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     Chapter One 


     The French Quarter never slept. Jazz music wafted out of clubs until the first sign of morning, to be replaced by the much less agreeable clanks and screeches of a garbage truck picking up trash in the alleyway that separated Bourbon and Royal. One side of the alley was lined with trash cans from some of the hottest nightclubs on Bourbon Street, the other with mostly boxes from the art galleries that faced Royal Street. With a hydraulic whine, the truck crushed cans, bottles, and boxes into its steel belly. 


     The sanitation truck was a block away, and that was the sound she was waiting for. “Anything you’d like to say?” Lucy asked. Her real name was Lucinda Jones, but some called her Lucy, and most recently, she was known as Voodoo Lucy to street punks like Picklehead, who seemed to be struggling to process her question. In truth, she had several names. The one she used at any moment depended on what con she was running. 


     Lying on a flat cart used to move heavy furniture, Picklehead glared up at her, his head tightly held by a donkey harness attached to the handles of the steel cart. 


     “Well?” she asked, pressing on his neck with her foot. 


     “Yeah, I’ve got something to say—you’re a dead bitch.” 


     Lucy smiled at Picklehead. He was blinking rapidly, and he had a grayish cast to his face. He must be coming down from his big rush, something he’d enjoyed only a short time ago. 


     “Didn’t that little hit of coke take the edge off?” 


     With a look that could kill, Picklehead asked, “What do you want?” 


     “You can’t take advantage of women without consequence.” 


     Given the increasingly loud clatter of trash cans, the garbage truck was one building away. Standing in front of the cart staring at Picklehead, Lucy wondered what made people do such horrible things. The truck’s brakes squealed as it stopped in the alley near the furniture shop’s door. Shortly after, as she expected, the truck’s hydraulics kicked in, the crusher’s noise deafening. 


     Lucy pulled a syringe from her pocket, checked for an air bubble, and plunged it into his arm. That’s when Picklehead let out a scream and then another, only to be drowned out by the sound of the truck’s hydraulics, which lasted for twenty seconds. By the time the clatter stopped, so had Picklehead’s heart. 


     The sound of the truck receded as it rumbled down to the next block. Her heart beating fast, Lucy eyeballed the alleyway, then pushed the cart carrying Picklehead out to it. Stripping off the harness and flipping his body to the ground, she propped him against a building. Working quickly, she placed Picklehead’s thumb on the syringe, with the needle pushed into his arm. His hand dropped to the ground, the needle dangling from his skin as if Picklehead had squeezed every last ounce of juice from the syringe. 


     The furniture cart cleaned of fingerprints and rolled back into place as if it had never moved, Voodoo Lucy walked through the building and out the front door to Royal Street. She crossed the street and took her usual seat at Café Beignet. Now it was a waiting game—to see how long it would take for someone to discover what appeared to be another junkie overdosed in an alley. 


  


   


  

       


     Chapter Two 


     Lucinda Jones always walked the streets of New Orleans with mixed feelings. Whispers of “Voodoo Lucy” reached her ears from the gossips as she passed. Others worshipped her as a goddess, calling her “Ms. Lucy,” and were proud to be her friend. 


     The legend of Voodoo Lucy had started eight months ago, shortly after twenty-eight-year-old Lucy and her mother Wanda arrived in New Orleans. Lucy had taken a part-time job at Bluff Salon, where her mother had also obtained employment as a beautician. The two received small salaries, decent tips, and free lodging in a tiny apartment above the salon on Royal Street. It was the new start they had hoped New Orleans could offer. 


     Lucy’s father had lingered back in Tupelo, Mississippi, to sell off the few possessions that remained after they’d been evicted from their home. Tupelo had nothing for them but memories they all wanted to forget. Her father was supposed to join them within a week, but Lucy had said her goodbyes before leaving Tupelo. She’d seen it in his eyes—he’d had no plans to meet up with them. After a month of waiting, her mother had finally given up and admitted to Lucy that she’d been right. 


     Vivien Bluff, the owner of Bluff Salon, was a strange woman and a self-proclaimed psychic reader, who had several regular customers and the occasional tourist. Her office was separated from the salon by nothing more than a long bead drape hanging from the ceiling. Vivien sat at the table with an empty chair across from her and flipped through tarot cards most of the day. 


     Keeping the salon clean was Lucy’s job, along with fetching cold drinks from the vending machine or cups of coffee for customers. 


     While sweeping up, Lucy frequently found herself drawn to the hair clippings that dropped to the floor. Maybe it was their color or their texture that called out to her, but something about them was intriguing. She kept the floor clean but saved some red, blond, and jet-black hair in a bag. Why? She didn’t know. 


     After a few weeks, Lucy caught on to specific repetitive interactions that customers had with the salon as well as with Vivien. The French Quarter of New Orleans was home to many quirky people who kept odd hours. The salon wasn’t a nine-to-five type business. Club dancers made hair appointments at nine at night, so they could leave and go straight to work. Men working the doors at clubs and bars wanted their hair cut after work—and the clubs closed at five in the morning. Vivien didn’t turn any appointments down. Lucy and Wanda soon learned why the job came with living quarters above the salon. They were open practically twenty-four hours a day, six days a week. 


     Lucy studied Vivien’s psychic readings. Her clients blurted out their fears behind the bead drape like the area was soundproofed. They mostly told her their worries, and Vivien read their cards, saying what could happen if they continued on their current paths. Her pronouncements weren’t anything the clients didn’t already know; they just wanted to hear it from someone else. Vivien was nothing more than a twenty-dollar-an-hour psychologist, calculatedly playing on their emotions and behavior from the minute they walked into the salon. 


     The night callers were men, mostly middle-aged, well-dressed and well-groomed. Vivien sat with them and talked while they sipped on Hennessy cognac, something she offered her preferred clients. It was always the same routine. A few minutes at the table, then she gave the cue by rising with her glass. Her night caller responded by standing and leaving an envelope on the table. Then, with a drink in hand, he followed Vivien to a door she held open. 


     Lucy watched each night from her perch on the top step of the stairway. The men smiled and gave Vivien a kiss on the cheek before walking into one of the bedrooms. Vivien returned to the table, picked up the envelope, and continued sipping her cognac. 


     Lucy’s ears focused on the whispers coming from the bedroom. It was always a woman’s voice she heard. Then silence would come over the bedroom. All that Lucy could hear from downstairs was Vivien lighting up another cigarette. Then a woman’s faint sensual moaning would come from the bedroom. The sound would grow louder and more forceful—then it would be suddenly muted. Almost holding her breath, Lucy would wait until the act was completed and the door from the bedroom leading out to the alleyway was closed gently. Almost simultaneously, another well-dressed man would walk through the Royal Street front door, take a seat with Vivien, and be offered cognac in a fancy glass. 


     Not all the visitors were gentlemen. There were scary ones too, and Lucy would hide in the rear room pretending to keep busy when they came calling. Every Wednesday afternoon, a man showed up like clockwork. Dressed in his traditional gang colors and draped in gold chains, he was an intimidating sight. Lucy noticed one odd thing about him: a hummingbird tattoo on his thumb. 


     Whenever the man arrived, Vivien would summon a bold look for the salon workers and present the man with a smile. She’d hand over one hundred dollars wrapped in a sheet of the morning newspaper. He’d take it from her as he roamed his hands over her body. He was a street thug with no respect toward anyone, much less a woman, the type of man Lucy had grown to hate as a teenager preyed upon by men. Behavior she’d hoped was limited to Tupelo, though that was obviously wishful thinking. 


     The way Vivien explained things, the exchange was the cost of doing business, and a small amount for the protection of her girls and night callers. She identified the man as Felipe Cruz. He would sometimes make his rounds with Felipe, Jr., securing his teenage son as next in line to lead the Cornerview Gang. It was a criminal cycle that had been in place for decades, and Felipe was making sure the family business would continue. Protection from the police for Vivien’s after-hours business came with a price. 


     The same protection Felipe offered all the business owners in the area. The bartender who cut his whiskey with sugar water. The nightclub owner allowing his provocatively dressed ladies to join customers for drinks, charging the customer twice the price for drinks and the lady’s company. Serving to the lady what looked like booze but was nothing more than overpriced iced tea in a cocktail glass, better known as B drinking. But the most popular con by nightclub owners was taking an empty bottle of top-shelf whiskey and replacing it with rotgut. Most customers had no clue what they were drinking after their second drink. 


     It didn’t matter what your scam was; Felipe had seen it all. For a weekly on-time payment, he’d protect you from any pissed-off customers, and his political connections would keep your business off law enforcement’s radar. Don’t pay, and he’d report you to the federal agents at ATF or to the local police, or he’d just burn your place down. 


     Everyone paid Felipe Cruz. 


     But Lucy hadn’t left Tupelo to end up under the thumb of another man who thought he could throw his weight around. Sooner or later, she’d find a way to handle Felipe Cruz. 


  


   


  

     Chapter Three 


     Lucy, for the most part, kept to herself. When she’d first arrived in New Orleans, the few times she’d visited jazz clubs and bars in the area had resulted in quick, abrupt departures. Men felt buying her a drink came with benefits. She treated them all the same. Two or three sips of her favorite cocktail, and the rest went into the face of the man with the roaming hands. 


     She stood five feet, nine inches with flawless skin, beautiful blue eyes, and natural red hair. Lucy attracted men without trying, even though applying makeup wasn’t on her daily agenda. A colorful bandana over her hair was her signature look as well as floppy clothes covering her shapely body. 


     High-maintenance salon customers were envious of Lucy. They spent hours on their hair and makeup in hopes of catching a good-looking wealthy husband. The ladies made it clear during their gossip time under the hair dryers that the good-looking part was negotiable. Lucy’s natural beauty attracted men like bees to honey, and she had been a thorn in the side of the local pool of available women ever since she’d arrived in town. 


     Lucy kept the salon clean and orderly and listened and learned. She’d sweep the floor and study each woman as a beautician cut her hair. Many women spewed out their personal problems like an erupting volcano. Issues with their kids, problems with their family, and what they would like to do to their cheating husbands. Lucy swept up afterward, sometimes taking the person’s hair clippings and labeling the bag by name and making note of behavior that sometimes went into a rage. 


     Ava Weber was a regular every Thursday afternoon, rain or shine. She was dropped off at the Royal Street entrance by her driver. She was married to a prominent divorce attorney who handled cases from New Orleans to the north of Baton Rouge. He was expensive, but the word was whatever party got him was sure to walk out of the courtroom very happy. 


     Ava was one of those who’d spilled her guts about a cheating husband. She’d said it loud enough for everyone to hear that divorce wasn’t an option and ended with, now just keep that between us. Of course, the beautician had assured her it was between the two of them and the four walls. 


     Lucy saw to the customers’ needs by brewing coffee, fetching cigarettes, and making their overall experience at Bluff’s Salon a pleasurable visit. She’d walk around with glasses of cheap champagne, which Ava never turned down, saying, maybe one to get the edge off. That led to two or three and, a few times, a fourth glass, which typically resulted in Lucy escorting Ava to the hands of her driver. 


     Ava was a good tipper, so Lucy made it a point to meet her at the curb whenever her car pulled up. One Thursday, Lucy opened the rear car door and found Ava already had a head start on drinking. She asked Lucy to hold her champagne flute while she slipped out of the back seat. A champagne breakfast with friends at the Court of Two Sisters restaurant had given Ava an excuse to start drinking early. By the time she moved from the beautician’s chair to the hair dryer, she was well lit. The way things were going, this would be one of those days when Ava would need help getting into the car. 


     While Lucy was setting the hair dryer’s heat and timer, she heard Ava mumble. 


     “Did you say something, Ms. Ava?” 


     Ava took Lucy’s hand. “I saw that woman.” 


     “What woman?” Lucy asked, kneeling down in front of her. 


     “My husband’s mistress,” she whispered. 


     Lucy looked around. The ladies nearest her were engaged in their magazines and deafened by the noise of their hair dryers. 


     Fetching Ava another glass of champagne, Lucy egged Ava on for the latest gossip. She filled Lucy’s ear with how she’d stumbled across her husband’s mistress. Her description of the woman was detailed down to her fingernails, a mole on her left cheek, and her preferred drink, Johnnie Walker scotch. Lucy quickly realized Ava hadn’t stumbled across the woman; she’d been stalking her. 


     Ava finished her fourth glass of champagne just as the hair dryer’s timer light blinked. Lucy helped her out of the chair. 


     “I would lose everything in the divorce,” Ava said, stumbling through most of the words. “My lawyer husband made that very clear.” 


     “Let’s move you to the beautician chair and get you prettied up.” Lucy took the flute of champagne. 


     “I want this woman out of my life.” Ava tugged on Lucy’s arm. “Do you know someone who can make that happen? The bitch’s name is Gabrielle de Jean. They call her Gabby.” 


     A slight chill went up Lucy’s spine. 


     “My husband owns an apartment house on Conti Street. There is one apartment he keeps open for his Friday-night poker games. I collect the rent, and an older lady across the hall said there is no such poker game, but a woman fitting Ms. de Jean’s description shows up every Friday evening.” 


     Lucy knew how Ava felt. She’d watched her mother go through the same problem with Lucy’s womanizer father. The only difference was, he seldom came home with a paycheck, and her mother’s life was a struggle every day. Which had made it easy for Wanda to walk out on him in Tupelo. 


     Lucy was all too familiar with the rumors highlighting Gabby de Jean’s reputation. Though Lucy had never met her formally, Gabby had a standard hair appointment with Wanda every Friday afternoon. Sporting jet-black hair, Gabby was tall and thin, with a figure men fantasized about. Walking into the salon, oozing arrogance and demands, Gabby would adjust her attitude to giggles and flirtatious smiles when she was on the hunt for a man. 


     From what Ava said, it looked like Gabby had found her latest victim. 


     Lucy positioned Ava in a chair at Wanda’s workstation so she could perform her magic on the depressed middle-aged woman. 


     The more she thought about Ava’s situation, the madder Lucy got. She’d thought she’d left her old lifestyle, the wild, gypsy-like part of herself, back in Tupelo. 


     New Orleans was supposed to be a fresh start. 


     But an ember, long smothered, flared back to life. The part of her nicknamed Voodoo Lucy whispered in her ear. You can fix this. 


     “Ms. Ava, is it worth five grand?” Lucy asked without blinking. “You know—to have this woman out of your life?” 


     Ava snapped out of her drunken stupor. “Make it happen,” she said. 


  


   


  

     Chapter Four 


     The apartment was quiet except for the sounds of a saxophone playing “Gentle on My Mind” coming from the street corner. Slim Jim, as people called him, set up shop at night and played soft tunes for tips till the early hours of the morning. It was when Slim Jim was taking a break that Lucy heard a crash come from Vivien’s room. Something had hit the floor, maybe a lamp. Then Vivien screamed. 


     Lucy charged downstairs. Grabbing a knife from the kitchen, she rushed down the hall and pushed the bedroom door open, catching a glimpse of a man leaving through the bedroom’s side door that opened onto the alleyway. Vivien was sitting on the floor propped against the bed, holding the right side of her face. 


     Lucy helped Vivien onto the bed and got her a cold compress. From the redness and swelling, it was apparent Vivien had taken a forceful blow. 


     Lucy’s hand shook as she pressed an ice pack to the swelling. Vivien had become a dear friend. “Vivien, who did this?” 


     “Picklehead.” 


     “Who?” 


     “He works for Felipe. Picklehead was my last caller for the night. He stiffed my girl. Then got into it with me. I sent her home and dealt with him myself.” 


     “Not such a good idea,” Lucy said. 


     Between sniffles and blowing her nose, Vivien explained that Felipe had demanded an increase to four hundred a week for protection, claiming Vivien’s business was exceptional and she should pay more. Vivien had let her guard down, allowing Picklehead in after hours. Once he got what he wanted from her working girl, he delivered Felipe’s message. 


     “I should have never confronted him without my gun,” Vivien said. “I know better.” 


     Lucy fetched a glass of water for her from the kitchen. “Who is this Picklehead?” 


     “Local strong-arm for the gang. Real name is Pete Hayward. His head is kind of elongated, and he has severe scarring on his face from acne. That’s why folks call him Picklehead.” 


     Lucy secured the door to the alleyway and tucked Vivien into bed, her determination to deal with Felipe growing. If she was going to make this place home, she wasn’t going to live in fear, and neither were her friends. 


     The next morning, Lucy came down the steps to the smell of French Market coffee brewing. Vivien was in the kitchen making breakfast, like she did most mornings. 


     “Good morning,” Vivien said in her usual upbeat voice. 


     Lucy glanced at her swollen cheek and a black eye. “Vivien, I was thinking—” 


     Vivien cut her off. “If it’s about last night—let it go. I’m fine. I’m going to pay him. It’s the price of doing business.” She dished up her breakfast and took a seat the kitchen table. 


     Lucy poured Vivien a cup of coffee, then sat and held her hand from across the table. “We can stop this craziness. You can’t continue to let him run your life. You’re living in fear.” 


     Vivien smiled. “Oh, honey, I’m fine. It’s a misunderstanding.” 


     “Misunderstanding!” Lucy blurted. 


     Vivien’s sunny demeanor changed like someone had flipped a switch. “Let it go! Am I clear?” Her lips pressed into a thin, hard line. 


     “Very clear.” Lucy slammed the coffee cup down. It was best to take her morning walk down Royal Street rather than stay and get into a no-win argument with Vivien. 


     As she walked the French Quarter, Lucy couldn’t stop picturing the damage to Vivien’s face, couldn’t stop reliving those heart-stopping moments when she’d been clutching a knife and running to Vivien’s aid. What if she’d arrived moments earlier? What if she’d fought Picklehead? 


     And now Vivien was trying to shrug the whole thing off and pretend it was nothing. Vivien was no different from an abused wife. Blaming herself and believing it was her fault. No different from Lucy’s own mother, sporting a shiner after Lucy’s father had come home drunk. 


     Lucy took a deep breath, shoving her emotions into a dark place inside her. The place she kept all her secrets. 


     She’d figure out a way to get rid of Felipe and his thugs, whether Vivien liked it or not. 


     Walking briskly through the streets, Lucy smiled at store owners as they opened their doors for the start of a new day. 


     One of her favorite places to stop was Royal Antiques. They sold fine china, crystal lamps, furniture, and many quality items from estate sales. She admired an armoire on display that reminded her of the fine furniture Mr. Vic made in his wood shop. 


     On her days off, she often roamed the ground floor of the salon building where the building’s owner, Mr. Vic, worked. He rented out most of the building to the salon and some apartments, keeping a small portion for his furniture business. Fascinated with his skill as a craftsman, Lucy often watched him make solid cedar furniture with not much more than a saw, a chisel, and sandpaper. She’d sucked up every detail when he’d showed her how he made a tongue and groove corner of a drawer. Mr. Vic referred to his techniques as a lost art, and his workmanship was unlike any she’d ever seen. 


     The shop consisted of three small rooms. Her favorite was the glue room, where furniture was put together. Mr. Vic would heat up a small pot of glue on a gas burner. Once it was liquefied, he’d brush it on the joints and clamp them into a vise. There was a downside to working with hot glue though. You’d better have the two pieces of wood lined up correctly because the glue dried fast, and there was no opportunity for adjustments. 


     After her walk, Lucy returned to her room while the ladies downstairs prepared for early hair appointments. Lucy took a shoe box from under her bed and removed the cover. Inside was a stick doll Lucy had created based on one she’d seen in the window of a novelty shop. At first, she’d made it for fun, but she now realized why her subconscious mind had drawn her to make such a thing. 


     One night in Mr. Vic’s workshop, she’d taken a small stick of cedar from the trash, heated up the glue, and attached a head made of white cloth stuffed with cedar chips. She painted an angry face on it and created a body of cotton glued to the stick with a piece of burlap layered on top. The doll was complete, but unlike those found in voodoo shops, Lucy now decided hers needed hair—human hair. 


     Putting pieces of her hair-clipping collection against the head of the doll, she settled on the right color. 


     “Yes, this will work,” she said as she arranged the black hair from Gabby’s last haircut on the doll’s head. Lucy didn’t believe in voodoo dolls, but if it helped pull the scam off successfully for five grand, she’d give it a try. 


     The day continued without anyone mentioning Vivien’s swollen, black and blue face. The word was she’d tripped and smacked her face into a doorframe on the way down to the floor. 


     Lucy was taking a break and sitting in the kitchen, waiting for the afternoon coffee to stop brewing, something she did every afternoon. 


     Then it happened. The front door opened, and Gabby’s voice echoed as she walked in. “I’ll have a Johnnie Walker on the rocks. Light ice,” she said, as if giving an order to a bartender. 


     That was Lucy’s cue to fetch Ms. Homewrecker a drink. Using a lookalike crystal cocktail glass, she presented Gabby her cocktail on a tray. Clutching the tumbler without a thank you, Gabby knocked back the scotch and placed the empty back on the tray. 


     “I’ll have another.” 


     The shampoo lady washed Gabby’s jet-black hair and touched up some reddish-brown roots that were showing. Vivien was at the bank, much like every morning, which allowed Lucy to execute her plan. She had a five-minute window before Gabby’s hair would have to be rinsed. 


     “Come, follow me,” Lucy said, handing Gabby another drink. Lucy directed her to a chair at Vivien’s table behind the bead drape. “I’ll give you a free reading.” Gabby smiled and followed. 


     Lucy took Gabby’s hands from across the table. “I feel you’re in a deep place,” Lucy said. 


     Gabby rolled her eyes with a slight snicker, then said, “Go on.” 


     “Your husband. He’s cheating,” Lucy said, looking down at the table. 


     Gabby raised her eyebrows and crossed her legs. “A husband? What a surprise.” 


     Lucy quickly retracted. “I’m sorry, not your husband, your man friend.” She’d watched Vivien many times misdirect people; it made the entire reading more believable. Her heart pounding, Lucy hit Gabby with, “The one you meet on… Saturday nights. No, Fridays.” 


     Gabby pulled her hands away. Blinking her eyes rapidly and biting her bottom lip, she raised her glass and knocked back the rest of her Johnnie Walker. “I’m going to need another cocktail.” Lucy was prepared and already had the bottle and a bucket of ice ready. Pushing another glass of scotch to her, Lucy pulled Gabby’s free hand across the table. 


     “Your Friday night friend has another girl. In fact, two. One has given him a gift,” Lucy said, pulling out the stick doll she’d planted under the table earlier. “A gift that sent him to a clinic. He refuses to follow doctor’s orders.” 


     Gabby’s eyes widened; she was now all ears. Gulping down another drink, she studied Lucy’s deliberately unexpressive face. “What do you mean ‘follow doctor’s orders’?” 


     Picking up Vivien’s deck of tarot cards, Lucy shuffled them, then ask Gabby to pick a card. It didn’t matter which one Gabby picked; she couldn’t read tarot cards, and neither could Lucy. 


     “Interesting,” Lucy said upon seeing the card. “Pick two more.” 


     Gabby did and looked at the first one, then slowly turned the card toward Lucy. “What does this mean?” 


     Reading Gabby was like playing poker, and Lucy’d had a few encounters with that game, too. It didn’t matter what your cards were; you just needed to keep your expression from showing your hand. Gabby’s hand was written all over her face. 


     “This is over. I’m not going to read the last card,” Lucy said. 


     “What?” Gabby’s face whitened, and she clutched the edge of the table. 


     Handing Gabby the stick doll, Lucy said, “Keep this in your possession at all times. At home, work, shopping. At the end of ten days, burn the doll, and the voodoo curse will expel from your body. Then, and only then, will the sexual medical curse bestowed upon you by the carelessness of a man begin healing.” Gabby without question took the stick doll and placed it in her purse. 


     A buzzer went off. It was time for Gabby to rinse her hair. Wanda took her by the hand and started the process. While Wanda styled Gabby’s hair, Gabby shifted around in her seat. Then rubbed her inner thigh. Once, then again. That’s when Lucy knew she’d won the battle. Gabby was feeling the symptoms of the make-believe disease. 


     When Wanda was done with Gabby’s hair, Lucy stood in front of Gabby with both hands on the chair and looked her in the eyes. “That burning feeling between your thighs, that’s the stick doll working its magic.” 


     “Oh, God, thank you,” Gabby said. 


     Lucy smiled and strolled out the door. Given how things had ended in Tupelo, Lucy had thought she’d run her last con. But New Orleans, with its long history of voodoo practitioners and believers, was ripe for the picking. 


  


   


  

     Chapter Five 


     There were advantages to working in a beauty salon. In addition to hearing the latest gossip, if you could read people like Lucy could, you could learn their deepest, darkest secrets. All it took was asking questions and letting them do the talking. 


     One day, a woman popped into the salon and wanted her blonde hair changed to red. A dramatic move, the beautician told her, but if she had the time, they would stay late and satisfy her request. Lucy had a chance to pick the woman’s brain during the long drawn-out process and learned her name was Darlene Davis and that she worked at a free health clinic in the Ninth Ward. Not the type of woman you’d expect to be running a free clinic. Given Darlene’s shapely body and long blonde hair, Lucy would have bet she was a high-priced call girl or a nightclub dancer on Bourbon Street. 


     As it turned out, Darlene had won an audition as a nightclub singer, and the owner had given her a six-week commitment under the condition that she change her hair color to red. A little freakish, Lucy thought, but it wasn’t her place to say. The club owner told Darlene there were too many blondes performing in the area. He wanted someone to light up the stage, and red was his choice. 


     Lucy set the hair dryer for thirty minutes and sat in front of Darlene, giving her a complimentary manicure, hopeful she’d tip generously for Lucy’s efforts. With all her commitments, it sounded like Darlene had a hectic work schedule, and Lucy had to ask, “How can you keep up the pace working at the clinic and three days a week singing at a club?” 


     Darlene whispered, “I can get just about any kind of pills I want from the clinic. I’ve got pills that can keep me up for days.” She leaned forward. “Now, don’t tell anyone.” 


     “Of course not,” Lucy said, giving her a girlfriend smile. “Some days I could use a pill around here. Just to feel better.” 


     Darlene pulled a business card from her purse and slipped it to Lucy. “Call me. I can get those types of pills too.” 


     Drugs weren’t Lucy’s thing; she had enough hang-ups in life and was afraid drugs would only exacerbate her paranoid side. She declined Darlene’s offer for pills but planned to keep her close. She just might have use for her in the future. 


     The timer went off, and the newborn redhead came alive. The club owner was right. Darlene as a blonde was beautiful, but as a redhead, she was gorgeous. The owner might have had an eye for beauty, but Lucy still felt his request was a little creepy. 


     The next morning, Lucy took a shot and called Darlene for help. Evidently, Lucy’s request wasn’t going to be a problem, and Darlene agreed to meet Lucy that afternoon at Café Beignet. 


     When Lucy arrived, a parade of students, all looking too young to be ordering coffee at the counter, filled most of the café’s entryway. A school down the street often had field trips, and of all days, they had to pick today to jack up the students with some caffeine. Lucy managed to find a seat at a table in the back. Even through the maze of students milling around the entrance, she was able to spot Darlene’s newly red mane. Darlene made her way through the tightly packed tables, excusing herself as she bumped into people. 


     Lucy greeted Darlene with a kiss on the cheek. “You’re looking beautiful.” 


     “Oh, please. I just left the clinic. I’m a walking germ fest,” Darlene said. Then she slipped Lucy an envelope. “I believe this covers everything you asked for. It looks very official.” 


     Lucy dropped two hundred dollars into Darlene’s purse. “I appreciate your help.” 


     Darlene gave her a smile and said, “Anytime.” Then she walked out as fast as she’d arrived. 


     Lucy sipped on her latte, and waited for her friend Barry. She wondered if she would even recognize him, never having seen him in anything other than a pair of blue jeans, a T-shirt, and a white apron with the Café Beignet logo on the front. 


     A whistle came from the front counter. “You sure clean up good, Barry,” a coworker shouted. Barry blushed. 


     “Well—what do you think?” Barry asked Lucy, standing in front of her like a department store model. He wore a tailored suit, a white shirt, and a fancy tie. His shoes had even been shined. 


     With flirting eyes, taking him all in from head to toe, she said, “If I knew you cleaned up that good, I would have had you park your shoes under my bed months ago.” She said it only for shock value; she had no interest in men. 


     “Take a seat. Let’s go over this again,” Lucy said, patting the chair next to her. 


     “Lucy, its simple dialogue. How hard can it be?” 


     She looked Barry in the eyes. “You have one chance to sell this story. This isn’t one of your low-budget films—there are no retakes.” 


     “Don’t worry. This will be an Academy Award-winning performance,” Barry said. “I’ve got to go. I promised to get the suit back to wardrobe before they closed.” 


     Lucy slipped him an envelope and some cash. 


     He looked inside. “Two hundred? Must be really important.” 


     “Just follow the script,” Lucy said, giving him a kiss on the cheek. 


     “Wish me luck.” 


     “The luck is in that envelope.” 


     Barry tucked the envelope away and walked out to the curb. He flagged down a taxi at the corner for the short ride to Magazine Street. 


     When Barry arrived, a doorman held open the massive glass door to the entrance of an office building. Barry went into acting mode. He walked and talked with confidence. Making small talk with the doorman, wishing people a good afternoon when passing. Taking the elevator to the fourteenth floor, he exited facing signage on a glass wall. Weber & Associates, Attorneys at Law. 


     “Good afternoon,” Barry said to the receptionist. 


     “How can I help you?” 


     “I’m here to see Mr. Weber. And no, I don’t have an appointment,” Barry quickly added, knowing that question was coming. “Tell him I only need a second. I’m an attorney, and I have information regarding a case he’s working on.” 


     “Very well,” she said, dialing Daniel Weber’s extension, then relaying to her boss Barry’s message word for word. 


     The receptionist listened for a second, then she looked up at Barry. “Mr. Weber is busy at this time but asked if you would leave your name and phone number. He’ll get back to you.” 


     “Tell him the client’s name is Gabrielle de Jean, better known as Gabby.” Barry shouted loud enough for Weber to hear before she could disconnect the call. 


     The receptionist listened to Weber for a moment, then she rose. “Mr. Weber will see you. Please follow me.” 


     When the receptionist opened the door to Daniel Weber’s plush river-view office, Barry was greeted with a forced smile. 


     “Daniel, how are you?” Barry said like they were long-lost friends. 


     The door was no sooner closed than Daniel approached Barry. “Who the hell are you?” 


     The floor was Barry’s stage, and he kicked into what he hoped was going to be his Oscar-winning performance. 


     “Sit down, Daniel. I’m not a PI working for your wife. I’m here to help.” He pulled out a chair at a small conference table, and Daniel followed and sat down. 


     “I know you from the courts,” he lied. “We were on opposite sides in a few cases. I always lost, but that’s not why I’m here.” Barry pulled the letter out of his pocket. “Your Friday-night rendezvous with Gabrielle de Jean.” 


     Daniel licked his lips, then took a deep breath. The stone-cold divorce lawyer who could stand in court and lie for his clients without blinking an eye looked worried. It was a big confidence builder for Barry; he’d hit one out of the park already and had Daniel rattled. 


     Barry leaned forward. “I was her Wednesday night roll in the sack. Did you think you were special? She tells you how good you are. You’re the best she ever had?” 


     “How did you know that?” Daniel said. “The best she ever had?” 


     Barry was taken aback for a second. How the hell had Lucy known? Couldn’t have been a lucky guess. He stuck to the script. 


     “She tells everyone that. Fortunately for you, I’ve got a friend at the clinic,” Barry said and continued in character for the final act. He slipped the envelope across the table. The logo of the Ninth Ward clinic stood out. Daniel clearly saw the bold print. Sweat beaded on his forehead and started to run down the sides of his face. 


     He opened the letter and scanned the list of unchecked boxes. Then the one checked box jumped off the page at him. 


     “STD positive!” Daniel bellowed, then he lowered the volume. “STD, really?” 


     “Yeah… full-blown genital herpes,” Barry whispered. “Luckily I’d flashed a picture of her to a friend—you know, showing off. Letting him know I scored with a real beauty. That’s when he recognized her—he’s a technician at the clinic. After a little research, he sent me that letter.” 


     Barry followed Lucy’s script and retrieved the letter from Daniel. “I’ll take that. My friend could lose his license for releasing personal information. A thousand bucks persuaded him.” 


     “That bitch,” Daniel said. Then he pulled five hundred from his pocket. “Here, let me pay for half. It’s worth it, and thanks for looking me up.” 


     “No, I don’t want your money.” Barry couldn’t believe he was turning the money down. They hadn’t rehearsed that part. 


     “Take the money,” Daniel repeated. “Friends help friends.” 


     Barry didn’t hesitate this time; he grabbed the money and headed for the door. Stopping at the exit, he turned back. “Wednesday night, I didn’t show up; she’s not worth the risk. The clinic said I’m clean as of today. You might want to reconsider Friday nights.” 


     “You think?” Daniel said. “By the way, how did you know I was her Friday night?” 


     Barry could act if he had a script. Ad-libbing wasn’t his strong point. He did what Lucy had coached him on if he encountered a problem—smile and walk away. 


     A taxi took him back to Café Beignet and waited while he ran in to tell Lucy the great news. He gave her the letter back. “He completely bought it. I should get an Oscar for that performance.” 


     “I knew you could pull it off.” 


     Barry rushed off to deliver his suit back to the inventory room at the studio. He patted his bulging pocket. Netting seven hundred bucks for a few minutes’ work was almost as good as picking up a gold statue. 


     It was a few minutes before three in the afternoon when Lucy got back to the salon. She made eye contact with Wanda and gave her a nod, letting her know that everything had gone as planned. Wanda, the only person who ever knew what Lucy was up to or what type of scam she was running, nodded back. 


     Right on time, Ava Weber walked in the front door for her hair appointment. She picked up a glass and the champagne bottle from an ice bucket and poured an ample amount. 


     Ava raised her glass. “Let’s celebrate. Today was a perfect day.” 


     “Hello, Ava,” Lucy said, opening the bead drape that separated the salon and Vivien’s alluring work area. 


     “My dear, I need to talk to you,” Ava said, stepping through the beads. 


     Ava’s excitement bubbled over, and she detailed a conversation she’d just had with her husband, Daniel. Lucy sat grinning and all ears waiting for his side of today’s events. Daniel told Ava to get her hair done and pick out something pricey at DH Holmes, one of New Orleans’ upscale department stores. A store they had argued about many times because of the amount of money she spent during her shopping sprees. Today was different. 


     Ava reached across the table, grabbing Lucy’s hands. “He’s taking me to the Blue Room at the Fairmont Hotel Friday night.” 


     “What about his card game?” Lucy said. 


     “He’s getting tired of playing every Friday night. Wants to take a break,” she said, squeezing Lucy’s hands. “I don’t know what you did to get Gabrielle de Jean out of my life, and I don’t want to know. For now, I have my Daniel back.” 


     Ava pulled an envelope out of her purse and cupped it into Lucy’s hand. “You earned it. Five thousand cash.” 


     Lucy politely took the money and slipped Ava the envelope from the clinic. “Here’s a little security for you.” She enlightened Ava that everything in the letter was fake. But she should keep the message in a safe place in case she and Daniel ever divorced. With Ava knowing of the affair and possessing proof that Gabrielle de Jean had a sexually transmitted disease, her divorce case would never get to court. Daniel would give her everything: house, cars, and cash. Anything to stop her from going public. If it did go to court, she could win a lawsuit against him for endangering her life with an infectious disease. 


     “But you said the letter was fake,” Ava whispered. “She doesn’t have an STD.” 


     Lucy smiled. “You and I know it’s fake. Your dog of a husband will think it’s real. That’s all that really matters. He will never risk going to court.” 


  


   


  

     Chapter Six 


     A few days later, Lucy was walking home carrying two grocery bags. Most French Quarter residents shopped for one or two days at a time. Their small apartments had little storage room for groceries and sported undersized refrigerators. Only the wealthy could afford a car and the parking fees in the quarter, so the less fortunate hoofed it or took a taxi. 


     When she turned the corner, Lucy ran into a kid, almost knocking him down. Catching himself before hitting the pavement, he gave her a look of disgust, then brushed himself off. “Watch where you’re walking.” 


     Lucy quickly apologized. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you.” 


     “Like I said, watch where you’re walking, bitch!” He kept his hands tucked under his jacket. Lucy’s street smarts told her the kid was a drug dealer. It was just too warm for a coat. 


     “What do you have in your pocket?” Lucy asked, pulling on his arm. In her peripheral vision, she saw movement coming toward her. Another kid, not much older, was making his presence known. If necessary, Lucy could take them both, but there had to be someone overseeing these kids. Gang members protected each other, and they never traveled alone, especially two kids. 


     She asked again, “What’s in your pocket?” 


     “Why? You buying?” 


     “How old are you? Why aren’t you in school?” 


     “I’m ten and don’t care to go to school. What’s it to you?” the young punk said. “Lady, if you’re not buying, keep moving.” 


     Lucy observed the street. It had the usual tourists walking around. Then she spotted a man who appeared to have more interest in what she was doing than in reading the newspaper in front of him. The kid nodded at the guy. 


     “You might want to move on, lady. Picklehead is not someone you want to deal with.” 


     This was the first time Lucy had really set eyes on the thug they called Picklehead. 


     A typical drug distribution tactic—Picklehead was there to make sure the kids didn’t get ripped off. If the police came, he’d walk away and play tourist. If the kids got arrested, they were underage and would only get a slap on the wrist. Unlike what could happen to Picklehead, who had a rap sheet longer than his arm. 


     Lucy placed the grocery bags on the ground and walked directly over to Picklehead. 


     “What’s your problem, lady?” he asked, while still keeping an eye on the kid. 


     “Find another area to push your drugs.” 


     “You know the saying, location, location, location.” He gave her a toothless smile. “This is prime real-estate. A lot of foot traffic.” 


     “Stay off Royal Street!” she shouted. 


     “Bitch, you better calm down.” 


     Lucy pushed him. “Why? You’re going to give me a shiner? Like you did to Vivien?” She looked around for help; the tourists went blind to the situation and walked by faster. “You like beating women—right? Makes you a big man.” 


     A police car was cruising the street. Lucy flagged it down, shouting “Drug dealer!” and pointing to Picklehead and the kid. By the time the cop got out of the car, no one was around, other than a group of vacationers on a walking tour. The gang members knew how to blend into crowds. As soon as the law arrived, off came each punk’s coat and cap, and into a backpack they went. You’d need a keen eye to pick the thugs out of a crowd. 


     The police were well aware of the Cornerview Gang. The gangs were growing, and the cops were too understaffed to arrest every street pusher. It was always the same answer whenever Lucy questioned law enforcement. They were going after the top man and once they got him, the rest would fall like dominos. But the money always funneled to the top man, and with money came power and payoffs. Drug commerce had been talked about by every candidate running for mayor. But once elected, not a one had come up with a strategy to stop the drugs infesting the city. 


     It was later that afternoon that Felipe Cruz came to Vivien for his weekly settlement. He walked directly behind the bead curtain, and Vivien handed him four hundred dollars. 


     “Now, we understand each other,” Felipe smirked, then grabbed her by the throat. “Don’t pull that shit again.” Dragging her farther into the back room, he said, “Pay on time and the correct amount, or you’ll be sorry.” 


     “Just a little misunderstanding,” Vivien said, her voice squeaky from the pressure on her throat. “Not a problem.” 


     Lucy slipped into Mr. Vic’s workshop next door. Returning with a box cutter, she slid it open and stood in the doorway. Vivien darted a glance at Lucy, then looked away. Felipe pushed Vivien hard against the wall. Brushing her hair back, he roamed his hands all along her body, then planted a kiss on her lips. 


     “Get out!” Lucy stepped into the room, holding the blade in one hand and pointing to the front door with the other. 


     Lucy stared him down. Her actions were clearly frightening Vivien, who apparently thought it best to let Felipe go without further confrontation. But no one was going to control Lucy, especially not this creep. There were many people Lucy disliked, but Felipe, she despised. 


     He let go of Vivien and stopped in front of Lucy. “You better curb your tongue and stay out of my business.” 


     “Keep your business off my street, then!” Lucy bellowed, causing a hush throughout the salon. 


     Felipe eyeballed her. Then he smiled, displaying a gold tooth in front. Reaching out, he swept a bunch of hair products off the shelves with a crash. He strolled to the door, stepping close to several customers along the way and making them scream before laughing in their faces. 


     After he was gone, Vivien motioned Lucy to the back room. “Lucy! Are you crazy? I can’t afford to be on the wrong side of him.” 


     “There is no good side to that thug. This has to stop,” Lucy said, all but pleading with her. 


     “Stay out of my business.” 


     “Sorry, Vivien,” Lucy said, her usual reply when speaking her mind. 


     Vivien could order Lucy not to intervene all day long, but it didn’t matter. 


     Lucy knew what had to be done. 


  


   


  

     Chapter Seven 


     It was late afternoon when Lucy arrived at Jackson Square with a portable folding table and a chair in hand, a place where she often took refuge among the artists painting and selling their goods. Joining in and setting up shop under a shade tree, she put her unique dolls on display. After creating the Gabby doll, Lucy had gotten the idea to make more and sell them. 


     When sightseers stopped and asked questions, Lucy gave them the history of voodoo dolls, and then she mentioned the thing that set hers apart. Adding actual human hair in a color of the buyer’s choice fetched Lucy much more money than voodoo dolls usually went for. It was the natural hair that hooked customers into buying. 


     A doll nearly finished was Lucy’s project for the day. Stuffing more wood chips in the burlap that she used for a head, Lucy closed the back up with a few stitches of string. She’d learned from some of the sketch artists how to paint. On this doll, she made an angry face and left the head bald just like the person it was meant for. Admiring her work, she painted “Felipe” across the doll’s forehead. 


     Bells eventually sounded from the tower at Saint Louis Cathedral, marking six p.m. and the start of mass. People hurried into the cathedral for evening services. Some artists broke down their displays and called it a day. It would soon be dark, and there wasn’t much an artist could do in the square without good sunlight. 


     Lucy packed up her table and chair and walked over to an acquaintance she had met a few weeks earlier. She too had come from a small town and landed in New Orleans by choice to start a new life. 


     “Calling it a day, Vera,” Lucy said. 


     “I had a good afternoon. Made a few bucks,” Vera said. 


     “Good for you. Your paintings are some of the best out here.” 


     “Thanks,” she said. “Meet you at the coffee shop?” 


     “Sure. I’ll stop at home and put my table away and meet you in fifteen minutes.” 


     Lucy headed back to the salon, and Vera pushed a rolling cart housing her paintings and equipment to a nearby garage. It didn’t take long for Jackson Square to clear after the artists started packing up. Once darkness came, the crowds moved to the bars and clubs for the next part of their day. 


     Taking the shortcut back to the salon through Pirate Alley, Lucy felt she was being watched. She spun around and glimpsed someone who stopped and disappeared into a building. Picking up the pace, she headed to Royal Street, an active area that would make her feel safe. She glanced over her shoulder. That’s when an arm came from a rear doorway of a building, yanking her off her feet. The table fell to the ground, and she swung the chair around, getting a lick in before the man overpowered her from behind. 


     A hand covered her mouth. The attacker didn’t say a word. She tried to scream. Kicking and clawing the best she could, she fought hard, but the attacker’s body weight pushed her against a wall. Though he managed to muffled her screams, she was able to get her right arm high enough to scratch his face. When she reached up again and her palm contacted his pockmarked skin, her fear morphed into rage. 


     His hand slipped off her mouth. “I’m going to kill you,” she snarled. 


     Something slammed into her head, and everything went black. 


     When Lucy came to, Vera was crouched over her, screaming for help, but no one came. Holding Lucy up the best she could, Vera walked her to Royal Street. A few people were in the distance, but they were too far up the street to hear Vera’s cry for help. 


     Out of nowhere a young cop appeared. After introducing himself as Mario DeLuca, a rookie cop assigned to the French Quarter, he picked Lucy up and, at Lucy’s insistence, carried her to the salon. She pleaded with him not to send for paramedics and said she had no interest in filing a police report. 


     Vera found a washcloth and cleaned the cut on Lucy’s forehead. Then she fetched an aid kit from the salon’s bathroom. 


     “You might not want to file an official report, but I’m going to take some notes,” Mario said, pulling out a small pad. 


     He took her name and date of birth. Then he admitted her date of birth was for his personal interest. 


     Lucy laughed. “I’m twenty-eight. I’m a little too old for you.” 


     Mario smiled. “Don’t shoot me for trying. You’re a beautiful woman, even with the cut and the soon to be bruised eye.” 


     “You’re very kind,” Lucy said. “Thank you for your help.” 


     “Did you see the person at all? Big, tall, someone you had a beef with? Anything that would help?” 


     Lucy shook her head. She knew damn well who’d attacked her, but she wasn’t about to involve the cops. “No. I just work in a beauty salon. I keep to myself, few friends and no enemies. Right, Vera?” Lucy shot her a look from the corner of her eye. 


     Looking down, Vera said, “That’s right, Officer.” 


     “What about someone you might have given a bad haircut?” Mario kept a straight face as much as possible. Then they all had a good laugh. 


     Mario obviously knew his interrogation wasn’t going anywhere, but he still handed Lucy his card. “You call me if you need anything.” 


     “I will, Officer, and thank you.” 


     Mario moved to the door. “Lucy, I mean anything. Call me.” 


     Vivien wasn’t a fan of the police, so once Mario left, she came running into the room. She patched up Lucy the best she could and called a doctor. He was a frequent Wednesday night customer. He liked Vivien and looked after her girls, checked them out weekly for any health problems. They’d work the bill out in trade. While they waited for the doctor, Vivien grilled Lucy on what had happened. 


     Lucy’s eye was swelling and turning an ugly blue. “I know who did this to me.” 


     Vivien was all ears. “Who?” 


     “I felt his skin,” Lucy said, then paused. “It was like the surface of the moon.” 


     It didn’t register with Vivien. Then Vera caught the drift and said, “Picklehead.” 


     Vivien stood in rage. “I’ll kill that son of a bitch.” 


     Lucy studied Vivien and shook her head. “No. I already promised him I’d take care of this myself.” 


  


   


  

       


     Chapter Eight 


     The following morning Lucy’s eye was still swollen, with a big purplish ring around the cut. Feeling well enough to start her morning routine, she made coffee and gave the salon a walkthrough before the first appointment time. 


     Vivien and Wanda followed their noses to the smell of freshly brewed coffee in the kitchen. They sat quietly sipping coffee and making eye contact with each other. They wanted to discuss the elephant in the room, but Lucy had no intention of rehashing last night’s events. 


     A knock on the door sounded. Lucy opened the door, expecting one of the beauticians. It wasn’t. “May I help you?” she asked the well-dressed middle-aged man who stood at the door, looking stylish, like a high-class salesman, sporting a suit, a tie, and a hat. Lucy smelled a cop. 


     “Good morning,” he said. 


     Before the man got out another word, Lucy blasted him. “I told that cop, Mario, I wasn’t filing a report. You can take your slick suit and shiny shoes out of here.” 


     He extended a card. “I’m Detective Henry Nelson. My friends call me Zack.” 


     “Like I said, Zack.” Lucy took the card. “No report.” 


     “I don’t know a Mario, or anything about a report,” he said, removing his hat. “I’m looking for Wanda and Lucinda Jones?” 


     Lucy’s stomach flipped. Not many people called her by her birth name. It sounded far too official coming from a cop. She rounded up her mother and returned to the front door where she’d left Detective Zack waiting. 


     Zack introduced himself to Wanda and asked if they could talk in private. Wanda invited him in, and Lucy joined them at the kitchen table. Wanda’s approach to dealing with the police was more inviting than Lucy’s. She learned what a cop was looking for before pelting him with attitude. A path Lucy never followed. 


     Lucy fixed herself a coffee, then took Zack’s order like a waitress and returned with a cup just like he asked, black and sweet. 


     “Mrs. Jones,” Zack said. 


     “Please call me Wanda.” 


     Zack pulled a pad out and read his notes. “You know Edgar Rawlings?” 


     Lucy knew the detective would know the answers to the first few questions. They always did. “Sure, that’s my husband. I never changed my name to his,” Wanda said. 


     Zack gave her an odd look. “Why is that?” 


     “Really, Detective? You came down here as the morality police? We were never legally married,” she said. “Been together thirty years.” 


     “When did you last see Edgar?” 


     Bingo, Lucy thought. That’s what he really wants to know. “Haven’t seen or heard from him since we left Tupelo.” Wanda looked at Lucy. “How long has it been?” 


     “Pushing seven months,” Lucy said. 


     Zack flipped some pages. “Has he called or sent you any money? You know, to help out?” 


     Wanda’s tone changed, her voice taking on an edge. “Mr. Zack, Detective, or whatever you would like to be called. Understand, when I said I haven’t seen or heard from my common-law husband, that covers all your questions. Are we clear? My husband never had money for all the years we were together. So he sure the hell ain’t sending me money now.” 


     From his jacket, Zack pulled out a picture of Edgar’s bloody body stretched out on the street. “He’s dead. Police killed him in a shootout. A bank robbery gone bad.” 


     Lucy studied the picture. A queasy feeling came over her, and she walked away but stayed within earshot. A lump rose in her throat. Edgar hadn’t been much of a father, but he was the only one she’d had. 


     “Edgar never was too smart. Always looking for a quick buck,” Wanda said. “So, what do you want from me?” 


     “Mrs. Jones that was not the first bank job your husband pulled. We believe he robbed a bank in Gulfport and another in Canton. He was hitting small-town banks. Maybe even one in Clarksdale, Mississippi, and that was a big score. The money stolen from those banks was never recovered.” 


     Zack filled Wanda in on how all the bank robberies were connected to Edgar and his last robbery in McComb, Mississippi, the one that ended in his death. 


     He also said that Edgar’s body had been shipped to Tupelo, his last known residence. As the only next of kin, Wanda and Lucy were expected to claim the body. 


     Once the detective was gone, the salon started buzzing and going forward with another day. As far as Lucy could tell, Wanda wasn’t too saddened by the news, but Lucy went through her day working in a fog. Still, she wasn’t surprised her father had ended up dead in the street. Wanda and Lucy only pulled small scams, petty stuff people didn’t bother to report to the police, but Edgar was different, always going for the big score. 


     Still, she hadn’t known he was pulling bank jobs. He’d kept that little tidbit to himself. As well as the money. 


     Something he’d said to Lucy before she left Tupelo kept surfacing in her mind. She couldn’t shake it. 


     When Wanda took a smoke break, Lucy followed her to the alley. Halfway through Wanda’s roll-your-own cigarette, Lucy broke the silence. 


     “When we left Tupelo, Dad said he would always remember the good times we had fishing.” 


     “After all his drinking and raising his hand to me, I’ve forgotten any good times.” Wanda dropped her smoke to the pavement, then ground her foot on top. 


     “That’s not my point,” Lucy said to Wanda’s back as she walked inside. 


     I know where he hid the money. 


  


   


  

     Chapter Nine 


     Nine o’clock the next morning, Lucy jumped into Vivien’s old Buick Regal and headed to Tupelo to claim her father’s body. The Buick burned more oil than gas and forced her to stop every two hours for an attendant to check her oil and top off the tank. She planned to hit Fourth Street in Tupelo by dark. 


     It was well past dusk by the time the Buick rolled up on the house they’d lived in for the last ten years, until their eviction. There’d been a few happy times in the house for her, though even less for Wanda. The house lights of the elderly neighbors on the street were all dimmed; they got up early and were in bed by nine every night. 


     A few houses down, a walkway opened to a dirt path leading to the Tombigbee River. As kids, Lucy and her friends had followed the path to the river to fish, and during the summer, it was the most popular place to swim. 


     Lucy eased out of the car and took a duffel bag from the trunk. Walking briskly to the walkway, she stopped at the final lamppost before the dirt trail. She pulled out a hat with a light attached to the top. The man at the last gas station had said it was used for frog hunting. She’d bought one, though she wouldn’t be hunting any frogs. 


     In the dark, the light illuminated the path, making it easy to get to the riverbank. It was quiet except for the chirping of locusts and the occasional rustling of bushes where various critters were taking cover. 


     At the riverbank, she looked for a small pier. That was her landmark and starting point. The dock had been severely beaten up by the river tides but was still standing. Under the pier, Lucy pulled on a rope attached to a piling. Three feet under the water, her dad had buried a closed crab trap. It was where he’d kept his pint of Old Crow, his drink of choice, well away from the house and Wanda. The crab trap was still there, but there was no whiskey or money in it. 


     Lucy spent most of the night looking for the money, until there wasn’t much time left before the morning sky would light up and the early fishermen would come out. Freshwater catfish was a biggie in that country town. 


     Exhausted, Lucy sat on the riverbank and threw rocks at the water as she had often done during her childhood. The plopping of the stones into the water made her think of her father casting his line into the river over and over, hoping for a big fish to take the bait. A memory of another pier suddenly struck her. Her father had called it his lucky dock and had gone to it whenever the fish weren’t biting. He’d always caught catfish there. 


     And he’d kept another stash of Old Crow close by that dock too. 


     The lucky dock was about twenty yards from a water well that had dried up years ago. The grass was overgrown, but Lucy could see the well in the distance. The well’s faded red roof peeked over the weeds. As she recalled, on the third step of the ladder going down into the well, a rope would be tied. 


     Lucy pointed her head down the shaft of the well. The light on her hat illuminated deep inside. There it was—a dirty rope tied to the third step of the ladder. She pulled the filthy line up. At the end of the thin cord was a small cage she recognized. Her father had used it to catch mice. Sadly, the only thing she found in it was an empty bottle of Old Crow. 


     “Why the hell save an empty bottle?” she mumbled to herself, throwing the cage back down the shaft. That’s when she heard a thump—the crate had hit something, and the noise had come way too quick for the trap to have hit bottom. She looked down the shaft again, and there on the seventh step of the ladder was another rope. Climbing down the steps in the cobweb-infested well, she carefully reached for the line. She pulled, and it gave a little but not enough for her to bring it up one-handed. She climbed out and dug into her duffel bag, then pulled out a thin rope. Attaching it to the pulley on the roof of the well, then tying the other end to a nearby tree, she dropped the line into the well. Then she followed the cord down to the seventh step of the ladder. With a cigarette lighter, she burned off the spider webs, clearing the way. A green bag attached to a rope had been stuck between the brick wall of the well and the ladder. She tied her cord to the handle of the green bag, then cut away the rope attaching the bag to the ladder. Holding her breath all the way up the ladder, she could only hope the end she’d tied to a tree was secure. 


     At the top of the well, Lucy brushed the crud off her face. Making sure the rope was securely threaded through the groove of the etched rim of the pulley, she gave it a pull. The line slowly moved upward, until she was able to get the green bag out and on the ground. 


     The morning sun peeked through the clouds; she no longer needed the light on her hat. She took a deep breath and unzipped the bag. 


     “Oh my God!” she let out in a whisper, digging her hands into the bag. Bundles of money, neatly packed with Clarksdale Bank logos on the wrappers, filled the bag. She wasn’t sure how much money there was. On the low side, maybe one hundred thousand dollars, but it could be a lot more. 


     From the green Clarksdale Bank bag, she dumped all the money into her duffel. Working quickly, she packed up her tools and dropped the bank bag to the bottom of the well. 


     There was only one thing left to focus on, and that was getting to the car with the money and getting the hell out of there. 


  


   


  

     Chapter Ten 


     Before leaving Tupelo, Lucy drove to the Lee County coroner’s office to identify her father’s body. Along with Vivien’s Buick, Lucy had borrowed two hundred cash for the release and shipment of Edgar’s body to New Orleans. 


     Wanda hadn’t wanted Lucy to claim the body. After ninety days, it would be the responsibility of the county to incinerate the corpse and bury the ashes. That’s all Wanda felt Edgar deserved. However, Lucy had won the argument about making the arrangements and giving him a proper send-off. 


     The old Buick stood out among the newer model vehicles in the parking lot of the coroner’s office. Lucy waited for the place to open, catching a couple of winks before the drive back to New Orleans. When a security officer unlocked the metal-framed glass door and flipped the sign from closed to open, the clicking of the locks awakened Lucy. 


     Before approaching the building, she checked that the car was locked and double-checked the trunk. With a duffel bag full of money hidden under the spare tire, she wasn’t taking any chances. Once the papers were signed and the fee paid, she rushed back to the car. Peeking in the trunk, feeling under the spare tire, she again confirmed the duffel bag of money was secure. 


     On the way back to New Orleans, she kept an eye on the Buick’s oil gauge and stuck to the speed limit, not too slow and not too fast. She didn’t want to break down or give a cop any reason to pull her over. 


     Seven hours later, she rolled up in the French Quarter garage Vivien used and parked in slot 156, Vivien’s designated space. Taking a deep breath, Lucy swung the duffel bag over her shoulder and kept telling herself to relax. Half the people in the district carried shopping bags or knapsacks, so a duffel wasn’t out of the ordinary. 


     She made it to the salon, and the first thing out Vivien’s mouth was, “What’s in the bag?” 


     “Just some personal items of my dad’s,” she said and kept walking. 


     After twice counting the money behind a locked bedroom door, she came up with one hundred and twenty-seven thousand dollars. She had to be careful spending the money. Nothing to draw attention to herself. Detective Nelson had already showed his hand, that he had his suspicions about her and Wanda. 


     That night, the only thing that lit up her room was the neon billboard from the rooftop of a building across the street. All she could think about was the money. It would be useless if she couldn’t spend or invest it. She had to have a plan, and the best she could come up with was to involve Vivien. Wanda had to be in the dark about the money. She was a loose cannon, and you never knew when she might go off. Lucy tried to get some sleep and planned to start the process of testing the waters with Vivien in the morning. 


     The smell of French Market Coffee and Chicory blend brewing led Lucy to the kitchen. “Good morning, Vivien.” 


     “Lucy, did you sleep?” Vivien asked. “You look like hell.” 


     “No, rolled around most of the night.” 


     “Well, that was to be expected after what you had to go through yesterday.” 


     Lucy made small talk for a while, and then asked for Vivien’s help in planning Edgar’s funeral, deep down knowing he didn’t deserve much of a burial. At times during her drive to Tupelo, she had considered agreeing with Wanda not to identify Edgar and let the county deal with his remains. But in the end, Lucy had elected to give him a send-off in style, and Vivien had the connections to make that happen. 


     Vivien recommended Annabel, who handled most funerals in the French Quarter. From the most elaborate to the uncomplicated—nothing was off-limits. 


     Lucy and Vivien took their coffee to the rooftop of the building. It was Lucy’s favorite place, and a peaceful way to start the day. Sipping coffee as traffic noise built in the distance brought the morning alive. From the rooftop, she observed the architecture of the century-old buildings, and the echoes of ferry boat horns in the river reminded her what made New Orleans so charming. 


     Lucy had rehearsed several versions of how she was going to approach Vivien on the money issue. None felt comfortable. She decided to just wing it. 


     “Vivien, can you keep a secret?” 


     “Of course, honey. Got something to talk about?” 


     “I don’t want Wanda to know, but my dad left me some money. Cash. I can’t just deposit a lump sum like that in the bank without attracting attention.” 


     Vivien took a sip of coffee. “I know what you mean.” 


     “How do you handle the cash with the girls? If you don’t mind me asking.” 


     Vivien stared at Lucy, as if no one had ever been that bold to come out and ask her such a question. “How much money are you talking about?” 


     “Ten thousand. On my salary, I can’t drop that much cash in my account.” 


     Vivien pulled out a receipt pad from her pocket, then explained her process. She’d had twelve real customers yesterday, for a total of six hundred dollars in revenue. She wrote out ten additional fake receipts for haircuts and products. Then added one thousand in cash to her daily deposit. 


     “I do that every day, and at the end of the week, I take a salary of five grand. I pay the taxes, and the money is clean for me to do whatever I want. That, my dear, is how people launder money.” 


     “Can you help me?” 


     “Give me the ten grand, and over a month, I’ll take my fee, pay the tax, and give you a bonus of about seven thousand.” 


     “So, for every ten thousand I give you, I’ll get back seven thousand in clean money, right?” Lucy said with some enthusiasm. 


     “That’s about right,” Vivien said. “But it sounds like you have more than ten grand.” 


     Lucy couldn’t believe she’d made such a stupid blunder. “Maybe,” she said, but Vivien smiled to indicate she wasn’t a fool. 


     “I have a better idea,” Vivien said. She told Lucy to give her fifteen thousand cash, and she would sell Lucy the salon. Lucy could make a good living from the salon and, over time, wash all the money she had. 


     Lucy was surprised Vivien would consider selling, and at a price she could handle. This could be just the opportunity she needed to make use of the cash from the bank robbery. 


     Vivien made it clear she was only selling the salon and hair products. The night-caller business wouldn’t be involved. She’d keep the working girls for herself. Lucy and Wanda would be entitled to free housing, something that came with the sale of the salon. The deal got sweeter the more Vivien talked. Lucy would wash the night-caller money for Vivien through the salon. No fee charged and a check going back to Vivien as a supposed monthly installment for the purchase that could last for years. It was a win-win for both. 


     The purchase of the salon would turn the bank’s stolen cash into clean, usable money. Lucy could buy a car and even a house. It would be life-changing money that would otherwise have taken her many years of working to save. 


     “Let’s do it,” an invigorated Lucy said, shaking hands with Vivien. 


     Later that day, Vivien confirmed one more time Lucy’s interest in the salon. Lucy assured Vivien she was ready to take over the business. A one-page document was prepared, and they walked to a nearby notary and signed the agreement. When they returned, Lucy handed over fifteen thousand in cash to Vivien. 


     Lucy was now the owner of the Bluff Salon. They agreed that when the timing was right they would tell the employees, and that included Wanda. But first, Lucy needed to plan a funeral. 


     The next morning she met with Annabel. They discussed her father’s life, and Annabel came up with the perfect send-off: a New Orleans jazz funeral. 


     Edgar Rawlings’s body was sent to a crematory with Annabel’s specific instructions on how to return his ashes. Lucy did her part in gathering the send-off items Annabel recommended. Within a day, the funeral was set. Lucy filled Wanda in on the details. As much as Wanda had grown to hate the man, she agreed to go to his funeral, but made it clear that she was attending only out of respect for Lucy. 


     The morning of the funeral, the salon closed. The ladies lined up on Royal Street in their Sunday-best clothes. A black horse and carriage arrived, carrying a small black box along with some items Annabel had requested. A brass band followed, with men wearing matching black suits. Then came Lucy and Wanda, followed by Vivien and the salon ladies. They made up what was called the “first line.” If everything went as planned, locals and tourists would decide to accompany the group, making what was called the “second line.” 


     The procession started. The band played their traditional funeral march, and in a group, they strolled up Royal Street. People stopped what they were doing and stood curbside out of respect as the procession passed. The carriage made a right turn at Iberville Street, while the band continued to play. Another right turn at Bourbon Street was Lucy’s cue. She took the black box off the carriage, opened the lid, and unraveled a ribbon on top. Holding the bag close to the edge of the curb, she scattered Edgar Rawlings’s ashes in the street. 


     Lucy smiled, then shouted, “What else would be more fitting than for him to rest in peace among the drunks of Bourbon Street?” 


     The brass band started a livelier tune, and the second line formed by locals and tourists joined the procession. The funeral turned into a party, and Lucy passed out white handkerchiefs with Edgar’s face and “rest in peace” printed at the bottom. As the band got louder, the second line grew larger, and people danced in the street, waving the white handkerchiefs. 


     Lucy had one more send-off for her father. Lining the back of the carriage were pint-sized bottles of Old Crow. Lucy broke the seal on a bottle, and she, Vivien, and Wanda each took a healthy swig. Then she passed out the pint bottles to people in the crowd until the supply was exhausted. 


     The carriage, band, and second liners continued marching down Bourbon Street. The band played louder, the drums echoing off the buildings. They eventually made their way back to Royal Street, where the group disbanded at their starting point in front of the salon. 


     Lucy had given her father one last party to remember the good times they’d had and to thank him for the unexpected bonus of the money from the Clarksdale robbery. But now it was time for her to move on with her life. Edgar Rawlings was part of the past she’d left behind in Tupelo, and this was as much of her life in New Orleans as he would ever occupy. 


  


   


  

     Chapter Eleven 


     The next morning, the ladies rehashed the funeral during breakfast. Remembering when she’d passed out the Old Crow to strangers on the street got Lucy smiling. “Did you see their faces?” she asked. 


     “Hell, I’m surprised your parade didn’t throw Mardi Gras beads,” Vivien said with a giggle. 


     “That’s right. I gave the people something useful,” Lucy said. “Good old whiskey.” 


     “Your dad would have been pissed.” Wanda laughed. “Giving away his favorite.” 


     At that point, Lucy knew she’d done the right thing. She’d given him a send-off she’d remember and had paid for it with the money he’d left behind. 


     It was a few minutes after opening when Mario DeLuca walked in with his perfectly pressed police uniform, looking as sharp as ever. Lucy gave him a look. If she had any interest in men, she’d have made the six-year difference in age work. He’d make some woman a happy wife. 


     “Ms. Jones, I was in the neighborhood. How are you doing?” Mario asked. 


     “Much better now,” she said, rubbing the cut on her forehead. “It’s healing well. The doctor said it shouldn’t leave a scar.” 


     “Well, that’s good,” Mario said, talking to Lucy like no one else was around. 


     She asked Mario to walk her to the bank. It was time to make her first two-thousand-dollar cash deposit to her new account. 


     “For you? Yes, right this way,” Mario said, tipping his hat. 


     They strolled two blocks down to the bank. Coming toward them was Felipe Cruz, dressed in his usual red shirt and cap sporting a black CG on top, a bold move he used on collection day, letting everyone know he ran the Cornerview Gang. Felipe showed his daring arrogance, giving Lucy a wink and pointing at her as he passed. Mario stopped him. 


     “Is there a problem, Mr. Cruz?” 


     Felipe hesitated, then said, “Of course not, Officer.” 


     Lucy gave Felipe a look to kill. There was no doubt in her mind that Felipe had given the order for Picklehead to attack her. With a cop at her side, she felt safe—for now. 


     She made her transaction at the bank, and they were on their way back when Lucy saw a crowd of people in front of the salon. Then she spotted Wanda, saw the look on her face, and knew something was seriously wrong. Lucy took off in a full sprint, leaving Mario standing. 


     When Lucy got closer, Wanda pointed to the salon and shouted. “Someone attacked Vivien!” 


     Lucy grabbed a handgun that was kept at the register and darted to Vivien’s room, arriving just as a man ran out of the bedroom and into the alley. Lucy stopped briefly beside Vivien, who lay bleeding on the floor, and screamed for someone to call an ambulance. Then she took to the alleyway. The guy looked like Felipe without the hat, running full tilt with a red shirt flapping in the wind. She gave chase, but he had a good head start on her, and after he cleared a fence, he disappeared through a courtyard, and she lost him. 


     Lucy went back to the bedroom. Exhausted and breathing heavily, she saw Mario on the floor kneeling over Vivien, his back to Lucy. He called out some code numbers through his radio and dispatch responded with “Copy, 10-4.” Holding a bath towel tightly to Vivien’s neck, Mario tried to control the bleeding. Her throat had been cut, and judging from the amount of blood loss, it was a severe injury. 


     Vivien’s face turned a pale white. She was losing the battle to stay alive and faded into unconsciousness. “Stay with me, Vivien. Help is on the way,” Mario said. 


     Lucy stood, disoriented, while Mario kept the pressure on Vivien’s wound, but he couldn’t stop the blood from gushing. Lucy looked down at her shaking hand, still holding the gun she’d chased Felipe with. She quickly stuck the weapon under the mattress before Mario saw it. 


     Sirens approached, and a police car arrived first and cleared the area for the ambulance. 


     “What happened?” Lucy asked a tearful Wanda, who was standing in the doorway staring at Vivien’s motionless body on the floor. 


     “Someone must have come in from the alley entrance,” Wanda said. “No one came in or out the front door.” 


     “Clear the area,” the emergency crew shouted, rushing to Vivien’s side. 


     A few moments later, Vivien was placed on a stretcher and rolled out to the ambulance, cutting through the crowd of onlookers. Behind a police escort, the ambulance rushed down the street to Charity Hospital with full lights flashing and sirens blasting. 


     At the salon, the police scrambled, blocking off the walkway and securing the inside of the building. They outlined the perimeter with yellow tape, marking it a crime scene. 


     Mario gathered the ladies into a room while investigators combed the area for clues. When the attack had occurred, only Wanda and two customers had been in the building. Like Wanda, the customers didn’t know much other than that they’d heard a scuffle, shouting, and one scream. Mario released them after questioning, then focused on Wanda. 


     “Can you think of anything that would have sparked the attack?” Mario asked, flipping a page of his notebook. 


     Wanda eyeballed Lucy, and Mario noticed. “What?” he said, looking from one to the other. 


     Wanda let out a groan. “Vivien told me last week that Felipe Cruz was harassing her for more money. Only a month ago, he increased his demands from three to four hundred, and now he wanted five hundred a week. Her words were clear: ‘He’ll have to kill me before I hand over more money.’ I have no doubt Felipe attacked her.” 


     “She owed this thug money?” Mario asked. 


     “Protection money,” Lucy said. 


     “I thought the Police Gang Unit closed that hustle down years ago.” 


     “No, Mario.” Lucy frowned. “It’s very much alive.” 


     Wanda confirmed she never saw the other person, but she’d heard a scuffle, and Lucy confirmed that she’d seen a man in a red shirt running out the door and down the street, a man she was certain was Felipe Cruz. 


     She and Mario exchanged a look. “You’re sure?” he asked. 


     She nodded and delivered what she saw as a white lie. “I saw his profile when he went out the door.” She hadn’t, but the man she’d chased was Felipe Cruz. She knew it. 


     Mario passed the information he’d collected to the sergeant in charge. He was just wrapping up his report when Detective Henry Nelson from Homicide walked in the door and said he’d be taking over the scene. 


     The sergeant turned to Zack. “When did this become a homicide?” 


     “Vivien Bluff died. She never made it to the hospital,” Zack said. 


     From across the room, Lucy heard those dreaded words and shouted “That bastard!” then ran over to Detective Zack. “Are you sure?” 


     “Sorry. Paramedics did all they could,” Zack said. 


     Zack took control and cleared everyone out of the building and directed the police to keep spectators behind the yellow crime-scene tape. 


     The salon closed for the day, and Lucy would be lucky to get back into the apartment by night. So, Lucy and Wanda parked themselves at Café Beignet. Soon as the coffee was delivered to the table, Wanda hit Lucy with her concerns. 


     “What the hell are we going to do?” Wanda said. 


     “What are you talking about?” Lucy frowned. 


     “Vivien is gone, and so are our jobs and apartment.” 


     Cold-hearted Voodoo Lucy couldn’t help but believe the gods were smiling down on her. Only twenty-four hours earlier she’d signed the paperwork to buy the salon. 


     “I bought the salon from Vivien yesterday,” Lucy said. 


     Wanda laughed, then stopped when Lucy wasn’t. “How? You’re as broke as me.” 


     Lucy whispered over her coffee. “All I can tell you is it’s done, and legally. I have paperwork to prove the transaction. For once, we have a legitimate business.” 


     “Bullshit,” Wanda shot back at her. After a moment, she asked, “Does this have anything to do with your father?” 


     “Sure, Mom. He left me a ton of cash, and I bought the salon.” 


     Wanda laughed. “Yeah, right. He couldn’t even rob a bank without getting himself killed.” 


     Lucy didn’t bother to correct her. The less Wanda knew, the better. 


  


   


  

     Chapter Twelve 


     The next day, the beauty salon was business as usual, the best it could be without Vivien. Lucy stepped in, organizing the appointments, ordering the hair care products, and assuring the employees they would get paid at the end of each week. Lucy’s take-charge attitude was welcome, for all the employees were interested in was their jobs and their next paycheck. Like most people, they lived to check to check. 


     After making a list of customers and phone numbers, Lucy handed them out. The beauticians took turns calling customers, assuring them not much had changed. Appointment times and hair stylists were mostly the same, except for Vivien’s customers, who had been divided among the girls. Once the calls were completed, not one customer canceled, and in fact, they all seemed to be happy the business wasn’t closing. 


     A tap on the front window as things were settling down got Lucy smiling. Mario’s morning foot patrol had started, and as promised, he was keeping an eye on the salon. 


     An appointment at police headquarters with Zack Nelson had been set for later in the day. It would be Lucy’s second time being interviewed as the key witness who could identify Felipe Cruz as the man who’d run from Vivien’s room. 


     Standing curbside waiting for her ride, Lucy put on lipstick, looking into a silver compact mirror. Moving around like she was trying to get a view without the sun shining into the mirror, she turned and looked into the compact from several angles. Three stores down in a doorway was Picklehead. In an alley, a man was supposedly reading a newspaper, but he was standing next to several reeking trash cans, so he was watching her too. That was two people she caught keeping an eye on her, and she wondered if there were more. 


     Detective Nelson pulled up in an unmarked car. He opened the rear door. Before getting in, Lucy gave a wave to Mario a few buildings down, and he waved back. She caught Picklehead and the other guy observing her actions. It couldn’t have been planned better; now the thugs knew she had friends on the force. 


     During the drive to the station, Zack started with a few meaningless questions, obviously hoping to break the ice. The ride from the French Quarter didn’t take long, and they soon pulled into a parking garage under the police building. The garage was dark, and it took a second for her eyes to adjust. Police were everywhere, walking in and out of the building, cops putting shotguns in the trunks of their cruisers. It was a side of police activity few saw unless they were being arrested or, like Lucy, being questioned. 


     Apparently seeing Lucy’s eyes widen at all the activity, Zack said, “It’s shift change.” 


     “A little scary. I’ve never seen so many cops in one area,” she said, then quickly corrected herself. “Sorry. I mean police officers.” 


     Zack smiled. “That’s okay. We call ourselves cops, too.” 


     He escorted Lucy inside and left her in an interrogation room. The room was tiny, nothing but a table and two chairs. The entire building was old, and the place showed it hadn’t been cared for, like many city buildings. A coat of paint would have helped. Everything about the place revealed its age, from the cinderblock walls, the light cord dangling from the ceiling, and the furnishings screaming for a cleaning. 


     Zack came in with a bottle of Coke for Lucy. He was followed by another detective, who introduced himself as Johnny Guidry. They sat and talked, and for the most part, they were friendly. Except when she spoke of Felipe Cruz. 


     The mention of Felipe’s name tightened Zack’s face. Most people wouldn’t have noticed, but Lucy picked up on it quick. He hated this guy, and Lucy was happy they were both on the same page. 


     “Lucinda, you understand if you identify this guy, there is no turning back,” Johnny said. “You have to testify in court.” 


     “Please call me Lucy,” she said and nodded. “I understand.” 


     A female uniformed cop knocked on the door, then stepped in and handed Zack a folder. He thanked her and flipped through some pages. “How do you know Felipe Cruz?” 


     “Never actually met him,” Lucy said. “He came into the salon a few times for his weekly protection money. I’ve seen him enough to know his name and to hear the stories of what he’s capable of—if you don’t pay.” 


     Johnny Guidry reconfirmed what Lucy had said to Mario and the sergeant at the scene. Her story hadn’t varied. 


     “Do you remember anything else?” Johnny asked. 


     Given her family history, Lucy wasn’t new to police questioning; Johnny was fishing. The one thing she had down pat was that you said everything with conviction from the start and at no time did you correct yourself. You had to get your story straight and let it roll off your lips as the truth, the first time. 


     This time there was no lying. Lucy was about seventy percent sure it had been Felipe running from Vivien’s room, and if it wasn’t him, she knew he’d ordered the attack. Just like he’d ordered Picklehead to jump her in the alley. That was good enough for her. 


     “No, Detective Guidry,” she said, taking a sip of Coke. “I have nothing else to add.” 


     Zack flipped another page of Felipe’s rap sheet. “Running behind him, all you saw was the back of his head.” He flipped another page. “Are you sure it was Felipe?” 


     Lucy paused and composed herself. “Do I have to repeat again what I told three people? I saw his profile at the door and twice when chasing him.” Lucy flopped back in her chair. “Read the damn report.” 


     Zack looked at Johnny and closed the folder. They’d brought Felipe in as a person of interest in the case. Which allowed them to question him and put him in a lineup. If he was identified by Lucy, they had an eyewitness who could put him at the scene. If not, they had to cut him loose and all their creditability was lost. 


     Zack looked at Lucy. “Are you ready for the lineup?” 


     Lucy stood, and a female officer came in and escorted her out. Placed in a dark room separated by a one-way mirror, Lucy saw people walking in on the other side of the glass wall. Two in orange jumpsuits, the other three in street clothes. The light flicked on—bright. The five people were standing with their backs to Lucy, with their hands behind their ears in an attempt not to show their profiles. 


     She chuckled. A thought popped into her head. I’ve never been on this side of the glass. 


     “Please look at everyone carefully and pick out who you saw leaving Vivien Bluff’s room and chased for a few blocks,” Zack said in his most official detective voice. 


     She studied the lineup for their sake. There was no doubt it was number four. She knew that as soon as the light flicked on. Not a good idea to have suspects place their hands behind their ears. She couldn’t see their profiles, but a tattoo jumped out at her. The first thing she saw was the hummingbird on Felipe’s right hand, just above his thumb. She’d noticed it the first time she’d ever seen him, and today it was a dead giveaway. 


     “Number four.” 


     “Are you sure?” Detective Guidry said. “Have them turn to the right,” he said into the microphone. “Now the left.” 


     “Number four,” Lucy said again. 


     Zack slid the microphone stand across the desk and said, “Face forward, please.” 


     Slowly they each turned, facing the glass wall. 


     “Number four,” Lucy insisted. 


     Glaring at Johnny, Zack clicked the mic back on and said, “Cuff number four.” 


     On the drive back to the salon, Zack explained his frustration to Lucy. “If this goes to trial, it will be the third time Felipe will face a murder charge, but he has yet to serve a day in jail.” 


     “How can that be?” Lucy said, pulling herself up from the back seat. 


     Zack peered at her through the rearview mirror. “His fancy lawyers always find a way to get him off when the witness fails to show up to testify.” 


     “Cold feet?” Lucy asked. 


     “The last witness no-showed the morning of trial.” Zack looked at her again. “And the guy is still missing.” 


     Lucy swallowed hard. “I’ll show up, and I’ll put him behind bars forever.” 


     The car pulled up curbside. Zack opened the back door for Lucy. He’d explained that they planned to use her testimony to sway the judge on bail. He was sure the judge would side with the DA’s request for no bail based on the first-degree murder charges and the possible flight risk. 


     Zack looked Lucy in the eye. “You need to be careful. It could be a few days before I get approval to get you into a protection program.” 


     “No way. I’m not running scared.” 


     “Just until the trial is over,” Zack said, looking more frightened than Lucy felt. 


     “I’ll be right here working every day. You need anything, you know where to find me.” 


     “Be careful, Lucy,” Zack said to the back of her head as she walked away. 


     No surprise, Mario was still hanging around, standing across the street keeping an eye on the salon. He gave Lucy a nod, and she smiled back. 


     Everything at the salon was running smoothly, except waiting for her were three of Vivien’s girls. Good earners, as she remembered. When she’d bought the salon, the night callers hadn’t been part of the sale. With Vivien gone, opportunity was knocking. Only the girls and their clients, some of whom were high-profile people of the community, knew about the after-hours business. 


     Lucy’s first instinct had been to shut down the night callers. But the more she thought about it, the more second-guessing took control. While the business was illegal, the opportunity still screamed at her, and it was a cut above the cons she’d pulled in Tupelo. 


     She smiled at the girls. “Don’t you worry. It’ll be business as usual.” 


  


   


  

     Chapter Thirteen 


     Annabel made the decisions for Vivien’s funeral, and Lucy paid the bill from the salon’s account. Vivien’s wishes were clear from a handwritten note Lucy had found in some personal items in a keepsake box under her bed. Cremation was Vivien’s choice, along with a simple procession by a few friends carrying her remains in a black box. Her ashes were to be spread around the garden area of the grave of Marie Laveau, the Queen of Voodoo buried in Saint Louis Cemetery. 


     The day of the funeral was perfect. Late evening, dark cloudy skies, rainy, just enough to break out umbrellas, and thunder rumbling a short distance away. Vivien’s dream was to have the day be as creepy as possible. Without a doubt, her wish had come true. 


     When a chilly gust of wind unexpectedly shook their umbrellas, Lucy glanced at Annabel. It might have been a coincidence, but Lucy took it as Vivien indicating her approval, and Lucy felt Vivien’s presence among them on the dirt road leading to the crypt. 


     It was a sad day. They all wished their friend off to what they hoped was a better place. More than once, Lucy was moved to tears. Vivien had been a true friend, and she’d given Lucy the knowledge and the means for a better life. Lucy had looked forward to a long partnership with Vivien, and Vivien hadn’t deserved to die a violent, horrible death. 


     If Lucy accomplished nothing else in her life, she’d see Felipe in prison for Vivien’s murder. 


     A few days turned into weeks, and Lucy still had not heard anything more from Zack and more importantly, she’d heard nothing from Picklehead or any of Felipe’s thugs. Mario started each morning off with a tap on the salon window before he took a seat at Café Beignet. Lucy often joined him for a cup of coffee, and they chatted. She appreciated that he made himself visible as a cop and her friend. In her mind, he was more like a bodyguard. People looked at her differently when she walked down the street, respectfully saying good morning, some of the men even tipping their hats when passing. Mario the cop brought respect to a woman who now operated a brothel. 


     Mario walked a beat encompassing a twelve-block square, and he knew all the business owners. On his breakfast, lunch, and restroom breaks, all the merchants welcomed him. Having a cop walk the area gave the owners a feeling of security, but that still didn’t stop Felipe’s protection scam. The merchants knew Mario couldn’t protect them twenty-four hours a day, so they paid up, and business went along without interruption. 


     The only person who wasn’t paying Felipe was Lucy. 


     The morning started off well when Ava Weber came in for her appointment. Overhearing another woman’s problem, she recommended the woman talk to Lucy. Ava was still riding a high from Lucy’s tarot card reading months earlier and had been having dinner every night with her husband since then. A credit she gave wholeheartedly to Lucy. 


     Of course, Ava didn’t know that Lucy had increased the night-caller hours, with Wednesday and Friday opening at three p.m. by appointment, with the gentlemen coming in through the alleyway door, one of them being Daniel Weber. But Ava could still thank Lucy for getting her husband home every night for dinner. It was Lucy who had recruited Ava’s cheating husband Daniel for a standing afternoon rendezvous with one of her best girls. He paid top dollar and tipped well, and Lucy made sure of two things. He was well taken care of, and he was home by six for dinner with his wife. She thought of herself as a marriage counselor of sorts; she took care of the husband and the wife. 


     But the day went south when a young woman came in with purplish blue hair. All but in tears, she told Lucy that to save money she’d dyed her own hair, and it had gone terribly wrong. Lucy assured her that Wanda, a hair color specialist, could make her hair beautiful again. 


     Lucy consoled her and off to the wash chair they went. Wetting her hair with some warm water, Lucy applied shampoo, and the color washed away. 


     Lucy laughed. “You’re in luck, honey. You bought a rinse, not a dye.” 


     The young woman got up, took a towel, and dried her hair. “Yes, I know, but I accomplished what I came in to do. I got you alone.” 


     Lucy was caught off guard. “What?” 


     “Your police friend can’t always protect you. Felipe can get to you anytime he wants.” She smiled, pointed her index finger like a gun at Lucy’s head. Above her thumb was a hummingbird tattoo. 


     Lucy’s eyes widened, not sure if the woman was a thug or more closely connected to Felipe. Maybe a girlfriend, like lovebirds. 


     “You’ll never see me coming,” the woman spat. Tossing the towel at Lucy, she walked out. 


     It wasn’t like Lucy to get stressed, but the woman had shaken her to the bone. She had more money than ever; it might be best for her and Wanda to run. Testifying was a bad idea. Even if she succeeded in putting Felipe behind bars, one day when she’d least expect it, someone would get to her with two bullets to the back of the head. 


     Not long afterward, Detective Nelson and his partner Johnny Guidry parked their cruiser at the curb. Before they walked in the door, Lucy saw the expressions on their faces. They weren’t bringing good news. 


     “Ms. Jones, can we talk in private?” Zack asked. 


     She took them to the kitchen. They sat around the table and helped themselves to the pot of coffee that Lucy placed at the center. 


     “As of an hour ago, the judge set a low bond for Felipe,” Zack said. 


     Lucy frowned. “So, he’s out.” 


     “I’m afraid so, ma’am,” Johnny said. 


     “Doesn’t matter if Felipe’s in jail or out. He’s reached beyond the prison walls already. His girlfriend or bitch just came by and threatened me. They have matching tattoos.” 


     “Hummingbirds?” Zack asked. 


     “That’s right.” 


     Zack exchanged a look with Johnny, then turned to Lucy. “It’s a gang thing. Means she got her wings.” 


     “Her wings?” 


     Johnny sipped his coffee and rolled his eyes at Zack. “Tell her—she has a right to know.” 


     Zack hesitated. “Means she killed someone. Did the wings have color?” 


     “Yes, blue and red. Is that a good thing?” 


     “No. It means she’s killed multiple times,” Zack said. 


     Lucy’s blood boiled and her face burned. Something had to be done. Running wasn’t the answer. “What do you need from me?” 


     Zack laid out a plan. The District Attorney of Orleans Parish had filed a pretrial motion. With Lucy’s testimony, there was a good chance another judge would rule in the prosecutor’s favor and reject Felipe’s bond. 


     “What time is court tomorrow?” Lucy asked. 


     “Ten in the morning,” Zack said. “I’ll send a female cop to spend the night.” 


     Lucy thought about the night callers. “No, I don’t want some woman cop babysitting me.” Then she added, “Whether he’s in jail or out, I’m still at risk.” 


     Zack nodded. “I understand, but it’s still best if he’s locked up.” 


     “If I’m not dead—pick me up at nine.” She gave a slight smile. “Let’s put this asshole away forever.” 


     Zack told Lucy he’d call in a few favors and accomplish what the DA’s office couldn’t or didn’t want to do. He’d get some true blue cops to make extra patrols down Royal Street and get one unit to sit in front of the salon that night. 


     She might lose a night caller or two as a result, but the police presence would be worth it. When the detectives left, Lucy returned to the salon. She was quickly engaged by Ava Weber and introduced to Margo, the woman who’d shared her problem with Ava. Ava insisted that Lucy talk to Margo, so Lucy took the woman by the hand and walked her to the tarot card table. 


     Margo spoke for ten minutes, but never mentioned her problem. Frustrated, Lucy shut her down. “Please get to the point,” she said, flipping tarot cards and moving them around the table at random. 


     “My daughter is dating a guy, and I want him gone,” Margo whispered. 


     “Let’s make this clear. I can’t get the guy out of your daughter’s life, like in gone forever,” Lucy said, giving her a wink, an added touch she’d learned from Vivien. “You understand.” 


     “I understand.” Margo winked. “How much?” 


     Lucy sized her up much like a man would. A linen suit, silk blouse, and draped in fine jewelry. She admired Margo’s bracelet. “Did you get that at Boudreaux’s?” 


     Margo smiled with pride. “No, my husband bought this for me on his last trip to New York. It’s from Tiffany.” 


     Keep talking, lady, the price just went up. She had to smirk; her mentor Vivien had taught her well. Keep the client talking; they’ll tell you all you need to know. 


     “My fee is five thousand.” Margo didn’t flinch. 


     They went over specifics. Margo’s daughter was eighteen, seeing a twenty-seven-year-old man. The guy’s age was a problem, and so was the fact that he didn’t have an actual job. After hiring a private investigator, Margo had learned that the man pushed drugs on the street but used more than he sold. Margo knew where he lived and the corner where he hawked his product. 


     “I need this Ethan guy out of my daughter’s life.” 


     From a box, Lucy pulled out a doll. After pushing a three-inch pin very dramatically into the head, she wrote “Ethan” in red across the forehead. Margo, engrossed and watching intently, didn’t blink. Then Lucy gave Margo instructions she had to follow, or the spell wouldn’t work. That was the beauty of the scam. You involved the person, so when the curse didn’t work, the responsibility fell back to the customer. Usually they returned and paid more money for another try. 


     Margo held the doll as if it was fragile. Her job was to push the pin in a little each night for three nights and hide it in a dark place. 


     “The doll can only do its part when you complete yours,” Lucy said. 


     Margo paid a thousand-dollar cash deposit and promised to return with the balance once the doll did its magic. Lucy wasn’t too concerned about hitting the deadline, though she’d try. She got a grand up front and had the opportunity to get more when the hex didn’t work, or when by chance, the guy dropped dead of a heart attack, got hit by a car, or Lucy managed to arrange something else to make him gone forever—the end result didn’t matter. Each scenario got her paid. 


     With court in the morning and only three days to satisfy Margo, she had a lot on her plate. Lucy made three trips to the front window. It was near closing time and still, no police car was stationed out front as promised. 


     Lucy walked the last customer out and stood on the curb. Even with Picklehead camouflaging himself between a lamppost and a car, she spotted him easily. 


     A black and white pulled up. “I’ll be parked here all night, ma’am,” the officer said. 


     “Thank you.” Lucy hoped she didn’t need him. She looked back at Picklehead, but the police car must have spooked him. He was gone. 


     After dinner, a slight knock on the alleyway door got Lucy scrambling for her gun. Opening it carefully, she saw her first night caller. He’d been reluctant to enter through the front door after seeing a cop posted curbside. 


     Lucy calmed him down and served him his choice of drink: a cold flute of champagne. She joined him, saying it had been that kind of day, and had two to his one glass. Intrigued by Walter Ross, a young medical student at Tulane University, she pumped him with questions. Coming from a wealthy family, he wasn’t shy about spreading his money around. An excellent tipper to the girls, he always slipped Lucy a little something extra in her envelope. 


     His father, a surgeon, had made a name for himself years earlier doing organ transplants, and Walter planned to follow in his father’s footsteps. 


     Lucy walked him to the bedroom and asked the lady he had requested to step outside. Young Walter had a kinky side. He’d asked Lucy to inject him with a small dose of what he called his “feel-good drug.” He claimed it improved his sexual experience. The downside was a full dosage would kill someone in seconds. The syringe was filled with just the amount he required for his sexual pleasure. She pushed the juice in, and Walter became immobile instantly. He could speak and said he was fully aware of his surroundings but would be stationary for ten or fifteen minutes. She had no clue what he was into, but immobile didn’t seem to go hand in hand with sexual pleasure. 


     Lucy took the syringe and a bottle that rolled out of Walter’s pocket. She just might have a need for some wonder juice one day. 


     The door opened, and his lady of the night asked, “Is he ready?” 


     “Honey, you have your work cut out for you,” Lucy said, stepping out and closing the door behind her. 


     A few no-shows, probably discouraged by the cop sitting out front, allowed Lucy a chance to close down early. 


     Exiting the alleyway door, she took to the street to find Ethan, the dealer dating Margo’s daughter. 


     Felipe might believe Lucy would never testify. If so, he was dead wrong. Lucy was rock solid determined to take all the local drug dealers down, starting with Felipe. 


     But first up, she had Ethan, a drug pusher with a bounty on his head, and she planned to collect. 


  


   


  

     Chapter Fourteen 


     Lucy walked the streets that night looking for Ethan. His preferred corner was on Decatur Street across from the Morning Call Coffee stand. An area Felipe and his gang avoided because of the number of tourists and police. Apparently, Ethan didn’t care how touristy his distribution point was—or maybe there were some perks to being across the street from a famous coffee stand. 


     A man crossing the street hunched over drinking a cup of coffee caught Lucy’s eye. When he stopped and leaned against the iron gates of Jackson Square, she figured he might be her man. Strolling in front of him, she said, “Ethan?” He turned his head, and that was all the proof she needed. “Got any nose candy?” 


     He hesitated. “Who’s asking?” 


     “You selling or talking? I can go to Royal Street and get all the snow I need.” 


     “Corner payphone. Pick up the receiver like you’re talking. In the change drop, take the gram bag,” Ethan said. “Replace it with fifty bucks.” 


     “Fifty? What is it cut with, gold?” Lucy shot back like she was a pro. 


     “Ninety-five percent pure,” he said. 


     “Bullshit! No such thing,” Lucy said as she reached the payphone. She took the coke and left the change slot empty. From her purse, she pulled a doll. 


     “You didn’t leave the money,” he said. “Pay, or I’ll fuck you up right here on the street.” 


     Lucy gave a smile. “I don’t think so.” She tossed him the voodoo doll. 


     Ethan gawked at his name written on the doll’s head. “Am I supposed to be scared?” 


     “I would be,” Lucy said. “Get out of town and don’t return, or you’ll be dead before the sun rises.” She walked to the corner and disappeared into the dark. If the threat didn’t work, she had a backup plan that should shake Ethan in his boots. 


     She met Darlene, her pill-popping friend from the clinic, at the Napoleon House, one of many famous French Quarter bars and restaurants. Darlene was very good at taking Lucy’s directions, and she’d been following Picklehead ever since the cop car had showed outside the salon earlier in the evening. Darlene also knew him as one of her bulk clients. He’d buy all the pills she could produce. 


     Lucy slipped Darlene the gram of coke she’d ripped off from Ethan and asked, “Are you sure you can do this?” 


     “Yeah. I’m not a big fan of Picklehead either.” 


     With three empty shot glasses in front of him at the bar, Picklehead was an easy mark. Opening the top two buttons of her blouse, exposing a deep bouncy cleavage, Darlene was ready to perform. Brushing against him, she got his attention quick. After he got an eyeful of her open top and reeled his tongue back into his mouth, she took a seat next to him. 


     About to call him Picklehead, she caught herself. “Pete, you’re getting sloppy.” 


     “What are you talking about?” He pulled Darlene closer, making the third button of her shirt pop open, just as she’d planned. 


     “Some punk sold me a gram of coke on Decatur Street,” she said, plopping the bag in front of him. “Talked smack about you and Felipe and undercut your price. This cost me twenty bucks.” 


     That was all she needed to say. After three shots of Wild Turkey on top of his daily drug intake, Picklehead was ready to defend his territory. “I’ll teach this punk some respect.” He motioned for Darlene to follow him out of the bar. 


     At the corner, Darlene pointed out the guy Lucy had described. Darlene watched from a distance as Picklehead, the larger of the two, approached Ethan. Though Picklehead caught the guy by surprise, Ethan immediately pulled a handgun. Darlene watched the horror unfold. This wasn’t the plan. 


     Ethan marched Picklehead into Jackson Square with the gun pointed at his back. Behind the iron fence and tall shrubs, they disappeared into the darkness. Darlene moved around on the outside of the fence, jockeying for a view, but couldn’t see anything. Then she heard the dreadful sound of a single gunshot. 


     It was late at night, and street bands were still playing. Two horns and a drum belted out tune after tune close by. People had gathered, throwing money in a box for them to continue. Darlene was sure she’d heard a gunshot, but no one else seemed to pay the sound any mind. 


     Through the gates walked Picklehead, dusting himself off and looking both ways before stepping onto the walkway. Darlene ran up to him like she really gave a crap about his well-being. “Are you okay?” 


     “I’m fine,” he said, pulling her closer. 


     “Let’s get out of here,” Darlene said. “I know a place we can party all night.” This wasn’t what Lucy had laid out in her plan, but Darlene didn’t have a choice. 


     Picklehead skimmed his hands over Darlene’s body. Repulsed, she stayed in character and let him get his jollies. Then she gave him a hit of coke, guiding him to an alleyway. He was too high on coke and whiskey to even know where he was going. They made it up the alley. Darlene knocked on a door. Picklehead buried his face in her cleavage as she tried to hold him upright. 


     The door opened, and Lucy, expecting to see Ethan, hit Picklehead with a syringe to his neck. He dropped on a cart, and they rolled him into the furniture shop below the salon. 


     Darlene buttoned up and tried to brush the Picklehead funk off her body but soon gave up. It would take a hot shower and a burning of her clothes to accomplish such a task. 


     “What the hell happened to Ethan?” Lucy said, keeping one eye on her target. 


     “His dating days are over. Picklehead got the best of him,” Darlene said. “I’m sure he’s dead, and by way of his own gun.” 


     Lucy had planned to scare Ethan after Picklehead had roughed him up. A quick stick in his neck, and Ethan would have lain immobile and listened to her reasoning about why it was in his best interests to disappear and never see Margo’s daughter again, not even to say goodbye. 


     But Picklehead had just solved two problems for her. 


     Darlene’s part was done. She sneaked out to the alley and into the night. 


     Picklehead lay motionless, and Lucy hoped Walter was right, that he could hear everything she was about to say. This opportunity had fallen into her lap, and she had to take him down. He was a lousy person. 


     In the furniture shop, Mr. Vic kept several old bridles nailed to the wall, a memento of when the small room in the building was a stable for horses that pulled carriages and for donkeys that pulled work wagons. She hooked a donkey bridle to Picklehead’s face and attached the metal buckles to the arms of the pushcart. It was a perfect fit for his elongated head and had a fitting name—donkey harness. 


     She wheeled him outside, smiling at Picklehead as he came down from his big rush. 


     He had only minutes left, but he didn’t know it. A garbage truck rumbled down the street. It was close, close enough to be useful. 


     “You got anything to say?” she asked. When he didn’t answer, she pressed down on his neck with her foot. “Well?” 


     “Yeah, I’ve got something to say—you’re a dead bitch.” 


     Picklehead had been watching and waiting for his chance to get to her. No doubt Felipe had planned to have her killed, preferably before she testified later that morning. 


     “Didn’t that little hit of coke take the edge off?” 


     His eyes blazing, Picklehead asked, “What do you want?” 


     “You can’t take advantage of women without consequence.” 


     Without hesitation, Lucy stuck the needle into his arm, administering a full dose of Walter’s wonder juice. 


     You should have killed me when you had the chance. 


     Picklehead let out a scream and then another, the sound masked by the garbage truck’s hydraulics as it crushed a new load of trash. 


     Removing the harness and flipping his body off the cart, she propped him against the building, with his thumb placed on the syringe and the needle pushed into his arm. 


     The furniture cart cleaned of fingerprints and rolled back into place as if it had never moved, Voodoo Lucy walked through the building and out the front door to Royal Street. Night had turned into morning, and she waved to the cop who’d been sitting in his car all night to protect her. 


     “Good morning,” Lucy said. “Can I get you a cup of coffee?” He thanked her but said his patrol was ending, and he was heading home. 


     Café Beignet was stirring with early customers. Lucy sat among them, sipping her coffee. Now it was a waiting game—to see how long it would take for someone to discover another junkie overdosed in the alley. 


     She had an hour to relax before cleaning up to testify at Felipe’s hearing. She reflected on the evening’s events. Two people had died at her hands. Ethan should have taken her advice and left the area. As for Picklehead, he’d gotten what he deserved. She had no regrets. 


  


   


  

     Chapter Fifteen 


     The shower had just turned off when Lucy heard Wanda beating on the bathroom door. “Lucinda,” Wanda said, peeking in the door. 


     It had to be vital for Wanda to call her by her real name. From the sound of Wanda’s voice and the sirens coming down Royal Street, Lucy knew the cause. 


     “There are police swarming Pirate Alley,” Wanda said. “The word is that Picklehead is dead.” 


     “Couldn’t be better news,” Lucy said, taking a towel to the steam on the mirror. She stared at herself. A smile and a feeling of satisfaction came over her. You got what you deserved. And Felipe will too. 


     Lucy dressed in a dark blue skirt with an emerald green scarf accenting her white silk blouse and red hair. She touched up her lipstick and hair, then said into the mirror, “I’m coming for you, Felipe.” 


     She’d spent the last several months studying the wealthy women who frequented the salon. How they dressed, what they purchased on Canal Street, their handbags, their makeup. With her father’s bank robbery money, Lucy had bought the same items. Now she looked like a socialite from the Garden District. Her testimony would be believable; she’d look like what they called an uptown girl, and most of all, she’d impress the judge. Even though deep down, she was still Voodoo Lucy. 


     She’d been smart enough to push Picklehead’s body close to Pirate Alley and even luckier no one had been around. The police were combing the backside of the building, leaving Royal Street wide open. 


     She walked out front, thinking she’d get one more cup of caffeine under her belt. 


     “Wow, you clean up nice,” Mario said as he reached the salon. 


     “Are you flirting, Officer?” 


     Mario blushed. “Is it wrong to admire a beautiful woman?” 


     “Not at all.” 


     “I’m about to get a cup of coffee. I can bring you one if you’d like?” 


     She gave him a smile. “Thank you. I’m happy to know there are still gentlemen in this world.” 


     Mario headed to the coffee shop. She waited curbside and watched him go. If she were the marrying kind, he’d be just the kind of man she’d want. Thoughtful, respectful, and caring. 


     Seconds later, a dark sedan pulled up to the corner with a red flashing light on the dashboard. The car stopped abruptly, and the driver said Zack had sent him to pick her up. She got in the back seat. 


     “What’s your name?” Lucy asked. 


     He turned to the back seat and smiled. “Just call me Officer Bob.” 


     When she saw his fake smile, Lucy knew she’d made a mistake. The smile on the man in the passenger seat looked even creepier than the driver’s. She reached for the door handle. There was none. It was a genuine cop car driven by a fake cop. 


     “Just settle down, honey,” Bob said. “This will be over soon enough.” Then he put the car in drive. That’s when a gun was jammed through the open window and into the side of his head. 


     “Let her out!” Mario said, his finger on the trigger. 


     “Hold on, cowboy. I’m a cop,” Bob said. 


     “Let’s see a badge,” Mario said. “And keep in mind I’ve got an itchy trigger finger.” 


     “Okay!” Bob said, then a click sounded and the rear door popped open. 


     Lucy got out quickly. Mario reached for her hand. That slight movement took the pressure off the gun barrel against the driver’s head. 


     The car peeled out, turning right at Canal Street and disappearing. Mario shouted over his radio and described the vehicle as a dark late model Ford, last four of the license plate 9324. 


     Dispatch responded, “Copy. All available units.” 


     Two cops on motorcycles answered the call by rushing up Royal Street in pursuit. Right behind them, Zack and Johnny pulled up for Lucy’s ride to the DA’s office. 


     Still shaking, Lucy got into the back of Zack’s car and gave her version of what had just happened. Zack followed up with dispatch, but it was unlikely the two guys and the car would ever be found. 


     On the way to Orleans Parish Criminal Court, Lucy put the ordeal behind her and focused on her testimony. Not knowing what questions Felipe’s hotshot attorney would throw at her, she had little to go on. All she knew was that it wasn’t going to be easy. Zack prepped her a bit. She already knew the drill: short yes or no answers, and don’t complicate the responses by elaborating. 


     The courthouse was an intimidating building, and the click of Lucy’s stilettos reverberated every time her heels hit the marble floor. 


     Outside the courtroom, Zack stopped her. “You’re absolutely sure you want to do this?” 


     She took a deep breath. “I am. I want Felipe Cruz off the street.” 


     Shortly after they entered the courtroom, the bailiff entered, announcing the judge’s name, and everyone stood. The court was called to order. Across the room, Felipe Cruz sat dressed in a suit and tie next to his high-profile attorney, Albert Esterman. Felipe had done his best to look respectable. Lucy gave him a stare, then looked away. It would take more than a three-hundred-dollar suit to clean up that pig. 


     Once the hearing started, Kevin Cooper, the DA, walked the floor, painting a detailed picture of Felipe Cruz killing Vivien Bluff. He presented facts, then asked the judge for a brief break. During the break, Cooper coached Lucy on the questions he planned to ask. 


     “Get to the point. Give me short, believable answers,” Cooper said. 


     Lucy wanted to tell him that was course 101 back in Tupelo at what her family called the “gypsy farm.” Instead she said simply, “I understand.” 


     The break was over, and the bailiff called out, “Please rise.” The judge returned to his bench and said, “Mr. Cooper, please call your witness.” 


     Lucy swore to tell the truth and took her seat in the witness chair. She gave every answer correctly and to the point. Starting with the first time she’d ever seen Felipe, up to seeing him run from Vivien’s bedroom, her giving chase, his jumping the fence, and his red shirt. 


     The defendant’s attorney, Albert Esterman, took the floor. “Your Honor, I believe Mr. Cooper has wasted this court’s time with a bunch of frivolous details.” He walked the floor, shouting like a jury was present, putting on a big show for the judge. “This wild story that Ms. Jones first met Mr. Cruz while he was extorting money from French Quarter merchants is utterly absurd and has nothing to do with the criminal charges. Does it, Ms. Jones?” 


     “Objection, Your Honor. He’s badgering the witness,” Cooper shouted. “It has everything to do with the case. That’s why he killed Ms. Bluff.” 


     “Overruled,” the judge said. “Mr. Cooper, I will not allow outbursts in my court. Mr. Esterman, continue.” 


     “Your Honor, this woman said she stopped at Ms. Bluff’s side before running after the man.” Albert stopped talking and stood in the middle of the floor. Stood still for the longest time not saying a word. “Did I stop for five seconds or twenty seconds?” Then he smiled and walked to the bench. “We don’t know how long Ms. Lucinda Jones stood by Vivien Bluff’s side.” He looked Cooper’s way. “Now do we, Counselor?” 


     Cooper flipped through some papers, then closed the folder. “Your Honor, may I approach the bench?” 


     “Yes,” the judge said. The two attorneys approached. 


     “Your Honor, we have an eyewitness who saw Felipe Cruz run from the crime in a red shirt,” Cooper said. “Let the jury decide if he’s guilty at trial.” 


     “Your point?” the judge asked. 


     “Cruz is a flight risk and shouldn’t be out on bond.” 


     Esterman scoffed. “She saw a man in a red shirt run down an alley. How far away was she from the man?” 


     “Enough,” the judge said. “Take your seats.” He looked at his calendar. “Trial starts in three weeks. Mr. Cruz will not leave town and will turn over his passport. He will remain out on bond.” The judge’s gavel slammed down. “Court dismissed.” 


     The argument the DA had prepared went down the drain without any consideration. Afterward, Cooper met with Lucy and Zack. She was at risk and needed protection until the court date. 


     “If you put the word out that I’m not testifying, what happens?” Lucy asked. 


     “Esterman will be at the judge’s door wanting the charges dropped,” Cooper said. “You’re our only shot at getting Felipe convicted.” 


     Lucy smiled. “Let him roam the streets as a free man.” 


     “He’ll kill you,” Zack said. “Just in case you change your mind.” 


     “I’ll take my chances.” Lucy took a deep breath, composing herself. “Put the word out—I’m not testifying.” 


  


   


  

     Chapter Sixteen 


     The next morning, Lucy sat at Café Beignet curbside. She’d had a restless night trying to come up with a plan, one to handle Felipe. It was only a matter of time before he came calling on her. She sat throwing pieces of a beignet into the street and watched birds pick at the dough. 


     Mario had stopped by earlier to give Lucy his good news and to check on her. He’d been promoted to Gang and Drug Enforcement, a division created by the new Chief of Police. He assured Lucy she could call on him any time and gave her a phone number for dispatch. They would contact him any hour of the day or night. He would still be in the area, but now he’d be working as a plainclothes cop. Before departing, Mario showed her two articles in the morning newspaper. Picklehead’s death had been declared an overdose, and a man identified as Ethan Clark had been found dead in Jackson Square of an apparent drug deal gone bad. She didn’t comment and couldn’t help but wonder why Mario had made it a point to show her the articles. 


     Lucy opened the shop that morning to a jubilant Margo. She waited for Lucy in the kitchen while Lucy cleaned up the salon before the first appointment. 


     Taking a seat, Lucy poured Margo a cup of coffee. Margo didn’t waste time and opened her Gucci purse and plopped an envelope on the table. 


     “Thank you. Ethan is out of my daughter’s life.” Then she pushed the envelope to Lucy. “Five thousand, plus a little twenty-five-hundred-dollar bonus.” 


     “Thank you very much,” Lucy said, opening the envelope and thumbing through the hundred-dollar bills. 


     Wanda stepped into the kitchen. “Lucy, there’s a lady here for you, a Bernadette Pearson.” 


     Lucy, not expecting anyone, gave Wanda a hand flip. “See what she wants.” 


     Margo announced, “That’s my friend, Bernie. I got you some business.” 


     Lucy put on a smile. “We’re talking maybe a haircut?” 


     “No, honey.” Margo touched the envelope on the table. “Your other business.” 


     Wanda escorted Bernie back to the kitchen. Before leaving, Wanda gave Lucy a wild-eyed look. Lucy understood it as what the hell is going on? 


     The woman introduced herself and offered Lucy her hand. “My name is Bernadette Pearson. Please call me Bernie.” 


     Margo gave Bernie a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll leave you two alone to talk.” Then she gave Lucy a kiss. “Job well done.” 


     Lucy’s head was spinning. What had she gotten herself into? Bernie was from the same mold as Margo, just younger, maybe in her late forties. Much like most of the salon’s customers, Bernie was an uptown girl. Though Bernie looked like she could be a fast girl from the other side of the tracks, the kind the boys liked, and the kind who could rope a rich boy into marriage. 


     “How does this work?” Bernie said. “Do I just tell you who I want dead?” 


     That’s when Lucy knew things had gotten out of control. “Excuse me?” 


     Bernie sat back in the chair. “I’m sorry. I don’t know the rules.” 


     “There are no rules,” Lucy blurted out. “I mean yes, there’s one—keep your voice down,” she whispered, looking into the salon, hoping no one had overheard. 


     Lucy reached for the tarot cards. Shuffling them, she said the obvious. “I see you’re outraged.” The woman flinched. “A man?” Another flinch. Here we go. Another cheating husband. 


     Bernie’s eyes welled up as she went into detail. Her husband, Frank Pearson, came from what most people called the wrong side of the tracks. So Lucy had read things wrong; it was Frank who’d married up, not Bernie. When he’d first met Bernadette, he’d been twenty-six years old, never married, living in a lovely apartment off Saint Charles Avenue, and had a great job with one of the top investment brokers in the city. Or so he’d claimed, but most of what he’d said had been a lie. 


     Frank’s scam had started unraveling the night he’d had dinner with Bernadette’s family at their uptown home. That was the first time Frank and her father had had a lengthy conversation. It didn’t go well when her father had talked about investments. Frank had squirmed in his seat, trying to change the topic, until he’d come up with an excuse to leave. 


     The next morning with one phone call, her father had learned everything he’d wanted to know about Frank Pearson. Frank had been working for an investment company—as a part-time employee in the mailroom. His fancy apartment had actually been a sofa a friend let him crash on. Her outraged father had told Bernadette, “A man with no real job or direction at twenty-six years old will never amount to anything.” 


     After a family fight that had lasted for days, Bernie had rented an apartment and Frank had moved in with her. For three years Frank had lived off Bernie, who worked for a lumber company. One of the many companies her father owned. 


     Lucy got up and poured more coffee. Bernie’s story was interesting, but she had to cut her short. “Bernie, what do you need? 


     “For the pain to stop.” 


     “What pain?” Lucy asked. That’s when Bernie pulled her blouse up the best she could. Her stomach and rib cage were a terrible color. She’d clearly been beaten. 


     Lucy flashed back to her mother fighting off her drunk father. “Frank did this?” 


     “Yes.” 


     Lucy’s heart beat rapidly and she clutched her own ribs, remembering the pain she’d suffered at the hands of Picklehead. “How long has this been going on?” 


     “Too long.” Then Bernie broke down sobbing. 


     “It started a few years after we got married,” she said, patting at the tears running down her cheeks. “I got pregnant. He never wanted kids. He beat me for letting it happen. A few nights later, I was closing the business, and two men attacked me. Oddly, they only hit me in the ribs and stomach and took nothing. They were professionals, didn’t want any bruising that could be seen.” 


     She let out a huge sob and covered her face with her hands. “I lost my baby. I know Frank hired those thugs.” 


     “Why not go to the police?” Lucy asked, just about in tears herself. 


     “I’ve done that twice. It only got me more beatings.” 


     “I know a cop who can help. A good one.” 


     “No, please. I’m not here for that kind of help.” Then Bernie pulled a large envelope out of her purse. “Ten thousand dollars. Take it. Do whatever it is you do.” 


     Lucy put her arm around Bernie. “What about divorce?” 


     “Just mentioning it put me in the hospital,” Bernie said. “If I file for divorce, Frank said he’d kill me.” 


     Lucy was torn but had to tell her the truth. “Honey, I can’t help you.” 


     “Yes, you can. Margo told me how you helped her. Get a doll, stick a pin in its head,” she cried out. “I want to wake up tomorrow morning to a knock at my door. The police telling me Frank is dead.” 


     Had she gone too far with her make-believe voodoo scam? To this point, she had gotten lucky, and things had worked out to her benefit, not so much for other people. Looking down at the envelope, she supposed ten thousand might make it worth another shot. 


     Then Bernie rambled on about another Frank story. He’d taken thousands of dollars of her inheritance and invested it in a nightclub. It was only recently that she realized how naïve she’d been, allowing his name on her bank accounts. He participated in a place called The Landmark at the end of Canal Boulevard. It had become his hangout. A bar, restaurant, and dance club. Even had pinball machines in the back. One of the few places you could go to drink, eat, and be entertained. The club closed at four in the morning, and running it gave Frank an excuse to be out all night and sleep during the day. 


     A few nights ago Bernie had caught Frank in a private area of the club with a woman. She’d suspected he was cheating on her for some time after smelling perfume on Frank’s jacket and seeing lipstick on his shirt. She’d confronted them and embarrassed him in front of his partners and girlfriend. Rushing Bernie out of The Landmark and into his car, Frank drove her home, beating on her all the way. The real pounding came once they were inside the house. 


     Lucy pushed the money back to Bernie. “I’m not for hire.” 


     “Make something happen—you have special powers, I know it,” Bernie said. She pushed the envelope back to Lucy. “I want a doll.” 


     Lucy left the room. She stalled for as long as she could, mostly thinking how or if she could help. Returning with a voodoo doll, she wrote “Frank” across the head and put a pin in the chest. 


     Bernie took the doll, “Any instructions?” 


     Lucy didn’t know what to say. “Keep it close until Frank is out of your life.” 


     Bernie fixed her blouse, touched up her makeup, and walked into the salon. “You ladies have a good day,” she said, then strolled out with a smile. 


     Lucy pondered in the kitchen. What had started as a joke had turned into a powerful myth. Do people think I have psychic powers? 


     Lucy needed a break and took a stroll through the French Quarter. A beautiful day to suck up the warm rays of the sun and clear her head after Bernie’s story, if that was at all possible. She bounced ideas around of how she might make Bernie’s dream come true without implicating herself. 


     Angry and even more pissed that another abusive man had made his way into her life, Lucy wondered why she attracted such horrible people. Wracking her brain on how to get Frank out of Bernie’s life, she was at a loss. The obvious wasn’t going to happen unless Frank got hit by a car or lightning. 


     Stopping for gelato in Jackson Square, she heard her name being called. It was Vera standing under a tree at her easel, painting. They talked, and it got Lucy’s mind off Frank for a while, something she desperately needed. Vera suggested they get together maybe over dinner or drinks. Lucy was pretty sure Vera had a thing for her. Lucy liked her, but not that way. Though Vera’s enthusiasm might prove useful. 


     “Let’s do drinks,” Lucy said. 


     “Really!” Vera was excited, and it showed. 


     Lucy smiled. “I know the perfect place, The Landmark.” 


     Later that night, Vera and Lucy walked into The Landmark. The place was packed, and the music was cranked up so you could hear it from the parking lot. They looked at the drink menu, and Vera’s face turned pale at the prices. Lucy noticed and said, “The wine is my treat.” 


     Vera laughed. “Well, thank you very much.” She grabbed Lucy’s hand. 


     Scanning the place, Lucy tried to pick Frank out based on a small picture Bernie had shown her. No such luck. The dim mood lighting didn’t help. 


     The server carried over an iced-down bottle in a silver bucket. Placing it on the table, she poured them each a glass of wine. 


     Lucy tugged on the server’s sleeve. “Do you know if Frank Pearson is here?” she shouted over the music. 


     The server nodded and pointed him out in a booth across the room. Frank wore a bright blue sports coat and sat with another man and three women. From the number of glasses and bottles on the table, they had been at it for a while. Lucy had never revealed why she’d picked The Landmark to have drinks, but after she’d stared Frank’s way so long, Vera asked, “Stalking an old boyfriend?” 


     “No, nothing like that,” Lucy said. “I’ll be right back. I need to check on something.” She slipped out of the booth and headed toward Frank, keeping her eyes on the blue coat as she walked across the dance floor. She stood next to the bar, which was directly in front of Frank. It was relatively dark in the corner, but she saw Frank and his pals doing coke, right out in the open. Not believing her eyes, she ordered a drink from the bartender to stall longer until she was sure. Leaving the bar before the drink arrived, she sat down with Vera again. 


     “You sure you wanted to have a drink with me?” Vera asked. “Maybe you just didn’t want to come here alone.” 


     Lucy had to level with Vera; she was a friend, and she didn’t want to mislead her. She explained that she was checking on a friend’s marriage that was going south. Vera sighed and her shoulders slumped, but she gave Lucy a weak smile. 


     When two seats opened at the bar, they took their glasses of wine and moved in closer to Frank. That’s when Lucy noticed a woman repeatedly stopping by Frank. He slipped something into her hand each time. When the woman came by a third time, Lucy followed her around the dance floor into the lady’s room. When Lucy got to the powder room, the woman was coming out of a stall, placing cash in her purse. 


     Without thinking, Lucy stopped the woman and asked, “Where does a girl get something stronger than wine around here?” 


     The delivery girl gave her a look. “Excuse me?” 


     “Come on, honey. You know what I mean.” Then Lucy rubbed the side of her nose with her finger. 


     Frank’s delivery mule gave Lucy a once-over. “Get in the stall. Have fifty dollars ready when I return.” 


     Following the woman’s directions, Lucy counted out fifty bucks from her purse and waited. The woman soon came back, and Lucy confirmed that fifty dollars bought a gram of coke. Did Bernie know Frank the wife beater was also a drug pusher? 


     Lucy returned to the table where Vera was waiting. They finished off the bottle of wine and left. Before they reached Vera’s car, Frank walked out with another man and went to the trunk of a white Cadillac. He looked around, then flipped up the spare tire, and pulled out a small paper bag. In front of The Landmark, Frank exchanged his package for an envelope that the man handed him. The two men both went their separate ways. 


     The night ended with Vera dropping Lucy at the salon. Lucy leaned over and gave Vera a kiss on the cheek. “You’re a great friend,” Lucy said. “Let’s keep it that way.” 


     With Vera handled, Lucy just had to figure out how to handle Frank Pearson. 


     A plan started to form. It would be risky, but then again, with Felipe gunning for her, what did she have to lose? 


  


   


  

     Chapter Seventeen 


     The early salon appointments arrived, and the beauticians got busy washing and clipping hair. Like usual, the morning started off with some chit-chatting about the latest soap opera episode, usually General Hospital, interspersed with some local chatter. Gossip about people around town was always a favorite. 


     Trying to recuperate from another late night out scouting Frank at The Landmark, Lucy dialed a phone number from the kitchen. Mario had said that police dispatch was the quickest way to contact him, so that was the number she tried. The operator patched him through. “What does a girl have to do to get a cup of coffee?” she asked. 


     “Wow, it’s been a few weeks,” Mario said. “For you, I’ll make time.” 


     Lucy smiled, then her heart skipped a beat, but it wasn’t for Mario. She hadn’t seen Felipe since he’d walked on murder charges, and now he was standing in the kitchen doorway. 


     “Mario, I need to talk to you as soon as possible.” 


     “I’ll meet you at the coffee shop. I’m on my way,” he said and hung up. 


     With her heart racing, she addressed Felipe. “What do you want?” 


     “To talk.” 


     Lucy did her best not to show fear. She stood in front of the chopping block in the middle of the kitchen. Felipe took a seat at the table. 


     “So, talk,” Lucy said. 


     When he glanced down, Lucy slid open a drawer that housed several kitchen knives. She kept her eyes on him and carefully wrapped her hand around the handle of a blade. 


     “I’m still puzzled. Why didn’t you testify?” 


     Her blood boiling, she wanted to stick the knife in him and carve out his heart as payback for Vivien. “It wasn’t in my best interests.” 


     Felipe smiled. “Any possibility of a change of heart?” 


     Lucy didn’t answer. “I’d like you to leave.” 


     He stood and gave her a wink. Her stomach flipped, and her hand tightened around the knife handle. 


     “Felipe junior will start coming by for the weekly payment,” he said. “I let you slide for the last few weeks. You know—kind of a thank you.” 


     “No need to thank me,” Lucy said, ready to pounce on him. “I will never pay you a cent. Not you, your son, or any thug you want to send my way.” 


     Prepared for anything he might attempt, Lucy stared him down. Something she’d learned early on that Felipe hated. He turned and started toward the door. 


     Lucy called out again. “Felipe, let’s be clear. You come at me, you better kill me.” 


     He stared at her without a word. Then he turned and walked away. 


     Her heart fluttered as he slammed the door; standing up to a thug came with a price. 


     A few deep breaths and another coat of Cherry Blossom lipstick later, she went to meet Mario. 


     Mario’s unshaven face and casual clothes became him as an undercover cop. A far cry from his starched dress blues and perfect hair, he blended in with the everyday tourists and working stiffs of the French Quarter. Over coffee, Mario spilled his guts about his new job on the force. Then Lucy dove into Felipe’s visit. She assured him Felipe was under control. 


     Mario, his frustration apparent, didn’t hold back. “Never trust a snake.” 


     She avoided any further talk about Felipe and went right into a plan she’d devised that could make Mario a hero in the eyes of his superiors. Mario thought about her idea, came up with a few suggestions of his own, then said he had to make a call. He stepped outside and returned a few minutes later. 


     “Stella James will meet you at ten tonight,” he said. 


     A fake smile was what Lucy showed when she wasn’t sure of something, and this was one of those times. Mario agreed to her plan and warned her to be careful. 


     Later that night she picked out the perfect outfit, and Wanda came up with a creative hairdo, which was equally crucial, given Mario’s additions to the plan. Dressed and ready to roll, Lucy knocked back a cocktail to calm her nerves. Her taxi beeped outside. She looked in the mirror one more time, then headed out the door. 


     As she’d expected from the number of cars in the parking lot, The Landmark was packed. She waited at the entrance, and not long after she arrived, Mario walked up with a woman. He introduced Stella to Lucy, then discreetly checked Lucy’s microphone and earpiece. Hopefully, the music wouldn’t drown out Stella’s voice or Mario’s, should he have input. The ladies were ready, and Mario returned to his car to wait for his cue to rush inside and assist. 


     Nightclubs attracted all types of people, but the prettiest ones got the best seats and the most attention. Lucy and Stella fit that profile perfectly. In fact, they knocked it out of the park in that category. 


     Lucy looked Stella over. This gal could cuff me any time. Leaning into her, she whispered, “You don’t look like a cop.” 


     Stella smiled, “I’m not supposed to. Now let’s go party.” 


     Nightclubs always carried the distinctive odors of cheap cologne and stale cigarettes, and the combined scent hit them both hard when the manager at the podium took Stella’s and Lucy’s hands. 


     When two beautiful women strolled into a club alone, heads always turned, and the manager took full advantage of the opportunity to show everyone why The Landmark was one of the hottest spots in town. He quickly escorted Lucy and Stella to a preferred table, and Stella slipped him a few bucks. 


     “My pleasure, ladies,” the man said, returning the money to her but not before running his hand across her back, then a little lower, giving her a squeeze. 


     They’d been sitting for only a moment when a waiter placed a bottle of champagne on ice in a silver bucket on their table. The waiter pointed to three men sitting nearby. One man raised his glass and said, “You ladies brighten up the room. Enjoy.” 


     The waiter popped the bottle open and poured. 


     A fake smile came over Lucy, and she waved. “Thank you.” 


     Frank Pearson made himself an easy target to spot, once again sporting a royal blue jacket. He was sitting with his usual group of lady friends and his business partner. Lucy nudged Stella and pointed him out. 


     “What a creep,” Stella said. “He definitely wants to be noticed.” 


     With a couple of glasses of bubbly under their belts, Stella took Lucy by the hand. “Let’s dance.” They danced their way over to Frank’s table. He took the bait and cut in, taking Lucy by the hand, leaving Stella no choice but to join his friends. 


     “I’ve seen you here a few times,” Frank said, pulling her closer. 


     Repulsed to be that near to the creep, Lucy repressed a shudder. “Yeah, a friend told me about this place.” Sliding her hand from Frank’s ear to his chest got a reaction. She let him pull her flush against his body. Even if law enforcement was often her enemy, she was invigorated at the thought of being a bona fide undercover cop, on the job. 


     At the table, Stella played up the part of a half-in-the-bag drunk looking for something stronger than champagne. Lucy could hear Stella’s every word through her earpiece. It didn’t take long for one of Frank’s bimbos to tell Stella, “Frankie can help you out.” Stella was directed to the drop-off point, in the ladies’ powder room. Lucy soon heard a woman say to Stella, “Fifty bucks and you can get your party started.” 


     “Here we go,” Mario said, hearing the transaction from his car. “Tell her you’re having a party and need more. You have to get Frank to pull more from his car trunk.” 


     “Copy,” came back over his earpiece. 


     When Stella returned, Lucy was hugging Frank in the booth. She and Stella expertly played the part of party girls, and Frank the creep had a smile from ear to ear. They sold it like rock stars. 


     From the parking lot, Mario listened the best he could, their voices fading in and out with the music. Startled by a knock on the window, Mario put the window down. 


     “Detective DeLuca? What the hell are you doing here?” a man asked. 


     Mario reached for his gun as the man flipped over his badge. 


     “I’m Nolan LeBlanc, FBI Narcotics Division,” he said. 


     Mario relaxed his hand and slipped it away from the gun. “Sorry, man. You’re out of your element. Didn’t recognize you.” Mario quickly explained he had two undercover people about to take down Frank Pearson. 


     Then Nolan hit him with some facts. “Frank Pearson was arrested a week ago on drug trafficking. He copped a deal with the DA for no time served by giving up a drug kingpin, along with Felipe Cruz, the middleman. They will go down, and Frank gets to walk.” 


     “Oh shit!” Mario said, then shouted into the microphone. “Abort, abort!” 


     Stella hit Lucy in the leg and they both slipped out of the booth. Lucy leaned over to Frank and said, “I’ll be right back,” then kissed him on the cheek. He smiled like a schoolboy making out under the bleachers. 


     They hit the dance floor, then Stella guided Lucy out the front door. Mario’s car stopped sharply at the entrance, and they both jumped into the back seat. They were a few blocks away before Mario said a word. 


     Over drinks, Mario explained Frank’s involvement with undercover narcotics agents. Lucy belted back a few drinks to stunt the pain. Her plan to get Frank locked up for years on drug charges and get him out of Bernie’s life had just blown up in her face. 


     There were only two ways for Bernie to be happy and for Lucy to look like the hero: either Frank had to end up in jail or dead. 


     Mario lifted his glass and gave a toast. “To Frank Pearson, who was smart enough to cop a plea.” Mario took a sip. “He’ll walk and live happily ever after. And Felipe Cruz will finally go to jail.” 


     Stella took Lucy’s hand. “You’d make a hell of an undercover cop.” 


     Lucy smiled. “We could make a good team.” Out of nowhere, a thought came to her. “What if he doesn’t testify?” Lucy asked Mario. “Or fails to produce the kingpin?” 


     “He’d better produce something solid, or they’ll pull the plug on the deal, and Frank will take the fall.” 


     “That’s interesting,” Lucy said, with a slight grin that opened to a big smile. 


     “Lucy, why are you so interested in this?” Stella asked. 


     “I think I can use this to my advantage,” she said. 


     Stella snickered. “How so?” 


     “I’m going to be an informant.” 


     “An informant, for the police? Mario asked. 


     “That’s right. For the police.” And the bad guys too. 


  


   


  

     Chapter Eighteen 


     It took only one day for Lucy to get her ducks in a row. She gave Felipe a three-hour advance notice of the location where they would meet. That would give him enough time to get his bodyguards in place. Felipe was always cautious. Lucy was too. Her plan was well laid out and ready to execute and contained an offer Felipe couldn’t refuse. 


     That evening, she arrived at Port of Call, a popular local restaurant on Esplanade Avenue just off Rampart Street, and sat at a table in the back facing the door. Right on time, Stella took a seat at the first table near the entrance. Lucy acknowledged her with a head nod and a smile, grateful that Stella thought that much of her to show up without knowing any details, other than that Lucy might need help. 


     Felipe walked in with two bodyguards and went straight to Lucy. Her legs shook under the table, but she kept her eyes glued on Felipe. 


     Taking a seat, Felipe directed his men to another table, where they’d be close enough if he needed them. The waiter delivered two mason jars filled with iced tea and fresh mint, a signature drink of the restaurant. To this point, it was a faceoff, and neither was flinching. 


     When Lucy had walked the floors of the salon pondering her strategy for approaching Felipe, it had sounded like a good idea. Now, she was having second thoughts. 


     “So pretty lady, you came to your senses,” Felipe said, breaking the silence. “You have an envelope full of cash for me.” 


     Stone-faced, she glared at him. Then glanced at Stella, whose eyes were locked on the two thugs. If things went south, Stella surely could take care of the two idiots. The gun in Lucy’s hand, covered by a black napkin on her lap, gave her confidence. Should Felipe disagree with her and retaliate, she’d have the gun in his face before he blinked. 


     Felipe showed his frustration. “Lady, I don’t have all day.” 


     Just then, Darlene Davis walked in and took a seat at a table near them. Lucy had paid the hostess to hold that table open. All the pieces were in place; it was up to Lucy to make her play. It was the only chance for Voodoo Lucy to come through as the hero again. 


     “Felipe, your world is about to come crashing down,” she said. That alone in the drug world was a threat and would get most people killed. Lucy quickly explained that Frank Pearson was now an informant looking to take Felipe down, as well as his supplier. She offered Felipe a way out that would protect his supply chain and not jeopardize his cash flow. That got his attention. She assured him everything she knew came directly from the police and that it was one hundred percent accurate. 


     Lucy suggested Felipe stop selling cocaine immediately. It would be like his distribution chain had disappeared and he’d retired from the white powder business. His retirement could last on the high side of two months but could be a lot shorter. Then everything could go back to normal. 


     Lucy pointed to Darlene, who responded with a nod. “My friend has enough pills to make up for your cocaine drought and will distribute directly to your street pushers.” Lucy stopped, giving Felipe a chance to absorb everything she’d told him. His eyes said he was thinking hard. Letting go of the gun, she reached over the table with her hands out, as if befriending him. While the idea turned her stomach, it was part of her strategy. “You never touch the drugs, and the cash keeps flowing.” 


     Her plan was simple; with Felipe out of the coke business, Frank would be stopped in his tracks. No coke, and no chance of Frank setting up Felipe on a drug drop only to find a team of FBI agents waiting. Without Felipe’s arrest and a lead to the kingpin, Frank would go to jail. 


     “Can I have another tea?” Felipe asked, waving his glass to the passing waiter. It was a great sign that Felipe was mulling over everything Lucy had said. She remained quiet. The waiter returned with the iced tea. Felipe took a sip. “How do I know you’re not playing me?” he asked, giving Lucy a smile, showing off his gold tooth. But really trying to intimidate her. 


     Lucy wasn’t about to back down now and went in for the kill. “You don’t, but it’s in my best interests to keep you informed.” Staring him down, she played the intimidation game with him. “My connections to narcotics agents and gang enforcement are rock solid. I’m saving your life right now. Don’t take my advice, and you’ll be in jail inside of a few days.” 


     He sipped on his tea. “What’s in it for you?” 


     “I’ll never pay you a cent for protection.” 


     Rubbing his face, he looked like he was questioning himself. “Frank called me. He wants me to make a big drop, way more than usual.” He stopped talking. It was obvious he was taking Lucy seriously. “You might be right. This could be the setup.” He waved his boys to the table. “That punk thinks he can fuck me over?” 


     Stella reached for her gun, obviously about to take them both out. Lucy shook her head, and Stella settled back in her chair. 


     Felipe shot off some demands to his guys, half in English, half in Spanish, and they hurried out. 


     Felipe turned back to Lucy, “I’m out of the snow business.” Then he got up and sat with Darlene. 


     Slipping her gun back into her purse, Lucy walked out, motioning for Stella to follow. 


     Stella took a seat in an unmarked police car, and Lucy stood street side. Leaning into the window, Lucy said, “Thanks for showing up. This meant a lot to me.” 


     “I don’t know what your involvement is with that guy, but watch your back.” Stella patted Lucy’s hand. 


     “Felipe and I are good. We settled our differences,” she said. “And again, thanks. I don’t know how to ever pay you back.” 


     In one swift move, Stella pulled Lucy’s neck into the car and gave her a kiss directly on her lips. It was a passionate kiss, and Lucy didn’t pull away. “There, you just paid me back,” Stella said, then stepped on the gas and left some rubber in the street. 


     Lucy stood at the curb, watching the taillights of the car fade into the distance, her heart pounding like a teenager’s at a first kiss. A tingly sensation came over her. “What the hell just happened?” she mumbled. 


  


   


  

     Chapter Nineteen 


     Two days later the front page of The Times-Picayune newspaper read “Club Owner Arrested on Drug Charges.” The article went on to say that Frank Pearson was being held without bond on drug possession, drug dealing, and drug trafficking. Frank’s party house, The Landmark, had been raided and closed down on money-laundering charges. 


     He’d been unable to live up to his bargain with the DA’s office to bring down Felipe and a drug kingpin. Frank was going away for a long time. 


     A knock at the salon door got Lucy to look at the wall clock. What the hell? We don’t open for thirty minutes. She opened the door to a sobbing Bernadette Pearson. “Bernie, I just read the news,” Lucy said, getting a bear hug from her. 


     Bernie smeared the tears from her eyes. Then she grinned. “Bless you. For the first time in twenty-two years, I’m free.” She handed Lucy a wad of cash. “A little bonus for getting Frank out of my life.” 


     Bernie left, but not without letting Lucy know she’d spread the word for her, of course confidentially. Lucy counted out three thousand dollars and stacked it in the safe next to the ten thousand Bernie had initially given her. If this continued, she’d have to open another salon just to wash all the money. 


     Putting the finishing touches on her makeup upstairs, Lucy was interrupted by Wanda. A man was waiting for her in the salon. 


     Lucy stopped at the end of the stairs and looked at the person, but didn’t recognize the man. Halfway across the salon, he met her with his hand out. Her stomach flipped when she noticed a hummingbird tattoo on his thumb. 


     “Ms. Lucy, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” the man said. “Felipe is out front and has asked if you would join him.” 


     A well-mannered thug. It was a first for Lucy. She wished she’d been prepared. It wasn’t wise to meet with Felipe without a gun or her newfound friend, Stella. The brute gently took her hand and escorted her out the front door. Felipe sat in his fancy car with a smile. 


     “My friend,” he said. He reached for a shopping bag on the floorboards. “A little something for you, to show my gratitude.” 


     Her heart pounding rapidly, Lucy took the bag and peeked inside. It was loaded with cash. Speechless, she just looked at Felipe. 


     “I’m told Frank Pearson will get about twenty-five years,” he said. “And me, I’m alive, well, and not in jail. That’s the best ten G’s I’ve ever spent.” 


     “I’m just glad you trusted me,” Lucy said. She had to hold onto the door to keep the shaking in her hands from showing. 


     “Ms. Lucy, you need anything—call me.” With a quick wave, Felipe was gone. 


     With her heart still racing, she took her package back to the safe. At times, a sense of guilt came over her. She didn’t sell drugs or kill people. Ruined some lives, but those people had it coming and deserved everything that happened. Once again, she shook off the guilt and focused on now being respected by one of the evilest people in town, Felipe Cruz. 


     She stashed the money in the safe and straightened, catching a glimpse of herself in the bedroom mirror. A yellow and white polka dot sundress, and a pale-yellow sweater with a matching purse reflected back at her. She made one twirl, getting a view of herself from all angles, the perfect uptown girl. 


     The bandana and floppy clothes were gone. The move to New Orleans truly had allowed her to start her life over. And this time she was living the life she’d always wanted. 


     After a short walk to the Court of Two Sisters restaurant, Lucy was greeted by a doorman holding the door open. A man in a black tuxedo took her hand and escorted her through a maze of tables. People gave her compliments as she passed—a far cry from what they used to say behind her back. She reciprocated with a smile and a flicker of her eyelashes. The maître d’ waltzed her over to a preferred table overlooking Royal Street, where her friend sat waiting. 


     With a smile and a kiss on the cheek, Lucy said, “How are you, Stella?” 


     Stella just smiled. They hadn’t really talked since their kiss outside Port of Call. 


     They both fiddled with their napkins and avoided eye contact. Lucy broke the ice. “Okay, you kissed me, and I liked it—now let’s move on to lunch.” 


     They both laughed. It was just the icebreaker they’d needed. Lunch was a great time, and they made plans to meet the next night. 


     Life is good, Lucy thought as she headed back to the salon. Strolling down Royal Street, she did her usual window-shopping. It was when she stopped in front of an art gallery that she felt someone watching her and confirmed it from the reflection in the glass. It was a couple, walking hand and hand. The woman smiled as she passed, and the man nodded and said, “Good afternoon, Ms. Jones.” 


     It was the second such greeting she’d received since leaving the salon. At first, she thought the man might be a night caller, but surely, he wouldn’t have acknowledged her in front of his wife. Word had gotten around, and apparently the community had decided to accept her. She dressed like them and ran a successful beauty salon among other things, and most of all, the word had spread like wildfire that she had special powers. 


     No longer was she the frightened newcomer to the French Quarter, dressing down just not to be noticed. Now she was a classy, beautiful woman who walked with her head held high. How times had changed since her Tupelo, Mississippi, days. She was Ms. Lucy, and you’d better respect her; if not, Voodoo Lucy might surface and put a curse on you. 


     When Lucy returned to the salon, she found Detective Nelson waiting in the kitchen. It was his third visit since Vivien’s death. 


     “You have an update for me, Detective?” Lucy said, taking a seat. 


     “No, I’m here on a different matter,” Zack said, opening a folder. “Remember the first time you met me?” 


     “Sure,” Lucy said. “You came to tell me my father had died.” 


     “Well, that’s close,” Zack said, stone-faced. “I came to tell you your father was killed by police during a bank robbery.” 


     “The same outcome. He’s dead either way.” 


     “I also asked if you or Wanda had had any contact with him.” 


     “And I told you we hadn’t seen him in months,” she said, answering just as arrogantly as he’d asked. 


     “Did he send you money?” he said, glaring at her. “Is your answer still no?” 


     Lucy thought the money issue had died with her father. Breathing slowly, not showing a reaction to his question, she answered, “Of course, it’s still no.” 


     Zack pulled a page from the folder he held and slipped it to Lucy. “Have any idea how these three hundred-dollar bills showed up in your bank deposit?” He paused and watched her reaction. “The serial numbers match the stolen money from the Clarksdale, Mississippi, bank robbery.” 


     “You’re monitoring my bank account?” 


     Zack rose, towering over her, then spoke. “Just answer the question.” 


     “Wow—that’s funny,” Lucy said and paused, giving herself a split second to think. “Some gal must have paid for a dye job with stolen money.” 


     Lucy got up and walked to the door. “I have appointments waiting, Detective. If you get any more crazy ideas, do stop in and share.” 


       


       


     The End 


       


     Want more of Zack Nelson and Mario DeLuca? Keep reading for a special preview of True Blue Detective, the first book in the True Blue Detective series! 


       


  


   


  

       


    

      


    


  




  

    

AUTHOR’S NOTE 


       


     Over the years, many readers have engaged with me, and I’m always happy to hear from you. I’ve been asked, Is that true? Did that really happen? What’s the address of the restaurant you wrote about in New Orleans? Three of my books are based in New Orleans and there are more to come. I’m always happy to share with my readers more about the location of a chapter or what encouraged me to write about a street, building, restaurant, or person. 


       


     Chapter One: Don’t go looking in the French Quarter for an alleyway that Royal Street and Bourbon Street back up against. No such thing. Hard to believe, but nightclubs and restaurants still put trash cans on the Bourbon Street curb. Usually, the waste goes out as the club closes sometime after three a.m. and it’s gone by six a.m. 


       


     Chapter One: Café Beignet, a coffee shop Lucy visited often, is a real café, and it has a charming French Quarter atmosphere. It’s located at 332 Royal Street. Check it out—it’s a fun place with great coffee and beignets. 


       


     Chapter Two: Looking at Café Beignet, the store to its right is David’s Antiques, which is the location of the interior and second-floor apartments that are brought to life as Bluff Salon. This is a place I know well, for my grandfather, Vito Asaro, who I was named after, operated a small hand-crafted furniture factory in there until the late 1950s. As a child, I camped out in front during Mardi Gras season. Most Mardi Gras parades during that time came down Royal Street. From that small sidewalk, I watched many parades, and like most kids, I was on my hands and knees grabbing beads and doubloons as the floats passed in front of the building. The best I can remember, the parades stopped flowing down Royal Street in the mid-1960s. The crowds grew too large, the streets were too narrow, and the flambeaux carriers (who each held a pole with four kerosene flames) still served as beacons for parade goers to better enjoy the nighttime festivities. It’s a wonder the entire French Quarter didn’t get burned down. 


       


     Chapter Three: At the Court of Two Sisters, the third generation of the Fein family is directing the day-to-day operations and maintaining the legacy of the property’s history and reputation. The Court of Two Sisters has become known worldwide for its live Jazz Brunch, romantic Creole dinners, friendly service and beautiful, open-air courtyard. In 2013, the Fein Family celebrated 50 years at The Court of Two Sisters. Located at 613 Royal Street, it is a great place to eat and take advantage of their garden dining area. 


       


     Chapter Four: Slim Jim, the saxophone player, made his way into the book after a visit to The Monteleone Hotel at 214 Royal Street. Living in New Orleans all of our lives, my wife and I celebrated our wedding anniversary for many years at the hotel like tourists. During that visit, we had a suite overlooking Royal Street. It was beautiful at night sitting on the balcony, and the music coming from Slim Jim’s saxophone on the corner made for an excellent evening. 


       


     Chapter Four: Mr. Vic came to me while thinking of my grandfather Vito Asaro and my uncles who worked in the furniture shop with him. The world-famous Blue Room at the Fairmont Hotel in New Orleans was the home of top entertainment for years. My furniture-making family named their Glue Room after the famous nightclub. That was the room where the furniture was glued together and set to dry. 


       


     Chapter Four: Royal Antiques, located at 309 Royal Street, is a fifth-generation family business. The business was founded in 1899 by Hermina Keil, who came to New Orleans from Alsace-Lorraine, Germany. In her obituary, she was said to be “a veteran antique dealer who counted among her customers Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson. She became an authority on antiques, particularly rare furniture, silver and antique jewelry.” 


       


     Chapter Five: D. H. Holmes was the owner of a New Orleans department store and later a New Orleans-based chain of department stores. The company was founded in 1842 by Daniel Henry Holmes, after whom it is named.  In 1849, he moved his headquarters to Canal Street, where he developed his first department store. He followed the model of pioneering department stores in Paris and New York City to offer his customers the best products and services. D. H. Holmes’s main building on Canal Street was long considered a landmark. By the end of the 19th century, it was the largest department store in the South, with customers being served by more than 700 employees. Meeting under its clock, located on the Canal Street facade, was a favorite rendezvous point for locals when that part of the city was a major shopping area. 


       


     Chapter Seven: Saint Louis Cathedral at 615 Pere Antoine Alley. The Cathedral-Basilica of Saint Louis, King of France, also called St. Louis Cathedral, is the seat of the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of New Orleans and is the oldest cathedral in what would become the United States. 


       


     Chapter Ten: French Market Coffee and Chicory. The Bartlett and Dodge families started French Market Coffee in 1890 and have maintained their high standards for coffee roasting over the entire 120-plus-year history of the company. Try it—it’s great! 


       


     Chapter Fourteen: Decatur Street across from Morning Call Coffee stand. If you’re ever in New Orleans, a must is to stop at Morning Call. It’s open 24/7, and is a cash-only coffee shop with local roots, known for its chicory coffee & beignets. 


       


     Chapter Fourteen: Napoleon House at 500 Chartres Street. A 200-year-old landmark that’s as casual and unique as its French Quarter surroundings. The building’s first occupant, Nicholas Girod, was the mayor of New Orleans from 1812 to 1815. He offered his residence to Napoleon in 1821 as a refuge during his exile. 


       


     Napoleon never made it, but the name stuck, and since then, the Napoleon House has become one of the most famous bars in America, a haunt for artists and writers throughout most of the 20th century. A great place to eat. 


       


     Chapter Fifteen: Pirate Alley. Two alleyways run on either side of St. Louis Cathedral in New Orleans’ Jackson Square, connecting Rue Royale and Rue Chartres. The alley on the “Uptown” side of the cathedral (between the church and the Cabildo) was long called “The Pirates Alley” before that name was formalized in 1964. 


       


     Chapter Eighteen: Port of Call. Hefty burgers, loaded baked potatoes, cocktails, and a jukebox draw lines at this 50-year-old dive. 838 Esplanade Ave, New Orleans. 


       


       


     I love to write, and I love to hear from my readers. If you enjoyed this book or any of my others, send me an email, and I will personally respond. 


       


     vito@vitozuppardobooks.com 


       


     www.vitozuppardobooks.com 


       


     Thank you! 


    

      


    


  




  

    

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
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     Vito Zuppardo retired in 2003 after twenty-five years in the casino business, where he recruited high-limit gaming customers for various casinos around the world. 


       


     Vito started writing in 1986, collecting pieces of information from each trip to Las Vegas, the Bahamas, Monte Carlo, and the many other places where he represented casinos. His primary job was keeping his clients happy, while they were vacationing at luxury casino resorts. His first two books, Tales of Lady Luck and Alluring Lady Luck, are based on true events from his experiences during his casino days. 
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SPECIAL PREVIEW 


       


     True Blue Detective 


     by 


     Vito Zuppardo 


       


       


     Chapter One 


       


     It was the early hours of the morning when the garage doors opened. Doctor Ross pulled out into the driveway, and all that could be seen were the signature headlights of his Audi A8. He drove the car around the courtyard, stopping in front of the electric iron gates. The brightly painted gold arrowheads on top made the custom-made gates visible even in the darkness of night, an elegance some people used to symbolize the wealth of the owner. 


     His was one of the few homes on Royal Street that had such a stately appearance. Located in the world-famous New Orleans French Quarter, it was just a few blocks away from hotels, antique shops, and restaurants in an area most people desired to live in but couldn’t afford. 


     He turned out of the drive onto Royal Street, and within seconds, the taillights faded into the night. There were very few cars on the road heading east that early in the morning, making the trip to the airport very quick. The airport was located on the east side of New Orleans, backed up against Lake Pontchartrain. 


     Governor Huey Long had constructed the airport in the mid-1930s on a man-made peninsula dredged by the Orleans Levee Board. During World War II, the airfield was used by the United States Air Force and housed the Tropical Weather School. It had long been converted into a charter and private jet airport. An airport Dr. Ross was always happy to visit, no matter the time of day. 


     He pulled into the empty airport parking lot and drove around to the back, an area most people only had access to with the proper identification. Stopping at the security gatehouse, he put his window down and handed his ID to the guard on duty. A fat plain envelope with twenty-five crisp one-hundred-dollar bills was all the identification he needed. 


     “Good morning, Dr. Ross.” 


     “Good morning. I was never here. No log book, okay?” 


     “No problem, sir. The plane is on approach and will be parked on tarmac three,” the guard said, putting the envelope in his coat pocket. 


     The security gate opened, and he headed to the end of the driveway. Dr. Ross opened the trunk of the car and took out a sealed black box. Carrying it to the front of the car, he tried to see the Gulfstream III jet approaching. He could hear the engines and see the running lights, but it was still too dark to make out the aircraft. The runways stretched one mile out into Lake Pontchartrain, and pilots had best be on their A-game when landing or they’d find themselves and their planes at the bottom of the lake. 


     As the plane got closer, the wheels dropped down, and the nose of the airplane tilted up. It looked like it was going into the water. While the jet was still over the lake, the engines roared as the pilot gave the jet full throttle to thrust the plane down onto the runway for a perfect landing. It taxied to the edge of tarmac three. 


     The plane came to a complete stop. The engines were shut down, and the electric stairs descended, gently coming to rest on the ground. The aircraft was pure luxury and could only be afforded by the truly wealthy. 


     The cabin door opened, and two men who appeared to be of Middle Eastern descent appeared at the top of the stairs. They made it obvious they were there to protect and serve their boss as they put their hands in their pockets, exposing the firearms strapped to their bodies. 


     “Dr. Ross?” one man said with a thick accent. 


     “Yes?” 


     “Please come up, Raphael will see you now.” 


     Dr. Ross slowly climbed the stairs, balancing the package in his hands. “Gentlemen, do you have my money?” he asked as one of the men took the box from him at the top of the stairs. A tall well-tanned man came from the back of the airplane. 


     “Raphael?” Dr. Ross asked. 


     “Yes. Will I damage anything if I open the box?” Raphael asked. 


     “No. Just don’t break the clear seal. The box is refrigerated to the proper temperature,” Dr. Ross said. 


     One man held the box while Raphael opened it. “One heart and two kidneys. How much time do we have?” 


     Dr. Ross brushed his fingers across the plastic seal, once again making sure it was airtight. “Once organs are harvested they should be transplanted within twelve to fourteen hours for best results.” 


     “No problem. This plane will get us to South America in two hours. Your money is inside,” Raphael said, handing Dr. Ross a small leather bag. Dr. Ross opened the bag and took a glance. 


     “It’s all there, two hundred and fifty thousand. We must go. Thank you, my friend,” Raphael said as they shook hands. 


     “Tell Amir I said hello, and I look forward to seeing him soon,” Dr. Ross said as he stepped off the airplane. Raphael nodded. 


     The drive to the airport had taken longer than the entire transaction. As Dr. Ross walked to his car, he heard the electric steps of the jet being pulled up and the engine starting. That quickly the plane was ready for takeoff. 


     He got into his car, putting the leather bag of money on the passenger’s seat. Opening the bag, he quickly counted twenty-five bundles, making it a total of two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. 


     A smile came across his face as he started the car engine and drove around to the gatehouse. As he waited for the gates to open, the guard waved. The only information logged into the record books would be a refueling stop for a Gulfstream III at 5:49 a.m. 


     Sitting in his car, Dr. Ross listened to the roar of the jet engines as it rushed down the runway. It was only seconds before the aircraft lifted off the ground and flew over the parking lot, gaining altitude quickly as it passed through the clouds and headed toward the first light of dawn. 


     The Gulfstream hurried through the skies with an ice chest of stolen organs for a happy recipient, somewhere patiently waiting. These transactions had become so commonplace for Dr. Walter Ross that he didn’t think twice about the fact that what he’d done was illegal, much less morally wrong, breaking every ethical principle a doctor’s profession was based on. 


     He was a physician who just didn’t care about people; his concern was all about the money to finance his needs. Adjusting his Rolex, he could see it was time to get to the hospital and make his rounds. 


       


       


     Get your copy of True Blue Detective at Amazon now! 
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