking but not making much sense. Their heads rested on each other’s shoulders. That was Stella’s clue to break out a small box of tissues she carried to Dr. Griffin’s after-party.


  “I take it things didn’t go well,” Stella whispered.


  “No,” Lucy said, lifting her head. “I can’t remember behind the heat I felt on my face. Same as the time before and the time before that.”


  Stella always weighted her words with this topic. “Maybe it’s your brain’s way of telling you, you’re not ready.”


  “Ready for what?” Lucy wiped her eyes with a tissue. “Can it be any worse if the doctor pushed forward?”


  “Honey, the little I know, it could be a lot worse. That’s why they’re doctors,” Stella said, giving her a kiss on the cheek. “He’ll know when you’re ready. Let’s finish up, and I’ll walk you back to the salon.”


  A half box of tissue later, Lucy’s tears were under control, and she knocked back the rest of the coffee and the remainder of the cannoli. Both touched up their lipsticks, sharing a little, gold, compact mirror. With a big puff, Lucy exhaled, taking Stella’s hand. It was Lucy’s way of saying she was ready to put the doctor’s session behind her.


  They strolled the uneven concrete up Pirate Alley to Royal Street hand and hand. “You’re just what the doctor ordered,” Lucy said. “Coffee, cannoli, and a shoulder to cry on.”


  Stella pulled her closer and gave a kiss on her cheek. “I’m here for you any time and place. You need to let me in. I can help.”


  Lucy smiled and gave a squeeze of her hand, but that was as far as it would go. Her life was too complicated. Therapy sessions, Detective Henry “Zack” Nelson chasing her down for the bank job her father pulled, the after-hour business she inherited from Vivien, and the police yet to discover she’d killed Picklehead. 


  They stopped in front of the salon. Lucy smiled and looked into Stella’s eyes. She could be the one, but Lucy came with too much baggage. “Stella, you couldn’t handle me.”


  “Give me a try,” Stella said, pulling her by the hand. Then she went for it and laid into her with a kiss. It was a passionate one—the type lovers do in private. Their mouths slid across the fresh, slippery lipstick. This time Lucy didn’t pull away. The embrace lasted and with every second that passed, Stella watched from the corner of her eye the woman of her dream’s fingers twirling her red hair into a long, tight curl. Her hand gracefully rested on her shoulder and fiddled the hair in place. This was not the shy woman Stella knew, but she was game.


  They broke apart. Stella’s big, brown eyes flickered. “Wow.”


  “When you want loving, call on Lucinda,” she said, running her tongue over her lips. “I’m your girl.” Then she stepped into the salon as a customer walked out.


  Stella’s head was spinning. It made no sense to her. “Call who?” 




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 3


   


   


  The beauty salon chatter was loud. With only one customer, two beauticians, and Wanda Jones, Lucy’s mother, in the place, it sounded more like they were at a bar. It was near closing time, and the afternoon cocktails had started early. The one customer, a regular, had started on champagne the second she walked into the salon. 


  Rich women dressed to the nines, getting dolled up for their husbands. Waiting curbside, their drivers in late model Cadillacs with a trunk full of D. H. Holmes shopping bags, the place they shopped for the latest New York brands. The beauticians didn’t shy away from discussing their opinions of the women who needed to get plastered by two in the afternoon. Living such a lifestyle, but getting smashed before heading home, baffled the ladies who worked a nine-to-five job every day. How bad could the rich women’s lives be? The salon ladies came up with some colorful descriptions.


  After a visit with Dr. Griffin, Lucy preferred quiet and something to occupy her mind, like reading or working on a doll. The ladies were talking loudly, and the party atmosphere turned the salon into more than Lucy could handle. She made small talk as she strolled through the salon, keeping her eyes fixed on the beaded curtain and the door that separated the two rooms. Once the door closed, the sound diminished, allowing Lucy the ability to recover from the doctor’s visit. Aside from the pain and torment from nightmares, she felt pressure during the day, keeping secrets from her friends. 


  She told no one of her problems and only Stella of her visits with Dr. Griffin. She never felt close enough to her own mother to discuss the problem when it first surfaced. Wanda, a woman abused by her alcoholic husband for years, would only blame Lucy, like she did herself, when she’d wake up bruised and barely able to get out of bed. It was only recently that Lucy disclosed to Stella her doctor visits, and that information was vague.


  The room was small, an afterthought of the owner or the many tenants the building had over the last one hundred years. The lease and living quarters came with the purchase of the salon from Lucy’s friend, Vivien Bluff, who died the day after she purchased the business.


  The room was dark, except for the single bulb shining down on a worktable used for tarot card readings, scams, or Lucy’s therapy of making voodoo dolls with human hair from the salon. 


  At the open-air market in Jackson Square, people paid top dollar for dolls with real hair, especially those sporting bright red hair and green eyes—like Lucy. It was Lucy’s green eyes people were first attracted to and then to the dolls when people noticed they resembled Lucy. Some thought it was spooky; others paid the price for a doll like they had never seen, with a card attached with instructions how to get what they wanted from a voodoo doll. The demand was great, and Lucy could have made a living just making dolls, but she preferred to use them for getting what she wanted.


  Dr. Griffin encouraged Lucy to make the dolls, said it would relax her mind and keep her from wandering into turmoil and confusion. She had just put the finishing touch of green eyeshadow on a doll when she heard the front door slam and a strange voice. The much younger voice than most of the salon customers overpowered the room. Whoever it was, Wanda would handle and calm the situation. Wanda was good with people, Lucy always said, but was just not good at handling family matters.


  The noise interrupted Lucy’s concentration on a new doll. This one would sport jet-black hair. The one she used for scamming people proved so successful that Lucy believed her own bullshit of having psychic powers.


  The shouting continued. Lucy cracked the door and found a young woman, maybe early twenties, sitting in a salon chair, her blouse ripped open to the point all the buttons were off. Her braless body was exposed, as she did her best to hold the pieces of torn cloth together. One beautician worked on getting her long blonde hair under control, as it looked like she put her finger in a light socket. Wanda stood over the young lady with a bottle and a cotton ball, dabbing her cheek. Lucy knew the bottle too well. It was Wanda’s special concoction for healing wounds.


  “Here you go, honey,” one of the salon workers said. Holding up a Bluff’s Salon logo shirt. “Take your top off.” The young woman, hesitant, kept herself covered. “Come on, dear. We’re all ladies here; we’ve seen boobs big and small.”


  The young lady dropped her arms, and Wanda slipped the torn shirt off. A loud gasp from all the workers could be heard all the way back to Lucy. That’s when she burst into the room to see what was going on for herself.


  The women stood bare-breasted—black-and-blue ribs on the left side and what appeared to be cigarette burns on her chest.


  “What’s your name?” Lucy asked.


  “Ruby,” she said, slipping the new shirt over her shoulders.


  Lucy stood, twisting her hair with her fingers. “Who did this?”


  Before the woman could answer, a man rushed in the door. He was big, tall, and dwarfed her in weight and height and everyone else in the room. Ruby shouted his name as Keith, in fear or maybe to defuse the situation. It didn’t work. He was drunk and on a mission to finish what he’d started with Ruby.


  “Home, Ruby,” he shouted. Then he grabbed her by the back of the neck.


  Lucy wandered to the back room, her hand going faster, making tight curls. From behind the workers, a voice shouted. “Just a second. Ruby isn’t going anywhere.”


  The big guy turned around with a smug grin and blurted out, “Who’s stopping me?”


  From the back of the room, a push through the women exposed a sawed-off shotgun. “Lucinda, that’s who’s stopping you.” She walked to the man, pointing the gun at his face. “Let her go.”


  “You stupid bitch!” he shouted. “You shoot me, you’ll kill Ruby too.” This time he was pale-faced but with the same arrogance in his tone.


  “She’s better off dead than living with you.” Lucinda pressed the release button on the safety and pumped a shell into the chamber. “Still, your brains will be permanently and deeply embedded on my plaster walls.” 


  The man’s eyes shifted around the room, as if he was in a bar looking for help. His grip on the woman eased, and she ran to Wanda.


  “I’ll remember you, Lucinda,” he said, pointing his finger at her.


  “You do that,” she paused, wanting so badly to pull the trigger. “If you ever come in here or go after Ruby again—think about it long and hard—better make your funeral arrangements. I will kill you.”


  The man departed the same abrupt way he’d entered, slamming the door behind him. The salon buzzed with talk, and one person shouted, “You told him, Lucy.” Another patted her on the back saying, “We’ll call you badass Lucy.” The people laughed and clapped when Lucy left. In the storage room, she pumped the shells out of the shotgun and put it back on a rack above the mop bucket. From the sink, Lucy splashed cold water on her face. As fast as Lucinda appeared, she exited.


  Events that bring Lucinda out drained Lucy. It was no different than her nightmares. She did things but had no control over words or actions. She watched Lucinda handle the thug like a bystander. Her mind raced. It was hard to explain.


  Wanda startled Lucy when she pulled her by the shoulder. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” 


  Lucy took a deep breath and took full responsibility for the actions. “Someone had to do something.” She closed the storage room door and walked away.


  Wanda caught up with Lucy in the kitchen. “What was ‘Lucinda’ about? No one’s called you that since you were five years old. Most don’t know that’s your real name.”


  “I guess I was scared.” Lucy walked off.


  Wanda followed and chirped in her ear. “Where the hell did you get a shotgun and even know how to handle a gun that size?”


  Wanda hit a nerve. Lucy stopped and turned into Wanda’s face. “Who was going to help that girl? You?!” Lucy’s eyes flickered, the hair curling started again. “You couldn’t take care of yourself. You were a human punching bag for your husband and every boyfriend you ever had.”


  Wanda, red-faced with tears running down her cheeks was speechless. She’d suppressed that information so deep inside and buried it along with her husband a year earlier, never thinking Lucy would be the one to remind her of the pain she’d endured. Wanda did what she did best and disappeared by locking herself in a bedroom, her maneuver when not wanting to address the problem at hand.


  Lucy found Ruby in the salon with a new hairdo and a little makeup to enhance her natural beauty. The mood in the room changed like nothing had happened. It was their version of happy hour, and there was nothing like the cocktail of the day to get everyone forgetting the tragedy of how they came to meet Ruby.


  Employees cleaned up the shop, and one by one headed around the corner for one last drink before facing what they had waiting for them at home. Some had kids, husbands. Others had four walls and an empty apartment. The salon was their life. 


  Ruby and Lucy chatted alone at the kitchen table over Chinese food. Ruby was invited to stay in an apartment upstairs for the night. A long-term plan had not been discussed nor did Lucy have any ideas. Ruby repeatedly explained that Keith wasn’t a bad guy. Aside from drinking too much, he had a lot of good qualities. Lucy shook her head in disbelief. The picture Ruby painted was the same Wanda had done for years.


  Lucy reached across the table and pulled gently on Ruby’s arms. “Look at me.” Ruby did, and her eyes welled up with tears. “I’m not sure how we are going to handle this, but for sure you will not go back to Keith.”


  “He’ll get drunk and beat on me—for no reason,” Ruby said. 


  Lucy tightly clutched her hands. “There is no reason for anyone to ever beat on you. Ever! Keith, he’ll never hurt you again—I promise.”


  The next morning Ruby confided in Lucy. It was the best night’s sleep she’d had in months, not having to worry if Keith would come in drunk. Lucy listened while she prepared breakfast. Then she called up to Wanda, shouting that breakfast was ready like she did most mornings. It took a while, but Wanda finally came down and took a seat at the table. Lucy knew the look—the silent treatment was familiar. How to handle the situation was to ignore Wanda; she’d chime in when ready.


  Lucy edged the conversation toward the problem. “I’m going to make arrangements today for you,” she said to Ruby. “Maybe you can hang with Wanda. Help around the salon,” giving Wanda a glance.


  There was silence. Wanda’s eyes raised slightly, then finally she spoke. “Sure, hang with me. I have some appointments this morning. Nice ladies, you’ll get along with them.”


  That was the icebreaker needed. Wanda would be okay and go along like she and Lucy hadn’t had words the night before. It was their way of solving problems—stuff the issue back deep inside until the monster awakened again.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 4


   


   


  It was a beautiful October morning; a crisp, cool breeze blew down Royal Street. A day in New Orleans that made people forget the hot, sticky, humid ones. Lucy passed well-dressed ladies on the street, heading to a restaurant at the end of the block. She wasn’t alone; they all had the same thought that morning: time to break out the fall fashions. That was New Orleans—the least little cool breeze and the sundresses went to the back of the closets and out came the fall clothes.


  The doorman at Brennan’s Restaurant greeted Lucy with a smile. “Good morning, Ms. Jones.” Holding the door open, he handed her to another man dressed in a tuxedo, who took her directly to a table.


  “Lucy?” Councilman Sam Algarotti said, giving her a kiss on the cheek.


  “Thank you for meeting me on such short notice,” Lucy said, taking a seat on the chair he held out.


  “Brennan’s at nine in the morning with a beautiful woman,” he said, with his devilish smile. “Who could resist?” 


  Lucy smiled back. She knew him all too well. He used that smile late at night when he’d stroll in her back door looking for one of Lucy’s working girls.


  “I have a problem,” Lucy said.


  “Was I too rough with Ivy?” His smile was replaced with a frown.


  “No. It’s not about you. And if you were ever rough on one of my girls,” Lucy smiled, “I’d have your balls in a jar.”


  Sam rambled to the point people noticed. He respected Lucy and all her girls and would do nothing to hurt them. Lucy finally calmed him down before the entire restaurant knew about Lucy’s after-hours business.


  Then she explained her problem. There was a building the city condemned and fought with the owner to sell it. A further problem—the owner put a price tag so high that it’d been on the market for years. Developers had passed on the area because of this one overpriced house. If it disappeared, the area could be rezoned and become a revitalized part of the city—an interest to Sam, the representative of that district.


  Lucy laid out a plan where she would buy the house and bulldoze everything, leaving only five, beautiful, one-hundred-year-old oak trees. Then she’d turn the grounds that sat on a prime corner of the city into a beautiful park. A place people would bring their children to play, walkways lined with green benches for grandmas and grandpas to sit and enjoy the day.


  This fantasy imagination came to Lucy years earlier when she lived in Tupelo, Mississippi, wanting her abused mother to pack up and run. Wanda always said, “Run where?” Lucy envisioned a safe place. An apartment building that didn’t look like one, but housed women, trained them for jobs, and most of all kept them safe. An address never published, not even mail or newspapers came to that address. She envisioned a park next to the building where the women could circulate among other people and not feel imprisoned. 


  Sam sipped his coffee while Lucy rattled on about what she could do for the area. He could only smile and listen. He had reviewed many proposals on what the area could be, but none were feasible without involving the corner house. Every deal faded away like a ship in the night, and investors put their money into other projects.


  Sam glanced at his watch. “Why am I here?” Stopping Lucy in mid-sentence.


  “There is a school next to the corner house,” Lucy said, finally getting to her point of the breakfast.


  “I know the place. The city built a new one down the street.”


  “I need the city to donate the school and the ground to me,” Lucy spit it out as fast as she could. His interest would only hold so long. “When I produce the title to the corner house.”


  Sam laughed. “A non-revenue building that costs the city fifty grand a year just for insurance.” He brushed crumbs from a muffin and made room for the breakfast specials the waiter placed in front of him and Lucy. “Hell, you didn’t have to spend seventy-five bucks on breakfast. You could have called me.”


  “Well?” Lucy pushed food around her plate.


  “Sure, I could persuade the council,” he said. “Buying the house is a big if.”


  “I’ll worry about that, if you can get me in writing a clear title to the school.”


  “Lucy, where are you going to get the money?” Sam looked at her with concern. “Really, who’s going to loan you that kind of money?”


  “Just worry about your part of the deal.” Lucy picked up her fork. “Now shut up and eat the most expensive eggs you’ve ever had.”


  Over breakfast, Sam tried to pump Lucy on why and how she’d pull it off, but she was tight-lipped. Barely listening to Sam rattle on—her mind a million miles away, making plans as if she had the money already.


  They finished breakfast. Sam assured her he would go out on a limb and present the proposal to a few councilmembers that afternoon, just to get a feel how they would vote on donating the school. His thoughts had been way off when he arrived, thinking he was summoned to breakfast for an illegal favor. Something he would do within reason to keep Ivy and him out of the newspapers. Recommended by other councilmembers, who vouched Lucy could be trusted, Ivy became his second love. Right behind his wife.


  Lucy sat at the table for a while, finished a cup of coffee, and touched up her lipstick. She was excited the first piece to the puzzle was in place. 


  “Ms. Jones,” the man dressed in the tuxedo said. “He’s here.” Taking Lucy by the hand, he walked her to a table in the corner, then pulled away a beautiful, wooden screen separating the table from the rest of the restaurant.


  “Good morning,” Felipe Cruz said, standing to greet Lucy. He was dressed like he belonged in the place.


  Lucy had never seen him dressed in anything other than blue jeans and a baseball cap with his teenage son, Felipe Jr., at his side, the next generation to take over his drug empire. For now, she’d play nice and greeted him with a smile. “You clean up nice. Suit and tie, just for me?”


  “When the lady calls—I jump,” Felipe said, smiling. He even took his gold grill off for this meeting. “How’s my money working?”


  “You keep sending suitcases of cash, and I’ll keep washing it back to you.” 


  “Of course, minus your fifteen percent.” Felipe rolled his eyes.


  “Pretty soon you will be completely legit and won’t need me.”


  “I’ll always need you, Lucy. You make too much money for me. Remember it’s best to stay friends—we don’t do well as enemies.”


  “True.” Lucy couldn’t argue his point.


  They halted conversation until the waiter delivered an orange juice for Felipe and another coffee for Lucy. He dropped a basket of fancy pastries, and they both passed on ordering anything else. 


  Lucy pulled a paper from her purse and walked Felipe through the plan she’d sketched up the night before. “I’m making another real-estate investment for your portfolio. Drop me a suitcase of cash. I need four hundred thousand.” 


  Felipe nodded his head. “No problem.”


  “I’ll wash the money in ninety days and have enough money to bulldoze the house and renovate the ground for a park and the school the city is throwing into the deal.” She slipped a picture of the run-down house from an old real-estate ad.


  Felipe waved his glass to the waiter for another juice. “Bring a pitcher.” He turned his attention to Lucy. “Tell me how I make money with this piece of shit property.”


  Lucy flipped the paper and pointed at a makeshift house drawing. “The property is purchased from an investment account of which we wash another suitcase of money back to your account within ninety days.”


  “So, I get the property free, except I paid through the ass with cash.”


  “Cash you can’t account for,” Lucy quickly added.


  Lucy followed her finger down a list of numbers pointing to the cost of investment, which showed zero. Profit from selling drugs is free money, if you know how to wash it into a tax-paying, all-American business.


  Underpayments. Lucy pointed at a poorly drawn suitcase. Once a month, a hundred and fifteen thousand drops to Lucy, and she writes a check to Felipe’s investment account for one hundred grand.


  “So? This house that really cost me nothing.” Felipe paused while the waiter placed a pitcher of juice on the table. “It brings me a revenue of one point two million dollars a year.”


  “Yes, clean money,” Lucy said. “You’ll have a real tenant paying rent. Money you can spend without consequence.”


  Felipe’s eyes focused down, it was his way of considering the deal. When he was silent, he was thinking.


  Lucy knew how to play Felipe and reached for his hands. He could dress in a two-thousand-dollar suit, put on a silk tie, but with block letters tattooed on each finger reading DEAD and a hummingbird with colorful wings on his thumb—it’s a tell. He’s a stone-cold killing thug, and she’d better stay on his good side.


  “Felipe, you’ll be cleaning up this corner. The city council will thank you, especially Sam Algarotti.”


  “He’d like to see me out of his district or dead, and truthfully, he would like to see both.” Felipe’s mood changed fast. “That fucker hates me.”


  She tightened her grip and, repulsive as it was, she looked him in the eyes. “Listen to me! He might hate you, but he’s a politician. Votes are all that matters to him. Cleaning up this corner gets him front-page news and identifies you as a caring real estate investor of the great city of New Orleans.” She fed his ego now, as she had him call off the bounty on her a year earlier. Once again, she hooked him into believing every word she said was true.


  She made a lot of money with Felipe at little risk. Not that laundering money is easy, but she was taught by the best—her friend, Vivien, who worked under the radar for twenty-plus years. With the salon and her after-hours business, Lucy took it to another level. Her father’s clues where to find his bank robbery money jumpstarted her enterprises with several businesses, making her a pillar of the community as a woman business owner.


  Lucy ended their breakfast meeting with a handshake. Felipe pulled her forward for a kiss and an embrace. As usual, with a quick turn of her head, he landed a kiss on her cheek. She’d warned him before, despite what he thought of her, that she only rented rooms to her girls. What they did behind closed doors was their business. She was a madam, not a participant of her after-hours business. He should never fantasize about what he thinks goes on or consider their relationship would ever go beyond business.


  Lucy watched him walk away. His arrogance buzzed, as if putting on a suit and tie washed away his sins. He’d always be a drug-dealing killer, and Lucy would use him until she didn’t need him any longer.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 5


   


   


  Thursdays were one of the busiest days for Bluff’s Salon and when Lucy returned, the place was buzzing with customers. Loud chit-chat stopped when Lucy strolled in. She was upbeat until she passed Wanda’s chair. Her eyes directed and lips formed the word—kitchen. Lucy nodded her head, passed through the beaded curtains, and found Ruby sitting at the tarot card table—in tears.


  Giving her a hug, Lucy asked, “Has Keith been back?”


  Ruby nodded her head. “No.”


  Lucy consoled her for a second, then went to the kitchen as directed not sure who or what she might find. Detective Nelson sat at the table, sipping a cup of coffee. He wouldn’t have crossed her mind if she had to guess.


  “Detective Nelson,” Lucy said, keeping calm with a welcoming smile. “Nice to see you.”


  “Yeah, I’m sure you’re happy to see me,” he said.


  He cut to the chase and asked if she’d ever been to Las Vegas. Her eyes popped in surprise as she’d never been out of the Tupelo, Mississippi, city limits but a few times. Moving to a big city like New Orleans was a life-changing experience. Las Vegas might have been too much for a country girl to handle.


  “Las Vegas?” she repeated. “Would love to go someday.”


  Nelson wrinkled his nose. “Not interested in your travel wishes. Answer the question.”


  “No, detective. I have never been to Las Vegas,” she said, keeping calm. “Why?”


  Nelson pulled out a piece of paper with copies of three, one-hundred-dollar bills. “Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department got a hit on these bills.” 


  Lucy stared at him, knowing where he was headed but would not alert him that it concerned her.


  “What do Las Vegas and these bills have to do with me?” Her eyes widened and her voice escalated.


  “You sound upset?” Nelson stood. “These bills were taken from the bank your father robbed.” 


  Lucy stepped closer and got in his face. Bowing down to him would just keep him coming back. “I’ve told you before, I know nothing about a bank robbery.” She held the kitchen door open and motioned for him to leave.


  “Thought maybe you tried to move some of the money through a casino,” Nelson said. “Wouldn’t be the first time someone tried.”


  “Well, sorry to disappoint you, but I know nothing about a bank robbery, Las Vegas, or my father’s last ten years on this earth.” She motioned again. “Good day, detective.” 


  Nelson gave a look. His gut told him she knew something about the money and the robbery. For now, he departed. He’d continue his intimidation another time.


  Lucy poured a cup of coffee and couldn’t help but wonder how in the hell some of the bank robbery cash got all the way to Las Vegas. She washed some of the money with her salon and night business cash. The local bank reported a few hits on serial numbers, and she stopped that process immediately. Slamming the cup on the table, she marched out of the salon. Two buildings down, Lucy gave a nod of her head to a friend who ran a comic book shop, and he placed the phone on a glass counter. The merchant was aware when Lucy came in with that look in her eye that she wanted a phone that had no possible way of being tapped.


  A person answered on the second ring, as usual. “Have the man call me back at this number,” she said, rattling off the phone number. A few minutes later the phone rang, and she answered. “Felipe?”


  “Yes, my lady,.” he said.


  “That paper I gave you last year—where did it go?” She waited for an answer.


  Felipe spoke in code. “Sweetie, I bought some bricks for my cousin’s house in Baltimore. Been over nine months. Why?” 


  “Some paper was found in Las Vegas.” Lucy hung up. She understood that he’d purchased drugs with the bank robbery money in Baltimore. So, the bank cash was long out of New Orleans, and Detective Nelson could go fish someplace else for answers. How those bills got to Las Vegas wasn’t her concern.


  Lucy went back to the salon to check on Ruby and was interrupted again to take a phone call. She waved it off until the receptionist said it was Councilman Sam Algarotti calling. She pointed at the office and answered the call.


  Sam told her that the City Council agreed to donate the run-down school for future revenue in property tax as it would relieve the city from paying money on insurance and maintenance each year. It was a win-win for both parties. To complete the deal, she had only to produce a deed for the house and prove it was demolished.


  A rejuvenated Lucy checked on Ruby, her business plan and city connections were falling into place. Ruby’s tears were gone, and she explained what was bothering her was the obvious bad boyfriend. Lucy assured her things would get better and soon, but she sensed that something else worried Ruby. She pumped her with questions until Ruby gave in and explained the entire story.


  Keith wasn’t her husband or even a boyfriend. He was her boss or the overseer of her and five other women. They were brought to the United States illegally as Russian immigrants. The women, all in their early twenties, worked in a nail salon to pay back their debts for transportation, housing, and a job. They were promised after the obligations were paid, they would receive US citizenship and would be free to go. That was two years ago. They were sold a story of freedom and a new life but were nothing more than victims of an international thug’s human trafficking scam.


  Ruby’s beating came after her second attempt to escape. She was housed in New Orleans East, off the highway in a mobile trailer compound. The grounds were surrounded with a high, wooden fence, and trees lined the perimeter. The women were taken by van from the compound to the same nail salon every day. Working ten-hour days, they were then transported back to the compound. 


  Lucy paced the room. Just when things were looking up, this fell into her lap. “Why does this keep happening? What am I a magnet for trouble?” she mumbled to herself.


  Ruby wanted to leave and go back to Keith. She’d beg for forgiveness and do what she had to do for him not to tell the bossman. It wasn’t too late to go back, but soon the window of opportunity would close, and a team of men would come looking for her.


  Ruby shook her head. “These are bad people.” Her eyes filled, clearly frightened.


  “No, I’m going to fix this,” Lucy said, brushing Ruby’s tears. “We’re getting all the ladies out into a safe home.”


  Lucy convinced Ruby to stay with her and assured her safety. The only possibility of protecting Ruby was to get her cop protector, Mario, involved. She paged him and, as usual, he returned her call immediately.


  It was easy for Mario to talk with Lucy when he was walking his beat on Royal Street. He’d pop in a couple of times a day and watch over her shop. A year earlier, he’d accepted second in command with the Gang Enforcement Unit—she saw little of him after the promotion. Lucy manipulated Felipe, as a business partner when investments were needed, and Mario, when she needed law enforcement. Lucy never discussed Felipe’s business with Mario, and there was no reason for him to ask. Felipe’s rap sheet was an open book to law enforcement agencies.


  Lucy arrived at the City Park entrance to the New Orleans Museum of Art. She waited at the top of the massive steps leading to the front landing. Mario’s black sedan pulled up and parked in front of a No Parking sign at the entrance—typical of a cop. 


  Lucy walked into the museum and sat on a bench in front of an oil portrait of Marie Antoinette, former queen of France. Mario, doing undercover work, agreed to see her, but had to meet in a public place around many people so he could blend in. He took a seat at the end of the bench and read information from a map of the museum.


  “Jeans and a T-shirt?” Lucy said in a whisper. “Nice work clothes.”


  “Undercover makes it easy to dress in the morning,” he said.


  “One problem. I don’t see a gun bulge under your shirt.”


  “Makes me look like an everyday Joe,” he pointed at his leg. “Notice my fat ankles? A gun is strapped to each.”


  Lucy smiled. “As long as you’re safe.”


  They wandered the museum, sitting in front of art pieces and reading from their maps about the museum. Lucy filled Mario in on the Russian problem. The nail salon fell under his MAG Unit, and he was interested in seeing if the information was accurate. She planned another meeting in a few days and promised she’d have particulars of the operation.


  Mario told her if this led to a bust, he’d recommend her as an informant to the MAG Unit. She could get paid for just keeping her ear to the street. As interesting as it sounded, Lucy had no intention of becoming an informant.


  Lucy’s next stop was Felipe’s office on Frenchmen Street. He owned most of the block and had converted some old shotgun houses into an office and a flophouse for his crew. Lucy seldom went to this area but wanted to meet with Felipe eye to eye and get a visual of his bodyguards and the men he called street pushers. It’s important to know all the players in a gang, from the kingpin on down.


  A taxi dropped her at the corner of Frenchmen Street and Esplanade Avenue, where one of Felipe’s thugs met her. Taxi drivers rarely went into Felipe’s territory. Lucy arrived at the house, and Felipe met her in a courtyard that he’d merged between two houses.


  Ferns hung from the corners of a canopy, healthy for this time of year but soon would have to be taken inside. There were also colorful seasonal flowers, trees, and a winter vegetable garden. Something you might see in the French Quarter but never this far into a rundown neighborhood.


  Felipe waved off his crew except for his son, now pushing eighteen years of age. The three talked. Lucy convinced Felipe that the Russians were trafficking women into the area and while it was a stone-cold lie, she told him the next wave of people were men. From a solid source, another lie revealed that the Russians were building an army to take over the drug and prostitution business in New Orleans. 


  When Lucy inherited Vivien’s brothel, she never considered herself a madam. To her, she rented rooms to women for the night, kept books, handled night visitors’ reservations, and made sure all the ladies were safe. Every one of them made their own decisions and were employed by Vivien long before Lucy came into the picture. What went on behind closed doors, she didn’t ask or want to know.


  She used the brothel to add to her lie that the Russians might try to take over that business and Felipe’s street drugs.


  He looked at Felipe Jr. and nodded his head. 


  “We can’t have that happen,” Junior said. No other words were spoken, but his eyes showed he was ready for a fight.


  Lucy dropped the location of the nail salon, knowing Felipe couldn’t resist checking the place out. 


  They sat comfortably under a shade tree with the bright sun making for a beautiful day as Felipe showed her hospitality with fresh fruit and a selection of herbal teas. Encouraging her to “Drink up—tea is good for you.” It was a way of welcoming her to his home, and it appeared normal, if you disregarded the guards and semiautomatic weapons stationed at the two exits.


  The investment property was discussed, and Felipe was ready to move with his part of the deal. Lucy had someone downtown working on permits and rezoning, so all the pieces would be in place before the purchase. Her night customers came from many business backgrounds, and she already had a contractor ready to move with renovations when the permits were issues.


  Felipe cocked his feet up on a chair. “There’s only one problem. The house has been for sale for two or three years—it’s too overpriced.”


  Lucy squatted in front of Felipe. “Do I need to remind you—you’re a drug dealer,” then stood and smiled. She was the only person who could talk to him that way. “Your product has a three thousand percent markup. You want to argue about a house overpriced by a hundred thousand. We can wash millions by owning the house—after renovations, the value will go through the roof.”


  “I’ll handle the old man selling.”


  They ended the meeting with Lucy boarding Felipe’s reconditioned 1965 Oldsmobile sedan. The car looked a mile long, and the rear seats sat like a limousine. He handed her off to two of his top men for a ride back to the French Quarter.


  Old cars in mint condition were a status symbol among gang leaders. Often, she’d see the historic car parade through neighborhoods in front of residents sitting on their front steps, Felipe waving like a politician running for office. The people in the hood loved him. He kept them safe, delivered food baskets to the elderly, drove them to the clinic, and helped with money problems. 


  Felipe used them as watchdogs for police issues, recruited their grandkids, and most of all used them as an alibi when needed. Several times his boys were a little sloppy on a robbery, but it didn’t matter when police came knocking. Two respected church women stepped up and claimed the accused were with them at their breakfast prayer meeting, lunch, or dinner. Whatever time the crime was committed, there’d be cover. Testify under oath in court was very convincing. Felipe’s boys were always found not guilty.


  Felipe gathered his boys and made a plan on how to handle the Russians.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 6


   


   


  When you know the right people in the city government, they can make things happen quickly. Lucy had a handful of them in her pocket. Within three weeks, permits were issued. The corner house was demolished, leveled to the ground, and hauled off. Workers were inside the old school turning it into a lively dormitory for abused woman. 


  Lucy kept Felipe in the loop from the time he dropped off the suitcase of money that made the project work.


  Felipe and two of his lady friends visited the Russian nail salon, the ladies got manicures. He became friendly with one of the Russian women during a foot massage. 


  Felipe and his lady friends worked the employees of the salon. Tipping big and coming in for a nail touch-up twice a week. He accomplished his objective and gained trust with a few of the immigrant workers.


  He learned that a white van picked them up from the salon every evening and drove about a half hour to a place they would stay overnight. The process was repeated the same the next day. None of the women had a clue where they were taken, but through the rear window of the van one lady saw the entrance—iron gates and two guards.


  The woman spoke little English and the best Felipe could understand was that the woman came over from Russia in a group of eight. Twenty lived at the compound. Most worked at salons around town, but a few went to a building. Felipe dug deeper and asked what type of business. The Russian woman shook her head and said something in her language—he didn’t understand. In broken English she revealed—she worried one day she’d be selected to go to that business.


  Felipe had a foot massage three times from three people and gathered information from each one. One woman said little, but her eyes glanced at two men who appeared to be the muscle and who all spoke fairly good English. Felipe had carried a lot of guns in his day and saw from the bulge at the back of both men’s shirts that they were packing. 


  He learned from one of the lady’s that the men tried to retrieve Ruby from Bluff’s Salon. That was botched when one of Lucy’s brothel women took Ruby home for a few days. She lived in a rear apartment of a bar known to be owned by a motorcycle club. If the Russians found Ruby’s location, they would think twice before entering this bar. Fifty motorcycles parked in the front would stop anyone from attempting to drag a woman out, even the Russian mob.


  Waiting for Lucy to finish renovations on the school before he could spring the women and have a place to hide them, he visited the nail salon often to gather information. 


  This visit, Felipe stopped in with boxes of candy for the ladies, claiming he was in the neighborhood. Making as a satisfied friendly customer but wanting to get more information before he tried to take down the Russians. 


  He handed one lady a box of candy and asked if one of the men was Keith. She pointed him out and said his real name was Kiril; he changed it when he became a US citizen.


  “Like changing his name is going to wash his Russian stink off,” Felipe whispered. She didn’t understand his American joke. He studied Keith, getting a good description—it’s important to put a face to a name. Lucy had described him—now he had a visual.


  Felipe didn’t go unnoticed and caught Keith eyeballing him as he walked to each lady, handing out boxes of candy. The two men walked to the door, stopping Felipe from leaving.


  “You come here often,” Keith said.


  Felipe unarmed could only hope that one of his three-man crew waiting in the car would notice him through the glass door. Unfortunately, Keith and the other man were big and blocked visibility and Felipe’s attempt to leave. 


  “I do,” Felipe said. “I like my feet pampered by pretty women. Is that a problem?”


  Keith looked for a second, then said. “You come in often, tip well. Now candy?”


  Felipe often played the intimidation game himself. He’d handle Keith just fine. Looked him in the eye, never blinked, until Keith looked away.


  “Very well,” Keith said. “If you like the ladies, you’ll love my other business.”


  A smile slowly appeared on Felipe’s face. “Sure. What do you have to offer?”


  Keith handed him a business card with an address of 1201 US Highway 90 and VIP typed in the center. “Opens at ten P.M. Be my guest.”


  Felipe took the card and walked out the door the two men held open. “Thank you,” Felipe said. He’d play nice with the Russians—for now.


  As new information was discovered, Felipe reported back to Lucy. This day, they chatted for an hour over lunch and came up with a game plan. He took the last sip of some fancy, bottled water when he saw Mario DeLuca arrive at the front entrance. His indication to leave. They passed each other through the tight opening of tables in the small restaurant without saying a word. Neither believed Lucy had got them to work together, a New Orleans high-ranking officer and a kingpin drug lord Maybe they were using each other.


  Lucy brought her detective friend up to speed on her house renovation for abused women and gave him just enough information on the Russian operation to keep him interested.


  Mario had mixed feelings about Lucy’s suggestions, knowing Felipe was involved. She only wanted the detective’s help to control the drug business coming in and out of the city.


  “If I’m dealing with illegals,” Mario said, “immigration agents have to get involved and probability the Drug Enforcement Administration.”


  “Mario, you can be the hero. You’re undercover gang enforcement,” she said. “This is a Russian gang. You arrest them as a deadly gang distributing drugs, prostitution, and human trafficking. Take the credit, then turn them over to the proper authorities.”


  It crossed Mario’s mind that Lucy might be right. With leads on the Russian illegal activity in a raid, he’d score an arsenal of weapons. That involved ATF—the Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms agents—and they’d be pissed knowing this group was operating under their nose. Mario got pumped and let the hero aspect take over—he agreed. He’d flip each charge, including federal, to the proper law enforcement agency. He’d get the glory and a pay raise. They’d get all the paperwork. It worked for him. 


  Lucy talked while Mario jotted notes. To him, Lucy had turned into an informant and every lead had been dead center correct. She’d walked a fine line of the law from the time he’d met her on his Royal Street foot patrol. She’d never crossed the invisible line of legal and illegal—as far as he knew. He often felt it would be worth talking her into signing paperwork to make her official. An official, registered, confidential informant with the police carried more weight in a courtroom then a random person testifying.


  The meeting ended when Lucy told him to be ready for a call. She’d give him twenty-four-hours’ notice with an address of where to bust the Russians.


  That night, Felipe sat outside the nail salon in an old Buick Riviera. This old car was used for drug drops, robberies, or any unlawful business when Felipe wanted to blend in with the masses.


  He sat in the back seat with two crew members. In the block, they had a clear view of the salon. Like clockwork, a white van pulled up in front of the nail salon at 7 P.M., just like the lady said. Keith held the salon door—six women walked out—and he locked it behind them. Another guard held the van door open. Single file, the women climbed in with the two men and a driver.


  Felipe’s car waited until the van passed, then slowly followed. From the inner city, they drove to New Orleans East. The van drove the direction Felipe thought they might use to go east. His crew followed the van. Felipe in his Buick turned off onto a side street. The second car followed for a few miles, when a third car intercepted. Through back streets, Felipe’s Buick speeded to catch up at the intersection of Downman Road, the official landmark where New Orleans East begins.


  Carefully following the vehicle, Felipe’s caravan of cars proceeded. Little more than a mile past Downman Road, the van turned left. Felipe’s car and the second car passed the street, and the third car turned and continued to follow. Felipe and his crew made a U-turn and double backed to follow. 


  From a distance, they saw the van’s red taillights come on. Two cars stopped and pulled to the side of the road. The van turned into a shell-covered road. One car slowly passed the road and could see the van parked in front of an iron gate. Keith got out of the van and opened the double-wide gates.


  Felipe and his crew met up on Downman Road. The trailer compound housing the women was as described by the salon ladies—secluded in a wooded area on the east side of the city.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 7


   


   


  That night, Felipe laid out his plan with his crew. The initial step was to go to the nightclub on Highway 90 and scope out the premises firsthand.


  It was close to midnight, and things should be hopping at the club by this hour. In his Oldsmobile, his vehicle to impress lookers, they drove to the twelve hundred block of Highway 90 and were well past it when they realized they’d missed the place. They drove by a second time. To the right was an old gray warehouse with a bright light shining on the address—in large, block numbers. The Oldsmobile pulled into an empty parking lot.


  “That bastard,” Felipe said from the back seat. “He never intended for us to find the place.” They were about to turn around when what appeared to be a man with a flashlight waved them forward. “Heads up and be ready,” he said.


  The Oldsmobile rolled slowly toward the light. The three crew members and Felipe had guns cocked and ready to unload on the guy if anything went astray.


  “First time here?” the man asked, leaning into the car. 


  He was unarmed, and Felipe eased off the trigger. “Yeah, man. We’re here for the ladies.”


  “Follow the signs to the rear of the building,” the man said, turning off the flashlight.


  The car pulled slowly to the edge of the building and stopped. It looked too much like a setup, so Felipe and one bodyguard got out and walked the edge of the tree line as the car moved forward. Everyone was on ready with fingers back on their gun triggers. 


  When the car made the second turn to the rear of the building, a floodlight illuminated the parking lot. Must have been a hundred parked cars. Music was coming from the open doors of the top balcony. The car parked near the entrance, and the men waited for Felipe to join them. From a distance, Felipe observed a metal detector and security cameras, carrying weapons inside the building was out of the question. Guns, knives, and other weaponry they carried were locked in the trunk of the Oldsmobile. 


  They entered the building cautiously. Clearing the first security point, the four men continued and stopped at the second checkpoint that required them to pass through a metal detector. The machine was outdated and more for show or a deterrent. Felipe proved the equipment was outdated when it failed to pick up a seven-inch switchblade he forgot to leave in the car.


  The music was loud with the sound of a constant drumbeat bouncing off the walls. People were dancing in the center of the room while others gyrated alone near a bar. The place was split into three serving areas where bartenders could serve either side. 


  The line moved quickly. Felipe stopped at a velvet rope in front of two bouncers who looked like they didn’t take crap from anyone. 


  “What section?” the man holding the end of the velvet rope asked.


  Felipe looked oddly at him.


  “Section? Straight, gay, or lesbian?”


  Felipe whipped out the VIP card. “I’m a friend of Keith.” 


  Without hesitation, the bouncer handed Felipe off to another man and directed them upstairs. “Take them to Keith,” he said.


  “I hope Keith is straight,” Felipe whispered, turning back to his crew. A smile and chuckle were expressed by all. 


  The group followed the bouncer up a flight of stairs. At the landing, a panoramic view of the downstairs defined the three areas of people. Through double doors, they entered a room with a balcony overseeing the entire club. The bouncer led Felipe and his men to Keith, not leaving until Keith gave the okay with a nod.


  “Felipe, you made it,” Keith said, greeting him with a hearty handshake.


  It was much like any strip joint Felipe had been in before, except the women were all Russian and bare-topped serving drinks. Other women were lounging on sofas with customers in front of silver buckets of champagne and openly snorting cocaine off mirrored trays with a gold weave around the edge. Keith pointed at an open round sofa at the corner of the room. Felipe felt he was being tested, so he headed to the sitting area, and his men followed. They were promptly introduced to a menu by a woman in a revealing outfit. She spoke good English and might have been an American; Felipe wasn’t sure.


  Across the room, Keith partied, but glanced Felipe’s way to keep a keen eye on him and his crew.


  Felipe looked the menu over, then said in Spanish to his posse, “Este es mi tipo de lugar.” 


  His men smiled, and one said, “My kind of place too.”


  He ordered an Anything Goes off the menu. The hostess took the order with a smile and said, “Good choice.” She walked off and Felipe caught her nod to Keith. He returned a gesture of approval to Felipe. 


  Instantly, two bare-breasted Russian redheads with green eyes joined Felipe and crew on the sofa. A topless waitress served a bottle of Dom Pérignon in an iced-down silver bucket and poured four glasses. The second topless waitress arrived holding a mirrored tray with a gold dome over the center. She raised the gold lid like she was offering an entrée in an expensive restaurant and exposed a vial with a small cork at the top. She made four lines of cocaine on the mirror, then presented a bill for twenty-five hundred dollars to Felipe. He pulled a wad of cash out and peeled off the payment in hundred-dollar bills. Then stuck three bills in her G-string.


  It was the cost of doing business—and would bring a return to him ten times over.


  He pulled the waitress by the arm and whispered in her ear. She pointed at a door with two large men at the entrance. Felipe noticed them when he came in but thought they were protecting the cash like a vault in a casino.


  “Why do I need a guard at the door just to get laid?” Felipe asked.


  “We want you to feel comfortable,” she smiled. “We protect you from getting caught with your pants down.”


  “How much?” Felipe asked and peeled off another two thousand dollars. That too got a big smile from Keith.


  The champagne and cocaine were gone when Felipe surfaced from behind the closed, guarded door. With a smile, he buckled his pants, reached in his pocket for some cash, and slipped each guard a C-note. He showed everyone respect and made sure they would welcome him back as a heavy tipper. 


  The crew departed with a thank you to Keith. He expressed his gratitude to them. Felipe had one more thing to handle now that he had Keith’s trust.


  “I have some friends who might want to visit,” Felipe whispered in his ear over the music. “Gay friends. How do I get them in the other areas of the bar?”


  Keith gave a slight smile. “You’ll always be welcome as a personal friend of the club. Just give the doorman your name. Your friends are welcome to go into any room they want.” Shaking hands, Keith thanked Felipe for coming to the club.


  Before leaving, Felipe got a better view of the downstairs area. There were a lot more guards at exits, in front of closed doors, and around the bar area. The place was heavily armed, and Felipe had to wonder what they were protecting—their cash business, cocaine, or a bust from law enforcement. It didn’t matter; he was ready for anything.


  The crew made it back to the car, collected their weapons and stuffed them in pockets, belts, or under their shirts—any place to be out of view.


  From a distance, Keith shouted for them to hold up. He walked fast toward them with two of the biggest bouncers from the club and another man Felipe couldn’t make out. 


  Felipe ordered his men to stand behind the car doors with guns ready to come out blasting. Felipe closed the trunk without taking his gun.


  “What’s up, Keith?” Felipe said, as the men approached.


  “I want you to meet someone.” Keith pointed at the man on his left. “This is Fang Lee.”


  Felipe continued to play the nice guy. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Lee.” He studied the guy, not sure of his nationality. His long, jet-black hair, thin build, and the name made him think Chinese.


  “Please, call me Fang,” he said in perfect English. “You spent a lot of money in my club.”


  Your club ran through Felipe’s mind. It was easy to tell the guy was sizing him up and playing a nice guy too.


  “Just like to party,” Felipe said.


  “What’s your business?” Fang asked. “I mean, what kind of work do you do?”


  Felipe hesitated, glancing at his men behind the car doors. They had his back, fingers on the trigger—ready to blow them all away.


  “I’m a businessman,” he said, shuffling his feet in the gravel parking lot.


  Fang smiled. “What type of business?”


  Felipe clarified it by raising his voice. “I said—I’m a businessman.”


  Fang kept the conversation upbeat, thanking Felipe for the money he’d spent in his club. Once again confirming Felipe heard correctly, Fang owned the place and the Russians were a front or a partner. Then the unexpected happened, and Fang stepped closer.


  Felipe gave a hand motion to his men. They were well trained and watched cautiously, raising their guns just below the car windows.


  Fang ripped Felipe’s shirt open. “You wearing a wire?” 


  Felipe’s men drew their weapons, stopping Fang and his people in their places.


  “What the fuck, man?” Felipe had to play the victim. “If you wanted to know if I was wearing a wire, there’s an easier way.” He took his shirt off and dropped his pants, standing in the parking lot in only his boxers. “If you want to check further—reach in.” 


  “You understand why?” Fang asked.


  “No, I don’t,” Felipe shouted. “I spend five Gs in your place on a Tuesday night, and you treat me like this?” He pulled his pants up and left the shirt open—most of the buttons were missing.


  “I’m sorry,” Keith quickly added. “He’s the boss.”


  “You treat all your customers like this,” Felipe said, tightening his belt, “or just Latinos?”


  Fang backed away slowly. “My apology. Please come back anytime. You’re more than welcome.”


  Keith threw his hands up in the air and followed, “I’m sorry, man. Please understand.”


  Felipe’s crew didn’t put their guns down until Fang was back inside the building.


  “What the fuck, boss?” Felipe’s lead man said. “You let them disrespect you?”


  “Don’t worry. We just got closer to them. He’s a dead man.”




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 8


   


   


  Lucy felt the heat on her face, then the sound of steel clanging together, and the heat was less. It was the first time she heard the man holding her hand speak. She recognized the voice telling her she was next to go into the incinerator, if she ever talked about what happened. The terrified little girl stood with tears running down her face—she stood silent. The voice was her best friend Karen’s brother, Johnny. He wasn’t among the boys in the truck when it stopped, but she was confident he was the one holding her hand. She looked up for further validation.


  The phone rang, and Lucy picked it up in a panic. Her heart beat rapidly, clothes soaked like a hot summer night. The vision she’d been waiting to surface for years was interrupted by the ringing of a phone.


  “Hello?”


  “Lucy? It’s Felipe,” the voice sounded.


  “What time is it?”


  “Late,” Felipe said. “In your case, early morning. Sorry to wake you.” 


  Lucy tried to understand what he was saying but her mind kept wandering back to her dream, nightmare, or vision. She was just too shook up to understand what state of mind she was in or had been. Much less to comprehend what Felipe was excited about. She agreed to meet him at 10 A.M. and at his request would ask Mario to join them. Not sure an undercover cop would meet with a known thug and drug dealer, but she said she’d try, just to get Felipe off the phone.


  Lucy hung the phone up, rolled over, and peeked at the clock—the digital number showed 5:10 A.M. She’d try to go back to sleep and hopefully pick up where her nightmare ended. 


  She tossed and turned for an hour, and when daylight filtered through the drapes, she got up. The first thing she reached for was her notebook kept in the nightstand drawer. A journal made up of important facts for the planned battered women’s home and toward the back, a section of things she wanted to discuss with Dr. Griffin. Her recent nightmare was a breakthrough and worth keeping an appointment with the doctor whom she’d put off several times.


  She knew where Detective Mario DeLuca would be before six in the morning. Napoleon House on Chartres Street, his favorite stop after a run through the French Quarter. Dressed in her jogging ensemble, she headed up Royal Street, cut through Pirate Alley, and found him curbside at the Napoleon House jump-starting his morning with his favorite brew.


  “Didn’t take you for a runner,” Mario said, offering her a cup of coffee—she accepted. A hand wave to the waiter and another cup of freshly brewed coffee was placed on the table.


  Lucy fixed her coffee, took a sip, and hit Mario with questions. She promised Mario an undetected location if he would meet Felipe face to face. He made his usual wrinkled nose expression when he didn’t want to do something, then sipped on his coffee.


  “Felipe said he has something big for you.” She pulled the cup from his lips. “Please, do this for me.”


  Mario went through all the why-should-he excuses, knowing all along he couldn’t turn Lucy down. She’d been a friend too long and been through too much for him not to help.


  “Okay, I have to blend in with the crowd. I can’t be seen directly with this thug.”


  “I promise,” Lucy said, and gulped down the rest of her coffee. “I’ll call you with the location.”


  Lucy jogged back to the salon, smiling and waving to store owners open for another day of business. She showered, pulled her hair back, and got the shop ready to open. She flipped through her phone numbers from a book she kept in her bedroom safe. Written down in no special order were names of her night callers, with phone numbers and occupations. She’d done favors for many—lent money, helped them out of a jam with her political connections—and convinced many wives their husbands had never visited after hours. It was time for them to reciprocate. 


  She knew the perfect place for the meeting. She dialed the rectory of St. Francis of Assisi and asked for Father Rogers. She knew he’d take her call but out of respect told the house lady he could call her back—when time permitted. The house lady knew Lucy Jones; Lucy had met the priest several times in his office. She said, “Hold on,” and within seconds Father Rogers was on the line.


  Lucy did the talking. His face beaming red of embarrassment, he placed one hand over his face out of frustration—but didn’t speak.


  “Lucy, anything for you,” he said, then paused. “But that is highly inappropriate.”


  She reminded him that when he asked to use one of her rooms to counsel a female parishioner, it too was inappropriate—it could have been done at his office.


  “Lucy, you can’t hang that over my head.”


  That quickly, Lucinda took over her personality and before Lucy could get her under control, she blurted out, “Of course I can, Father Freaky.”


  Her next calls were to Felipe and Mario. A time was set, and Felipe was to arrive at 10 A.M. with Mario fifteen minutes later. She met Father Rogers at the church front entrance, and he pointed out the confessional box to use. Mass didn’t start for two hours, so they had plenty of time if they were out of the church within an hour.


  Right on time, Felipe showed up alone. He walked up the main aisle, a little spooked by the statues and stained-glass windows. Lucy stood at the end of an aisle in front of a rack of candles—most were lit and reflected off the marble altar. 


  “You couldn’t find a better place to meet?” Felipe said, still spooked. 


  Lucy walked him to the confessional box. He took a seat in the middle section, as a priest would, and waited for Mario and Lucy to join him on each side of the box.


  The front door of the church opened, but it wasn’t Mario. A woman walked up the aisle reading from a prayer book. She lit a candle, then continued to the confessional box, where a light was illuminated as Felipe sat in the priest’s chair—an indication that a priest was on duty to hear confessions. Lucy’s eyes fixed on the front door when it opened again, happy to see Mario. She only saw the back of the woman after she entered the confessional.


  The woman kneeled on a cushion facing Felipe, separated by thin wood slats woven together. A heavy drape hung behind her, giving privacy from being seen.


  “Bless me, father, for it has been two weeks since my last confession,” the woman said.


  Felipe freaked out. He hadn’t been inside a church in years. He’d given a few confessions but that was usually in a police station. This was way out of line—even for him.


  “Father, I can’t control my urges.” She paused. “I pick random men for sex.”


  It struck Felipe’s interest. “How long has this been going on?”


  The woman came back quickly, “A year or more.”


  Felipe thought it over. She was a perfect target. It was like selling drugs to addicts at a rehab center, you knew their weaknesses.


  “Don’t worry, my child,” he said in his most sincere voice. “Go now.”


  “No prayers to say?” she asked.


  Felipe stuck a note through the hole in the tightly woven wood slats. “Call me the next time this urge comes over you. I’ll personally help you.”


  She took the note and read it as she crossed herself. “Thank you, Father Felipe. I’ll do my best,” she said, then made the sign of the cross and backed out of the drape.


  Lucy stepped into the box. “What the hell was that all about?” Lucy whispered in a demanding tone.


  Felipe didn’t answer but smiled like a cat that just ate a mouse.


  Mario tapped on the other side of the box. Felipe slid the wood panel open. 


  “What are we here for?” Mario asked.


  Lucy, from her side, whispered at a high pitch. “Felipe, fill him in and get to the point.”


  He tried to put what he learned at the club into some order and laid it out like a confession. “The warehouse at 1201 Highway 90 is a club selling sex for all genders, along with alcohol and cocaine. The place is heavily armed, like they are protecting something more than cash coming into the bar.”


  “How so?” Mario asked.


  “Guards at each entrance, behind the bar, and on balconies looking over the entire floor.”


  Mario wasn’t that impressed. “How much coke?”


  “For a few grand, I got laid, four lines of coke, and a bottle of champagne.


  Mario began to believe this was a small-time operation. A nightclub offering cocaine and hookers could be found at half the clubs in town. This was just on a larger scale. Information coming from a drug dealer wasn’t worth Mario jeopardizing his representation.


  “Not interested, Felipe.” Mario stood.


  Lucy quickly interjected, “Tell him.”


  Felipe took a deep breath. He was saving this for his personal revenge. “You know a Fang Lee?”


  “Now, I’m interested,” Mario said. “He’s a bad dude but keeps falling off the radar.”


  “Buckle up—I’m going to take you for a ride.”


  When Fang insulted him in front of his crew, Felipe wanted to double back with guns blazing. It more than likely would have gotten Felipe killed, because he and his crew were outnumbered. When they pulled out of the parking lot, he noticed some activity on the far side of the building. A small, refrigerated truck pulled from inside the building down a ramp and drove off to the highway. Then the overhead doors opened, and another truck pulled out. The side panel on each truck door displayed “B&B Fresh Seafood” in a bright, yellow and red logo.


  Felipe and his crew parked down the highway and hoofed it back to the warehouse. When he arrived, the trucks were gone. A light could be seen from a window.


  The position of the window looked down into a basement, and the ramp started from inside the building. Felipe got closer and looked down into a well-lighted work area. On one side of the building were wood crates being lined with plastic. Guns were lined up on a table, hundreds were the best estimation. Each gun was wrapped in plastic and tightly sealed, then placed into the crates. Then the crate was rolled to another table, and raw fish was poured on top of the guns. Farther down the assembly line, packages, again wrapped tightly, were placed on top of the fish. A good guess was that it was a pound of cocaine in each package. A man checked the weight before he placed it in the box, pouring more raw fish on top. A wood cover was nailed in place, and the cart stacked in another section. 


  Felipe paused. “I’ll let you chew on that a while.”


  “Let me understand,” Mario said. “Fang Lee is on the premises, and they are shipping guns and drugs.”


  “I don’t know that much about cocaine,” Felipe said with a straight face, even though Mario had a grin from ear to ear. “But if I had to guess, each bundle was worth about fifty thousand.” He paused. “That’s what I’ve heard.”


  “Yeah, so you heard,” Mario snapped back.


  “Guys, we have to go. People will be gathering for mass,” Lucy said.


  Lucy strolled out, then Mario. Not without a long, hard look from people lined up to go into the confessional. They ignored the grumbling as they passed.


  The light on the confessional entrance went out when Felipe closed the door. The grumbling got louder until Father Rogers arrived, and the light on the confessional illuminated again.


  Mario, Felipe, and Lucy sat in the back of the church and finished plans on how to take down Fang Lee.


  They discussed the compound, Keith, and the number of women being held and beaten. And if they didn’t cooperate, they disappeared. Mario clarified—the compound was off limits. Once Fang Lee was in custody, Mario would force him to give up the compound location and his crew with the promise of some leniency. Nothing more than a prison in the south where the weather isn’t so harsh, and the yard can be used year-round.


  “We already know the location,” Felipe said, giving Lucy a glance. She rolled her eyes.


  Mario repeated emphatically how the compound would be handled. If Fang Lee gave up the location of the imprisoned women, it was on his record and properly obtained. Mario had to play this by the book. Fang would be represented by the best law firm money could buy—there was no room for error.


  Shooting for his payoff for bringing Fang Lee’s operation to the forefront, Felipe wasn’t shy in asking, “If you arrest Fang, will you look the other way regarding my business?”


  “That’s a tall order.” Mario did that thing with his nose when he didn’t want to answer a question. “I can’t make that call.”


  Felipe pulled Mario by the arm. “If not me, someone else will run drugs in the city,” he emphasized, looking him in the eyes. “I’ll keep drugs away from schools, kids, and curb the city homicides. Plus, I’ll be the best snitch you ever had.”


  “I’ll think on it,” Mario said, knowing Felipe was the best choice. Mario couldn’t stop drugs from hitting the streets of New Orleans, but with Felipe he could keep them under control.


  Felipe continued to visit the nail salon, to gather more information to take down the Russians. He went back the next day. The ladies heard he was a big spender the night before, based on the touchy-feely welcome he received. Highly unusual for Keith to allow, but he too greeted Felipe and his ladies with a smile.


  Champagne was delivered to their stations before massages and manicures started. The atmosphere was much more relaxed—he was in with the boys.


  He waited, and it finally happened. Keith strolled over and apologized again for the misunderstanding with his boss, Fang Lee.


  “He’s a funny guy,” Keith said. “He gets a feeling about someone and goes nuts.”


  Felipe worked him like a cop with a perk in the pokey. “What did I do, other than spend a lot of money in his place?”


  “He thought you were a cop.”


  “Cop!” Felipe laughed, pointing out tattoos on his arms, neck, and across his knuckles. “You think I’d put all this ink on to work undercover?” Then he showed him the hummingbird above his thumb. “You know what this represents?”


  “No.”


  “Well, one day I’ll tell you,” Felipe said. “Believe me, I’m no fucking cop.”


  He had Keith on the defense, so he went in for the kill, asking if Fang Lee would be at the warehouse tomorrow night. Wanting to meet for a drink at the bar, unlike their first meeting in the parking lot.


  Keith hesitated, then pointed out where they were to meet—it had to be tonight. Fang was leaving for Hong Kong in the morning. Felipe kept pushing for information, and Keith gave it up—easily.


  “Wow, that’s got to be a long haul.”


  Keith hesitated again, then leaned into Felipe. “Not the way he travels.” Looking around to be sure that no one was listening, he said, “His father’s private jet easily gets him in and out of the country. New Orleans to Seattle—fuel up, then nonstop to Hong Kong. He might not be back for a few months.”


  “Well, I better come by tonight and have that drink.”


  The second Felipe left the salon, he was on the phone with Lucy, delivering the new information to Mario.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 9


   


   


  At noon, Mario arrived at a warehouse on Magazine Street. The building blended with other historic properties, but this one was special. It housed equipment, guns, and training classes for SWAT teams and the DEA. Officers had to have level three police clearance to even know the location. He had only been there once before with the state police and other agencies to prepare for Mardi Gras. When there are over a million people concentrated in a twenty-block area of the French Quarter, law enforcement prepares for the worst. To date, there had been no need to call in the teams of law enforcement waiting to act on a moment’s notice.


  After clearing two checkpoints in the building, Mario walked to the conference room, going over in his mind how to present this to the muckety-mucks who headed up the city’s top law enforcement agencies. Waiting were leaders of the New Orleans DEA, FBI, and ATF. Mario’s direct superior, Commander Waters, opened the meeting.


  After the formalities of introductions, Mario was asked if he was 100 percent sure that his snitch was feeding him the correct information. One person questioned why a thug would come forward for no reason. On top of the list of concerns was, “What if the guy is setting us up for failure or worse, embarrassment?” The leaders all agreed they’d never act with such firepower on just a hunch.


  Human trafficking, cocaine distribution with a hundred million dollars in street value, and shipping high-powered arms made the prostitution charges at the bar look like a misdemeanor. The first to start the fallout was a mousy-looking guy who headed up the DEA.


  “I’m out,” he said. “None of the information comes from my field people as a recommendation of a person of concern.”


  Mario stood and raised his voice a little louder than he should have. “Fang Lee! He’s not a person of interest?”


  “When I see a report from my field surveillance team, I’ll move on Mr. Lee,” the man with the FBI jacket said. “I’m out too.”


  One by one, like dominoes, they all backed out, leaving Mario sorry he ever brought the information to this level. With such a negative reaction, Mario questioned himself. Could Felipe be playing him for some advantage? None of it made sense.


  Before he’d say something that would alter his career forever, Mario thanked everyone for coming on such short notice and departed. His anger rushed warm blood through his veins. The way people looked at him in the hallway, he was sure his face was beet red, and his nostrils flared. There was no controlling his emotions. He reached his car and took out his frustration on the steering wheel, then let out a scream.


  He called Lucy. She didn’t recognize the phone number and hesitated to answer. She finally did. “Hello,” she said. To her surprise, it was Mario. He’d never called her before.


  “Find Felipe and have him call me on my cell.”


  “On your cell?” she questioned. Mario’s cell was off limits to her, much less a drug lord.


  “Yes, my cell phone!”


  Soon after, Felipe called. Mario drilled him like he would a murder suspect.


  “Don’t play me, Felipe. You’ll be sorry.”


  “What’s my advantage?” Felipe shot back quickly. “Tell me, Mario. What do I gain by screwing you over?”


  Felipe talked him down from his misdirected rage to reasoning and sold him on a plan that wouldn’t humiliate him if things went bad. Paranoia came with a detective’s job, and Mario let it get the best of him. They agreed on a time, meeting place, and the number of people needed for what Felipe called “the Fang takedown.”


  There were parts of Felipe’s plan Mario didn’t want to know—it crossed the line of being a good cop. One thing Mario could count on was the task force he headed—a six-man team of undercover cops. If he got into a shootout, these were the men he wanted to have his back.


  Mario’s team of agents along with Stella James, a street detective, and Lucy as a decoy went over their parts. They deliberated how to get their guns through the metal detector, although Felipe promised the equipment was for show and detected little.


  Lucy called Father Rogers to borrow one of the yellow school buses. He was hesitant but had no choice with the weight she held over his head. She drove the bus to the old school, remodeled as a dormitory, that received its final inspection for occupancy that day, with help from several of her political friends.


  It was 10 P.M. and Mario oversaw the Fang takedown. Directing his people to the Highway 90 club, they arrived in three cars. All were armed except for Lucy—a decoy. 


  Stella James and Lucy played the part of party girls looking for a fun night. Dressed in figure-hugging clothes, boobs on display, they were eager for attention. Once through the first security checkpoint, Lucy showed Felipe’s VIP pass and spilled her purse in front of the guard. He quickly caught a view as she reached down, enough of a distraction for Stella to pass through the metal detector. If a sensor caught her gun, the alarm couldn’t be heard over the loud music. A red light didn’t come on, which should have if it was set off, proving Felipe was right—the equipment was for show. 


  Mario’s crew watched from the parking lot, waiting for Lucy to hand off the VIP pass. They proceeded with caution—walking in with guns strapped under their coats.


  Stella and Lucy walked through the place, hitting the main bar and the gay side too, where they took a seat. The six-man task force spread out and waited for Mario, who had just entered.


  Three miles away, the yellow school bus rolled down the dirt road off Highway 90. Felipe led his team of heavily armed men over a locked, double, wrought-iron gate. Dressed in black, including a mask, each cleared the gate and ran up the drive. Felipe had a general idea of the layout of the house and grounds from information gathered from a lady at the nail salon. The men walked to the rear of the house. Two white vans used to move the women from the house to the nightclub were parked outside the garage. 


  The place, as described, had a large main house and three mobile trailers in a cleared area on the grounds.


  A man sat in the driver’s seat of one van with the motor running, and another man watched the women load into the vehicle. The last person stepped into the van—the guard sat on the front passenger side. Felipe came from the shadows and placed a gun with a silencer against the driver’s head. One of Felipe’s crew did the same to the thug in the passenger seat.


  “Who’s left in the house?” Felipe demanded, pushing the gun deeper into the man’s skull. 


  “Two men at the pool, three women, and Keith are in the house.”


  Felipe gave a nod to the women seated. They all but climbed over one another to get to the back of the van. Felipe pulled the trigger and so did the man on the passenger side. The sound of the gunshots was muffled, but screams from the women sent two men from the pool running to their deaths, as Felipe’s crew silently killed them coming through the gate.


  Felipe’s men entered the rear of the house—guns extended. They fetched the three women from a bedroom and moved them outside. Keith, found in another bedroom, was quickly disarmed and convinced that everything would be okay—if he followed directions. Felipe pulled his mask off—wanting to make sure Keith saw his face.


  “Don’t worry, I’ve got your back,” Felipe said. “I just need you to help us.”


  The women, Felipe’s crew, and Keith jammed into the second van, leaving the massacre behind. At a high rate of speed, the van smashed through the iron gates, breaking the lock and sending iron pieces and parts of the brick support flying onto the dirt road. The women were then loaded into the yellow school bus, and the van followed.


  The first stop for the bus was the home for abused women. Lucy’s mother, Wanda, met the bus and got the women to safety. 


  On arrival at the warehouse, the van parked on the far side of the lot. From a distance, the light in the basement of the building could be seen. A car picked up Felipe and Keith and dropped them at a private entrance of the club. With explicit instructions, Keith followed Felipe’s demands and entered the building through a rear door—cooperation was the only thing keeping Keith alive.


  The two men directed their walk toward the staircase. Felipe made eye contact with Mario, Lucy, and Stella. Not knowing the men in Mario’s task force, he was sure they were the guys standing near the club’s muscle—ready to take them down on command.


  At the top of the stairs, Fang welcomed Felipe with open arms—Fang still in apology mode. They sat on one of the round sofas and sipped expensive champagne.


  “How long will you be gone?” Felipe asked over the music blaring from downstairs.


  “Month or so,” he said.


  Felipe scanned the VIP room and locked eyes on two men. They had to be with Mario. Their eyes wandered the room, as a woman tried to seduce them—they clearly had no interest.


  Felipe’s phone, on vibrate, shook in his pocket. “Excuse me,” he said and stood behind Keith. With one hand, he raised the phone to his ear, and the other hand in his pocket jammed a gun at Keith’s back.


  “Thirty seconds,” was all the caller said, then hung up.


  Felipe stood next to Fang. Within seconds, Fang’s phone rang. He answered. A man speaking Russian quickly spoke in English. Fang gave Felipe a look and abruptly took off, waving for Keith and other men to follow. Keith trailed behind with the barrel of Felipe’s gun sticking in his ribs. They made it to the parking lot.


  Once Fang Lee was out of the door, Mario and his task force took down the club. Pulling the plug on the music, he stood on a table while his men disarmed the drug dealer’s crew. 


  At the bar, Lucy stopped a man’s hand from running up her dress for the third time. She asked to see his hand. Holding his wrist, she broke a beer bottle and jammed the jagged end into the palm of his hand. “I told you Lucinda didn’t like men. Run your hands up a paid girl’s dress. Not me, asshole.”


  In the basement, Felipe’s crew of eight secured the area after they were let into the basement in the white van. Code words allowed them to enter—information Keith traded for his life. Standing in the center of the room, the crew loaded the last of the cocaine. The plan—take some and leave more than enough to put Fang away for life. The only man still alive was the person who called Fang to the scene—one bullet to his head left him on the floor with the phone still in his hand.


  Once outside, Keith and Felipe stalled. By the time Fang and his men got to the warehouse, the van was gone. 


  Felipe, Keith, and the crew drove down the highway at a moderate speed. Cop car after car rushed to the scene, passing the van heading in the opposite direction. Thanks to Commander Waters, he agreed to have cops near if Mario called, the only law enforcement person who stood behind him.


  Fang and his crew stood in the warehouse, hands in the air, as the police put the place on lockdown. Millions of dollars in cocaine and weapons were secured by police officers until Mario got to the scene. 


  This would go down as the biggest bust the city had ever seen, and Mario would take full credit. He’d blast the agencies that refused to back him up at a press conference.


  At a street light on Highway 90, Felipe’s car stopped and Keith got out. 


  At the passenger window, he leaned in, and said, “No hard feelings?”


  “Not on my part,” Felipe said.


  Keith began walking up the highway, the headlights of oncoming cars gave him a boundary between the street and the side of the road


  “I’d get out of town, if I were you,” Felipe hollered at him, resting against the hood of the vehicle.


  “I have nothing to keep me here,” Keith said, his hand out, hitchhiking for a ride.


  “Keith!” Felipe shouted again.


  “Yeah,” he looked back, his arm over his forehead to shield the bright headlights.


  “Remember Ruby?” 


  Even at a distance, Keith’s face showed surprise. “Who?” 


  “Ruby! Remember the woman you beat on.”


  “No! That was all Fang Lee,” Keith tried to reason. “I just followed orders.”


  Felipe smiled. “She said no hard feelings too.” Then he emptied a full clip of bullets into Keith. The first bullet probably killed him, but he continued until Keith fell off the side of the road into weeds.


  As the van rolled down the highway, the crew celebrated a successful takedown. Felipe shouted to his men. “Sorry, Mario. I promise this is the last dead body.”


  They all laughed.


  “Until the next time,” he said. 


  Felipe orchestrated a perfect massacre. Witnesses were dead, gun shells retrieved, and the crew never removed their masks in front of the Russian women. They would never talk anyway, being illegals, and were happy to have been rescued. 


  The van made several passes through the city. First, they stopped on top of the London Avenue Canal bridge. All the guns used were broken down and several pieces of random guns were tossed into the canal. The next stop was the Industrial Canal bridge, where a few more gun pieces were dropped, and the final stop was the Paris Road Bridge that separated New Orleans East and the town of Chalmette. The van doubled back and took a dirt road used mostly by hunters to Irish Bayou. On time was Felipe’s driver with the school bus.


  A duffel bag pulled from the bus was placed next to the white van. The crew and Felipe undressed, including shoes, and tossed them into the van. The second set of clothes, labeled in a plastic bag for each, was handed out. Once dressed, the crew loaded into the bus and Felipe dropped the empty duffel bag into the van. He ran to the bus, shouting, “Go—go,” and jumped into the rolling bus.


  When they reached the highway, the wick Felipe lit ignited the van, shooting flames into the air, illuminating the sky. Felipe was a pro—the blowback of gun residue and blood were on their clothes. Not even their shoe imprints in the dirt at the Russian house, where the police in time would find the slain men, could be matched to Felipe or his men.


  Mario worked the case until early morning. He went home, got a few winks, a shower, and made coffee. Grabbing the morning paper stuffed under his door, he proceeded to the balcony of his condo. A tranquil place, he looked forward to each morning. He expected little on the front page about the club takedown because it happened after midnight. Wrong—a story like this caused a newspaper editor to hold the presses to gather information on the bust.


  Mario stared at the front page of the newspaper. He saw himself, and Fang Lee, in handcuffs, placed in the back seat of a police car. He didn’t remember seeing anyone take the picture and didn’t authorize the information the reporter wrote. 


  The headline read, DRUG LORD TAKEN DOWN. The article had vague details, including a witness who saw a white van pull out of the warehouse before the police arrived. Nothing was written about the club raid on prostitution and human trafficking, which was the only information Mario gave to reporters.


  His cell phone rang, breaking his concentration. “Detective DeLuca.” 


  It was Commander Waters offering congratulations on the collar of Fang Lee. A press conference at police headquarters at 10 A.M. would feature Mario as the man who took down Fang Lee and his cocaine empire. The commander prohibited Mario from talking about first presenting the information to the FBI, DEA, and ATF for assistance and being turned down.


  “Do you hear me, detective?” Commander Waters shouted.


  “Yes, sir,” Mario said, his pride suppressed deep inside.


  He had time for another cup of coffee and headed to the kitchen, when his house phone rang. With a cell phone strapped to his side all day, it was rare anyone called him at home. He answered and heard an excitable Lucy on the other end.


  When the raid at the club went down, Lucy, the only person without a police badge, was escorted out by Stella. If people in the club didn’t have police credentials, they were cuffed and taken downtown. Detectives would question and determine the sellers of drugs, prostitutes, and the buyers. All would be arrested, just some on lesser charges.


  A fast-talking Lucy asked Mario to have a man in custody released. A guard recognized a man waiting to be processed from the nightclub bust and allowed him a call. He called Lucy.


  “Lucy, I can’t determine who gets released until my detectives and I talk to each one,” he said. “That might take days.”


  “Mario, I need him released before he’s processed,” Lucy pleaded. “Hopefully, he’s still in a holding cell.”


  Mario took a deep breath and exhaled. “You’re sure he’s not involved?”


  “One hundred percent,” she said. “He just goes to play touchy-feely with the women.”


  Mario got his name and called Central Lockup. 


  The desk sergeant answered in a huff, “Central.”


  “How’s it going, sergeant?”


  “You asshole,” was his welcoming comment. “You drop a hundred or so people off in the middle of the night and want to know how it’s going.”


  When the sergeant calmed down, Mario explained one guy was in the holding tank who should be released. He pulled an explanation out of nowhere saying the guy was an informant and Mario couldn’t have him exposed.


  “What’s his name?” the sergeant asked.


  “Wallace Rogers,” Mario said.


  “Wallace was your informant? Better get him back to St. Francis church.” A chuckle came from the sergeant. “A guard recognized Father Rogers and let him use the phone. I was expecting someone to call to spring him.”


  “Thanks, sergeant. I owe you.”


  “No, you don’t. Hell—I’ll be telling this story for years.”




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 10


   


   


  The morning brought reporters from local parishes and some from the lower Mississippi Gulf Coast all the way to Lafayette. This was a hot story and every news outlet wanted coverage. 


  The press conference at police headquarters opened with Commander Waters saying a few words, then the mayor of New Orleans took over. The mayor didn’t show up alone. At his side were top businessmen of the community and pastors of several churches who helped elect him. In government, it’s all about camera face time and his supporters ate it up. Asking prearranged questions, the mayor carefully replied, making him look good to the community leaders.


  Closing the press conference Commander Waters introduced Sergeant Mario DeLuca who headed up the MAG Unit that took down Fang Lee. The commander closed the press conference when a reporter asked Mario a question. The commander and the mayor didn’t want Mario to go off on a reporter for asking the wrong question.


  A female reporter pushed her way to the front, shouting, “Congratulations, Mr. Mayor, in taking down three million dollars of cocaine and guns off our streets.”


  The conference was officially over, but the mayor couldn’t resist elaborating on something he had nothing to do with and didn’t know the particulars.


  “Our forces are here to protect and serve the community,” he said. “This arrest is a shining example of the leadership we have in our police department.”


  “That’s great, Mr. Mayor,” she shouted for all to hear. “But why were only three million dollars in cocaine recovered? Sources tell me the warehouse had over ten million dollars’ worth of coke on hand and three crates of guns.” 


  The mayor had no comeback and walked out behind the commander. Mario wasn’t leaving it alone and chased the woman to the elevator. His mind went directly to Felipe—it was a setup. Take some and leave some.


  Jumping into the elevator before the door closed, he asked the woman her name. When she refused, he asked what news outlet sent her. She stood, watching the numbers click, going down until they hit the ground floor. She tried to rush off. Mario held her by the arm and pulled her press ID off her coat lapel. 


  “Jessica Sokolov,” Mario said, looking the badge over. “This is fake!”


  She pulled away from Mario. “You’ll be sorry,” she said, and rushed out through a glass turnstile door.


  Her perfect English didn’t match her Russian last name, but her message was clear. Mario was sure the woman had been coached and paid well to come forward. It was Fang Lee’s way of putting the word out that Mario was a dirty cop ripping off drug dealers.


  Before heading to Central Lockup, Mario stopped at Lucy’s business. Parking on Royal Street in a freight zone, he left the motor running, car door open, and rushed into the salon.


  “Lucy!” he shouted from the front entrance, turning several heads.


  Stepping through the beaded drape, Lucy calmly replied, “Mario? What’s all the fuss?”


  Mario pulled her by the arm to the back room, more pissed than she’d ever seen him, “Were you in on this?”


  “What?”


  “Felipe ripping off Fang Lee’s drugs and guns,” Mario said, getting into Lucy’s face as she pulled out a kitchen chair.


  Lucy had talked Mario off the edge of exploding often, but this was a different type of aggression. Mario was dead-on to think Felipe ripped him off, but she needed the women out of the compound, and Felipe wanted the coke and the guns.


  Lucy sat at the table and calmly explained how crazy he sounded, reminding Mario that it was Felipe who put him onto Fang Lee’s operation. It calmed him for a minute, but she wasn’t sure it would last. Lucy made coffee, and they sat and chatted. They went over the wonderful things he helped with, allowing Felipe to pull the illegal Russian women from the club before the police arrived.


  Once again, Lucy talked Mario down from the edge of eruption. The truth couldn’t be revealed—she’d lose his trust forever. He bought the story that Fang Lee sent a woman to the press conference to discredit him. No one knew how much cocaine he had in the warehouse, it was Fang’s best shot at replying to the detective whot arrested him.


  He rattled on about getting Fang to give up the other women being held hostage at the compound. Lucy sat silently sipping her coffee, her eyes focused on Mario.


  “The women in the compound have to go into the system,” he said. “A few got away during the raid, but the rest will go into custody.”


  “Any chance they get to stay in the country?” she asked, knowing the answer before she asked. 


  “Once processed, a judge will order them back to Russia.”


  The answer was expected and confirmed her decision to go along with Felipe’s plan.


  Mario got a call from Central Lockup. Fang Lee was in a holding room, information given as promised by the desk sergeant before alerting the commander of the squad—True Blue cops stick together.


  It didn’t take long for Mario to get to Central. He watched Fang Lee through a two-way mirror cuffed to a steel table. Dressed in a custom suit and shoes, with a Rolex Presidential watch draped on his wrist, it pissed Mario off just to look at him. He hated people displaying clothing and jewelry worth more than he takes home in a year. 


  Watching perps before interviewing was Mario’s process. Studying their demeanor, maybe tapping their fingers, being fidgety all meant they were nervous—possibly hiding something. A police station can get anyone’s blood pressure up and cause nervousness. Mario, a pro, knew how to separate the two. Fang Lee, a professional criminal, looked relaxed. He had asked for his attorney at the time of processing—another move a professional criminal makes.


  When Julian LeRoux walked in and shook hands with Fang, Mario was taken back. He thought a high-powered criminal attorney from a big prestigious law firm would represent him. 


  Julian LeRoux was born and raised in Cut Off, Louisiana, a little town northwest of New Orleans. At six-foot six and solid muscle, he carried a nickname of Big Julie when colleges recruited him in his senior year of high school. Big Julie’s Louisiana fans abruptly turned on him when he chose the University of Alabama over Louisiana State University. That’s just not what athletes do when LSU comes calling and they live in the state. 


  Mostly disliked in the courtroom, Big Julie was known for getting criminals off or with little time served. He was far from one of those big football guys who made it through college based on the number of sacks on quarterbacks. Julian LeRoux was smart, played dirty, and had a winning streak on the field and in court. Mario had his hands full.


  Mario was ready to interrogate Fang playing good cop—to start. He’d ask questions that would have little incriminating responses. His way of getting the ball rolling toward the important inquiries needed to book him.


  “What the hell!” DA Assistant Logan Wilson said, entering the room. “Two college guys reminiscing about the old days?”


  “Not hardly,” Mario shot back—so much for playing good cop. “Why are you here?”


  “Mr. Lee has something to say,” Logan pulled a chair closer. He placed a small recorder in front of Fang Lee and asked for him to say in his own words what his attorney had reported to the DA’s office.


  Fang went into this roundabout bullshit story that Logan ate up. Fang frequented a nightclub a friend owned. He received a call to go to a warehouse in the back of the club. Not knowing his way around the area, two men took him to the warehouse. When he arrived, the place was shot up with bodies at tables and on the ground. He saw a white van pull away from the warehouse but not the driver or who was inside. 


  Mario pounded the table. “Who the hell cares what this drug lord has to say?”


  “Go ahead, Mr. Lee,” Logan said, then shot a look of contempt at Mario.


  Fang gave a one-two punch to Mario’s gut when he spoke. “The guy who called me spoke in Russian, which I speak.” He danced around the topic, then said. “My friend, Diak Bortnik, who owns the club, was being held hostage by Felipe Cruz.”


  “So, you just went running into the warehouse?” Mario shot back.


  Julian rested his big hand across Fang’s chest. “That’s all he has to say.” Then Julian stood and walked the room like in a courtroom preaching to a jury. “Here are the facts. Mr Fang owns several successful businesses in the city. His friend, Diak, died at the scene—drugs and arms were confiscated. My client knew nothing about the illegal activity—guilty by association will never fly in court, detective.”


  He went on shoveling bullshit to see what would stick—the way that Logan lapped it up, Mario felt he was bought and paid already. The two men arrested at the club worked for Diak and confirmed there was over ten million dollars in coke and three crates of weapons.


  Logan flipped pages in a file, then stopped. “Here it is. Police recorded three million dollars in street-value drugs and one crate of guns.”


  Julian smiled. “Looks to me like Felipe Cruz ripped off another dealer right before a police bust. Coincidental? I don’t think so.”


  Logan stared at Julian. Mario’s eyes bounced from Julian to Logan, not sure if Logan was bought or just naïve to believe such a story.


  “Other than my client being at the wrong place to help a friend, you have nothing,” Julian said, reaching for the doorknob. “Charge him or release him—either way he’ll walk.”


  “What the hell is going on!” Mario shouted. His hands gripped the edge of the table.


  “Detective Deluca, Diak Bortnik is dead. Put your efforts toward finding Felipe Cruz before he sells the coke and the guns he ripped off.” Julian opened the door and motioned for Fang to follow. “You’ve been trying to charge my client for years. He’s just a businessman who employs many people in the city. Please, put your energy toward catching the bad guys.”


  The room emptied, and Mario took a seat. His hands covered his face, then ran through his hair. Julian had all the answers to getting another criminal off without serving a day in jail. 


  The mayor’s press conference opened the door to political leaders demanding answers. With a handful of people arrested on minor charges and Julian LeRoux representing them—they too would walk.


  A knock came at the door, and a police officer handed Mario a note. “Bodies in a house off Highway Ninety,” he said. “A groundskeeper called it in.”


  Mulling over Julian LeRoux’s defense plan, Mario drove to the crime scene by way of Lakeshore Drive. It was the long way but helped him think and cool down. 


  When Mario arrived at the scene, detectives were on the job. One gave an update. “Four dead, four shots fired, and not one bullet casing found.” They stepped around red flags stuck in the ground, identifying footprints in the dirt next to tire marks.


  “Professional hit?” asked the detective Mario only knew as Watson. “I ran their ID—they all have records.” Watson pulled Mario to the side. “A couple of these guys are bad dudes,” he whispered. “Might be a turf war.”


  “Keep that under wraps,” Mario’s eyes shifted around. “For now, it’s just four bodies. Don’t need the press causing a public uproar.”


  Mario saw enough of the crime scene—two dead in a truck and two at the pool gate. The house appeared disorderly from poor housekeeping but not tossed. The outer part of the house was just like Felipe described. The location he planned for Fang Lee to give up—legally. Mario’s eyes roamed the grounds. His colleague was right; it was a professional hit—Felipe’s name was written all over it.


  “Detective,” Watson said when he saw Mario. “I got a call. A body was found on the side of the road—about a mile away.”


  “Think it’s connected?” Mario asked, snapping out of his thoughts about how it all went down.


  “He took six to the chest,” Watson said. “Whoever killed him was pissed.”


  Mario headed out of the property, leaving a dust trail behind. He turned onto Highway 90 and immediately saw flashing lights from cop cars ahead. 


  Flipping his badge to an officer standing in front of a police car blocking the road, he was let through the bright yellow crime scene tape stretching across the highway.


  “Any ID?” Mario asked the officer. The bloody body was in weeds off the side of the road. 


  “Yeah, Keith something. Can’t pronounce his last name,” the officer said, showing Mario a driver’s license.


  “Doesn’t matter,” Mario said. “The address matches the house we found four bodies not far from here.” Mario radioed Watson. “The body on the highway was connected to the massacre in the house.” 


  The drive back to the station house had his mind working overtime. All the pieces were falling into place. The man who entered the club with Felipe had to be Keith, who was responsible for getting Felipe and his crew into the warehouse. The only way Felipe could have taken down the Russians, gathered guns and bundles of cocaine before the police arrived, was with someone connected to the gang—an inside man Felipe befriended. When Felipe had no more use for him, he got rid of the last witness—Keith.


  Mario controlled his anger and called Lucy. A meeting was set at Lucy’s salon, a place law enforcement and criminals could meet. At this point, he wasn’t all that sure Felipe was the only crook he’d meet that morning. On the job for many years, his instincts told him Lucy had crossed the line and might have sided with Felipe to get what she wanted.


  Mario’s unmarked police car parked two blocks away on a side street. He took to foot to enter the front entrance of Lucy’s salon. Felipe came through the rear door where her night customers slipped through late at night. The shop was closed, and the three were in the kitchen. Mario didn’t pace—he kept his cool. Lucy had coffee ready and made the meeting more sociable. It worked to an extent, but she could read Mario. Something was bugging him—he had that hard-ass cop demeanor.


  There were no pleasantries. Mario got to the point, going over every point Fang Lee said in his statement. Felipe sat still, listened expressionlessly, and never took his eyes off Mario. Lucy kept busy gathering cups and pouring coffee, but her ears focused on every word said. When Mario finished, he leaned back in the chair—gave them something to think about. 


  Felipe stood, his hands rested on the back of the chair, and boldly denied every accusation Fang Lee made. “I thought this meeting was for you to say ‘Thank you, Felipe.’”


  He did the Mario walkaround. He’d been interviewed enough by Mario over the years to know how he worked a perp. The table was turned, and Felipe had to play it out and sell Mario.


  “I hand you a career criminal you’ve been trying to lock up for years, and you believe him over me?”


  Mario’s eyes shifted to Lucy, then back to Felipe. Neither gave a telltale. “You’re right. I shouldn’t trust either of you—both drug-dealing killers. But tell me your side of the story.”


  Felipe stepped around the small kitchen. “My crew plucked Keith going into the rear door of the club. Everything fell into place just like I planned. Remember, I gave you this information—you failed to act.” He paused, eyes shifting from side to side, giving Mario time to absorb his bald-faced lies. 


  Felipe went for the knockout punch, telling his version that Keith gave up the touchpad code to enter the warehouse. Two of Felipe’s men entered, forced a worker to call Fang and lured him to the warehouse. They held Keith hostage. The men heard gunfire coming from inside the building—they got the hell out of there.


  “How was everyone but Fang killed in the building and Keith found dead on the side of the road?” Mario asked, leading them on that he believed the story.


  “Talk to Fang,” Felipe said. Then he paced again. “I did my part. I got Fang inside the building with the drugs and the guns—like I promised, detective.”


  Mario stepped to Lucy. “How did the Russian women get to your safehouse?”


  Lucy turned and washed another cup that didn’t need washing—anything to give her a few seconds to think. “A nun from St. Francis church called me. Said she couldn’t find Father Rogers, of course, we know why.” Lucy snickered. 


  Mario rolled his eyes. “Yeah, a real contributor to his followers and religion.”


  “Two nuns drove the women in a school bus to the house.” Lucy stopped and waited for Mario’s reaction—he revealed nothing.


  Felipe stepped around the chair, got eyeball level with Mario. “Detective, Fang Lee and his hotshot attorney have your head spinning. If there are guns and cocaine missing, Fang Lee got it out before the police arrived.”


  They stared each other down. Felipe headed for the door and reached for the knob. “Fang Lee was caught in possession of millions of dollars in coke and guns.” He opened the door. “It looks like he fired off a few rounds and killed his crew for urging him to the location.” 


  “What about the compound?” Mario’s annoyance showed in his face and his ears were glowing red. “The women were gone and four bodies left behind?”


  “You told me to stay away from that house,” Felipe said, turning back, catching Mario in his peripheral vision. “So, I did.”


  There was no doubt in Mario’s mind that Felipe stole the drugs and the guns. Felipe dealt a good story—and it might come in handy—but Mario didn’t believe him for a second.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 11


   


   


  Days passed, and Lucy heard nothing from Mario and Felipe, not a phone call or a drop in at the salon. The club event was not something Mario could look the other way on, and she’d wait and see how he approached the investigation. For now, it was Wednesday. She had looked forward to lunch at a boutique bistro inside the Royal Sonesta hotel.


  When Lucy arrived, Darlene Davis was seated at a table overlooking the courtyard. With an empty cocktail glass on the table and a full one in her hand, she was well on her way to getting a buzz on.


  A waiter took Lucy’s order and, they talked while waiting for Stella. It was odd for the three to be friends, a pain pill pusher, a madam (although Lucy hated that term), and a cop.


  “How’s business?” Lucy asked. Something they couldn’t talk about once Stella arrived.


  “Been good,” Darlene said, stirring her drink with her finger. She looked around as if someone was interested in their conversation and told Lucy that Felipe was demanding more pills. The state had started a Prescription Monitoring Program, building a database of drug users. If a person used too much of one particular drug, the PMP inspectors looked into the doctor who prescribed the drug and the pharmacy that filled the prescription.


  Lucy chuckled. “Just order a prescription for more dead people.”


  “Easier said than done,” Darlene shot back. “Heads-up,” she said, as Stella weaved through the tight aisles around tables in the bistro.


  “Afternoon,” Stella said, giving Darlene a peck on the cheek.


  Dressed in tight jeans, a collared shirt, and a blue blazer, her gold police shield attached to the front of her belt was the first thing a person noticed. Stella locked her fingers with Lucy’s and gave them a squeeze, followed with a kiss on the lips. That quickly, Lucinda showed up and stiffened her grip.


  Stella had a way of bringing out Lucinda. Dr. Griffin had warned Lucy during the last few visits to limit time with Stella, meet in a public place, and have a third person join them. Lucy did her part, but strong-willed Lucinda had a mind of her own because she was in love with Stella.


  A waiter brought Lucy’s cocktail and returned with a Diet Coke for Stella. The three women lifted their glasses. Stella made a toast, “to catching bad guys.”


  Lucy and Darlene snickered—they were toasting themselves. 


  They looked the menu over and ordered. A few tables away, three men sat who should have been cut off from cocktails an hour ago. Their conversation was loud, as if they were the only people in the bistro, but mostly crude and offensive. Stella pointed out their wrinkled suits and ties half open, claiming they were leftovers from the night before. Not uncommon for people to have twenty-four-hour bouts with Bourbon Street. 


  A beautiful lunch was placed in front of each lady by the waiter. “Bon appétit,” he said and stepped away.


  The restaurant thinned out as the lunch crowd headed for more sightseeing and shopping in the French Quarter. The three men, louder than ever, were about to be introduced to Detective Stella James after the waiter apologized the second time for their behavior. Stella folded her napkin, placed it on the table, and stood—it was time to put the men in their place. Lucky for them they stood—pulling money from pockets to pay the bill. 


  “Amen, they’re leaving,” she said.


  “I wanted to see the lady cop kick ass,” Lucinda said, excited to see Stella take control.


  The three men stood for a few seconds, when one said, “Finish the story.”


  One man, with his amplified voice and a bright green sportscoat that had to come from a big and tall men’s store, said, “I told her. Let’s play crawdad—pinch tail and suck a little head.”


  The second he spoke, Lucy’s blood boiled. “I’ve heard that before.” Her eyes got glassy, face pale, hands shaking, and her fingers curled her hair over her ears. She steadied herself at the table, then Lucinda took control and followed the men into the hotel lobby.


  Stella knew the look, it was the same as when Lucy returned from a session with Dr. Griffin. She quickly followed and found Lucy standing aimlessly in the center of the front desk. 


  The men gathered at a lobby bar and continued their crude explicit storytelling.


  “What’s going on?” Stella asked Lucy, holding her by the arm. “You okay?”


  “I’m fine. I don’t recognize that fat fuck, but the voice and that crawdad bullshit really set me off. I need to get his name,” she said, taking steps toward the man.


  Stella held her back, telling her there might be an easier way to get his name. Looking over at the front desk, Stella made eye contact with a woman who stood behind the clerks. She got closer and saw her name tag identified her as the “Front Desk Assistant Manager.” 


  “Excuse me,” Stella said, flipping her badge off her belt.


  The woman’s eyes widened, and she stood alert. “How can I help you?”


  Stella quietly instructed her to look over her shoulder at the man in the green sportscoat, standing at the bar. “Do you know if that man is staying in your hotel?”


  “Yes—he’s with a convention,” she said. “I think he’s the group leader.”


  “I need his name,” Stella said, with a stern look on her face.


  “Is this police business?”


  “Yes, it is,” Stella said, waving Lucy over.


  The assistant manager checked the records and came back with a folder. “His name is John Foster, Jr. He’s here with a convention.”


  Lucy’s eyes watered. “That’s Johnny, my friend Karen’s brother.”


  Stella gently turned Lucy’s face toward her. “Is that the guy?”


  Lucy nodded her head. “Yes—it’s been a long time, but I never forget.”


  Stella remembered all the times she sat with Lucy pouring her heart out on a bench in Jackson Square, about a teenager molesting her when she was only ten years old.


  “I need his address,” Stella told the assistant manager.


  She refused, saying it was against company policy. Stella placed her badge eye level to the woman, reiterating, “I’m a cop.”


  “Sorry, it’s company policy,” the woman said, placing the open folder on the counter in clear view of Stella. “Excuse me for a second.” Then she walked away.


  Stella wrote down the street address for John Foster Jr. in Tupelo, Mississippi.


  Closing the folder, Stella gave the assistant manager a wink, as she walked back to the counter. The woman returned a nod and a smile. 


  Back at the table, Darlene questioned why Lucy had followed the man. Stella jumped in, saying she thought he was an old neighborhood friend. 


  Lucy rolled her eyes and said, “But he wasn’t.”


  The women finished their meals and paid the bill, leaving a generous tip for the waiter.


  “Are you ready?” Lucy asked. Her anxiety vanished as quickly as it appeared, and so did Lucinda. Lucy held each of their hands, making a circle around the table. “I trust you both, but you have to promise not to discuss the location or the people you might meet.” 


  Darlene and Stella squeezed hands and gave a nod up and down.


  Lucy drove with Darlene, while Stella followed in an unmarked police vehicle. Turning onto Burdette Street, the old neighborhood had seen better days, until they reached the next corner. Lucy parked curbside at what had been an old rundown house but was now a beautiful park with hundred-year-old oak trees standing tall in the center. There were colorful benches, a walking path, and swing sets for kids. Next door was a concrete archway, once the entrance to a run-down school, now freshly painted with gardens leading to the main house.


  Lucy stood on the corner, pointing out things that had been deplorable condition and were now transformed to something of beauty. Hopefully, the neighboring area would follow, she boasted proudly. Darlene and Stella congratulated Lucy on her dream come true. They weren’t sure how she’d pulled it off and had no intention of asking. 


  They followed a brick path through a stucco arch to the main entrance of the house. While touring the property, the women passed four men. Stella noticed they were packing firearms, something a cop notices quickly, even though they wore jackets. Lucy eased Stella’s mind, saying they were guards protecting the women and children from their abusers.


  Stella got close to Lucy’s ear when she stopped to point out some flowers. “Are you aware these men have gang-related tattoos?” 


  “Yes, Stella. Like I said, they’re guards.”


  “But they’re not legal to carry guns,” Stella fired back, as the ladies reached the landing.


  “I didn’t say they were legal, just guards.” Lucy opened the front door. “Look what I’ve done to the inside,” Lucy said, changing the subject as she pointed out the interior transformation. 


  They were met by Wanda. Lucy introduced the women to her mother, who looked after the day-to-day operations. She made sure the woman ate properly and went to counseling, a specially funded program donated by Councilman Sam Algarotti. Wanda pointed out dorm rooms that were at full capacity. 


  “These desperate women show up at churches for help,” Lucy said. “We take in as many as possible, but we are having problems helping these women return to society.”


  “Of course,” Stella broke in, a slight smile about a serious issue. “Who would want to leave this place?”


  Lucy was quick to point out that the backlog of domestic cases in the courts slowed things down. The women could only leave the safehouse to start a new life after their abusers went to trial and were put away. “Otherwise, they show up here badly beaten, and those are the lucky ones. The rest go straight to the morgue.”


  Lucy knew the question was coming and was prepared when Stella asked how she funded the place. It was the same answer to everyone: solely on donations from some good people of the community. 


  Stella made that grin again. “If I ever run for political office, I want you for a campaign manager.”


  “Deal,” Lucy said.


  A scratchy voice blurted over Wanda’s radio that she carried at her side, “Ms. Wanda, we have a situation at Whispering Oaks.”


  “I’m on my way,” Wanda said, and the ladies followed.


  Whispering Oaks, a seating area used for reading and meditating, was to the rear of the property away from the street noise. It backed up against what was the old school basketball court.


  When Wanda reached the area at the far end of the yard, security had a man pinned against the fence. 


  “Ralph Dearman,” one of the men holding him said.


  “I’ve been clean for two weeks,” Ralph said politely. “I want to see my wife and son.”


  Wanda kept it low-key with unexpected company viewing. Lucy watched and let Wanda handle the situation; she was good at defusing problems.


  “Now Ralph, you know you can’t see them until a judge hears your case,” Wanda spoke respectively, then Ralph snapped.


  “I want to see them, bitch!”


  “Why, Ralph?” Wanda got in his face. “So you can throw your wife down a flight of stairs? Again! Lock your son in a closet because you don’t like the sound of his video game?”


  “Ms. Wanda, I called a taxi.” The guards holding him nodded at a yellow cab that had pulled to the curb.


  “That’s good. He shouldn’t drive,” Stella said.


  Lucy gave Wanda a side look. “Yeah, best for him to cool off before he drives.”


  The men holding Ralph’s arms walked him to the taxi.


  “Mr. Dearman, how did you find this place?” Wanda asked politely, hoping to get information on who breached the location.


  With his head twisted back at Wanda, he shouted, “Anna’s friend who dropped her off gave it up. After I beat the crap out of her.”


  “What an asshole,” Stella said. “Give me a minute with him?” She pushed forward. “Take him home—before I put him down like the sick dog he is.”


  Ralph was stuffed in the back seat of the taxi, the doors slammed, and the car took off.


  Wanda called on her radio for someone to find Anna Dearman and bring her to the office. Lucy gave her a look, and Wanda shifted her shoulders in an upward position. “Need an address on this woman Ralph beat? We’ll make room for her if need be.”


  The yellow cab drove down St. Charles Avenue, while two of the guards followed with Ralph’s car. The taxi turned onto River Drive, with Ralph kicking the back seat demanding to be let out. He threatened to jump out if the driver didn’t stop. The driver said, “Jump,” then stepped on the gas, hitting River Drive at sixty miles per hour. 


  A few blocks from the Mississippi River, the cab pulled into a warehouse, then the overhead doors were closed. It was dark until Ralph’s eyes adjusted. His first vision was two men escorting him out of the car into a musty-smelling office. With a gun pointed at his head, he didn’t move while one man tied his hands to a steel pipe going across the ceiling. 


  The cab driver was paid like he always was. His yellow car looked like a taxi but was long out of commission.


  Out of the shadows of the poorly lighted room, Felipe Cruz stepped in front of the man with hanging arms stretched, feet barely touching the ground.


  “Understand you beat women,” Felipe said, twirling what looked like a black billy club, tightly held with gloved hands.


  “Who are you?” Ralph’s shaky voice asked.


  “That house is very important to me,” Felipe said. “Can’t have you shining a light on my operation.”


  “What are you talking about?” Ralph was trying to keep his eyes focused on Felipe as he walked around circling him.


  “Ever been up north to the Angola prison rodeo?” Felipe asked.


  Ralph was not sure the question concerned his dilemma and answered cautiously. “No.”


  Felipe continued to circle, flipping the black rod in his hand, rattling on about rodeo bulls that weighed over fifteen hundred pounds. Ralph fixed his eyes on his attacker and the rod he held. Felipe continued to walk around and around—then stopped.


  “Know what they do to a stubborn bull?” Before Ralph could respond, the black pole was stuck between Ralph’s legs. No pain for Ralph until Felipe pressed the switch and delivered a short, localized shock of fifteen hundred volts.


  “That’s right, a cattle prod like this one,” Felipe said. “It’ll stop a two-thousand-pound bull in its tracks.” Felipe flipped the switch. 


  Ralph let out a cry—a horrifying sound. His legs shook, his hands jumped, and his head bounced from side to side. “What do you want?”


  “If you ever go looking for your wife and son again—you’re dead,” Felipe said, zapping him again, this time a little longer. “Do you hear me?”


  Ralph couldn’t talk. Shook his head up and down. His pants, scorched at the inner thigh, left him shaking his legs to cool down.


  “Don’t even drive by. Understand?”


  Ralph mumbled, “No problem.”


  Felipe put the cattle prod into a leather sack, tucked the gloves in, and pulled the zipper closed. Ralph was unhooked from the pipe and dropped to the ground.


  “Your car is out front,” Felipe said. “Don’t give me a reason to light you up again.”


  Ralph balanced himself upright with a chair, brushed himself off, as Felipe and crew walked away making jokes.


  “That was fun,” Felipe said. “I hope he screws up again—really soon.”




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 12


   


   


  Lucy quickly sat up in bed. The fall weather penetrated the old apartment with coolness throughout the house, yet Lucy’s nightgown was soaked with sweat. Her heavy breathing subsided. Morning brightness flowed through the sheer drapes, allowing her to focus on the mirror across the room, which reflected hair sticking to her face, damp from perspiration.


  With her fingers, she curled her hair and listened to an overpowering voice in her head. So, what are you going to do about Johnny Foster? Your nightmares will continue until your fear is addressed. 


  Lucinda had control. If Lucy didn’t fight back, she’d get suppressed into her subconscious mind, leaving Lucinda in charge.


  She brushed her damp hair from her face and put a robe on, as the cool air sent chills through her body. A hot shower helped, and a warm hairdryer fluffed her red hair in place, enough to go downstairs and make coffee.


  Wanda spent nights at the Royal Street apartment and days at Burdette House, overseeing activities, keeping the ladies healthy in body and mind, and also safe. She was in the kitchen with breakfast started when Lucy arrived. 


  “Good morning,” Wanda said.


  Lucy rolled her eyes. 


  Wanda frowned. “Bad night?”


  Lucy shook her head up and down. “On a scale of one to ten, it’s a twelve.”


  Lucy wavered around a subject she’d avoided discussing with Wanda for years. A secret she and her friend, Karen, had kept to themselves. A secret Karen took to her grave or to her death as her body was never found.


  “What do you know about Johnny Foster?”


  “Enough to keep you away from him and his father,” Wanda said. “You and Karen were close as kids, then we moved away.”


  Lucy poured a cup of coffee and sat at the kitchen table. “Did we move away because Karen went missing?”


  Wanda wasn’t prepared for that question. “No, we moved because of Daddy’s new job,” Wanda looked to see Lucy’s reaction. “To be closer to work.”


  Lucy asked more questions. They hadn’t talked about this in years and Wanda still gave vague answers.


  “I saw Johnny yesterday.”


  Wanda stopped halfway through her steps to the table. Her eyes blinked rapidly, her mind wondered about Johnny and the horrible things his father had done to her. There was no doubt in her mind that Johnny followed his father’s footsteps and caused Lucy’s nightmares.


  “You did?” Wanda asked. 


  “He’s staying at the Royal Sonesta, in charge of some convention.”


  Wanda said she was late and needed to get to Burdette House, the ladies were waiting. She passed through the salon, waving at the customers and making small talk, but her mind was focused on the Foster family history.


  Lucy sat and pondered over her nightmare, then made a call to Dr. Griffin for an appointment. Seeing Johnny brought up memories, something the doctor could dig into, no matter how insignificant “pinch tail and suck a little head” sounded. 


  She headed upstairs to get dressed to meet with Felipe at Burdette House, their standard meeting the first Thursday of every month.


  The drive to Burdette was short, and Wanda couldn’t stop thinking of Johnny and his father. She called the entire family the scum of the earth. The inbred mother married her cousin so the traditional family values continued. They were always in trouble but never arrested. Some said he would barter with the local police and they weren’t always interested in cash payments for favors. John, the father, was hair-raising creepy. He’d find the weakness in cops and exploit it to the fullest. Women, young girls, or boys were some of their preferences and John fed their fantasies—for loyalty.


  Wanda lived on the poorest side of Tupelo, Mississippi, and one day while her husband was out looking for work, she shoplifted some groceries—she wasn’t proud of her actions but had to contribute to the family. She made it to the bus stop only to be stopped by John. He had seen everything. A ham tied to a belt under her dress, numerous items in her pockets, including a bottle of whiskey. She had walked to a checkout counter staffed by a young fellow and paid for some feminine products, knowing his embarrassment would get her items bagged quickly and her out of the store. 


  John told her his silence would cost her. That was the first time she was forced to have sex with him. The embarrassment, if anyone discovered she’d stolen groceries to put food on her table, was far less than the price she’d pay for John’s silence. 


  Then John came back a week later for seconds. Refusal to his advances got her two blows to her ribs, and he forced himself on her. She could have told her husband, but it would have resulted in another beating. John would say it was her fault from the start. A call to the police didn’t matter. There would be no investigation—they were all on John’s payroll.


  Wanda snapped out of her daydream when she arrived at Burdette House, not sure how she got there. It was one drive that her mind took over, not remembering passing traffic lights or turning the corner on the way—it was scary. But yet, she arrived safely.


  Things seemed as normal as could be in a house full of battered women and children. She went to a meeting, sitting with counselors and a man who acted as the head of security. He was one of Felipe’s thugs who oversaw the night patrol—Felipe’s contribution to keeping Burdette House safe while washing his drug money.


  She listened to each update by the employees, but her mind was on Johnny Foster in the city at a convention. She excused herself. During the drive back to the Royal Street apartment, she passed Lucy heading to Burdette House—they didn’t make eye contact.


  Wanda entered the salon through the rear door and motioned to one of her loyal beauticians. “Sweetie,” she whispered, using the nickname the salon ladies called her.


  “Yes, ma’am?” the young woman answered, walking over to her.


  “What do you wear to a convention?” Wanda asked.


  “Well, that depends,” Sweetie said, wrinkling her nose. “If you want to attract attention and let your girls hang out—I’d go with your red dress. If not, wear the black dress.”


  “I don’t think it’s that kind of convention.”


  “Are you looking to impress someone?” Sweetie gave her a one eyebrow look.


  “I need to get his attention; he’s twenty years younger.”


  “The red dress! It’ll attract him like a magnet,” Sweetie said. With a grin on her face, she walked away, mumbling. “Look at Ms. Wanda—going to get her a young stud.”


  Wanda pulled the red dress out of the plastic bag that hung behind the bedroom door. She put a comb to her hair and teased it higher than normal. 


  “Hair must be high to accent the red dress,” she said to herself.


  When she looked in the mirror, she agreed with Sweetie. Twenty years younger didn’t matter; the dress would seek men—hopefully Johnny Foster.


  She made a stop at a cupboard. Her old friend, Vivien Bluff the psychic, had a bag of tricks that Lucy inherited when she bought the salon. She fumbled through the bag and found what she wanted, then headed out front for her ride. 


  The taxi driver was a regular the salon called on rainy days. He agreed to drive her to the Royal Sonesta. It was four blocks away and a beautiful sunny day. Most people would want to walk—but not with heels on. The taxi pulled curbside; the hotel valet opened the rear door. The driver refused to take money from Wanda, saying, “Catch me next time.” The valet reached for Wanda’s hand and helped her out. He directed her to the Grand Ballroom where the convention was held.


  At Burdette House, Lucy sat in the plush office she’d decorated. She smiled at the drapes, accent pieces, a Persian rug, and an antique desk she sweet-talked one of her night visitors into donating. Lucy would never kiss and tell on her night customers but used them to her benefit. 


  Felipe Cruz arrived with an overnight Louis Vuitton bag and made his way to the office. 


  “Good morning, my lady,” Felipe said.


  Lucy gave a smile. “Good morning.”


  She complimented him on his attire, something she’d worked on for a while. He had come a long way from dressing like a thug. No more jeans, T-shirts with profanity, high-top rubber shoes, and exposed tattoos. Now, he could mix with the best of men at the country club, if you didn’t piss him off—then he’d be nothing more than a well-dressed thug. His attitude was something Lucy couldn’t fix.


  Felipe placed the bag on her desk. “The bag is for you—a little gift.”


  “Well, thank you,” Lucy said. She unzipped the bag and peeked inside.


  “The contents, well—do what you do,” Felipe said.


  “How much?”


  “Three million.”


  “I can have it washed in ten days,” Lucy said, zipping the bag up.


  She placed it in a tall safe usually used for rifles and used both hands to close the heavy steel door.


  Lucy leaned against the desk in front of Felipe and explained two items of business that needed addressing. Councilman Sam Algarotti wanted two blocks of Magazine Street renovated for shopping and restaurants. The plan was simple. Felipe buys and renovates the property, and the councilmembers guarantee tenants.


  “He also wants us to back him for mayor of New Orleans,” Lucy said, stepping back to her desk chair.


  Felipe leaned over the desk. “Think he can win?” 


  Lucy looked up at the ceiling and thought it over. “With the improvement of Burdette Street, and if you go for the Magazine Street project,” she paused, “his platform would be how he improved the city with taxpaying economic businesses.”


  “If he wins—we have a mayor in our back pocket,” Felipe said with a smile.


  “You can’t keep parking cash in your shell corporations,” Lucy pointed out. “Real estate is the way to go. One company buys the property, sells it at a higher price to your other company, jack up construction prices, and when all is said and done, you washed four or five million dollars.”


  “And I own two blocks of Magazine Street.” Felipe smiled. “Let’s do it.”


  Lucy asked a favor, and it was a big one to involve Felipe. Find Johnny Foster at the convention and bring him to the River Drive warehouse. Lucy let loose with information she’d never shared but needed Felipe to understand the seriousness of what she was asking.


  Without hesitation, Felipe agreed and left with a name and a description of an overweight man, blondish hair, and a thin beard.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 13


   


   


  It didn’t take long for Wanda to attract lookers once she entered the Grand Ballroom of the hotel. The convention for heavy equipment was in full bloom. Overdressed for this group, she quickly made a friend at the bar. His name tag said Perry. Asking around for Johnny Foster, the bartender pointed him out across the room. 


  She could see why Lucy picked him out by his voice—time had not been good to him. Not that he was ever a head turner—not even as a teenager.


  Keeping one eye on Johnny, she romanced Perry, who had a few too many complimentary drinks at the bar. He pulled his barstool closer, and they giggled—at nothing. Touchy-feely was Wanda’s move for attention, and Perry ate it up. She leaned into him and whispered in his ear. He gave a smile, stepped away, and staggered toward Johnny. 


  His arm around Johnny’s shoulder, he pointed Wanda’s way. Johnny couldn’t resist the lure of the red dress. Perry introduced them, and a slow smile crossed her face. Wanda worked him like a Bourbon Street hustler and ordered two drinks from the bartender.


  “Where are you from, big boy?” Wanda asked.


  “Tupelo, Mississippi.”


  “No way,” Wanda said with a grin from ear to ear.


  She played the game of twenty questions, asking where he grew up, what school he went to, and finally his parents’ names. That’s when she did her Academy Awards performance.


  “My God! You’re Johnny Foster,” she said. “I’m Wanda Jones, my late husband was Edgar.” She rested her hand on his thigh, then bent into him. His eyes never left her cleavage, just like she’d planned.


  “Your husband passed away?”


  She nodded her head and reached in at her shoulder to pull a bra strap up. Johnny didn’t miss the opportunity for a good peek and just about lost it at the bar.


  Johnny fiddled with his drink. “There is someone upstairs who would love to see you.”


  “Why? I have you right here,” she said. As much as it repulsed her, she ran a finger from his thigh to his knee.


  “I know he’d like to see you.”


  “Who?”


  “My dad.”


  Wanda stopped all motion; her eyes flickered. She couldn’t have heard him correctly. “Your dad?”


  “Yeah, he’s up in the suite.”


  Wanda worked her magic, touching the man she’d wanted to kill for so many years. He was the root of Lucy’s problems since childhood. She gave Johnny a pass on her intentions when he got his dad on the phone. All Johnny told his father was that he was sending an old friend to his room.


  The walk to the elevator gave Wanda time to think. She’d come for Johnny to end Lucy’s nightmares but to have a face to face with his father, John, after all these years—that would be sweet revenge. 


  As Johnny and Wanda waited for the elevator doors to open, she spotted Felipe. What the hell is he doing here? ran through her mind.


  Felipe gave her a glance and kept walking. It was his lucky day, he was sure it was Johnny Foster holding Wanda by the arm.


  The elevator doors opened. Johnny gave her the suite number and sent her up. The elevator doors opened on the top floor, and the suite was visible at the end of the hallway. 


  She knocked once, and the door opened slightly, so she stepped in, announcing, “Hello? Anyone home?”


  From across the room, a voice shouted, “Holy crap. Wanda Jones.”


  “Hello, John,” she said, her stomach flipping, wishing she’d had a few more Old Fashioneds at the bar.


  They had cocktails and talked. At first, he sat across from her, then he sat next to her on the sofa, placing his drink on the glass coffee table. She kept the conversation upbeat, staying away from the painful times she’d had with the creep. 


  Wanda picked up his drink. “Another Jack and water?”


  “Why not? I’m not driving.”


  Her back to John, she talked about the old neighborhood while mixing his drink. Her body blocked the bar cart in the corner of the room from John. Doing her best to remember Vivien Bluff’s directions on administering what she called “the end to deadly sinners.” Alcohol diminished the bitterness, she recalled. Another two ounces of Jack Daniel’s poured carefully, while mixing the chalky substance along with ice. Returning with his drink, she went easy on herself and had a glass of wine. 


  With the drinks placed on the coffee table, she unzipped her dress in the back about three inches. At sixty, Wanda still had a body working for her, she’d just never come across a man that was worthy. The opening of the zipper in the back allowed her top to shimmy down a little, exposing more cleavage. John fell for it—as she knew he would. He took a sip of his drink, but his eyes never left her.


  “We did have some good times,” John said.


  Wanda wanted to spit in his face; it wasn’t the way she remembered. She came to settle a score with Johnny—lucked out and got him, so she played along. Not so lucky for him. Patting the disgusting man’s chest, she gave him false confidence. He reacted like an eighteen-year-old. He whispered in her ear to take their drinks to the bedroom. She said she’d love to but had to attend to an issue at the front desk. 


  She batted her eyelashes. “We’ll go to the bedroom as soon as I get back. I have to meet someone.” She looked at her watch. It had been fifteen minutes since she made his second cocktail. She cuddled up to him and took one last shot at convincing him to drink up.


  He finally took the bait. “Let’s go,” he said. “Point this asshole out to me.” Then he knocked back the rest of the drink—every drop.


  She zipped up and took John by the arm. They strolled down the hallway as he balanced himself, holding on to the wall with one arm around Wanda’s waist. A bell sounded, the elevator doors opened, and Wanda let him step in first. He grabbed a rail for support. There were no cameras in the hall but in the elevator, there were two. She stepped to the other side, as if she wasn’t with him. 


  With a small compact from her purse, she put it in front of her face and applied lipstick. It was well planned so the camera wouldn’t see her lips moving. “Do you believe in karma?”


  “What?” John said, holding tightly to the rail.


  “Karma, you know—what goes around comes around.”


  Wanda’s expression dramatically changed, and he noticed. 


  “Maybe,” he slurred. John’s legs buckled; he clutched his chest. “Bitch—you put something in my drink.” 


  The elevator doors opened. She closed the compact and smiled. “The pain will go away any second, then you’ll be dead.”


  Wanda had reached the valet by the time John stepped from the elevator. He moved slowly, and the elevator doors hit him on each shoulder and popped back open. Two more steps, and he reached for a tall, concrete flowerpot for support. Panicky, his hand grasped the pot but only came up with loose soil as he fell to the floor.


  Wanda heard people screaming as she waited for a taxi. Someone said, “He must have had a heart attack.”


  Another screamed, “He’s dead.”


  A smile broadened on Wanda’s face. A conventioneer died of a heart attack was what the Times-Picayune newspaper article would read in the morning—barely noticed, buried on page ten. By evening, John Foster’s death would be forgotten.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 14


   


   


  When Johnny Foster put Wanda in the elevator, he stepped back face to face with three thugs. Felipe pulled his coat back, revealing a silver-handled revolver stuck in his belt. One of his crew took Johnny by the arm and walked him out to a car waiting in valet parking. Twenty bucks had been slipped to the guy in the red vest and the car stayed parked near the front door. That quickly, Johnny’s life became turbulent.


  At the River Drive warehouse, Felipe and two of his top crew members worked on Johnny Foster. His hands were tied over his head to a steel pipe that ran the length of the building. Well supported, it held Johnny off the ground a few inches, enough for him to wiggle and stand on the tips of his toes. Soon he’d get tired and his arms would weaken. Then he’d just hang from the pipe.


  “I understand you like to play crawfish,” Felipe shouted. “Pinch tail and suck a little head.” He walked around Johnny a few times swinging his favorite black stun gun baton. “Really original, Johnny.” 


  He screamed a few times, begging for them to tell him what they wanted. He got no reply. Felipe enjoyed tormenting him and continued circling. Johnny’s eyes tried to follow the best he could, but there was always that one blind spot—that’s what he feared the most.


  Felipe enlightened him about the rules. He’d ask the questions. When Johnny gave the wrong answers, Felipe would play the Mexican pinata game on Johnny’s rib cage.


  “When you were a teenager,” Felipe paused, “did you molest Lucy Jones?”


  “Is that what this is about?”


  With two hands gripping the baton, Felipe landed the first blow into Johnny’s stomach. 


  “You don’t get to ask the questions.” 


  “Again, did you molest Lucy Jones? Think before answering.”


  “No,” Johnny said, and before he could prepare for another blow, the baton landed in his rib cage—a solid hit.


  In severe pain, Johnny pulled his legs up to his chest. “I didn’t—but I know who did.”


  “Let’s start there,” Felipe said, pulling a step stool closer—then looked him in the eye. 


  Johnny was prepared to tell them but wanted to be cut loose from the pipe. Felipe nodded to one of his men, and they sat him in a chair. Johnny held his ribs, his clothes dirty, like he’d spent the night in an alley off Bourbon Street.


  “Talking could get me killed,” Johnny said. “Why now, after so many years?”


  Felipe pressed the button of the baton stun gun and hit Johnny in the chest with a low voltage—enough to get his attention.


  Johnny doubled over. Then he talked but denied he had anything to do with molesting anyone. His job had been to lure his sister, Karen, to an old Tupelo paper mill, which had been closed for years. Karen walked the same route home, except this day Lucy was with her. Johnny buried himself on the floorboard of the truck and pointed the girls out. Two men snatched them.


  When Felipe couldn’t get names of the two men, he hit Johnny with a little higher voltage. 


  When Johnny’s body stopped shaking, he pleaded, “It’s been twenty-five years—let it die.”


  “You think time will heal it?” Felipe hit him again.


  About to hit him again, Johnny raised his hand to Felipe and said, “They’re cops.”


  Felipe pulled up a chair in front of Johnny with the baton across his legs. “I’m listening.”


  Johnny took a deep breath and something he’d buried for years flowed, as if he wanted to tell someone. “The men used a low dose of chloroform on the girls to daze them. I took them by their hands and led them into the old building. At the rear was a big incinerator. When the mill was in full operation, everything from wood to paper was burned, even garbage from the kitchen. Karen and Lucy were blindfolded, and I handed them off to the men.” Johnny stopped and hid his hands at his face.


  “Who were the men?” Felipe asked. He shook Johnny’s knee. “Go ahead, let it out.”


  “Sheriff Miller.”


  Felipe looked at his crew, his teeth grinding. He was a lot of things, but molesting children was not one of them. This really hit home, as he protected many kids from that life in his community.


  “The other man?”


  Johnny’s eyes roamed the room, his head uncontrollably shook from side to side. “My father.”


  The story was out, and Johnny sucked in air through his nose to calm down. Then he detailed what happened when he handed off the two girls and he stepped aside. “Sheriff Miller held them by their hands, and my father opened the steel doors of the incinerator. The heat from the roaring fire was intense. The sheriff picked up Karen and threw her into the fire. My father stood there and assisted in killing his own child.”


  The story hit too close to home for Felipe. He was a dangerous thug who would kill a person for looking at him wrong, but he also had a soft side and these details got to him.


  “Why?”


  Johnny stood, straightened his legs. Walking, he spewed information he’d held in for years. His father supplied teenagers for sex for many people in the community. That was his living—pimping out kids. Nothing was off limits—not even his own daughter.


  Felipe wanted to dig deeper, and Johnny was willing. He was offered bottled water, and he accepted. Johnny forgot or was perhaps thankful for the beating Felipe gave him, allowing the truth to come out.


  Karen turned out to be one of the sheriff’s regulars. It all came to a halt when she revealed to her schoolteacher that a man of the law molested her, and she thought she was pregnant. In confidence, the teacher asked her neighbor, a police officer, to investigate the problem. Three days later, the schoolteacher was the victim of a hit and run in front of her house—she died in the street. The case had little investigative work, and the file was closed. There were many cops on the sheriff’s payroll, and their job was to protect him.


  Johnny looked relieved—the horror story finally out. His anger was deeply driven, and he shouted, out of control, “I couldn’t do anything to help her. That monster helped kill his own daughter.”


  Felipe dug deeper about what happened to Lucy, and Johnny gave it up easily. “Lucy escaped physical harm by luck. My father wanted to throw Lucy in the fire too. One girl gone missing, the sheriff could cover up. He held my father back by his shirt. The concern was that two missing teenagers might attract the feds, and that was something the sheriff didn’t want to tackle. With the incinerator door opened again, Lucy kicked and screamed as my father pushed her closer.” 


  Just talking about the horror brought back the pungent smell of Karen’s flesh burning and Lucy screaming that she’d never tell. Johnny ran off to the side of the room and vomited. 


  Felipe had a change of heart with Johnny. Fifteen minutes earlier, he was ready to beat the information out of him and drop his body in the swamp for the alligators.


  “She was terrified and kept her silence,” Johnny said, taking a swig of water, refreshing his mouth, then spitting the water on the floor. “Where do we go from here?”


  Felipe thought for a second. “I have a detective friend who might help. If not, I’ll drive to Tupelo and kill the fucking sheriff myself.”


  Johnny loaded up in Felipe’s ride with his crew. Arriving at Burdette House, they escorted Johnny to Lucy’s office. She was at her desk with Councilman Sam Algarotti when Felipe gave a nod from the doorway. Her eyes shifted to the right, and Felipe moved to a sitting area at a bay window. When Johnny passed the doorway, Lucy had a hard time keeping her composure and excused herself.


  Catching up with them, she got in Felipe’s face. “What the hell?” She only knew Johnny because the hotel clerk pointed him out. She had no clue why Felipe would bring him to the house. “Men have to be screened before being allowed in this house.”


  “Lucy, it’s me, Johnny Foster,” he said.


  Felipe held her by the arm and walked her back to the office, “You’re going to want to hear him out.”


  “So he can tell me how much fun he had molesting me?”


  “Lucy,” Felipe said, holding her against the wall, “I think we uncovered the answer to your nightmares.”


  “My nightmares?” An angry face surfaced, as Lucy felt Lucinda pushing forward. “What do you know about my nightmares?”


  “Just what you told me—when you asked me to snatch the guy.”


  “Sorry, I don’t remember going into such details,” Lucy said, taking a deep breath. She hated when her mind played tricks on her. 


  Dr. Griffin had warned her. “Your mind can go blank from traumatic sufferings. Losing memory of a simple conversation isn’t uncommon.”


  Lucy arranged with the councilman to buy two blocks of Magazine Street and she would back him in the mayor’s race. 


  With a kiss on the cheek, he embraced Lucy. “We’re going to reinvent the area. Something the city will be proud of.”


  “Sure thing—Mr. Mayor to be,” Lucy smiled. 


  He had no idea where Lucy’s money came from nor did he care. In the world of politics, it was all about winning. Councilman Sam Algarotti kept his eye on winning the mayor’s race—how he did it didn’t matter.


  No one believed Lucy’s success came from hard work—it bothered her to a point. Even with unlimited cash, not everyone could build what she had—she wanted credit for the vision of doing good for the community—regardless of how the money came her way.


  The office doors were closed after housekeeping placed a platter of cookies, a pot of hot water, and an assortment of teas on the round table across from Lucy’s desk.


  Felipe started the conversation, then turned it over to Johnny. The big brute broke down several times when talking about Karen. Lucy didn’t allow emotions to cloud her thoughts as she absorbed every word of Johnny’s statement. 


  Lucy slipped one hand to her hair and twisted a long piece around a finger. She forced herself to stop and took a deep breath, not allowing Lucinda to take control.


  “Your father helped kill Karen?” Lucy asked, shaking her head from side to side. “He’s one sick bastard. That still doesn’t leave you off the hook,” Lucy shot back.


  Johnny pleaded for her to believe that he’d never touched her as a teenager. Yes, he flirted and tried, but nothing ever happened. 


  Lucy reacted, screaming, “People raped me. A blindfold didn’t stop the feeling of your heavy body and that cheap dime-store cologne you said made you feel like a man.”


  Johnny licked his lips, about to divulge the very information that threatened death to him if he spoke out. He reached across the table to hold Lucy’s hands. She tried to pull away, but he overcame. “After Karen was killed, I was forced to take you to a tool room, but I never touched you”


  “Who then?!” Lucy shouted, to the point that a security guard opened her office door. She waved him off, then took a deep breath. “Tell me, who did it?”


  Johnny squirmed in his seat. He looked at Felipe, shaking his head up and down. It was time for Johnny to let all the truth out. “I walked you into the tool room many times with a sack over your head.” He covered his face with his hands. “I’m so sorry. I should have done something.”


  “Who raped me?” Lucy asked in a whisper, pulling him closer by his hands.


  “Sheriff Miller,” Johnny paused. “And my father.”


  Lucy abruptly let go of his hands. They both fell back into their chairs.


  Johnny didn’t take his eyes off Lucy. He could see the pain on her face. “That sweet, cheap cologne, both the sheriff and my dad loved that crap—they all but bathed in it. I’d sneak some at the time because I wanted to be like them.”


  The phone rang. Lucy said she had to take the call. It might be Mario—she’d contacted him for help. She answered the phone to Stella’s voice. A welcoming call, but this was bad timing for a personal chat. Stella was on the job. She rattled off information about a case and Mario—it brought a smile to Lucy’s face.


  “I understand,” Lucy said and slowly hung up. Resting her hands on the table, she stood proudly. “I have some good news—Detective DeLuca is on his way to hear Johnny’s story first hand—and even better news—Johnny’s father died of a heart attack.”




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 15


   


   


  Felipe Cruz was long gone when Detective Mario DeLuca arrived at Burdette House. He flipped his badge at the front door. He recognized the security person from mugshots—a scum bag who worked for Felipe. Mario had arrested him a few times, only for a high-priced attorney to intervene and he walked—never seeing the inside of a prison. Mario didn’t give him the time of day and brushed past, wishing he’d say something—even “good afternoon” could make him punch the guy out. 


  Mario found Lucy in her office with Johnny Foster, looking a little green around the gills, clothes crumpled like he slept in them, and favoring his left rib cage. “Taking in battered men now?”


  “Hello to you too, detective,” Lucy said, giving him a kiss on the cheek.


  Felipe was gone from the premises, so it was best not to be face to face with Mario. A warrant had not been issued for Felipe’s arrest. Suspicion of ripping off Fang Lee’s drugs and guns still hung over his head. He wasn’t taking any changes to provoke Mario until everything worked itself out. That meant until the police found something to charge Fang with or someone else to take the fall. Felipe didn’t plan that someone to be him.


  “Detective DeLuca,” Lucy said. “This is Johnny Foster.”


  Mario looked at Lucy in a panic. “We have cops looking for this guy.” 


  Johnny’s eyes widened. “Why?” 


  Mario glanced at him, then back to Lucy. “Your father,” he said and stopped.


  “About him being dead?” Johnny said, standing. “Good, happy to hear it.”


  Mario paced the floor, “That’s not the kind of talk you want to be telling a detective.”


  Johnny let all the frustrations of the day out. “Fuck him.”


  Lucy got Johnny and Mario to sit, and she repeated the story, having Johnny highlight the involvement of his father and the sheriff. A half-hour later, Mario’s head was spinning with questions. 


  “An out-of-state murder should be reported to the local authorities,” Mario said, then stopped. “But the sheriff might be dirty.”


  “There is no doubt,” Johnny said. “Sheriff Miller is dirty.”


  Mario’s mind was on a roll. “Someone above the sheriff—feds or US Marshals.”


  Lucy suggested Mario take a ride to Tupelo and sit with the sheriff. Pump him with questions, get him nervous. Some bullshit story of a New Orleans teenager gone missing that might tie to Karen Foster in Mississippi—who went missing years earlier. Play up a serial killer hunch. Mario admitted Lucy had something. Solid proof would be needed before going over a sheriff’s head. 


  Mario took Johnny by the arm. “For now, we have to go downtown. Stella caught the case, and you’ll have to explain your whereabouts this morning.”


  “Not a problem,” Johnny said, lifting his shirt. “I’ve got bruises to prove where I’ve been.”


  Lucy gave Johnny a head shake—left to right. He quickly recovered the conversation saying he fell in the shower. “I was told my father died of a heart attack.”


  “It looks that way,” Mario said. “We’re waiting for the coroner’s report.”


  “So, for now,” Johnny smirked, “you’re just fishing.”


  Mario didn’t answer. 


  The door opened and Wanda entered with an afternoon greeting. Mario excused himself and walked out. 


  Johnny, one step behind him, locked eyes with Wanda. Her face quickly turned a pale white. Johnny and Detective Mario together weren’t good. Johnny looked equally concerned to run into her for a second time that day. Mario pulled him along.


  Lucy rehashed John Foster’s death with Wanda. She sipped on tea at the table, asking questions, as if she didn’t know the answers. Wanda’s mission had succeeded, and the sick bastard was dead. There was no reason to boast that Wanda was responsible—not even to Lucy.


  Downtown, Mario questioned Johnny. He stuck to his story of being at the convention during the hours of the estimated time of his father’s death. Many people had seen Johnny that day, and detectives on the scene confirmed his alibi with bartenders and organizers of the event. He was put in a taxi and told not to leave town.


  Mario got a phone call from the coroner’s office, stating that preliminary results showed John Foster died of a heart attack.


  Unexpectedly, Lucy showed up at Mario’s office. She had an idea. Lucy’s ideas always had benefit for her—this was no different. She painted a pretty picture for Mario about how he could be the hero of a case that takes down a corrupt sheriff. If played right, Mario could get national news coverage.


  Skeptical, Mario reminded Lucy that the takedown of a sheriff was banked on the truth of Johnny’s side of the story. She considered his concerns, but Mario didn’t know all the pieces to this puzzle. To her, Johnny’s statement made perfect sense.


  Lucy hesitated to resurrect Detective Henry “Zack” Nelson, who had dropped out of her life about her father’s bank robbery money gone missing. She ran it by Mario that Nelson had police connections in Columbus, Mississippi, not far from Tupelo. 


  Mario thought it over and called Detective Nelson, whose office was one floor below. His partner answered the call and said Nelson would return the call. He was on another line. 


  Mario, never was 100 percent sure that Lucy didn’t benefit from the cash her father ripped off from banks. “You sure you want to get Nelson involved?” 


  Lucy gave a nod, wanting to go forward, when the phone rang.


  Detective Nelson listened while Mario explained the seriousness in Mississippi and the involvement the Tupelo sheriff might have but didn’t mention Lucy’s name. Nelson agreed to work with them and that the sheriff in Columbus was a stand-up guy who could be trusted.


  “Let me level with you, Henry,” Mario said. “The woman involved is Lucy Jones. I know you were working a case involving her.”


  Henry paused. “True, but it didn’t go anywhere. The insurance company paid the bank, and the police investigation came to a halt.”


  “The money’s probably buried someplace in the backwoods of Tupelo,” Mario said.


  Henry agreed. “That case has long been closed.”


  Mario hung up and detailed the call to Lucy.


  She gave a straight-face response. “I don’t know why they were looking at me. My father didn’t take care of us when he was alive—he sure as hell wouldn’t leave me bank robbery money.”


  “Well—the case is closed anyway,” Mario said. 


  It was music to Lucy’s ears, and she handled the news fittingly, keeping with her hard-nosed arrogance, she shouted, “Good! Now asshole Nelson can stay out of my salon.” Deep inside, she was jumping with joy, knowing the spotlight was off her as a suspect to the bank robbery money.


  It took three days to persuade the chief of detectives that it was worth the department’s time and money to allow Mario to chase a closed, twenty-five-year-old case on a missing teenager. To boot, it was out of their jurisdiction. The chief had worked his way up the local law enforcement ladder as far as he could—now his eyes were focused on getting to Washington, DC. National publicity would help, and Mario sold him on that point. Approval from the chief kicked Mario’s anxiety into high gear. Hopefully, a case existed.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 16


   


   


  Early morning, a black unmarked New Orleans police van pulled from the underground parking garage. Mario drove, Nelson in the passenger seat, with Lucy and their key witness, Johnny Foster, in the rear. Before hitting the interstate, they made a stop at Jacob Schoen & Son funeral home on Canal Street. John Foster’s body was transferred from the city morgue to the funeral home for preparation of his ride back to Tupelo. The hearse was waiting out front along with a Louisiana State Police SUV that would escort the hearse to the state line.


  The state police vehicle led the way, followed by the hearse and Mario’s vehicle. After only an hour’s drive to the state line, the caravan stopped at a rest area where the Mississippi Highway Patrol picked them up for the drive to Tupelo.


  The drive was mostly quiet, except for a little interrogation by Detective Nelson to Johnny in the back seat. Lucy listened, but didn’t intervene regardless of how crazy the questions sounded. In the rearview mirror, Lucy noticed eye shifting by Mario when Nelson asked if Johnny stopped at any drugstores while in New Orleans. She caught Mario glancing at Nelson and Nelson back at Mario, like the question was prearranged.


  “No,” Johnny said. “Maybe, if you count the shop in the hotel lobby. It sells sundries, you know things you might have forgotten to pack. I bought some gum. Why?”


  “Just asking,” Nelson said. 


  Lucy caught Detective Nelson’s eyes veer in Mario’s direction. She was sure they had preplanned the question but not sure why. His father was already declared dead—caused by a heart attack. Now, were they looking at Johnny? Fishing to see if he bought drugs to kill his father. She shook her head at some of the stupid things cops say, like they expected Johnny to tell them. Yeah, I bought some over-the-counter shit and poisoned my dad.


  She chuckled inside. Cops don’t even believe a coroner’s report. The scumbag died of a heart attack—let it go.


  The lead car was instructed to take US Highway 45 to Columbus, one hour south of Tupelo. Main Street was filled with unique shops. The police station was in the center of town across from a park. 


  “What is this? Rodeo Drive of Mayberry,” Lucy asked. 


  “New Orleans girl,” Mario said. “How quickly you forget you’re originally from Tupelo.”


  “I gave it a compliment,” Lucy smiled. “This is an upscale Mayberry.”


  The vehicles pulled in and parked.


  Detective Nelson was greeted by the sheriff. “Zack,” as his close friends called him.


  “CJ,” Detective Nelson said, shaking hands with the sheriff in the parking lot.


  Charles J. Franklin, a sizeable black man with broad shoulders, stood well over six feet. He was the first black sheriff of Lowndes County and was easily re-elected over the years. 


  Mario introduced himself as Detective DeLuca to Sheriff Franklin, and he gave a nod to Lucy and Johnny in the back seat. Mario and Henry followed CJ to his office.


  “Zack?” Mario said. “How did I not hear about a nickname?”


  “You’re not a friend,” Henry said, then laughed. “We went to LSU together. He played football. At five foot seven—I was the water boy.”


  In detective mode, Henry gave CJ the short version of Sheriff Miller’s involvement. The sheriff promised confidentially and assured them it would be handled as official police business. 


  “Ray Miller is a lot of things—but murder?” CJ asked, lifting a murky glass pot, “Coffee?”


  Mario and Henry waved off the coffee offer.


  “I know Ray—twenty years. We’ve worked cases together.”


  Mario hit him with a question—the prime reason for their contact. CJ sat back in his desk chair, eyes blinking. He was thinking it over, which to Mario was a positive answer, even though he didn’t come right out and say no.


  The sheriff reached for the phone, punched in two numbers, and said, “Get Judge Armstrong on the phone.”


  A voice came back quickly. “I just called for him on another matter. He’s on the golf course.”


  Mario had the state trooper watch the hearse and look after the others while he, Henry, and CJ took off in the sheriff’s Jeep. The sheriff had no choice but to call the judge—if not, they’d get what they wanted from someone else. However, it was best if he was involved in the witch hunt.


  At the country club, CJ learned from the groundskeeper the hole the judge would more than likely be on. In his trunk was a rolling office, where he pulled paperwork and wrote in names and dates. He looked at his watch and wrote in the time. With the groundskeeper driving a golf cart, CJ set out to find the judge.


  Just finishing the sixth hole, the judge was spotted with a foursome. Judge Armstrong showed disappointment when he noticed a waving hand getting his attention from a distance. Before the judge headed to the next hole, the sheriff caught up with him. Frustrated with his score, the sheriff’s interruption added to his dissatisfaction of the day.


  “Can’t this wait?” Judge Armstrong said respectively but forceful.


  “Judge, you know if it could—I wouldn’t be here,” Sheriff Franklin said.


  CJ got in the cart with the judge. They drove off the path and stopped under a shade tree. The sheriff pulled out the paperwork and watched the judge read it and his reaction when he focused on the name at the bottom of the document.


  “You want to use a wire?” he paused, “against Sheriff Ray Miller?”


  “That’s correct, Your Honor,” CJ said.


  “Son, when you disturb a hornet’s nest—chances are you’ll get stung,” the judge said. “You sure you’re ready?”


  “Yes, Your Honor.”


  The judge signed the paperwork, and they went their separate ways. The sheriff had just asked a major favor from a judge, which he’d be called on to repay—two-fold. 


  The hearse followed the state trooper to the funeral parlor as directed. Sheriff Franklin dropped Mario and Henry back at their car.


  “Keep me posted,” the sheriff said. 


  Nelson gave a nod. “Sure thing.”


  “Zack.” CJ pulled him by the arm. “It’s important to keep me in the loop.”


  “I heard you the first two times,” Nelson said, letting the sheriff’s persistence slide. 


  Mario drove to a motel three miles outside of Tupelo, where he’d reserved three rooms before leaving New Orleans. Detective Nelson lodged with Johnny with an adjoining room to Mario for added security. Lucy was two doors down in a separate room. Johnny put up a fight to go home, even though he lived alone, just to shower and sleep in his own bed. But there was no way Mario was letting him out of his or Nelson’s sight. Johnny would have second thoughts and run or tell Sheriff Miller what he had done. Something they all felt he was stupid enough to do.


  They had two hours before dinner, and Mario worked on the plan of attack. 


  Detective Nelson pulled Johnny by the back of the shirt. “Let’s take a ride.”


  “What’s your problem?” Johnny said, pulling back.


  “You’ve admitted to being an accessory to murder—at least one that we know of,” Nelson said. He motioned for Lucy to come along. “Because you confessed doesn’t wipe away the fact you could have stopped it from happening.”


  Johnny drove, Detective Nelson sat across from him, and Lucy was in the back. Johnny’s gut knew where they were going, and the detective confirmed it as soon as he put the key in the ignition. 


  “Now drive,” Henry said. “Where is this shack of a building with the incinerator?”


  “Do you understand if the sheriff gets wind of me being there, I’m dead?”


  Henry smiled. “Like I give a shit. Drive.”


  Johnny shouted the most offensive expletives he knew, then pounded the steering wheel. “What the fuck did I get myself into?”


  Lucy sat looking out the window, watching her past flash in front of her. The old Dairy Queen, the 1960s building, still standing and open for business. Her eyes, engrossed on the railroad tracks coming up, now she remembered. The day the pickup truck snatched her and Karen, they weren’t concerned that the vehicle slowed behind them, because all cars did when going over the uneven steel tracks.


  Johnny turned right, just after the tracks, down a dirt road, through an old broken-down fence where the once profitable Hickory Paper Mill stood. In its day, it employed 30 percent of the men and women of the town.


  Lucy licked her lips, curled her hair over an ear, uncontrollably. Her eyes widened when the car stopped in front of an old barn, far away from the main metal factory building. It housed outdated machinery, lawn equipment, and the incinerator.


  The two men got out. Lucy was slowly sliding out of the back seat. Her hair was wound over one ear so tight that it hurt, and she went right to the other side to twirl more hair. She followed the men into the barn. The late evening sun was going down, but they could still see inside fairly well.


  Detective Nelson went directly for the chain that opened the incinerator—it was locked, stopping the chains from moving up or down. It was odd—a factory closed for years had a fairly new padlock hooking the two chains together. It could have been an insurance requirement. Thinking like a detective, Nelson went with the obvious—the key holder was hiding something.


  Johnny found a shovel and gave a few hard hits—the lock didn’t move from the rusted chain. Nelson pulled his gun, ready to blow it apart, when one last hard hit from the shovel broke the lock. Behind the lock, once removed, showed a name stenciled into the steel. Nelson rubbed it a few times and could make out “Eagle Furnace Company of Ohio.”


  Pulling the chain, Nelson slowly opened the steel doors, then they slammed closed when the chain slipped off the pully, which made a loud clang. 


  Lucy was startled by the sound as it echoed through the old place. She rubbed her damp palms on her pants; her eyes flickered. She heard a scream. The others didn’t cringe. She was sure she was the only person hearing the shriek of a teenager. 


  The steel doors were held open by a piece of two by four. Henry ordered Johnny to get a makeshift ladder they found and he climbed into the incinerator. Johnny had no intentions to get in the nasty steel of a box, fearful that the detective might close the door. But the bigger concern was knowing how many bodies were burned to ashes in the very place he would stand.


  “Get in,” Nelson said, pointing his police .38 Special at Johnny’s head. “Dig deep and put ashes in this box.” A box and a hand shovel were thrown in, as Johnny stepped down into the ashes.


  There were only a few ashes on the bottom. He hurried, scraped some ashes into the box, and got the hell out of the awful place. 


  Lucy walked backward, her body wanting to exit. She backed into a room, where the smell got her attention, then she heard another loud scream. A young girl, red hair, blue eyes, her dress dirty, curled up in a corner. The scream was deafening and continued. Lucy reached for the girl’s hand but couldn’t connect. The closer she got, the farther the child moved. Anger besieged her, and she shouted I’ll help you, but her lips weren’t moving.


  “Lucy,” Detective Nelson said, tapping her on the shoulder. 


  Tears ran down her pale face, and her shirt was damp around the neck from perspiring. Wide-eyed, she bent down to reach for the young girl in distress—only to find an old suitcase jammed in the corner. 


  “Sorry, my mind sometimes plays tricks on me,” she said.


  “No, I’m sorry.” The detective reached to help her up. “You shouldn’t have come along.”


  The ride back to the motel was quiet. Detective Nelson kept checking the rearview mirror looking at Lucy. She seemed to have come around—her coloring was back to normal.


  At the motel, they separated and prepared for dinner. Detective Nelson waited outside at the curb with the box of ashes. A Lowndes County sheriff’s car stopped, and Nelson slipped the box through the passenger window.


  “Tell the sheriff it’s an Eagle Furnace Company product—out of Ohio,” Nelson said, handing over the information written on a piece of paper. “Have CJ call me with the results.”


  The officer gave a thumbs-up and headed back down the highway.


  When Nelson returned to his room, Mario was hooking Johnny up with a mic and recorder pack. Johnny looked rattled and the best thing for all was to keep him calm.


  “You’ll do fine,” Nelson said, not a fan of Johnny but right now they needed him.


  “Don’t overtalk; don’t talk loudly,” Mario said. He coached him again that the mic was sensitive and talking loudly distorted the sound. Johnny had to be relaxed and not hit Ray Miller with too many questions. Open with a question and hope Ray followed up his answer with a question. Despite the clanging of dishes and loud talking, he should be fine, Mario kept telling Johnny.


  The eatery was a hot spot for off-duty officers to hang out, especially on Wednesday nights. Johnny assured the detective that his father never missed Wednesday nights.


  Nelson dropped Johnny off in the back of the place and walked around to the front entrance. Mario, Henry, and Lucy followed a few minutes later.


  The party of three was taken to a table. Henry slipped the waitress a ten-dollar bill and pointed at a booth. Taking the money, she cleaned the table and sat them in the booth across from the bar, where Johnny had found a stool.


  There were local cops in the place but not Ray Miller, as far as they could tell from a picture CJ had given them. They ate dinner. Lucy knocked back three gin and tonics, a maneuver that helped the pain. Reliving a traumatic event like the paper mill incident might call for a fourth cocktail. 


  From the front entrance, someone shouted, “Look out, the sheriff’s in the house.” Sheriff Ray Miller, out of uniform, stood tall as he embraced the hostess at the front door. She couldn’t get away quickly enough from his roaming hands. Slapping his buddies on the back like a football star who’d scored the winning touchdown, he made his way to a seat at the bar, three stools from Johnny. The bartender had his drink ready—his usual shot of Wild Turkey—to start the night.


  Mario and Henry put their earpieces in to listen to Johnny’s conversation when he engaged with the sheriff. 


  Johnny flopped money on the bar. The bartender knew his drink of choice too. He brought a cold beer and offered his condolences about Johnny’s father. 


  “Send the sheriff another shot,” Johnny said, pushing a ten-dollar bill forward.


  The drink was delivered to the sheriff, and he looked Johnny’s way. He knocked back the second shot of Wild Turkey.


  “Johnny boy!” Ray said. “Sorry to hear about your pop.”


  “Thank you, sheriff.”


  “Anything you need, let me know.” 


  Johnny had known the sheriff too many years, he could pour compassion on thick. Offered a few motorcycle officers to escort the funeral. He held Johnny by the arm. “Happy to help. Your dad was a good friend.” 


  That was his game, making people feel obligated. When he had no more use for them—he’d toss them into a fire. Johnny knew of many bodies in the incinerator. The good sheriff, who protected and served the people of the community, had forced Johnny to dispose of a few. They were already dead when Johnny picked them up, and after a few times it became easier.


  The two talked. Johnny’s head was on a swivel, watching everyone who walked into the place, a little too jumpy for Mario’s liking. Then Johnny peeked over his shoulder at the detectives, knocked back the rest of the beer, and went for his shot. “You know, sheriff?”


  “What’s that, Johnny?”


  “My father’s death leaves only you and me—knowing the truth.”


  Detective Nelson tapped the table. “Here we go.” Giving Mario a side look, he pushed his earpiece in farther.


  “Truth?” the sheriff asked, raising his empty glass. From the bottle, the bartender poured two ounces of WT whiskey for Johnny and another for the sheriff.


  “You know my father had a big mouth when he got drunk.” Johnny took a swig, looking for all the false courage he could get. “Now there are only two of us who know what happened to Karen.” He knocked back the rest of what he called White Mule—the WT whiskey had a kick. “I’m not talking, and I know you’re not—since my father died, we’re a lot safer now.”


  The sheriff shifted in his seat. The detectives noticed he got restless suddenly. Mario motioned with his index finger, rotating in a circle for Johnny to continue.


  The sheriff gulped his drink, then slammed the glass on the bar. Waving the bartender over for another round, two fresh glasses were set and poured.


  “What the hell are you talking about?” Ray spoke in a low tone, grinding his teeth.


  Johnny stumbled with his words. He’d hit a nerve with the sheriff. Johnny knew it, and so did the detectives, listening from only four feet away.


  Taking a breather, Johnny excused himself and walked to the men’s room. The detectives focused on the sheriff. If he followed, they would assist their witness—in case trouble broke out. If the sheriff got out of line, they’d help as concerned citizens.


  The sheriff was never in public without a few of his good old boys. Retired cops looking to bust chops at a moment’s notice. What better way to fulfill retirement time than to hang with a deceitful sheriff?


  Sheriff Miller sent a nod to two of his good old boys at the end of the bar. They knew the drill—the detectives didn’t. The men snatched Johnny from the restroom while he was occupied at the urinal. He shouted something that came out muffled over the detective’s transmitter. 


  Ray scanned the place. People were talking, eating, and going about their night. He slipped off the barstool and gradually moved out through the front door. 


  Both detectives rushed through the bar area—hands ready to draw guns, if needed. At the restroom door, they were in full police mode as Mario gave Henry a hand gesture. On the count of three, they kicked in the door with guns pointed at the empty room—Johnny was gone. 


  Out front, the sheriff jumped into an old Lincoln Town Car that had seen better days fifteen years ago. The detectives hit the parking lot in time to see the Lincoln turn onto Main Street and mix with traffic.


  They regrouped in the restaurant. Mario was tightfisted—his white knuckles bombarded Lucy with questions about where the sheriff might have taken Johnny. The first thing Henry came up with was the old paper mill. 


  “The sheriff is onto Johnny,” Henry said. “The crazy bastard could kill him, leaving no one alive to prove what happened to Karen.”


  They headed to the paper mill. Henry stopped sharply at the railroad crossing and turned down the dirt road. The car’s high-beam lights helped illuminate the area. Lucy pointed at the gate, and they pulled into the dark, deserted area. 


  Henry moved the spotlight, mounted on the side of the car, around the building as he drove slowly. There was no activity. “Lucy, think!” Henry shouted. “Where could they have gone?”


  They reached the rear of the property, backed up against a waterway. Henry moved the light around the shore of the river. There was nothing to see other than washed-up debris. 


  Lucy kept silent about the waterway where she’d grown up. Just across the river, a new cell phone tower stood. The tower beamed a light. Every time it lit, her father’s favorite fishing pier could be seen—it was still standing. A smile crossed her face, thinking how close Henry was to the spot where she’d found the bank robbery money. Not that her asshole father intentionally gave the money to her. Over the years, in his drunken stupors, he showed her where he buried things—down a well that never produced water. Known by everyone in the town as a dry hole. A perfect place to stash his most prized possession—a bottle of Old Crow from her mother, Wanda. He left enough clues throughout his disgusting life for her to find the money. 


  She snickered. “Poor Henry—he was so close.” The words rolled off her lips, involuntarily in a whisper.


  “Say something, Lucy?” Henry asked, looking back at her in the mirror.


  “I know where the sheriff lives—if he hasn’t moved.” That was the best cover she could come up with to avoid what she let slip out. It was worth a try to check out his house anyway. She gave directions as they drove the Tupelo streets. 


  A sheriff’s car passed them at a high rate of speed, then another. Mario agreed with Henry—they followed the police cars. He reduced speed when he saw a police unit in his rearview mirror flashing blue and red lights. His foot off the accelerator, the car coasted.


  “Be careful with these cowboys,” Mario said. “Before you get out of the car, identify yourself as New Orleans police.”


  Before Henry came to a full stop, the police car let loose with its siren and moved to the outer lane, bypassing the detective’s car. 


  “Something big happened,” Henry said, speeding up to follow. They got to a crossroad and turned onto Hollowbrook Road, police cars and emergency units were on the scene. An officer with a flashing light in hand waved people to a side street out of the area. Henry followed the officer’s directions but stopped and asked, “What’s going on?”


  The officer responded abruptly, “Keep moving; nothing to see.”


  Henry was pissed off, until he realized that’s what cops are trained to do. The last thing police need when called to a scene are rubberneckers barricading help from entering. They never know if additional fire units or medical assistance are called, only to be delayed by thrill seekers.


  They continued what they set out to do, and Henry followed Lucy’s directions to an old area of Tupelo. A lot of trees and a few streetlights made it hard for her to identify the house.


  “There it is,” Lucy said. “If there is a police car backed up halfway into the drive, it’s the sheriff’s house.”


  Henry drove slowly past the house and confirmed it was the sheriff’s car in the drive. Police protocol requires a vehicle be ready for quick access to the street, on or off duty. It was late, and most houses were dark, including the sheriff’s home. No other cars were parked in front and the house was dark, so the detectives headed back to the motel to regroup. It had been a long day, and Lucy welcomed the idea.


  The next morning, Henry awakened to the room phone ringing. It couldn’t have been police business, or the dispatcher would have called his cell. He slowly rolled over and answered, “Hello.”


  “Turn the TV on to channel thirty-two, quick,” Lucy said and hung up.


  Henry jumped out of bed, knocked on the adjoining door, and shouted for Mario. It took a few seconds for the TV to come on, and he searched for the channel. Mario, gun in hand like a True Blue cop thinking the worse, found Henry in a chair with the TV remote. 


  The morning newscaster, with a picture over her shoulder, announced a tragedy on Hollowbrook Road last night that left one man dead.


  “Is that the street where the cop turned us back?” Henry asked.


  Mario nodded his head and kept his eyes on the TV screen.


  The female newscaster said a 911 call came in at 10:52 P.M., but the person didn’t say a word. The sheriff’s department responded to the single dwelling and found a man dead next to the phone with a gun at his side. The apparent suicide of a single shot to his head. Neighbors said Johnny Foster, recently separated from his wife and the death of his father a few days earlier, simply must have been in a deep state of depression.


  “That son of a bitch,” Mario said.


  The news finished when a rapid knock sounded at the door. Henry opened it to Lucy.


  “That asshole killed him,” she said, stepping into the room, not concerned that the detectives were barely dressed. “Only one way to handle a murdering psychopath.” Lucy, pacing the floor, stopped short of spelling out her intentions.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 17


   


   


  Lucy waited for a return phone call from Felipe. As expected, it took two days for him to call back. When he’s off the grid, no one knew where he might have gone, and that’s how he liked it. Maybe the Bahamas or Las Vegas with one of his honeys or alone in a city where no one knew him. He did that often, checking the competition, seeing how he could take over new territory. His number-one man would only confirm he wasn’t in jail. 


  When Felipe put out an order not to contact him—that means for no reason. Maybe if a stash house got hit, his number one in charge might drop him a line. A call from Lucy—important, but not when he’s on private time. Felipe’s number one in charge assured Lucy he’d be at her office the next day by noon. 


  She received a call from a woman who only identified herself as Millicent—her last name asked, but no response. A meeting at Burdette House was accepted by Lucy when the woman revealed it was to discuss a sum of money for the Sam Algarotti campaign.


  Before the Millicent lady was to show, Lucy had time for another task. She had thought long about it during her drive home from Tupelo.


  Shouting for her assistant, Lucy asked for a small shipping box and some special packing foam nuggets. Becky, a resident who worked her way up the trust ladder, earned a job in the house answering the door or phone and being a personal shopper for things Lucy didn’t want to fetch herself or didn’t want to be seen purchasing. She knew what Lucy meant by special packing foam nuggets.


  On the top shelf of what was formerly a classroom storage closet, Lucy reached for a fishing tackle box, the kind found at any sporting goods store. The black box was perfect for her needs—she’d known the first time she set eyes on it in the store. 


  She opened the three-level box. In the larger storage section at the bottom was a voodoo doll. Before her mentor, Vivian, died, she’d encouraged Lucy to make the dolls. Utilizing the dolls was perfect for several reasons—terrifying someone or pulling a con. Either way, Vivian loved Lucy’s work. This was a special doll, knowing one day she’d need it—today was the day. 


  The doll was twelve inches tall with a white circle painted on a piece of burlap sack and a head stuffed with straw. There were outlined features of a man showing a strong jawbone. She rooted through the top row of the plastic divided spaces in the box, where people would normally keep their favorite fishing lures. The best one for this doll was in a tiny, clear bag—clippings from a woman with salt-and-pepper hair—beauticians saved the hair for Lucy. Gluing the hair on the head, trimming around the make-believe ears, with a swirl across the forehead—it resembled Sheriff Miller—creepy. 


  In the large tray of the box, she found several fabrics. A piece of red, plaid flannel was perfect—close to what the sheriff wore at the restaurant. The fabric was pinned around the arms, while white buttons painted down the center made a scary finished product.


  Becky set a shipping box filled with the special nuggets on the desk. Packing newspaper was sprayed black so nothing written could be seen—especially the name of the company. It was crumpled softly to place beneath the doll. The special nuggets, also sprayed black, made a layer over the paper, then the doll was placed and covered with more nuggets. Before closing the box, Lucy placed a handwritten note, neatly folded, on top. The text was something that would make the sheriff think long and hard—he’d try to disregard, but it’d work on his mind until it happened.


  Lucy had a relationship with many gypsy friends gone legit in the work field. They used each other to mail packages, cancelling the original postmark. This delivery would be routed the same way to protect the scam she’d set up. Becky sealed the box with a handwritten address and no return address. She carried it to a store in the French Quarter. The man in charge was a customer of Lucy’s night business—he could be trusted.


  Lucy’s package was repacked in a larger box and sent to another trusted person at a mailing center in Slidell, a town east of New Orleans. Once he received it, the original package was repacked and mailed out of state to another gypsy—after three out-of-state deliveries, it was finally routed to the sheriff. Anything Lucy mailed that she didn’t want to draw attention to was routed this way—far away from New Orleans and hard to trace back to her.


  Wanda tapped on the doorframe of Lucy’s office and announced that Millicent was waiting in the foyer. Lucy cleaned up a few black nuggets that were sprinkled on the desk. The fishing box was locked.


  Lucy slipped the black box on the top shelf of the closet, whispering, “Until I need you again.” She handled the box and the dolls as if they were alive—understanding what she said.


  Lucy touched up her lipstick and gave Wanda a nod. “Send her in.”


  The tall woman, dressed to perfection, greeted Lucy with a handshake. The first thing Lucy noticed was that she’d win a beauty contest hands down, and her clothes didn’t come from the local D. H. Holmes department store. Holmes had a high-end ladies department everyone with money shopped at in New Orleans. Lucy suspected that this was a Fifth Avenue brand. She could tell by the custom fit at the shoulders, and the blazer cut to a V showed the woman’s flawless shape.


  “Nice to meet you, Millicent,” Lucy said, gracefully pointing at a chair. Millicent sat, crossing her legs, showing off the designer sole of one of her shoes. There was no doubt in Lucy’s mind—this woman was the real deal, down to the blue dial in her Rolex watch.


  They made small talk, enough time for the house lady to bring in a tea kettle and an assortment of teas. The lady poured hot water into two fancy cups—then left them alone.


  “What can I do for you?” Lucy asked, sliding the wooden box of tea toward Millicent.


  She placed a tea bag in the cup, dipping it in and out a few times—a slight smile came over her face. “I’d like to donate a sizable amount to the mayor you’re backing.”


  Millicent was pegged as a professional when she walked in—a good con can always spot another. A donation, especially a sizeable one, would make Sam Algarotti obligated—a good move.


  “I’m sure he’d be grateful,” Lucy said. “How much and any strings attached?”


  Millicent laughed. “I was told you were from the streets. You’re on top of your game.”


  Lucy already planned how she’d handle her if she got out of line. Hopefully, she wouldn’t before revealing her conditions.


  The perky, well-dressed, self-important bitch used the donation to get a sit-down. Lucy, already in defense mode, asked, “I’ll say it again—what do you want?”


  Millicent quickly got to the point, telling her that if Sam Algarotti won, it would be a big advantage for Lucy. Her boss would donate one hundred grand, if Lucy could get Felipe to return the drugs and the guns he stole from Fang Lee.


  Lucy rocked back and forth in her chair, eyes locked on Millicent. A voice in her head said, “Don’t take that crap. Your gun is a drawer away—put one in her forehead. Felipe will dispose of the body.” Lucy shook off Lucinda’s recommendation.


  “Who the hell is Felipe?” Lucy said. Checkmate, bitch. Make your next move, ran through her mind.


  Millicent sipped down the last of the tea. “There is a Plan B. My boss has no problem making that call.” She pushed the cup away and dropped a business card that had only a phone number. “You have forty-eight hours to call. Good day.”


  Before Millicent turned the doorknob, Lucy spoke out, “Even if I knew this Felipe guy,” she paused, “a hundred Gs is not much of a donation for the return of over three million in product—do the math.


  “This is to your advantage—Plan B is not.” Millicent smiled. “I’ll see myself out.”


  It took an entire hour for Lucy to calm down from mind fighting with Lucinda who didn’t approve of the way Lucy handled Millicent. Lucinda was conflicted whether to make love to such a beautiful woman or kill her, but decided she couldn’t mix pleasure with business and would have killed her on the spot.


  A welcome visit from Felipe broke Lucy’s fighting with Lucinda. 


  “Where the hell have you been?” was Lucy’s greeting.


  “Out of pocket,” he said.


  “Translated,” Lucy said. “You were in the Bahamas with a hottie.”


  “You’re wrong—Aruba.” Felipe smiled. “A little business and a little pleasure.”


  Lucy filled him in on the Tupelo tragedy, the sheriff, and now some bitch was fishing for the return of Fang’s drugs and guns. 


  Felipe had ripped him off. Fang didn’t have a choice but to fight back any way he could. The DA’s office wouldn’t assist without Fang admitting the drugs and guns were his—and so what? He’d still get locked up. The miracle worker, Julian LeRoux, had never been up against Felipe. Julian’s winning record in the courtroom might put Felipe behind bars for murder but what Fang wanted was the product back. 


  To date, no one was charged and there were no suspects in the warehouse massacre or killing the men at the house. With the time that had passed, it was more believable that Fang didn’t want the police digging into that situation. His men were dead, the women smuggled into the country had disappeared, and he would trade all that for the return of his product.


  “So, what do we do?” Lucy asked.


  Felipe clarified that returning the product wasn’t an option. Lucy told him about Plan B, but he wasn’t concerned; it was a strategy he’d used himself. Plan B was nothing more than a threat that they hoped they didn’t have to use. 


  Lucy summoned Felipe that morning for the support he’d normally help without question, but after Millicent’s little surprise visit she wasn’t too sure.


  Lucy was equally troubled by Millicent’s demands because part of the cash from the drugs Felipe ripped off was earmarked for the mayor’s campaign. She gave Felipe the soft version of her need for his assistance with the sheriff; he agreed to help. He just didn’t know the path Lucy intended to take with the corrupt, murdering, child-molester sheriff.


  Felipe gave her a hug. “Things have a way of working out.” He said he’d be in touch.


  She walked him to the door as her cell phone rang. She waved bye and took the call. Seeing the number on the screen, she was set back for a second. Mario seldom called her cell. Communication was always over coffee at a table away from the front entrance. He was straightforward with Lucy, telling her he wanted no connection between the two. Phone calls from her were off limits.


  “Hello?” she answered.


  “Lucy?” He paused like he didn’t want to talk. “Meet me in the park.”


  “City Park, it’s a big place,” she responded, when he wasn’t specific.


  “I’m on the bench, at your park, next to Burdette House.


  Lucy hung up and walked out the back door, the quickest way to the park. On the bench, Mario flipped through his notepad. Greeting him with a light kiss, she took a seat next to him.


  He read from his notes on some highlighted points. Detective Henry Nelson couldn’t shake the Tupelo incident; the incinerator story haunted him. He’d called around the city and found a warehouse on the river with an incinerator made by Eagle Furnace Company of Ohio. He met with a maintenance man at a lumberyard. The man gave him tips about furnace safety. The massive steel box sat at the back of the building with a thirty-foot brick stack.


  Mario flipped to the end of his notes. “The keynote I made is that the maintenance guy showed him how they cleaned the ashes out.” Lucy gave Mario a funny look, as she thought everything just burned into the air.


  “An incinerator is always built against a back wall. The guy walked Henry around the building and showed him a trapdoor at the bottom. A common way to dispose of the waste was to brush ashes into a hole dug nearby. When the sheriff took you and Karen to the incinerator, was the mill active?” Mario was careful not to dwell on the past.


  Lucy responded emphatically that the paper mill had been closed long before she was born. With her left hand, she twirled hair over her ear, eyes glassy, she blinked several times, then cocked her head toward Mario. “What if Karen and other bodies the sheriff burned to ashes were the last thing ever in the incinerator?”


  “Could be,” Mario said. “If ashes or bones fragments are found, it will be hard to come up with DNA proof, after all the years.”


  “Wouldn’t prove the sheriff killed her either.” Lucy rubbed her face. “The only witnesses were Johnny and his father—both dead.” 


  Mario just wanted Lucy to know he’d followed up on every lead. The sheriff was no doubt dirty and responsible for many missing girls. Without proof, there would be no jail time and no telling how many people he’d kill.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 18


   


   


  The clock showed 6 A.M. Lucy had seen just about every hour turn on the digital clock during the night. Her mind worked overtime, and Lucinda wouldn’t stop advising her on how guilty the sheriff was and the law would never convict him. What she should pursue and how to rectify the problem. To meet Felipe on time, she needed to get up and look presentable for the ride to Tupelo. Nothing fancy, jeans, a shirt, and a light jacket. Felipe and one of his crew would drive her and take a few tools they might need.


  With one cup of coffee under her belt and a refill for the road, Lucy stood waiting on Royal Street in front of the salon. A toot of a horn and a hand wave from a blue van—she saw Felipe a few cars down the street.


  Few details were given about why they were going to Tupelo. Felipe agreed to help his friend and partner; he didn’t need to know the particulars. After a stop in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, to pick up snacks, bottled water, and use the restroom, they were back on the road.


  When the three arrived at the Tupelo city limits, Lucy directed the driver up Main Street. Passing in front of the police station, the sheriff’s car was parked out front. An uneasiness came over Lucy, glancing back at the police station where the evil sheriff went on with his everyday life without consequence.


  Driving up to the paper mill, a pickup truck parked inside the gates caused them to stop on the side of the road. A man came from the woods. Lucy wasn’t going any farther, didn’t need some redneck running back to the sheriff for brownie points. No need to alert the sheriff she was poking around his town. The man opened the passenger door of the truck, and a dog ran from the woods and jumped in. He walked around, closed the tailgate, and drove out.


  Once inside the yard, Felipe parked at the driest spot he could find. A rainstorm the night before had the place muddy. Following Lucy with a shovel and a construction-grade trash bag, they walked the building grounds. The driver stayed at the van with a weapon on the dashboard and one in his waistband—prepared for anything, especially the sheriff. 


  Lucy and Felipe stopped where the smokestack lined up with the back of the building. She stood back from the building, followed the top of the stack down to the ground and drew a line forward indicating what she thought might be the width of the incinerator on the inside wall. She eyeballed the back of the building between the lines she’d drawn on the ground. Weeds and hardened Mississippi clay washed down from rain to a drainage canal. One lonely bush bloomed with some flowers on top—not big on plants, she wasn’t sure of the type.


  “Why are you blooming out here all by yourself?” Lucy talked to the bush, getting down to smell the flowers. “Dig this sucker up,” she said, pointing at the shovel Felipe held.


  With one hand, Felipe pulled the top of the bush and jammed the shovel in the ground. “No need to dig,” he said, when he pulled the bush up with one hand.


  “It’s a fresh hole,” Lucy said, shoveling an outer circle away from the hole the bush left. 


  About two feet down, something stopped the spade from penetrating any farther. They dug with their hands, pushing dirt away from an object. Felipe finished a trench around what appeared to be a wooden box. He brushed the dirt off and wedged the edge of the shovel into a crack. The nails in the box were tight, but with leverage he popped it open.


  Lucy’s face showed that she didn’t want to see what was inside. Felipe, after seeing many dead people in the street, some by his own hands, became immune to blood and bodies riddled with bullets. He looked in the box and saw a body, partly intact, charred to the bone. With gloves on, he reached in, grabbing what he believed was a detached arm.


  Lucy got a glance at the bone when Felipe placed it in the trash bag. Her stomach made a few flips. It wasn’t Karen by any means; her remains would have long been deteriorated. This was a fresh kill, and the skeleton hadn’t completely burned. They agreed that the best for now was to put everything back in place and get the hell out of there. He covered the box with dirt and placed the flower bush on top, packing the soil deep around with his feet. Felipe moved the surrounding dirt by dragging the bag over their footprints.


  Lucy talked with Mario while they drove. He told them to stop somewhere and stay put until he replied to her. That was after he chewed her out for going to Tupelo with Felipe. She explained that he was the best choice for assistance and protection, as she couldn’t involve him and Detective Nelson. Mario all but shouted that taking a drug-dealing killer with her wasn’t the best move.


  They stopped at Rick’s Grill, the restaurant and bar where Johnny sat with Sheriff Miller—then disappeared. All she could do was wait, so why not enjoy a few belts of whiskey to calm her nerves. Lucy sat on a stool between Felipe and his driver, a perfect seat at the bar to watch who came into the place. She ordered a shot of bourbon for each and then knocked hers back. Thinking about ordering a second one, the front door open. It was about the time that Sheriff Miller came to his favorite watering hole, but it wasn’t him. Felipe and whiskey were not a good combination, as he suggested to do away with the sheriff, and he would be happy to accommodate. 


  Lucy’s cell phone rang just as they took another shot. She answered and listened.


  It was Detective Nelson, whom Mario had to get involved. He was close to Sheriff Franklin in Lowndes County. After a call to an old friend, he agreed to help a fellow cop.


  Felipe flopped three, twenty-dollar bills on the bar, more than enough for two rounds of drinks. They walked to the van, as Sheriff Miller and one of his deputies parked nearby. 


  Lucy envisioned reaching for Felipe’s gun and putting a bullet in the sheriff’s head. On second thought, a bullet to the head would be too quick a death. She wanted a more dramatic death, something to linger and kill him slowly—an eye for an eye.


  The deputy kept walking. The sheriff stopped. “Good evening,” he said, observing Lucy. Watching his eyes, there was no indication she looked familiar. Her own paranoia—perhaps. How could he know her? It had been twenty years since their eyes crossed paths. She was a vulnerable teenager he was stalking for prey.


  “Not the type of vehicle to go back road riding,” the sheriff said.


  “Excuse me?”


  “Your tires. The red clay.”


  Lucy looked down at the tires. Her heart dropped, and this time it wasn’t her paranoia. It was a dead giveaway that they had been in a muddy area. She was quick to tell him they had a flat and had to pull over. Must have picked up the red clay on the shoulder, she told him with a smile and got in the van.


  They pulled out of the parking lot. Lucy watched the sheriff, as he focused on the muddy tires. All four were thick, spinning chunks of red clay as they hit the highway. 


  Leaving Tupelo, the street was clear as they drove in the opposite direction of traffic. From the mirror on the door of the van, Felipe saw a cop coming up behind them—fast.


  “You’ve got a cop behind you,” Felipe told his driver. He was aware—the car had been following them not too long after leaving the bar.


  The blue and red lights on top of the police car flashed, and the police car hugged the van’s bumper. A good indication he wanted them to stop.


  The van came to a stop. The sheriff’s deputy slowly walked to the rear of the vehicle and called in the license plate from a mic attached to his uniform. Then he came around to the driver’s window. Felipe, in the passenger seat, slipped a gun to Lucy in the back seat and another one in the door panel pocket.


  “If he goes for the bag in the back,” Lucy said, curling her hair over her ear, “I’ll blow his head off first.”


  The deputy tapped on the glass. The driver, with a slight smile, lowered it. “License and registration, please.” His eyes roamed the inside of the vehicle.


  Lucy gave Felipe a side look, gripping the gun pointing at the floorboard.


  From the console, Felipe pulled the registration. The driver handed the deputy his license.


  He looked them over. “Where you heading?”


  “Home—New Orleans,” Felipe answered.


  The officer checked the inspection sticker on the windshield. His radio sounded with a female voice. “One thirty-two? Vehicle is clear—Louisiana registration.”


  Felipe got stopped often at home—this was normal police protocol confirming the vehicle wasn’t stolen—it didn’t concern him. What did now was why they were stopped.


  “What brings you through this part of Mississippi?”


  Felipe, wornout with the bullshit questions, kept his cool. Pointing at Lucy, he explained that they’d driven her to see her family. 


  The cop stuck his head in the window, looking at everything but directly at Lucy. Her hand gripped the gun tighter, now tucked between the seat and her right thigh. Lucy knew the next question and answered before he asked.


  “Oak Grove, just the other side of the park,” Lucy shot back. It was far away from where she was born and raised and the dreaded paper mill. No need to pinpoint where she lived or go down memory lane or discuss who she knew or what school she went to, although she was prepared to name a school, to broaden the lie more if necessary.


  The deputy turned his head a funny way—on an angle, not a clean round turn. Maybe he had a neck problem, as did the deputy with the sheriff in the bar parking lot.


  While the officer walked around the van again, this time his eyes focused on the muddy tires. Lucy whispered, “The sheriff sent him.”


  “You sure?” Felipe said, watching him in the mirror go down and pick a piece of red clay off the tire.


  “I’m sure. He was with the sheriff—back at the bar.”


  With guns in hand, they were ready if the words “Get out of the vehicle” were said.


  “Y’all picked up a lot of mud?” the deputy said, sticking his head in the window on Felipe’s side.


  Before he could answer, the welcoming words from the dispatcher came over his radio, “One thirty-two—respond. Main Street and Deer Lane, code ten fifty-six.”


  “Get out of here,” the deputy said, rushing back to his car. Making a U-turn on the highway, he drove at a high rate of speed, lights flashing and siren blasting.


  The group in the van didn’t know what a 10-56 was, but the timing was perfect.


  The van rolled into the Lowndes County police parking lot with a few cop cars around. In a small town, cars are switched out with the next shift, keeping a police presence on the streets twenty-four hours a day.


  Lucy stepped into the police station and asked for Sheriff Franklin. She was told he’d meet her out front. He came out shortly, carrying a cardboard box stamped EVIDENCE on the sides in big bold letters. 


  Lucy stuffed the plastic bag, with the bone found at the gravesite, into the box. 


  The sheriff gave a wink. “I’ll be in touch.”


  A single tear ran down Lucy’s face. “Thank you.”


  Six hours later, they were back in New Orleans. Driving back made for a long day, but they had no intentions of spending the night in redneck territory.


  Felipe dropped Lucy off at her apartment and headed to a car wash—the do-it-yourself kind—open all night. He wouldn’t sleep well, having the van tires stained with red clay.


  A drug lord like Felipe had every reason to be paranoid. Matching the clay on his van tires with the gravesite gave a redneck sheriff the perfect opportunity to charge him for the murder of whoever was buried at the old paper mill. 


  He dropped four quarters in the machine and the pressure washer hose produced soapy water. He soon made the tires look new.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 19


   


   


  Awakened by the phone ringing off the hook, Lucy rolled over, stretching one arm to reach. “Hello,” she said in a raspy voice. It was one of her beauticians calling from the antique shop across the street. The front door to the beauty salon was still locked at 10:15 A.M.


  Lucy threw on a robe, her hair messy as if she’d partied all night, and shouted for Wanda from the landing. No one answered. Running down the stairs, she again shouted “Mother” a few times. Checking the kitchen and the salon for Wanda, she then unlocked the front door. Greeted by two customers and three beauticians, Lucy apologized for opening late.


  Lucy roamed the house, yelling for her mother. She went back up the stairs to check her bedroom. It was as if no one had slept in the bed—might have been more than one night.


  The last time Lucy saw Wanda was at lunch two days ago. She thought Wanda had been sleeping when she left in the early morning for Tupelo—but now she wasn’t sure that Wanda was even in the house that morning.


  Lucy called Burdette House—Wanda had not been seen. She called Sabastian, the head of Burdette House security. He answered on the first ring. “Yes, Ms. Lucy.” 


  Lucy sat on the bed, a million things ran through her mind—none were good when Sabastian said he had not seen Wanda. She’d missed the staff meeting yesterday—something she’d never done since the house opened.


  Her next call was to Felipe, for him to check with every man he’d had on duty at Burdette House over the last few days. She had to narrow down who saw Wanda last. Felipe had his men check some street snitches—maybe they’d heard something of Wanda’s whereabouts. 


  Lucy first thought or wished that Wanda had gotten drunk at a bar and hooked up with some man. It’d never happened before, and at age sixty, it was doubtful she’d start now.


  Her only other option was to call Mario. He’d probably tell her it was way too soon to report Wanda as a missing person—she called anyway. A cop friend is always good to have. Wanda couldn’t officially be classified as a missing person—have her name and picture splashed on TV news, every cop in town with a picture and description looking for her. Mario offered the next best thing and started an unofficial investigation at Burdette House.


  Lucy slipped on jeans and a sweatshirt. The mirror said she didn’t have time to tackle her hair, and it went into a ponytail. She met Mario within thirty minutes at the Burdette park. Mario, the caring person he is, showed up with coffee from the Roasted Bean. 


  The garden was a tranquil place she’d built for the battered women. She never thought she’d welcome the slow trickling sound of water coming from a fountain, birds making sweet sounds, or a light breeze moving the branches of the big oak trees. It helped calm her. Mario took advantage of the moment and walked Lucy through every step since she’d last seen Wanda.


  Stopping to sip her coffee, Lucy didn’t hold back, telling him everything that led to her morning trip to Tupelo. It started on Monday about noon, when she met Wanda at Café Conti. She walked from the salon, and Wanda arrived in a taxi. Lucy was sure they were out of the café by 1:30 P.M. They checked out some shops on the street, and Lucy walked back to the salon on Royal Street. Wanda, on the corner of Conti and Bourbon, waited for a taxi back to Burdette.


  Mario’s notes showed that Wanda never arrived at Burdette House. The last time anyone saw her was when she got into a taxi to go meet Lucy. The timeline of Wanda’s disappearance was between 1:45 and 1:55 P.M. on Monday.


  “When can we officially report Wanda missing?” Lucy asked.


  “Not for forty-eight hours,” Mario said. “She was discovered missing Monday, so late tomorrow. I’ll walk you through the process.”


  Felipe arrived with two of his men. His people had checked every possible place where Wanda might have visited that day—coffee shops, the nail salon, even a beauty school on Canal Street where she often stopped to recruit beauticians—no one had seen her.


  Sabastian checked his log and confirmed he called a taxi for Wanda at 11:50 A.M. on Monday. He was shaken to the point that Lucy noticed. She held his hand. “I’m sure she’s okay,” Lucy said. “Maybe the old broad is shacked up someplace—it’s possible.”


  Felipe had other places to check and a few more snitches to squeeze. Mario and Lucy drove to the corner of Conti and Bourbon Streets, the last time Lucy saw Wanda. He parked his car on the narrow street, half on the curb with the overhead lights flashing. 


  Mario stood on the corner where Wanda was last seen. Like any good observing cop, he looked in every direction, up and down the street, in the front of every building, and on the rooftops. 


  An old man sitting on the front steps of a shotgun house, two doors down on Conti Street, looked like that’s all he did every day. Mario asked Lucy for the picture of Wanda she carried, and he approached the man. Flashing his badge, the man didn’t flinch.


  “This is my house—I can sit on my stoop,” he said.


  “Not a problem,” Mario said. “Just want to ask you a question.”


  Mario showed him Wanda’s picture—with luck he might recognize her. The man’s front steps were only thirty feet from where Wanda boarded the taxi. The old man said he spent most of Monday at the VA Medical Center, waiting to see a doctor. He didn’t get home until after four that afternoon. Missing out on the afternoon freak show that past his house—he appeared disappointed, then gave a toothless smile. 


  The old guy took the picture from Mario with a shaky hand for a closer look. “No—never seen her before.”


  French Quarter buildings are mixed with commercial businesses, shotgun houses, and some mansions hidden behind double doors, once built for a horse and carriage to flow through. One house caught the detective’s eye. Two, big, green doors with a concrete drive from the street, the property was broader than most on the block. Mario scanned the perimeter and got lucky. Two cameras, mounted on a balcony, were pointing up and down the street. Access to the garage doors from any direction was under surveillance.


  Lucy went to the car, and Mario went full-bloom detective and knocked on the garage door. Then he saw a sign that directed him to an intercom—he pressed the button. A man answered—Mario identified himself, asking for the owner. The man said he’d come down. 


  The man, dressed in black and white much like a butler but without a coat, identified himself as the house manager. Mario asked what the duties of a house manager were. He blinked several times as the man described what his title represented. Arranging dinner parties, from the menu with the chef, house cleaning, valet parking, and— 


  Mario cut him off and asked where the recording device for the cameras was kept. The man, confused why Mario would want the footage, gave resistance—until Mario explained a woman might have been kidnapped at the corner. 


  Mario waited—the house manager returned with a phone number and contact at NOLA Security. The company’s clients were French Quarter upscale businesses from alarm monitoring to twenty-four-hour surveillance. 


  Mario dropped Lucy at the salon and promised he’d call if new information surfaced. He took a quick drive to One Shell Square on Poydras Street, the largest office building in New Orleans. In the lobby, he searched for NOLA Security on the directory. An elevator bell sounded, and the doors opened. Mario got on and punched the button for the fourteenth floor. He got off the elevator to a fancy entrance, the company logo etched on a glass wall. 


  He’d been at NOLA Security a few times. Hopefully, Yancy, a good motorcycle cop who had to take early retirement due to an accident, was on duty. Mario asked the receptionist for Yancy. He came out and took Mario to his office. After explaining the situation and giving the address of the camera, Mario sat back and listened to the multiple reasons Yancy couldn’t show the backup footage. Mario knew the privacy laws—but he needed Yancy to sidestep them.


  Yancy asked the date and time. That was a positive move, and Mario followed Yancy’s eyes—he was checking out the film.


  “It’s not illegal for you to look at the film,” Mario told Yancy. “You know what I’m looking for—might save a woman’s life.” Mario poured it on thick. He needed a break and didn’t want to chase down a judge, if Wanda wasn’t on the film.


  Yancy’s eyes, intense, locked on the screen—he was running the tape for a second time.


  “Anything I should know about?” Mario tried to get something from him.


  “Want some coffee?” Yancy asked.


  “No, I’m good,” Mario said.


  “Well, I need some,” Yancy said, turning the screen toward Mario and walking out.


  Yancy, a True Blue cop, always helped fellow officers—even if he had to bend the rules.


  Mario moved over about six inches, hit play, and watched the film. It was broken into a twenty-second segment. He played it again, this time pausing when a woman appeared on the corner and stepped off the curb to hail a taxi. No doubt—it was Wanda. Moving forward a few frames, a taxi stopped in front of her. The vehicle covered Wanda as she opened the back door—clear as day, a man pushed her into the back seat and jumped in with her. 


  The screen was turned back to the desk chair when Yancy came back with his coffee.


  “You’re missing out on some good coffee,” Yancy said, taking a seat at the desk. “Where were we?”


  “I’ll get you a court order,” Mario said. He gave Yancy a hardy handshake. “Thank you, my friend.”


  “I’ll have the film ready by six P.M. tonight,” Yancy said in a whisper as Mario departed. “Sorry I couldn’t be more help,” Yancy said loud and clear for people in the office to hear.


  Mario rushed back to police headquarters and waited for his turn to talk to Commander Waters. Going over the details in his mind several times, he’d hope it would come out as good as it sounded to him. 


  The commander’s right-hand man, or in this case woman, pointed at him—he was up. He sat on the edge, waiting for the other shoe to drop after explaining the missing-person theory. He fed his boss a bunch of lies that could get him a three-day trip without pay if uncovered. It was the safest avenue to go, without implicating the commander, to get what he needed. The videotape would clear up everything and get the missing persons bulletin out on the next roll call. 


  The commander worked by the book and had no intention to bypass the forty-eight hours minimum time for a person to go missing before police could become involved.


  They were friends long before the commander got a half dozen stripes on his arm, and Mario never took advantage of their friendship. He borderline pleaded, asking Waters to trust him and the information his contact had delivered. When asked his source’s name, Mario sat silent. It was common knowledge—to supervisors it meant don’t implicate yourself.


  Trust—a big part of a cop’s life. Partners must trust and have each other’s backs. Commanders have to believe in their people. They’re in the trenches every day fighting for justice. It’s all about trust.


  The commander called for his assistant and ordered the documents needed for a judge to sign for the videotapes


  With a sharp salute, Mario said, “Thank you, sir.”


  Mario carried the document to the courthouse. Judge Saint Clair was his first choice—he knew how to win him over. It was Mario’s lucky day. A young Loyola College law student, he knew worked part-time for the judge, all but ran him over rushing to the judge’s office. She came to his aid and, unannounced, tapped on Judge Saint Clair’s office door. 


  “Your Honor,” Mario said. He was in luck for sure. The judge smiled and motioned him to come in. He pointed at a chair.


  “To what do I owe the pleasure?” the judge asked.


  “I’ve got an order for you to sign,” Mario said. “It’s urgent, Your Honor.”


  “Aren’t they all—urgent?” Saint Clair said, taking off his reading glasses. “First, I’ve got to tell you I caught an eight-pound bass.”


  “No shit?” The world would stop if you talked fishing with Judge Saint Clair. “Where?” Mario poured on the enthusiasm—dramatically.


  “City Park. A kid caught a six-pounder last week.” The judge’s eyes said he’d like to be fishing right now. “In the lagoon behind the old casino building.”


  The kid’s picture was plastered on the back of the sports section. Reading the article was all Mario knew about bass or fishing.


  Judge Saint Clair reached for a picture. “Should have called the press.” Then he went into detail about the fight a four-pound bass gave him at City Park, a hundred years ago—a picture he’d shown Mario a dozen times.


  Mario had the judge’s number the first day they met in his office—arguing over a warrant. Mario derailed the judge’s thinking and zeroed in on the fish picture with a much younger judge at the corner of his desk, asking the weight, where he caught it, and what lure he used. Bullshit questions that worked—anything to get his warrant.


  Judge Saint Clair signed—barely reading the entire document. “Here you go, detective. Nice talking—we must go bass fishing one day.


  “Your Honor, it would be a pleasure.” Mario gave his forced smile and backed out, closing the door behind.


  “Wow!” Mario muttered to himself during the drive back to One Shell Square on autopilot, which in New Orleans at peak evening traffic was more than a little hazardous. He’d sold the lie so good, he’d have to brush up on freshwater angling—for sure the judge would call for a fishing date. First thing in the morning, Mario planned to stop at a sporting goods store, check out some rod and reels. At least hold one—it’d be the first time.


  He parked his police car on the curb of Poydras Street with the flashing lights running across the roof—after all, this was official police business. Mario scurried up no telling how many steps to the entrance of the building, a great workout—even for a cop in good physical shape.


  The elevator opened on the fourteenth floor. The lights were dimmed, and most people were gone for the night. Flickering lights from monitors in the room had people bent over watching—whatever they looked for in protecting their clients.


  Mario got the attention of a lady. Luckily she asked, “Are you Detective Mario?”


  “Yes.”


  “Yancy left this for you.” She handed him a brown envelope. “You have the paperwork?”


  Mario gave her the documents the judge signed and left with proof that Wanda was kidnapped—by whom, he had no idea.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 20


   


   


  Sheriff Miller’s breakfast meeting ran long, too many old cronies butting in with unrelated business stories and grumbling from one about a speeding ticket. 


  Rick’s Grill, the local Tupelo eatery, was the only place that served twenty-four hours a day. Opened in the early 1950s, it was now operated by a third-generation family member. Richard Morehouse III grew up in the restaurant, sweeping floors before and after school. Later he moved to the breakfast grill in high school and pumped out fifty or sixty pancakes before class started in the morning. Tre’ was the family nickname to separate him from his father and grandfather—the name stuck. He’s the only Richard Morehouse in the family still alive, and after forty-nine years he’s still called Tre’ by family and friends. Others call him Rick, thinking he’s the founder—that showed they didn’t grow up in the town.


  The staff was homegrown, most born and raised in Tupelo—usually a family member had worked for Rick’s Grill during their life. Following the family, the young ones worked their way through school, then moved away for better opportunities in larger cities.


  Tre’, a standup guy, helped many people in town. Those down on their luck sat and ate holiday meals with the rest of the paying customers—but they never got a bill. His kindness filtered from his grandfather through his father, and Tre’ never broke Grandpa’s practice—take care of those less fortunate. In time, their luck changed, they found jobs, and continued to visit Rick’s Grill—as paying customers. They never forgot the helping hand Tre’ extended.


  He often gave work to people who wandered into town—they were usually running from something or someone. The newest walk-in was a woman, tall, thin, and beautiful—could have been a model or a starlet. She stood out when she arrived at the bus station and walked with no direction planned—three blocks in heels and an outfit that cost three times the amount most women in this town had in their entire wardrobe. She strolled the street as drivers in pickup trucks honked horns—local rednecks smelled fresh meat. 


  She wandered to the front of Rick’s Grill—it appeared safe and she needed rest. A seat at the counter opened and she sat, ordered breakfast, and was upfront with the waitress—her credit card might have been canceled and she had no cash. The waitress processed the card for fifteen dollars before ordering—the card was declined. 


  The waitress and Tre’ whispered. He’d served people for many years and could spot a problem; he tagged her as a troubled person. The frown on her face and her shaky hand when handling the card were a tip-off it would be declined. The beautiful woman who turned heads from the time she sauntered in gave off a vibe—she needed help. 


  Tre’ handed her a menu. “Breakfast is on the house.” He filled the cup in front of the placemat with coffee. 


  She whispered, “Thank you,” and her shaky hand opened a sugar packet. The food kept coming—Tre’s way of saying, “Eat until you’re full.” Waving off pancakes, she finished eggs, bacon, and some southern-made grits drowned in butter—an uncommon breakfast for her. Poached eggs, dry toast, and fresh-squeezed orange juice after an hour in the gym—served by men or women sharply dressed in the country club logo jackets—was the norm in her previous world.


  Her body, not nourished in thirty-six hours, sucked the breakfast up in record time. At the end of the meal, she thanked Tre’ and begged for the job posted at the door. Upfront, she told him she had no waitress skills—promised she’d do her best.


  Tre’ gave her a once-over. Shoes, clothes, makeup, down to the haircut and fingernails—a woman well pampered. He ruled her out as a runaway—far from teenage years, possibly early thirties. Too classy for a hooker—if so, why come to Tupelo?


  Tre’ took a seat next to her. “What’s your name?”


  “Shannon,” she replied.


  “Gotta last name, Shannon?” Tre’ said with a smile.


  “Shannon is all you need to know right now.”


  Tre’ gave her the job, knowing it would only last a few days—tops a week. He dug in a little more, and she revealed that her bank account was frozen and credit cards closed. Tre’ gambled, slipped fifty bucks into Shannon’s hand and directed her to the Motel 6 for a place to stay and Fred’s Discount Store for casual clothes. Not because she was the prettiest gal he’d ever seen—he wasn’t that guy. She needed help, and Tre’ felt Grandpa must have directed her to the restaurant.


  Tre’ was wrong—three weeks had passed, and Shannon was showing up on time and worked twelve-hour days. Nothing back at the motel for her, so she worked the breakfast crowd, lunch, and part of dinner. As much as Tre’ asked, Shannon kept her secrets to herself.


  She became Sheriff Miller’s requested waitress—someone Tre’ warned her about.


  The sheriff glanced Shannon’s way, waving his hand—the grossest way to ask for a check in a restaurant. Then he gave a nod to Wyatt at the end of the table to pull the car around. 


  It didn’t matter what time they got to the police station—the small-town sheriff’s office ran on autopilot. 


  Wyatt, the sheriff’s driver for three years, was labeled Man Friday, Right Hand Man, Assistant, and Mr. Do Nothing by the townspeople. None true—he was a most trusted and strong man. He followed Sheriff Miller’s orders and kept his name protected.


  His father jockeyed Wyatt for the career when he retired after serving two sheriffs, before Ray Miller became the youngest sheriff elected in the town. Some say Wyatt was a good candidate, others uttered he got the cushy job because his father knew where all the bodies were buried—the saying had never been truer.


  Shannon slipped the bill on the table—Sheriff Miller caught her hand. “When are you and I going to get together?”


  She’d stopped his advances in the past—but it was happening more often. He’d get pissy, but she always held her ground—smiled and said, “In your dreams, Sheriff,” then walked away. He’d come back with some filthy phase, but she’d never turn around. He wanted an argument—she did her best not to give it to him.


  A toot of a horn sounded from Wyatt—the sheriff left in a huff.


  Ray Miller stepped out of the car in front of the station house. Wyatt parked the vehicle in front of a sign labeled “Reserved for Sheriff Miller.”


  It was business as usual when Wyatt got to the police station. Deputies passed him in the hallways and acknowledged him with a nod, secretaries greeted with welcoming smiles—as if a celebrity stepped into the room.


  Locked in a plush office with a coffee bar, conference table, and a big cluttered desk—in dire need of attention—Wyatt and the sheriff discussed business they couldn’t talk about at the diner. 


  Wyatt started their private meeting asking the sheriff if he wanted to consider the speeding ticket for the big mouth at breakfast. He leaned back in his chair, squeezing a red ball out of habit since he quit smoking.


  “Hell, no!” the sheriff shouted. “Help one and the whole town will ask for a favor. The speed limit is forty-five on Main Street. I didn’t make the rules—you speed, you pay the price.”


  Wyatt wrote in his notepad the date, time, and subject so when he ran into the big mouth speeder again, he could quote the sheriff’s answer.


  The office manager opened most of the mail—sorts and hand delivers to department heads. The police mail is handled by a deputy clerk. She reads and processes what she can and puts the rest on the sheriff’s desk, along with personal items.


  Wyatt continued with questions. He’d been around long enough to know how to handle most issues, but out of respect he’d let the sheriff decide. 


  With one ear listening to updates, the sheriff opened his personal mail. A few envelopes addressed to Ray Miller were quickly discarded into the trash as junk mail. He also received a magazine with the latest news and trends of law enforcement and a small box. “What about that van yesterday?” he interrupted.


  “I was leaving it for last,” Wyatt said. “I’m waiting for the lab to call me.”


  “Who sends a package with no return address?” Ray said, flipping the box around. He reached for the phone and called his number two officer in command. He didn’t want to make a fuss but wanted the package ran through the scanner. It could indicate any metal in the box—before he attempted to open it. 


  A deputy came in, reached for the box carefully, and took it away.


  Wyatt continued with details about the van’s traffic stop. The occupants were a little suspicious but nothing to order them out of the vehicle—maybe jumpy because they were pulled over for no reason. He observed the tires, like the sheriff said—then he doubled back once the blue van drove down the highway. He took a sample of the chunks of clay left behind on the highway and some pieces from the paper mill.


  “Any indication someone was back by the newly planted bush?” the sheriff asked, with some uneasiness to his voice.


  “No footprints, a few tire tracks in the parking lot,” Wyatt said. “But kids hang up there all the time.”


  The impatient sheriff dialed the crime lab analyst and asked about the red clay. He listened and gave no response—hung the phone up and propped his feet on the desk. “We might have a problem. The clay from the van tires matches the clay from the paper mill.”


  “I’ll check into these people,” Wyatt said, looking through his notes. “I ran the Louisiana license—it wasn’t stolen.”


  “Then you should have the name of the owner,” Ray said.


  The deputy returned with the box and said, “All clear—no metal.”


  Ray pulled the tape off the package. The brown paper was double-wrapped; the box had hefty strips of tape across the top. With a pocket knife, he ended the struggle with the no-return address package.


  Black nuggets fell to the ground when the flaps to the box opened. “What the hell?” 


  Ray read the note enclosed—out loud. “I know what you’ve done. Revenge will make me whole again.”


  Ray rooted through the black nuggets and came up with the doll, especially made for him. A look of awe crept into the faces of the sheriff and Wyatt.


  “A doll made to resemble me. Grayish hair swirled across the forehead.” He felt the red plaid flannel. “I have a flannel shirt close to this color.”


  The sheriff had been in shootouts, attacked by inmates, and dealt with some hateful people in his career—all things he’d been trained to combat. “Is this a voodoo doll?” he asked when pulling a pin out of the stuffed chest.


  “It’s a joke,” Wyatt said, keeping an optimistic view.


  Sheriff Miller wasn’t as positive. “A scary joke,” he said. 


  Checking for clues of who might have sent it or manufactured the doll, he came up empty-handed. The note was a threat. The words “I know what you’ve done” immediately jolted his remembrance of all the bodies he’d left behind. There were only two people alive who could implicate him in the deaths of teenagers and women he’d had his way with—one was Wyatt and the other was Wyatt’s father. Their hands were dirty too, so he’d ruled them out, for now.


  “What’s with the black painted foam packaging?” Wyatt asked, picking up a few.


  The flannel shirt on the doll bothered Ray. It was similar to the one he had and often wore off duty. Then it struck him. He’d worn the shirt the night he saw Johnny at the bar.


  Wyatt was not a believer—the clay matched the van tires but could have picked up on the side of any road in Tupelo—red clay was common. The flannel shirt was just the sheriff overreacting. The note and the voodoo doll—that was a concern. 


  Wyatt expressed his thoughts to the Ray, and it might not have been a good move. I know what you’ve done rang loud in the sheriff’s ear. Someone knew his past—it wasn’t some lucky guess. Wyatt was defending and brushing off the doll as a joke—it pushed the sheriff toward thinking maybe it was time to get a new right-hand man. One thing for sure, the sheriff would do his own dirty work from now on—leaving no witnesses.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 21


   


   


  Lucy’s eyes opened early the next morning without the benefit of a clock. The simple act of rolling over woke her, because every muscle in her body screamed in protest.


  Felipe’s work vehicle, a van with bench-type seats to move his labors around town, was perfect, but the six-hour drive to Tupelo had not been comfortable. Louisiana and Mississippi both seemed to always have road construction, detours, and uneven roads, which didn’t make for a luxury ride.


  Every muscle in Lucy’s body had tensed when they were stopped by the sheriff’s deputy on the highway. She was sure she would have used the gun to stop anyone from taking the body part they found in the grave. What wasn’t clear—would she have killed him or held him off at gunpoint for them to get away? Content—she didn’t have to make that decision.


  A hot shower ran over Lucy’s head, then she turned the showerhead to pulse and it beat on her back. It was like every vertebra had jammed together from the ride or from the sudden body shock when she wrapped her finger on the trigger of the handgun. 


  When the water turned from steaming hot to warm, it was time to get out of the shower. Without the noise of running water, the ring of the telephone on her nightstand could be heard. With a towel held tightly in front of her, mostly to stop the water from dripping on the floor, she answered, “Hello.” The phone in one hand, the towel in the other, swiftly moving to dry her hair.


  “Lucy, it’s Stella,” the voice said.


  A tingling sensation suddenly flared intensity through her body. Not expecting to hear Stella’s voice—and standing nude—made for a delightful fantasy. She covered herself the best she could, but the tingling continued. Wrapping her hair in the towel, she stood nude with her arms overhead. As if to say, “Enjoy—you’ve tried to undress me often.” Lucinda’s voice came alive if only in her head—Finally, you’ve dropped the barrier. Now go for it; Stella is waiting. 


  Lucy’s hands dropped to her neck, slid down her shoulder—for a few seconds she allowed Lucinda to take over. The feeling went on endlessly, so she thought. Snapping out of the trance, she heard Stella’s voice a second time.


  “Lucy, are you there?”


  “Oh, hi, Stella,” she said naturally, pulling the top sheet off the bed covering herself.


  Stella was all business. Calling at the request of Detective Nelson, a meeting was set within the hour at New Orleans police headquarters. Her voice was strong—very professional, not like Lucy’s fantasy only a minute ago. Agreeing to meet without being told why, she expected it was about Wanda. Too afraid to ask if she was dead or alive—more than likely they’d lie anyway until she arrived at police headquarters.


  She rushed down the steps, slipping into a terrycloth robe. She hoped someone had opened the salon. In luck, coffee was brewed, and two ladies were on the job. With a cup of chicory Community Coffee, she sat in a salon chair—a miracle was performed on Lucy’s wet hair.


  Within forty minutes, she was standing curbside waiting to flag down a taxi. The cab dropped her at the corner of Tulane Avenue and Broad Street. The demanding traffic at the busy intersection barely allowed her time to get out of the taxi—throwing a ten-dollar bill on the front seat, more than enough for the short ride from the French Quarter. She jumped out of the car, dodging irritated, horn-blowing drivers speeding around the taxi.


  Lucy strolled the massive hallway of the police building to the sound of her heels echoing on the marble floor. The elevators were crowded with uniformed officers. She squeezed in and asked someone to push the fifth-floor button. Hopefully, she’d recalled the correct floor; her fantasy state of mind left her half listening to Stella’s directions when she’d called.


  The fifth floor had rows of frosted glass doors on each side of the hallway, dated, like old detective movies she’d seen as a kid. Handpainted on the glass were room numbers. She walked on and finally reached Room 524, Special Crimes. The floors were loud when walking, but the doors with glass inserts could be heard every time one opened and closed. Lucy slammed the heavy door harder than needed—glass rattled and echoed.


  Lucy took a seat in an office as directed by the receptionist. Told to wait, she sat in a comfortable, leather chair in front of a huge, mahogany desk. Her eyes fixed on the details of the desk, the same quality she’d seen at antique shops on Royal Street. It looked out of place, but considering the age of the building, it had probably been there for fifty years when the heavy ornate furniture was popular. She tapped on the base of the furniture; the sound said it was solid. Lucy gave a smile—the city didn’t know how much the desk was worth or it’d be at the next auction.


  Mario DeLuca entered and closed the door. With a kiss on the cheek, he leaned against the desk in front of Lucy. His face said something was wrong. Wanda’s dead ran through her mind—she always focused on the worst scenario.


  Mario held her hand, told her to listen carefully. They had little time to talk alone. Without details, he said Wanda was alive but had been kidnapped. Stella would give her all the details. 


  He tightened his grasp on her hands with his fingers, looked her directly in the face, and said, “Separate yourself from Felipe Cruz.” “His world is coming to a roaring halt—and soon.”


  The door opened—Stella James and Detective Nelson came in and took a seat. 


  “I’m off the case,” Mario said. His eyes focused on an old friend. “You understand?” 


  Lucy gave a nod. She understood and was grateful for the tip-off—but needed more details. Were the concerns with her association with a drug lord or laundering his money? Maybe it was Felipe’s involvement in uncovering a body in Tupelo, his donations for Burdette House that funneled through to the mayor’s race, or his drug money used for rebuilding Magazine Street—Mario had to be more specific. Her head swirling, her eyes followed Mario out the door.


  “You’re looking sharp,” Lucy said, giving Stella a smile. “Tight jeans with your big police badge on your belt.” She was doing her best to stall the conversation.


  “Your mother has been kidnapped,” Stella said.


  Lucy smirked, not the protocol for such a statement, but better than hearing that Wanda was dead.


  Detective Nelson explained that Mario had gone the distance on the case and gathered a lot of details before Wanda was officially declared missing—it was a big help. 


  Lucy looked at blurred pictures. A man pushing Wanda into the back seat of the taxi. Another picture, a little better quality, of the cab driver. Lucy shook her head—she’d never seen either man.


  When asked by the detective who might want to harm Wanda, her heart stopped—Fang Lee was her first thought. She couldn’t divulge facts without explaining the kidnappers wanted Lucy’s influence to get Felipe to return the drugs and weapons he stole from Fang Lee.


  Stella showed a clear picture of a woman standing on the corner, then Wanda flagging a taxi, and the man pushing her inside the car. The snapshot showed a clear description of the woman and the attacker’s clothing.


  “Do you recognize this woman?’ Stella asked. Lucy could see she was in full police mode—watching Lucy’s eyes as she answered. She wasn’t the playful Stella from the nightclub they’d visited a few times or the caring Stella who’d brought her cannolis after her session with Dr. Griffin.


  Moving the picture closer, she looked in Stella’s eyes and said, “No. Never seen her before.” Lucy had all the pieces to the puzzle. The photo of Millicent standing on the corner was all the proof she needed to confirm that Fang Lee was behind Wanda’s attack.


  Detective Nelson assured Lucy they were working all leads, and this was a priority. Kidnapping in the New Orleans French Quarter was not the attention the mayor wanted for a city that depended on tourism.


  On a different note, Nelson opened a file folder. “I got a call from Sheriff Franklin.” 


  Lucy, all ears, didn’t expect good news out of this report but hoped it would be something closer to solving the murder of her friend. 


  The detective spread some pictures on the table. A shot of the bone Lucy pulled from the gravesite, an X-ray of what appeared to be a forearm, and a teenage girl standing next to a car.


  A report showed the girl went missing in Tupelo two weeks ago. She’d lived in a small town—twenty minutes north. 


  Four high school girls, all under the age of nineteen, drove to Tupelo on a Saturday to play tourist and visit Elvis Presley’s childhood home. A life dream of Allison, the missing girl, who was a big fan of the king of rock ’n’ roll. A tiny, two-room house, where Elvis lived with his parents, was now a landmark turned into a museum—a tourist attraction and revenue stream for the county. 


  Cameras showed the four girls purchased tickets and entered the museum together. Interviews with three of the girls several times didn’t waver. The last time they saw Allison Bright was at a restaurant in Tupelo. A camera showed four girls walked in together but only three walked out.


  Their stories were all consistent. After lunch, Allison told her friends she’d meet them in the car—she went to the ladies’ room. That was the last they saw of the woman.


  “Sheriff Franklin’s report on the bone fell on deaf ears,” Stella said. “It was Detective Nelson who sent an officer to pick it up and ran his own test.”


  Stella pushed a picture of the bone closer to Lucy. It matched an X-ray of Allison Bright, who fell off a bike at twelve years old and broke her arm. It was Nelson who checked with a local hospital and found the X-ray that matched the girl.


  The missing person’s paperwork was filed by the parents. Allison disappeared in Tupelo, so it fell under the jurisdiction of Sheriff Ray Miller—he handled the investigation. After a month, the family contacted the sheriff’s office to get more information. They were told the investigation would continue but gave little hope that Allison would ever be found. The file, stamped “Cold Case / Possible Runaway,” was never given much attention.


  “So where does that leave me?” Lucy asked Detective Nelson.


  “I pulled the report from a national database and asked Sheriff Franklin to look into the closed case.”


  Lucy doubted a cold case under the supervision of Sheriff Miller would be reopened. The promise of CJ Franklin to investigate the case didn’t matter to Lucy. Two Mississippi sheriffs? Hard to believe they wouldn’t cover for each other—that was Lucy, always suspicious. Ray Miller would never be brought to justice for the death of Allison. If so, what satisfaction would she get to have Miller rot in prison.


  “Detective Nelson, thank you for your time,” Lucy said, shaking his hand.


  “We’ll keep you updated on your mother’s case,” the detective said and closed the file folder.


  “You do that, sir,” Lucy smiled. Her fingers swirled a long piece of red hair streaming over her ear. 


  Once before, Stella had seen the forced smile and uncontrollable twirling of Lucy’s hair. Lucy had referred to Lucinda the last time they met on a bench in Jackson Square after a session with Dr. Griffin. The reference meant nothing to her at the time—the detective wasn’t so sure now. 


  Stella had observed Detective Nelson for a few years. His thought process and how he followed instincts—that’s what made him a good detective. She’d observed Lucy’s pattern of behavior—the hair twirling, change of personality, and a dead stare—as if Lucy could see into a person’s soul.


  “Lucinda!” Stella shouted, stopping her at the door.


  Cocking her head, twirling her hair with one hand, with a graceful but forced smile, she responded, “What is it, Stella?”




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 22


   


   


  The Hotel Monteleone, a few blocks up the street from the beauty salon, was the perfect place for a meeting. It had luxury, lots of foot traffic in the lobby, and was a place Lucy was well known. 


  Dressed in casual clothes, Lucy got a nod from the hotel valet curbside. A hand stretched to the man, and he graciously accepted a tip. She continued through the shiny, polished gold and glass doors, held open by a uniformed doorman. He too received a ten-dollar tip for saying nothing more than “good morning.” 


  Hotel workers knew the drill when Lucy stuck her hand out. She slipped cash to them without saying a word and it meant—“Don’t acknowledge me and I was never here.”


  Her rubber-soled shoes, tight jeans, and a Polo Ralph Lauren shirt blended with the tourists roaming the lobby. 


  A phone call to the hotel manager earlier was her contact, and she always got what she needed. Eye contact prompted him to meet her at the end of the marble counter. He did and a room key was exchanged for two, twenty-dollar bills—she slipped into the elevator with a young couple more interested in themselves than Lucy. 


  Other than the eye in the sky, her routine went unnoticed. Security watched people in the lobby and on elevators from a tiny room no bigger than a small closet—no need to suspect her. 


  She didn’t need to worry. If anything went wrong, the head of security was well greased on holidays, special events, and even on his mother’s birthday. She knew everything about the people she depended on. His wife of twenty-two years died, leaving him with two children to raise. His mother moved in to help with the young, school-age children. A little extra cash bought mom a birthday outfit and a dinner at a fancy restaurant. 


  Lucy also made it known to all her special friends at the hotel to stop at any time at her after-hours business for a freebie. They never took her up on offers, but she believed the gesture further made them obligated to her demands.


  The elevator doors slid open without a sound at the top floor. No ding of a bell alerting the passenger, just a smooth motion—what was expected for suites on a floor that cost per night than some people earn in a week. Luxury rooms, privacy, and no hallway or elevator noise were what guests received in a plush hotel.


  She walked directly to the room with double doors and a gold plaque declaring it the Truman Capote Suite. The Hotel Monteleone, a literary landmark, named its specialty suites after famous authors who made the hotel home, including William Faulkner, Richard Ford, Eudora Welty, Tennessee Williams, and Ernest Hemingway. She could have had her pick of rooms but her favorite the Truman Capote Suite, from the first time she’d booked the room for one of her special clients from out of town.


  She’d often paid the full price, but today a few bucks got her a meeting place with people who didn’t want to be seen together. It included privacy from the police, except those invited, and showing off a false, but lavish lifestyle—not to impress but because she could.


  “Room service,” a female voice said, as a gentle chime doorbell rang. Lucy opened the door to a woman in black slacks, a neatly pressed white shirt, and a black necktie.


  “Good morning,” Lucy said.


  “Morning, ma’am,” said the female attendant for the Truman Capote Suite. Rolling the cart to the dining room table, she set the table for four people. She elegantly arranged fine china plates in the center of black placemats, with coffee cups and saucers, forks, spoons, and knives all in the proper position. Then she topped it off with a white napkin and a gold ring, holding the fan-type display, in the center of the plate.


  Lucy looked on in awe. The suite, an attendant, and a dining room set for a queen. A life she deserved and a far cry from her upbringing in the backwoods of Tupelo. It didn’t matter what she’d done to live like the privileged—to her, it was justified. 


  “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you” never rang so true to Lucy. She’d been screwed over by everyone from the time she could remember, and to live this lifestyle, she’d screw over anyone who stood in her way.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 23


   


   


  Felipe owned a senior care facility, thanks to a program the city offered to minority women. He’d simply had his sister apply, and with Lucy’s connections at city hall, a license was issued. This was another idea presented by Lucy as an outlet to wash his drug money. 


  In the garage in the rear of the facility were two blue vans, one stolen and one Felipe’s. From under the stolen truck, a man rolled out on a heavy-duty dolly. His hands were dirty—he smeared them on the bib of his overalls and not the red rag hanging from his back pocket.


  “All finished?” Felipe asked.


  The man, covered in tattoos on both arms and neck, said, “Yes.”


  In the palm of Felipe’s hand, the man placed the car keys and a remote. 


  Felipe asked, “Will it work?”


  The tattooed man gave a toothless smile. “You came to me because I’m the best.”


  Felipe said no more—gave a nod and slipped him an envelope.


  He peeked inside, gave a toothless grin again, then dropped the envelope on the passenger seat of his 1987 Toyota pickup—just as dirty as the man. The pickup drove slowly away from the garage. The driver stopped for some seniors at the crosswalk, then pulled into traffic.


  Next to the stolen van stood a fourteen-thousand-pound, commercial-grade, hydraulic lift. With toolboxes on wheels and overhead lights, the lift appeared to be a mechanic’s dream shop. This lift was designed not to lift cars but to pull a ten-by-ten-foot slab of concrete out of the ground. Concrete had been poured with a heavy-duty cable planted on each corner, which allowed a chain to loop around the blade of the lift.


  The lift moved slower than if it raised a car. Once the concrete was suspended, it allowed a person to walk into a hole in the ground—more the size of a small bedroom. Sabastian, Felipe’s most trusted crew member, went down the four steps and returned with five automatic weapons and a bundle of cocaine.


  “Are you sure this is going to work?” Sabastian asked, holding out his arms.


  “Yes, it’s just enough to piss him off,” Felipe said. The guns and one bundle of cocaine were loaded into the stolen truck.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 24


   


   


  The first person who Lucy summoned to her suite was Mario. He planned to arrive on time, full of curiosity. A secretive meeting in such luxurious surroundings piqued his interest.


  A knock at the door prompted Lucy to check herself in the foyer mirror, hair perfect, a little touchup on the lips, and a smile—she opened the door. 


  “Mario, thank you for coming,” she said, giving him a kiss on the cheek.


  “Intrigued by your message. Who could turn down coffee in the Truman Capote Suite?” Mario said, taking a seat on the sofa. “Expensive cup of coffee, Lucy.”


  Lucy, one to get to the point quickly, poured coffee in two cups and sat next to him. She’d had many meetings with Mario over coffee and fixed it just the way he would have ordered. 


  “I need every detail on Felipe—leave nothing out,” she said.


  “We could have talked by phone. No need for a fancy hotel.” Mario sipped his coffee.


  “No, my way is better,” she cut him off. “Details! Separate myself from Felipe Cruz? His world is coming to a roaring halt?” Lucy for a moment curled her hair over her left ear. She jolted her hand down in a fight with Lucinda. “What the hell does that mean?”


  Mario gave his usual squirm-in-the-seat motion when he wanted to buy time from answering a question. 


  The two friends went way back. She’d helped him with names, locations, and the right time for police to bust indoors and make an arrest. The same bust helped Mario gain stripes on his arm, getting the attention of the police chief, his commander, and the mayor. They all wanted Mario on their teams—a cop with a good arrest record was good for the brass upstairs. No one cared that Lucy put herself at risk—for such useful information.


  Mario wrinkled his nose and made a funny face. 


  “Please, tell me this expensive coffee didn’t just make you crinkle your nose and make an ugly face,” Lucy said, making a joke. “Shit, I’ll call down and have them make a fresh brew.” She’d been to enough sessions with doctors to understand how to manipulate someone. It worked—putting Mario at ease—until the information flowed.


  Fang Lee had a team of attorneys, and Julian LeRoux led them. He’d waltzed Fang through the system, making him look like a victim, not knowing that his friend was really running drugs out of a warehouse attached to the hottest nightclub in town. LeRoux was well acquainted with DEA agents and heads of departments—he’d often made them look like fools in court. It was time to befriend them and throw them a bone. 


  “Felipe is LeRoux’s token to the DEA,” Mario said. “And anyone associated with him.”


  Lucy laughed and looked Mario straight in the eyes. “I’m going to jail because some hotshot attorney says I’m friends with Felipe.” She blew on the coffee before taking a sip—then with a deadpan face said, “Come on, Mario, give me the whole story.”


  Mario stood and paced—his way of thinking how best to present something. He unloaded confidential information—info that could get him in serious trouble. “Fang Lee has powerful Washington, DC, friends.”


  “Go on,” Lucy said.


  “LeRoux dug into your finances. You’re laundering money for Felipe.” Mario fell back on the sofa. “They know about the property you own and how you get your money.”


  Lucy wasn’t rattled. She had political power too. If she went down, a lot of important people in the city would too. “Mario! I came from Tupelo with nothing and built an empire out of hard work. One salon, then another, a dry cleaning business—it’s all hard work.” She got glassy-eyed and played him. “I’m going to jail because I befriended a person suspected of drug dealing?”


  “Suspected?” Mario raised his voice.


  “Correct. He’s never been charged.” Lucy stuck up for her friend. “Innocent ’til proven guilty—didn’t they teach you that in law school?”


  Mario was surprised by Lucy’s support of Felipe. The world knew he was a major player in the drug world—but she was right that he’d never been charged.


  “So! You think every successful woman in town must have drug money behind them?” she shouted, a little overzealous, wanting to drive her point of diversion. “They couldn’t have possibly done it on their own—right, Mario?”


  “Fang is pushing his political contacts to charge Felipe for the murder of his friend, Diak Bortnik.” Mario’s voice escalated. “And he’s going to sue the police department for false arrest.”


  Lucy did the Mario shuffle and when she stopped, she leaned into his face. “Do you hear yourself? A gangster suing another gangster because he thinks he killed his friend. Someone ripped off somebody’s cocaine and illegal guns—enough guns to start a small war—that’s what this is all about.”


  She talked like a high-powered attorney in a courtroom. “You’d better have some good evidence to back your accusations.” 


  Lucy calmed down. She had to or her hand would continue to twirl hair over her left ear, and if Lucinda got a hold of this conversation, there was no telling what she’d say or do. “Mario, for a moment let’s focus on my mother’s kidnappers. The police tossed her investigation aside, but she’s my mother.”


  “No, detectives are working on it as we speak,” Mario said.


  “So am I!” Lucy shouted. “Now get out.”


  The doorbell made a ding-dong tone. Lucy opened the door to the attendant and Felipe. “Come in,” Lucy said. “Mario was just leaving.” 


  Mario locked eyes on Felipe. “I can’t help you,” Mario said, shaking his head at Felipe. “Turn yourself in by tonight. Tomorrow will be too late.”


  “Easy for you to say. Fang Lee has a contract out on me. I’m dead out on the street and certainly dead if I go to jail.”


  “Turn yourself in. The police can protect you,” Mario pleaded with him.


  “Yeah, I’m going to trust cops when I’m on the inside. No, thanks, I’ll takes my chances.”


  Felipe roamed the room, stopping at the corner floor-to-ceiling windows. He took in the view while Lucy walked Mario out the door. 


  The door lock clicked. Felipe turned with that awful smirk he could make. “Think he bought it?”


  “Doesn’t matter,” Lucy said. “He’ll have to testify he heard you say that Fang Lee was out to kill you.”


  Lucy and Felipe sat at the dining room table. He assured her his greasy mechanic took care of everything—no need for her to know details.


  Lucy placed a telephone in the center of the table. With Millicent’s card in hand, she pushed the speaker button and punched in the phone number. Millicent answered on the second ring. Felipe identified himself and assured Millicent he was risking his life to exchange the drugs and guns for Wanda’s release.


  Felipe winked at Lucy across the table. “Look, Millicent, no one was to get killed.” His eyes rolled up, pausing like he had no real comeback for the statement. “Fang’s trusted friend, Diak, set everything up.” Lucy’s eyes widened inquiringly at Felipe, who shrugged his shoulders. “I’m risking my life to get Wanda back.”


  The phone went silent, then Millicent spoke. “I’ll deal with that. For now, return the product.”


  The return of Fang’s property and the location were agreed on, once someone verified Wanda’s whereabouts and confirmation that she was alive. Felipe’s people would stand down and allow Fang Lee to ride into the sunset with what was rightfully his—the thieves had to trust each other for it to work.


  Millicent’s call was disconnected. Again, the doorbell rang. “Right on time,” Lucy said.


  She opened the door to the attendant and Stella. Greeted with a smile and a kiss, Stella’s eyes showed she was impressed.


  “Girl! The beauty salon must be doing well,” she said.


  “Don’t get too excited,” Lucy replied. “A friend is letting me use the place.”


  “I should have such friends,” Stella said, roaming the room, checking the view of the French Quarter and the top of the Mississippi River bridge poking between buildings.


  A toilet flushed and out came Felipe. Stella drew back, her complexion changed, and being a cop taken by surprise, her hand went on autopilot and slapped to her side—resting on the top of her gun. Lucy quickly stepped in and had them take a seat at the table. Coffee and Danish were passed—no one said a word. Stella and Felipe had never come face to face, and under these conditions, it was a big problem.


  Lucy broke the silence and convinced Stella that Felipe, with his street connections, did what the police couldn’t do in the last thirty-six hours—track down Wanda. Stella listened, but stayed in her guarded position, sitting across from a gangster she’d monitored when working undercover.


  Lucy poured the lies on thick. Reaching for Stella’s hand to say there was no one else she could trust with this information. The police would want details before rushing in to recuse Wanda—details she’d prefer to keep to herself.


  “So, this is someone you owe money to,” Stella said. “Or did this slimeball jam you up some way?” pointing at Felipe.


  “Feisty—I like that in a woman.” Felipe gave a disgusting grin—one Stella grew to hate.


  “How about I shoot you between the legs?” Stella popped the snap holding her gun in the holster. “You know a judge is ready to sign off on an arrest warrant, charging you with the murder of Diak Bortnik, and I’m sure you ripped off the drugs and weapons.”


  Felipe didn’t grin, tried not to squirm in his seat. “Prove it.”


  “Fang has a videotape.” She shook her head. Frustration with the creep allowed confidential information to spurt out. “A camera only he and his friend knew about.”


  Felipe didn’t say a word. His eyes shifted to Lucy. They weren’t prepared for a videotape.


  Lucy calmed them down and stuck to the story, regardless of how she betrayed her friend. The important thing was to find Wanda without disclosing the reason she was snatched. 


  A simple plan had Stella face off with Wanda’s attackers and she must do it without a weapon—she’d be frisked before entering the location. Lucy was about to tell her a bald-faced lie about why Felipe had to meet with Fang Lee before Wanda could be recused, but Stella put her hands over her ears.


  “I don’t want to know!”


  Lucy pulled Stella by the hands across the table. “Your story to the chief is that an informant gave you the location. You’ll be a hero. Rescuing Wanda singlehandedly. I see you seated next to the mayor at the press conference.”


  “All I can lose is my career or my life.” Stella couldn’t give herself one rational reason she’d go out on a limb and get involved with Felipe. As for Lucy, she trusted it wasn’t romantic feelings swaying her decision. She took a deep breath, looked in those baby blue eyes of Lucy and said, “Hell, let’s do it.”




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 25


   


   


  The phone rang, Lucy hesitated, debating whether to answer graciously or as a hard-ass. Felipe, at the dining room table, fiddled with the Monteleone’s monogrammed dinnerware. His eyes lifted slowly to Lucy, as if to say, “It’s the call we’ve been waiting on.”


  She answered, “Speak.” The decision was hard-ass—the only way to deal with Fang Lee. Lucy had gambled making a call to Millicent demanding to talk directly with Fang—she had to hear the answer come from his lips. She won—Fang was on the line. 


  With the return of the cocaine and the guns, he’d give up the videotape. The only proof Felipe killed Diak Bortnik and stole the drugs and guns.


  “Money does talk,” Lucy said, hanging the phone up. The death of his friend goes away with the return of the coke and the guns. She locked eyes with Felipe. “I’ll ask again—is everything ready? There is no room for error.”


  “Not a problem,” Felipe said, without blinking an eye. “The coke and the weapons are loaded, ready for delivery. On my word, the goods will be delivered to Fang.”


  They had an hour to get Stella to an address in Eastover, a community fifteen minutes from downtown in midday traffic. The perfect place to stash a woman, tucked away in a gated community, where there was only one way in or out and guards checking every car.


  Stella stopped at the gatehouse, announced her name, and was told to pull to the side. A uniformed security guard searched the inside of the car while Stella nervously stood by the fender—watched by another guard. The guard checked the car for guns—under seats, in door pockets, and places one might not suspect. The back seat was pulled from under the rear window, giving access to the trunk—it was clean too. The car was empty of anything that could be a weapon. 


  Stella stood with her hands in the air as one guard slid his hands down her arms, hips, each leg, while taking privileges around every curve of her body. The other guard watched with pleasure. His eyes not missing a move of the man’s hands, a disgusting twinkle showed in his eyes. She didn’t flinch. As an undercover cop, she’d been through the drill a few times. One has to expect immoral behavior when dealing with criminals. These two were no doubt on Fang Lee’s payroll. 


  A white jeep pulled in front of her. She followed the yellow and white blinking lights on the rooftop. Homes here were out of Stella’s price range, but she’d love to see the inside of one. Her head, on a swivel, flipped from one big estate to another. The jeep stopped at the end of a curvy street in front of iron gates. The driver pushed the code, and the gates opened.


  “A driveway with private gates inside a gated community,” Stella mumbled to herself. “Definitely must be the big dog of the neighborhood and doesn’t want anyone sneaking up on him.” The jeep pulled up the driveway, raised considerably from the street, through a brick archway into a circle drive lined with tall bushes blocking any view from the street.


  She stopped and two men approached from the house. They weren’t shy in hiding their weapons. Both carried semi-automatics—a type of gun a police officer hated to go up against.


  Directed to the house ,she went through the same frisking routine, except this time the creep took extra privileges. It was part of the setup. Stella, dressed in tight jeans, made sure no one could see anything hidden in her pockets or strapped to her leg. He didn’t bother going up and down her legs. She put the cheese out—a good pushup bra—and the rat took it. It was a special bra made of armored gear and a thin, black, bulletproof vest. His eyes focused on her boobs and his hands sliding around her armpits—the fool missed a small, two-shot derringer holstered in her bra. Most important, a GPS device was sewn in the lining. Stella was checked by two guards, both fell for the opportunity to rub their hands over her body, not properly checking for a gun—stone novices.


  “Clean,” the thug said.


  “Wow, what a house,” Stella expressed when she reached the foyer. Partly an act to get them talking and partly a dream come true to see the inside of the house. It wasn’t the way she’d liked to see the house but something she could tell her friends. “What’s this place cost—a million or two?”


  There was no reply, and she was nudged down a hall. Stella continued her role play as the worrisome person only there to confirm Wanda’s safety. Instructed to open a door at the end of the hall, she did. Wanda rocked in a chair at a large window overlooking the grounds. Her initial response to run and hug Stella was quickly changed to a distorted facial expression.


  “Are you Wanda?” Stella asked, playing out the exchange instructions.


  Wanda shook her head up and down and whispered, “Yes.”


  She appeared in good health and was living comfortably. “Okay, what’s next?”


  One man stood at the door the other handed Stella a phone—the line already connected. She heard Felipe say hello.


  “Felipe, Wanda is safe,” is all she got out of her mouth before the phone was jerked away.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 26


   


   


  Felipe drove his van into the New Orleans Ernest N. Morial Convention Center parking lot. He pushed a button on the machine and a parking ticket spit out. The crossarm raised, and Felipe waved to the attendant, wearing a New Orleans Saints cap, in a hut overseeing the lot.


  “Go Saints!” Felipe shouted as he drove past—making sure the man saw his face, something Felipe thought of on the fly.


  The attendant waved his hand. “Super Bowl, baby,” he shouted back. It was something people said, but the truth was the Saints had rarely made it to a playoff game, much less the Super Bowl. Felipe smiled—mission accomplished. The attendant would remember Felipe if questioned by the police—this was one time that Felipe wanted to be identified at a scene.


  The perfect parking place was being held by one of his crew. The man backed the car out, and Felipe slipped in next to the truck that his mechanic setup that held one bundle of coke and a few guns. The switch was to take place at three o’clock at a perfectly scouted location—surveillance cameras recording at every angle.


  Felipe exited the truck, looked up at a camera attached to a light pole, then put his red cap on that matched his logo shirt. He showed his ticket at the front entrance of the convention center—the largest construction expo. It was an expo that all licensed builders attended.


  At 3 P.M., he must meet Fang Lee. It gave him twenty minutes to shake hands and distribute his business card among vendors. He’d hit companies that he’d dealt with, those that knew him as a legit businessman. He shook hands and made small talk about how he loved their products—words to impress them. The vendors were all smiles.


  He headed to the men’s room. Felipe Junior waited in a stall with gray overalls and a matching cap, ready for his dad to change. Junior changed into the red shirt and logo hat, and they walked out of the restroom minutes apart. 


  Felipe’s son, about the same height as his father, walked the convention floor, passing out his father’s business cards and collecting vendor advertisements. Felipe slipped out of the center at the loading dock, headed to the parking lot. His cap was pulled down just above his eyes and he kept his chin down—he’d studied all the camera angles and made sure none got a good look at his face. Standing twenty yards out, he had a front-row seat, if everything went as planned.


  If Fang held up his side of the bargain, he should roll through the gates any second. 


  A horn sounded from a car leading a black van. Felipe had to grin. Fang had taken every precaution and arrived early. He’d held up in a warehouse to watch Felipe arrive, making sure he was alone. A good move for a gangster—plan a time and arrive early to check out the area. Felipe would have done the same. He glanced at his watch; it was now 2:55 P.M.


  A black truck backed up to the rear of the stolen van—Fang stood nearby, while his two guys checked out the goods. Felipe watched from afar—what Fang couldn’t see was the smile he sported from ear to ear.


  Felipe’s cell phone rang; he quickly answered. Two men were at Lucy’s suite and played the videotape from the warehouse. She said it was deadlock proof that Felipe would never see the light of day if the tape was played for a jury.


  His smile changed to a nervous grin. Hopefully, the tape was the original, and no copies had been made. “The exchange is happening now—go as planned.” He flipped the phone off.


  One man called out to Fang. He took a puff of his roll-your-own and threw it on the ground. Stepping on the cigarette, he walked to the rear of the truck. There it was, the reality of the deal. Felipe had no intentions of living up to his side of the agreement.


  “A little short, Felipe,” Fang shouted. “One kilo and a few guns. Unless you tell me there is a lot more under the floorboard—we have a problem.” 


  One of Fang’s men bent down and looked under the truck—as if more drugs were attached to the chassis. Dealers have often welded boxes under vehicles to hide drugs during transportation—not today.


  “Nothing under the truck,” Fang said. “What’s up, my friend?”


  “I had a change of heart,” Felipe took a few steps toward the trucks. “You see—I figure giving you back your goods or not, you’ll still want me dead.”


  Fang waved his men over—his plan of attack decided. “One phone call and Wanda is dead—and that Stella gal too.”


  “Fang!” Felipe shouted. “I bet I can click my remote before you make the call.” From his pocket, he pulled the remote his mechanic gave him for the exchange of an envelope full of cash. In one swift motion, he pointed it toward the van.


  Counting out loud, “Four, three, two—I win!” A loud explosion blew the blue, stolen van to pieces along with the drugs, the guns, including Fang Lee and his crew. Even a few nearby cars were damaged. Flames shot high in the air. 


  Before people gathered or the police and fire departments arrived, Felipe strolled through the parking lot into the convention center through the loading dock. His son spotted him and slowly walked into the men’s room behind him. Felipe slipped out of the maintenance overalls and swapped clothes with his son. His son ditched the overalls at another restroom and fled the building.


  On the floor, Felipe stopped at several exhibitors—a drywall display, flooring and roofing companies—making sure cameras picked him up carrying a bag of advertisements that his son had collected. He introduced himself to everyone he met, giving them his business card as a licensed contractor in the state of Louisiana.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 27


   


   


  Across town, Stella looked at her watch. It showed 3:01 P.M. She could only hope Felipe had lived up to his side of the deal and made the exchange. She believed in Lucy over the future of her career. She didn’t know what Felipe had to exchange for the release of Wanda, but she was about to make a name for herself and take down the kidnappers—singlehandedly.


  Three police officers held the gate guards at bay while four SWAT teams followed a car directing them to Stella’s GPS signal. The caravan of cars rammed the gates to the home, drove up the driveway, and disembarked.


  With the sound of a battering ram caving in the front door, Stella took her position. With Wanda in the closet, she stood on a chair behind the door. Police could be heard shouting downstairs but no gunfire—yet. The bedroom door popped open, and one thug entered with his gun drawn. With her derringer pressed against his head, Stella disarmed the man and waited for police backup.


  Back at the hotel, Lucy sat in the suite sipping a beverage—her insides flipping. Two men in front of her both packed guns, as seen from the bulges in their coats. The videotape sat on the glass coffee table. She looked at her watch. It was 3:05 P.M. and time for her move.


  “What’s taking Fang so long to call?” 


  Within seconds, a knock at the door turned both men’s heads. From the adjoining room, the door popped open with Felipe’s final piece to the puzzle. Sabastian put one bullet in the back of each of their heads. The silencer on the gun was so good that Lucy barely heard the shots but was startled when the men hit the floor. 


  Sabastian, a professional hitman, cleaned the suite and handled the two bodies. Each was placed in a body bag, much like the coroner’s office used. A metal, rolling container slipped easily through the adjoining bedroom door. Then the bags went down the freight elevator to a loading dock and on to a lift gate that moved the lifeless bodies into an enclosed truck. In under five minutes, Sabastian killed the men, cleaned up any evidence, and was in a truck heading to alligator bayou. 


  Lucy took the videotape, exited the elevator, and hit Royal Street. Her cut of the drugs and guns was about two million dollars—funding for the next project was secured and Wanda would soon be back home safe.


  Lucy had no regrets but wondered if Lucinda helped. She couldn’t believe she’d done this on her own. She’d traded Fang Lee, an international drug dealer, for Felipe, a local homegrown thug she could control. He sold his drugs to tourist, junkies, and never to teens or near schools. She’d worked hard washing drug money for a cut—building a legit empire. Hopefully, Felipe would wise up and follow. There was no way she’d allow Fang Lee to take down her golden goose. She’d do it herself when she had no more use for Felipe.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 28


   


   


  Felipe hadn’t been able to sleep, tossing and turning all night. It was still dark—he didn’t care—and he called Lucy. He could tell she was asleep when she answered.


  “Get up. Make coffee. I’m on his way.”


  Fifteen minutes later, the sky opened to a new morning. A slight break in the clouds let a little ray of sunshine peek through. Walking down Royal Street during a peaceful time of day—with sounds of a garbage truck a block away compacting its load and a ferry boat horn blew carrying people from Algiers across the river to their jobs in the French Quarter. Sounds that  locals took for granted—others cherished as one of the most unique cities in the world.


  Merchants cleaning windows in their storefronts gave Felipe a nod as he passed. Felipe said, “Good morning.” It was unusual for him to acknowledge anyone—today was different. 


  Before stepping across the street, he dropped two quarters in a paper box and pulled a morning Times-Picayune newspaper. He had to laugh. It was the worse invention in the world—a newspaper box putting people on the honor system—two quarters got you one newspaper or, if you were dishonest, all of them. As a kid, he’d take six and sell them on the corner of Royal and Canal Streets when cars stopped for the traffic light—a quick three bucks’ profit. 


  The picture on the front page got his attention—it was a quarter of the paper. A slight smile came across his face—then he tucked the paper under his arm and walked on.


  The front door was unlocked. Felipe strolled into the dimly lit salon and found an unruly Lucy with bed hair, a silk robe, and floppy slippers in the kitchen.


  “What?” she asked. Felipe’s gawk was obvious. “This is what you get when you wake a woman from a dead sleep. What’s so important?”


  “For starters,” he dropped the newspaper on the table, “your friend made the front page.”


  A picture showed Stella walking a handcuffed man out of the mansion in New Orleans East. The caption read “Cop Takes Down Kidnappers Singlehandedly.” 


  “Holy shit. I wrote that headline days ago.”


  “I’m not sure about this attorney,” Felipe rattled off.


  She discarded the paper and poured coffee. “You mean Walker?”


  Walker Bordelon, fresh out of Tulane Law School, had just joined the law firm of Trahan and Breaux, one of the oldest, well-known firms in New Orleans. Walker, a recommendation from Travis Breaux, was Felipe’s criminal defense attorney. The meeting later that morning with the DA’s office was going to be a fact-finding process that the district attorney used when he didn’t have a shred of evidence to charge a person.


  Lucy viewed the problem from the outside looking in—a process easier than Felipe could. He had everything to lose. The fact is, she’d squeezed information from Stella. She’d learned that the DA pulled the indictment with the death of Fang Lee. No witnesses to tell their side of the story and no videotape—another indication there were no copies.


  “You have to trust Travis,” she told Felipe. 


  Travis Breaux didn’t want to go into the meeting with guns blazing—he represented guilty clients. While he won most cases or got a dramatically reduced sentence, he didn’t want to show his hand—not just yet. Walker Bordelon—still wet behind his ears, probably more nervous than his client—should do just fine.


  “Wear your blue suit, white shirt, and that tie I bought you,” Lucy said. “You’re a successful businessman who supports the community.” She reminded him of the toys he gave out for Christmas, Easter egg hunts, the annual summer community picnic at West End—he did the barbecue himself. Felipe had even torn down abandoned houses and made a baseball diamond for kids, starting a family league. He helped the poor, the underprivileged, and kids raised by a family member because their parents were dead or in jail.


  That grin crept up on Felipe again. “You paint a pretty picture for a drug dealer.”


  “Hopefully, not for long,” Lucy said and sipped her coffee.


  It wasn’t like Felipe to get rattled by the police. With age came worry—he often thought of the jeopardy he put his family through. He had everything he needed or ever wanted. At the ripe age of forty-two, he’d seen and done it all. Why not go legit?


  The walk to his car gave him time to think. He had to put his trust in the hands of the people he’d overpaid for loyalty and know-how around the legal system.


  Later that morning, Felipe arrived at his attorney’s office by taxi, dressed in a blue suit, a starched white shirt, collar stays holding the knot of a silk, blue and burgundy necktie in place. 


  The office building made of brick had “Trahan and Breaux” etched in the stone over the massive front doors. Inside the lobby were large framed pictures of Trahan and Breaux’s fathers, who started the law firm in the early 1950s.


  The firm’s attorneys made their living defending guilty people—as far back as when their fathers teamed up. They fought for the guilty, even when they confessed to the crime behind closed doors. Some say attorney-client privilege was abused. Knowing a client pulled the trigger, leaving a father of four’s brains on the kitchen wall, didn’t matter. If you had the money, the firm would fight until it got the client off on a technicality or a reduced sentence with nothing more than a slap on the wrist. Felipe, a drug dealer, wasn’t the first and wouldn’t be the last criminal the firm represented.


  Felipe gazed at their pictures, as he walked the marble floors and mumbled, “And they call me the criminal.” He always called attorneys “thieves in three-piece suits.”


  Travis Breaux introduced Felipe to Walker Bordelon in the conference room. They sat, and Felipe let them do the talking. He was paying the bill but had no real say-so. 


  Travis pushed—he was a phone call away if Walker got into trouble or boxed into a corner by an experienced Logan Wilson, the assistant district attorney. Another reason Travis didn’t want to join the meeting was that the DA’s office showed its hand when the assistant scheduled the meeting. The number-two man would run the inquiry, so there was no reason to show muscle and have Travis come along.


  Felipe heard them out. Travis said, “Trust me,” a phrase Felipe hated.


  Walker dressed the attorney look, but could he pull it off? Felipe wasn’t sure. He’d rather have a pit-bull attorney in raggedy clothes than a well-dressed chihuahua. Walker appeared as a meek, go-along-with-anything type of guy, not even a chihuahua with a pit-bull attitude. Travis, the experienced attorney who was paid for his advice and guidance, pushed for Felipe to agree—he caved to Walker representing him.


  The district attorney’s office occupied an office in the Orleans Parish Criminal District Court building on Tulane Avenue—an intimidating place. The old, stone-gray criminal court brought back memories—all bad. Although in the end results favored Felipe, the place still gave him the shakes walking up the massive entrance.


  Walker and Felipe were held in a conference room—a usual move by the DA’s office. The attorneys liked to enter a room as a group—dramatic staging—and they knew where each would sit. 


  Walker checked his notes on a pad hidden in the slot of his binder. Felipe glanced at the top sheet. The underlined title read “APPROACH” in caps and listed four. Number one caught Felipe’s eye—it read “NOTHING,” again in caps.


  Felipe’s eyes drilled into the list. Walker closed the binder.


  “Felipe, you know what they call a person with a master’s degree in law who graduated at the top of his class and the one who barely graduated?”


  Felipe, taken by surprise, said, “No.”


  “They’re both called attorneys. I’m the one at the top of my class,” he said. “Stop worrying—I have this.”


  The door was flung open by a woman announcing, as if the president of the United States was arriving, “Gentlemen, Mr. Logan Wilson, assistant district attorney for Orleans Parish.” Logan stepped forward and three others followed, as expected.


  Walker watched silently. Logan sat at the head of the table, again expected. He opened a folder and didn’t introduce his staff. Then the waiting game started. Felipe was looking down but across at Walker—his eyes rolled. Walker, straight-faced, watched their reactions—they looked up, but quickly looked away when Walker made eye contact.


  Finally, Logan broke the silence. “We’re here today—”


  Walker cut him off. “I’d like to introduce my client,” he said. “Mr. Felipe Diego Cruz Senior.” Felipe was impressed—few people knew his middle name. Walker laid out the ground rules that all questions were to be addressed to him and never to his client. 


  Logan was taken aback by the demanding tone. His face turned bright red.


  “Proceed,” Walker said.


  The staff looked for some greatness of a speech by Logan after being shot down and embarrassed—none came.


  “Very well,” Logan said, then fiddled with some papers in front of him—clearly pissed off. He went over things that didn’t matter—a long story that provided no information on the charges pending. He finally quit beating around the bush and asked why Felipe was at the convention center two days earlier. 


  Walker pushed a copy of Felipe’s Louisiana contractor’s license across the table. 


  Logan reviewed it and passed it back. Then he dropped a bombshell. Felipe was sure his face showed a telltale.


  “We have a videotape,” Logan said. His staff was all smiles, as if to say, “We have you now, asshole.”


  Walker coolly asked, “And what might be on this videotape?”


  Felipe took a deep breath. Flashes of all the planning for the perfect crime to kill Fang Lee went up in smoke. Could the DA have a copy of the tape from the warehouse? He wanted to clear his throat, but that would have been a dead giveaway that he was nervous.


  Across the table, Logan pushed a still shot from the tape of a man in overalls and a cap standing in the convention center parking lot. Another picture showed Fang Lee and two of his men at the side of a truck. The third picture was of a blue van in flames and bodies lying on the concrete.


  The beam in Felipe’s eyes and the grin on his face had to be noticed by everyone in the room—Felipe didn’t care. He wanted to scream out, “You dumb bastards—that’s not the video I’m worried about.”


  “Terrible tragedy,” Walker said. “What does this have to do with my client?”


  “We believe the man in the overalls had some type of remote that blew up Felipe’s truck and everyone standing nearby.”


  “Again,” Walker asked, “what does that have to do with my client?”


  A second picture was thrown on the table—a zoomed-in version of the man in overalls. Walker studied the picture. It was highly unlikely they’d ever prove it was Felipe with the overalls on. If that’s their proof, they missed by a mile. The DA expected Walker and Felipe to cave and make a deal—maybe take the death penalty off the table for more indictments.


  “I see where the saying came from,” Walker said.


  Logan gave a strange look. “What’s that?”


  “They all look alike.” He threw the picture back. “I agree, the man in the picture is of Spanish descent—maybe Filipino or Latin American—but he’s not Felipe.”


  Walker pulled a signed affidavit from four vendors at the convention. It stated that Felipe stopped by their booths between 2:30 P.M. and 3:30 P.M.—the bomb exploded at 3:02 P.M. He couldn’t have been in the parking lot during that time. Another affidavit regarding his client was that a hit had been ordered by Fang Lee. It was signed by Detectives Mario DeLuca and Stella James.


  Walker stood—pointed at a picture. He gave them something to chew on, pointing out a man bent down at the back of the blue van, minutes before the blast. 


  “We believe this was an attempt on Felipe’s life by planting a bomb under his truck.” Walker broke his stern look and gave a smile. “They had the wrong truck, and the bomb went off prematurely.”


  Then he presented his own snapshots from the parking lot surveillance camera. They showed Felipe getting out of a blue van but not the one that blew up.


  Logan had no case. His expression showed defeat when he saw the pictures and read over the letters from vendors and the veteran police officers vouching for Felipe.


  Walker gathered his things. “Unless you have more—we’re going to leave now.”


  Logan lashed out with the only thing he could say, “Felipe!”


  “Don’t answer,” Walker said, pulling Felipe by the arm.


  “I know you did it. I’ll prove it one day.” Logan’s frustration took over. An unprofessional reach by the district attorney’s office—he was desperate.


  The two talked, their conversation muffled by the sound of their shoes echoing on the marble floor of the hallway as they left the building.


  “What did you get out of the meeting?” Felipe asked Walker.


  “Little evidence,” Walker said. “They’ll push a weak case to the DA; he’ll discuss it with the prosecuting attorneys for the city; then, it’ll be dropped.”


  Felipe admittedly showed his approval for Walker as his hand shook the corner of Walker’s Brooks Brothers coat. “You’re okay, kid.”




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 29


   


   


  The Old Absinthe House on Bourbon Street had been a favorite bar for tourists and locals for over a hundred years. The bar was within walking distance from Lucy’s apartment. She put on a sweater and left the salon in the hands of her reliable ladies to lock up after the last appointment. On her route down Royal Street, she stopped at the Voodoo Shop, peeked in the window at the doll she’d had her eye on for a while. She couldn’t help but smile at the thought that the good old sheriff should have received his gift box by now—the reaction on his face had to be priceless. The note, “I know what you’ve done,” hopefully was still giving him sleepless nights, and rightfully so.


  On Bourbon Street, barkers in front of nightclubs shouted, “A buck buys you a drink,” trying to get the early crowd into the place. Once inside, skimpily dressed waitresses made sure the patrons had several drinks—only the first drink was a dollar.


  The man at the door tipped his hat. “Good evening, Ms. Lucy.” 


  People hadn’t always been so respectful, but now Voodoo Lucy, as some called her, walked the streets of the French Quarter like a queen. Women wanted to be her friend—men were plainly scared of her. Too many stories floated around, some true and others Lucy didn’t correct.


  The door was open to the street when she arrived at the Old Absinthe House. For five in the evening, it was well on its way to full capacity by nightfall.


  At a table, already seated, were her friend, Darlene, from the clinic, and Stella. It brought a giggle to Lucy—Darlene seated with Stella having a drink. A pill-pushing drug dealer with an undercover cop. It was almost the start of a joke: “A drug dealer and a cop are having a drink.” She controlled herself and took a seat.


  “Well! Looks like you ladies started without me,” Lucy said.


  Darlene took the last sip of her drink, tipping the glass upward, getting every drop. “It was a rough day at the clinic.”


  Stella reached for Lucy’s arm. “She thinks she had a rough day.” 


  The waitress delivered Lucy an Old Fashioned cocktail—the same as Stella and Darlene ordered. It was an Old Absinthe House specialty drink. 


  Lucy took her first sip and went into detail about how Stella singlehandedly took down kidnappers and rescued Wanda. It’d been a few days since the turmoil with Fang Lee. Lucy couldn’t speak for Stella, but she hadn’t recovered. They ordered another round.


  At the corner of the bar, Lucy spotted Felipe. He couldn’t be seated at the same table as the women without Stella walking out, so he passed on the celebration get-together. Lucy gave him a wink and raised her glass when the others were absorbed in talk about the lady’s dress at the next table.


  Lucy let them chat and made her way through the crowd to Felipe. “I understand congratulations are in order.”


  “Looks that way,” he said. “The DA don’t have jack shit on me.”


  Lucy looked around—no one was paying any attention to her from the nearby tables or the regulars at the barstools. Even if they were, she couldn’t be heard over the noise in the place. “When do you unload Fang’s product?”


  “It’s being done, as we speak.”


  “Wow, you move quickly,” Lucy said, shaking his arm. “What’s my piece?”


  “Five hundred thousand,” Felipe said. “Plus, I’ll drop four million in cash to you tomorrow—need it washed fast.”


  “And I get another four hundred Gs when that is done.”


  “That’s the going rate, partner.” Felipe raised his glass.


  They discussed strategies on how to push harder to elect Sam Algarotti as mayor. Lucy had a foothold in the city political arena and wanted more power. Her motto was, “You never have too much money or power,” and she planned to push full speed ahead. 


  Felipe did what he did best to persuade a few key preachers in the city who controlled a lot of votes. A commitment of a few thousand dollars donation a month was enough to wet their beaks. The preachers would push their congregations in believing that Sam Algarotti walked on water—and that is who they needed to vote for.


  Felipe ordered another drink, offered Lucy one, but she refused. “Are you ready to tie up those loose ends?”


  “Yep, I see clearer now,” Lucy said. “I can’t trust law enforcement. I’ll handle it myself.”


  “I’m happy to help.” Felipe reached for the fresh cocktail the bartender brought. “What’s your plan of action?”


  Lucy rolled her eyes. “Don’t have one.” And she walked away.


  “You might want to get a plan,” he shouted to the back of her head, as she cut through the thick crowd standing three deep at the bar. She slipped back in her seat, hardly missed by the ladies still talking fashion. 


  “Finally!” Lucy said, when Mario and Wanda weaved between people to get to the table. They gave a round of hugs to the ladies. 


  Wanda held tightly to Stella and whispered, “Thank you—thank you for saving my life.” 


  Stella smiled. “It was all in a day’s work.”


  Another round of drinks arrived. Stella questioned the waitress as no one had ordered more drinks. The waitress pointed at Felipe—he raised his glass.


  Lucy, not sure how it would be accepted, peeked at Stella and Mario from the corner of her eye. “Play nice, you two,” she said. “He’s just sending thank-you drinks.”


  Mario, always on the defense, said, “No need to thank us for the letter supporting his death threats from Fang Lee.”


  “Just doing our job,” Stella said. “Would have supported anyone with the same issue.”


  Lucy lifted her glass. The others followed. “To Wanda for a safe return and to Stella for risking her life to get her home safely.”


  Weaving through people at the bar, Felipe surfaced in front of Lucy’s table. He gave them a thumbs-up, a nod, and a wink toward Mario and Stella. It was the best he could do to get a message of thanks for going to bat for him. Anything more would have put the two cops in an awkward position. 


  The written statement confirming Felipe had mentioned several times that Fang had threatened to kill him was the turning point for the DA to drop charges—especially coming from veteran police officers. The main sticking point was that the DA had no evidence. Fang Lee was dead, and the videotape had been destroyed personally by Felipe—there was no case.


  He smirked as he made his way out of the bar into the fresh air, away from the smell of stale smoke and beer. He walked along Bourbon Street as he recalled the perfect plan. It made him want to rejoice and tell someone. Not even Lucy knew all the details. Eliminating Fang Lee from the drug competition was carefully planned. Taking out some Russians, who were trafficking women, and ripping off ten million in drugs and weapons was a bonus.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 30


   


   


  The morning dawned bright and early. A mistake in leaving the drapes open the night before was welcomed by Lucy when she woke from another dreadful dream—she called it a dream. Dr. Griffin called it hallucinations. It occurred in her consciousness state between waking and sleeping. Anxiety brought it on, and even if she’d taken the medication the doctor prescribed before going to bed, it wouldn’t have helped. 


  She needed a clear head this morning, and taking the drugs sometimes kept her in a foggy stage well past afternoon. Today, more than ever, she needed full awareness of her surroundings and her decision-making.


  Lucy slipped into her jeans, a comfortable top, and carried the overnight bag she’d packed earlier to the kitchen. Wanda had breakfast ready, and Darlene, her overnight guest, was already at the table.


  “Rested okay?” Lucy asked Darlene.


  “Good for a strange bed,” she said.


  “Like you haven’t slept in a few strange beds in your day,” Lucy said straight-faced, then a giggle erupted.


  Wanda poured coffee and placed a plate of homemade biscuits on the table. “That’s a terrible thing to say about Darlene,” Wanda said. “Tell me details. I live an uneventful romantic life.” They had a good laugh and finished breakfast. There was a knock at the salon door—way too early for customers.


  Wanda peeked through the window before opening the door to Felipe. She welcomed him in with the enticement of homemade biscuits that had penetrated a smell of fresh baked goods all the way to the salon.


  There was a surprised look from Lucy, seeing Felipe out and about before noon. She wondered why he was in her kitchen.


  “I’m going with you,” Felipe said.


  “To the Gulf Coast?” Wanda said.


  Lucy’s eyes broadened and shifted to Wanda. Felipe picked up on Wanda’s cluelessness about where Lucy and Darlene were actually heading.


  “Yes, the Gulf Coast,” he said. “Got my speedo packed—ready for the salty Gulf water and a sandy beach.”


  Lucy shouldn’t have taken a sip of coffee at the precise moment he described his bathing suit—it came close to exiting through her nose. “Speedo?” 


  They had a good laugh, and Wanda handed off a lunch basket for their trip. Lucy gave Wanda a hug and told her she’d be back in a few days.


  “Good, honey.” Wanda walked them to the door. “You need some downtime—have fun.”


  The walk to the parking garage on Conti Street allowed Lucy time to grill Felipe about the reason for him to tag along. The journey was personal for Lucy, and Darlene was all the help she needed. He wouldn’t hear of it. Lucy had been the force behind two cops vouching for Felipe, making his murder case go away. If she was taking on Sheriff Miller in Tupelo, she’d need his help.


  Felipe had parked on the street, so he waited for Lucy’s car to pull out of the garage, then followed her. Her instructions were to stop whenever she wanted for a break and keep at the speed limit, especially when they hit the Mississippi state line.


  They were both prepared with a story, should they get pulled over by Sheriff Miller’s inquisitive deputy. This time they were not driving the van and sporting red clay on the wheels—a dead giveaway they had been at the old paper mill.


  Two stops were made on the way, one for gas and to stretch their legs and another for a restroom break. They also planned to stop in Columbus, Mississippi, for a follow-up with Sheriff CJ Franklin. He’d agreed to meet Lucy at 5 P.M.—she was a little early.


  The sheriff hadn’t called with updates on Allison Bright’s case, as promised. She preferred to be optimistic and favored the sheriff’s busy schedule as the reason for the lack of communication. However, a little voice in the back of her head didn’t trust any small-town sheriffs—they controlled everything within their county lines. Just like Sheriff Miller had done over the last twenty years.


  Lucy asked for Sheriff Franklin at the front desk. She was taken back—the officer said the sheriff was expecting her. 


  A firm handshake passed between the two, then Lucy took a seat in front of his desk. Her eyes couldn’t help but roam the room. From the look of things, he was a big game hunter. Trophies of his kills hung on the walls—a deer head with a large rack, several ducks on wood plaques. On the floor stood a full-body raccoon and a “large pig,” she openly said until the sheriff corrected her and explained the difference between a pig and a wild boar. He even had a tree in the office with stuffed birds resting on various limbs. It was terrifying to view dozens of eyeballs staring at you—never blinking.


  Lucy grew up in the backwoods of Tupelo. Her father hunted but not just for the hell of killing an animal—for the family to eat. Other families did the same and also raised pigs and chickens for food. This asshole enjoyed killing precious defenseless animals, then mounting his accomplishments as if they were awards.


  The sheriff flipped open a folder and read from some notes. Lucy heard his voice but didn’t catch a word. Her eyes fixed on a picture of Sheriffs Miller and Franklin kneeling down next to a deer with a large rack—probably the head mounted on the wall. The obvious interpretation jumped out at her. Franklin simulated his dislike for Sheriff Miller when he and Lucy first met. Said they worked cases that crossed the county lines but that was about all. 


  A picture on the credenza against the wall displayed Franklin and a woman, Lucy speculated was his wife, dressed in fancy clothes—maybe a holiday function. Yes, she thought when spotting a Christmas tree in the background. What couldn’t be mistaken was Sheriff Miller sitting next to Franklin.


  The sheriff continued talking. Lucy looked through him, not at him. You bastard. You’re as corrupt as Sheriff Miller ran through her mind. His concern when Detective Nelson explained the finding of a dead girl buried behind the paper mill and rushing to the golf course to have Judge Armstrong sign a court order appeared to be a front. He’d had no intentions to follow-up on Allison’s death—he was involved or covering for someone.


  “I’m sorry. Could you start over?” Lucy blinked her eyes, trying to focus this time on what he said. “The short version will do.”


  “We hit a dead end,” Franklin said. “The file will be kept open. I hope something surfaces.”


  “Hope?” Lucy repeated. “That’s what you’re going with—hope?”


  She extended her hand across the desk. “Thank you for taking the time to see me.”


  “Not a problem,” Franklin said. “I’ll keep you updated.”


  “Please do. Again, thank you.”


  Lucy tried not to walk fast out of the building, but her body wanted to run. She smiled at people and thanked the officer at the front desk for his assistance. Once outside, she all but ran to the car. Felipe and Darlene were resting against his vehicle taking a smoke break. 


  Lucy looked around, making sure she was alone. “Did you bring any backup?”


  Felipe opened his trunk, flipped open a lid where the spare tire was kept—concealed were weapons. “Never leave home without my boys.”


  “Good.” Lucy looked back at the sheriff’s office. “We might need them—I have good reason to believe that between the two sheriffs, one will try to kill me—tonight.”


  Felipe and Darlene didn’t take her seriously and laughed it off.


  “I’ve stirred up a big hornet’s nest,” Lucy said. “Let’s get out of here.”


  Lucy pulled onto the highway. She instructed Felipe to follow, and if a cop pulled her over on the way to Tupelo, he must do what he does best—eliminate the person.


  The ride was uneventful but not an overreaction by any means. Lucy prepared herself as they arrived at Rick’s Grill. It was time to plot a game plan.


  They were seated by Shannon; the waitress introduced herself when showing them to a table. Lucy noticed how she stood out among the other workers—hair, makeup, and no Mississippi drawl. She wasn’t a local and way too beautiful to be working in this greasy spoon.


  “Thank you,” Lucy said, when Shannon handed them menus. “Does Sheriff Miller still come in for dinner?”


  “Breakfast and dinner every day—same table and waitress,” she said, pointing at a table in the corner. “It would be nice if he’d take a day off—I’m the lucky waitress.”


  “Why so?” Lucy asked, wanting to get her talk.


  “Hard to handle—he’s handsy,” she made a face.


  Lucy figured she’d answer for Shannon. “He’s the sheriff. Who’s going to stop him?”


  Shannon didn’t respond and raised her eyebrows before walking off. The two were on the same page. Shannon returned shortly with three glasses of waters and took their orders. She cut the small talk, even with Lucy snooping further.


  Felipe outright asked what Lucy wanted to accomplish. Darlene rolled her eyes at Lucy. It was like Felipe was white as the driven snow and couldn’t be trusted with details. Lucy didn’t have a plan, but her objective was to see Sheriff Miller dead before leaving Tupelo.


  Like clockwork, Sheriff Miller arrived with his sidekick, Wyatt. They strolled in slowly, patting a few good old boys on the back, making sure everyone noticed him before they took a seat at his table in the corner. They barely sat when Shannon placed two beers on the table. She tried to get away, but the sheriff pulled her hand. He chatted with her and chuckled as he ran his hand up the back of her leg. Her profile showed displeasure, but she stood until he stopped. 


  Lucy tapped Darlene’s hand and motioned toward Shannon. “Now you see what she was talking about.”


  “Why put up with that crap?” Darlene asked. “I’ve never met the sheriff, and I’d like to slap the crap out of him. What a creep.”


  A bell rang at the food counter, and Shannon pulled away. She picked up two plates from under the heat lamps and returned, placing one in front of the sheriff and the other on the table for Wyatt. Lucy picked up that the sheriff’s food was ready, but they had not ordered. Miller pulled Shannon again by the hand, but she was saved by the bell—another order was ready. 


  A voice shouted, “Pick up.” She broke away, picked up three plates from under the heat lamps, placing them at Lucy’s table.


  Lucy motioned for Shannon to come closer. “Why do you put up with the sheriff?”


  Shannon dropped a fork on the floor and bent down to pick it up. “His advances are mild compared to what he has forced me to do.”


  “But why?” Lucy asked.


  “Please enjoy your meal. I need my job. The sheriff is my problem,” Shannon said. Her face was beet red of embarrassment and her hands had a slight tremble.


  Lucy took a bite from her dinner, the Wednesday night special of red beans and rice, cornbread, and a garden salad. She ate and laid out a makeshift plan to the other two. From a peripheral view, she saw the sheriff at it again with Shannon. She controlled herself from going over and pulling the trigger of a large handgun, splattering his brains on the wall.


  “Do you have a small handgun in your arsenal?” Lucy asked, looking Felipe’s way.


  “I’ve got anything you need.” Felipe scooped food onto his fork. “Why?”


  “Get me the gun,” she said, glancing at Miller. Now she could see why he designated the corner table as his official dining spot. There were only one or two seats in the restaurant with a clear view, and Lucy had seen way more than she’d care to. “I’m going to flirt with the sheriff in a way he’ll not resist—away from here. When he just about loses control—I’ll put a bullet in the back of his head.”


  “Why take the abuse?” Felipe made a face. “I’ll take him and his slimy sidekick out as they walk out. I have a night vision scope and a silencer—rifle power that can blow heads clean off bodies.”


  “Can I get you any dessert?” Shannon asked, as she picked up empty plates. The three gave hand motions—they were good.


  Lucy pulled her by the hand. “Shannon? I noticed when the sheriff and Wyatt sat that within seconds you took them dinner.” Lucy gave a funny look. “How did you know what they would order?”


  Shannon brushed a piece of hair over her ear. “They only eat the specials—so I seat them and quickly bring a dish. Anything to get the sheriff in and out. Tomorrow is fried catfish, new potatoes, and seafood gumbo. Except he won’t eat the gumbo—highly allergic to seafood. Carries an epinephrine pen with him.”


  “The food was great. You’d think he’d try a little variety,” Lucy said.


  Shannon had something on her mind; it was written across her face. It was easy to identify for Lucy—maybe not others. Shannon gave off a vibe. She wanted help—it was too familiar. Lucy slipped her a business card for Burdette House. 


  “If you ever need a place to stay or hide, call me,” Lucy said, holding back her tears better than Shannon could.


  The front door opened to a tall, black man. Lucy sank into her chair. “Holy shit,” Lucy said. “Is there a back door?” 


  “What’s the problem?” Felipe asked.


  “The black man talking to Miller at the corner table is Sheriff CJ Franklin—something is going to go down—and it has my name written all over it.”


  Shannon walked interference, with Lucy close to her back, and strolled out through the kitchen, into the food prep room, out the rear door.


  Felipe pulled the car around. Before Lucy jumped in the back seat, Shannon asked where they were staying. Lucy hesitated long enough for Felipe to pull away—it was best not to reveal.


  In the heart of town, Lucy preregistered for two rooms at a motel. She went in for the room keys, while Felipe carried a small suitcase and an overnight bag. Once he had the room number, luckily the ground floor, he backed the car into a parking space—no need to advertise the Louisiana license plate. They settled in one room and opened a bottle of wine. Lucy had a bottle of hard stuff, if needed. With too much alcohol, she made bad decisions, but it calmed her.


  From the window, Felipe watched a trucker park his rig. If anyone did walk through the parking lot, they would focus on the noise from the diesel engine. He slipped out of the door with a chair and a tissue. Standing on the chair by the room door, he turned the light bulb until it went dark. The lot was clear. He popped the trunk and pulled out a shotgun and two handguns. Quickly he was back in the room, and the light was again shining as bright as a sixty-watt bulb could glow.


  While Felipe was gone, Darlene had washed three, cheap, wine glasses. Lucy poured the wine. She sat in an uncomfortable chair the motels used to dress up the rooms. It was time to fill the others in on her suspicions about the two sheriffs—the two old cronies close enough to lie for each other.


  Darlene rooted through her purse and placed three prescription drug bottles from the clinic on the table. “If I crush three pills of each and place them in the sheriff’s food, within ten minutes, he’d go into cardiac arrest.”


  “Traceable?” Lucy asked.


  “Yes and no,” she said.


  Felipe chimed in. “A bullet to the head and feed the body to the alligators achieves the same results. He just goes missing forever.”


  Lucy sipped her wine. “I came for revenge—I don’t plan to go to jail for it.”


  A knock at the door startled them. Reaching for the shotgun, Felipe hurried behind the bathroom door. 


  Darlene peeked through the smallest opening at the edge of the drape. “It’s the woman from the restaurant.”


  Lucy stood still and waited for another knock—it came. She collected her thoughts and pulled off a pleasant smile, opening the door.


  “Shannon,” Lucy said, keeping a watchful eye on the surroundings. “What on earth are you doing here? Come in.”


  Felipe burst out, shotgun in hand, and shouted. “On the bed—face down.”




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 31


   


   


  Felipe handled the situation and got Shannon to sit in a chair. He looked for a mic or a recorder—raised her shirt from work to her neck and looked at her chest, front and back. Lucy’s face showed disapproval, but Felipe said it had to be done. He checked the back of her bra for wires or a mic. He pulled her shirt down.


  “I’m here to help,” Shannon said.


  Felipe ejected two shells from the shotgun chamber and placed it in the corner.


  The first thing Lucy hit her with was to ask how Shannon found the motel. A believable explanation unfolded. The business card for Burdette House had Lucinda “Lucy” Jones at the bottom. There were not a lot of motels nearby, so Shannon checked a few and got lucky on the third one and found her. A few flirtatious moves, adjusting her blouse, got all the information needed from the night manager.


  “Why?” Lucy poured herself another glass of wine.


  Shannon asked if they had any hard liquor. Lucy pulled a bottle of Old Crow from her overnight bag—her father’s drink of choice passed down to Lucy. A cup from the bathroom, two cubes of ice, and a splash of water were all she needed. In two big gulps, she knocked it back and asked for another.


  “I need some liquid courage to get through this story,” Shannon said. The whiskey took effect after a few sips of the second drink. She leaned back in the chair—appeared relaxed.


  After the three left Rick’s Grill, Sheriff Franklin passed around a picture of Lucy’s driver’s license to employees and customers. Tre’ Morehouse, the owner, told him to make it quick—he didn’t want customers bothered during peak dinner time. The line cook was the only person who identified Lucy. He pointed at the table where she’d recently sat with another woman and a man. He even described the shirt she wore. When Shannon was asked, she said the woman sitting with the other two people wasn’t a regular but had been there a few times. She said that the woman on the driver’s license wasn’t at dinner that night.


  Shannon thought it was enough to throw them off Lucy’s trail—but she overheard Sheriff Miller and Wyatt say they remembered the woman from a few weeks earlier. They both discussed red clay on the van tires. Sheriff Franklin chimed in—pointing out it was them who  presented him with the bone of Allison Bright.


  Shannon’s shaky hand took a few sips of liquid courage—then broke down with her hands over her face. “I heard Sheriff Franklin say to Miller that his hands were dirty too—Miller better handle the problem.” She sobbed. “And to make sure this time the body was not found.”


  Lucy suspected it would come down to them wanting to kill her. She had to make the first move.


  Shannon dried her tears and went for a third drink, when Lucy stopped her. “I appreciate you telling me. But why?”


  “Why would you stick your neck out for Lucy?” Felipe said. “You don’t know her.”


  Shannon told them she had nowhere to run. Miller had discovered her real name through a connection with the US Marshal’s office. “He threatened to turn me in if I didn’t have sex with him, whenever he wanted. I was safe in Tupelo until the sheriff discovered I’d tried to get a fake ID. He took a picture of me and ran it through a database. He came to a roadblock when he found my information was classified. Not even his inside man at the US Marshal’s office had clearance. I was in protective custody,” Shannon said.


  “Was?” Lucy shot back.


  “I was to testify against a mob boss.”


  Lucy insisted she spill all the details before they went any further. Shannon needed the third drink to continue. Lucy quickly poured it, like she was in a thriller movie and didn’t want to miss a thing. Shannon’s real name was Shay, given by her adopted parents. She was Shay Dawson, until arriving in Tupelo.


  She had lived a privileged life with her boyfriend: nightclubs, private jet vacations, and fancy clothes. She thought it all came from her boyfriend’s money and a chain of jewelry stores he owned up and down the East Coast. After a few years, a lot of things never added up. Her father was in the furniture business and went to conventions twice a year, viewing new products and making new contacts along with rekindling old acquaintances. 


  However, her boyfriend never left town without her and never went on business trips. He’d meet people during the night. He would tell her he had a jewelry order coming in—best to do it when no one is around. She later learned he was a front for the mob. The truth of the matter was that he was involved in a ring of home invasions, not in New York City where he lived, but coast to coast and even out of the country. Jewelry for his stores came from all parts of the world. Once the jewelry arrived at the Brooklyn shop, the gold was melted and the diamonds redesigned into updated pieces that sold at one of fifty high-end retail stores.


  Money back to the mob was funneled by grossly overpaying for rent, jewelers who produced the products, and supplies. Getting Anthony, her boyfriend, drunk got a lot of information revealed.


  “Wow!” Felipe said. “And you thought you had a shady past,” pointing at Lucy. Felipe laughed—it gave a break to the seriousness of the story and time to absorb the details.


  Shay said the mob heard about Anthony’s loose lips. He was shot in the head—found dead, slumped over a jewelry showcase. Police called it a setup to look like a jewelry store robbery. Cameras were off, no one was around, a middle-of-the-night transaction. The FBI didn’t buy the theory. Shay was scooped up during the night by police and turned over to the FBI—she was informed they were close to busting the mob and needed her help.


  Shay was entrusted with Anthony’s secrets, before he was killed. The names, places, and how the business ran. She had enough information to put many people behind bars for a long time and a few would be charged with murder. 


  She agreed to testify and was put into protective custody. Three months living in a house with US Marshals, the trial couldn’t come quick enough. Every few days, officers were switched out—she had her favorites and those she didn’t care to interact with.


  Shay convinced herself it’d be easy changing lifestyles. She’d done it before. Out of college, she went to New York to make use of her accounting degree, even thought of finding work on Wall Street. She met Anthony and moved into one of his rentals, and six months later they were living together in Anthony’s Manhattan apartment with a view of Central Park. It came with perks—car service, Amex Black card, and front row seats to any concert in New York—she never had to pay. It was an easy decision to move in—besides she was in love. 


  After Anthony was killed, she knew she would have to start over with nothing: no money, no credit cards, no friends and family—hell, even her name and past would be erased once the trial was over. The feds made protective custody and relocation sound glamorous, something to look forward to. “Live happily ever after,” they said. She was second-guessing herself—in retrospect, she should have drained Anthony’s bank account and ran.


  There was no doubt that Shay was worth a lot of money—dead—to whoever could get to her. She became concerned with US Marshal Larry Dodd—he was in charge.


  One day, two of the three agents protecting her were on the back screened porch, keeping an eye on the gardeners. She understood that the workers cut the grass and maintained the house long before the government purchased the house under an alias name. The gardeners were closer than she liked—it made her uncomfortable. 


  Shay sat with Larry at the kitchen table, asking oddball questions, studying him like a predator. Then she slipped a question in about the mob—oddly, he gave information he probably shouldn’t have. He told Shay he wanted this guy bad—had worked on bringing the head man down for years. He’d worked undercover narcotics and came face to face with the mob boss a few times.


  Larry’s cell phone rang—one of those stupid sounds from the old Dragnet TV show. He answered and quickly jumped to his feet—as if he was hiding something. His eyes were like a deer caught in the headlights. Then he walked out of the room.


  He returned, placed his phone on the table, and reached for the coffeepot, telling her “Never get married. My wife bothers me at work with family stuff that could have waited.” It made her think—he’d never talked about his family, yet now he was pouring out personal info to a witness. He’s said nothing to her about the last ten calls he’d got that morning, sometimes leaving the room, but that was expected—he was a US marshal.


  Through the back-door window, she saw one agent wave to Larry, apparently signaling him to watch the grass cutter while he used the bathroom.


  Shay took a break from her story—this time asking for water. Felipe scooped ice from the bucket with a glass and opened a fresh bottle of water.


  Shay closed her story by revealing that she reaching for Larry’s phone while he was observing the gardener. She thumbed through his “recent calls.” The last call was from “Billy Boy.” It shook her to the bone. She returned the phone to the same position before Larry returned. He went back to pouring his coffee and took a seat at the table.


  Shay mulled over the possibility that Billy Boy was the same person Anthony met during his late-night adventures. He’d say, “Going to meet Billy Boy—got a delivery coming.” If something went wrong, he’d say, “No problem. Billy Boy will take care of it.” There was no doubt that Billy Boy was the fixer of all problems. Anthony’s Billy Boy had to be the same guy who called Larry. She wasn’t a gambler, but that was the undisputable best bet—they were the same person. 


  The night Anthony was killed, the police gave her fifteen minutes to gather her things before taking her to an undisclosed location. She grabbed jewelry, a fur, and a Rolex, along with some clothes she stuffed into a suitcase, including one outfit—silk pants, a top, and a jacket—she planned to wear at the trial. But after a month of mostly junk food, she tried it on, keeping her fingers crossed it still fit. There was no telling what the outfit was worth—Anthony never paid retail for anything—he mostly bartered for what he wanted.


  She looked in the full-length mirror on the back of the closet door of the funky old house. She rooted through the suitcase on the floor of the closet for shoes to complete the outfit. Above her head was a vent, which backed up against the kitchen. Maybe it was there to keep air circulating; she had no clue why. She heard Larry talking on the phone—there was no other voice in the room. It was a lot of “I’ve got it, okay” on Larry’s end. Then she heard words that shook her to the bone.


  “Billy Boy, I’ve got her under control,” Larry said. “Tonight, for sure.”


  Shay sat on the bed, frozen, repeating the words she’d heard. There was no doubt on her part—Larry Dodd was a dirty cop. The mob must have flipped him—probably for life-changing money.


  A knock at the door scared her.


  “Everything okay?” Larry shouted.


  She put on shoes and opened the door. “How do you think I look for court?”


  “Great—not over the top,” Larry said, checking her out from her shoes to her hair. “Food’s here—Chinese tonight. It’s just you and me—the overnight crew will be here in an hour.”


  “Sure, let me slip into something more comfortable,” she said and closed the door.


  No matter how hard she pushed on the window, it wouldn’t open. Layers of paint over the years had sealed it tight. With a blanket pressed to the palms of her hands, she pushed with all her 110 pounds of force. One side popped, then the other—it took time, but finally the window opened. It was enough room for her to slip out.


  At the door, she shouted, “I’ll be there in a minute, I had trouble with a zipper—start without me.”


  “Okay,” Larry shouted back.


  Hopefully, eating would keep him busy for a minute or two. With the blanket placed over the windowsill, she reached the ground with her toes and dropped. Barefoot with shoes in hand, she had no clue what direction to run.


  The yard backed up to a wooded area. Hugging the border between lawn and woods, she walked slowly until the thickness of tree limbs protected her from being seen from the back door of the house. She ran toward car headlights coming around a bend in the road.


  She heard Larry call out her name. His voice escalated the second time—sounding desperate. Her suspicion about Larry was confirmed when a bullet hit a tree next to her. What cop shoots at a witness he’s protecting? Larry was on the wrong side of the law.


  The lucky part of the day, she told her new friends, holding tightly to Lucy’s hand, was a trucker who picked her up on the highway. He got her out of the area and into New Jersey. He gave her money for a bus ticket. She traveled through five major cities and half a dozen small towns, which put her in Tupelo, Mississippi.




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 32


   


   


  The next morning, Shay woke in a bed she’d shared with Darlene. Lucy slept in the other double bed. Felipe kept one eye open in a chair with the shotgun across his lap. 


  Lucy opened the drapes enough for some light to brighten the room. Felipe left and soon returned with four coffees. One by one, they freshened up in the small bathroom. After coffee, they’d followed Shay home for some clean clothes. She hadn’t put up much of a fight when Lucy insisted that she spend the night. Shay’s dreadful story went into the wee hours of the morning.


  Lucy had many questions to ask Shay but didn’t want to interrupt her while she was on a roll. spilling her guts the night before. Now it was time for Shay to fill in the blanks.


  Lucy fixed her hair in the mirror. “So, who’s looking for you? Police, the mob, or both?”


  “I think the mob,” she said. “Larry’s defense is that I slipped out or the mob got to me. Without a witness to tell Anthony’s side of the story, the case against the mob would crumble—the police would chalk it up that I’m dead.”


  Shay confided in Lucy that she’d written a letter to the attorney general in New York. It would spell out the details about bad cop Larry, saying she’s alive but would not testify. She just didn’t want to mail it with a postmark from Tupelo.


  Lucy popped out of the bathroom, hair and makeup ready. “I’ll handle the letter for you.” Lucy pulled a chair out and sat in front of Shay. “I can get your letter routed through several major cities. I think the final postmark should be Seattle—way across the country from New York.”


  “How?” Shay asked.


  “Don’t worry about how.” Then she hit her with the unexpected. Lucy wanted Shay to come to New Orleans with them. She’d put her up at Burdette House. Shay wasn’t any different than the other women living there—looking to escape from their old lives.


  Shay expressed her concerned that if she left Tupelo, the sheriff would make a call to the authorities of her whereabouts. Even if she went to New Orleans, they would know she was in the South, giving them a starting point.


  Lucy shot a glance at Felipe. He rolled his eyes. “The sheriff won’t be making any phone calls,” she said.


  The plan was set, and they probably couldn’t have done it without Shay. Darlene crushed several pills into a bottle, added some water and a half teaspoon of sugar. She shook it until it was liquefied and handed it to Lucy. 


  Lucy asked, “Heart attack in a bottle?”


  “No doubt. If he consumes half the mix, it should take effect,” Darlene said. “All of it, he’s dead in ten minutes.”


  “Let’s shoot for ten minutes,” Lucy said.


  “I’ll make sure you have a good opportunity,” Shay said. “I’ll mix it in his coffee or his grits.”


  They packed up and followed Shay to her apartment, located in the back of the restaurant. 


  While they waited in the car, Darlene asked a question that Lucy had battled with all night. “What about Sheriff Franklin?”


  Lucy shook her head. “Gotta let him go.”


  Felipe gave Lucy a side look. “You know he blocked the investigation and his hands are dirty too—you just don’t know how dirty.”


  “I have to pick my battles. Miller is personal—this way he’ll never touch another woman again.”


  Shay came down the back steps. She handed a Rick’s Grill logo shirt through the window. “Put this on, so you can get behind the counter when the food bell rings.”


  Shay went to work. Lucy, Darlene, and Felipe sat out of view of the sheriff’s table. Like clockwork, Miller walked in at 9 A.M. sharp and took a seat at his table. Shay rushed over with a coffeepot and poured some. She could tell he was in a bad mood. He didn’t welcome her with his hand up the back of her thigh. 


  Shay gave a nod to Lucy, her clue to put the logo shirt on and follow her. Lucy stood out of the way until she heard the bell ring—the order was ready. Lucy scooped the plate up, poured the contents from the bottle, and mixed it in the grits. She passed the plate to Shay as she walked out.


  Shay had no involvement, and the kitchen was too busy to notice Lucy. It went off without a hitch. Until Shay was approached by her boss, Tre’.


  “Shay, give me your order.” He took the plate from her. “The new girl dropped Mrs. Crosby’s dish—of all the orders to mess up. Tell the cook to give you the next egg special.”


  It happened fast. Tre’ took the disk so quickly that Shay didn’t have time to react. 


  She saw the food was in front of Mrs. Crosby. Luckily, she sipped her coffee first. Shay followed up with an apology for the other waitress and offered fresh coffee.


  Shay topped off the woman’s coffee, then poured an adequate amount onto her plate to ruin the grits. Another apology was offered, and Shay all but ran to the kitchen and scraped the plate into the trash. It was the only thing she could do to avoid killing the old lady. Pissing off a customer wasn’t an issue—it was done every day, but killing customers wasn’t usually done.


  Shay soon held the second plate of eggs and grits for Sheriff Miller, then made a scene, saying the grits looked like cardboard.


  “Drop some melted butter on them,” the cook said and pointed. 


  She knew what had to be done and bypassed the butter. She would use the crab stock that was cooking to use in the gumbo for the lunch menu. She opened the lid—it was potent. She scooped a hefty spoonful of the juice. It relaxed the grits and would help the taste.


  “Sorry, Sheriff,” she said, placing the plate in front of him. “The kitchen had a few problems. Enjoy.”


  Shay waltzed to Lucy’s table with a pot of coffee. “Coffee,” she said aloud. Then went into a whisper, explaining the dilemma; they could only wait and see what happened. From a distance, Shay watched the sheriff lap up the grits. She made a pass at the table to check on him—he was fine. Then he called her back.


  “What’s in the grits?”


  “New recipe,” Shay said, and waited for a reply.


  “Well, put it on the menu—it’s great.” 


  No one bothered to give a second look at Shay standing at the soup station. Another bowl of grits—with the special sauce—was delivered. “Here you go, sheriff. A little extra grits, because you like the new taste.”


  It was odd that he made no crude remark or tried to grab her. He finished his eggs and started on the second bowl of grits. There was nothing else to do but watch and wait. Shay kept an eye on him and reported back to Lucy. Ten minutes passed. He raised his cup, an indication he was ready for more coffee. Shay delivered a fresh brew.


  He scratched at his ear, then his neck. They were red, hopefully from a reaction. He waved Shay over and said something. Then he tried to speak again and stopped mid-sentence.


  The sheriff’s face was beet red, his neck filled with hives larger than she’d ever seen. The sheriff rushed out through the front door, Shay by his side. Lucy watched from a window.


  “Could it be happening?” Lucy gave Darlene and Felipe a glance.


  At the car, the sheriff fiddled with his keys, trying to open the door.


  “Let me help you, Sheriff,” Shay said, taking the keys from him. “What’s wrong? Can I help?” Shay opened the door, he sat in the driver seat. Shay ran to the other side. He pointed at the glove box, his head resting against the seat, gasping for breath.


  Lucy came out and squatted behind the open car door. “Are you okay, Sheriff?” 


  Felipe and Darlene stood around the door mostly to hide the sheriff from people walking into the restaurant.


  Shay handed the epinephrine pen to Lucy, wrapped in a Burger King napkin she found in the glove box. 


  “Do you need a shot, Sheriff?”


  He nodded his head and spoke the best he could, but nothing came out. Patting his leg, he nodded his head up and down. Then he slapped his hand hard on his leg. With all the strength and breath left in his body, he let out a plea, “Stick the needle in my leg!”


  Lucy dangled the pen in front of him. His eyes widened. “Please.”


  “Please!” Lucy said, grinding her teeth. “Are you frightened? Like my friend, Karen Foster, and I were? We pleaded; she begged.” Tears ran down Lucy’s face. “You tossed her in the incinerator and raped me.” Sheriff Miller’s eyes bulged as if they’d pop out of his head. “Die, you bastard!” 


  Lucy took the epinephrine pen out of the plastic tube, popped the cap open, and raised it in front of the sheriff. He attempted a smile as she came to his rescue with the pen, pulling at his neck as if that would help him breathe,


  “Hurry, hurry,” he whispered.


  Lucy jammed the pen into the leather seat. She took the sheriff’s thumb and laid it over the button, pressing his thumb down until all the medicine released into the fabric of the seat.


  “Sorry, Sheriff, you missed your leg.”


  Sheriff Miller took a few breaths before he died in the seat of his car. No evidence, no witnesses who would come forward. His cause of death would be determined by a short examination by the coroner, who would conclude he died of a severe allergic reaction due to food allergens. 


  “One down,” Felipe said, and walked away with Darlene. They drove to the planned meeting place.


  “Are you ready?” Lucy asked Shay, who followed Lucy to her car. They drove around the back of the restaurant and Shay ran upstairs. She quickly returned with the few belongings she had, packed in one, small suitcase.


  Felipe pulled off the highway and stopped at a grocery store parking lot in Columbus, not far from Sheriff Franklin’s office. Lucy and Shay arrived shortly after. Darlene joined Lucy and Shay in their car.


  “I’ll see you in New Orleans,” Felipe said, leaning into Lucy’s car window. 


  Lucy had worked with Felipe long enough to understand his way of thinking. She didn’t disagree on why he was staying behind, but she’d accomplished what she set out to do and didn’t plan to press her luck with the law.


  Felipe tapped her arm. “If things go wrong for me up here,” he said, then suddenly stopped. “I want you to know, you’ve been a good friend.”




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 33


   


   


  Felipe spent the rest of the day scouting Lowndes County. Later, he pulled out of the sheriff’s parking lot and turned right—there was a stretch of highway with only woods on each side. Then he drove back to the sheriff’s office and observed for a few minutes. A police unit was parked near the front door in front of a sign labeled “Sheriff CJ Franklin.” Felipe drove out of the parking lot, but this time he turned left. Not much different from the other direction, except about three miles down there was a grocery store.


  “Perfect,” he said to himself, tapping the steering wheel in the grocery store parking lot. The dashboard clock showed 11:45 A.M. A few minutes later, a car stopped next to him and rolled the window down.


  “Que pasa, mi amigo,” the man in the car said.


  Felipe smiled. “Àngel, long time no see.”


  Felipe had called on his friend, Àngel—he resold Felipe’s coke and Darlene’s pills. To date, the business arrangement worked.


  Àngel slipped Felipe a key to an old, black, GMC truck, known in the drug business as a throwaway vehicle. It was used to transport goods, then it could be set on fire or crushed at a recycling plant.


  Felipe went over the details. Àngel assured him that his boss covered everything—he and his partner were happy to assist. Their cut—five thousand dollars in drugs—closed the deal. 


  Felipe repeated the importance to confirm that the car he wanted them to look for had a decal on the front doors that said “Sheriff.” The car might read the “Sheriff’s Department” but it had to also have “Sheriff” written below. He gave Àngel two pictures of Sheriff Franklin, cut from a Columbus welcome magazine. It gave a clear picture of the sheriff.


  They shook hands and went their separate ways. 


  Felipe parked his car close to the road. He walked to the black truck and checked the bed. It was rotted out but had the items he’d requested. The GMC started on the first turn of the key and ran with no hesitation. He passed Àngel a half block before getting to the police station—he was confident Àngel’s partner was farther down the highway on the other side of the police station. No matter which way the sheriff drove out of the parking lot, he must pass one of them.


  The hood of the GMC truck was in the up position. Felipe slipped on overalls, one item he requested from Àngel. Fiddling under the hood, he killed time and watched the front of the police building. 


  The front door opened, and Sheriff Franklin walked out with two officers. The sheriff got into his car and talked on his cell phone. The other two cops got into a car, turned left, and drove away. He was sure the guys wouldn’t make a mistake and follow the plan if they saw two cops were in the car.


  The sheriff started the engine and the car sat for a few seconds. Then he pulled to the edge of the lot, looked both ways, and turned right. Felipe closed the hood, got in the truck, and followed. He saw Àngel’s car on the side of the road. The sheriff was about half a block from passing him.


  “Wait, wait, now!” Felipe shouted out.


  Àngel’s car pulled out in front of the sheriff, and he floored it—hitting seventy-five in a sixty speed limit zone. Looking through the rearview mirror, he mumbled, “Come on,” then pushed it to eighty-five. Sheriff Franklin took the bait—overhead lights flashed and siren blared.


  Àngel quickly pulled to the side of the road. Franklin got out, looked at the license plate, then walked cautiously to the driver. “License and registration.”


  “Sorry, sir,” Àngel said. “I have an emergency.”


  Àngel wasn’t responding to the demand, so the sheriff spoke again. “License and registration,” but this time he stepped back with his hand on his gun.


  Àngel mumbled in Spanish, on purpose.


  “Get out of the car,” CJ repeated and popped the snap on his holster.


  The GMC truck rolled slowly toward the two cars. It was perfect, not a car in sight. About thirty yards out, Felipe floored the accelerator. The truck shot to seventy miles per hour and sideswiped the police car. The sheriff flew a good twenty yards into the middle of the highway. Felipe jammed the brakes to a complete stop, made a quick maneuver, and turned the truck around. Making sure the left front wheel was lined up with the body in the street, he stepped on the gas. 


  “Bingo!” he shouted, when he heard the thumps of the front and rear tires roll over the sheriff.


  Àngel pulled from the side of the road, dodging the crime scene and a few body parts that were spread on the highway.


  The GMC pulled into the grocery store parking lot. The overalls were dropped into the bed of the truck. The gas can and flare that Àngel supplied were still strapped to the corner of the truck and didn’t move during the ramming of the police car and running over the cop. Gas was poured in the cab, in the bed, and all around. 


  Felipe got into his car. With his arm extended out of the window, he flipped the lit road flare into the GMC truck bed. He was down the highway, not over ten seconds, and felt the ground shake as the explosion erupted. Over his shoulder, he saw flames shooting into the air.


  With a dead stare at the road ahead, police cars flew by him in the opposite direction. The sounds of sirens came from all directions. He kept at the speed limit, unconcerned, because every cop was rushing to the scene of a horrible car accident.


  A smile appeared across his face. “I could go for some coffee and beignets,” he said out loud. Then he shouted ecstatically, “New Orleans, I’m on my way!”




   


   


   


  


  Chapter 34


   


   


  The next morning at Burdette House, Lucy sat in her office, alive and ready to conquer the world. It was the first night she’d had a good sleep without drugs. Her mind was clear; she could think without drifting into another unrelated thought. She also hadn’t heard from Lucinda in days, ever since Lucy took control and pursued what needed to be done without shame or regrets. Pure revenge felt good.


  Shay walked in, after giving a quick knock at the door. Behind her was a lady with the breakfast cart. The morning started with fresh coffee and pastries. Shay joined Lucy on the sofa after Lucy invited Shay to join her. The cart lady set up cups and plates on the coffee table.


  Shay went right for the one hundredth thank you to Lucy. She stopped her—there was nothing more to thank her for. It was Lucy who was grateful for Shay’s help. What happened had passed and they would take it to their graves. Shay thanked her anyway for the accommodations. Lucy poured coffee, and they deliberated about Shay’s future.


  “Back in Tupelo, you didn’t say you lived like a queen,” Shay said.


  “It’s no Manhattan with a view of Central Park,” Lucy replied.


  “It has such charm.” Shay looked out at the street. “Hell, I can hear the streetcar bells from my room. You’re in the heart of New Orleans, girl. People would kill for this life.”


  There was a knock at the door. “Am I interrupting?” Stella asked, as she walked in. Shay was taken aback when she gave Lucy a kiss, smack on the lips. Lucy introduced Stella as Detective Stella James, emphasizing with a raise of her eyebrow Detective James.


  “Please, call me Stella,” she said. 


  Shay, lost for words, shook her hand. 


  Stella took her jacket off and hung it on a chair, exposing her guns and handcuffs strapped to her thin waist. With Stella’s back turned, Shay mouthed to Lucy, “a detective?”


  “So, how is your aunt?”


  Lucy wrinkled her nose and cocked her head to the side. “Aunt?”


  “Your aunt. You went to Tupelo to help her move to a senior facility?”


  “Oh! Yes,” Lucy said. “She’s fine.” 


  Shay rolled her eyes.


  Stella reached for a Danish. “I’ll be in the gym an extra hour for this delicious treat.” 


  Lucy grabbed her hand. “People would kill for your figure.”


  Shay’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry to ask. Are you two a couple? Maybe I should leave?”


  “No, stay put,” Stella said, still holding Lucy’s hand. “Well, are we?”


  The phone rang at her desk. “Are we what?” Lucy asked. “I need to catch that call.” And she left the room to take the call. 


  “She won’t admit it—she’s in love with me,” Stella said to Shay.


  It kind of took Shay back a few steps—she had been with Johnny for the money and the lifestyle. In her heart, she knew what she wanted and when Johnny wasn’t around, she frequented gay bars. She’d had a few lovers on the side, but they never amounted to anything. 


  One birthday, Johnny jokingly requested a special gift—a threesome. It made perfect sense to her. A woman she’d met from her private life of gay bar hopping helped Shay fulfill Johnny’s fantasy birthday gift. What he wasn’t prepared for was Shay’s suggestion to have a weekend get together every few months with the same woman. She wondered if Johnny ever knew she was seeing the woman on the side. If he did, he played along. 


  Now, she was a little disappointed in this unexpected revelation. She thought Lucy had brought her to Burdette House because they had a connection.


  Lucy returned with a smile. Stella asked if the phone call was good news. Lucy shook her head up and down and replied, “Very good.” The call was Dr. Griffin’s office to confirm her appointment. She told the receptionist she didn’t need the doctor’s services any longer—she’d gotten to the root of the problem.


  “Excuse me, Lucy,” her mother, Wanda, said, hugging the door. “Could I see you for a second?” Her eyes connected with Lucy. She’d seen that look before—it was serious.


  Lucy told the girls to have coffee and she’d return shortly. In the hallway, Wanda told her that Millicent was in the front parlor.


  “Well, that can’t be good,” Lucy said.


  In the parlor, she found Millicent pacing the floor. Dressed to a T again, but she had a daunting look on her face. Lucy started with small talk but was quickly cut off.


  “Lucy, I don’t have much time,” she said. “Fang Lee’s father is in town. He wants the ten million stolen from him and the name of the person who killed his son.”


  Lucy couldn’t think. Her eyes blinked, and she said the most obvious response. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  Millicent held Lucy by the shoulders. “He knows you were involved. He has a simple request. Return the money in forty-eight hours. If not, Wanda goes first, and it will not be a pleasant death. Then he’ll kill you.” She shook Lucy. “If you don’t do as he demands, he’ll kill me for allowing all this to happen.”


   


  The End




   


   


   


  Author’s Notes


   


   


  Many readers have engaged with me by email, and I’m always happy to hear from them. I’ve been asked all sorts of questions. Is that true? Did that really happen? What’s the address of the restaurant you wrote about in New Orleans? 


  Seven of my books are based around New Orleans, and there are more to come. I’m always happy to share with my readers more information about what encouraged me to write about a street, a building, a restaurant, or a person. I know a little about New Orleans, as I’ve lived here for fifty-eight years. 


  Here are some details about businesses and locations mentioned in this book. 


  Chapter 2: Angelo Brocato’s Italian Ice Cream Parlor. Stella met Lucy in Jackson Square with a box of cannolis. They are the best! Brocato’s on Carrollton Avenue has been operated by the Brocato family in New Orleans, Louisiana, for over one hundred years. Their history is steeped in the Sicilian traditions that could be found in the capital city of Palermo.


  Chapter 3: D. H. Holmes department store. In the book, the fancy-dressed ladies purchased their clothes from this department store. Founded by Daniel Henry Holmes in 1842, it was sold to Dillard’s in 1989. The former store in New Orleans is now the Hyatt French Quarter Hotel.


  Chapter 4: Brennan’s. This restaurant, where Lucy met with Sam Algarotti, has served innovative Creole food since 1946. It’s located on Royal Street in New Orleans. 


  Chapter 12: Magazine Street was discussed in the book by Felipe and Lucy as a way to best use his drug money for renovations. Today, this street needs no renovations. It has long been upgraded to the most desirable part of New Orleans to live in and shop.


  Chapter 13: The Times-Picayune. This newspaper has been published in New Orleans since 1837. The original name of the paper was The Picayune, and the price was one picayune, a Spanish coin equal to have 6 cents. The name changed to The Times-Picayune after a 1914 merger with the Times-Democrat. 


  Chapter 16: Jacob Schoen & Son. This funeral home was where John Foster’s body was picked up and escorted back to his hometown of Tupelo, Mississippi. The business, founded in 1859 by Henry Frantz and Jacob Schoen, is located on Canal Street in New Orleans. 


  Chapter 19: Shotgun house. Described in the book when a man witnessed Wanda’s attack but didn’t talk. These houses can be found all over New Orleans and many Southern cities. A “shotgun house” is a narrow, rectangular, domestic residence, usually no more than about 12 feet wide, with rooms arranged one behind the other and doors at each end of the house. It was the most popular style of house in the southern United States from the end of the American Civil War through the 1920s.


  Chapter 19: One Shell Square. This is the building Mario visited on Poydras Street to get a copy of the street camera showing Wanda’s attackers. The fifty-one-story building, renamed the Hancock Whitney Center in 2019, is the tallest building in Louisiana. It’s listed on the National Register of Historic Places.


  Chapter 21: Community Coffee. When coffee is mentioned throughout the book, this is the brand. It’s a local favorite founded in 1919 by Cap Saurage in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. He named it “Community Coffee” in appreciation for this community of friends and customers.


  Chapter 21: Elvis Presley’s home in Tupelo, Mississippi. This was one of the last places Allison Bright visited before being abducted and murdered. The historic museum site is dedicated to the preservation of the birthplace of American musician Elvis Presley.


  Chapter 22: Hotel Monteleone. Lucy used the Truman Capote Suite to meet people. The French Quarter hotel has provided luxury accommodations since 1886. Founded by Antonio Monteleone, a successful shoe factory owner from Sicily, the hotel has had five generations of the family operate the hotel. 


  Chapter 29: Old Absinthe House. This bar on Bourbon Street is where Lucy, Stella, Mario, and Felipe went to celebrate Wanda’s release from her kidnappers. For almost 200 years, this New Orleans landmark saloon has served unique, absinthe cocktails in a historic building with a quirky atmosphere.


  I love to write, and I love to hear from my readers. If you enjoyed this book or any of my others, send me an email, and I will respond.


  vito@vitozuppardobooks.com


  www.vitozuppardobooks.com


  Thank you!
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  It was the early hours of the morning when the garage doors opened. The signature headlights of Dr. Walter Ross’s Audi A8 shone brightly as he pulled the car out of the garage. He drove the car around the courtyard, stopping in front of the electric iron gates. The custom-made gates could be seen even in the darkness of night by the brightly painted gold arrowheads on top, an elegance people used to symbolize the wealth of the owner.


  His Royal Street home was one of the few with such a stately appearance. In the world-famous New Orleans French Quarter, it was just a few blocks from hotels, antique shops, and restaurants in an area most people desired to live, but just simply couldn’t afford.


  He turned out of the drive onto Royal Street, and within seconds, the taillights faded into the night. Very few cars were on the road that early in the morning heading east, making it a quick trip to the airport. The New Orleans airport, on the east side of the city, is backed up against Lake Pontchartrain.


  Governor Huey Long approved the construction of the airport in the mid-1930s on a human-made peninsula dredged by the Orleans Levee Board. During World War II, the airfield was used by the United States Air Force and housed the Tropical Weather School. The private airport, converted years ago, is seldom used, but it’s an airport that Dr. Ross was always happy to visit no matter what time of day.


  He pulled into the empty airport parking lot and drove around to the back, an area most people had access to only with the proper identification. Stopping at the security gatehouse, he put his window down and handed his ID to the guard on duty. A fat, plain envelope with twenty-five, crisp, one-hundred-dollar bills was all the identification he needed.


  “Good morning, Dr. Ross.”


  “Good morning. I was never here. No log book, okay.”


  “No problem, sir. Tarmac three is where the plane will park,” the guard said, putting the envelope in his coat pocket. “The plane is on approach.”


  The security gate opened, and he drove to the end of the driveway. Dr. Ross stopped the car and took a black box out of the trunk. Carrying it to the front of the car, he stood, trying to see the Gulfstream III jet approaching the runway. He could hear the engines and see the running lights, but it was still too dark to see the aircraft. The airstrip stretched one mile out into Lake Pontchartrain, and pilots best be on their A-game when landing or they would find themselves and the plane at the bottom of the lake. 


  The airplane wheels came down, preparing for landing. The nose of the plane tilted up, and it looked like it was going into the water. While the jet was still over the lake, he could hear the engines roar as the pilot gave full throttle to thrust the plane down to the runway for a perfect landing. It taxied to the edge of tarmac three.


  The plane came to a complete stop. The engines were shut down, and the electric stairs descended, gently resting on the ground. The aircraft was pure luxury and could only be afforded by the wealthy.


  The cabin door opened, and two men appeared at the top of the stairs. It was evident they were of Arab descent with their shiny, dark skin, looking like they were just greased with suntan oil. They stood at the top of the stairs and made it obvious they were there to protect and serve their boss as they put their hands in their pockets and pulled back their jackets, exposing the firearms strapped to their bodies.


  “Dr. Ross?” one man asked with a thick accent.


  “Yes?”


  “Please, come up. Raphael will see you now.”


  Dr. Ross slowly climbed the stairs, balancing the box in his hands. “Gentlemen, do you have my money?” he asked, as one man took the package from him at the top of the stairs. 


  A tall, tan man came from the back of the airplane.


  “Raphael?” Dr. Ross asked.


  “Yes, I am. Will I damage anything if I open the box?” Raphael asked.


  “No. Just don’t break the clear seal. The box is refrigerated to the proper temperature,” Dr. Ross said.


  One man held the box while Raphael opened it. “One heart and two kidneys, how much time do we have?”


  Dr. Ross brushed his fingers across the plastic seal once again, making sure it was airtight. “The organs should be transplanted within twelve to fourteen hours for best results.”


  “No problem, this plane will get us to South America in two hours. Your money is inside,” Raphael said, handing Dr. Ross a small, leather bag. Out of curiosity, Dr. Ross opened the bag and looked inside.


  “It’s all there, two hundred and fifty thousand. We must go. Thank you, my friend,” Raphael said, as they shook hands.


  “Tell Amir I said hello, and I look forward to seeing him soon,” Dr. Ross said, as he stepped off the airplane. Raphael shook his head, acknowledging he would tell Amir.


  It took longer to drive to the airport than the entire transaction took. Dr. Ross walked to his car as he heard the electric steps of the jet being pulled up and the engine start. That quickly, the plane was ready for takeoff.


  He put the leather bag of money in the trunk of the car. Then he quickly counted twenty-five bundles, making it two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.


  A smile came across his face as he started the car engine and drove around to the gatehouse. As he waited for the gates to open, the guard gave him a gesture of thanks for the money he received for his silence. The only information logged into the record books was a refueling stop for a Gulfstream III at 5:49 a.m.


  Dr. Ross sat in his car and listened to the roar of the jet engines rushing down the runway. It was only seconds before the aircraft lifted off the ground and flew over the parking lot, gaining altitude quickly as the airplane passed through clouds, breaking into the early morning skies. It hurried through the skies with an ice chest of donated organs for a happy recipient, somewhere patiently waiting. 


  These transactions had become such a common practice for Dr. Ross. He forgot the professional oath he took, much less the fact that it is illegal, morally wrong, and breaks every ethical principle. Selling human organs to the highest bidder on the black market had become a way of life. He was a physician who just didn’t care about people; it was all about the money. He adjusted his Rolex watch, and he could see it was time to get to the hospital and make his rounds.
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