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My name is Jacob Stern. Jake is what most people call me now-a-day. The private investigation office that I set up after my disbarment from practicing law after twenty years is in the heart of downtown New Orleans. About two blocks from the Dome. I like that. I have season tickets to the Saints, with a built in parking space at the building where my office is located. The office is on the second floor. It’s modest. Nondescript actually. There is an outer room. Nicki occupies that now. An inner room with an old oak desk, standard size, four-drawer metal file cabinet, an Office Depot computer desk on rollers sitting to the right side, computer, printer and internet with my own TI.
We have one window that looks out to the wall of the fifteen-story building next to us. Both buildings were built in the ‘50’s. On the shaded half glass front door, there is no name. Only “Licensed Investigator” in one inch, blocked black letters. Under that is my Louisiana private investigator registration number.
Nicki has been with me almost a year now. I’ve been training her in the investigation business. She is a good student on internet background checks and correspondence on Freedom of Information Act data from government agencies. She also handles the telephone well, which I hate. The fact that she is bilingual doesn’t hurt, when we are doing
work in Central America.
I am not sure how it all started with Nicki. I think that I’m still in a bit of shock as to how we got together. Most of my clients are law firms or shipping companies. A lawyer will have a case that needs investigation and assigns the fact-finding, both technical and non-technical, to me. If the technical is in my area of expertise I handle the fact analysis. Often, however, I retain a specialist in a given area to look at limited assignments or to double check in critical manner my opinions or fact analysis.
None of that has anything to do with how Nicki and I got together. I was working on a case for one of the local trust and estate boutique law firms and had just arrived in Rio de Janeiro in search of a witness. The witness was going to be Hispanic, gay, and I didn’t have much to go on. I’m not the sort of guy that guys would be attracted to. Hell, I’ve been around gays most of my life, and I’ve never been hit on once. I kind of feel rejected. Not really.
Anyway, I’m sitting in this hotel bar, in Rio, having just arrived. Along comes this interesting person who at first fools me. I really thought it was a woman, and so it was. That was Nicki, or sometimes “Nick” under disguise. We get to talking, and she agrees to help me find this witness in gay Ipanema. Now, I’ve done a fair amount of investigation work in Central American countries. “Help” whether it is a local investigation firm or a government agency is usually just a word to describe working the Americano over for a fee. That’s pretty much what I expected with Nicki, “Nick”. Didn’t turn out that way though. The shem was true blue and she did find the witness. Not only that, she introduced me to her little sister, Lucia. After a while, I fell in love with her. Yeah, even a guy my age can fall in love. I didn’t think it was possible either. When I lost my law license and my
BMW, my wife took off. She said I was a failure and had misplaced our trust. I figured that was the end of love, if that was what it was.
To make a long story short, Lucia and I brought Nicki up to the States to UCLA, Dr. Gary J. Alter, for a sex change operation. She was always a lady, but her genitals, both male and female, were under-developed. She was only twenty-three, frustrated and going through hell. Dr. Alter successfully operated on Nicki, and after months of post-operative psychological treatment, I brought her back to New Orleans and began teaching her my trade – private eye work.
Don’t get me wrong. I’m not a “do-gooder”. In fact, after twenty years of law practice, several as an investigator, I’m pretty damn cynical – that includes government (all of them), religion (all of them) and people, except that once in a while people will surprise me, and I begin to think that there is a glimmer of hope for the human race.
BAGHDAD ON THE BAYOU
The Bar 711 located on the corner of St. Peter and Bourbon in the Quarters is the site of rivalry, debauchery, drinking and dancing of the younger crowd. And more. Yes, they even dance on the extended bar ugly Coyote style in the late night wee hours.
The scene is quite different from the immediate aftermath of Katrina. Then, Blackwater mercenaries congregated on the corner in front of the bar, having arrived in unmarked, shaded suburbans with no license plates. These men were well armed, bulging steroidal muscles – some with M-4 automatic weapons, capable of firing nine hundred rounds per minute, or sawed off shotguns.
They shuffled in and out of adjacent Quarter buildings and apartments. They threw mattresses, clothes, shoes, and other household items from the French wrought iron balconies to the street below. The troops – Blackwater – draped an American flag from the balcony of Bar 711.
They were sent there unofficially or was it underhandedly by the most powerful man in the United States government – the Vice-President. Ostensibly, they were sent to “secure neighborhoods” and “confront criminals.” Never mind that the Quarter peoples and the 9th Ward were starving, had no clean water, could not escape the devastation from Katrina and were falling like flies from microbic infested flood waters, snakes and gators.
That was August 2005.
Dormand sat in his loft office with the one-way glass looking down at the midnight Bar 711 crowd of partiers. It was high school graduation time, and the young babes were feeling their freedom! Inhibitions were releasing. Ecstasy was passing around like hors d’oeuvres from a snack table. Tequila shots chasing beer and Red Bull following that. Music reverberating, pounding. Torso snaking back and forth; hips round in sensual sway. Dormand loved it. He loved it when it got like this.
It was Lt. Dormand back in Iraq. The squad drove into a Falujah ambush. Wiped out. Not Dormand. He got away. It was either general discharge or a court martial. Dormand reflected “Best damn thing ever happened to me.”
Yes, it was an easy move from army discharge to Blackwater mercenary in Iraq. The American government’s way of “outsourcing war”. Dormand had found his nitch! High pay for raw brutality. Kickbacks for Iraqi sex slavery or human trafficking. Those little girls could sure be a good piece of ass. “Once you got ‘em broken in,” he thought.
Then, all hell broke loose! Some “do-gooder” in Washington got wind of Blackwater miscues. About the same time Katrina hit New Orleans, Blackwater got a Katrina contract. Who knows what for? Or, why? – Anyway, it damn sure ruptured Dormand’s playground. Management shipped him right from Baghdad to the French Quarters.
“Pissed.” That’s the only way to explain it. “I was pissed! Brought my men into this backwater Baghdad on the Bayou and began kicking ass. The old guy that owned the Bar 711 was on his knees crying for his life in this very office when he signed the Deed over to me. I shot him right between the eyes. Neat, clean. No mess. The boys dumped him in the Mississippi. There was so much mud and water in that damn river you could dump a Mack truck. It would never be found.”
“Yep. Best damn thing that ever happened to me. Look at me now. I left that Blackwater business and built my own. Right here. Right in the famous French Quarter. Even the Cajun mafia don’t mess with me and my boys. This is mine. My place. Bar 711.”
Richard Dormand, of Blackwater infamy, was a muscular six foot, blue-eyed blonde Arian, late twenties. His eye caught the swirling hips and rhythm of a young black girl dancing close to the bar below. She twirled with arms raised dancing by herself, alone in her own musical fantasy.
“Nice, firm, round tits, short-cropped hair, tiny waist, round firm butt and look at those long legs” thought Dormand. “I’d like to stick it right up in there from the back.” He almost shook as he sensed the urge. “Ram it one more time. Teach it you own it. It’s yours.” He drifted as he noticed her smooth, glistening cocoa color. Color without a blemish.
“She’s getting loose,” he thought. “I’m going down.”
Dormand reached in his desk and slipped a small square packet of dust, highly soluble, into his jacket pocket. Some mushroom mix a voodoo witch gave him. “Works every time. So I’m told.”
“Hi there! My name’s Ritchie. This is my place. I brought you our house specialty – on the house! I think you’ll like it. It’s like a Piña Colada but even better.”
The young girl, who could have easily been a model, looked at Dormand with a bit of a blur. “No, no. I don’t think so. I’m just having fun.”
“I know. I know. It’s no problem. See, I brought one of our house specialties for myself. Sit down here at my table. Tell me what you’re celebrating. Tell me what you’re so happy about?”
Her eyes lit up. Twinkled. She gracefully eased into a chair at the table. Her black tights accentuated her long legs. Her empire waist top heightened her firm, smooth bosoms.
Dormand could feel electrical impulse.
“I’m here with my graduation class. We came to the Quarter for our celebration trip.”
She took a sip of the Piña Colada.
“Oh”? “Where are you from?”
“Houston. Do you own this place?” She took another sip. “This drink is good. I was thirsty.”
“Yep, this is my place. And like I told you, this little pepper-upper is our house specialty. Where is the rest of your class?”
“They went down the street to the next bar. Some of them wanted to go to the voo-doo store. I was just having fun dancing so I stayed. What did you say your name was?”
“My friends call me ‘Richie’. You seem like a friend. You can call me that.”
“O.K. Richie.” She giggled and looked away. Began to sway to the music again.
“You love to dance, don’t you.”
“Oh, I do. I always have. My mother had me in dance as a little girl, but that’s not what I’m going to be.”
“Really. What are you going to be?”
“I’ll be a Freshman at Yale. I’ll be leaving in three weeks.” She began to sway with soft erotic movements. Her eyes looked up but were becoming glassy. She took another sip of the Piña Colada.
“You seem a little woozy. Let me move over here by you. I’ll help you.”
Dormand moved his chair next to the girl’s. He reached in his pocket and fingered a small vibrator. He placed it between her legs.
“Don’t do that . . . .”
“I’m not doing it. It’s blackwater voodoo.”
She giggled. Then almost fell over.
“That drink must have been too strong for you. I’m sorry. Here. Let me help you up these stairs to my office. I’ll fix you some coffee. You’ll be all right in a few minutes.”
Dormand reached down with bulging biceps, picked up the girl and helped her up the short flight of stairs to his office. He laid her down on the large leather couch. He looked down at her. Young, innocent, a peaceful stupor. Her breasts filled with slow inhalation. Then relaxed.
Dormand smiled.
CHAPTER 2
ALLEN’S BAR
Jacob Stern sat at the bar while Allen dried glasses; or should we say, polished them.
“What is it about Allen always rubbing a glass with a cotton towel?” Jake mused to himself. “Is it therapeutic? Obsessiveness? What?”
Jake knew it would do no good to inquire. Allen probably didn’t know the answer. IF he did, he wouldn’t give it, anyway.
“Jake, you know your drinking habits have changed over the last year.” Allen noted out of the clear blue.
“Yeah.”
“Yeah. Getting married again has been good for you. That Lucia is a hell of a gal.”
“You got that right. I’m damn fortunate. After losing my law license, first wife leaving me or the money, whichever, and going into private dick stuff, it was like a downward vortex.”
“Yep. You going down to Rio on that insurance fraud case and meeting Lucia worked out
pretty well, after all. And her sister, Nicki, makes you a hell of an assistant. I’m not sure but she’s better than you.” Allen hee-hawed.
“Yeah. You’re probably right. But remember, great teachers are evidenced by good students.” Jake responded.
“Anyway. You’ve become a one-drink guy after work. You and your Chivas, water-back. Then home to the lovely Lucia.”
“You got it right Allen. Life is mighty good right now. But you know, most of what I’m doing is industrial espionage for big corporations. Sure! It’s a spy job. It pays good. But there’s not much satisfaction in it at the end of the day.”
“May be, Jake, but you’re not in the criminal element anymore. At least you’re not getting shot at” responded Allen.
“Yep, the peaceful life is not all bad. The day’s ended. The work’s done. Guess I’ll be getting’ out of here” Jake said as he lifted himself off the bar stool and turned to go.
Indeed, life had been good to Jake. Out of the depths of hell when he was once sued by his own client and disbarred through the manipulative politics of the legal profession, he had become the premier private investigator for the delta. Every law firm wanted his services. A year earlier he handled the Bancroft case in Rio. The family of one of the heirs to the Dow Jones Publishing Co. had become concerned that a gay interior decorator was getting to their elderly mother and that she may be in danger.
That was where Jake met Lucia, his beautiful, diminutive but wise and knowledgeable wife. And that was where he met Nicki, her sister, who was now a well-trained, licensed private eye in his office in downtown New Orleans. She had become his right hand.
Yes. It had become quite a turn around. The money in industrial investigation was good. The work wasn’t dangerous, as his criminal practice had been. Jake mused to himself. “Things can’t get much better!”
CHAPTER 3
Dormand wasn’t the type for gratitude, but in his own way he was thankful that Katrina had penetrated the walls of the city.
“I should send those idiots at the Corps of Engineers a box of chocolates” he thought. He was well aware that New Orleans would not have been devastated but for the ill-repair, the forgotten repair, of its levees and the ill-conceived construction of navigation canals around the city, especially the notorious Mississippi River Gulf Outlet, a shipping shortcut to the Port of New Orleans that had been a larger dirt-moving project than the Panama Canal. “You damn right that place got flooded.” He thought. “What stupidity!”
When gratitude did surface in Dormand, which was seldom, it had a socio-pathic bent – win vs. lose, death before life. He grew up under a Marine drill sergeant father, a mean drunk. Dormand hated Iraq. The sand flea bites, the stinking water, when you could get it, the rag-heads who were not loyal and none of whom could be trusted. Word was sent out of North Carolina by defense contractor Blackwater to Baghdad green zone Blackwater H.Q. on September 5, 2005. Less than a week after Katrina hit. Blackwater had received an emergency contract from Washington to send a team into Baghdad on the Bayou “to establish order.”
Dormand jumped all over it. He immediately picked four of his closest men who had been skimming the Iraqi human trafficking operation with him and notified H.Q. that “his team was ready and could be in place within 48 hours.”
The per diem was less. Dormand didn’t like that, but for the mercenary trade there was always a side business of some sort that could pick up the slack.
He and his men landed at New Orleans, beat the Federal government and FEMA by weeks. Immediately requisitioned a black SUV with tinted windows, unmarked with no license plates. Each man took a M-4 automatic, a riot shot gun, strapped on a holster with a .45 caliber in it, ample ammunition and headed to the French Quarters.
They were supposed to rendezvous at a hotel with other Blackwater forces but didn’t know exactly where it was. The team stopped short by two blocks at the corner of Bourbon and St. Peter. Two N.O.P.D. police officers were standing on the corner in front of the Bar 711. The SUV came to a screeching halt in front of them, Dormand’s team jumped out. Their flak jackets were covered with pouches for extra ammunition, their weapons ready.
The two policemen looked startled and backed up. “Where is Blackwater mustering?” demanded Dormand. “I don’t know.” Stammered one of the officers. “What are you doing here?” he asked.
Dormand and his team roared with laughter “securing neighborhoods”, “confronting criminals” he responded. “We’ll muster here. This looks like a good place” Dormand instructed his team.
“You guys go on down the street. Keep the peace” he shouted to the NOPD officers as he stormed through the front door of Bar 711.
Six months after the move in, Dormand and his men left the employ of Blackwater. The camaraderie and interchange with Blackwater troops never changed. Dormand made sure of that and made sure that the right people got their perks. One such person was the Baton Rouge evangelist who was an original supporter in the Blackwater formation and tightly connected with the White House and Rumsfield’s Department of Defense. His weekly Friday night tastes for the girls was a little difficult to keep up with. One time he would want a blue-eyed blonde. Next thing you know, it was an oriental. Finicky. Always changing. But for Dormand, as long as the right girls kept going up to Baton Rouge to “church”, the right things kept happening.
It might not have been so easy if Marie hadn’t shown up. “Boy! That was a weird day” mused Dormand. The rain had been coming down. The Quarter had gotten back on its feet after Katrina’s attack. Dormand now owned the Bar 711, and he and his men ran it, as well as “their territory” for protection and newly created “ventures.” They didn’t mess with crowding in on the drug runners. Didn’t need a war with them and didn’t want any heat from the Feds. Didn’t need to. That’s where Marie came in.
It happened this way. One of the men came up to the stair loft that rainy day. “Captain, there’s a weirdo down stairs. Says she won’t leave. Must talk to Blackwater. What do ya want me to do with her?”
Dormand looked out his shaded window at a moderately plump woman with long, unkempt gray hair in a dark shawl sitting at one of the tables.
“What does she want?” asked Dormand.
“Hell, who knows? She’s crazy.”
“This place is full of crazies. Guess that’s what people like about the Quarters. I don’t know.”
Dormand went down the stairs, pulled up a chair and sat directly across from the woman. He stared her straight in the eye. He didn’t say anything. She didn’t say anything but stared straight back. Penetration.
In high school Dormand was given the nickname “hardeye” because of the penetrating way he stared with his blue eyes. He liked the intimidation. This lady had him beat. He felt a bit uneasy. He had never seen eyes like that. It dawned on Dormand that he didn’t want to get into a stare down with this “bitch”. He might lose.
“What do you want?” he asked.
“You need help. There is danger.” She said in a mysterious tone.
He wasn’t sure whether her odd voice was concocted or chemically induced.
“I don’t need any help. I can handle anything that comes down the pike. You need to get outta here.” He answered.
“I will be here when I leave.” She responded. Her words were measured. She never blinked. Her face was emotionless.
“This can get nasty lady. You need to leave here”. Dormand repeated.
“When the moon fills full, I will make you much money. Take this. Put it in the girls’ drink.” she said and with slow methodical, deliberate but confident movements she rose from the table and left through the front door of Bar 711.
It was odd. Very odd. Dormand wasn’t the type to creep-out. He looked down at the small square folded packet she had left. It looked like what you would get in a packet of cocaine. In fact, that’s what Dormand figured it was.
He went back up the stair loft to his desk. Flipped the packet into the top right door. “Crazies” he thought “this place has got its share of ‘em.”
The next day was Friday. Dormand hates Fridays. He always had to find a girl – just the right girl – to send up to the preacher in Baton Rouge. She had to be sneaked in by 11:00 p.m. and back out by three or four in the morning. She had to be young. She had to be shaved, clean and smell a certain way. “It’s a real pain in my ass” thought Dormand. “I can’t just go pick some hyde up off the street. Oh no! He’s too picky for that. Hell, next thing I know, he’ll want a virgin. I don’t think there are any around here.”
That was last year and Fridays just kept coming around. Other than supplying the preacher, everything was great. The businesses were good. The money kept just coming in.
Weird Marie had helped. Turned out that the little packet she had given Dormand that day was a real winner, particularly when it came to Friday nights and supplying the preacher.
Marie was some sort of an expert on mushrooms. She lived in a bayou swamp out south of Gretna. You could only get to it by pirot. She had transplanted mushrooms from various parts of the world, as well as some spores she had brought from Mexico when she lived with the Nazatecs. She could conduct molecular studies to a level of combining distinct cladas to create new mutations that produced different, distinctive effects on a person who consumed them. She then ground spores into fibrous powder for easy consumption in any liquid.
Some had hallucinogenic effects. Others, actually did stimulate the libido. The most serious combination could produce death between six and twenty-four hours from the time of ingestion to the onset of symptoms. During this time, the cells of the kidneys and liver are attacked.
The levels of moisture, temperature, swamp tanic acid with the amount of oxygen in the bayou atmosphere in and around Marie’s swamp shack made for prolific production. She color coded each powdered species packet according to its psycho activity chart or physical effect.
None of this was lost on Dormand’s active mind or his international connections. He couldn’t stand the stinking Marie, but she had become extremely valuable. He had begun selling her products all over the world. The Arabs were going wild over it. Next! Maybe ship to the Orient?
CHAPTER 4
Jake hadn’t quite made it to the front door of Allen’s bar when a well-dressed black gentleman came rushing in.
His eyes were wide. Slight perspiration glint from his dark skin. Grey slacks, navy blue blazer, open collared button down pinpoint shirt, oxford shoes.
“You must be Mr. Stern” he immediately assessed.
“How would you know that?” asked Jake.
“My name is Thomas Jefferson” he reached out his right hand in greeting. “One of your law firms and a colleague of mine recommended you. I desperately need your help.”
One of Jake’s downfalls in private law practice had always been the empathy he felt for his clients. Most lawyers have little personality tricks where they just feign understanding and empathy. Jake actually felt their fear. Even the ones he didn’t like, he felt that he was on their side. That there was a greater cause.
This man was under stress. He was afraid, bordering on hysterical and yet under a disciplined control.
“Come over here. Let’s sit at this table. What on earth is the matter?” Jake asked.
“My daughter, Tasha, has been missing for two days. She didn’t come back with her graduating class from their Senior trip last night. Her mother and I are beside ourselves Mr. Stern. We don’t know what to do.”
“Mr. Jefferson, I work in the industrial shipping and manufacturing investigation field. Missing persons is outside of our practice. Have you contacted the New Orleans police?”
“Yes. I spent two hours with the detective division this morning. Supplied them with a picture of Tasha and a bio. They weren’t encouraging, and I’m not sure how quickly they will move. Speed is paramount, Mr. Stern.”
“What do you do, Mr. Jefferson?”
“I am a law professor in international and marine law at the University of Houston.”
“That explains how well spoken you are and your intuitiveness.” Jake responded.
“I don’t feel well spoken at the moment. I’m at my wits-end.”
“Let me call Lucia, my wife, to let her know that I’ll be a bit late. Then, tell me about Tasha. Allen will bring you the drink of your choice.”
Allen brought Professor Jefferson a Southern Comfort, neat. He slowly took a small sip, sighed and looked at Jake with tired, stressed, watery eyes.
“Tasha is the light of our life. We are so proud of her. She graduated valedictorian of her high school in Houston. She has been accepted as a Freshman at Yale and intends to pursue her interests in international studies. She turns eighteen today. The day we were to celebrate at home in Houston. Here is a picture of her on my sailboat docked in Galveston Bay.”
Jake took the picture with a gesture of respect. He saw a tall black teen-age girl with a beautiful white-toothed smile, barefoot, in shorts and tee-shirt, standing on the deck of a small to mid-sized catamaran.
“I know you are very proud of her” responded Jake in a soft, low tone.
“Mr. Stern, I have been told on good authority, a colleague of mine at Tulane Law School, that you are good at what you do, reliable and have been known to push the envelope in tough situations.”
“Are you familiar with my professional past?” Jake asked.
“Yes. I am familiar with your disagreements with the ethics Bar. I have read about the Bancroft case you handled for the local estate lawyer, Micky Jones.
Jake did not respond.
“When did you first know Tasha was missing?”
“The kids arrived from New Orleans on Southwest at Houston Hobby, yesterday. 11:00 a.m. She wasn’t with them. They were all worried. They didn’t know what to do.”
“You said you met with N.O.P.D.?”
“Yes. I’ve filled out a missing person report. Apparently, this isn’t the first time this sort of thing has happened.”
“What did the police tell you?”
“They were courteous but aloof. They didn’t tell me anything. They wanted to know if Tasha has a boyfriend.”
“Does she?”
“No. She has been somewhat sheltered growing up in an academic household. Oh, she has dated on occasion. Nothing serious.”
“Where are you staying, Mr. Jefferson?”
“At the Hyatt. What can we do, Mr. Stern? What can you do? I’m asking as a colleague. Help me.”
“Do you know where Tasha was last seen?”
“The girls told me that they left her at a bar somewhere around Bourbon and St. Peter. They wanted to go check out Marie Labeau’s voodoo shop. That’s the last they can recall seeing her.”
“Mr. Jefferson, I know of you from my own practice in international work. A couple of your law review articles were a help to me in international banking processes. That was another lifetime ago.”
“Thank you. But tell me, is Tasha in danger? I don’t think her mother will stand up under the strain. The not knowing.”
“New Orleans and the Quarter is different since Katrina. What 911 was to New York City, Katrina was to New Orleans. The Crescent City strives to regain her balance, her history, her motif and ambiance. But there are new faces. New groups. It is a period of adjustment.”
“What you’re telling me is that you don’t have a guess as to where my child is.” Professor Jefferson retorted and finished his Southern Comfort.
“Meet me here, in Allen’s Bar, at 9:00 a.m. in the morning, Mr. Jefferson.”
“What is your retainer?”
“As you said, we are colleagues. I’ll let you know if that becomes necessary.”
The entire conversation was discussed in low professional tones. Almost monotone. Both men shared the training of the legal profession. Neither man was a fool. Both sheltered their fear for Tasha.
CHAPTER 5
It was about 4:30 in the morning when Jake pulled his Ford Explorer up to the front door, got out and wearily walked in. A sleepy Lucia came from the bedroom into the kitchen. Jake was drinking a glass of milk. They both sat down at the kitchen table.
“What is going on, Jake? I was worried about you.”
“I’ve been down in the Quarters trying to flush out what happened to a missing high school girl. Her father, a law professor over at the U of H asked for my help.”
“Oh, Jake. Is it bad?”
“Well, I don’t think it’s good.”
In the last year, the first year of their marriage, Jake and Lucia had settled in their little bungalow on Bayou Tesh. The comfort of delta living and the warmth of their love was a daily blessing.
When Jake had met Lucia and her sister, Nicki, in Rio a couple of years before on a mysterious death and insurance fraud case, he was a mid-forties, disgruntled and cynic detective who had once been a trial lawyer.
Meeting Nicki first, who helped him bust the case in Rio and then being “fixed up” with Nicki’s sister, Lucia, had changed his entire outlook on life.
These two ladies were two unassuming, non-materialistic sentient beings with a certain warmth and zest for life. Upon marriage, Jake had left to others any requested detective assignment in criminal matters. In part, because of the intensity and violence of the Rio case and its effect on Lucia and Nicki. In part, because he wanted a peaceful life on the bayou and to just enjoy his little family.
“I promised Professor Jefferson that I would meet him at Allen’s bar down from the office at 9:00 a.m.”
“Yes, I know where Allen’s bar is mi cher. You fed me crayfish pie there.” Lucia giggled.
“This doesn’t look good for the Professor or his daughter, Tasha. I really hate getting back into this sort of thing.”
“Don’t do it, if you don’t want to, Jake. You have been so peaceful this past year, and we love our little home on this place you call Bayou Tesh.” Lucia urged.
“Darling, for lawyers of earlier generations, there was an unwritten code. You might fight like hell in the courtroom but when a colleague needed help in a personal way, you went to bat for him.”
“’Went to bat for him’? Is that some of your baseball talk?” Lucia asked. Her English had improved wonderfully from ESL classes, since coming to New Orleans. Of course, there were still idioms, slang and pet phrases that sometimes gave her difficulty.
“Yes, that tradition of helping a colleague has passed away since the “me generation” of the 80’s. It came from the old English barrister tradition.”
“So, why do you help Professor Jefferson?”
“Because, he asked.”
“I know that you will help him good, mi cher. I will pray for Tasha. But, now, you need your favorite buttermilk biscuits, gravy, eggs and coffee. No jamon. Too much, what is it? Cholesterol?”
Jake had not pulled a one night stand in a long time. He had been keeping in good cardiovascular shape with running and swimming, but he had become used to regular sleep. A night of interviewing in the Quarters had left him fatigued. But the breakfast, strong chicory coffee, shower and shave had the hoped for rejuvenation. He waved at his lovely Lucia who stood at the front door as he backed the Explorer out of the front lawn of bungalow Bayou Tesh.
CHAPTER 6
Tasha lay on her side on a floor mat. Something like a futon. The floor was unvarnished creaky two by fours, weathered. She squinted her eyes to try to get some focus. “How long had she been asleep?” She wondered. “Where am I? What happened?”
Slowly, she tried to take inventory. It seemed dark, but there was a haze of light. She could tell that it was daylight, but this was a very shadowy place. What light there was was filtered by overgrowth. Her eyes didn’t want to focus anyway. She felt a sharp pain in her abdomen. She fell back asleep.
Marie was in the next room of her bayou shack. Part kitchen, part lab, neither modern nor sophisticated, she heard Tasha stir. She didn’t check on her. She knew she wasn’t going anywhere.
Perhaps the injection of blessed milk thistle seed extract was easing her toxic reaction induced by the powder placed in her drink by Dormand at Club 711. “That idiot fascist Dormand had a bad habit of overdosing the girls.” She thought. By moderating the blue-staining reaction of the mushrooms and cross-sporing several species to produce effective inclusion rates, I’ve reduced toxicity and increased the beneficial effects. When Blackwater overdoses, it makes the girls sick. What good is that? She mused as she glided about her work.
Dormand had brought Tasha wrapped in a blanket lying on the floor of a pirot to Marie’s swamp shack about five that morning. Though hot and humid, Tasha shivered in the blanket. She was comatose.
“This little bitch passed out up at the preacher’s trying to dance for him. I prodded her ass with my hot-shot, but it didn’t bring her around. The preacher is pissed!” was Dormand’s greeting as he tied the pirot to the front porch.
The shack sat on squat pillars. Tall cypress canopied over it. Moss draped from branch to water. A water moccasin darted from under the porch with the polling of the pirot. Marie stood on the porch eyeing the arrival of Dormand.
“Do not bring the girl here.” Marie had said.
“Piss on ya, you old witch. I haven’t decided what to do with her. She’s in shock. See what you can do” retorted Dormand. “Don’t know whether to make her alligator bait or my sex slave. Wouldn’t mind fuckin’ her but I don’t need any trouble right now. Wish she’d just vanish. Could sell her to the Columbians I guess.”
“This is not your place. The marsh allows no one but me” Marie glared.
“Bull-shit voodoo Marie. You better start making more product, or I’ll kick ya out of this swamp. I keep sellin out. Got to have more production. – Here, this black little bitch is getting heavy on my shoulder. Where do you want me to drop her?”
Dormand dumped Tasha on the mat in the back room, then left polling his pirot back to the channel where his truck was parked.
“Never thought I’d be pimping for a God damn evangelist” he thought as he made his way through cypress swamp. “Hell, he never even fucks ‘em. Just jacks-off.”
It was Saturday and Dormand had a lot to do before the night rush at Bar 711. He would decide what to do with Tasha, tomorrow.
Dormand had reasoned that the different classes of mushroom dust with their divergent effects that Marie had developed could open a whole new avenue in the drug market. Some were aphrodisiacs, some hallucinogens, some you could simply get high on. Instead of spending money on cocaine or marijuana or even speed, you could use the powders. “And who would be top dog of the trade? Me.” Dormand thought to himself. “Better yet, no one else would even know how to produce this stuff. The market will be my
private corner!”
CHAPTER 7
Walking through the front door of Allen’s Bar, there sat a tall dark man slumped over a cup of coffee. His clothes were rumpled. Clearly, he had had no sleep.
Jake glanced at Allen behind the bar who was cleaning up from the night before. Allen shook his head negatively, as to indicate that Professor Jefferson wasn’t doing well.
Over the years, Jake and Allen had developed a method of communication often in facial expression or clipped sentences. They had been down many roads together.
“Allen, I’ll take a cup of that left over chicory of yours.” Jake said referring to coffee. He sat down at the table across from the Professor.
“The police have found nothing. Not a trace. I’m not even sure they tried.” Said Jefferson.
“Trails often have to be developed in subtle ways Professor. A blitzkrieg approach might possibly only endanger Tasha.
“But time, Mr. Stern. Time is the enemy. The greater the time the greater the chance for harm. And I know my little girl. Wherever she is, whatever she is faced with, she is scared to death.”
“I know. I know, Professor. I spent the night in the French Quarters renewing old contacts and acquaintances. I have set the search in inconspicuous motion. We must wait here for a while until information or some leads begin to filter in” Jake counseled.
“Last night, I looked up the Department of Justice statistics on unsolved missing young women over the last five years. Do you know how many there are?”
“It doesn’t help us to think of Tasha as a generalized statistic, Professor.”
“Literally thousands” the Professor reported, anyway.
The day wore on. The Professor withdrew into a dark, troubled shell. The feeling of helplessness.
Jake sat at a separate table playing solitaire, a habit he had acquired as a young Navy Seal sitting on ships and waiting for assignment. Over and over, he shuffled the deck, played the hands.
Around 3:00 p.m. there was a phone call. Allen motioned to Jake from the end of the bar. The conversation was short.
“Professor, I’ve received a call. I must go now. It would be best for you to go back to your hotel room. Sit tight, until you hear from me.”
“I must go with you” the Professor responded.
“You cannot be of help to me. Try to be of help to yourself. I’ll find your daughter.”
Jake didn’t go to the Quarters. He went to the projects. At the end of the street was a stand alone single story building. The windows were blackened but the black was cracked in crooked streams from time and heat. The windowed configuration reminded Jake of a bayou swamp map. “Hell, you could never follow those things in your pirot” he thought to himself.
Over the entrance in black plastic letters was a partial sign. “Po l Hall.” One of the o’s had fallen off and was missing.
Jake opened the door and walked into the pool hall. It was dark. It took a minute for his eyes to adjust. There were glints of light coming through several cracks in the blackened front windows. The light streams highlighted motes of dust here and there as they drifted by.
There were about twenty pool tables. Three or four games were being played by serious black men. Their bets were on the table. The smell was stale smoke and stale booze.
It was Stevie Ray’s place. As always, he sat behind an old government issue metal desk at the back of the place. Tape calculator, old land line phone, stacks of bet sheets on the desk and a hand tabbed calendar behind his chair marking which escort girl was with what John. All code named.
“Whas-up?” Stevie Ray greeted as Jake strolled up to the desk and pulled around a chair.
“Things don’t change much, do they?”
Jake mused as he looked around the pool hall.
“The hell they don’t. Katrina changed everything. We had dead-beats and thugs before, but they were our dead-beats and thugs. We were a community. We could handle things.” Stevie Ray retorted.
“Yeah. You’re right. Things do change when the government sends in mercenaries to whip up on us and then hopes for another quick Katrina so we’ll all drown.” Jake said.
“That Blackwater mother-fucker has your girl.” Stevie Ray abruptly reported.
“How do you know?” Jake asked.
“I don’t, but I’d bet on it.”
“You saying that just because he moved in on your territory after Katrina?” Jake questioned.
“Hell, even N.O.P.D. is scared of that son-of-a-bitch. He’s got more fire power than they ever had and the goons to go with it.” Stevie Ray complained.
“I need something more. I need something to go on.”
“One of my girls lives across from that German’s bar, Bar 711.” Stevie Ray answered. “But before we get to that, damn it! Jake, come back to practicing law. I could use your help again. You’re the only one that ever took care of us. These damn young lawyers got no respect. They don’t understand the, what do you call it ‘quid pro quo.’ They’re all lazy and just want the money but don’t want to carry the water.” Stevie Ray took a big sigh. He weighed about four hundred pounds, and when he sighed, it sounded more like something falling off the San Andreas fault.
“How do you know the guy at Bar 711 has the girl?” Jake asked.
“Again, lawyer, private dick, I don’t. But my girl says he likes young pussy, and he plays it rough. He’s damn near as fucked up as that evangelist up at Baton Rouge that I have to sneak a girl into once in a while. And guess who guards the station up there while she’s stripping for the preacher and he’s jacking off?”
“You tell me. I don’t know” Jake responded.
“Yep, the German’s shaved head goon with that little penguin tattooed on the inside of his forearm. Now, go figure. Is that Christian or what?”
Jimmy Ray fell into silence. Bit down hard on his cigar.
“I can’t remember that guy’s name.” Jake said.
“What! The German or the evangelist? asked Stevie Ray.
“No, hell. I know about the evangelist. I mean that mercenary that cut out a spot in the Quarters.”
“Dormand. His name’s Dormand, and he’s one mean mother-fucker. Beat the shit out of one of my guys. For no cause. Just to make a point. Cracked him up while he was down. Wouldn’t stop. He just went off. Damn near killed old Joe. He’s still in the hospital.”
“So, how does this shape up with my missing little girl, Stevie Ray?”
“I don’t know. But I hear the Bar 711 was the last place she was seen. You can bet Dormand’s dick is in there somewhere.”
“I don’t like the thought, but I’ll work on it” Jake responded.
“Forget that, Jake. Come back and start taking care of your people in the courtroom again. A decent crook can’t make a livin’ anymore.”
Jake laughed as he pointed a finger at Stevie Ray. Turned and headed back across the pool hall. A twinge of nostalgia hit him. “Yep, there was the day I could do no wrong in these peoples’ eyes. Admiration feels good no matter where it comes from” he mused.
CHAPTER 8
MUSHROOM DREAMS
No one knew where Marie was from. Or when she showed up in the swamp.
No one knew where she lived. Some thought they did but wasn’t sure.
In the bayous and swamps of Louisiana there are whole cultures and loosely formed communities that are disenfranchised. They are varied in ethnic backgrounds, but their roots go back centuries.
Like the victims of Katrina, they are the forgotten people. The lost tribes of America. They do not have social security numbers. Most of them don’t. They don’t have driver’s license. Most of them don’t. They can vanish and resurface at will. They are self-sufficient and suspicious of outsiders. When sick or ill, many swamp dwellers rely on centuries old remedies, a currandaro, an herbalist or a seer. Swamp creatures recognize them as part of their normal environment. Unafraid and responsive, they peek out from underbrush and between moss-draped trees and shrubs or up between floating lily pads.
A stranger floats through and the reception is quite different. Danger signals erupt from the cavil of watchful fowl and the tail slap of gators. How do they know?
At a narrow crossing of water paths there was an old, brownish mailbox on a rotting post. If a marsh resident needed the healing services of Marie, they left a script of their last name and a gift in the mailbox. The gifts were not extravagant. More often than not they were cookies or some dish especially prepared.
Marie’s concoctions had healed on numerous occasions, but whether she would come or not, there was never a guarantee. It was totally within her discretion and that was always subject to change.
When she did come to treat a sickness, she just suddenly appeared. No one gave her directions. She would not allow that. Often, there was no formal address, anyway. Marie would just appear. Take control. Do her thing. If there were any conversation at all, it was brief and open ended.
Some people might have thought they knew where Marie’s swamp shack was. If they claimed so, their societal status rose. Certainly, no one knew the location of the squat-polled chemical and herb shack.
This is where she creates new breeds of psychoactive powders for easy assimilation. She had an uncanny aptitude for chemistry, cross-sporing and alkaloid extraction and re-combination. Marie wasn’t formally educated. Far from it. She was part Mayetec from the southern mountains of Mexico.
Marsh and bayou people admired her, were a bit afraid of her, but at the same time were protective of her through their silence.
Every person knew of some person that Marie had healed by rubbing juices of fresh peyote into their wounds or bites to prevent infection. If it were arthritis, consumption, influenza, intestinal disorders, diabetes, snake or scorpion bites, a pirot was immediately dispatched to that mail box and notice given.
Tasha was coming around after forty-eight hours, an unusually long recovery from a bad trip. She began to remember being with her friends at Bar 711 but that was about it.
“What happened? Where did they go? How did I get to this place? What is this place?” she began to wonder.
She recalled enjoying the music and feeling a strange intoxication and shifting consciousness. Then, at first she thought she was going to be sick but that passed. She kept searching her memory as she lay on the mat in Marie’s shack.
“Hello?” “Who is here?” she called out. There was no answer. “Who was that man sitting in that large leather chair?” she remembered. She was dancing for him. “My God! Dancing with no clothes on! I don’t do things like that” she thought. “Who was he? Where was that?” But then Tasha recalled feelings of inner tranquility as she snaked and danced for the preacher. She could tell that he liked it, which heightened her awareness. She remembered a comfortable feeling like a oneness with life.
And colors! There were beautiful colors. Stream of rainbow light around that man’s head like he descended from heaven. Tasha fell into a state of thoughtful contemplation. She could remember no more. She drifted into a restless sleep.
CHAPTER 9
NICKI AND BAR 711
Jake got in his Explorer in front of Stevie Ray’s pool hall. He laughed to himself “the wheels were still on it. Of course, it was mid-afternoon and the delta sun was pretty bright at the moment.” He called Nicki from the car. She was at their office, downtown. “Wait there. I’m coming down Canal Street now. We’ve got a sensitive situation.”
A feeling of peace always came over Jake when he drove down Canal Street with its fragrant, luscious boulevard and the streetcar making its way down the rail. “This is a beautiful street and a beautiful city” he thought to himself. Why the White House seemed to despise it he couldn’t quite imagine. Jake was sure in his own heart, however, that the day would come when New Orleans would return to its own special glory and intrigue.
He walked into his modest four-room office on the second floor of the older 50’s built building in the downtown central area.
Nicki was waiting.
Jake had come to know Nicki in that case involving aids patient insurance fraud that spread all the way from Philadelphia to Rio de Janeiro. He wasn’t sure whether he had grown to like Nicki through some of her personal problems at the time or had just fallen in love with her sister. Nevertheless, he was quite loyal to them both and they to him.
Jake had brought both Nicki and Lucia to New Orleans, married Lucia and trained Nicki to be one hell of an investigative assistant. This would be her first assignment outside of the industrial espionage field and into the more volatile crime stoppers arena.
“Hey Jakey boy, what’s up”? Nicki greeted in her knowingly intuitive way that things were about to get hot and heavy.
“We’ve got a missing person case. We’re going to have to drop everything. Get right on it.”
“Damsel in distress no doubt” she said as she turned to accompany Jake to their small conference room. Nicki was a tall woman, strongly built but not fat and what might be described as medium boned. She was athletic and enjoyed staying in shape. Jake had some months back enrolled her in the ju-jitsu dojo that he supported and sometimes taught at. With her inquisitive mind and ability to focus on the core issue in a given situation, she was a natural in detective work.
“Bar 711, corner of Bourbon and St. Peter”, Jake began. “Two nights ago a young black girl enters with her high school graduating class. They are on their Senior trip celebrating graduation by covering the French Quarter for an evening. The girl’s name is Tasha. She is the daughter of a University of Houston law professor and will be a Freshman at Yale in the Fall.”
“What happens at Bar 711?” Nicki asks.
Don’t know for sure. But Tasha’s friends leave to go see other sights and party. For whatever reason, Tasha stays at Bar 711. She doesn’t show up for the flight back to Houston the next morning. Friends and parents don’t know what happened or where she is.”
“Boys”? Nicki asks.
“There doesn’t appear to be a boy involved. She was not with one when her friends left Bar 711, and her father states that she grew up in a somewhat sheltered academic environment. Dated some but was more of a student and homebody.”
“How do we go about this, Jake? I doubt that you can bring in the Army like you did in our case down in Rio.”
“No, it’s not that kind of thing. We need more stealth. But at the same time, we have to move as quickly as possible.”
“What’s our first move”? questioned Nicki.
“Drop into the Bar 711. Have a drink just to get the feel of the place. Mentally make a diagram of the layout including estimated footage from one point to another. Make mental note and description of employees, manager, owner, anybody that seems part of the operation. Come back here, type it all up; leave it on my desk. At 9:00 p.m. return to the intersection of Bourbon and St. Peter. A side street a quarter way down the block is Rue Latec. Go to No. 31, knock on the door. Meet Irene. She will give you her observations of a guy by the name of Dormand, owner of Bar 711. Do not engage Dormand under any circumstance.”
“Who is this Irene? How shall I handle her?” Nicki asked.
“She is one of Stevie Ray’s girls. She has encountered Dormand on some occasion. I think she goes up to Baton Rouge and does erotic dance stuff for an evangelist up there. I hear that one of Dormand’s goons takes her. I don’t know what the connection is.”
“Interesting, erotic dancers, preachers, little high school girls. My Jakie-boy, how do you get into these things” Nicki giggled as she rose to go to her office and prepare for the assignment.
Nicki was perfect for surveillance. Late twenties, tall, dark complexioned, Portuguese curly hair, high cheekbones. She spoke perfect English but with a Brazilian accent. She could dress many parts and enjoyed doing so. She could play many parts and pull each off with credibility.
Nicki had become Jake’s secret weapon and in her eyes, Jake was the Conquistador of crime and enforcer of fair play.
For the evening at Bar 711 she prepared herself in the roll of a professional importer from Rio and Sao Palo. Any connection with Jake or the missing Tasha would not be suspected.
She arrived at the Bar 711 around eleven p.m. dressed in a gray pin-striped slack suit with an art port folio under her arm.
She sat demurely at a table for two against the wall. A clear perspective of the partying panorama that was just beginning. The band was loud and raucous. You could feel the bass pounding through your thighs. The crowd was also young, vivacious and ready to party. It reminded her of Ipanema.
Eventually, she convinced the tight shorted, large busted waitress to bring her a Chablis and a glass of water with lemon. With a look of disdain and “What you are doing here” the girl obliged. Nicki tipped her well so as to have her future attention.
The Bar 711 was not overly large. Certainly, the drinking, dancing, partying space was limited, crowded. But the bar, itself, was long and systematically took on a variance of ambiance through computerized lighting changes. The tenders were constantly the show with their antics for pouring drinks and dancing from time to time.
Nicki could guess that each evening’s climax in the wee hours would be when they would dance Coyote Ugly style. That always brought a house down.
She noticed that at a right angle to the bar there was a stair loft with a broad shaded window. You could not see through it. No doubt, the proprietor could and watched the action below.
Nicki nursed drinks through the evening. She had Bar 711 dimensions down pat in her mind. What she didn’t have was insight to the private bar loft.
The place was clearing out. It was 3:00 a.m. The short-shirted waitress had gone. One of the tenders came over “Ma’am, we’re about to close. Can I get you anything else?”
“I can’t sleep at night when I come to New Orleans. May I beg of you one more glass of Chablis?” Nicki asked in her most provocative tone.
“Of course, it will take us some time to close up. Just make yourself comfortable. A glass of Chablis coming up” he smiled.
“Just a moment” she asked. Who is the lady sitting at the table? That lady with the long gray hair and black floor length dress. She is quite artistic. I am an art importer. Could I buy her a drink?” Nicki asked.
“I don’t know, man. She is a friend of the owner. She is just waiting for closing, but I’ll ask her.”
___________________________
Jake went to the Marriott, used the house phone, and asked Professor Jefferson to meet him in the lobby.
Jefferson sat in an overstuffed leather lobby chair across from Jake. His eyes were becoming deep set, showing the strain.
“We don’t have a lead yet but everything is in motion. It is just a matter of time.” Jake reported.”
“Time, yes.” Professor Jefferson clasped his hands, leaned forward, gazed at the floor. “Time”
“I spent an hour with the chief detective before coming here. He is new, since Katrina. The former chief retired. He and I went a long way back but the new guy seems to have a head on his shoulders.”
“What are they doing, Mr. Stern. What are they doing to find Tasha? I can’t get any information. I call and call. They act like I am the enemy. Like I’m not to be trusted.”
“They are just being cautious, Professor. They have to be. The chief asked me to convince you to return to your home in Houston as soon as possible. The NOPD is treating this as a kidnap/ransom case. At least until more is known.”
“Kidnap/Ransom! How? Why?”
“Tasha’s profile is certainly not that of a run-away. Not as strong as your family ties have been. She doesn’t fit a profile for an alcohol or drug binge. The next guess is a ransom note or phone call.”
“I see. But we live on a middle-class professor’s income. Wouldn’t a kidnapper pick a child from a wealthy family?”
“Perhaps. But one never knows the initial dynamics that put the kidnapper, if that is what happened, in motion. This is only a hypothesis at this point, but one that you can assist the police with. Besides, I don’t doubt but that Tasha’s mom needs you with her right now.”
“Yes she is just beside herself. Fear, terror, depression have set in.”
“Professor, the N.O.P.D. has coordinated the missing person bulletin and the kidnapping hypothesis with the Houston P.D. Detective Division. Houston has assigned an experienced detective to the case. He is at your home this moment rigging your telephone for tracing and recording and will provide you and your wife with similar technology for your cell phones.” Jake explained.
“Can you tell me anything else, Jake? Can you give us any glimmer of hope?”
It was the first time that the Professor, usually formal, had called Jake by his first name. Jake saw the terror in his eyes.
“I’m going to give it everything I’ve got but without panic. I really need you to catch the next Southwest flight to Hobby. It leaves on the hour.”
The Professor nodded his concession.
“Jake, when the time comes, please come to Houston personally to break the news to Tasha’s mom and me. It’s . . . it’s not easy.”
__________________________
Around 4:00 a.m., Nicki met Jake at their office. Downtown New Orleans had gone to sleep and was yet to awaken.
Jake sat at his desk, periodically drumming his fingers. Alternatively playing Solitaire but finding concentration difficult.
He thought of Professor Jefferson, of Tasha’s mother. How gut wrenching the fear. How deep the hurt. You spend a lifetime watching a little girl grow up. Helping her every step of the way. Dreaming of her goals with her. Protecting her from the dangers of the world. Then, just as she is about to fly from the nest with a father’s pride, a Mother’s love ---- this!
Members of the Bar who had known Jake during his trial lawyer days often smirked at how Jake would assimilate and empathize with his clients. He never had the technique of courteous professional aloofness. He was a courtroom lawyer. You attack his client; he attacked you. In the long run, it became his downfall – that failure to be self-defensive – naively trusting of his client.
“Jakey-boy. Get your head up. The war has just begun!” Nicki said as she came springing into the outer office with the characteristic bounce in her step.
“Maybe so, it’s begun if we can dig up a lead. How’s life at Bar 711?” he asked.
“Loud, raucous. Almost reminded me of the time I took you partying in Ipanema, and you had such a miserable experience” Nicki laughed. She loved finding humor in her idol’s likes and dislikes. “Did you call Lucia about our being out all night again tonight? I don’t want her worrying.”
“Yeah. I talked to her for about thirty minutes on the phone. Sunday, we’re supposed to have our bi-monthly bayou party. You know how the neighbors like dropping by, sharing food, sharing troubles, some polling their pirots up to the cottage. Others driving. --- Not this week I’m afraid.” Jake explained.
“Oh. I’ll sure miss it if we’re working, and I’ll bet we are. I’m loving this Cajun language our neighbors speak. Beginning to get a handle on it I think.”
“Yeah. I’ve noticed that.” Jake said.
“Which reminds me. I’ve got a Cajun joke for you Jakey-boy. -- Thibodeaux saw Boudreaux floating down the bayou in a pirot full of duct tape. Thibodeaux said ‘Hey, Boudreaux, where you goin wit dat duc tape?’ Boudreaux said ‘I’m goin to get me some ducks.’ Bout an hour later Boudreaux came back with his pirot full of ducks. The very next day Boudreaux came back with his pirot full of nutra-sweet. Thibodeaux said ‘where you goin wit all dat nutra-sweet?’ Boudreaux said ‘I’m goin to get me some a dat nutra rat.’ Thibodeaux knew dis time dat Boudreaux was crazy, but an hour later here came Boudreaux with a pirot full of nutra rats. The next day Boudreaux came by with a pirot full of pussy willow. Thibodeaux said ‘Hang on Boudreaux, I’m comin wit you!’”
Jake smiled and felt a pause of relief. It seemed that Nicki always had time for a sense of humor. It was the carioca in her.
“What did you observe down at Bar 711?”
“Well, like I said, it’s your typical party place, but something else probably goes on upstairs. There is a stair loft on the back wall that overlooks the bar, small dance floor and tables. It’s the width of the establishment, maybe a hundred feet across, one way glass all the way.” Nicki answered.
“Anybody hanging around that looked like a perp?” Jake asked.
“Looks like a perp?” Nicki asked with surprise “what does a perp look like?”
“I don’t know. Somebody that gives you a special vibe. Or a ‘tell.’ Maybe some guy that is more than just on the make. A predatory sense or something. Hell, I don’t know, Nicki.”
“I must be losing my touch. Not one guy hit on me. There is a lot of booze flowing, of course. Even though they were trying to be discreet one group would occasionally pass around a small packet under the table. Couldn’t have been cocaine though. It looked like they would dash a little in their drink.”
“Did you meet the owner?”
“No, but at closing I met an interesting lady waiting for the owner to come down from the loft. She didn’t say much, and I got the feeling that the owner wouldn’t come down until I left.”
“Girlfriend?” asked Jake.
Nicki laughed. “Not hardly. Not unless he’s really hard up! She was a weird one. Long gray semi-kinky hair. Not particularly clean. Floor length black cotton skirt. She’s probably in her 60’s. But those eyes. Damn. I’ve never seen eyes like that. They kind of set back, but I don’t know whether you would call them blue or turquoise. They’re penetrating, and she never blinks, just stares.
“Did she tell you anything?”
“No. She didn’t like me sitting down at her table, I think. I asked her if I could buy her a drink. There was a long pregnant pause and then she said ‘No.’ I asked her where she lived, and she said where the moss touches the earth! That was that.”
“Well, that’s not so unusual for around here, I guess. Did you do what I think you would do?”
“Yeah, I hid in the balcony shadow across the street. The big man and the weird lady came out to leave and lock up. Here’s the pictures I took of them with the infra-red.”
Jake clipped the digital camera to the computer. He saw the face and build of Dormand and the partial face of a woman shadowed by gray hair. He had seen an earlier photo of Dormand that day at the N.O.P.D.
CHAPTER 10
Jake assigned Nicki to cover and follow Marie.
He locked onto Dormand.
Both assignments were night passages.
The more difficult of the two was following Marie. She was what Nicki termed “a shadow walker.” Worse yet, she never traversed in a straight line nor at a consistent pace.
It made following without detection most difficult. One moment she would be there. The next, she vanished. The dark of night didn’t help.
Through sheer tenacity, Nicki had been able to snap several infra-red digital shots of Marie that night and located where she boarded her perot to pole into the swamp. That was it.
Back at the office, Nicki printed out the night vision snapshots through telescopic lens photos of Marie. Nicki would not have been able to tell when taking the shots but printing them produced a picture of a bruised and beaten face. In fact, there was much dried blood in and around Marie’s nose.
“What happened to her?” Nicki wondered. “Someone slapped her around pretty good.”
Nicki thought she detected a bit of a limp when following her, but with those long draping clothes she wore, and in the dark, it was difficult to tell.
Jake followed Dormand as he closed the Bar 711 in the wee hours of the morning. That was uneventful. It turned out that Dormand’s pad was only a few blocks from the Bar in the Quarters.
Jake took a few night vision photos of Dormand, but there was no activity after he entered his apartment.
Jake returned to his downtown office to rendezvous with Nicki and compare notes.
___________________________
What Jake and Nicki did not know and could not have known is that for the hour before closing the Bar 711 that night, Dormand and Marie had quite a bru-ha-ha.
“Dormand, you make much money from my powders and potions” Marie started as she sat at the table in front of the Bar. Dormand never allowed her in the office loft.
“Yep. So what?” he was standing over her. Dormand didn’t like sitting at the table with Marie. In fact, he didn’t like Marie at all.
“You must stop. I sell you no more.” She stated.
“Bitch!” Dormand slapped her out of her chair. She fell on the floor raising her hand to her chafing cheek. Methodical in her movements, without a whimper, Marie got to her feet and sat back down in the chair.
“Don’t ever threaten me, Marie. I’ll feed your stinkin ass to the gators.” Dormand glared.
Marie stared straight ahead into space with penetrating turquoise eyes, never blinking once. “It is too much. I can produce no more. Find someone else.”
This time Dormand had a different angle. He struck her with blunt force from the base palm of his right hand straight to the bulb of her nose. He did not use an upward thrust so as not to drive the nasal cartilage into her brain. Nevertheless the bulb of Marie’s nose split. Blood splattering, she went reeling over backwards in her chair.
One of the Blackwater men brought her a wet towel with crushed ice in it and sat her back up in her chair.
Dormand walked over to the bar and leaned over it. Poured himself a shot of whiskey and stared at himself in the mirror behind the bar for quite a while.
Finally, he went back to the table where Marie was sitting. He sat down.
“Look Marie, I’m sorry. O.K.? I’ve got to have more product. This stuff of yours is better than anything else around. The Chinese have found out about it now. They put up a deposit for an order for Bejing before the Olympics. We’ve got to produce. You understand? I’ll send you some help. You need some help?”
Marie sat motionless. She had never made a sound since first struck.
“Tomorrow night the moon is full above cypress. I bring you a present.” She got up from the table, walked to the front door and stood facing the door to the outside. She knew it was locked.
Dormand finished his drink and sat in silence, contemplating the empty glass. He had put on about ten pounds since arriving from Iraq and taking over Bar 711. His traps, bi’s and tri’s were still taunt with muscle. He was thinking he was getting tired of this bar business. He needed a work-out, a break.
“Let’s get outta here. Let’s close this place up.” Two of his men went out first, as they always did, for security. In a few minutes, Dormand and Marie exited. Dormand locked the door. The two of them went their separate ways.
CHAPTER 11
“Who’s there?”
It was pitch dark. Tasha, wide awake, had been hearing marsh sounds. Sounds she had never heard before in her life. She was past the psychoactive “high” of the drug she had ingested. The “medicine” that Marie had poured down her when in a semi-comatose state had eased the cramps and cold-sweats.
She was now awake. Alert. Afraid. Very afraid.
“Is someone there?”
A flicker of light blinked through the gap of the closed door. Her mind picked up speed. Her blurred memory as well. “Was it that preacher? That blonde muscle guy? Oh! that witch?”
Tasha shivered. Tears started to well. She forced them down. Now, she could hear the rattle of some dishes. A pot banged against something. Then silence. All she could hear was the occasional lapping of the swamp water against the squat posts.
The door opened. The flickering candle from the other room silhouetted the witch standing in the doorway. Tasha drew back. She wanted her Daddy. She wanted her Mama. Pain in the stomach again. “Please no!”
The old woman turned and picked up a candle. She came closer and leaned close to Tasha’s face. Tasha smelled a strong acidic odor from her heavy breath. She breathed hard through her mouth.
Tasha looked up, looked up into these deep bluish eyes with penetrating pupils. She thought “I’ve never seen eyes like that.”
Then, she noticed the old woman’s nose. It was caked with dried blood, and there was a split in the middle. One nostril hung lower than the other. Tasha caught her breath. An involuntary gasp.
“You must leave.” The woman said.
“How, how?” Tasha asked.
“Lie down. . lie flat” the woman instructed.
Tasha did as told.
The old woman placed her palms on Tasha’s abdomen. She gently felt the internal organs as a doctor would. The old woman felt of her forehead and then the quickness of her pulse.
Then she rose and went into the other room leaving the door open. Tasha sat up on the mat and watched the woman.
Shortly, she returned with a vile of potion. “Drink” said the old woman.
“No” answered Tasha.
Nothing further was said. The woman simply looked deep into Tasha’s eyes. Tasha drank the potion.
It was about half an hour before the old woman returned to the swamp shack. She had gone somewhere in her pirot. When she returned she seemed hurried and quickly glided to Tasha’s side. Tasha was beginning to get used to this odd person. That and the potion she had taken had a calming effect.
The old woman handed Tasha a small brown paper sack, like a lunch bag.
“Come. You must go. You must leave.” She said. She led Tasha to the porch and boarded the pirot. It was still dark, but the moon was full. The old woman poled the pirot through the marsh, between the lily pads and overhanging moss. The boat glided quietly and effortlessly through marsh water.
Tasha’s eyes were wide, but she felt like things were going to be O.K. The old woman was not threatening to her. Odd! Strange! Eerie! But did not seem to mean harm.
CHAPTER 12
Marie and Tasha left the pirot close to the Quarters wharf. But within a block two dark Suburbans trapped them from opposite sides. Dormand’s men. They snatched both Marie and Tasha, separating them. Their attempted escape was over.
Nicki was in her concealed position across from Bar 711. She saw the two suburbans pull up in front. Four Blackwater goons dragged an old woman and Tasha through the front door.
”Jake, you better get here quick. Tasha just surfaced. That old witch, too. Bar 711 goons have them” Nicki said on her Nextel two way.
“On my way!” Jake responded. Jake immediately called N.O.P.D. detective division and reported the activity. A task force had been set up for Tasha, F.B.I., N.O.P.D., Parish S.O.
In the office loft of Bar 711, Dormand was pacing and raging. Marie and Tasha were roughly thrown to the couch. Dormand’s four men stood around the wall. Arms folded.
“Son-of-a-bitch. The Feds are on us.” Dormand wailed. He paced. “Who the hell are you, you little bitch?” He glared at Tasha.
She tried to shrink back. She looked at her captors. These were big strong men. They had guns. “Why had they kidnapped her? Why?” The terror surfaced again. She felt weak and trembly.
“All you had to do was dance for the preacher and put out a little. But no, you had to get sick and puke all over him. You sorry little tramp. I’d fuck you myself, if you didn’t stink so bad.”
One of the men laughed. “How do you know the Feds are after us, Captain?”
“I saw that damn Agent Bernayyani in here last night. He doesn’t know I know who he is. He wouldn’t come around unless something was up.” Dormand said. Then, I caught sight of a woman casing the place. A detective type.
“You got orders?” asked one of the men.
“O.K., look guys. We’re making some damn good cash with old Marie’s stuff, here. We got a good place, our own territory, all the pussy and booze we want. It’s as good as Iraq was. Probably better.”
“We might be able to back off N.O.P.D., Chief. But we don’t want to mix it with the Feds. Next thing you know, ATF will be in here. Can you call the Senator and get ‘em to ease up?” Dormand’s right-hand man asked.
“This girl here was a mistake. Who’s your Daddy, Bitch?”
Tasha whimpered and started to cry.
Dormand raised his thick hand over her face ready to slap her.
“Professor Jefferson at University of Houston” she stammered.
“Yeah, that’s what I figured. We got a prima dona on our hands.” Dormand said.
“This place is gonna be stormin with cops!” one of the men said.
“O.K., look. They don’t know much at this point. We play it cool and cooperative. Like, we remember the little girl. She was fucked up. We don’t know where she went. We’ll make them think we want to help.” Dormand said.
“You think they’ll buy that?” one of the men asked.
“What we need to buy is time” Dormand said. “Marie, here, was getting shaky on me. I just made a good supply deal with the Chinese and this old bitch wanted to quit. Can’t have that. Can’t have Fed heat over little black beauty here, either.”
“Give us orders, Captain.” one of the men said.
Jake was fully capable of that. He had a sixth sense, an intuition, about danger when it was too close. That feeling had surfaced, and he never doubted it. Just reacted.
Dormand dispatched one man and one vehicle to load chemicals and drug products from Marie’s swamp shack.
He left one man to run the Bar 711 with a story that he knew nothing about a missing girl or a witch who made her own brand of drugs and that Dormand was on holiday in Europe for three weeks. All of which, of course, were lies but Dormand’s man was quite good at that.
He then sent his other two men with a suburban loaded with automatic weapons, ammunition and a supply of plastiques including PE4 plastic explosives. Each unit carried an Iridium sat phone. All paid for by the good ole US of A through outsourcing militia (Blackwater).
Dormand took Tasha and Marie in his vehicle. He reasoned that Tasha was going to have to disappear from the face of the earth like so many unsolved female missing person cases. Marie, he needed to re-establish production of his growing drug trade. He needed a new location. One that was a long way from the swamp. He wanted to go international with Marie’s powders and potions.
The plan was for him and his men to rendezvous in Nuevo Laredo in three days at the historic Cadillac Bar. Each vehicle was assigned a different route. The license plates on each vehicle were changed to stolen Texas plates.
“O.K. little Miss Prissy. Get in that shower and clean up. Here is soap, toothbrush, toothpaste. I can’t stand the way you smell.” Dormand pointed to his private bathroom in the office loft.
“We leave in exactly one hour!” he said.
CHAPTER 13
Nuevo Laredo was not just a random decision on Dormand’s part. He had always been smart enough to have an exit plan if things went the wrong way. In the Iraq human trafficking business, he had set an alternative base in Syria. Here in New Orleans, he had purposefully designated Nuevo Laredo as his team’s evacuation center.
Why Nuevo Laredo? The initial reasons were simple. The cartel kingpin had been assassinated. Now, the drug traffic was mired in a cartelito turf and route warfare. One of these small cartel leaders had contacted Dormand last year with the idea of combining their operations. Dormand and the man had met at the Bar 711 for the specific purpose of discussing the matter. The cartelito’s name was Jesus Garza.
Jesus had proposed that Dormand take over the New Orleans drug trade and that he, Jesus, would be his supplier sending his shipments hidden in eighteen wheelers already bound for New Orleans with legitimate cargo. Jesus had also explained that he wanted to contract Dormand’s firepower to balance the turf war in Nuevo Laredo. It seemed that 31 elite Mexican special forces, known as Zetas, had deserted and joined a competing cartelito.
The Zetas were the U.S. governments’ doing. At the School of the Americas in Fort Benning, Georgia, the U.S. Army trained an elite unit of Mexican paramilitaries called the Airborne Special Forces Group and gave them the firepower, helicopters, and other equipment to go up against the heavily armed and defended drug cartels. But the Mexican government wasn’t about to pay them what the drug runners were willing to pay. In the late 1990’s, they switched sides and started working for the gulf cartel, using all their training and equipment to break drug lords out of high security prisons, guard and transport drug shipments, and assassinate their rivals, along with various troublesome police chiefs and journalists.
Now the Zetas, as they named themselves, had created a complete breakdown of law and order in the Mexican border town of Nuevo Laredo. The warring drug groups were fighting gun and grenade battles on the downtown streets in broad daylight. Twenty-eight visiting U.S. citizens had been kidnapped, killed, or otherwise disappeared in the previous twelve months. A new police chief was appointed to take back control of the town, and he lasted only eight hours in office before he was killed. The Zetas became stronger thanks to U.S. training and supply. Money is the motivation for most people in both countries. But for the Mexican there are only two possibilities. He must be the one who delivers the injury, the punishment, or he ill be the one who suffers at the hands of others. This conception of social life as combat fatally divides the Mexican society into the strong and the weak. Everyone is out to get everyone else, except their family and their very closest friends. Family is still of great importance in Mexico.
“These people are commandos like you” Jesus had told Dormand. “They are trained to be instructors and force multipliers. They know how to handle weapons and explosives and have a specialized expertise in trafficking operations.”
At the time of this meeting, Dormand did not tell Jesus “No”, but the truth was he neither wanted to start a war with the Cajun mafia in New Orleans nor get into a war with a well-armed Mexican Zetas. Life was good just the way it was. That was then.
Dormand had stayed in contact with Jesus and his lieutenant when they would periodically come through the Quarters. He continued to tell them that he had an interest in Jesus’ request and had, on one occasion, supplied the Garza cartelito with an arms shipment that greatly impressed Jesus.
“Today, things have changed” thought Dormand as he trailed his lead suburban through Texas west of Houston on the interstate. “Little Miss Tasha brought a bucket of problems with her the night I snapped her up at the Bar 711. The exit plan had to be set in motion quicker than I would have liked, but Jesus sounded excited when he got the word we were headed his way.”
“The lead suburban in the two vehicle convoy carried two of Dormand’s former Blackwater men. Dormand, with Tasha and Marie followed not less than a mile behind the lead vehicle. If anything happened to the lead vehicle, Dormand could make the decision to defend or bolt. Both vehicles were heavily armed and loaded with fire power.
So far, there had not been a hint of a problem, and there was no reason to expect there would be. Their exit from New Orleans had been quiet and quick. Stealth had its advantage.
Heading West out of Houston, Dormand began to think about what to do with Tasha.
“Why does the media always refer to ‘white slavery’? he wondered. “This little princess isn’t white, but she is beautiful. She will bring a good price and then I will be rid of that little problem.
He smiled as he began to realize just how convenient his exit plan to Nuevo Laredo really was. All along the border but especially at El Paso and Laredo, girls vanishing into thin air had become a major problem. Hundreds by now, probably thousands of girls, both Mexican and American, had disappeared. The American government seemed paralyzed in finding out anything about American girls gone missing in Mexico.
The culture of corruption in Mexico made it impossible to find out anything from the Mexican side. Any knowledge of Mexican justice brings one to a conclusion that the government has always lied, the courts are arbitrary and corrupt, the press is unreliable, it is impossible to distinguish between the police and the criminals, and power operates behind a mask of lies.
There are three stages to all events in Mexico. First there is the event. Say a missing girl. Then there are the rumors and theories about what happened. Then comes the final stage. It never happened. Mexican institutions habitually blur and conceal the truth. There is the curtain of words, the false language of the system.
In fact, Dormand had read in the New Orleans Picayune that when questioned by the parents of a missing American girl the Nuevo Laredo’s director of Public Safety, Jose Valdez, refused to pursue missing persons by saying “That’s out of our hands – it is handled by the Federal authorities.” The Federal authorities, of course, were busy either protecting themselves or taking bribes from the cartelitos.
“Mexico is the perfect place to dump that little black girl” thought Dormand. “Then, my boys and I can hook up with the Garza Cartelito, kick the shit out of the others, and I can keep transporting internationally Marie’s special but very popular concoctions.”
Dormand smiled again as he thought about how convenient all of this turned out to be. He didn’t like staying in one place too long anyway. It was too easy to get lax and make a mistake when you stayed around a place too long.
“Here’s to new beginnings!” exclaimed Dormand.
His adrenalin began to pump. A new venture! A new fight! This is great!
CHAPTER 14
In the small Texas town of Cotulla, about sixty miles from Laredo, Zane Gregg, stumbled out of bed. As he washed his face, he smelled bacon frying and coffee cooking. His young wife had gotten up, along with their two year old daughter, so that she could put a good breakfast under his belt before he hit the road.
They had only lived in Cotulla, a town of about a thousand, for two months. Zane had graduated from the Department of Public Safety Academy in Austin. The graduation had been held in the Erwin Center Auditorium with all the pomp and majesty due a group of young men who had just completed a grueling two months of training at the academy. His mom and dad were there, beaming with pride of their handsome young son. Of course, his wife and little girl were just as proud.
The physical part of the training hadn’t been so bad. Zane was used to the four a.m. five mile run, the marital arts training and even the shooting range. He had been honorably discharged from the Marine Corp. a few months before applying to the Department of Public Safety. Although proud to be a Marine, that four years had been difficult missing his family. That was why this morning felt so good. Home. Happy chatter from the kitchen. Daughter’s giggling. Mom’s kidding. The smell of breakfast cooking. The Greggs were quite happy to be settled in little Cotulla, Zane’s first station appointment.
__________________________
The first Blackwater suburban was east of Cotulla heading west to Laredo. Its cargo was ammunition, plastics and several fully automatic weapons. A tarp covered the cargo in the back of the suburban. The two men were in the front in the driver and passenger seats, respectively. Both wore Oakley sun glasses, buzzed hair cuts and looked like former Marines, though they weren’t. They were former Blackwater mercenaries.
“Do you see him?” the passenger said.
“Yeah, I’m shuttin it down.”
The men had passed the trooper car sitting off the side road. They proceeded on, as they reported back to Dormand, a mile behind them, that a Texas State Trooper was monitoring traffic and Dormand’s suburban was approaching him. As Dormand passed, he announced “all clear” to the lead car. The trooper had not moved.
__________________________
It was approaching four p.m. and Zane was about ready to check it in. He wondered what was being cooked for dinner. He knew that his daughter would already be getting excited. He could hear her little squeals of joy and declaration, “Daddy’s home.” Then, the two of them would wrestle for a while and play hide and seek. It was the daily ritual after work each day. Zane loved it and looked forward to it almost as much as his daughter.
The suburban with the dark tinted windows that had just passed was doing six miles over the speed limit. Zane had it on radar. He really wanted to let it pass but that was not his training. His job, among many others, was to stabilize speed on the highways. It was statistically proven, over and over again, that if a constant speed is maintained by all vehicles traveling the same path collisions were geometrically reduced.
He sighed heavily, turned on his lights and pulled out onto the highway in pursuit. Almost a deja vu feeling struck him as he pulled out. A suburban with dark tinted windows that looked exactly the same as the one that had passed was passing by.
Zane’s academy training would tell him that this could fit the profile of a drug smuggler in the load vehicle with a trail vehicle following for protection.
“There is only one reason that profile doesn’t fit” he thought to himself. “You smuggle drugs out of Mexico – not into it. These suburbans were headed West, not East.” he laughed.
__________________________
“Smokey is coming up behind you. You’re gonna get pulled over” Dormand announced on his land-sat phone to his lead vehicle.
“What should we do captain? If he calls in a check on these Texas plates, Smokey is going to figure they’re stolen,” was the response.
“Play it cool. Act very lawful. I’m going to pull over on the shoulder here. You and Smokey can’t see me from this distance. If you need help, I’ll be along. Maybe he won’t check the plates.” Dormand instructed.
Tasha, sitting in the passenger seat next to Dormand, had a quick beat of hope. “Was there anyway she could signal the trooper that she needed help?” she thought to herself. Her mind began to race.
__________________________
Zane had pulled the speeding suburban over, retrieved the driver’s license and returned to his car to radio in a check. The driver’s license was from Virginia. The license plates were Texas. Though a bit odd, not unusual in this Texas-Mexican border crossing area. You saw a lot of out-of-platers.
As he waited for the dispatcher to radio back the D.L. and license plate report, Zane noted that the rear of the suburban was heavily loaded but everything was concealed by a tarp. That, within itself was not probable cause to search the vehicle, but it was interesting.
The check seemed to be taking an unusual amount of time. Zane wondered if the computer system was on the blink, again. He sat in his car waiting. Traffic was passing. His emergency lights were on, so was his camera that recorded what went on in front of the vehicle.
__________________________
“It’s taking too long, Captain. He’s waiting on those stolen plate reports.”
“O.k., tell you what” Dormand said. He could tell his men were getting very nervous. “I’ll pass you and go down a ways; then reverse my direction. Smokey may have spotted me back here originally, anyway. When I come back your way, I’ll be on the right side to help out, if you need it.”
“Roger” was the acknowledgment, “I’ll holler ‘go’ if we need you to open up.”
__________________________
Zane saw the second suburban pass and wondered what took it so long to get there. He was pretty sure now that they were traveling together. It was not unusual for a companion vehicle to stop while the other one was getting a citation. To lay back and delay like that one did was a bit suspicious. “Oh, well, it passed on down the highway” Zane thought to himself.
The report came back. The plates didn’t match this vehicle. They were registered to a Ford Excursion. The D.L. number on the Virginia driver’s license didn’t compute, either.
“Shit” Zane thought “and I thought I was going to get home at a regular time.”
He approached the back side of the driver’s window. “Sir, please step to the rear of the vehicle” he said to the driver “your passenger must stay inside.”
At the academy they had practiced this what seemed like a thousand times. Zane never felt completely comfortable with one person staying in the vehicle, but you couldn’t control the situation if two people were getting out of the vehicle at the same time from opposite sides, and, there was only one of you. But then, there were a lot of things about a trooper’s job that left discomfort.
__________________________
“Go”, the Blackwater merc sitting on the passenger side said into his land-sat. “Smokey is going to want to search the vehicle.”
Dormand made a U-turn so quick and hard that it threw Tasha and Marie against the side of the suburban. Gravel spewing, he floor-boarded; rolled the window down; pulled his 45.
Zane was focused on his detained driver who kept moving backwards toward the bar ditch. At the same time, Zane was trying to keep an eye on the passenger. He was opening his door to get out. Zane placed his hand on his weapon.
As Dormand approached at high speed, Zane’s back was to the highway. Dormand began firing at the same time he was throwing on the brakes, skidding up behind the state trooper. Two rounds hit Zane in the thoracic area of the back. The force threw him face first onto the ground.
__________________________
At first, Zane felt no pain. He didn’t know what happened or where he was. Minutes passed and somehow he rolled over onto his back. That’s when the pain hit. His whole back was on fire. The electricity of the pain radiating out his arms, up his neck. He couldn’t move, but he could hurt. He was trying to breathe. More pain. He opened his eyes to the sky. Dormand was staring down at him. He smiled and held a hand recorder down toward Zane.
“Get some help. I’m bleeding out” Zane managed to say as he gurgled blood.
“You’re gonna die, Smokey: Dormand said with a smile, I’m gonna record it. Siempre Fi!”
__________________________
Zane looked past Dormand’s form and was consumed by the blue sky. His arms and legs lay loose and heavy on the ground.
Zane felt that he could not move or focus his eyes. There was no blinking. His sense of strength left him. His sense of light seemed to be fading.
There arose an inner vision of a shimmering blue mirage like water in the heat. He no longer felt the pain. He lay still. He realized an indifference – neither suffering nor happiness, no loss.
Zane knew his water elements were dissolving. The bodily fluids – blood, urine, saliva, semen, sweat. He was drying up. An inner vision of smoke was arising. His laboured breathing became weaker. His breathing out was stronger, longer. He could see fiery sparks trembling like distant stars. Then, a dim blue-red light arose like the last light of a candle sputtering in a dark room. Then, a vision of great whiteness like a clear night sky in autumn bright with the full moon.
__________________________
Dormand gave orders to leave and proceed to the Mexican border. Travel in tandem. They were close enough to make it. By the time the trooper would be found, there would not be time to identify they suburbans before they crossed the border.
Tasha was crying. What she had just observed shook her to her soul. Even Marie sat in a state of shock and disbelief.
Dormand climbed back into the driver’s seat; spun another u-turn and barked into his land-sat “Let’s get the hell out of here. I’ll lead.”
He looked over at the weeping Tasha. “Ever hear someone die?” he laughed. He clicked on the hand recorder and played Zane’s plea for help, the gurgling, the final death rattle.
“I have a whole box of these” he said. “Bet no one else has a collection like this!”
CHAPTER 15
It’s Sunday at the bungalow on Bayou Tesh.
Jake sat in his favorite easy chair sipping a Chivas rocks, water back sitting on the tiled end table next to him.
He gazed down the sloping green lawn as it met moss draped cypress trees at water’s edge.
Nicki was scurrying about placing hamburger patties on the BBQ grill. Lucia was checking the self-contained crayfish boiler, so as not to over boil the crayfish. The local micro-brewery beer was iced down in chests. All on the patio. A large commercial type fish fry was hot and at the ready for when friends dropped by with their week-end catch.
Lucia, who had taken to Creole cooking, had several Cajun snack dishes sitting on one of the plank tables. Neighbors, friends and relatives of relatives would bring other dishes they had prepared. This was a typical Sunday at the Stern bungalow.
Some of the guys, after a few beers, would get together and play cydeco music. It was relaxing, happy and joyous. Lucia and Nicki loved these get-togethers.
Jake did too. However, this day was burdened with the thought of Tasha’s kidnapping. Jake wondered, as he sat in this peaceful setting, how it must feel at Professor Jefferson’s home in Houston. The loss, the depression, the fear, the unknowing.
“Nicki, come over here a minute’ Jake hollered.
“You’re in deep thought Jake. I’ve seen that brow furrowed like that before in Rio. What’s up?” Nicki asked.
“It’s been four days. We don’t know what’s happened to Tasha. We know Dormand has her but neither the task force nor I reacted quickly enough to catch him. Now, he seems to have vanished.” Jake said as he took a sip of his Chivas.
“I know” responded Nicki “I’m at a dead end. I don’t know where they have gone. They have just vanished.”
“We’ve got to come up with a lead. Time is running out.”
Lucia had motioned for her sister to come over to her without Jake noticing.
“Something is really bothering Jake. I haven’t seen him like this since Rio. What is it?” Lucia asked Nicki.
“It’s the kidnapping of that Professor’s daughter.” Answered Nicki. “You know how he can get when he sees innocent people being taken advantage of or being hurt.”
“Yes. I do. And, then, I get scared that he’s the one that’s going to get hurt. I thought you two weren’t going to handle any more criminal cases.” Lucia said as she began to tense up.
“Well, that law professor from the University of Houston contacted Jake directly about his missing daughter. I don’t think Jake could find it in himself to say ‘No’” Nicki explained.
“I’ll talk to Jake about it after the guests leave.” Lucia said as she headed back to the kitchen.
Neighbors came in by pirot, boat and car. Zydeco music brightened the party atmosphere. Jokes, sharing, gossip, eating and drinking wore into the late afternoon. People always left about dark in order to return home and get ready for the following week.
“Jake, we have to talk” Lucia said. She took his hand in the calming way that had become traditional with them. Led him to the living room and sat down on the sofa. “You are disturbed. I haven’t seen you like this since the case in Rio. Is it the kidnapping?” She snuggled up next to him. He felt the warmth of her body, the electricity of her love.
“Yes, darling. It’s the kidnapping. I fear great harm for this little girl named Tasha. Did I tell you she has a scholarship to Yale in the Fall? She is very innocent, and I feel the panic of her father and mother.”
“I know you do. I had hoped that you would never go back to criminal investigations. I don’t know what I would do if I lost either you or Nicki. I’m afraid that if you go after the kidnappers something could happen to either one or both of you.” Lucia explained.
“That’s always a possibility. But I know how I felt when those guys took you down in Rio. Imagine if you just had one child, a daughter that you were so proud of, and someone just took her. Imagine how that would feel.” Jake said.
“I know you have to do this, my love. You would never forgive yourself if you didn’t. I guess that’s one of the things I love about you, the way you want to help people. Please be careful. Try to use the police as much as possible.” Lucia said.
“I will, darling. I will.” Jake promised, but he knew that Dormand and his goons had slipped through the net. The police didn’t have a clue where Dormand was. Neither did Jake.
That night Jake slipped into some dark colored clothes and dropped his tazer into his pocket. Law enforcement is limited by the procedural rights of individuals. Illegally obtained evidence becomes inadmissible in a Court of law, forced confessions are taboo, etc. A private citizen, however, is not limited by the Bill of Rights. That is not to say that his actions might be illegal in acquiring information and he might be charged for that. Perhaps assault and battery, but the information attained may be useful to law enforcement or himself.
Jake knew that someone was still running the Bar 711 and that someone had to know the whereabouts of Dormand. Time was running out!
CHAPTER 16
The two dark window tinted suburbans, still with Texas plates, pulled up in front of the Cadillac Bar. Both Marie and Tasha were unshackled.
The Blackwater commando said:
“You see this pistol?” he briefly opened his jacket to expose his shoulder holster and gun.
“I can drop you before you get three steps. I’m tired of messin’ with you anyway but the Captain says ‘not yet’. Now, we’re all goin in and act like we’re the best of friends. Got it?”
Marie and Tasha nodded their heads.
Inside, Dormand, his two commandos and Marie and Tasha took a table in the far corner. Dormand had already called Jesus as soon as the two suburbans crossed the bridge.
Tasha felt weak and tired. Her hand trembled when she reached for the glass of water in front of her.
“Don’t be afraid. We are too valuable. They won’t kill us.” Marie said.
“Shut up bitch. No talking.” The guard glared at Marie.
The entrance to the Cadillac Bar opened with a flare. Jesus Garza walked in with two body guards. He was wearing Gucci slip-ons, dark slacks and a colorful yellow patterned Armani silk short-sleeve shirt, Oakley sunglasses. He had a broad smile showing healthy white teeth, long dark Hispanic hair. He looked to be in his early 30’s.
The bodyguards took on the aire of well-armed tough men. They didn’t seem too concerned about concealing automatic pistols.
They were hard-eyed men who were unmistakably narcos. They were wearing ostrich-skin cowboy boots with extremely pointed toes, black leather jackets, silk shirts open to the sternum, gold chains, gold watches, and expensive black cowboy hats.
The guards stopped short of Dormand’s table, as Jesus approached.
“Welcome, my friend. You made it, just as I said you would.” Jesus said.
“Yep! Without a hitch.” Dormand responded.
“And who is this little beauty?” Jesus asked as he placed his forefinger under Tasha’s chin and forced her face towards his with a strong hand.
“This one belongs to some important people. Brought too much heat down on me in the Quarters. She hadn’t even been touched yet.” Dormand explained.
Tasha shuddered and pulled her chin from Jesus’ crooked finger.
“Don’t be afraid little one. No one will hurt you. I will see to that. What is your name?”
“Tasha.” She said in a weak voice.
“We will get you some food, clothes and a place to clean up.” The smiling Jesus said.
“I just want to go home.” Tasha responded.
“We’ll see what we can do, Tasha. Senior Dormand, let’s sit over here and discuss our business, if that pleases you.” Jesus said with over emphasized courtesy and pointing to a table out of hearing distance of all others.
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