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			Introduction — Who was Jan Sherman?

			Jan Sherman was a cocaine smuggler. Her smuggling career spanned eight years—from 1972 to 1980, encompassing eleven trips to South America—and netted close to seven kilograms of pure, uncut cocaine worth five-hundred-thousand dollars (two-million dollars today). In search of the precious crystal, Jan traveled to Peru, Bolivia, Paraguay, Argentina, Ecuador, and Brazil, staying in a posh hotel in Buenos Aires one day or a shabby tent or hammock in the dense Bolivian jungle another.

			She met with prospective clients, seeking her smuggling skills, in the finest five star restaurants, dined on the best Argentinian filet mignon, and toasted deals with Dom Perignon ’71. While making cocaine from scratch in the hidden drug camps in the remote Andes Mountains, she ate filet of raw goat, grilled armadillo, and jabali (wild boar meat) and drank pisco sours.

			Jan immersed herself with the local people and their cultures. She traveled both alone and with others, with thousands of dollars in her pocket or almost none, with drug scores that were amazingly easy and those that were exceedingly complicated and dangerous. She smuggled in countries where the mafia controlled the drug trade and the governments were run by military dictators embroiled in violent political coup d’etats. Jan traveled to impoverished areas with few, if any, modern conveniences. The knowledge and experience she gained during her smuggling years enabled her to thrive and survive in a business where most people were busted and languished in deplorable foreign jails for years or, even worse, were brutally murdered.

			There were no tattoos on her arms, nor was she a hardened criminal with a pistol in her bra. She never carried a real weapon. Her weapon of choice was her brain—using intelligence, acting skills, and feminine charm to outsmart adversaries. She was clever at thinking on her feet and judging human nature to avoid negative situations.

			Jan was a ‘nice girl,’ well-liked and admired for her self-confidence, bright smile, and friendly demeanor. She was five-four in stocking feet and had intense green eyes. Men were attracted not only to her loveliness, svelte body, and long, brunette hair, but also to her tenacity and zest for life. The fact that she was extremely independent and rebellious, motivated by a thirst for fun and adventure made her even more desirable to them.

			She lived her life to the fullest and preferred not to be constrained by the norms of the 1970s; she was the perfect example of the liberated woman. Her feminist spirit was constantly validated by the growing demands for equal rights for women. Jan was unwittingly swept up in that social and political upheaval.

			At the time of her first smuggle, Jan was totally naïve and unaware of the dangers of the cocaine trade. She didn’t even know what it looked like, nor could she tell the difference between cocaine and powdered sugar, much less the effects of the drug.

			Her decision to smuggle drugs was an alternative choice to a ‘real’ job, allowing her to pursue her dreams of traveling around the world financed by the money she made from her cocaine sales. Jan had no qualms about participating in an illegal activity, fraught with peril, as long as the monetary reward was worth it. The cocaine trade was so seductive and ridiculously profitable that people, including Jan, did crazy things they normally wouldn’t do to get that big money. The payoff was like winning the lottery or casino jackpot.

			It didn’t take long for her smuggling career to escalate from one adventure to the next, each trip a learning process from mistakes to successes. Being young and overly optimistic contributed to her lack of fear. In fact, Jan looked forward to the future challenges and exciting opportunities in her newly chosen profession. She also assumed her looks, sexual attraction, and acting skills enhanced her chances of prospering in a male dominated and ruthless business, even though she knew macho Latino men thought that smart, outspoken women like her were annoying and had no place in their world.

			After living a secret, double life as a cocaine drug smuggler for almost a decade, Jan decided to quit and give up the lucrative enterprise. The stress and guilt of hiding her illicit activities from her family had become unbearable, especially while trying to maintain her real identity. She lied to them, claiming to be a freelance photographer and writer. That mistruth troubled her immensely during her years as a smuggler and it eventually affected her mental and physical health. Her personality changed from a pleasant demeanor to paranoia and egotism. And worst of all, she became dependent on cocaine, which later in life escalated to alcoholism. Jan had been successful in her drug smuggling career, but unfortunately not so much in her mundane personal life after retiring from the risky cocaine trade.

			Jan Sherman was my younger sister. She was found dead on the toilet in her condo bathroom on January 12, 2013, several months before her sixty-second birthday in April of that year. After she died, my mother gave me a box filled with her personal items. As I pulled out each piece to evaluate, I realized that I had discovered a treasure trove. There were thousands of color slides and print photographs she had taken of people and places from around the world, eclectic foreign art objects and souvenirs, numerous passports dating back to the 1970s—their pages all filled with an array of customs stamps—and a bundle of over a hundred letters she had written to my parents and grandmother during her trips. There were also cards and letters from her friends and lovers.

			Regrettably, I never really knew my sister well before her tragic death. Our sibling relationship deteriorated after I moved away from home at age eighteen to attend college, while she was still in high school. A year after I left, she began her quest to travel abroad. And thus began our life-long separation.

			Therefore, it became my number one priority and new obsession to learn who my sister really was. Like a detective in an investigation, I meticulously read and studied every document and photo in her belongings. I even made a timeline, comparing our lives on parallel tracks as to what she was doing in her life at a particular moment with what I did.

			I internalized every word written in her correspondence by hand writing each page of the letters to relive her experiences, vicariously. I pictured in my mind’s eye the visual images of what she saw in the places visited, the people she met, and the fascinating stories she wrote. I relished Jan’s descriptions of her innermost thoughts, feelings and emotions. After finishing my quest for discovery, I realized what a unique individual my sister was and what an incredible life she had lived at that time. However, I also learned what a stranger she was to me.

			I felt sad that we had missed out on enjoying a close, loving relationship and spending more time together. Jan and I fought a lot as siblings, as most young sisters usually do. But even though we cared about each other, we just couldn’t connect and never resolved our personal issues. The family bond definitely would have been better and stronger if we had not been separated by oceans, mountains, and distance.

			Also, because of preoccupation with our separate lifestyles, we didn’t see or communicate much through the years; out of sight, out of mind. Time passed so quickly, that we lost track of when we had last seen each other. 

			In the 1970s, I was a Spanish and social studies teacher at a junior high school in the Latino barrio in East San Jose, California. In comparison, during that time, Jan had made and smuggled cocaine from Bolivia and skied in the Bolivian Andes (specifically Mt. Chacaltaya, the world’s highest ski area at 18,000 feet with rarefied air), trekked six days, with altitude sickness, to climb Mount Kilimanjaro in Tanzania (the highest mountain on the African continent), worked on a kibbutz in Israel during a violent confrontation between Palestinians and Israelis, lived in Argentina during the brutal military dictatorship, and hiked alone through China. She almost died twice; on a safari through the Saharan desert and after contracting meningitis in Morocco. All of those trips were financed with her profits from cocaine smuggling.

			I learned from Jan’s letters that on days when I was dealing with 140 hormonal middle school students entering puberty and titillated by the opposite sex, breaking up fights in the hallways, and struggling to inspire and motivate my classes plagued with racial and behavioral problems, Jan was sitting at a waterfront café, sipping a cappuccino while looking out over the fishing boats on the Greek island of Spetsai on the Aegean Sea or snorkeling in the Mediterranean.

			Obviously, the contrasts in our lives were enormous, and I was a bit envious of all her endeavors. My life seemed boring and mundane compared to hers. She had experienced more adventure during the decade of the seventies than most people encounter in a lifetime.

			The most precious article I found in Jan’s estate was a manuscript she wrote describing her clandestine journeys in the 1970s to South America, dealing with the drug underworld, and her unique relationship with her cocaine connection, THE FAT MAN. Luckily, this was a decade before the cocaine trade was taken over by the violent Medellín cartel, run by Colombian drug lord and narco terrorist Pablo Escobar in the 1980s, and in the 1990s by the Sinaloa cartel headed by Mexican drug lord Joaquin “el Chapo” Guzman. Their drug networks controlled eighty percent of the global cocaine trade. Violent gangsters were recruited at that time and continue to wreak havoc and brutal massacres to this day. Fortunately, Jan had already retired from the cocaine trade. Otherwise, she may not have lived to tell her story.

			Her secret life all came spilling out from the manuscript and I was literally ‘blown away.’ The revelations helped me understand her quirkiness and learn a little more about what made her tick. The void of information about Jan began to fill up with a more complete picture of who she really was and my love for her blossomed. She was a flawed, unconventional, free-spirited girl who naïvely chose a dangerous lifestyle in her twenties. I learned that she was a fearless, kick-ass chick, curious and cunning, a trippy dreamer and an independent soul. The truth is, my sister had balls. Who knew? How cool was that? She was a true anti-hero.

			My family was aware that Jan traveled throughout the world and more extensively throughout South America at that time, supposedly as a freelance writer and photographer for various magazines. But she never mentioned anything in her letters about the unlawful activities with her Bolivian drug connection, THE FAT MAN.

			This book is Jan’s lasting memoir for posterity. As a tribute to my sister, I wanted to help her achieve that legacy. She died alone, estranged from our family, and had no children or friends at the end of her life. There was no memorial service, nor obituary notice published in the newspaper; in other words, no proper closure.

			My feeble, eighty-eight-year-old mother had Jan’s body cremated unceremoniously at the mortuary and brought home a beautiful ceramic urn containing her ashes a week later. That was it. Jan’s life was over; a pitiful ending which began with so much promise and joie de vive. Unfortunately, the inebriated world of alcoholism consumed and destroyed the last twenty years of her life.

			Many people might not like the fact that she was a cocaine smuggler as this business immediately implies a nefarious image and reputation. However, it was not the same type of enterprise in the early 1970s as it is today. Jan smuggled drugs in a time that was relatively less violent and airline security was more lax, making for more intriguing and adventurous stories. As improper as it may seem, her misdeeds were true crime capers.

			The unique experiences Jan encountered in the shadowy drug network that few if any people have ever observed were so compelling and extraordinary, that I had to share everything with the world. I was not going to let them die with her; in other words, I’ve brought her back to life.

			Dearest sister Jan….RENDEZVOUS WITH THE FAT MAN is dedicated with all my love to your lasting memory.



		



Chapter 1 — Blame It on Ibiza

			In December 1972, Jan was twenty-two years old and running out of money. She had moved to the tiny island of Ibiza, roughly one hundred miles off the eastern coast of Spain, to write the Great American Novel. Her home was a large, sparsely furnished farm house overlooking the Mediterranean Sea and only companions were a dog, a goat, and twenty-five chickens. The tranquility, slow pace of life, and beautiful sunsets should have been beneficial for any writer. But lately, words were not flowing smoothly onto paper as she toiled hard on her portable typewriter. Crumpled balls of nixed pages, which her dog loved to swat around and shred into pieces, littered the hardwood floors.

			“Dammit!” she cursed.

			Jan sighed as she leaned back in the chair, looking out the window to watch the chickens and goat roam freely around the property, trying to garner from the animals an ounce of inspiration to write something, anything; a paragraph, a sentence, or even a word. She glanced back at the typewriter with a stern look of determination as she grabbed another blank page and rolled it into the carriage.

			She typed Chapter Three, then leaned forward and positioned her fingers to compose a sentence before running out of steam again. Exasperated, she stared off from the empty page and thought about Ernest Hemingway who said, “In order to write about life you first had to live it.” Jan ripped the paper out of the typewriter once again, balled it up and tossed it over her shoulder, adding to the litter pile on the floor. Her dog immediately grabbed it with his teeth, delighted to tear the wad into pieces.

			The gradual onset of ‘writer’s block’ was compounded by depression over her dwindling bank balance. She learned quickly after moving to Ibiza that the cost of living on the island was high and ever-increasing which contributed to her lack of motivation to write.

			Jan stressed about getting a job, but they were hard to come by on Ibiza as they were on the Spanish mainland. No one was looking for a struggling writer. She supposed she could find a job as a waitress or barmaid, but quickly dismissed those thoughts. Nor was she a 9-to-5 workday office girl. Jan preferred self-employment and more creative ways of making a living. With a handful of notable achievements behind her, she was convinced that she could do something more worthwhile and more lucrative. She was already spoiled from earning lots of money at a young age.

			Her professional career began at fifteen when she was given the opportunity to write a ‘rock and roll’ music column for a national teen magazine. Using the connections she made in the music world, she quickly parlayed a $50/week salary to nearly $40,000/year by the time she was eighteen, partnering with a middle aged man in an entertainment promotion agency on the Sunset Strip in Hollywood. Jan booked groups such as Jefferson Airplane, the Turtles, Iron Butterfly, and the Platters for local concerts.

			Though successful in business, Jan was unsophisticated about the ways of the world. She didn’t do drugs, had little sexual experience, and usually trusted strangers, believing that good karma would be repaid in kind.

			Unfortunately, Jan’s first career life lesson was brutal. Her partner in the promotion agency, unbeknownst to her, was a Mafioso who had caused a rival’s girlfriend to have an ‘accident’ that left her permanently scarred. In keeping with the Family’s policy of retribution, any woman associated with this man was fair game. In this instance, any woman was Jan. But Jan didn’t know that yet.

			All she knew was that her life had become pure hell. She received threatening phone calls from anonymous people and frightening notes were left in her mailbox. Two unsavory men seemed to follow her wherever she went. The pressure was unrelenting and Jan was terrified, made worse by the fact that she had no idea why she was the target of such harassment. In desperation, she hired a private detective. When he eventually uncovered the whole story, Jan knew there was only one thing she could do; get out of the business relationship.

			However, it wasn’t quite that easy. When she confronted her partner with the detective’s revelations and the desire to dissolve their partnership, he became enraged and threw her around a bit, vowing that she would regret it if she tried to leave. That scary threat was all it took for Jan to remove half of everything from her office that night and move out of her apartment by the following evening.

			The next five years were filled with a succession of lucrative jobs, ranging from stunt work, TV commercials, TV series gigs, feature films, and print modeling. However, the fast-paced life overwhelmed her and she eventually burned out. The Los Angeles rat race, combined with daily freeway traffic jams, toxic exhaust fumes from thousands of cars on the roads causing bad air and thick smog, contributed to her desire to get away. And worst of all, way too many people were moving into the LA area, crowding the native Californians out of their comfort zone. That was the final straw for Jan.

			Her profitable earnings enabled her to flee to Ibiza, seeking the peace and solitude she desired, as well as a fledgling career as a freelance writer. Her eventual money woes, however, made her doubt that decision.



		



Chapter 2 — Let’s Party

			Hoping to find a temporary respite from her depression, Jan accepted a party invitation from her girlfriend Carol who owned a small clothing boutique on the island. It had been months since Jan had visited with her after relocating to Ibiza and she anxiously prepared to attend the social gathering. Besides, it was time to change her monotonous daily routine and clear her head.

			Carol’s posh seaside villa was the typical Spanish tiled roof home with white washed walls. It was huge and a great place to have a party. There was a trellis over the front porch with a brilliant salmon colored bougainvillea cascading over the top. Around the front door were numerous terracotta clay pots of all sizes filled with an array of pink and purple blooming petunias.

			After a taxi dropped Jan off in front of the villa, she walked up the aggregate stone steps to the front door. She could see people through the open den window, dancing with joints and drinks in hand; whiffs of marijuana smoke drifting through the air around her. Laughter and conversations could be heard as she stood on the porch surveying the party scene.

			Jan rang the doorbell, but nobody answered. She knocked on the door and there was still no answer. Realizing that no one could hear anything except the loud music, she reached for the doorknob and started to turn it, when Carol finally opened the door.

			She was dressed in hip fashion to match the styles of her eclectic party guests, a crowd made up of expatriate writers, musicians, artists, and hippies. Carol wore bell bottom jeans, snake skin platform heels, low-cut crop top covered by a sheer, see-through blouse gathered in the front and tied at the waist to accentuate her small hips. Her earrings were Native American, six inch long sterling silver and coral pieces, stunning artwork dangling to below her shoulders; a topic of conversation on their own. Carol’s unique fashion style was cool bohemian chic and she definitely flaunted it that night.

			She smiled at Jan and studied her alluring, body hugging party dress. It was obvious Jan wasn’t wearing a bra. She didn’t need one. Her breasts were small, but firm and perky; her nipples clearly defined through the sheer dress fabric. She was sexy without even trying.

			“Jan, you look totally cool. I’d say after me, you’re the best dressed chick here tonight. But honestly, I didn’t think you’d make it. I thought you were too busy writing.”

			“There’s always time for a party. That’s what you keep telling me. I’m ready to let my hair hang down and boogie tonight,” Jan eagerly admitted.

			Suddenly, James Brown’s funk guitar riff played at full volume in the background. Jan couldn’t resist the groove and danced her way into the open front door.

			“Get down, Jan!” Carol responded.

			“I love soul music,” Jan gushed as she mingled with the crowd of partygoers.

			Now it was a party with no limits. Everyone who was seated or stood around immediately jumped onto the floor to form a Soul Train line to dance to the Godfather of Soul. The rhythm was infectious. Carol grabbed a tray piled high with marijuana brownies from the food table and handed one to Jan.

			“This will get you in the mood,” Carol promised.

			“The mood for what,” Jan asked.

			“The mood for anything,” Carol preached with a sly smile on her face.

			As Jan took the first bite of her decadent, weed-infused frosted brownie, a handsome, long-haired hippie pulled her into the dancing crowd. He was a well-tanned American artist, twenty-years older. His shirt was unbuttoned to mid-chest, which was covered with strands of turquoise necklaces, and he wore several gemstone rings on each hand. A well-worn, Spanish leather belt held up his faded jeans. After a few minutes of dancing, he decided to shed his sandals to dance barefoot.

			Jan demolished her brownie in two bites. It only took fifteen minutes for her to feel the euphoric effects of her chocolate treat, finally lifting her spirits and inhibitions. While dancing with her eyes closed to James Brown’s “Sex Machine,” she surrendered to the spellbound atmosphere of burning candles and pungent incense. The music seemed to play forever.

			Suddenly, Jan was startled out of her ‘mood high’ when Carol gently grabbed her arm and escorted her down the hallway to a quiet guest bedroom at the back of the house. It was a small space almost filled to capacity with a water bed covered with a psychedelic patterned, neon-colored bedspread, and piled with throw pillows. A tiny night stand was wedged between the wall and bed, cluttered with an oversized ash tray full of marijuana roaches and cigarette butts, match books, an array of roach clips, and a huge bong.

			They fell together onto the water bed, laughing hilariously as they sloshed around from side to side by the movement of the water. Carol grabbed a huge joint and lighter from a wooden box on a shelf above her, lit up, and passed it to Jan.

			“Damn. Now that’s what I call a super doobie,” Jan exclaimed in amazement.

			They passed the joint between them and the room quickly filled with smoke. Jan inhaled deep and held the ‘hit’ as long as she could, then exhaled a long plume of smoke.

			“I told you I always have the best stuff in Ibiza,” Carol bragged.

			“It’s outta sight. Maybe I should give up writing and just start selling weed for a living,” Jan confessed.

			“Have you finished writing your novel yet? I thought you’d be published by now and raking in the big bucks,” Carol asked.

			“Yeah, me too. It was a lot easier when I wrote for a magazine. Unfortunately, I’m suffering from writer’s block because of my financial situation. It’s such a distraction knowing that my hard-earned savings are almost gone.”

			“That bad, huh? It’s definitely expensive to live here,” Carol replied.

			“If I don’t finish this book real soon, I’ll have to move back to LA with my tail between my legs,” Jan lamented.

			They both made a funny face. Jan took another long hit as Carol watched her thoughtfully.

			“If you’re serious about selling, I know how you can make bigger money.”

			Jan curiously replied, “Really. What could that be?”

			“I’ve heard that a kilo of cocaine in South America costs only $3,000 and it’s worth $30,000 here. That’s a lot of bang for your buck. On my worst days at the boutique, I’ve thought about going there and bringing some back. Would you be interested in coming along?” Carol asked.

			Jan responded to her shocking proposition. “You can’t be serious?”

			“I’ve just thought about it, that’s all.”

			“Making $30,000. That’s a lot of dinero. But I don’t know anything about cocaine. I don’t even know what it looks like or how you take it. And I definitely don’t know anybody who uses it.”

			“You see all those people out there dancing. That’s who you sell it to. Talk to them. They know all you need to know. If you don’t want to return to ‘Hollyweird,’ then think about it.”

			Jan nodded as Carol handed her the joint.

			“It isn’t complicated. People do it all the time. Look at you and me. We’re cute American chicks. Like anyone’s going to suspect us,” Carol bragged.

			For once, Jan was silent, mulling over Carol’s offer.

			“Don’t worry,” Carol reassured her. “If you split the costs with me, maybe around $2,000 each, I’ll take care of everything.”

			Even split two ways, it would give a tremendous boost to Jan’s sagging bank balance, not to mention her sagging spirits. Those matters would take care of themselves once she had the goods in her possession. And Carol, who obviously knew much more about the subject than she did, would surely act as her guide.

			After thinking a few moments about everything Carol said, she eagerly responded. “I think I can scrape that much money together. Count me in.” They high fived and then rejoined the party crowd.

			Tentative plans were made that night to travel to South America three months later to score a kilo of cocaine and return to make their fortunes. Once the seed had been planted in Jan’s mind, the prospect of easy money grew and then blossomed into an all-consuming passion. The following months were busy for her. She did everything possible to raise money for the trip by liquidating most of her assets and borrowing against incoming TV commercial residual checks. Jan was psyched for a new adventure. Of course she knew the dangers, but that had never stopped her before. In Jan’s mind, the hand of fate was guiding her.

			By March 1973, she had raised $3,000 and was ready for the trip. Several months had passed since Jan had touched base with Carol, so she decided to surprise her at the boutique about successfully raising the funds needed to travel somewhere in South America. When she entered the shop, Carol was tending to a customer. She immediately spotted Jan and excused herself for a moment to talk to her.

			“How’s it goin’? I didn’t expect to see you today. Finish your novel?”

			Jan shook her head. Carole pulled her to a quiet corner to chat.

			“I’ve got the money,” Jan boasted.

			“What money?”

			“Our trip to South America, remember?”

			Carole looked around before standing a little closer. “You didn’t take all that shit seriously, did you? We were high, for fuck’s sake. It’s not like I ever thought we’d actually go through with it.”

			Carol quickly destroyed Jan’s enthusiasm.

			“Yeah, well I thought about it. I wanna make a lot of quick money to pay off my bills and maybe have enough left over to support myself for a while to do more traveling.”

			“You’re crazy, Jan.”

			“It was your idea, Carol.”

			Another customer walked into the boutique, announced by the jangling bell.

			“I’ll be right with you,” Carol told the new customer. “Jan, I have a business. I can’t just pick up and leave. There’s nobody to work in my boutique while I’m gone.”

			“What the hell! I’ve been running around for months getting everything together. Why didn’t you let me know sooner?”

			“I’m really sorry Jan. But I just can’t make it.”

			“Well, I guess that means I’m going alone. Can you at least give me your contacts in South America to help me out?”

			Carol paused for a moment accompanied by a blank look. “I don’t have any contacts,” she admitted.

			“You’re kidding me, right? What the fuck!!! You don’t have any contacts? I thought you knew what you were doing,” Jan angrily replied.

			“None, none at all,” Carol confessed.

			“Oh my God. I can’t believe this.”

			“I talk shit. That’s what we both do and why we get along so well.”

			“So you never really intended on going. That totally sucks!”

			“I’d go in a heartbeat if I could. It just sounded so easy from the stories I’ve heard. I thought, I don’t know, that we’d just wing it.” Jan fumed as she listened.

			“Look, you have the money. Just go home to LA. At least you know what you’re doing there,” Carol advised.

			Jan paused with a long silence. “My mind’s made up. I’m not going back to LA. I’m going to South America and follow through with our plan, unfortunately, by myself.”

			“Don’t be stupid. You can’t go alone. That’s insane. You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into,” Carol pleaded.

			“No. But I know what I’m getting myself out of, and that’s a start. I’ll figure it out. Wish me luck.”

			“But, Jan…” Before Carol had a chance to finish her sentence, Jan turned around and left the boutique.

			She suspected Carol had lost interest in going and was disappointed until she realized that Carol knew as little about smuggling cocaine as she did. So, other than the fact that she would have to go it alone, she was no worse off without her.

			Jan had never doubted she would make the journey, despite the fact that she had no idea where she would go in South America to find cocaine and the fact that she had never been to South America. She had made all the necessary preparations and was determined to take the chance, knowing that she was blindly marching into the unknown.

			After making arrangements for a house sitter to care for her pets while she was away, Jan packed up, stuffed all her cash into her purse and made her way to tiny Ibiza airport to fly to Madrid. She wanted to visit and consult with her hairdresser friend, Enrique, before deciding her final destination.

			Upon arrival, Jan took a taxi to Enrique’s apartment building and struggled up the stairs carrying her heavy suitcases until she reached his third floor flat. As soon as she knocked on the door, he immediately opened it. Enrique was so excited to see her; gushing in his flamboyant, over the top personality. They kissed each other on the cheeks and he grabbed her suitcases, directing her inside. Sitting around the kitchen table were two of his friends visiting from Argentina, snacking on cheese, fresh baked bread, and red wine.

			 “Jan, these are my friends Sergio and Pablo.”

			“Mucho gusto. It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” Jan replied.

			 “Encantado. The pleasure is ours. Please have a seat and join us,” Sergio responded.

			 Jan sat at the table and Enrique poured her a glass of wine.

			“I’m so glad you’re here. But you never mentioned on the phone where you’re going,” Enrique inquired.

			 Figuring it was a good omen meeting his friends from Argentina hours before her departure, Jan cautiously shared her travel plans.

			“I still haven’t decided exactly which country I’m going to in South America,” Jan admitted.

			“What’s going on in South America?” Enrique asked.

			“I’ve decided to smuggle cocaine and bring it back to Ibiza to sell.”

			As might be expected, he had a disparaging attitude. “Excuse me. Smuggle cocaine?”

			“My friend Carol turned me on to the idea of making big profits with a small investment.”

			“I can’t believe you’re going through with this trip,” Enrique responded.

			His Argentinian friend Jorge interjected, “Well, if you’re determined to do this, go to Asunción, Paraguay. You can meet young wealthy guys in the discotheques. They all use cocaine.”

			“Bingo! That’s it. Find the buyer and the supplier can’t be far behind. I’m leaving for Asunción tomorrow,” Jan responded as if she just had an epiphany.

			“I knew you were loca, Jan, but really? Traveling alone in a foreign country? It’s so dangerous for a female, especially a beautiful señorita like you who doesn’t speak much Spanish. Please don’t go. Stay here in Madrid and I can help you find work,” Enrique implored.

			 “You’re a great friend and I appreciate all your help. But my mind is made up. I’ll stay in touch so you know where I am and how to contact me.”

			Everyone raised their wine glasses together to toast and wish Jan a safe trip. Her plan to grab any convenient charter flight to South America was now replaced with a flight to Asunción.

			In high spirits, Jan made her way to the airport the next day. As she entered the terminal and looked around for a minute, she seriously considered calling the whole thing off. But that thought was quickly dismissed after she recalled how much time had been spent preparing for this moment. Jan had visualized winning the cocaine lottery jackpot for months and her confidence level was off the charts. She bet on herself and was ready to go, trusting her gut feelings.

			After checking with the airlines, she discovered there were no cheap charter flights available to Asunción. Therefore, her only choice was to grudgingly pay the steep cost of $1,100 of her original $3,000 for a round trip ticket to fly there. No turning back now.

			Jan boarded the plane, took a seat, and buckled up. As the plane taxied down the runway, she looked out the window with a huge, self-assured smile on her face. She was finally on her way to Paraguay.

			‘Some opportunities come along once in a lifetime and I’m ready to seize them. Not just to write about, but live them. And God forbid if I’m arrested, I’ll use my prison time to write one hell of a blockbuster about a California chick busted for smuggling cocaine. This trip is going to be easy’.

			Or so she thought.



		



Chapter 3 — First Rendezvous with the Fat Man

			Doubt slammed through Jan after landing in Asunción, Paraguay. There was nothing there! It was a dirty, poverty-stricken place unlike anything she had ever seen before. It certainly didn’t seem like the kind of environment where she could meet wealthy young Paraguayans flush with money to blow on cocaine.

			During the taxi ride into the city, doubt turned to dread as she looked out the window. It was very disconcerting. Jan knew very little about the country, but she did know it was uncommon not see any people, anywhere – not on the roads, not in the town plaza, not working in the fields.

			“Why is it so deserted?” she asked the driver.

			“It’s the beginning of our holiday celebrating independence from Spain. Everything is closed for four days.”

			“Everything?”

			“Sí, señorita, everything.”

			Jan’s confidence began to wane as she realized that shops, banks, and worst of all, the discotheques were closed. As they approached the center of the city, the sights and sounds of Asunción flashed by her. She began to see a few people on the street. They were poor, half-naked Indians and, as she would learn later, the largest portion of the city’s inhabitants.

			This was a port city, located on the banks of the Paraguay River and floating in this river was Paraguay’s one and only battleship. In honor of Independence Day, the aging hulk shuddered and shook as it fired its rusty canons as Jan’s taxi drove by.

			She was finally dropped off at the only major hotel, a ‘five-star’ monstrosity called the Guarani Hotel. The hotel did not improve her mood or opinion about the city. It was a dingy gold and white color with 13 stories of flaking plaster and patched concrete.

			Jan walked in and surveyed the interior lobby. It looked as if it hadn’t been updated since it was built in 1961. The couches and chairs were well-worn, definitely in need of reupholstering. She was so exhausted from her travels at this point in the day, that fretting about the hotel décor was the least important thing on her mind. The availability of a decent room now was all Jan cared about. She walked up to the reception desk to check in with the clerk.

			“Buenas tardes, señorita. Can I help you?” the clerk inquired.

			“Sí, señor. I need a room.”

			“For how long?”

			Jan thought for a moment. “For several days, I guess. Anything available?”

			“We have a beautiful room on the ninth floor for $12 a night.”

			“Great. I’ll take it”

			The clerk handed Jan her key and signaled to the bellhop for help with her suitcases.

			Her room could only be reached by three ancient elevators, which continually malfunctioned. After entering her suite, Jan surveyed the dreary furnishings before hoisting her heavy suitcases onto the bed and unpacked them. She laid out a simple dress to wear that night for dinner, then stripped off her clothes to take a shower.

			In the bathroom, she pulled back the shower curtain and was dismayed by the discolored tile and rusty plumbing. To make matters worse, a huge cockroach crawled out from the drain, which Jan quickly exterminated by turning on the hot water to wash it back down. Assured that the ugly bug had been scalded or drowned to death, she finally stepped into the stall and turned on the water full power to lather up her body and wash her hair. But the higher she turned the hot water handle, the colder the water got.

			Her blissful few minutes under the shower head finally ended when the pipes clanked and banged, dousing her with ice cold water which made her shiver. Jan cursed a lot as she tried to turn the nozzle away, but it promptly fell to the floor spraying the entire bathroom.

			The frigid water doused her spirits. Was this a bad omen of how things were going to play out for the rest of the trip? That thought, along with the prospect of waiting in the hotel until the city came to life, was extremely depressing. Later, Jan would learn that fifty percent of a smuggler’s time and ninety percent of their stress came from hours and hours of unavoidable waiting. She was frustrated, dejected, and wishing she were somewhere else.

			Since her much needed shower time was ruined, Jan called the reception desk to complain about the lack of hot water, but no one answered. She quickly dressed, exited her room, and headed down to the lobby. By the time Jan arrived in front of the reception desk with flat and damp hair, she was totally exasperated.

			“I have no hot water in the bathroom,” Jan complained to the desk clerk.

			“I’m very sorry, señorita. A plumber is working now to fix the pipes.”

			“And this is a Five Star hotel? How long will it take?”

			The desk clerk shrugged.

			“That’s just great. I guess I have time to get some reading done. Do you have any tourist guides for restaurants, historical sites, maybe some discotheques?” Jan inquired.

			“Sí, señorita,” as he handed over a pamphlet.

			Jan opened it to read as she headed back to the elevator, unintentionally plowing into another hotel patron. She was startled, then looked up to see a very tall, handsome, and sexy, dark-skinned Latino gentleman.

			“I’m so sorry,” Jan apologized profusely.

			He gave Jan an appreciative once-over. “No problema. After you,” he graciously offered, then waved her into the elevator.

			Jan entered and he stepped in behind her as she pushed the button for the ninth floor. Leaning closely over her, he reached around to punch the same button. The doors didn’t close.

			She tried to study him covertly for a moment. He looked mid-thirties, around six feet tall, well-dressed and very thin. There were a lot of things about him that were thin; thin face, pencil-thin mustache that accented his thin lips. He was obviously a native; dark complexioned, with Indian bone structure and a flawless complexion. More important than his physical appearance, he looked wealthy. Could he be her cocaine contact? Maybe after a bit of conversation, she could find out.

			The doors remained immobile. They waited another awkward minute together for the elevator doors to close. The two of them were the only ones inside, waiting in silence. When the reception desk clerk decided they had waited long enough, he walked over and told them to push the sixth floor button first. Jan did and the doors magically closed.

			Once they reached the sixth floor, they had to exit and enter another elevator to get to the ninth floor. Jan pushed number nine and they stood expectantly again, waiting for the doors to close. By this time they were so frustrated, that both instinctively moved forward to push the ninth floor button again. In doing so, the Latino gentleman accidentally brushed up against her body. Jan didn’t mind at all; in fact, it felt titillating.

			The elevator finally jerked upward. At this time, Jan decided to initiate a conversation since she had so few opportunities to speak with anyone after arriving in Asunción.

			“The travel brochures don’t mention that Asunción is a depressing city.”

			“Yes, I agree,” the Latino gentleman replied, flashing a charming smile.

			“My name is Jan.”

			“I’m Moises. Pleased to meet you. Are you on vacation?”

			Jan paused for a quick moment, realizing it was time to use her fabricated cover story.

			“No, I’m a writer for a travel magazine. What about you? Vacation or business trip?”

			“I’m a diplomat for the Bolivian government representing President Colonel Hugo Banzer Suarez. Our delegation is here to finalize and sign trade agreements to assist in the development of Paraguay.”

			“This country definitely needs help,” Jan teasingly responded.

			Moises couldn’t avoid looking down the top of her dress since he was standing so close over her.

			“It’s not all bad,” he responded with a smirk on his face.

			The elevator grudgingly stopped at the ninth floor and the two of them walked down the hallway together. Suspicion flickered through her as Moises walked to her door but it quickly passed when she realized that he had the room directly opposite hers.

			“Well, our rooms are facing each other. What a coincidence,” Moises pointed out.

			“Right on! Well, it was nice meeting you. Please excuse me, but I’ve got to get ready for dinner. I’m starving.”

			“Would you consider joining me for dinner tonight?” Moises politely asked.

			Jan didn’t want to appear too eager. She simply smiled for a moment. “Yes, of course. I’d be delighted.”

			“I’ll knock on your door at 8:00 PM.”

			Jan unlocked her door, entered, and turned around to face Moises.

			“I’m looking forward to it,” she gratefully responded. Of course there were ulterior motives. Maybe he could help her score cocaine.

			Later that evening, Moises escorted Jan to the finest restaurant in Asunción. He arranged with the hostess to seat them in a private corner table lit by candles. The ambience was enhanced by a pianist playing romantic music while they dined on an assortment of hors’d oeuvres. A bottle of champagne, ready to be uncorked, chilled in an ice bucket. This was a surreal moment for Jan. She couldn’t believe what was happening to her on her first night in Asunción and enjoyed every opulent indulgence with Moises.

			“You didn’t mention what you were writing about,” he inquired.

			Without any hesitation, Jan just blurted it out, “Cocaine smuggling.”

			Moises arched his eyebrow. “That’s a dangerous subject matter for such a sweet-looking girl.” He paused momentarily. “But if you ever want to get serious about it you should come to my country Bolivia.”

			“Unfortunately, I don’t have enough money now for air fare to travel there,” Jan confessed.

			“There are more coca plants grown in Bolivia than anywhere else in South America. It’s been cultivated in the Andes since the Incas. If I may ask, why did you decide to come to Paraguay instead of Bolivia?”

			“I was told that the discotheques in Asunción were popular places for the rich folks to score cocaine.”

			Moises waved off her statement. “I hate to tell you this, but you’ve seen all there is to see, especially this weekend. Everything is closed this four day holiday,” Moises reminded her.

			“I guess I made a mistake coming here at this time.”

			“If you agree to write about travel and tourism in Bolivia, I’ll see to it that you travel there as a guest at the expense of our government.”

			“Really, you’d do that for me?” Jan questioned with incredulity.

			Moises touched her hand on the table. “I’ll do more,” he promised.

			“How much more?” Jan cautiously inquired.

			“How much would you like?” Moises asked.

			Jan decided to push her luck a bit further and went for it. “A kilo.”

			That got a reaction. He studied her for a long moment, then chuckled. Jan thought she’d blown it. Finally he nodded. It was quite obvious now that Moises was smitten with her.

			“Besides writing about cocaine, I’d like to bring some back with me. I’ve never tried it, but I’d like to get some for my friends,” Jan revealed.

			“Your wish is my command. I’ll make all the arrangements for your trip to Bolivia but unfortunately, I won’t be able to immediately go with you. My delegation is scheduled to fly to Buenos Aires tomorrow. You can either remain in Asunción or I’ll book you a flight to Santa Cruz to tour that city for a day. Then I’ll fly in after our meeting tomorrow and meet you at the El Cortez Hotel.”

			Without any hesitation Jan responded, “I would love to visit Santa Cruz.”

			“Consider it done,” Moises promised as he again placed his hand on hers.

			Jan blushed. “Sounds good to me,” she responded ecstatically.

			Moises uncorked the bottle of champagne, filled the empty flutes and handed one to Jan.

			They toasted together in unison. “Salud.”

			After returning to the hotel, they walked to their rooms and stopped in front of their respective doors. Jan turned to thank Moises for inviting her to dinner, but before she could get the words out of her mouth, he gently pulled her towards him and kissed her softly on the lips. It caught her by surprise. She demurely pulled away with a smile and entered her room.

			“Thank you for a wonderful evening.” She then stepped out to give him a warm embrace. “It’s been a long day for me so I’ll just say good night.”

			“Likewise, I enjoyed your company. Since I’m checking out early in the morning, I’ll leave your travel itinerary and money to buy a ticket with the reception clerk.”

			They passionately kissed one last time and retired to their rooms. Jan leaned against the back of the door, astonished about making a cocaine connection with the first person she had met on the trip. It was definitely a good omen. At that moment, Jan learned to trust her instincts. She now felt confident that it was going to be super easy to score the precious crystal. Dollar signs danced through her head.

			The next day she flew on an old Caravelle plane with only two other passengers to Santa Cruz, Bolivia. Upon landing at the airport, she understood why there were so few travelers. The word ‘airport’ was a misnomer. More accurately, Santa Cruz had an ‘airstrip’; a long dirt runway that looked like it had been cleared with scythes and tamped down with oxen. The customs office was a single wooden shed and the only building in the area. Santa Cruz was as desolate as her memory of Asunción.

			Her route through customs was a brief formality and she quickly found a taxi to take her to the El Cortez Hotel where she had arranged to meet Moises later in the evening. She checked in at the desk and asked if she had any messages waiting for her. There were none. She retired to her room, settled in, and laid down to take a quick nap.

			Several hours later, Jan was a bit disturbed that she had not yet heard from Moises. Had he forgotten where she was staying? She couldn’t leave the hotel until she heard from him and was forced into a waiting game, which she hated; it was a waste of time and unproductive. Time was precious. Every moment that piddled away was one less experience in life. She was obsessed with that thought and it guided her philosophy of life. Not a great trait to have if you are going to be a drug smuggler. But that was something that she was working on, molding her mind and habits to become this other persona; her new ‘secret life’ character.

			Making huge amounts of money motivates some people to do crazy, unethical, or criminal deeds, and it definitely swept Jan up into its seductive grip to change her behavior. She knew she had to be extremely disciplined to follow through with her new quest in life; score cocaine, sell it, then use the profits to travel around the world and experience other cultures and new adventures. 

			At long last, Moises called and apologized that he couldn’t make it that evening because their political trade deliberations were not finished. He arranged to fly her to La Paz the next afternoon and would meet her at the airport. Jan was relieved. Everything was fine now and she looked forward to seeing him.

			With time to kill, she decided to take a walk around with a map in hand to explore the town of Santa Cruz and photograph people and historical sites as she promised Moises. While on the main street, Jan was spotted by the same taxi driver that had given her a ride from the airport to her hotel that morning. He pulled over to the sidewalk, rolled down the window, and called out to her.

			“Señorita. Remember me? No need for a map. I can give you a tour of the city.”

			“Gracias, but I’m short of money. I really can’t afford it.”

			The driver was insistent. “No problema. It won’t cost much. Business is slow and I know all the places of interest.”

			Jan considered his offer. “Okay, why not?”

			She climbed into the battered taxi which was different from the one she had taken earlier to her hotel. The seat fabric was covered with numerous stains of all shapes and sizes. To avoid touching them, she pulled a napkin from her purse, placed it over a large soiled spot and gingerly positioned her body directly on top of it. She put another napkin on the seat next to her and placed her purse and camera bag on it. Jan wondered whether the stains were urine, oil, or food spills. She decided it was better not know; ignorance was bliss.

			“So, what brings you to Santa Cruz?” the driver asked.

			“I’m here to do travel stories for the Bolivian government. I want to see everything.”

			The driver brightened and his eyes widened. “Perfecto, I’m the best person to show you this town.” They drove around for nearly an hour, conversing in broken Spanish before the tour ended.

			“It’s a great town. But tell me something special about Santa Cruz that most tourists don’t know,” Jan inquired.

			“What else would you like to know?” the driver asked.

			Jan sat up to talk seriously. “I’m a writer doing research on the cocoa plant,” she revealed.

			“Well, you came to the right place. Cocaine is abundant here.”

			Jan played dumb. ¿Verdad? Really? I may be interested in buying some.”

			“For the right price, I can get anything,” he responded.

			“What’s the right price?” she inquired.

			“It depends on how much you want.”

			Her eyes lit up as she looked at him. “Perhaps a gram.”

			“Está bién. That’s fine,” he answered, than turned down a nearby side street away from the center of town entering increasingly impoverished areas.

			Suddenly, the risk she was taking hit her. “Is it dangerous?”

			“It can be. But for such a small amount, not to worry.”

			Was he telling the truth? Was she really safe? Jan was determined to play it very cool, knowing it was imperative not to make any mistakes that could jeopardize her plans the next day to meet with Moises in La Paz. Still, another contact could always be useful if needed and she decided to play along for the time being.

			His reaction had been nonchalant, as if her asking to buy drugs was no big deal; like scoring tickets to a concert. That meant he was used to transacting drug deals, right? She was in South America to make a deal and he knew how to make it happen.

			Sure, Moises would be helping her in La Paz, but that was the next day and there were no guarantees. Today, right now, she had the opportunity to buy ‘coke’ and she’d be a fool not to seize the moment. Everything was falling into place and working in her favor. Jan had never gotten anything in this world waiting around for things to happen. It’s not just a rule for cocaine smuggling; it’s a rule for life. As fate would have it, that one decision to ask the taxi driver for help would change her life forever.

			The taxi stopped in front of an old adobe house and the driver got out. After arriving at the front door, he tapped on it and disappeared inside, returning a few moments later with a small paper packet in his hand for Jan. She looked at it curiously. The driver nodded his head for her to take the packet.

			“¿Cuanto cuesta? How much do I owe you?” She asked.

			“Nada. Nothing. Mi jefe pays me for customers.”

			As he started the engine, a large, rather obese man with unruly, thick hair, long overdue for a haircut, came out of the house. He approached the car and motioned for Jan to roll down her window. Jan immediately complied.

			“If you want more, I can make it for you,” he said.

			“You speak English,” Jan exclaimed, somewhat surprised.

			“Only for dealing with Americans,” he responded with a thick Spanish accent and wide grin.

			Jan feigned an air of authority. She looked at the taxi driver, knowing he didn’t speak much English, than back at the Fat Man. “I do want more. But I’ll have to try this first and see how good it is.”

			“Qué bueno. That’s fine. Where are you staying?”

			Jan was caught off guard by the question and hesitated a moment. “Why do you want to know?” she queried him.

			“I need to know where to meet you.”

			Jan gulped, taken aback.

			“But if you don’t want to tell me, I’m sure he will,” the Fat Man responded as he gestured to the driver, who had kept his back on the entire exchange.

			Jan was afraid but tipped her chin higher. “Oh. Okay. El Cortez Hotel,” Jan reluctantly told him.

			He paused a moment, thinking. “I’ll meet you tonight at 9:00 behind the gas station, next door to the hotel. If you don’t show up, I know you’re not interested.”

			Jan considered his offer. It sounded safe. If she wanted more, she would meet him. If she didn’t show up, that would be the end of it. She would still be able to score cocaine with Moises.

			Satisfied with the arrangement, Jan nodded in agreement. The Fat Man reached in the window with his calloused hand.

			“Encantado. Nice meeting you,” he said.

			Jan received his handshake to seal the deal. He said nothing more as he turned away and walked back to his house. There was a rifle strapped to his back, causing Jan to fall back into the seat quite startled. She wasn’t expecting to see a firearm and this was her first time seeing one.

			The reality of what she was involved in finally hit her.

			“Who was that?” Jan asked.

			“That was El Gordo. The Fat Man,” the driver responded.

			She turned to stare after him as they drove away knowing that it probably would not be their last time together. If he could make cocaine for her, that made him her new best friend.

			At this point in time, Jan was overly anxious to get back to her hotel room to sample her first ‘coke.’ After what seemed like hours in her racing mind, she was finally sitting on the bed carefully opening the intricately folded paper envelope. Mesmerized, she stared for a few moments at the pile of shiny, white crystals. So this was cocaine. It didn’t seem like much. For this she was risking everything? If caught smuggling, she could lose her freedom and be incarcerated in some foreign hellhole of a prison. Or worse yet, lose her life.

			She pulled a mini gold spoon out of her purse that was a gift from a friend in Ibiza, played with the cocaine and examined its consistency. It was mostly crystalline flakes with a few small, irregularly shaped lumps. Scooping a smidgeon of coke onto the spoon, Jan confronted her big moment of truth; the first snort. After raising the spoon to her nose, she exhaled, accidentally blowing a tiny white cloud across the bed. She rolled her eyes, shook her head and laughed at the nervousness she felt.

			Jan tried a second time, then a third. After finally managing to get some of the crystals up her nose, she sat back and waited for some kind of reaction. Nothing happened. She tried a couple more small spoonful’s, watching a few tiny rocks drop from her nostrils. Finally Jan decided to wait a little longer for the drug to take effect and exited the room to eat at the hotel restaurant.

			When she entered the elevator, the drug had still not kicked in. However, by the time she descended to the main lobby, the coke had finally affected her. Jan felt hyper-stimulated, grinning from ear to ear.

			Since smoking pot increased one’s appetite and made food taste delectable, she was curious to find out if cocaine had the same effect. After arriving in the restaurant, she ordered copious amounts of food, only to stare at it blankly when it arrived. Jan soon discovered that cocaine was not like marijuana when it came to eating. Instead, it made her lose whatever appetite she had.

			But she also discovered something even more significant about cocaine. Her euphoric high had given way to paranoia and hyperactivity. She was trippin’ and her heart was beating faster than normal, breaths coming quick and shallow. Her gaze darted around the room, as she sat, thinking that she was the center of attention. Talking to herself she muttered,“Are people staring at me? Yes, they’re watching me. They’re pretending to look at each other and at their food, but I know they’re looking at me. I’m a white girl sitting by myself in a room full of dark-skinned, native Bolivians.”

			She stood out like the proverbial sore thumb and started feeling very uncomfortable, gasping for breath. “Stop staring at me!” Avoiding eye contact to reduce her irrational fears, Jan at first picked at her food, then forced down as much as she could eat. A waiter approached the table and startled her. “Jesus!” she responded.

			“Señorita, I have your check.”

			She signed it, than tugged at his arm for a closer look at his watch.“Oh my God! Is that the time?” Jan immediately rose, dashed out of the restaurant and returned to her room.

			Rummaging through her suitcase, she frantically tried to decide what to wear; staring at herself in the mirror for an answer to select or reject several outfits. At the same time, Jan aggravated over whether she should meet the Fat Man and if she looked too nervous or hyper for such an important transaction. She decided to trust her gut again and left the room for the rendezvous.

			When Jan arrived at the gas station, the Fat Man was standing in the shadows, waiting. Fear momentarily seized her, stopping Jan in her tracks. At that instant, she realized how dumb it was to snort cocaine prior to meeting a stranger on a dark corner, in a small town, in a foreign country to buy drugs for the first time, where, if something happened to her, nobody would ever know. And she was still high, hyper, and paranoid. What the hell was Jan thinking? It was insane to go through with this.

			She looked at him closely as he stepped into the dim light. He was immense and overpowering. His shirt was ill-fitting and the button holes stretched to accommodate his hefty size. He must have weighed over three hundred pounds with a huge belly that hung well over the top of his pants. Strangely, The Fat Man was not threatening, particularly since he was not carrying his rifle. But should she trust him and trust her gut?

			Jan thought about the dozens of other men she had traveled with on previous trips; male hitchhikers she had picked up in Europe, Istanbul, Morocco, traveling thousands of miles with them, day and night. She knew nothing about anyone before they had entered her car. But she relied on her inner voice, believing that she had a unique ability to subconsciously read people and sense whether someone could be harmful or not.

			She felt she could trust the Fat Man. Nothing, neither paranoia nor fear, was going to stop her from meeting with him to get what she came there for. Casting her lingering doubts aside, Jan approached from the darkness into the lighted area of the gas station where he was waiting.

			“I see you liked the sample,” the Fat Man said amiably. 

			“Yes. Not bad.”

			Jan squashed her fear by switching into character and acting bold. She decided that the firm, experienced approach was the best way to deal with him. No turning back now. Nervousness roiled through her stomach.

			He signaled for his driver at the end of the street to pick them up. After the vehicle stopped at the curb next to them, The Fat Man got in the back and patted the seat next to him for Jan to enter. She hesitated only a moment before stepping inside. The Fat Man leaned toward the driver to point out where they were going while Jan looked in her purse.

			She immediately discovered that her identification and money were left in the hotel room and hoped her face didn’t reflect that situation. Unfortunately, the effects of cocaine had scattered her brain and she forgot to bring the most important items with her. ‘Fuck! What am I going to do? How am I going to buy drugs with no money?’

			Jan took a deep breath as the car sped off into the night. She still had a slight buzz, but the paranoia had lessened. To think clearly, she needed to muster her wits. If she had them, she probably would never have gotten into the car with a total stranger in the first place.

			The car pulled up in front of an old hostel for campesinos and the Fat Man led Jan inside. She observed the new surroundings with trepidation. They passed through several rooms filled to overflowing with poor, indigenous people, then through a labyrinth of narrow hallways, stairways, and corridors, a virtual maze in the bowels of the hostel. They finally ended up in a small, bare-walled, sparsely furnished room. There was a single, sagging spring bed, a splintered table with a metal washbasin, pitcher of water, and a hand towel on it.

			Jan’s apprehension grew. Her heart was beating so fast that she thought the Fat Man could hear it. She realized this was a hotel for peones (laborers), a flat in a cheap whorehouse. The Fat Man motioned for her to sit on the bed and closed the door behind them.

			She swallowed hard, took another deep breath, willed herself to loosen up and sat down on the bed. Jan’s eyes darted to his. Suddenly, Jan realized that rape was a real possibility. If a threat occurred, it would be a miracle if she got out of there alive. 

			Her throat constricted as she tried to look at ease, talking to her inner self, “Stay calm. You can trust him, remember?” She stared at his body language, looking for warning signs.

			His facial expression was pleasant and relaxed, breathing was regular. He was not threatening in any way. But, most importantly, his demeanor was straight up business. Nothing negative so far. Jan’s fear slowly dissipated, now trusting her gut feelings.

			As the Fat Man lowered himself on the bed next to her, the weakened springs strained to their limits. He lifted his shirt to remove a steely blue Colt .45 from his waistband and laid it on the bed between them. Then he moved the gun out of the way to sit closer. She eyed it warily, but played it off well.

			“My Name is Papi. Now, we can do some business.”

			In that moment, Jan wished she had a gun as well. Not for self-defense, as might be expected, but merely as an equalizer. She felt her ‘character’ would have been much more impressive if she had been able to match his gesture with a pistol of her own. Not having one, she tried to act as if the gun’s presence wasn’t disturbing. But internally, she didn’t feel entirely successful and stayed on guard. 

			“I apologize for the room, but I don’t conduct business at my house where my family can see what I’m doing.”

			Papi pulled a large packet out of his shirt pocket and carefully opened it for Jan’s inspection. “There’s 50 grams of cocaine here. It’s the stuff I gave you today. How’d you like it?”

			“It was...uh...pleasant,” she answered, wondering if there were any special words she should use to describe the quality. She couldn’t think of any, so she said nothing more. 

			Papi appraised Jan for a long, tense moment, carefully picking up the packet. “If you want, I can teach you everything I’ve learned about cocaine.”

			“Why would you do that?” she queried.

			“You need a supplier. I need distributors. We both want to make a lot of money.”

			That’s what Jan wanted to hear. “I’d like that very much,” she confessed. Anxious to learn as much as possible, Jan leaned closer to listen, sitting attentively as he continued speaking. Papi was obviously a good judge of character, so there was no reason to put up a pretense for his sake.

			“When we make cocaine from the leaves of the coca plant, we start with a thick paste called base. It takes about 1,200 grams of the base to make a kilo of cocaine and the process takes one full working day. The end product can be in one of three forms; rosa, perla, or brillante.” He showed her tiny samples of each.

			“How much do you have for sale and what does it cost?” Jan asked.

			“I can make a kilo and have it ready late tomorrow afternoon. It costs $3 a gram or $3,000 a kilo. There’s no discounts for quantity in Bolivia.”

			“Unfortunately, I can’t wait for it to be made. I’m leaving for La Paz tomorrow. If you give me your phone number, I’ll call you on my way back from La Paz to Ibiza. Maybe we can get together and finalize at that time.”

			Papi thought about it for a few seconds. He grabbed a pen and paper from the table drawer, wrote his phone number down and handed it to Jan.

			“Gracias. I’ll be in touch.”

			“Next time, remember to bring money,” Papi responded.

			Her eyes opened wider. Did he know she forgot her cash? Jan thought that was uncanny. All the more reason she was impressed with him. After completing their business, he escorted her out of the hostel. She was soon in a taxi on her way back to the hotel, now educated about making cocaine, and carrying Papi’s phone number in her purse.

			Not only did she have the help and resources of a Bolivian diplomat for a score in La Paz, but had made a very important drug connection by herself in Santa Cruz. It was possible she would never have to call Papi, however, it was reassuring to know there was another contact person if Moises didn’t come through.

			Once she returned to her hotel room, Jan took a shower and washed two days of worry from her body. She was ecstatic with her accomplishments. Not bad, she thought, for a girl who didn’t even know where she was going just a week prior. South America began to look a lot more hospitable.



		



Chapter 4 — Score and Smuggle Number One

			The next day’s flight into La Paz was everything her flight to Santa Cruz was not. The airport was modern, the runway was paved and her reception was regal. Moises was there, waiting in the company of several other Bolivian ministers.

			“Bienvenidos a La Paz, señorita Sherman,” Moises warmly greeted her.

			“I’m so impressed. But you didn’t have to do all this for me.”

			“I promised to help you and I’m a man of my word. It’s my job to make your trip as pleasant and successful as possible.”

			“Gracias, I’m sure it will be,” Jan assured him.

			Moises and the government ministers escorted her to a waiting limousine and they all entered together. As the limo whisked off to downtown La Paz, Moises uncorked a bottle of wine and poured glasses for everyone.

			“This is a bottle of Bolivian Riesling from the Central Valley of Tarifa. I thought it was a perfect choice to welcome señorita Sherman and toast to an enjoyable trip.” Everyone lifted their glasses. “Salud,” they chimed in unison.

			Jan felt so pampered at that moment. What made her feel blessed was the fact that she traveled to Bolivia first class without spending a dime. Everything was paid for by the Bolivian government, thanks to Moises. From the beginning of this odyssey, her finances were very limited. For now, the stress of running out of money was not on her mind.

			The limousine arrived at the Libertator Hotel via a grand circular driveway. Without a doubt, this was the finest hotel in La Paz. The main lobby was lavishly decorated with opulent furnishings and polished granite floors. Moises assisted Jan at the front desk and escorted her to her suite.

			“I decided to accompany you and make sure your room was comfortable and spacious,” Moises said.

			“I’m overwhelmed by your hospitality. The suite is way more luxurious than my hotel in Asunción.” Jan made a victorious twirl before falling happily onto the bed. “I’m sorry, Moises. I couldn’t control myself. You make me feel so special and we hardly know each other.” She quickly recovered her composure and stood back up.

			“I’m pleased that you’re happy with your accommodations. Why don’t you freshen up and I’ll meet you down in the bar,” Moises replied.

			“That sounds great,” Jan gladly accepted.

			A short time later, she appeared at the entrance of the bar, radiant and attractive in a flowered print, sleeveless, form-fitting dress. Her long brunette hair cascaded over her shoulders. Moises stood as she approached. “You look beautiful, Jan,” he gushed, then gestured for the waiter to pour her a glass of champagne. He assisted with her chair as she sat down.

			“Moises. You’re much too generous.”

			“This is only the beginning. I’ve arranged a tour of the countryside and Lake Titicaca so you can take photographs of our people and places of interest for your travel stories. We can also attend several government receptions and formal parties. Whatever you want, I can make it happen.”

			He clearly was trying to impress her. But he hadn’t said the magic word yet. She leaned closer and touched his arm. “You haven’t mentioned what I really want. Remember, it was the reason for my trip here, Moises.”

			He surveyed her face. If it was a joke before, it wasn’t now. He glanced around before he leaned even closer. “In the morning you’ll be taking a tour of La Paz. At noon, I’ll meet you at my office. I want to introduce you to someone who has the product you wish to take back to Ibiza.”

			Her eyes widened slightly but she quickly recovered.

			“Enough about business matters. Tonight, let’s have fun,” Moises responded. He gently touched her hand, but she pulled it away.

			“I’d love to spend more time with you. But I have to get up early in the morning if I’m going to visit all the places you planned for me to see tomorrow.”

			Moises got the message. He wasn’t happy about cutting the evening short, but tipped his glass to her and acquiesced. Jan was impressed with his discipline and found him even more attractive since there were so few gentlemen around anymore. He was very protective and she appreciated the attention.

			The next morning, a government car drove up to where Jan had been waiting at the front entrance of the hotel. The driver got out and opened the door for her. “Moises gave me instructions to take you around the city this morning,” he informed her.

			“I’ve got my camera equipment ready to take lots of pictures,” Jan replied.

			After several hours of touring La Paz, Jan had snapped hundreds of photos. She loved the people and the diversity. Seeing a group of kids on the side of the road, she gestured for the driver to pull over so she could interact with them. She got out of the car and walked down the street with the driver walking behind her, on guard. Even he had to smile when she knelt down to take photos of the children.

			At that moment, a young pickpocket noticed that Jan was distracted just long enough for him to circle around one of her camera bags on the ground. The minute her back was turned, he snatched a bag and ran. “You little thief,” Jan yelled.

			She immediately took off after him, weaving through a crowd of people. He was small and took every advantage to dodge her. Jan stayed on his tail until he disappeared around a corner into an oncoming melee; a crowd of people fleeing towards her with panicked looks on their faces. She was stunned and motionless for a moment, but nearby gunfire and hysterical screams startled her back into action. “Holy shit!” Jan screamed in fear.

			She reversed direction and fled frightened for her life back to the car. The driver waved her into the back seat. Before she had a chance to close the door, he immediately accelerated and screeched away from the scene.

			“What the hell is happening?” Jan asked.

			“The leftists want to overthrow President Banzar. Instead of elections, we have spontaneous revolutions. I think we’re in the beginning of one right now.”

			That was not great news. Jan couldn’t believe her stroke of bad luck; trying to score her first cocaine deal in the middle of a coup d’état. “Please take me to the government office where Moises works. I don’t want to get stuck in this riot,” she implored.

			Jan looked into her purse and other camera bag to discover that she was $500 short of the money needed for her first cocaine purchase. She had purposely split her cash between the three bags just in case one of them was lost or stolen. Luckily, the strategy worked, though the amount of coke she could buy was now diminished.

			After being dropped off in front of the Ministry of Interior building, she got caught up in the pandemonium outside. People were scurrying in and out of the entrance which was surrounded by military police and tanks. Once inside, Jan dodged the government employees dashing down the hallways from office to office carrying important documents. She asked someone to direct her to Moises’s office, which was located on the second floor.

			Jan finally found him. His face was haggard and his usually well-groomed hair was tousled, looking as if he had been running his hands through it all morning. He appeared very worried.

			“Moises, I’m so glad you’re all right. I didn’t realize this was such a dangerous time for your country,” she told him.

			“There are rumors that President Banzar might resign. And we have reports that rioters and looters are being shot by the military police.”

			“I know. I already witnessed the violence in the streets,” Jan responded.

			This frightening information confirmed Jan’s worst fears, but she did her best to play it cool. She understood that Banzar wasn’t the only one who could be out of office in the next few days. Three-quarters of the panic in the government offices was attributable to the fact that nobody knew if they were still going to have a job.

			It was the domino theory of political administrations; when the top man fell, his ministers, aides-de-camp, and appointees all fell with him. This was the state of mind that Jan found Moises and regretted putting him through additional stress and hassles when he had so many of his own.

			“Maybe this isn’t the best time to do this deal,” Jan suggested.

			“I’ve already made arrangements. It would be worse for me if we didn’t meet my contact.”

			Jan nodded that she understood.

			“Today’s chaos actually helps us. It’s a great cover since nobody will know I’m gone. Let’s go,” Moises implored.

			“If you say so, I trust your judgement,” she replied with caution.

			She followed him as they escaped the disorder and exited the building from the rear to a waiting government car. Moises told the driver where to take them as they climbed in. He rolled up the middle window separating them from the driver to have a more private conversation.

			“All the cocaine trade in La Paz is handled by the Bolivian mafia and I arranged a meeting with one of them. It’s not exactly ethical behavior for a political representative to be dealing in the coke trade, but everybody does it discreetly. That’s the only way we can supplement our low wages. There’s so much of this drug in our country that people use it for currency,” Moises revealed.

			“I don‘t have a problem with it. You gotta do what you gotta do. That’s exactly why I’m here,” Jan concurred.

			The car finally came to a stop at the prearranged location outside of La Paz. Unfortunately, there was pandemonium on the streets there as well.

			“This is where I told my contact to meet us, but that was before the riots,” Moises explained.

			“Do you think he’s still coming?” Jan asked

			“We’ll soon find out. Do you have the $1,500? Moises queried.

			“Not exactly.”

			This isn’t good news for Moises. “What does that mean?” he inquired.

			Before Jan could say anything, the door opened and a well-dressed courier entered the car. “Moises, let’s get this done quickly. I don’t like what’s happening in the streets,” the courier insisted.

			Moises nodded and said nothing as the courier handed him his thin, black leather briefcase. He promptly opened it to discover a handgun on top of the product. Moises tilted his head toward Jan and then turned back to the courier. “It isn’t for me. It’s for the señorita.”

			The courier glanced at Jan, looking her over. He was clearly unimpressed.

			“It’s 500 grams for $1,500,” the courier demanded.

			“I….I don’t have $1500,” Jan revealed.

			“What?” the courier responded.

			She gulped hard before reaching for her purse. “I was robbed on the way here before the violence began. The thief took some of my money.” It was clear the courier didn’t believe her.

			“Now, I only have a $1,000. That’s what I can pay,” Jan replied.

			“It doesn’t matter what you can pay. The price for this is $1,500,” the courier repeated adamantly.

			“Then just give me whatever $1,000 will buy. Break it up and sell me part of it. Can we still make a deal?”

			The courier laughed. “You crazy gringa. Do I look like I carry a scale on me?”

			Jan looked to Moises for support and slid closer to him in a protective gesture before he turned to the courier. “Surely we can work something out. If you give her the package, I’ll write you a check for the difference,” Moises suggested.

			“What do you mean you’ll give me a check? Do I look like a banker? How could you come here without all the money? I don’t believe this,” the courier complained.

			“Please, do me this favor. You know I work for the government, so the check is good. I just found out she didn’t have all the money because of the robbery. This is the only chance she has to make a deal before leaving La Paz,” Moises explained.

			Jan listened intently, trying not to appear as embarrassed as she felt.

			“I’m carrying this for someone else. I can’t go back with less than $1.500 dollars. What other kind of deal can you offer me?” the courier queried.

			“Whatever you want; a favor for a favor. Please make an exception for her,” Moises offered.

			The courier glanced between them as he deliberated. Outside the car, a tank rolled slowly by and soldiers marched past them. One military officer knocked on the tinted window so forcefully that they all jumped. The courier quickly closed the briefcase before Moises rolled down the window. “Who are you?” the officer asked.

			Moises held his hands up before motioning to reach into his pocket. The military officer nodded, so Moises withdrew his credentials, handing them over for inspection.

			“You should get back to the city. You’re not safe here,” the officer told them as he handed back Moises’ paperwork.

			The military officer glanced around the car, his gaze lingering on the courier. At that moment, someone screamed behind him. There was another gunshot, so loud that it made everybody jump again. “Now!” the officer demanded.

			Moises nodded. “Of course. We’ll leave at once.” The officer turned away and proceeded onward. He turned toward the courier. “What do you say? Do we have a deal?”

			“Today is your lucky day. I’ll accept the check. But if I can’t cash it, you’ll see me again with my compadres,” the courier warned.

			“I swear the check is good. Who should I make it out to?” Moises requested.

			This was the ultimate insulting question. The courier just shook his head. “Cash. And I’ll take you up on that favor you offered in the near future,” the courier reminded him.

			Several tense seconds passed as Moises wrote out the check and gave it to him. At the same time, Jan pulled cash from her purse, counted it and discreetly handed over the payment. The cocaine package was exchanged into her possession.

			“Muchísimas gracias. I really appreciate it,” Jan thanked the courier.

			“My boss will never believe this story,” the courier replied.

			From somewhere nearby, there were more gunshots and screams. Finally the courier exited when he felt it was safe and stalked away directly to the bank. Moises was shaken and a little annoyed with Jan. “I beg you, please, the next time you come to Bolivia, make sure you bring enough money,” he insisted.

			Jan stuffed the cocaine in her purse. “I’m sorry I put you in that position, Moises. What kind of favor do you think he wants?

			“Maybe a lucrative government contract for his boss.”

			Jan wrote out a check to Moises and handed it to him. “This is from my Swiss bank account to cover the check you wrote for me.”

			“Dealing with cocaine dealers is dangerous business, not a game,” Moises warned.

			“Lesson learned and you played it well.”

			“But a revolution is even more dangerous. Many innocent people die,” Moises added.

			“That’s all the more reason for me to return to Ibiza.”

			“I was hoping you could stay longer, but I understand.”

			“Is there some way I can return a favor to you for everything you’ve done for me?” Jan asked.

			“Since it’s not safe to return to my office, let’s go back to your hotel and unwind from this chaotic day,” Moises suggested.

			“I agree. I think the hotel is probably the most secure place in the city right now,” Jan answered.

			Suddenly, they heard shouting from a nearby crowd that was taunting the police and soldiers by throwing rocks and bottles. Down the street, demonstrators smashed windows of businesses and turned over cars, setting them on fire. Finally, the police began shooting the protestors, and bloodied bodies of the dead and injured were scattered everywhere in the street. The gunfire was deafening.

			Moises rolled down the center window and ordered the driver to immediately flee the scene for their own safety. The driver screeched away from the curb and navigated the streets through La Paz to avoid the pockets of violence and angry mobs. They saw smoke rising in the distance and ambulances rushing to hospitals with the casualties.

			After arriving safely at the hotel, Jan and Moises headed to the bar to recover from the insanity outside. The whole situation was surreal, but they tried to make the best of a bad situation. Hopefully, the demonstrators would not move to the section of La Paz where the hotel was located.

			They ordered a bottle of champagne, finished it quickly, and decided to retire to her room. By the time they reached the elevator, both were feeling a little tipsy and very amorous. Moises and Jan stumbled along the hallway until they reached her door. She attempted to search for the room key in her purse, now stuffed with the package of cocaine. Before she could find it, Moises pulled her into his arms and kissed her passionately. He couldn’t control his emotions any longer and Jan willingly melted into his embrace.

			After a few bumbling attempts to put the key in the lock between kisses, they finally entered the room, falling onto the bed. Jan stripped off her dress, then unbuttoned Moises’ shirt so she could move her hand slowly down his chest to his crotch and feel his erection. She ran her tongue slowly from his lips down to his navel increasing his sexual arousal. They finally got naked and slipped under the sheets, spending a lusty night together.

			In the morning, they lay cuddled together in bed, knowing Jan’s visit was nearing an end. “You’re a unique woman. I just wish you weren’t leaving so soon,” Moises lamented.

			“I promise I’ll return and we can take up where we left off,” Jan fibbed.

			“In the short time we’ve been together, I’ve become very fond of you,” he admitted.

			“It was an instant attraction the moment I saw you on the elevator at our hotel in Asunción. Not only are you handsome and charming, you’re a true caballero (gentleman),” Jan said to stroke his ego.

			She wanted their last night together to be a memorable one, especially for Moises. It was the least she could do to show her appreciation for all that he had done for her. In the beginning, Jan truly had been enamored with Moises. But she wasn’t interested in a long-distance relationship at this time in her life. Most important, this was a business trip, not a romantic getaway. Her job was far from over; needing to prepare for the FIRST DRUG SMUGGLE and finally to sell the contraband.

			Moises quickly dressed, but was reluctant to leave. “I’ll miss you niñita,” he said sadly.

			“And I’ll miss you as well. Stay safe. Hopefully the violence has died down and you’ll still have a job.”

			“I’ll be fine. There are so many brutal, anti-government protests in this country that we just accept them as normal,” he responded.

			“I’m not used to this kind of turmoil. I’ll be glad to get out of here in case things get worse.”

			They embraced for the last time, but Moises didn’t want to let her go. Jan finally gave him a long, passionate French kiss to make him feel better. They promised to stay in touch and plan for her next trip to Bolivia, but actually, Jan had no intention of doing this. She knew this would be their last time together, only agreeing to return as a way to expedite his departure from her room.

			Jan was totally focused and disciplined about the purpose of the trip and nothing was going to distract her from that goal. She had invested all her money in this endeavor, so failure was not an option. Moises was never the objective, only the cocaine. And she was still a half kilo short.

			Moises finally walked out the door. Jan stood still for a moment, relishing the memories of their evening together; even shed a tear. It was hard to move on from that beautiful experience. But she knew she had to get back to work, that she was on the clock now for preparations to leave.

			She called the airport to schedule a flight out of La Paz the next day, with an hour layover in Santa Cruz. She wanted to reconnect with Papi, even though she had no money to buy more coke. Jan was thinking several months ahead. She wanted to reinforce her friendship with the Fat Man, since she wasn’t going to deal with Moises any more.

			After dressing, she reached for her purse to look for the piece of paper with Papi’s phone number. It was tucked under the package of cocaine she had scored the day before. Jan dialed his number, hoping he would answer.

			“Bueno,” Papi answered

			“¿Habla Papi? Is this Papi speaking?”

			“Sí. ¿Quién habla? Yes, who is this?”

			“Your new American friend. I’m flying into Santa Cruz for an hour layover tomorrow afternoon at 3:00 and wanted to meet with you. Is that possible?”

			“Claro. Of course, I look forward to seeing you again,” Papi responded.

			“Meet me at the airport,” Jan requested.

			“Sí, Chiquita. Hasta mañana. See you tomorrow.”

			With the weight of her concerns lifted, the coke purchase completed, and the success of her mission nearly assured, there was only one more task to complete; packaging the cocaine and getting it through customs in Madrid.

			During the previous five years, Jan had traveled extensively between countries and was familiar with customs procedures in a number of them, especially those in Spain. She used this experience to her advantage.

			Jan had noticed that customs agents in Spain were reluctant to search through any suitcases, baggage, or belongings that contained women’s private goods. Cases packed with underwear, sanitary napkins, or cosmetics were generally given a quick glance and passed unceremoniously. She wasn’t exactly sure why this happened, but figured it had something to do with Latin machismo. It was unseemly for a man to probe too deeply among a woman’s private belongings. Perhaps they were afraid of being accused of unusual interest in female items; maybe a little perverted. Therefore, she had her cosmetic case customized specifically for this trip.

			In the years before 1975, American Tourister luggage manufactured a ladies’ cosmetic case that was perfect for the would-be smuggler. As a part of its design was a thick, soft bottom covered with vinyl. This vinyl covering could be easily lifted and replaced when the case was empty. Cocaine could be hidden under it virtually undetectable. Once the case was filled with cosmetics, only the most persistent customs inspector could detect that anything was amiss.

			One of the first tests that a customs official did was to slide his fingers along the inner and outer surfaces of a suitcase. If they didn’t meet, or the lining seemed much too thick, you would have been discovered. The American Tourister case was thickly padded naturally, making this test particularly ineffective. At the request of the United States government (and specifically for this reason), American Tourister redesigned its cosmetic cases and post-1975 bags no longer had this characteristic.

			For Jan, the case worked perfectly. Before she left Ibiza, some of her friends fit the bag with a false bottom of Formica, laying the padding and vinyl cover on top. By flattening the cocaine flakes into a fine layer of powder and placing it underneath the Formica, the cocaine was simply and effectively hidden. Jan then stuffed the cosmetic case full of lipsticks, cold creams, perfumes, feminine hygiene products, and dainty, lacy underwear, preparing it for the next day’s flight.

			Her trip to South America had been extremely enjoyable. She had met some wonderful people, and most importantly, she had made her first big score against all possible odds. It had been a long, hard road, interlaced with more than a few breathless moments, but the experience was finally coming to its conclusion.

			The next day, Jan was ready to leave La Paz. She grabbed her luggage and camera equipment and took a quick view of herself in the mirror to verify her all-American look, practicing an innocent smile before she donned a pair of sunglasses. It was time for her to get into character for her drug smuggling role; improvising for the rest of the trip.

			Hours later, Jan was airborne and heading to Santa Cruz. The thoughts and memories of La Paz slowly began to fade as her plane winged its way eastward. Her layover in Santa Cruz was a short one; only an hour. She walked out of the airplane ramp into the airport lobby looking for the Fat Man. She spotted him and waved as he approached her.

			“Hola, Papi. I’m so glad you made it.”

			“I wasn’t sure if you would call me,” Papi replied.

			“I couldn’t pass through without seeing my new friend from Santa Cruz.”

			“I brought you 200 grams of cocaine,” he whispered in her ear.

			“I appreciate that, but I spent all my money in La Paz,” Jan said.

			Papi glanced around the busy lobby and walked her over to a private corner. He discreetly handed over an envelope which Jan slipped into her purse. “No problema. I insist you take it anyway if you promise to send me the money after you arrive home in Ibiza.”

			Jan was wide-eyed with amazement. “You trust me to do that? We just met and you don’t know me very well.”

			“We’re compadres now, right? I trust you, Chiquita. You have honest eyes.”

			“Of course I’ll pay you back. My word is my bond. Thank you so much,” she responded.

			Jan gave him a hug, but her hands couldn’t reach around his big belly. They bid farewell and Papi walked away. She stood for a moment reflecting on his generous business offer and what he had done for her. Jan knew then that this would not be her last visit to Santa Cruz.

			She headed to the lady’s restroom and entered one of the stalls. Jan always carried different sizes of plastic baggies in her purse for wrapping film, filters, and camera supplies as well as for packaging cocaine. She pulled three baggies out, as well as Papi’s package, filling each equally with coke. One of them she placed snugly into her underpants and one under each breast inside her bra. After buttoning up her shirt, the two top buttons were left unfastened to show off her new cleavage.

			Finally boarding her plane, Jan counted off the aisles to find her seat and stowed her Tourister cosmetic case above it. As she sat down, her nostrils were assaulted by an obvious funky body odor coming from the shady looking guy sitting next to her. He gave her a sly smile, but she feigned a grin, then turned away from him to breathe fresher air.

			She studied him from the corner of her eye, taking in all the nervous gestures he was making. Jan couldn’t believe that out of all the seats available on the plane, he was booked to sit next to her. The long ten hour flight to Spain was going to be intolerable since there were no other seat options. Out of curiosity, she decided to ask him some questions.

			“First time in Santa Cruz?” Jan inquired.

			“I fly here all the time.” He wiped his runny nose and snuffed. “How about you? First time?” he asked.

			Jan’s eyes widened a bit. “First time for what?”

			“Santa Cruz,” he replied.

			“Oh. Yes.”

			“What brings you to Bolivia?” He queried her again.

			“Research for a book. I’m writing about Latin American revolutions.”

			“I heard there was an uprising in La Paz yesterday and that it’s spreading to other cities,” he said.

			“That’s exactly why I’m leaving. I’d rather not be an observer as it’s happening,” Jan responded.

			She turned away and grabbed a blanket from the overhead shelf to cover her face and body, hoping to block the disgusting body odor. The shady guy turned back to the window with a shrug, a sniffle, and wiped his nose again. Luckily, Jan was able to avoid much interaction with him by sleeping most of the six thousand mile flight.

			After arriving at the Madrid Airport, the shady guy tagged along with her while they walked to the Customs counter. The male Customs agent noticed her immediately and couldn’t take his eyes off her new cleavage.

			By this time, the shady guy was sweating profusely. Jan stood behind him in line holding her breath to avoid the horrible smell that surrounded his body. The shady guy turned towards her, but she dissuaded his interest by motioning him ahead so the Customs agent wouldn’t think they were together. “I think you’re next,” she advised him.

			“Ladies first,” he responded.

			The customs agent wasn’t fooling around and waved at the shady guy to get his attention.

			“Siguente!” The customs agent demanded.

			Nervously, the shady guy stepped forward. Jan watched the exchange closely as the agent studied him, taking in all his nervous ticks and obviously aware of the body odor. The agent’s facial expression said it all and he stood back from the counter as far as he could without being totally rude.

			“Passport please.” The agent scrutinized the stamped pages. “You visited Bolivia?”

			“My aunt lives in Santa Cruz. Beautiful country.”

			The Customs agent methodically looked him up and down. “Did you bring anything back with you?”

			The shady guy laughed as he patted his tummy. “I gained a few pounds from her great food and wine, as well as some fond memories.”

			Again he snuffed and wiped his nose. Another agent rose from his chair, anticipating a bust. He called for another agent.

			“I’m going to need to search you,” the customs agent informed him.

			“What? Why? I’m not doing anything wrong,” the shady guy stammered.

			The other agents came forward to assist in the search. They pulled items out of his suitcase and rifled through its compartments. A tiny plastic bag of white powder was found in his shaving kit.

			“Policía. Cocaína,” the customs agent shouted.

			Nearby officers jumped into action as the guy began to fight off the agents. They overpowered him, dragging his body by the neck and arms to their Customs Office for questioning. The agent turned back to Jan who shuddered internally with panic and fear, struggling to maintain a smidgen of self-confidence.

			“Siguiente!” he requested of Jan.

			She gulped as she stepped forward. Again the agent’s eyes drifted towards her fuller cleavage. Jan leaned forward a bit to give him more of an eyeful. She made sure to speak in English with a big smile.

			“Afternoon,” Jan replied.

			“You visited Bolivia?”

			“Yes, I’m a writer and photographer. I was a guest of the Bolivian government working on a tourist advertising campaign.”

			Jan’s acting skills came forth with a fake, sexy smile, but the agent was unresponsive. He glanced back at the Tourister cosmetic case and opened it, pulling out some sexy lace panties, garter belts, stockings, bras, and a box of sanitary napkins. The customs agent was clearly embarrassed and quickly put them back. The suitcase was barely searched before he waved Jan through. To her relief, the personal feminine belongings strategy had worked, making the short walk through customs anticlimactic. She had successfully completed her first drug smuggle.

			The stressful journey was now over. Jan was soon home in Ibiza, the delighted owner of 700 grams of cocaine and thousands of memories. Now she had to find the buyers. Little did she know where that would lead.



		



Chapter 5 — Sold to the Highest Bidder

			Arriving home in Ibiza from her first successful trip to South America, Jan removed the baggies from inside her bra and the flattened baggies of coke from the bottom of the cosmetic case. She resealed the precious crystal in a large, airtight jar and capped it tightly. Cocaine exposed to the air tends to lose its potency and light can also break down the delicate chemical. She wrapped the jar in tin foil and buried it deep in her clothes closet, wondering what she would do with it next.

			Having a large amount of the drug in your possession does not necessarily insure your fortune until it’s all sold. It was easy enough to sell several grams through friends, earning enough money to cover the check she had written to Moises and the money she wired to Papi. After that, she was again left with her diminishing bank balance and some 650 grams of unsold cocaine.

			Jan quickly learned one of the most difficult lessons of the cocaine trade: dealing with the ups and downs of selling the product. On more than one occasion, she had fronted some coke to friends, who in turn, were supposed to sell it, return with Jan’s money and keep whatever profit they had made. More often than not, they concocted stories of being ripped off, or how they had lost the cocaine. Jan realized that she was the one who was being ‘ripped off’ and stopped fronting it.

			There was nothing she could do about the money already lost except learn from the experience. Slowly, Jan discovered that the risks involved in selling cocaine far outweighed the dangers of smuggling it. There was nothing glamorous or adventurous about selling drugs.

			While jogging on the beach one morning, Jan noticed two odd-looking men strolling in her direction. As they drew nearer, she observed the great dissimilarity between the two. Although they were both about the same height, one man was much older than the other; about fifty years of age as compared to twenty-five or so for the younger man.

			The elder of the pair was stocky, with greying temples and a wide smile, while his companion was thinner, almost emaciated, with medium length, straight black hair, and a pronounced limp. They were both wearing jeans on the beach, while most people wore shorts or bathing suits. The older man had something around his neck that gleamed in the sunlight. To Jan’s surprise, it was a gold coke spoon.

			She wondered if they would be interested in the product buried deep in her closet and decided to run in their direction flashing a big smile. “Hi, guys. Where are you from?”

			“My name is Billy from the Bronx,” he responded with a heavy Brooklyn accent.

			“Nice to meet you. I’m Ed from New York City. It’s great to see another American so far from home.”

			“Likewise. My name is Jan. I moved here from LA about a year ago. Are you here on vacation?”

			“Yes, it’s my first time here. I’m a psychiatrist and just needed some time away from my patients,” Ed responded.

			“A psychiatrist. I can see why you needed the vacation,” Jan said.

			Ed laughed while Jan moved a little closer to him. “Is that a spoon around your neck?”

			“It is indeed,” Ed replied.

			“And just what would you put in a spoon that small?” she inquired again.

			“What do you got, Jan? We’re looking for something to put in it.”

			“Well, I might be able to help you out. Why don’t you drop by my place around 5:00 this afternoon and I’ll see what I can arrange.” She took a pen and book of matches from her pocket, wrote down her address and phone number and handed the matches to Ed.

			“Great. See you then,” Billy answered in his heavy Bronx accent.

			“Adios, guys.”

			Jan continued her jog back down the beach. After arriving home, she anxiously prepared for their visit. This was her first big prospective sale to a client she did not know, therefore caution was extremely important. Just in case she was overly presumptuous that these New Yorkers were cokeheads, Jan chose a bottle of red wine to serve her invited guests. She wouldn’t bring out her prized “snow” until it was confirmed the guys were legitimate buyers. Several hours later, Ed and Billy knocked on the front door and Jan dashed over to open it.

			“Welcome. Mi casa es tu casa. My house is your house.”

			“Thank you for the invitation,” Ed replied.

			“We’re having a great time but it would be cooler to party with some coke,” Billy chimed in.

			Once Jan heard the magic word coke, her anxiety was immediately dismissed. “Have a seat here in the den and pour yourself a glass of wine. I’ll be right back.”

			Jan went into her bedroom, retrieved the Mason jar and returned to the living room. When she removed the tin foil, both men gushed with genuine surprise. Their eyes lit up at the large quantity of cocaine sitting in front of them.

			She opened the mason jar carefully and scooped out a small amount of the shiny white powder to put on a hand mirror. Ed chopped the substance to a fine powder with a razor blade. After drawing several lines, they all snorted with a rolled one-thousand peseta note.

			“Goddamn, that’s some good shit,” Billy raved.

			“You’ll have to forgive my uncouth friend. He has no manners,” Ed apologized.

			Then Ed snorted a line. “Goddamn,” Ed confirmed Billy’s approval.

			Jan laughed. “I have the finest blow in Ibiza. Ask anyone,” she boasted.

			Everyone was mellow and settled back on the couch. “Where’s it from?” Billy asked.

			“I just returned from Bolivia with my first coke smuggle.”

			Jan began telling them the story of her trip to South America as Ed examined the residue left on the mirror. “Has this coke been stepped on?”

			“Well, I did have to walk on it to get it flat enough to fit under the lining of my cosmetic case,” Jan replied.

			“No, you don’t understand,” Ed laughed. “Have any mixers been added to it to increase the weight? That’s called ‘stepped on.’”

			Jan blushed slightly. “No, it’s exactly the way I bought it.”

			Both men were impressed by the quality. It was rare to find uncut cocaine and they wanted to buy all of it. However, there was one condition to the deal; Ed wanted to meet her connection.

			“I had a patient from Arica, Chile who was my contact when I smuggled cocaine. But because of recent political events, Chile’s borders are now closed. I can’t ever return there.” Ed revealed.

			“I heard cocaine ‘kitchens’ are located there,” Jan replied.

			“Yes. And I’ve been looking for a new connection which YOU could provide,” Ed requested.

			Jan was silent to think for a few moments. The offer caught her off guard. Then she shook her head. “I don’t know.”

			“Come on. Traveling is always more fun when you’re not doing it alone,” Billy said.

			Jan paused again to mull over their proposal. What was her gut telling her? Was this meeting on the beach a fortuitous encounter? She could unload her entire batch of coke without seeking more buyers. Who knew how long it would take to sell everything if she didn’t accept their offer? She could also make additional money as a referral fee for Papi’s services. It all began to feel so right. Her mind was made up.

			“I’ll do it, but I need $5,000 plus expenses paid in advance.”

			“What do you think Ed?” Billy asked.

			“Agreed,” Ed quickly responded. Jan passed around the mirror after making new lines and everyone snorted them to seal their business deal. The guys left in great spirits, delighted they had a new drug connection and a new partner

			Everything was happening so fast. Jan wondered if it was good karma that placed her and these two New Yorkers on the same beach at the same time, each with their intertwining needs. It definitely made liquidating her first cocaine smuggle much easier than she had anticipated.

			This enterprise was a perfect fit for her talents, particularly her acting skills. Improvising her new secret life was empowering and she definitely made way more money doing it. Jan was elated and began preparations for her return trip to South America.



		



Chapter 6 — Don’t Mess with the Fat Man

			or

			(If it’s Murder, This Must be Lima)

			A month after Jan agreed to return to Bolivia with the New York cokeheads, she received a phone call from Ed informing her that he was too busy for the next several weeks and wanted Billy to travel with her instead. Jan was not pleased with the news. She much preferred Ed’s outgoing personality. He was an older, more mature and an experienced drug smuggler.

			“Ed, traveling with Billy is different than we originally planned.”

			“I’ve gone to Peru many times with him and everything went well,” Ed assured her.

			“I like to travel very low profile. He’s not my ‘travel buddy’ type. His limp attracts attention and his Bronx ego could be a problem.”

			“I’ll throw in an extra $1,000 if that will convince you.”

			Jan pondered for a moment. Making extra money always won her over.

			“Outta sight. We’ve got a deal,” she replied.

			She was not overjoyed at the prospect of traveling with Billy, but agreed to meet him in Santa Cruz, Bolivia, fifteen days later.

			When Billy and Jan finally met in the lobby at the El Cortez Hotel, they checked in separately to deflect any connection between them. After watching him at the reception desk, Jan wished that she had reconsidered the whole thing. Besides being tall and thin with a large nose, Billy’s heavy Brooklyn accent and total ignorance of the Spanish language made him dead weight—someone who needed to be led around by the hand. He also displayed an air of unnecessary importance. Nevertheless, she committed herself to this trip and had to overlook the misgivings about her new travel companion.

			Jan settled in her room and immediately called The Fat Man. “Papi, it’s Jan. I’m in Santa Cruz.”

			“Chiquita! You’re back so soon.”

			“Everyone loved your coke and I sold all of it. In fact, I brought one of my friends, Billy, who wanted to buy some. Is that okay?”

			There was a noticeable pause. “A friend of yours is a friend of mine,” he responded.

			“Can you meet us tonight at 8:00, room 318 at the El Cortez?”

			“Claro. Of course. I’ll see you soon.”

			As Jan hung up, Billy knocked on her door. After letting him in her room, she noticed that he definitely appeared to be high on something. “Are you all right?” Jan asked.

			“Yeah, I’m fine,” he answered.

			“You look a little wired to me, but you better get your act together because I just spoke to Papi and he’ll be here in three hours,” Jan informed him.

			“Just enough time to get a buzz at the bar,” he replied.

			“Or, you can stay in your room to rest and freshen up a bit. We’re about to conduct business for crissakes,” Jan admonished him.

			“Chill out. It’s just a couple of drinks.”

			Billy turned and walked out the door before she could stop him. She shrugged, annoyed by his obstinacy and unwillingness to listen to her. After unpacking her suitcase, she played the waiting game on him. Three hours had passed and Jan was still alone, tapping her fingers on the table, angrier by the minute that he hadn’t returned. Finally there was a knock at the door and she quickly answered it. It’s wasn’t Billy, but Papi.

			He smiled broadly as he entered the small room.

			“Hola, Chiquita.”

			“It’s nice to be back in Santa Cruz,” Jan said as she hugged him. 

			“Where’s your friend?”

			“He went for a drink at the bar. He’ll be back shortly. I told him what time you’d be here.”

			It was clear that Papi wasn’t pleased about the delay. He opened his leather bag anyway and handed her a half-kilo package. “His loss. This is yours.” He handed her another small packet. “This is his. I haven’t made my mind up whether or not to do business with him. I always like to meet someone first. You can tell a lot about a person just by spending a little time with them.”

			Jan nodded. She understood. Papi took his gun from his waistband and placed it on the table which Jan already knew was not to use against her. It was one of the tools of his trade.

			“You should try the new stuff,” he suggested. Papi smiled, beguiled by her natural beauty and waited patiently as she snorted a line.

			“Damn, that’s better than the last stuff,” Jan revealed.

			“Good. Now you can charge more. Only the best for my friend,” he bragged.

			Before she could say anything, Billy stumbled through the door, obviously drunk. Jan quickly hid Papi’s half-kilo ‘coke’ stash in her purse just before Billy saw it.

			“Sorry I’m late. I met another American in the bar,” Billy slurred.

			He walked directly to Papi and held out his hand. “I’m Billy. Nice to meet you,” as he shook Papi’s hand vigorously.

			Jan and Papi glanced at each other with the same incredulous look reacting to an inebriated Billy. Papi finally responded, “You have a very strong handshake.”

			Billy gave a sheepish grin and looked intimidated. “Thank you,” he said nervously.

			Papi clearly was not impressed and greeted him with restraint. Unfortunately, Billy missed his displeasure once he spotted the coke, more interested in getting some of the sought after crystal up his nose. “Aw, man. That stuff looks far out!” Billy said in awe.

			Jan was irritated, but tried to make the best of a bad situation. Billy stumbled as he rushed to sample the product and knocked into the table, spilling nearly a full glass of water right onto the mirror. Where there had just been 50 grams of pure Bolivian cocaine, there was now only a puddle of water and a soggy wax paper packet. A look of horror crossed Billy’s face once he realized what he had just done. Papi said nothing but Jan exploded. “Shit, Billy. You’ve got to be more fucking careful with this stuff,” Jan scolded him.

			“I’m so sorry. I must be drunk.”

			“Sorry isn’t good enough. And yes, you are super drunk.” Jan got madder by the second. 

			Papi, however, was over it. “I think I’ve seen all I needed to know. Billy, you can pay me later,” Papi warned him.

			“It was an accident. I shouldn’t have to pay for it,” Billy implored like a petulant child.

			“Papi, I’ll pay. Problem solved,” Jan interjected. “Billy, please leave. I’d like to speak with Papi alone.” He fled the room like a puppy dog with his tail between his legs.

			“This guy is a total fool and he’s causing problems for you. It’s dangerous to work with him and that’s why I won’t,” Papi adamantly warned Jan.

			“I agree, but unfortunately, I’m stuck with him. I was supposed to travel with his business partner, Ed, but he couldn’t break away from his medical practice and sent Billy instead. You know I’m good for the money. I wired you the dinero for the stuff you gave me at the airport in Santa Cruz. I’ll just do the same when I get back to Ibiza.”

			“I trust you, Chiquita. But remember one thing. Your reputation is the company you keep. Billy is a sorry excuse for a man. He acts more like an immature teenager.”

			“I knew that the moment I met him. And thanks for bringing this coke over,” Jan replied with a big smile.

			“I only do it for you,” Papi said with endearment.

			After the Fat Man left the room, she stood at the door for a moment to reflect on his advice. Jan learned on her first trip that he was very perceptive and a shrewd judge of character. She felt safe working with him and knew he would always protect her.

			Jan decided to go to Billy’s room and found his door ajar. After walking in, she found him sprawled across the bed loudly snoring. To vent her frustration, she grabbed a pillow next to him and slammed it over his head. He popped up immediately with a scowl.

			“Have you lost your fucking mind? You just blew it with Papi and sabotaged your best drug connection. There’s no way he’ll do business with you now,” Jan yelled at him.

			“Chill out. He’s not the only drug dealer around here. We’re in South America, for fuck’s sake. Cocaine is on every corner.”

			“Then maybe you should just go find another corner,” Jan screamed back.

			“As a matter of fact, I already did. That’s what took me so long. I met a guy at the bar and he has his own supplier,” Billy responded.

			“Who is he?” Jan asked.

			“It doesn’t matter,” Billy shouted back.

			“It does matter who he is, asshole. You’re known by the company you keep.”

			Billy rolled his eyes. “It’s just a score. I’ve done dozens. How many have you done?” Jan didn’t answer. “This guy was looking for someone to help pay for a kilo of cocaine and I got in on it. And it’s a damned good thing I did, considering your friend has screwed up the deal,” Billy said.

			“Are you crazy? You screwed it up. And this guy you met, you don’t know anything about him.”

			“I know more about him than I know about your precious Papi. He won’t leave me hanging.”

			“Yeah, he will. By the neck,” Jan countered.

			“What do you know? You’re just some bitch with one lousy contact.”

			Jan slammed out of the door yelling at Billy in the hallway. “One’s all you need, dick head.”

			She rushed into her room, slammed the door shut and secured the chain lock. To make her mood even worse, Jan eyed the cocaine puddle still on the table reminding her about Billy’s drunken behavior. She quickly cleaned it up to get rid of the evidence. Exhausted from all of Billy’s unnecessary drama, Jan climbed into bed and fell fast asleep.

			Several hours later, she was roused by the phone ringing in a pitch black room. Rolling over to extend her hand over the night stand, Jan grabbed the receiver. “Hello. Where are you?” she asked.

			It was Billy calling from the hotel bar. Jan reluctantly got out of bed, pulled some clothes from her suitcase and dressed. She took a quick look in the mirror to confirm her hair was not disheveled, then exited her room.

			Entering the bar, she spotted Billy sitting next to a guy who appeared to be an American in his mid-thirties, tall and good-looking, smiling appreciatively as she approached. He had medium length brown hair which covered his ears, a mustache that drooped at the corners of his mouth, and soft, brown eyes.

			“This is the guy I was telling you about,” Billy said.

			The guy extended his hand. Jan shook it with a strong grasp. “Hi, I’m Jim. Billy has been telling me all about you.”

			“Well, I guess you already know my name is Jan. Nice to meet you. So what brings you to Bolivia?”

			“I work for an importing firm in San Francisco.”

			“What do you do?” she inquired.

			“My territory covers Bolivia, Peru, and Ecuador, and I travel to these countries year-round searching for indigenous art and handicrafts for export,” Jim responded.

			“I’m a photographer and writer,” Jan replied.

			“Billy tells me you’re a Californian, right? I can always tell. You’ve got that West Coast look.”

			Jan laughed. “You think so? We’ll you’re right. LA to be exact.”

			Jim ordered pisco sours from the bartender for the three of them. “Have you ever had a pisco sour? It’s the national drink of Peru,” Jim informed them.

			“I’ve never heard of it before. What are the ingredients?” Jan inquired.

			“It’s Latin America’s elegant cocktail made from a pisco liquor base, key lime juice, egg whites, angostura bitters for garnish, and ice cubes,” Jim explained.

			The bartender served the drinks topped with a velvety froth. Jan and Billy took long sips to savor their first taste. “Remember, you drink with the eyes first,” Jim added.

			“It’s okay, but I still prefer my American brewsky, Budweiser beer,” Billy admitted.

			“I’m always game to try new things. I really like its boozy sweetness,” Jan responded.

			“Someone told me that actress Ava Gardner got totally drunk at a Hollywood party after drinking too many pisco sours and had to be carried away by John Wayne. Ernest Hemingway and Orsen Wells were big fans of the Peruvian drink as well.”

			“Wow, you really know your drinks and movie star trivia don’t you?” Jan commented.

			“I learned that when I was bartender in San Francisco,” Jim said.

			“That explains it,” Billy replied.

			Jim grabbed his leather satchel and pulled out a large clay statue. Jan eyed it with wonder before she took it in her hands. “Beautiful,” she said with sincere praise.

			“She’s Pacamama, Mother Earth, a pregnant fertility goddess. You can have her,” Jim graciously offered.

			“Oh, no. I can’t accept this.”

			“Why not? I’ve got dozens. They sell well in the States.”

			“In that case, thank you very much.”

			Jan felt very comfortable talking to Jim and was attracted to his easy-going, mellow personality, compared to Billy who was antsy to get down to business. “Thanks to his importing work, Jim knows a guy who can get us what we need.”

			“What YOU need. I’m here for guidance only,” Jan confirmed.

			“I have a Canadian friend in Lima who could help score what you want,” Jim added. Jan studied him silently as he continued his pitch. “Tomorrow I’m flying to see him for business. Since my company booked a private plane, you guys can come with me as well.”

			Jan shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere. I just met you.”

			“I’ll be there with you,” Billy interjected.

			“That’s comforting to know,” she answered facetiously.

			“It’s perfectly safe. I pick up artifacts from Wayne every time I’m in Peru,” Jim assured her.

			Jan glared at him thinking that he was trying too hard to convince her. “I’ll talk to Billy later and have an answer for you in the morning, if that’s okay,” she replied.

			“I need to know before noon so I can make arrangements with Wayne. Here’s my business card,” Jim responded.

			“Billy and I need to leave right now. It’s late and I’m extremely tired. He’ll get back to you with our answer as you requested.”

			Jan and Billy returned to her room to consider Jim’s offer. Unfortunately, Billy’s inebriated mind was already made up to do the trip. None of Jan’s warnings convinced him that it was a shaky proposition. She knew this business venture was costing him a lot of money and understood Billy’s desperation, similar to her situation just a few months ago. Therefore she reluctantly agreed to go. Billy happily staggered back to his room knowing he had a new drug connection to replace Papi.

			Jan decided to call the airport to push their departure reservations from Bolivia ahead twenty-four hours. While speaking with the airline representative, Jan stretched the long phone cord across the floor and pried open the ventilation grate near the baseboard with her utility knife. She pulled Papi’s bag of coke from her purse, grabbed their passports and her money belt and placed them on the bed. As a precaution, she decided to hide everything in the vent before putting the grate back in place. Just in case, she thought.

			The next afternoon, the three of them flew to Lima, Peru, checked into a hotel, then took a taxi to Wayne’s apartment located in a suburb of Miraflores. After being dropped off, they stood in front of a modern, ten-story building on a side street a block and a half from the beach. Jim walked towards the front entrance and Billy followed. Jan remained in place a few seconds, reluctant at first, but finally joined them. The front door of the edifice was always locked, controlled by tenants buzzing visitors in, but they were able to gain access immediately as someone exited.

			Wayne’s apartment was on the eighth floor, so they took the elevator up. After walking to his front door, Jim knocked and waited, then knocked again. There was no response. He tried the door knob and surprisingly, it was unlocked. He cracked the door open and peered in to a darkened room. Not seeing anyone, Jim stepped inside, motioning Billy and Jan to follow. Again, Jan was hesitant to go with them, but finally acquiesced.

			All they could see was empty space; not even a piece of furniture in the living room. As they searched the rest of the apartment for Wayne, Jan noticed a few sleeping figures sprawled on mattresses in the back rooms. Finally they found Wayne, asleep in one of the small bedrooms towards the rear of the apartment, wrapped in a torn sleeping bag, like he was camping inside. He was young, unkempt, and completely unconscious.

			Jim pulled out a pungent marijuana bud from a baggie in his pocket and waved it under Wayne’s nose. He immediately woke with a start and rubbed his bloodshot eyes. After recognizing Jim, they shared a coded handshake.

			“Jim, I wasn’t expecting you until Friday.” Jan rolled her eyes and Billy laughed.

			“It is Friday, man,” Jim responded.

			“Oh, right. Right,” Wayne mumbled. He reached for a cigar box containing his weed stash and quickly rolled his own joint for them to share. After lighting it and taking a long toke, Wayne handed the joint over to Jim.

			“Fuck. Yeah,” Jim responded after inhaling deeply, then exhaling a long plume of smoke.

			Jim offered Billy the joint. He gladly took a hit and passed it on to Jan, who up to this point had not said a word. She firmly declined with a head shake. Something didn’t feel right after appraising the surroundings, but she couldn’t quite grasp it. Jan heard people coming and going in other parts of the apartment and occasionally somebody would wander past Wayne’s room, eyeing her curiously.

			“Besides picking up the art pieces you have for me, I wanted to know if you could help us score some coke?” Jim asked.

			Wayne confidently smiled. “Damn right. I can get it without any problem, but probably not until tomorrow evening. Is that okay?” Jan was skeptical, but nodded in agreement. “And who are you?” Wayne inquired.

			“I’m Jim’s friend,” Jan informed him, purposely not giving her name. Wayne looked her over momentarily in a dismissive way.

			“Tell me the coke is as good as this weed and I’ll give you my money right now. By the way, I’m Billy.”

			Jan grew increasingly annoyed at his stupid remarks since he was high as a kite. “Guys, I think it’s time for us to leave. We’ll see you tomorrow, Wayne, at the same time as tonight.”

			The three of them got up to leave, while Wayne fell back into his tattered sleeping bag. He was even more zonked out after smoking weed than when they first arrived. Jan was exhausted and just wanted to return to their hotel and crash for the night.

			During the drive back, Jan quizzed Jim about Wayne. “How do you know each other and what does Wayne do?”

			Jim thought a long moment before replying. “Wayne told me he was involved with a smuggling ring that shipped large quantities of cocaine to Canada, concealed beneath the ceramic tops of beautifully carved wooden tables. He boasted about how that successful smuggle operation had made him a millionaire.”

			“You gotta be kidding me. He’s the poorest millionaire I’ve ever seen,” Jan joked.

			“You got a point. This is the first time I’ve ever been to his place. We usually met at a souvenir shop in Lima or he came to my house in Quito with the Indian artifacts I needed to ship to America,” Jim admitted.

			“How did Wayne end up in Peru in the first place?

			“I don’t know,” Jim confessed. He seemed a little more dubious about his drug transaction with Wayne, yet decided to continue on their mission. He clearly was oblivious to any warning signs since he worked with him for several years. And with that answer, Jan let the matter slip from her mind.

			The next day, her suspicions about Wayne grew as Jim tried repeatedly to contact him to no avail. Either he wasn’t in or wasn’t answering their calls. Whatever the reason, her feelings of uneasiness intensified. Once again, she felt a shiver of doubt that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Her instincts told her that something was wrong. This feeling of foreboding haunted her in spite of Jim’s numerous attempts at reassurance.

			She had just decided to abandon her hopes of scoring anything for Billy, wanting to return to Ibiza, when Jim finally called stating he had just spoken to Wayne. The deal had been arranged for that evening at 9:00 PM. It was December 17, 1973, a date Jan would never forget.

			At 8:30 PM, she again reluctantly followed Jim and Billy into a taxi and drove to Wayne’s apartment in Miraflores. As she paid the fare, Jim walked purposefully towards the security door entrance, rang the buzzer to Wayne’s apartment and stood back, waiting for the answering buzz that would open the locked door. There was no response, so Jim buzzed again. Still no response.

			“What the fuck? Not again. What time is it? Jim complained.

			“It’s 9:00 PM. Right on time. I told you this doesn’t feel right to me,” Jan responded.

			“And I keep telling you it’s fine,” Billy countered.

			Rather than ring again, Jim noticed a couple about to leave the building. As they exited, he caught the door and held it open, gesturing to Jan and Billy to come inside. They took the elevator to the eighth floor and as the doors opened, the elevator ding echoed off the narrow hallway. Jan took a moment to re-examine the surroundings, as they walked out, looking in both directions. The corridor was completely devoid of people. Wayne’s door was to the left of the elevator, about ten feet down the hall, just past the stairwell on the right.

			Once they arrived at Wayne’s door, Jim knocked twice, paused and then twice more.

			To their surprise, a frail Peruvian woman opened the door. “¿Qué quieren ustedes? What do you want?”

			“Wayne,” Jim answered.

			“El no está aquí ahora. He’s not here now,” she replied.

			Jim explained to her in Spanish that Wayne had told them to meet him at his apartment and if it was okay with her, they would wait for him inside. She eyed everyone cautiously before backing away from the doorway to allow them to enter, leading them over to a corner of the living room where they sat on the floor with their backs to the wall. Jim lit a cigarette, offering Jan a puff. She shook her head to decline. Her nerves were shot at this point.

			While they waited for Wayne to show up, a heavyset, middle-aged man, accompanied by what appeared to be bodyguards following him, strode purposefully into the apartment. He curiously eyed the new visitors before striding back to a bedroom. Jan supposed by his air of authority that he was the leader. Recalling what Jim had told her about Wayne, she wondered if he could be the head of the smuggling ring inspecting his workers.

			The Peruvian woman offered bottles of Coca Cola and they gladly accepted. Jan checked her watch. A half hour had passed and Wayne still had not arrived. Finally, the door swung open and Wayne walked into the apartment. An expression of shock crossed his face when he saw them waiting. Jan noted this with alarm. Hadn’t Wayne arranged the meeting himself? He should have been expecting them.

			“What are you doing here?” Wayne asked.

			“What are we doing here? We’re meeting here as you requested last night,” Jan answered with incredulity.

			“Right,” Wayne answered.

			“Where’s the coke, man?” Jan angrily inquired. Wayne motioned for her to keep her voice down and follow him into a small bedroom adjacent to the kitchen. They all complied. Once inside, he shut the door behind him.

			“The stuff hasn’t arrived yet, but it should be here any moment. Let’s sit down and smoke a joint while we’re waiting,” Wayne suggested.

			As the joint was passed around, Jan couldn’t escape the feeling of foreboding that she had experienced on her last visit. She could sense danger in the air. A churning in the pit of her stomach was a physical warning that something was wrong.

			Jan wanted to leave and asked Jim and Billy repeatedly to come with her, but they shrugged off her fears. They kept telling her everything was all right, then ignored her. Jan took a moment to reflect on Jim’s motives. She knew Jim didn’t deal in drugs, although he used them copiously and he definitely wanted his commission as the go-between in this transaction. Jan wondered how much that influenced his attitude and perceptions; perhaps a trifle too much. She would have to be more careful.

			Jim and Billy wanted to wait around until the cocaine arrived. Jan was not willing to do so. Jim and Wayne were joking while getting high, but all she could feel was her tension growing, building to an ominous crescendo.

			Suddenly, they all heard noises down the hallway and the apartment next door. A bang sounding like a firecracker caused everyone to jump. “What the hell was that?” Jan fearfully blurted out.

			“It’s fine. Take another hit from this joint and chill out,” Billy advised.

			“We need to go,” Jan warned everybody.

			“We can’t go. That means a wasted trip for nothing,” Jim answered.

			“Look. I know you plan on making some money from this deal, but something feels off to me,” Jan cautioned.

			Billy laughed. “I told you she was green, man.”

			“He’s fuckin’ high. Don’t listen to him. Look, you’re just paranoid. Relax,” Jim assured her. Jan hopped to her feet and started to pace. She was tense and scared.

			Jim turned to Wayne with a chuckle. “Poor girl. I think she needs to get laid,” he joked. They laughed uproariously as they teased her, but Jan was not amused. Suddenly, and without conscious thought, something made Jan jump up, pulling Billy to his feet by the shirt collar and practically dragging him from the room. A feeling of danger charged through her body, jolting her into action. At that moment, she was following her gut instincts. Billy hung back, which only pissed her off more.

			“Screw you,” Jan screamed at him as she ran out of the room.

			Jim chased after her as she headed out the front door towards the elevator.

			“What the hell has gotten into you? Everything is under control,” Jim said.

			Jan heard a flurry of activity in the wake of their departure. Loud voices and shouts were aimed in their direction. She pushed the button for the elevator and waited impatiently for it to rise from the lobby, ignoring Jim’s protests. She could hear doors opening and closing all around them and voices in the ascending elevator which sounded ominous. Another wave of fear washed over her.

			“Follow me!” she ordered Jim, a note of panic creeping into her voice as she raced for the stairwell. Sprinting down the stairs as quickly as possible, Jan stopped Jim one flight down and motioned for him to be quiet as she listened to the voices and commotion above. Crouching against the landing, they heard the men in the elevator get out on the floor above and begin knocking on Wayne’s door.

			Billy and Wayne had been sitting on the floor passing a joint between them when they heard a knock. Before Wayne could get to the door, it opened suddenly. They were confronted by the heavy set man and his bodyguard with guns drawn.

			“Where’d your friends go?” the heavy set man asked.

			“They decided to leave,” Billy said as he was freaking out.

			“Everything’s cool man, relax,” Wayne answered, stoned but alert.

			“Both of you motherfuckers, gimme your money, NOW!”

			Billy and Wayne stood closer to each other, panicked and scared. They now realized this was no joke. After emptying their pockets of cash, they handed it all over to the body guard.

			“Our friends had the dinero for the coke deal,” Billy stuttered in fear.

			“Turn around and face the wall,” the body guard demanded. Billy and Wayne complied reluctantly, both shaking, their shirts now soaked with sweat

			“Please let us go. You got all our money. If you want the big bucks, go find our friends,” Billy pleaded.

			Wayne was speechless. As he started to turn around and speak to the thugs face to face, the heavy set man shot him point blank in the head, brain matter splattering the walls and Billy, blood gushing everywhere. Wayne’s body slumped to the floor. The body guard stepped back and shot into Wayne’s body several more times with gusto, obviously getting a thrill doing it.

			Billy screamed hysterically. “I beg you, please don’t kill me. I haven’t done anything wro—” Before he could finish his last word, the bodyguard shot him multiple times. He fell over Wayne’s bullet ridden body lying in a huge pool of blood.

			Jan and Jim froze in place after hearing the screams and pleas for their lives, then multiple gunshots and people scrambling around. They realized that Billy and Wayne were probably murdered and that they could possibly be the next victims. She tugged Jim’s arm and they descended the stairs quickly, quietly.

			They paused again a few floors down, ducking into a storage closet hoping they would be overlooked. However, Jan realized in a flash that it wouldn’t work as long as they were in the building. They surely would be found. Their only prospect was to get outside. Suddenly, there were voices descending in the stairwell and they had to make their move.

			She rushed down the remaining flights with Jim trailing close behind, no longer doubting the severity of the situation. They burst through the door into the apartment lobby and to their surprise, six or seven men were waiting in front of the elevator. She didn’t stop to count knowing they were waiting for them to exit the elevator. The thugs obviously knew about the coke score and the large sums of money to be used in the transaction. 

			In one fluid motion, Jan crossed the lobby with arms outstretched and hit the latch on the glass doors to escape outside into the night. Jim was right behind her as she hailed a taxi, luckily waiting outside. Without looking back, they jumped in and slammed the door quickly. Jan told the driver to rush them back to Lima while they kept a lookout from the back window. As soon as the men in the lobby realized who they were, they burst through the doors to chase after them as their taxi pulled away.

			Jan’s mind reeled as she tried to make sense of the events that had just occurred. Was it all in her imagination or was the danger she felt a reality? Coming out of her split second reverie, she realized that Billy was shot to death and that his big mouth probably had gotten him killed. She knew she did the right thing by fleeing the scene. Unfortunately, Billy did not follow her lead and it cost him his life. Once again, her gut had successfully guided her through this horrific moment; otherwise she would have been part of the body count.

			Jim continued to look out the back window when he suddenly noticed that a black sedan was following them. “They’re coming,” he urgently warned.

			As Jan looked out the front window, she saw that they were heading in the wrong direction; away from Lima. “You’re going the wrong way,” she told the driver in Spanish, alarmed. “Lima’s in the other direction.”

			“No, no…Lima is this way too,” he insisted and continued on.

			Jan looked at the driver with doubt, then looked at Jim, immediately aware that his door had no inside handle. In a flash, the realization hit her like a ton of bricks. It was all a set-up, of course!

			It was not uncommon in Lima to hear stories about people who had come to make a buy and ended up face down in the ocean among the anchovies without their passports or their money. With these thoughts crowding her mind at an insane rate, she looked again at the taxi driver. No, this wasn’t a real taxi. “Pull over right now!” she ordered.

			“No. This is the way,” the driver repeated. “I can’t pull over.”

			“There’s no way we’re gonna join the anchovies,” Jan stated.

			“Anchovies? What are you talking about?” Jim asked.

			“Forget it,” she responded.

			Jan knew they had been cornered. Apparently this taxi had been waiting for them all along. Luckily, she was not carrying any money or identification; she usually carried both, but purposely left it in the hotel room floor vent.

			However, she did bring her small all-purpose Swiss Army knife which was hidden in her waistband. Jan never carried a weapon, but tonight fate once again guided her to do so. She pulled it out knowing something had to be done to stop the driver. After carefully exposing the blade under her jacket, she took it off to wrap around the knife.

			Bending forward slightly, she pointed the camouflaged weapon directly at the driver’s head as if brandishing a gun. Her hand shook a bit, but she managed to mask her terror with bravado. The driver flinched slightly and looked in her direction as if to confirm that she had a gun.

			“I said pull over, motherfucker or I’ll splatter your brains all over your cab.”

			The driver looked back as if to change lanes. Following his gaze, Jan spotted a large black sedan behind them, dimming its lights as if signaling something. The driver slowed, finally coming to a stop at the curb.

			Jan climbed out the front window of the cab and yanked the door open for Jim who was still stoned. As he asked the driver how much they owed, she grabbed his arm. “Dummy, this isn’t a real taxi. Let’s get out of here,” she told him.

			Her adrenaline was pumping now. They took off running down the street as fast as their legs could carry them. Jan’s mind took in all the surrounding details in a flash. The street was wide and well lit. Street lights were spaced about fifty feet apart and ran the length of the street on both sides. The neighborhood was residential, with tall apartment buildings on the corners and one-story, single family residences in between. It was about 11:00 PM on a Sunday night and the majority of the houses were dark, their occupants asleep. No one was in sight.

			In the meantime, the black sedan that had been driving behind them, pulled to a stop. Jan looked back and saw several men exit the vehicle, clearly carrying handguns which reflected the illumination from the street lights. That scary image alone motivated her even more to run for her life.

			They dashed through the narrow streets, going down several blocks. She hurried up to one of the apartment buildings and rang several door bells, trying to get someone to let them in. There was no response. Jan returned to Jim at the curb and they continued running quickly up the street. Refuge, she thought, where can we find refuge?

			They passed into the next block, almost running along a stretch of low stone walls that surrounded the tiny gardens in front of each house. Jim was alongside her, breathing hard with fear and struggling to keep up the strenuous pace that Jan was maintaining. His face was devoid of expression. Unfortunately, Jim was still stoned and totally clueless to the severity of their situation.

			She was really frightened now for the first time in her life, but not quite comprehending it at the same time. Jan kept her pace, half-walking, half-running, all the time searching for safety. Her mind was racing, but she thought nothing.

			A hundred feet from the next corner, she saw a movement ahead of them. A man stepped around the corner and into the light. He was of medium stature; dark skinned, dressed in a vest, suit coat and a tie and was casually smoking a cigarette. The man stopped on the corner, tapping his foot, watching them approach.

			Quickly, they darted into the street. Jan went diagonally to the middle of the road and onward, never slackening her pace or forward momentum. Jim tagged behind. A few moments later, she noticed a car driving towards them from the opposite direction. She returned to the left hand curb and gasped when she saw the car pass slowly. It was the taxi driver, his ‘taxi’ sign no longer lit.

			Once past them, the cab turned around and proceeded slowly back up the street. It cruised by, moving at about ten or fifteen miles an hour and finally stopped on the right side of the road a few hundred yards ahead. Jan looked anxiously at Jim as they continued up the street.

			“What the hell is going on?” she cried. “Do you see what’s going on? Can you feel it? Am I going crazy?”

			“I don’t know, but if anybody starts shooting, jump over one of the concrete walls and stay on the ground.”

			That was silly advice since the walls were only three feet high and would not protect her for very long. Still, the thought of being shot at spurred her on, adding urgency to her steps.

			The taxi driver got out of his car and walked around to the hood, raising it as if something were wrong with the engine. He was not looking at the motor; he was watching them. From there, the driver returned to the front seat, left his door open and dangled his foot in the street while he lit a cigarette. Meanwhile, he continued to surveil them.

			At that moment, another car passed, heading up the street towards the taxi. It was the same black sedan that had followed them and dimmed its lights earlier. Jan’s heart leapt to her throat as the car slowed and parked across the street from the taxi. She and Jim were heading right for it.

			Jan bounded to the right side of the street, rushed up the steps of the nearest house and frantically banged on the door. She could scarcely breathe. An old, wrinkled woman wrapped in a housecoat came to the window and pulled aside the curtain to look at them.

			“Yes,” she inquired in Spanish, studying the pair curiously, “What can I do for you?”

			“Please!” Jan begged in Spanish, “We’re tourists and we’re lost and scared! Could you help us for a moment and call a taxi to drive us to Lima?” The woman eyed her and Jim with suspicion.

			“You wait here,” she said, “I’ll call a taxi. It’ll be a moment.” The woman dropped the curtain and was gone.

			Jan slumped against the door in despair. ‘This was the end’, she thought to herself. If the shooting starts, the bullets will go right through the woman’s front door. It would serve her right for not letting them in.

			There was a lull that lasted a few minutes which seemed like hours. It was the moment of expectation when Jan knew that something had to happen. The scene was set.

			“What are we going to do? We can’t wait,” Jim said.

			“What choice do we have?” Jan replied.

			She could still see the man on the street corner, the taxi driver across the street and the burning tips of cigarettes through the windows of the black sedan with the men inside, motionless, waiting.

			Jim was standing on the step just below her, eyes glazed and trembling with fear. Jan’s gaze darted from him to the sedan. Then she saw a motion from the taxi across the street, very subtle, very quiet and watched it as if it were in slow motion. The driver’s hand appeared, coming out of the car at an odd angle, holding something that glinted in the streetlight.

			With horror, she realized it was a gun and it was pointing in her direction.

			Thereafter, another black sedan turned the corner and drove slowly down the street. At that moment, Jan thought, ‘This is it. This is what they had all been waiting for. Now it was only a matter of time.’

			The car pulled to the curb in front of the house next door, a few feet behind the black sedan and shut off its motor. A burly Peruvian man stepped out of the car and Jan noted that he looked just like the others. The tension mounted as the man walked to the passenger side and opened the door. A woman emerged and Jan wondered if she, too, was involved in the set-up.

			The couple walked together up the steps of the house next door. When the man rang the doorbell and there was no answer, he knocked on the door vigorously. Seeing this, Jan quickly realized that they were not involved with the other thugs. With a surge of hope, she ran over to them and breathlessly asked for help in Spanish.

			“Señor, could you please call a taxi for us? We’re American tourists and we’re lost.”

			The woman nodded, still waiting for the maid to open the door. Another minute passed and there was still no response.

			Upon hearing Jan’s request, the man looked around the neighborhood and noticed something was amiss. He saw the other black sedan with its occupants sitting quietly, smoking cigarettes and the taxi across the street with the hood open and driver perched casually on the seat inside. Just down the street, he intently scrutinized the well-dressed man smoking on the corner.

			After giving Jan and Jim a long look, the man walked around the back of the house and pounded loudly on the maid’s door, finally waking her. A few moments later, the porch light turned on and everyone heard the sound of sliding bolts. As the door opened, the man and woman stepped quickly inside. The woman turned to Jan and said, “Don’t worry. I’ll call a taxi for you. Just wait here.” She closed the door and turned off the porch light. Jan crumpled against the door in shock.

			The minutes ticked by slowly. Nobody made a move; not Jan, or Jim, not any of the men in the street. They just waited, timed by the beats of Jan’s pounding heart. For the first time in her life, she felt helpless, like a cornered animal waiting for the kill. It was now or never, she thought.

			Just then, yet another black sedan turned into the street, driving slowly past each house as if looking for something. Once again Jan thought, ‘This is it’, and waited expectantly as the car drew nearer. All eyes were on the sedan as it came to a stop three houses away from where Jan and Jim stood. She held her breath.

			Suddenly, a light flicked on, illuminating the word ‘taxi’ on the roof of the car. With a surge of relief, Jan guessed that this was the taxi the old woman had called for them. She ran towards it, dragging Jim along with her.

			Pulling the door open, they dove inside the back seat as the driver turned his head and asked, “Lima?”

			Jan nodded vigorously, unable to speak as the car pulled away heading toward the city lights. Still trembling, she observed the other cars beginning to follow them onto the highway. Jim was staring blankly ahead, white with fear, then turned again to view the cars falling behind and eventually turning off the highway. Relieved, she sank back into her seat and closed her eyes for the remainder of the ride back into Lima.

			Arriving at the hotel a short while later, Jan jumped out of the taxi leaving Jim to pay the fare and rushed up to the desk clerk. “Could you please check the airlines for the next flight to Santa Cruz, Bolivia,” she asked anxiously.

			Jan waited patiently in the lobby to regain her composure until the desk clerk signaled that he had the information she requested. Dashing back to the counter she blurted out, “Got somethin’ for me?”

			“After a few phone calls I found out that Varig has a flight leaving at 6:00 AM this morning. Shall I book you a seat?”

			“Yes! Please!” Jan responded with a relieved look on her face. A huge load had just been lifted off her shoulders knowing that she was leaving Peru, the sooner the better.

			She headed to the elevators to return to her hotel room, still shaken and scared to the core. At that moment, the only thing on her mind was ‘Get the hell out of Lima.’ Her flight was hours away, so she hurriedly gathered up all her things and threw them into the suitcase.  

			Jan also discovered that the gold coke spoon she had carried with her since the first trip to Bolivia was missing from the pant pocket. Perhaps it had fallen somewhere in that dark neighborhood or in the mafia taxi. She thought, ‘Better the spoon than my life’.

			Abruptly, there was a knock at the door. “Who is it?” Jan queried.

			“It’s me, Jim.”

			As she peeked through the gap in the slightly opened door, Jim stood there dazed and confused still trying to process what had happened to them just hours earlier. Jan felt indifferent towards him as he walked into the room and sat down on the bed. She was dismayed that his ignorance about Wayne’s background contributed to the nightmare of a drug deal gone horribly wrong. Jim probably would have been dead at this very moment had she not dragged him from Wayne’s apartment.

			Sadly, Billy was the unfortunate victim who paid the ultimate price; murdered while trying to score on this trip. His suitcase was still in his room and Jan didn’t know how to deal with it. Nor could she decide whether to call Ed now or wait until after she left Lima to inform him of Billy’s murder.

			“If you stay one more day, I’m sure we can score tomorrow,” Jim meekly muttered.

			“Are you fucking kidding me? Billy was the one who wanted the coke, not me. Now he’s dead, assassinated by those goons that Wayne knew.”

			After snapping the lid shut on her suitcase, she sat down on the bed next to Jim.

			“I’m leaving early this morning for Santa Cruz, Bolivia. I need to say good-bye to a friend who lives there before I head home to Ibiza. We’ll just let the hotel deal with Billy’s suitcase and personal items when they discover he never checked out. We registered separately so they wouldn’t know we were together. You have to understand that I can’t be associated with him in any way. That’s the ugly truth of this business.”

			“I’ll live with this tragedy for the rest of my life. I feel responsible for what happened to Billy,” Jim said with remorse.

			“And I did everything I could to save him, but he wouldn’t listen to me. Now I’m fuckin’ depressed and feel shitty because I’m the one who brought him to Bolivia. I’ll have a guilty conscience forever,” Jan replied with contrition. Dumbfounded, she picked up her suitcase, turned, and walked out the door.

			While taking a taxi to the airport, she tried to calm her nerves, not wanting anyone to misinterpret her nervousness. Even though Jan arrived hours early before her flight, she was just glad to be in a safe and secure environment. The long wait for the flight to Santa Cruz was a pleasurable moment compared to what she had to deal with the night before. Exhaustion oozed through her body and she had to fight to stay awake. Jan was looking forward to catching up on her sleep in the plane.

			Returning to her room at the El Cortez Hotel, Jan promptly called the Fat Man and arranged to meet that evening. As she hung up the phone, she glanced at the dresser mirror and took a long, hard look at herself, horrified that her face appeared to have aged at least ten years in the past couple of days. There were dark circles under her eyes and her clear complexion was now riddled with redness and bumps. Obviously the stress was showing.

			Jan climbed into bed for a quick nap before the Fat Man arrived, but she couldn’t sleep while thinking about her traumatic escape hours earlier in Lima. Never having experienced such fear in her life, she hoped it would never happen again. Worst of all, Jan was aggravated about what she was going to tell Ed about Billy’s murder.

			After tossing and turning for several hours, trying to catch up on her sleep, she finally gave up. Instead, she freshened up with a shower and prepared for Papi’s arrival. Even though she felt much better physically, emotionally she was still a wreck.

			Finally, there was a knock at the door and Jan anxiously opened it. Papi paused for a moment as he looked her over. “Is everything alright, Chiquita?” After explaining the outcome of the drug fiasco in Lima, Papi merely shook his head in disbelief.

			“What the hell am I going to tell his friend Ed about what happened to Billy?” Jan pondered in desperation.

			“‘May he rest in peace’,” Papi responded facetiously, then assumed a more serious demeanor. “There’s a reason Ed didn’t come himself. The smart ones always let others take the risks for them.”

			She felt an oddly unique bond with the Fat Man at that moment, as if he were her big brother or mentor. “You’ll never get ripped off if you buy your coke from me, Chiquita.” As a sign of his commitment, he placed his hand on hers.

			“Lesson learned. You’re my only connection from now on.”

			“Travel safely. I hope to see you again soon,” Papi replied. They rose together, did their usual hug and he left the room.

			She also made the decision never to contact Moises again to score coke since it could rekindle a romantic relationship. The Fat Man was now her solid, number one drug connection.

			Jan now directed her attention to the floor vent where she had previously hidden the half-kilo package of cocaine that Papi gave her before meeting Billy, as well as her money belt and their passports. She withdrew her Swiss Army knife and went to work removing the vent screws, then pulled everything out. After taking a long look at Billy’s passport photo and thumbing through the stamped pages, Jan reluctantly placed it back in the vent and screwed the cover back on.

			Her conscience was really bothering her at this point. How could she dismiss Billy’s existence? Would anyone ever discover his passport where she left it hidden? Would anyone ever discover his body in Lima? Or, undoubtedly, he was probably floating in the ocean somewhere with the anchovies. She felt culpable and helpless that there was nothing more she could have done to save him, nor could she go searching for him.

			She returned to her suitcase and pulled out the large ceramic fertility goddess that Jim had given her. Upon careful examination, Jan noticed there was a paper label covering a wide hole on the bottom of the Indian relic. She gently peeled it off and discovered the body cavity was hollow. Bingo! The light bulb flashed in Jan’s head; put the coke inside the statue and mail it back to Ibiza.

			Papi had often suggested using the postal service idea to avoid carrying drugs back with her. The only question was, who could she trust with her investment? Without hesitation, Carol was the first person that came to mind. She was the perfect choice to receive the contraband at her boutique.

			After packaging goddess Pacamama, Jan walked to the nearby Santa Cruz post office to send her parcel. Once inside, she noticed it was a small family market as well, with candy bars and fruit on the counter. Jan placed her labeled box in front of the postal window.

			“Ibiza, Spain,” she told the clerk.

			“Air Mail?” the clerk asked.

			“Yes, if that’s the quickest way to get it there.”

			Mailing the package gave Jan a temporary feeling of relief knowing half the battle was now over; the coke was on its way out of Bolivia. But arriving safe and sound was the other half of the battle. She wouldn’t know that outcome until after returning home and visiting her friend Carol. Hopefully, Pacamama would arrive intact without being intercepted or else Jan would have a humongous problem dealing with Carol’s drug bust which she had caused.

			She was ecstatic after arriving home in Ibiza; her safe haven overlooking the Mediterranean Sea. However, she still couldn’t shake the horrible memories of the last trip and was vexed about making that final, unavoidable phone call to Ed. Jan needed more time to think about how and when to break the news to him.

			The next day, she called Carol to let her know she was back in town. Obviously, the most important question Jan wanted to ask was if the precious souvenir had arrived. Fortunately, the answer was “Yes.” The postman had delivered it that day and Carol thanked her profusely for the gift.

			Hallelujah!! That was music to Jan’s ears. She wanted to save the best news for last and decided not to reveal what was inside the ceramic statue. Since Carol was anxious to see Jan, she invited her over that evening to share the smuggling adventures.

			Carol greeted her with a warm embrace and a specially rolled Moroccan hashish joint before they settled down on an oversized leather couch. Jan took a long drag, holding the smoke in her lungs interminably. Carol just stared at her with a look of amazement waiting for her to exhale. Finally she blew out a cloud of smoke and began coughing from the unexpected harshness of the weed.

			“I shouldn’t have taken such a large hit. I forgot how strong hashish is,” Jan admitted.

			“I bet you’ve been snorting more coke than smoking pot,” Carol replied.

			“Only to sample it before I buy the product.”

			“So tell me everything about your second trip to Bolivia? Did you score anything?” Carol inquired.

			“Yes, I scored big time. Would you like to see it?”

			“Did you bring the stuff with you?” Carol asked.

			“Not exactly. It’s already here.”

			“What do you mean?” Carol said.

			“Go get the souvenir I sent you.”

			Carol was confused by Jan’s request but retrieved the ceramic statue from her bedroom and handed it to Jan. “This is a pregnant Peruvian fertility goddess named Pacamama.”

			“Totally cool. Wait a minute. Are you trying to tell me something? Carol asked.

			Jan burst out laughing. “No way. But she’s pregnant and ready to deliver.”

			“Would you stop teasing me and tell me what you mean.”

			Jan turned the ceramic piece over to reveal the paper label on the bottom covering the large hole. As she gently peeled it off, Carol was amazed at what was revealed inside. Jan pulled out three full plastic baggies of white gold from inside the fertility goddess.

			Carol’s face lit up with a huge smile. She was elated not to have been busted for receiving drugs in the mail and flabbergasted to have received such a huge quantity of snow delivered right to her doorstep, thanks to the international postal service. They both high fived, cut some cocaine on a mirror, and snorted a line together.

			“You really blow me away, Jan, literally. I had no idea that you would turn into a master smuggler. And if it weren’t for me, you never would have done it.”

			“You know, Carol, you’re absolutely right. And that’s why I’m gonna give you some of this coke as a gift of gratitude,” Jan informed her.

			“Outta sight!” Carol shouted.

			They celebrated together with another line and all was well. Jan had scored enough cocaine, which after being cut, processed, and sold, would provide enough money along with the earnings from her first smuggle, to travel anywhere in the world for several years. When she ran out of cash, she could decide whether to do another trip to Bolivia. At this moment, however, Jan was still too traumatized by Billy’s death to ever consider doing another smuggle.

			A few days passed before Jan finally summoned the strength to make that serious call to Ed. It was the most difficult conversation she would ever have to initiate. She picked up the phone and dialed his number. Her heart was beating rapidly anticipating what was about to happen. Maybe he wouldn’t answer and his phone machine would pick up. It rang three times.

			“Hello.”

			Jan paused for a moment before responding. “Hey Ed, it’s Jan. I’m back from Bolivia but …Billy is still there,” she awkwardly informed him, holding her breath waiting for his response.

			“I wondered when I’d hear back from you guys. Why did Billy stay behind?”

			“He’s not coming back,” Jan could barely admit.

			“Why not?”

			“Because he was murdered in Lima by the Peruvian mafia.” There was silence on the other line. Jan waited a few uncomfortable seconds for a response.

			“Oh my God. What happened?” Ed asked in disbelief.

			“Unfortunately, Billy blew it with my connection Papi. He ended up making his own drug deal with questionable people he’d just met. I reluctantly went along with him to the apartment where he was buying the stuff, but something didn’t feel right. I urged him to split with me out of there to save our asses and he just refused. Luckily, I escaped but I heard him screaming and then the gunshots. It was horrible. I’m so sorry to tell you the bad news.”

			Jan could hear Ed crying and didn’t know what to say. She felt sick to her stomach. “Do you know if Billy had any relatives?” Jan asked.

			Ed regained his composure and responded, “None. His mother was one of my patients, but she died with his father in a car accident years ago when Billy was a teenager. I took him under my wing and helped him out ever since.”

			“Regrettably, Billy’s stubbornness cost him his life,” Jan informed him.

			“Sadly, I know. He had a mind of his own. You could never tell him anything for his benefit. When he got older and matured, he was a lot better. I was like a good friend to him.” Ed replied. “So where’s his body? Is he in a morgue somewhere?”

			“I have no idea,” Jan admitted. “Obviously, we can’t go looking for him. They’ve probably dumped him in the ocean.”

			“I should never have let him go. It’s entirely my fault,” Ed lamented.

			“And I feel responsible as well. Unfortunately, there’s nothing we can do for him now.”

			“Thank you for telling me what happened. I know you did everything you could to help him and I don’t blame you,” Ed responded.

			“Believe me. I’m truly sorry for what happened to Billy. He’ll be in our hearts forever.”

			“Please stay in touch. Good-bye,” Ed replied. Jan hung up, relieved that the call was over.

			Billy’s murder made her reconsider if she ever wanted to journey down the dangerous cocaine trail again. If she did, she learned another lesson from the trip. Stick with Papi, the Fat Man. She had trusted him from the beginning and he had never failed her.

			One thing was certain; the date December 17, 1973, was etched in Jan’s memory forever as a one of the darkest days of her life.



		



Chapter 7 — Choose Your Mule Well

			In March 1978, Jan jumped back into the sizzling frying pan by moving back to Los Angeles. All the problems she fled had gotten worse, exacerbated by the growth in population. The freeway traffic gridlock had increased smog pollution and the crime rate had risen as well.

			Before returning to Southern California, she had completed a few more smuggles. Even after the tragic fiasco with Billy in Lima, Jan was seduced by the need for a continuous flow of money into her bank account. She had achieved her goal of traveling to Africa, the Middle East, and several countries in Europe by spending almost all the huge profits from the cocaine deals, therefore she was considering another last trip to replenish her funds.

			Jan attempted to lay low for a while and put smuggling on the back burner while trying to earn a legitimate income. She set up a sophisticated color photo lab in her home, printing large quantities of Cibachrome prints which she signed, titled, and numbered for sale to travel magazines and newspapers. Unfortunately, Jan never made enough money to support the lifestyle to which she was accustomed. Her bank account was lower than it had ever been in a long time and she stressed about it.

			Although she didn’t relish the idea of another trip to South America and resuming a double life, she felt she had no other options. The lure of making huge amounts of cash from cocaine was so tempting and hard to resist, that it was beckoning her back into its shady world. She was always reluctant to return to South America, still haunted by the scary and horrid lingering memories of Billy’s death in Lima. But she managed to put her fears aside and began planning for the next smuggle.

			Sitting at her dining table while sipping a glass of wine, Jan read a post card from her parents who had relocated to Hawaii from the San Fernando Valley in Los Angeles. The message on the card read, “If you ever get tired of the fast lane, come visit us in Honolulu.”

			She then retrieved a telegram from Papi which stated in all capital letters signaling urgency, ‘JUST NOW I RECEIVED YOUR LETTER COME QUICKLY ALL OK FOR TOURISTS LOVE PAPI PITTY.’ It was fortuitous timing hearing back from the Fat Man since he had been on her mind for a while after writing him a month before. He was definitely the one who could solve her financial woes.

			Jan decided to call her childhood friend Karen, now a college student in Hawaii who was always broke, for consideration as a possible mule. She wasn’t the ideal choice for such a clandestine endeavor. Karen was in her late twenties, five-one, with a zaftig figure, very buxom, brown hair cut shag style, and a gregarious, flirty personality; definitely not a low profile physical appearance and demeanor, which Jan strictly required.

			However, Jan needed a travel companion, preferring to go with someone she already knew. Karen was one of the few people she had confided in about her secret life activities and frankly, couldn’t think of anyone else to ask. Jan decided to evaluate her worthiness and reliability. By asking pertinent questions over the phone, she would determine if Karen deserved the opportunity to accompany her; though now it would strictly be a business relationship.

			“Hey, Karen, it’s Jan. How ya doin’?”

			“Just finished my exams. How’s it goin’ with you?” Karen responded.

			“Could be better. I’m short of bucks right now so I’m thinking about doing another score in Bolivia.”

			“When was the last time you were down there?” Karen inquired.

			“It’s been a couple of years. I’ve kept in touch with my contact Papi and he’s still in the business.”

			“If you’re gonna go, take me with you. I’ve been looking for a part-time job and still haven’t found anything,” Karen said.

			“I don’t know, Karen. It’s dangerous work. If you did go, you’d be the mule, carrying the cocaine through customs. It isn’t a Roman holiday vacation,” Jan warned her.

			“Sounds exciting,” Karen gushed.

			“Not really. If you get caught, you go to jail. We’re talkin’ deplorable living conditions; rats and cockroaches, gang rapes, physical assaults, gross food, and most importantly, your freedom.”

			“I won’t get caught,” Karen implored.

			“Oh really? There’s no guarantee for that. You have to keep a super low profile. No dressing sexy with your boobs hanging out. And, you flirt too much with every guy you make eye contact with.”

			“No I don’t. I promise I’ll be on my best behavior and dress like a nun. Whatever you want, you can count on me,” Karen promised.

			“I’m really skeptical, but if you swear you’ll listen to me and not fuck up, I’ll let you go.”

			Karen screamed into the phone, overjoyed. “Hurray! When do we go?”

			“We’ll be leaving in a month. That’ll be plenty of time to work out all the details. You get $3,000 after the trip when all the coke is sold. As soon as I plan the itinerary, we’ll get together and go over everything. This is like a secret military operation. No bullshit allowed!”

			“Thank you soooooo much for letting me go. And my bank account thanks you as well. You won’t regret your decision,” Karen promised.

			“I hope not,” Jan responded.

			She hung up the phone and mulled over her decision to let Karen be her mule despite her detrimental personality quirks. Jan knew she was taking a gamble with Karen, who attracted men like bees to sunflowers. She also was a firm believer in the advantages of keeping a low profile and Karen was a high profile person. But with her promise to follow Jan’s rules, she would take a chance and overlook her flaws, hoping not to re-evaluate that decision later.

			Karen flew to LA and met at Jan’s house to go over details for the trip. The first order of business was explaining the passport switch. Jan pulled out her passport from a desk drawer, thumbed through the pages and reviewed all the immigration stamps from the cities she had visited around the world.

			“We don’t want our passports to have Bolivian stamps on them,” Jan explained.

			“Why?”

			“Because American Customs agents suspect everyone coming back from there are smugglers. That’s why we’re applying for replacement passports.”

			“Got it!”

			“We’re breaking the trip into two parts. Buenos Aires, Argentina is our midpoint. We’ll get round-trip tickets to Buenos Aires in the U.S. and use the replacement passports for the Argentine entry and exit stamps.”

			“Okay,” Karen confirmed.

			“We’ll purchase tickets in Argentina for the connecting flight to Santa Cruz, Bolivia. Our duplicate passports will show that our flight originated in the United States. Once aboard the plane, we’ll switch out our passports, using the originals for the Bolivian stamps.”

			“Cool. Pretty slick,” Karen responded.

			“By the time we return to the States, we’ll be using the second part of our original roundtrip ticket and passports. They’ll only have Argentine stamps on them.”

			“Then there will be no indication that we went to Bolivia at all. Smart thinking, Jan”, Karen said.

			“We’ll either mail back our extra passports or destroy them before we leave for home,” Jan added.

			“Wow. You’ve thought of everything. I feel totally safe on this trip. So, I guess we need to apply for new passports for the ones that got lost. Right?” Karen joked. They laughed together.

			The trip to Buenos Aires began without a hitch. But it soon became obvious to Jan while on a layover at the airport that things were not going to be very enjoyable. Karen had a very giddy and childish demeanor at times and continuously smiled at strange men as she walked by them. They in turn would stop and stare after her. This behavior really bothered Jan and she often berated Karen about it. She insisted that Karen not be so friendly, nor make eye contact with so many people and concentrate more on getting the job done than attracting men.

			Karen was impervious to these comments, blithely batting her eyes and denying that she was doing any such thing. While waiting in the airport for their connecting flight to Bolivia, Jan was having serious second thoughts about Karen. Unfortunately, it was too late to pull the plug and end the smuggle.

			Jan decided to use one of her crafty diversions to kill time: picking out someone who was going to the same destination and striking up a conversation with them. This provided an established cover story with an uninvolved party, someone who could be called as a corroborating witness if she were ever questioned by authorities about her business in a lonely place like Santa Cruz.

			They happened to encounter a pair of gentlemen on their way to Santa Cruz who were carrying a bottle of whiskey they had just purchased. Jan convinced them to open and share it during the four hours that their flight was delayed. By the time they boarded the plane, everyone was pretty buzzed.

			The eventual flight into Bolivia passed quickly, and upon landing, the four travelers shared a taxi to the Holiday Inn. Jan made sure she explained to them on the way to the hotel that she was a travel writer, mentoring Karen on the job.

			After arriving at the hotel, Jan called the Fat Man from a public telephone in the lobby. “I’m back, Papi. I can’t believe it’s been a couple years since I last saw you.”

			“Time flies. Did you get my letters?” he asked.

			“Yes, and I’m glad you stayed in touch. I normally write you before a trip to confirm, but I didn’t have time to wait for your answer. If you don’t have any stuff available, I understand.”

			“Unfortunately, none. But if you want to come with me into the jungle, you can watch and learn the entire process from beginning to end how cocaine is made. Maybe take some pictures. Or, you could wait a week in Santa Cruz.”

			“You know me, Papi, I don’t like to wait for anything. Do you mind if I bring a friend?”

			“Not another Billy?” he asked.

			“Hell no! It’s a girlfriend of mine, Karen.”

			“Está bien. That’s okay. I’ll send my driver to pick you up at 8:00 AM.”  

			“Look forward to it. See you tomorrow. Adíos,” Jan responded.

			She hung up the phone and watched Karen in the lobby, flipping through magazines and looking bored, wondering what it was going to be like with her in the jungle. Jan was looking forward to getting her out of Santa Cruz, where she would otherwise be attracting a lot of unwanted attention.

			After checking into their room, Jan explained to Karen about the excursion into the mountainous region outside of Santa Cruz. “You better dress appropriately. No low cut tops or short shorts. You’ve attracted way too many stares since we’ve been here. I’ve got enough problems worrying about getting this job done, than to stress about your wardrobe and behavior.”

			“I can’t help it if guys look at me,” Karen whined.

			“That’s because you smile at every one of them. That fuckin’ annoys me, to be frank and honest. You promised me you were going to tone down your look. Remember? I swear if you bat your goddamned eyelashes at another man, I’ll kick you in the ass in front of everybody.”

			“You’re just imagining things. I’m just being me. That’s who I am. I love to smile and be friendly. It never bothered you before.”

			“Now I’m really having second thoughts about letting you come with me,” Jan warned her.

			“Okay. Okay. I promise to follow your instructions and be a good girl. I’m just so excited we’re going into a real jungle. How cool is that!” Karen said.

			“Don’t change the subject. I’m serious about your conduct.”

			“You’re the boss,” Karen acquiesced.

			“That’s what I wanted to hear,” Jan smugly replied.

			The next morning, Karen walked out of the bathroom wearing jeans and a sleeveless shirt opened down to the third button, giving her ample cleavage room to breathe. Jan walked over to her and buttoned up two of them, then gave Karen another visual inspection, the first of many to follow.

			They packed a small suitcase with casual clothes, hoping everything would be appropriate for the harsh environment they would be working in. After exiting the hotel, they stood in front waiting for the Fat Man’s driver to pick them up. There were also other hotel guests waiting for their tour bus.

			“Our tour bus is a half hour late. Are you waiting for it as well?” a guest asked them.

			“No, we’re waiting for a driver to take us to the Mennonite settlement in Calecoto,” Jan improvised.

			“Who are the Mennonites?” he inquired.

			“They’re a fundamentalist Christian group with a settlement here,” Jan responded.

			Finally, the Fat Man’s driver pulled up in a Jeep which had lots of storage space and swinging double doors in the rear. He rolled down the window to speak. “Are you Jan?”

			“Yes, and this is my friend Karen.”

			“Buenos días. My name is Roberto. We’re going to meet Papi outside of town.”

			“Hi, Roberto. Sorry I don’t speak Spanish,” Karen chimed in.

			“No problema. My English is so so.”

			Karen sat up front with Roberto while Jan spread her camera equipment on the back seat preparing to take photos along the way. They drove out of Santa Cruz into the countryside where they would pick up Papi, his workers, and the supplies they needed for the week.

			There were only four well-traveled roads that led out of Santa Cruz and they pointed to the north, south, east, and west. A short distance in any of these directions and you were in the Bolivian jungle. However, ‘jungle’ in Bolivia was not what might be expected; it was not a dense tropical rain forest, but it was very lush. There were thousands of trees with clinging moss, tangled vines, and bright green meadows with large, brackish ponds; perfect breeding grounds for the billions of mosquitos that ruled the jungle environs. Animal sounds were everywhere.

			Roberto seemed enamored with Karen’s vivacious personality as she attempted to communicate with him in Spanish. However, Jan was totally annoyed and fuming while watching Karen flirt. Rather than reprimanding her at that moment, she decided to wait until they were alone together.

			Finally the Jeep stopped in front of a ramshackle house. Roberto got out, grabbed a box from the back and caught a glimpse of Karen winking and smiling at him before he walked to the front door. That was the last straw for Jan.

			“Don’t make me kick your ass right here and right now in front of everyone,” she blurted out.

			“What?” Karen answered.

			“You know what I’m talking about.”

			Karen dug into her purse, pulling out a lipstick and mirror to freshen her makeup. Jan rolled her eyes in disgust. Papi stepped out of the house and waved to them, yelling, “Hola, Jan. I’ll be right out with the supplies for our trip.”

			A few moments later, the Fat Man and two of his workers exited the house carrying boxes of food, water, and other supplies, loading them into the Jeep. He followed the rule that it was better to take along too many supplies than not enough. They all managed to squeeze inside the overloaded vehicle, now bulging at the seams.

			Papi smiled as he looked at Jan. “You still look the same.”

			“You, too. I’m so glad we reconnected,” she responded.

			“I knew you would return again. Is this your friend Karen?”

			“Hi, Papi. It’s so nice to meet you,” she replied.

			“You’ll both learn a lot on the trip. This is one of my safehouses in the countryside where I store chemical supplies and mixing buckets to make cocaine. I give food and money to the people who help me as payment for their services.”

			As they drove further outside Santa Cruz, Papi stopped at several other safehouses and left food and supplies with each family, assuring their silence from implicating him as their benefactor. Jan was quite surprised and impressed to see the network of people he employed.

			The route driven was rough with potholes, but the scenery was beautiful, passing through the Bolivian wilderness until the approaching night. The trip to the jungle site where Papi made cocaine took six and a half hours. During that time, Jan took scores of photos of the countryside. They passed acres of cotton fields with hundreds of workers laboring in the sun and many tribes of wandering, nomadic Indians who foraged for wild boar and armadillos. Most of the time, they drove through the chaco, which was a heavily wooded forest that covered most of the landscape to the east of the Andes Mountains.

			Heading further eastward toward Brazil, the wilderness became thicker and denser, with an occasional mud shack or cultivated field giving way to a lush overgrowth of thousands of trees as far as the eye could see. Several hours away from Santa Cruz, the Jeep turned off the main road onto a dirt path that led deeper into the chaco. As they continued on it for several more hours, or one of the dirt path’s branches, they became progressively narrower.

			At about 8:00 PM, the Jeep finally arrived at their destination; a campsite that had served as a hunter’s cleaning pit for many years. From above, it was indistinguishable from any of the surrounding countryside, being as heavily wooded as the rest. But within it, most of the undergrowth had been cleared and a fire pit was made, surrounded by an animal graveyard piled with dried, bleached, and reeking animal bones.

			The Jeep parked in a thicket of trees and was camouflaged with branches to prevent it from being seen by observation planes. As the entire troupe walked toward the fire pit, the stench of bones and strewn garbage entered their nostrils. “Oh my God! What’s that disgusting odor? I can’t believe we’re setting up camp here,” Karen complained.

			“It definitely stinks,” Jan chimed in.

			“You’ll get used to it. Nobody can see this location from a plane. That’s why I‘ve been using it for years,” Papi responded.

			“No problem. We’ll grin and bear it. How can we help set up camp?” Jan asked.

			“Hang the hammocks and mosquito netting,” Papi replied.

			Everyone jumped into action unloading supplies from the Jeep and doing their specific jobs setting up camp, making a campfire, and cooking food. Jan and Karen cleared an area to set up the hammocks.

			The Bolivian cocaine workers had a number of unusual customs when manufacturing the drug. The most important rule was that no one could use coke while it was being made; only before and after. Cocaine made people paranoid, amplified many times by the surroundings they were in and the endeavor they were undertaking. Papi reiterated to Karen what Jan had demanded of her before the trip: no snorting of the new product until they had returned from the jungle. Another custom among the workers was to never snort any of the cocaine they made.

			Papi and all his workers huddled together to prepare their freebase cigarettes after all their camp chores were done and the meal cooked over the open fire. They preferred to smoke the coca base from which the crystal was made. Jan and Karen watched them prepare the base for smoking; taking a cigarette and rubbing it between their palms to remove the tobacco, then adding a pinch of the base from a huge plastic bag they brought with them. They stuffed the base and tobacco back into the cigarette paper, lit it up, and passed the cigarette around.

			The first few coke base joints took a while to prepare, but as the effect of the drug began to take hold, everyone’s hands started moving faster and faster; removing the tobacco, adding base, stuffing, rolling, and smoking, until the procedure became a blur of motion that seemed to produce a cigarette in no more than a few seconds. The production sequence seemed to take on a life of its own in the flickering firelight.

			The entire camp got uproariously high, laughing, joking, and carrying on. The workers were quite interested in Karen, whose personality was more flirtatious than they were used to.

			“Great high. I’ve never smoked coke before,” Karen said.

			“Enjoy it now, because you won’t be doing it any more until after we return home,” Jan reminded her.

			One worker was so distracted by Karen that he accidentally knocked over one of the glass mason jars containing chemicals needed to make cocaine. “Jefe, I’m so sorry,” he apologized profusely.

			The Fat Man became so enraged that he grabbed his machete and slammed it down into the ground next to the worker’s hand. Everyone froze, horrified by Papi’s sudden outburst of violence. The worker screamed out in shock as he held up his hand to survey any injury; luckily there was none. The machete had barely missed amputating his pinky finger; no cut or blood, just a traumatized worker. “This is a warning to everyone. Don’t fuck up while we’re working!” Papi cautioned.

			His temper caught everyone off guard. It was around midnight and the mood had shifted from cocaine euphoria to fearful dejection. Everyone decided to head for their hammocks, leaving their dinner forgotten, still simmering over the dying embers of the campfire. They had to get up early in the morning, but most likely, the relentless mosquitos would make it difficult for them to get much sleep. Jan and Karen laid in their hammocks, reflecting on the long day and abrupt ending to the evening’s activities.

			“Damn. That was a great high until Papi lost his temper. He freaked me out,” Karen admitted.

			“This business is serious shit. You know you flirted with that worker and got him distracted. It’s really your fault what happened,” Jan scolded her.

			“Your hard-ass attitude is starting to bum me out. We’re in the fuckin’ Bolivian jungle, high on cocaine. Let your hair down a little.”

			“There’s plenty of time to do that later. This is a job. And right now we’re working,” Jan chided her.

			Karen yawned. “Right now let’s go to sleep. Buenas noches.”

			The next morning they woke up early. Karen, however, immediately began scratching herself all over. She lifted her shirt to reveal hundreds of red welts, distressing her greatly.

			“Fuck! My body is covered with mosquito bites. And there’s a rash on my legs and butt. I can’t believe they bit right through the hammock,” Karen complained

			“Poor baby. You look horrible. Mosquitos must love your skin because I don’t have any bites. And by the way, your rash is from scabies.”

			“Scabies. What’s scabies?” Karen asked.

			“They’re little mites that are probably imbedded in your used hammock. Nobody can touch you now because scabies can spread by skin-to-skin contact,” Jan informed her.

			“That’s just great. Do you have any medicine to stop the itching? I’m scratching so much that I’m bleeding all over,” Karen complained.

			“I only have salve for the mosquito bites. You need a different medication for the scabies. We’ll get it when we return in five days because we’re making five kilos, one kilo per day,” Jan explained.

			“Five days of torture?” Karen asked.

			“I hate to tell you this but you’re gonna have to keep sleeping in the infested hammock. Maybe if you wear several layers of clothes when you sleep, that might protect you from more bites, and we can put some sheets of plastic underneath your hammock,” Jan suggested.

			“Shit. I’ll just sleep on the ground,” Karen answered.

			“Whatever, but if you get bitten by poisonous spiders or snakes or attacked by crazy wild boars, don’t scream. I’m a light sleeper,” Jan warned.

			“That’s not funny. Crap, I guess it’s the hammock tonight,” Karen conceded.

			Jan rummaged through her purse to retrieve a tube of mosquito salve and handed it to Karen who immediately lathered her inflamed skin for instant relief. “Oh man, I feel so much better now,” Karen said.

			“Great. Now you can help me clean up the campsite.” They concentrated their time on burying the discarded animal bones and garbage while Papi and his workers were making more cocaine.

			“The flies are driving me crazy. We’ll never get rid of them with the raw meat hanging from the trees and this garbage scattered around. They think they’re invited to a feast and bring all their buddies. We can keep their numbers down by covering the animal flesh with plastic sheets, don’t you think,” Karen asked.

			“Maybe so,” Jan responded. She made a broom out of palm fronds and did her best to herd the flies to the far side of the camp. She also did her best to supervise the campsite and keep it clear of all the trash generated by six campers. Jan observed that the Bolivians had a bothersome tendency to fling their garbage in no particular direction and leave it wherever it happened to fall.

			“I notice we’re running low on water,” Karen commented.

			“The only water available is in the nearby pond and it’s covered in three inches of green algae. We need to filter and boil it, but we’ll never get rid of the algae taste,” Jan responded

			“This will be a trippy first time experience,” Karen said. She walked down to the pond with a large bucket and swept aside the algae with her hand before dipping it into the water. There was no way to keep all the green slime out of the bucket. Karen attempted to remove the rest of it before boiling the water and make it drinkable. Luckily, no one suffered any side effects from the little bit of algae they consumed.

			Suddenly, everybody stopped working when a small observation plane circled overhead several times. The plane understandably made Papi nervous. He directed his laborers to move and work under the trees. The plane made one final pass and flew off to the north, much to the relief of everyone so they could continue their work. However, they didn’t have much time to relax. As soon as the plane left the area, another engine was heard, the distant rumbling of approaching cars outside camp.

			Papi and his workers stopped what they were doing and listened to the sound. It was definitely coming their way. There were not a lot of reasons for people to be this far out in the chaco. Coupled with the plane that had been circling overhead earlier, the likelihood was that they had been spotted and a team of federales was coming to check them out. Papi and his men readied their rifles. He motioned to Jan and Karen to find cover. “Go hide in the trees,” Papi commanded them.

			The Fat Man and his workers walked down the dirt road toward the cars approaching them. Jan grabbed Karen’s arm and they ran to the Jeep to retrieve their jackets and purses containing passports and money. They also snatched a pair of socks and tissues to stuff in their pockets.

			To avoid detection, they darted off about a hundred yards into the dense brush in case the men in the cars were federales. They stopped behind a small rise to hear what was going on, far enough away to be out of view, spying through the jungle leaves at approaching vehicles in the distance.

			Jan whispered to Karen, “Shit, my heart is pounding so fast.”

			“I’m so scared, I don’t even feel the itching from my scabies and mosquito bites,” Karen admitted.

			“Damn, I just realized the suitcases in the Jeep have our name tags attached. I’ll remember to take them off next time, but that doesn’t do us any good now,” Jan said.

			The cars passed slowly, coming to a stop briefly in front of where they were hiding, forcing them to squat even closer to the ground. A car door opened and someone wearing heavy boots stepped out, cocking a gun. Karen started to scratch but Jan gripped her arm. An agonizing minute passed before the man got back into his vehicle and drove towards the direction where Papi and his workers were waiting.

			“Hey, sounds like the cars are leaving,” Karen whispered.

			They gathered enough courage to venture out towards the camp. At first there was nobody in sight. But after a few minutes, Papi and the other men finally trudged back up the road towards them signaling everything was okay.

			“The men in the cars were hunters looking for game. I told them we had girls at the camp and we didn’t want to be disturbed,” Papi informed them.

			“We were gonna hike to Brazil if there was any trouble. What would you have done if the men were government agents?” Jan asked.

			“We would have shot ’em.”

			“Whoa! You know, maybe it’s best if I never come into the jungle with you again. My being here makes it more difficult for you,” Jan responded.

			“I agree,” Papi said.

			The incident with the hunters was a lesson to be learned for Jan: not to become too complacent, no matter how safe the situation appeared. She was back on her guard and maintained that sense of awareness for the rest of the trip.

			Everyone walked back to the campsite and resumed their coke making activities. The receptacles used to make the drug came in a variety of shapes, sizes, and colors; from wide mouth mason jars that held several liters, to immense plastic buckets in colors of red, green, blue, yellow. Jan took pictures of everything and everybody who was involved in the process. Workers formed assembly lines to measure chemicals, each amount of base weighed out according to the size of the container.

			Papi was holding a large pharmaceutical filter. “I’m washing the base with ether and acetone through this filter. Now I’m adding a small quantity of hydrochloric acid. I’ll cover the bucket tightly and put it out in the sun to react for several hours.”

			“Then what happens?” Karen asked.

			“The mixture churns, boils, and bubbles as crystals form on the sides and bottom of the containers. Sometimes they’re brilliant like quartz or powdery like flour. It all depends on the variation in chemicals used,” Papi explained.

			“Is that it?” Jan asked.

			“No. Once the chemical reaction is complete, I break up the crystal block with my hands and press it through another filter which leaves a pure shiny residue. That’s the finished product; ninety-nine percent pure cocaine.”

			Jan and Karen watched Papi scrape the cocaine off the filter into a large, wooden drying box. It started out pure white, changing to a dull yellow as the ether evaporated, then to a brilliant crystalline white again as the slower evaporating acetone dissipated into the atmosphere. Jan reached down to pick up a large chunk of cocaine and spread it across the inside of her hand, marveling at its size and beauty.

			“Wow. This is amazing how it’s made,” Jan said.

			“Can we break some off so I can sample it?” Karen asked.

			Jan was infuriated by her question. “Absolutely not! Remember, no cocaine use while we’re making it. That’s the Bolivian rule.” Karen stormed off to lie in her hammock, sulking like a scolded child after being reprimanded.

			The five days in the jungle passed slowly as Papi made a kilo a day. Most of that time was unpleasant for Jan. She had to constantly remind Karen to help with the cooking and cleaning of the campsite. Her incessant immature behavior and playing the ‘femme fatal’ was becoming more annoying.

			On the third day, when Jan was washing the pots and pans near the campfire, she noticed Karen saunter over to the Fat Man and his workers processing a new batch of cocaine. She was wearing tight bell bottom jeans and had unbuttoned her denim shirt to her waist, revealing a low-cut tank top underneath. Jan wondered, ‘What the fuck is that bitch doing. She’s pushing her luck with me.’

			Her eyes followed Karen as she stopped in front of Papi sitting on a stool after completing the final batch of the day. He looked up, acknowledging her presence and she immediately began her charm offensive. “Hola, Papi. I was wondering if you could give me some product to test?”

			“You already know I don’t give out samples while working,” Papi responded.

			“Why not?” Karen asked.

			“Because that’s the rule we follow,” Papi reminded her.

			“Rules are made to be broken,” Karen countered.

			“Jan told me you might ask and insisted not to give you any,” Papi answered.

			“How’s she gonna know?”

			“Because she watches everyone like a hawk.”

			Karen leaned over towards him revealing her breasts bulging out of her tank top. “Come on. Give me a little bit.”

			“I know you’re not going to leave me alone till I give you something.”

			Papi pulled out a pack of rolling papers and a coke spoon, dipping it into a mason jar to scoop out a smidgeon of pure coke crystals. He filled the rolling paper, folded it into a packet and discreetly handed it to Karen.

			“Thanks, Papi. I owe you one.” She rewarded him with a big smile and a kiss on the cheek. After putting the packet in her pocket, she walked back to where Jan was working.

			“What the hell were you doing with Papi?” Jan asked.

			“Nothing. Just looking at the finished product.”

			“Stop acting like Miss Sexy. You need to help me with cooking and cleaning the campsite. And leave Papi alone. You’re fuckin’ embarrassing me. I’ve never seen this side of you before and I don’t like it,” Jan scolded her.

			Karen rolled her eyes. “Stop trippin’. We’re leaving camp tomorrow so you won’t have to worry about me anymore.”

			“Screw you! We haven’t even started the hard part yet. You’re the one at risk for carrying the stuff through customs,” Jan reminded her. Karen was silent. The reality of the dangerous trip looming ahead in the next few days finally dawned on her.

			Jan was irritable and stressed out from dealing with Karen. She could do nothing more than count down the days she had left to spend with her and be grateful for each one that passed. Fortunately, there was an opportunity to break free from some of the tension she felt; her twenty-ninth birthday occurred the last day in the jungle. Papi and his workers prepared a unique party for Jan by roasting ‘jabali’ (a wild boar) over the campfire, finishing the meal with melted chocolate candy bars and warm beer. She managed to have a good time and sincerely appreciated the friendship that the Fat Man and his companions showed her.

			After all the cocaine had been made and the campsite cleared of buckets, jars, food, and other residue, Jan was apportioned her 500 grams, which she put into her cosmetic case. The entourage finished a couple beers, piled back into the Jeep and set off towards Santa Cruz.

			Their return from the chaco necessitated a certain amount of camouflage, both to hide Jan and Karen’s identities as well as providing an excuse for the group’s activities in the jungle. On their way back to Santa Cruz, they had to pass through a number of trans-check points which were roadway inspection areas manned by local officials to verify people’s business as they traveled into the city.

			A group of men returning from the jungle would be suspicious enough, but if they were found in the company of two young Caucasian females, even the normally lax checkpoint guards would have to ask some embarrassing questions. For that reason, the girl’s faces were dirtied and their hair stuffed into baseball caps tightly pulled down to their eyebrows. They were directed to keep their faces low and pointed away from the guards they would pass.

			In case there were any problems, Papi and his men were armed to the teeth, toting pistols, rifles, knives, and an assortment of other potentially lethal weapons. Jan had long been aware of the passionate love affair that South American men had for their guns and the pride they had in displaying them. Besides serving as protection on this cocaine trip, the guns were part of their alibis. Papi and his men had ostensibly been in the chaco on a hunting expedition and needed some additional props—smoked meat and dead animals—to further verify their story.

			The wandering, nomadic Indians who traveled through the jungle and surrounding territory were perfect suppliers for the smoked meat goods. They spent most of their time hunting and smoking armadillo and jabali which were so prevalent in the area. The Fat Man gladly bought some of their fresh meat for a few pesos to display for the local inspectors.

			Jan took lots of photos of the Indians and was astonished that they were still primitive in these modern times. None of them had ever seen a gun before, so Papi took pride in showing them his weapons and how they worked. Even without guns, the Indians were excellent hunters and had stockpiled huge mounds of smoked jabali and several hundred armadillo carcasses.

			Once the bargaining had been completed, the Jeep was packed with an assortment of the smoked meats. They continued their jaunt down the dirt road, bouncing along until they reached the main highway and drove the rest of the way more comfortably into Santa Cruz. Upon arriving at the checkpoint on the outskirts of town, a guard approached their vehicle and made a visual inspection of the interior. Jan and Karen made sure their faces were turned away.

			“Where are you coming from?” the guard asked.

			“Hunting,” Papi responded.

			Papi lifted the tops of several plastic containers revealing the smoked meat and animal carcasses. The guard glanced inside, then nodded and waved for the Jeep to continue down the road. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. The checkpoints thereafter only waved them on.

			Jan and Karen were dropped off in front of the Holiday Inn, dirty and exhausted from spending five days in the jungle. They were quite a sight when they walked up to the front desk, attracting a few unwanted stares. Jan confirmed to the clerk that they were checking out the next day.

			After returning to their room, Jan immediately scolded Karen for her immature, flirtatious behavior. Of course, Karen tearfully denied it all. But Jan felt much better after giving her a well-deserved tongue lashing, releasing the tension and anger she felt from the beginning of the trip.

			They unpacked their bags and surveyed their dirty faces and bodies in the mirror. “I feel so gross,” Jan said. “Since I did most of the work in the camp and you acted like an asshole, I get to take a shower first and wash off this jungle grunge.”

			“I get it. You’re punishing me,” Karen acquiesced. “This is the longest I’ve ever gone without a shower, so waiting a little longer isn’t gonna kill me. But I can’t wait for this trip to be over so I can sleep in my own bed.”

			“It’ll be over when we clear U.S. Customs and don’t you forget it,” Jan reminded her. Karen sat on the bed pondering Jan’s words.

			They left Santa Cruz the next morning. Jan carried the cosmetic case with the concealed coke in the bottom on the trip to Buenos Aires. She felt it would be better to trust Karen with it only for the final leg of their journey. Their week stay in Buenos Aires was uneventful before flying back to the United States.

			After arriving at Los Angeles International Airport, Jan followed Karen to the U.S. Customs area, purposely staying at the end of the line to watch her carrying the cosmetic case. Karen was a nervous wreck but attempted to look calm by smiling. She reached customs inspectors, handed over her passport with the Argentine customs stamp and other travel documents, then waited for their questions.

			“Do you have anything to declare? Souvenirs, meats, fruits, vegetables, or plants?” the inspector routinely asked.

			“None,” Karen responded.

			“What countries did you visit?” he asked.

			“Buenos Aires for a vacation,” Karen replied.

			Karen placed her suitcase and Jan’s cosmetic case on the examination table. The officer ran his hands through her belongings and compartments in her baggage then moved on to inspect the cosmetic case. He lifted the top plastic compartment full of lipsticks and moisture creams and proceeded to empty everything out of the bottom of the case. Karen felt a shiver run down her spine as the inspector ran his hand around the interior.

			To her amazement, he placed everything back into the cosmetic case, stamped her passport and waved her on to exit the area. Karen peeked from the corner of her eye and saw Jan at the end of the line witnessing her successful inspection. She was elated to clear customs and finally be able to walk out of the terminal to wait for Jan. The heavy stress load of being a mule had now been lifted off her shoulders.

			Jan, however, was not so lucky. She was led to a small room for a random, arbitrary search, asked where she had been and for how long and if she had brought back any contraband. Her passport and luggage tags were inspected, baggage searched, and then was asked the same questions over and over again, in a different order. Her questioning felt like a very long time, but eventually she was dismissed with no explanation.

			Once Jan exited the terminal, Karen spotted her and walked by, discreetly handing off the cosmetic case. She nodded her head towards Jan confirming a successful trip, than turned towards the street to flag down a taxi to drop her off at Hawaiian Air Lines to fly back to Honolulu.

			Needless to say, Jan was glad the trip was over, as well as her friendship with Karen. She would never have to deal with her again, except to wire the money earned from the trip. Another lesson learned; Jan resolved to be much more careful when choosing another mule for any future cocaine purchases.

			Easier said than done.



		



Chapter 8 — Sisterhood?? Reconnection??

			After returning from her jungle adventure with the Fat Man, Jan settled back into the LA groove. Luckily, it didn’t take long for word to spread among her friends in the Hollywood entertainment scene that she had brought back some dynamite coke. Within one month she sold her entire stash and made enough money to continue supporting her expensive travel lifestyle jaunting around the world for the next several years.

			At this time, Jan’s older sister Gail had called her in an attempt to reconnect since they hadn’t seen each other in five years. As kids, they had fought constantly, and the sibling rivalry continued in Jan’s mind well into adulthood. She resented her parents always comparing her to Gail as she was growing up and she never let it go. Gail had hoped that an invitation to stay at her home for a couple days would break the ice and restore their sisterhood, and hopefully they could begin to develop a close, loving relationship.

			Jan agreed to fly up to San Francisco on a weekend when Gail was not working as a junior high school Spanish and social studies teacher. Gail was anxious to see her sister and discover if she had mellowed over their years of separation. Most important, she wanted to know if Jan still felt any animosity towards her for being the favored older sister, which was no fault of her own. She hoped her cottage home in Atherton, located on an acre and half pear orchard, would be the perfect environment for their bonding experience.

			On a beautiful spring afternoon, Jan arrived at San Francisco International Airport to begin her long, overdue visit with Gail. She carried her suitcase out of the baggage area looking for Gail’s car in the passenger waiting zone, finally spotting it slowly approaching the curb. Jan’s eyes lit up when she saw her sister drive up in a brand new aqua blue, 1978 Datsun 280Z sports car. Gail got out and greeted her with a big hug. Jan tolerated the display of affection, but was clearly more interested in Gail’s car.

			“Oh my God! Is this your car?” Jan asked.

			“My car is my baby; four speed stick shift and custom chrome Tru-Spoke rims.” She grabbed Jan’s suitcase and put it in the rear hatch area. As Gail drove out of the airport terminal, she turned on the cassette player and popped in a custom recorded Miles Davis cassette tape, prepping the mood for the half hour drive south to Atherton.

			“How can you listen to that stuff? Play some R & B at least,” Jan complained. She reached for the cassette player to switch it to an FM stereo radio channel but Gail blocked her hand with her own.

			“Don’t you dare change it. You know I’ve always been a jazz aficionado. I’ll play some R & B later. I can’t believe you don’t love this tune ‘Freddie Freeloader.’ It’s hip, intelligent music and grabs my soul,” Gail professed.

			Jan glared at her sister. The old rivalries were flaring up. “Well, it doesn’t grab me at all,” Jan answered.

			“What the hell are you doing? You’re in my space. If I was in your car, I wouldn’t ask you to change your music whether I liked it or not. That’s fuckin’ rude,” Gail countered.

			“If you had any respect for me as your sister, who you haven’t seen in years, you’d let me listen to the music I want to hear,” Jan replied.

			“Why don’t you respect me and listen to my music?” Gail responded.

			Jan gave her the middle finger. “Fuck you!!” she blurted out. Gail laughed but Jan was dead serious.

			This was not the way Gail had envisioned the beginning of their reunion. No matter how much she tried to spark up a conversation with Jan, there was no response. An awkward silence prevailed while Miles Davis tunes continued to play all the way to Gail’s cottage.

			Upon arriving to the front of her property, she exited the car and opened the wrought iron gates to drive down the hundred-yard-long paved driveway leading to her home. Jan wasn’t expecting to see such a large property covered with mature pear trees. After Gail parked in the garage, Jan looked undecided as she climbed out of the car. She finally broke the silence that she maintained since leaving the airport.

			“I hope you weren’t expecting free labor out of this visit. I don’t pick pears,” Jan said.

			“I wondered how long it would take for you to speak to me. Of course I’m not going to make you pick any pears. They’re not ripe to eat until August anyway.”

			Gail pulled Jan’s suitcase out of the car and led her inside to a small living room, then gave her a quick tour of her eleven hundred square foot, two-bedroom, one-bath abode built in 1923. One of the small bedrooms was turned into a den and the kitchen still had the original appliances from the 1950s. Gail had purchased the home from the widow of the original owner.

			“So what do you think of my place?” Gail asked.

			“It’s not quite my style, but it’s okay,” Jan responded.

			“Well, this is our vacation for the next two days. Just us sisters. I wish we could spend more time together, but a weekend is better than nothing. Let’s not argue anymore,” Gail requested.

			“I didn’t start the argument. You did,” Jan countered.

			“Okay, Jan. If you have to have the last word and just to make you happy, I’ll concede that I started the whole fiasco.”

			“Great. Now we can start our vacation with a clean slate,” Jan responded.

			They sat down together on the couch and Gail grabbed her weed stash box off the coffee table. She pulled out a Jamaican ganja joint specially rolled for Jan’s visit. They lit up and kicked back to enjoy the high together, unwind, and chill out.

			“A friend of mine brought this ganja back from Kingston, Jamaica. It’s a nice change from the Mexican stuff,” Gail informed her.

			“It’s outta sight,” Jan responded as she exhaled the marijuana smoke. She unzipped her purse and pulled out a joint and souvenir gift from Peru.

			“Cool. I always love to try different weed,” Gail gushed.

			“I traded this lid of Hawaiian Maui Waui in exchange for some of my coke with a movie producer friend of mine,” Jan said.

			“You know a lot of movie industry people?” Gail asked.

			“Movie industry, music industry, sports world. Remember when I was doing rock concert promoting, TV commercials, and stunt work before I moved to Ibiza? I was in my late teens, early twenties. Well, I stayed in touch with all my contacts in ‘Hollyweird’ who are big time stoners. I can score weed with them any time I want.”

			“You snort coke now?” Gail inquired.

			“Yeah, I do it every now and then.” Jan had never told Gail about smuggling cocaine and preferred not to reveal her secret double life at that moment. Maybe in the near future she could trust Gail enough not to tell their parents.

			“I’ve never tried it before. I don’t know anybody who does it,” Gail responded.

			“Well, if you ever want any, let me know and I can score it for you,” Jan offered.

			“I’m fine with weed. You get an instant high, there’s no hangover, and you don’t gain any weight smoking it.”

			“To each his own,” Jan said.

			“By the way, what’s that thing you pulled out of your purse?”

			“I brought this for you from Peru. It’s for protection,” Jan said as she handed it to Gail.

			“Trippy looking. Can you tell me more about it?”

			“It’s called a sullu, a dried llama fetus,” Jan said with a sarcastic smile.

			Gail gently put the sullu back down on the coffee table and wiped her hands with a napkin.

			“Not so cool. Do you think it works?”

			“It must be working. I haven’t had a boredom attack being out here,” Jan snidely remarked. She laughed at her own comment, but Gail didn’t think it was funny.

			“It’s not all bad. I enjoy my life here. It’s quiet and peaceful. After teaching one hundred fifty kids all day, I can’t wait to get home and de-stress in my pear orchard.”

			Jan feigned snoring. “Traveling around the world is so much more exciting. Better than teaching in a classroom.”

			“Maybe so. It’s not a high paying job, but if you can change somebody’s life and make them a better educated person, that’s what it’s all about. I find it rewarding to expose young minds to other cultures, teaching them about what’s going on in the world. They don’t have a clue about life outside their home town. It’s pretty pathetic and sad. That’s why I like to read your letters to my class and share the souvenirs you sent me. It makes my lessons more interesting for them to learn the travel opportunities available and the adventures that follow.”

			“Aside from your teaching career, are you glad you’re divorced now?” Jan asked.

			“It wasn’t meant to be,” Gail reflected.

			“Like I’ve told you for years, marriage is unnatural and conventional life is boring. I don’t know how you tolerated it,” Jan adamantly stated.

			“My ex-husband was a great guy, but I married too young. He wanted to start a family, but I wasn’t interested in having a kid at that time. It was really important to him and I didn’t want to deny him that opportunity. But I do regret my decision to divorce him.”

			“Why do you regret it?” Jan inquired.

			“Because I’m realizing that I may never find another good man like him in the future. Isn’t that the way life is? You learn you had a good thing after you’ve lost it or gave it away. But there’s nothing I can do about it now. He’s since remarried and has a child.”

			“Well, I just love being a free-spirit and independent. I can do what I want, whenever I want, and I don’t have to take care of or be beholden to a guy,” Jan bragged.

			“But don’t you get lonely? Don’t you want to share your experiences together with a companion or boyfriend?” Gail asked.

			“I don’t know if there’s a man out there who could handle me,” Jan admitted.

			“As I get older, I’m beginning to think that way about myself as well,” Gail shared.

			“Well, at least we have something in common at this age. Hey, I’m really tired. I think I’m gonna call it a night,” Jan responded.

			“As a favor from your big sister, I prepared my bed for you and I’m gonna sleep on the couch in the living room.”

			“That’s the least you could do as a payback for all those years you taunted me when we were little,” Jan reminded Gail.

			“I can’t believe you’re talking about this. I don’t even remember that far back. Shit, we were little kids, dammit. Get over it,” Gail complained.

			Jan got up and headed to the bedroom. She didn’t want to hear the truth from the sister she had always resented. Without saying good night, she closed the door, abruptly ending their conversation for the evening.

			The next morning, Gail quietly opened the bedroom door to rouse a sleeping Jan. “Hey, sis. Company’s here.”

			Jan pulled herself upright. “Company? What company?”

			“Just some friends of mine. They’ve been dying to meet you after hearing about all your world travels.”

			Jan made a face and fell back into the bed, covering her head with the blanket. “I wanted to sleep in this morning. I’ll meet them later,” Jan complained.

			“You can’t sleep all day. You’re leaving tomorrow night and I’ve planned so many things for us to do together during your short visit. Get dressed. We’re having a picnic in the orchard,” Gail responded. She left the room to prepare the picnic basket with tuna sandwiches, potato chips, sodas, chocolate brownies, and pears.

			Jan reached into her purse and pulled out her coke spoon and a vial of cocaine. She took a quick snort and dragged herself out of bed, not in the best mood to meet anybody.

			Gail’s friends, Barbara and George and their two year old daughter Ivy, were sitting on a blanket in the pear orchard as Gail passed around the sandwiches. Jan lumbered toward them, still burnt out from smoking too much weed the night before, compounded by a new buzz this morning. It was obvious she was not interested in participating.

			“Barbara, George, this is my globetrotting sister, Jan.”

			Jan attempted to smile, but it appeared more like a sneer.

			“This is their two year old daughter, Ivy. Isn’t she cute?”

			“Uhh, yeah. Sorry, I’m not ready. My sister didn’t tell me we were expecting company today,” Jan remarked.

			“Blame us entirely for that. When we heard you were coming, we just had to meet you since you’re only visiting this weekend,” Barbara said.

			“Your sister talks about you all time. She read us your letters about when you almost died on a safari in the Sahara Desert and when you climbed Mount Kilimanjaro,” George added.

			“Wait till you see the souvenir she brought me. My class is going to trip out on a dried llama fetus called a sullu used for protection,” Gail shared.

			Jan stole a glance at her. “One of these days, I’ll convince my mom to open a shop with me to sell all the souvenirs I’ve sent her,” Jan responded.

			“Oh, she’ll never do that. It’s a full-time job just taking care of dad,” Gail countered.

			Ivy wandered over to Jan and handed her a pear from the basket. Jan was clearly ill at ease, getting antsy by the second. She accepted the pear and gave a half-hearted smile to Ivy. Clearly, she was not used to dealing with young toddlers.

			“I think you’re doing the right thing by traveling while you’re still young and healthy,”  George said.

			“Sow those wild oats now. That way you’ll be ready to settle down when the time comes,” Barbara added.

			Jan stood up to get away from the child. “Not me. I’m never going to settle down,” Jan boasted.

			“Never say never,” Gail responded.

			Jan made a face before she stepped away and walked into the orchard without excusing herself. Everybody looked at each other in disbelief. Gail’s face turned red with embarrassment.

			“Was it something we said,” Barbara asked Gail.

			“More like something I said or did. I’m sorry about this. She’s always been different,” Gail apologized. She stood up and followed Jan into the orchard and found her sitting under a pear tree.

			“Well, that was rude,” Gail complained.

			“So was springing company on me. This was supposed to be our weekend together as sisters and catch up on five years of being apart,” Jan complained.

			“They’re my best friends and I wanted you to meet them. I didn’t think it would be a big deal.”

			“You could have at least asked me if I wanted to meet them. That would have avoided this awkward situation?” Jan answered.

			“You’re absolutely right and I apologize. Come on back. We’re all eager to hear more stories about your travels,” Gail pleaded with her.

			Jan shook her head. “I think I need to go.”

			“What? Why?” Gail asked.

			“I’m bored out of my mind. And I’m sure you’re bored, too, even if you won’t admit it to yourself. That’s why you have to tell my stories to your students and friends,” Jan said.

			“Stop this bullshit! You’re obsessed with your lifestyle being better than mine. Who gives a fuck? You always put up a wall between us. I know we had a rocky relationship in our past, but godammit, you gotta’ bury the hatchet.”

			“Stay with your friends. I’ll get my own way back to the airport.”

			“I can’t believe you wanna go. You’re acting like a prima donna bitch,” Gail responded.

			“I’m calling a cab,” Jan countered.

			“If you insist on leaving, I’ll drive you to the airport.”

			Jan turned around and walked towards the cottage.

			“Jan. Don’t go!” Gail pleaded.

			“Goodbye,” Jan responded.

			Gail stood watching as Jan entered the cottage to call a taxi and then walked back to her friends busy munching on sandwiches. She joined them on the blanket in an attempt to pick up where they left off.

			“So much for mending fences with my sister. I really believe Jan travels so much to run away from her personal issues,” Gail shared with her friends.

			“No explanation needed. Every family has that one ‘black sheep’ child,” Barbara responded.

			“At least we finally met her and know what she’s really like,” George said.

			Gail felt sad and disappointed that her attempt at reconciliation with Jan was a total failure. She was also embarrassed by Jan’s disrespect and treatment of her friends and the negative impression she left with them. It was an unfulfilled moment for everyone.

			She also realized how much she really didn’t know her sister. It seemed like the older Jan got, the more obsessed she became about her childhood memories of sibling rivalry, never letting them go.

			Fifteen minutes later, they saw a taxi pull up in front of the gate. Jan exited the house carrying her suitcase and walked down the long driveway to meet the driver. She briefly turned around to wave to Gail and her friends. Everybody waved back. And that was the last time Gail would see Jan for many more years to come.



		



Chapter 9 — Here We Go Again

			It was time for Jan to let her hair down and celebrate the successful smuggle with Karen. All work and no play was not one of Jan’s mantras. She decided to have a ‘blow-out’ party with her stoner and coke-head friends.

			She made sure her guests had all the amenities necessary for a successful get-together; marijuana brownies, pipes filled with hashish, huge rolled joints with the strongest varieties of weed, lines of cocaine, bongs of all shapes and sizes, and platters full of other decadent food to satisfy everyone’s cravings when the munchies kicked in. 

			While guests were having a great high time dancing to Parliament’s “Flashlight,” the doorbell rang announcing the arrival of another guest. It was Jan’s close friend Diane and her friend David, a gangly, red haired, blue eyed, hip-looking guy, with a gold skull earring dangling from his left pierced ear.

			“Hey, Diane, come on in.”

			“This is my pal, David. I thought you two might be able to work together.”

			“We’re in the same business,” David said.

			“Oh really. What type of work?” Jan inquired.

			“Drug smuggling,” he replied.

			Before entering the party scene, Jan locked arms with Diane and David and guided them down the hallway to her home office. “You guys come with me. I want to know more about David’s line of work.”

			They walked into her home office and sat on a huge sofa covered with an array of pillows. David pulled out a joint, lit it, and handed it to Jan.

			“This is the product I smuggle,” David said.

			Jan exhaled the marijuana smoke. “This is pretty mellow stuff.”

			“We fly a small Cessna over the Mexican border and dump it in a mile-long swath to friends below in the desert before landing for Custom’s inspection,” he described.

			“How do you keep the packaging from breaking apart?” Jan inquired.

			“We use an industrial heat sealer. It’s like an ultra-powerful blow dryer that melts and seals sheets of thick plastic or vinyl. It took a lot of practice to master the technique,” David responded.

			“They dropped fifty pound bales of pot from one thousand feet and never got busted,” Diane interjected.

			“You look so young. How old are you?” Jan asked.

			“I’m twenty.”

			“Amazing. Maybe we can work together. This packaging system might be useful with my product,” Jan replied.

			“What do you smuggle? Heroin?” David queried.

			“Hell no.” Jan opened her desk drawer and pulled out a vial filled with cocaine. “This is what I smuggle.” She handed it over to him to inspect. “You can make way more money for less work. As a matter of fact, I’m planning another trip to Bolivia in the next few weeks and need a mule to bring back a new batch of stuff. If you’re interested, I’d like to offer you the opportunity.”

			“Can I check it out?” David asked.

			“Do birds fly? Of course, you can,” Jan responded. She grabbed a small hand mirror from her desk and poured some coke on to it. Using a razor blade, she shaped three equal lines from the powder, then pulled out a $100 bill from her wallet and rolled it into a tube. Jan handed it to David and he snorted one of the lines. There was a long pause before he finally commented on the effects of the drug.

			“I usually only smoke weed, but the stimulating high of coke is outta sight. Let me think about your job offer and I’ll get back to you,” David answered.

			Diane and Jan snorted the remaining lines on the mirror.

			“Okay, enough about business. Let’s go shake a leg,” Jan responded. They walked out of the room to join the raucous party-goers.

			Several days later, David called Jan to accept her business offer. He felt working together and combining their smuggling experience was a perfect fit for her upcoming trip. He also wanted to learn and compare the difference between working with cocaine as opposed to marijuana.

			Jan liked him immediately from the first time they met, especially because they were both experienced smugglers and knew the pitfalls and dangers of the trade. She respected David even more after getting to know him better, concluding he was shrewd beyond his years. And she admired his boast of how calm he was under pressure, a trait most necessary to thrive in this business.

			The first order of business was the purchase of an industrial heat sealer for $700. Under David’s direction, Jan tried to adapt its use to the intrinsic problems of cocaine storage. The sealer was a hand-held tool weighing about six pounds, with a tapered nozzle for precise direction of the air stream and a temperature control at the end with a range from 100 to 400 degrees. Different types of plastic required various temperature settings for bonding. An unsteady hand would cause burning of the plastic and an imperfect seal.

			They bought several types and thickness of plastic sold by the yard, looking for the ideal form that would work with cocaine packaging. It was a long, tedious process, requiring many hours of practice and experimentation. Too much heat could form a hole or a puddle of melted plastic. Too little heat and the bond would not adhere, splitting apart under the slightest pressure. Jan finally got the hang of it.

			They decided that the optimum design for packaging cocaine was row upon row of slim tubes formed from two overlapping sheets, similar to the appearance of corrugated cardboard. These would be sealed along the sides and the bottom, filled with coke, then sealed along the top. The coke would therefore be kept airtight and safe.

			Jan also devised a further scheme for carrying the drug through customs. She bought a MacGregor coat and leather bag for her friend Larry (a financially struggling college student), who was also going to act as a courier or mule for the trip. The coat was made of thickly padded corduroy with a plethora of fur trim on the collar, sleeves and along the bottom edge.

			With the aid of Jose Maria, a leather goods shop owner in Mar del Plata, Argentina, Jan planned to cut patterns from the plastic sheets, fill them with cocaine, and sew them into the trim and lining of the coat and leather bag. Jose Maria was an excellent craftsman and for the right price, he would do a superb job of concealing the cocaine to pass any customs inspection.

			Jan called Papi and told him when she and David would arrive in Santa Cruz, as well as communicating in verbal code of how much cocaine she wanted him to have ready; two kilos. This trip was to be her biggest score thus far.

			Her precautions were correspondingly elaborate, making sure to cover their tracks as thoroughly as possible. Most of all, she knew she had to be totally aware, to be able to observe everything, and not let the slightest detail escape her attention. One of her favorite sayings was “The line between paranoia and caution is very fine” and she much preferred to be paranoid and safe rather than merely cautious and caught.

			Jan was a perfectionist and quite demanding of others. She believed that she had survived as long as she did in the cocaine trade because of her observance of detail and demanded that her carriers be no less punctilious, and no less scrupulous about maintaining their cover. She would tolerate no slack from those who worked with her, and on several occasions in the past had flown into a violent rage when she felt her directives were being slighted or ignored.

			Being aware of people around her was critically important for Jan: their expressions, their movements, their vibrations. Of places: their construction, entrances and exits, the acoustics, and hiding places. Of insubstantialities: karma, the phase of the moon, her astrological forecast, and the reading of her tarot cards. She believed in taking chances, but only chances that were calculated, hedged, and had the odds stacked firmly in her favor. She knew that all her smuggles had a high element of risk, but she also knew that she stood the best chance of success if she planned well and kept the lowest possible profile.

			Like a drill sergeant, Jan went over all the arrangements in detail with her new mule, Larry the college student, making sure he understood where he was supposed to be and when. She made certain to rectify all the minor mistakes that Karen made on the last trip. Her main concern was to keep Larry as clean as she could. That meant excluding him from all the cocaine dealing and keeping him out of Bolivia altogether.

			 Customs inspectors knew that Peru, Bolivia, and Chile were the cocaine warehouses of the western world and that people with passport stamps from those countries were much more likely to be smuggling drugs than from anywhere else. Consequently, future contacts with Larry had to be infrequent and always in Argentina.

			Jan and David planned to travel together the first leg of their journey starting from Los Angeles to Buenos Aires. As with her previous trip with Karen, she and David would purchase tickets for their connecting flight to Santa Cruz once they were in Argentina, using the duplicate passport switch to mask their travels.

			She would meet The Fat Man in Santa Cruz, while David waited at the hotel. They would then return to Buenos Aires, each carrying coke, with David carrying most of it. Larry would leave California a week after Jan and David and meet them there. The three would split up again; Jan and David going to Mar del Plata to meet the leather craftsman, Jose Maria and Larry taking an excursion to the ski resort in Bariloche.

			While in Bariloche, Larry was to buy as many souvenirs as possible to serve as proof that he had been there and to act as a diversion for customs inspectors. Then he would return to Buenos Aires and meet with Jan and David, pick up the coat and a leather bag that had been stuffed with cocaine and carry them through American customs. Jan and David would return to the States on the same flight but would not associate with Larry, merely keeping an eye on him. If anything should go wrong, they would be there to extricate him from trouble, or at least post his bail.

			On the flight to Santa Cruz, Jan and David sat in separate seats in different sections of the plane, never acknowledging one another and each took their own taxis from the airport to the hotel.

			David arrived first, checked in at the hotel and went straight to his room. Jan purposely delayed her arrival by asking the driver to stop at a roadside food stand to buy some fruit. She wanted to make sure that she and David didn’t walk in at the same time and appear that they were traveling together. Her concern about remaining inconspicuous was probably unwarranted, but Jan became obsessed with pulling off a flawless trip to correct mistakes made on her previous smuggles. After all, she started off with no knowledge about this business on her first trip, but learned so much since that time which served her well.

			It was agreed before the trip that David would keep a low profile, not leaving the hotel premises and spend most of the time in his room. He would pretend he was ill and eat all his meals there after ordering from the restaurant menu over the phone. This was the waiting game that all smugglers tolerated, no matter how boring the situation might be. David would have to accept his self-imposed room confinement and uncertainty up until the day they left for Buenos Aires.

			Jan checked in to her room and immediately called David confirming that she had arrived. This would be their last communication until she scored Papi’s cocaine, at which time she would bring it to his room so he could conceal it in his boots.

			She called Papi and arranged to meet that evening at Las Incas Night Club, owned by one of his friends. He had just returned from the jungle a few days before with a new batch of his product prepared for her arrival. All her smuggling plans for this trip with Papi were falling into place.

			To be ready and refreshed for her rendezvous with the Fat Man, Jan decided to eat lunch at the hotel restaurant. Squeezing through the tables and chairs in the crowded dining room, she passed a corner table where two American men were sitting. They stood out with their crew cuts and suits and ties from the rest of the vacationing diners and local people. Glancing down, she noticed a book entitled “The FBI” resting on one of the chairs, and her heart began to pound. She looked over and quickly scanned the pair. ‘They must be FBI’, she thought to herself. They looked like Mutt and Jeff.

			One man was short and stocky with heavy jowls. The other was tall, slender, and not too bad looking. They watched Jan as she slipped into her seat with a plate filled with copious amounts of food from the buffet food selections. She caught them gazing at her out of the corner of her eye and that was all it took for Jan to lose her appetite and strike a little fear in her gut. After almost choking on a deviled egg, she signaled the waiter to bring a take-away box and the restaurant tab. Getting out of the dining room was the only thing on her mind at that moment, away from the prying eyes of the Americans at the other table. Jan paid her bill and left the dining area to return to her room,

			She tried to forget about the strange men in the restaurant as she munched on the take-out food while seated on her bed. With a full belly now, she decided to take a nap before meeting Papi that evening. Jan slept soundly for half an hour, when she was startled awake by a loud knock at her door.

			“Who is it?” Jan asked. She was not expecting David or any visitor.

			“My name is Sam,” a strange man’s voice answered, “I saw you at lunch in the restaurant.”

			“Yes?” she replied, getting out of bed and walking to the door, “What do you want?”

			“I was wondering if you’d come and have a drink with me,” he said, “You’re American, aren’t you?”

			Jan opened the door and stood facing the taller of the two Americans she had seen at lunch. Her pores were beginning to tingle and she felt she was being interviewed. Her first reaction was to refuse, begging off because of her fatigue, but he was insistent.

			He suggested that they go to the Black Cat Club and talk for a few minutes and that would be it. Having heard that the Black Cat Club was notorious for drug trafficking, Jan grew more suspicious than ever. She hesitated a moment, wondering why they were so interested in speaking with her. But curiosity won her over and she could not refuse their invitation, needing to know who these guys were.

			“All right, but only if we go upstairs to the rooftop bar. I can meet you there in ten minutes.”

			“Can’t I come in?” he asked plaintively.

			“Of course not! I’ve got to put some clothes on.” She supposed he wanted to subtly eyeball her room.

			“I’ll just wait here by the door until you’re ready,” he said.

			Jan was getting exasperated. “What are you, the FBI or something?” she replied accusingly. That did it. He relented and agreed to meet her in the hotel lobby.

			Jan’s mind was working in overdrive now. She knew she was clean, but she was going to be smart and in control as well. Dressing hastily, she scoured the room and used a number of tricks designed to detect an unauthorized entry. She laid hairs discreetly across her suitcases and dresser drawers, and lightly powdered drawer handles and doorknobs. She also rested a book against the door so she could tell if it had been opened. Then, satisfied that she had covered herself well, she locked the door and took the elevator to the main lobby.

			Both of the American men were there together and she gave them a friendly greeting.

			After a few quick introductions, the heavy-set man made a big production of leaving the hotel. Jan snickered to herself. ‘Who did he think he was fooling?’ Full of confidence, Jan accompanied Sam to the bar for her drink. This was going to be fun.

			“Well,” he began, asking the killer question, “What brings you to Bolivia?”

			‘Cocaine’, she thought, ‘but you don’t have to know that’. She told him her fabricated story, leaving out only a few significant details that he would never miss.

			“I’m a writer doing a story on tourism at the invitation of the Bolivian government.” The story rolled easily from her tongue enhanced by her sweet smile and bright green eyes. He nodded.

			“And what brings you to Bolivia?” Jan inquired.

			“I work for an oil company,” he started to explain.

			“Come on,” Jan interrupted, needling him, “Everybody knows there’s no oil in Santa Cruz.”

			“Yes, I know that, but I’m here with geologists to explore possible areas to mine minerals in the jungle for export. We’re working with representatives of Bolivian industries,” he explained.

			Probing a bit deeper, Jan found out that Sam had worked on Nixon’s unsuccessful campaign for the Presidency in 1960; another clue that this man was not all he appeared to be. At this time, Jan imagined that her room was being searched by Sam’s counterpart in an attempt to find damning evidence that she knew he would never find.

			When the bartender noticed that their drinks were nearly finished, he asked if they would like another. Jan figured she would have one more, just to be accommodating and give Sam’s partner a little more time to search her room. However, Sam declined for both of them, curious behavior for a man who begged her to have a casual drink just a few minutes before. Jan then knew that she had passed the test and the two of them left the bar soon afterwards.

			Sam didn’t even leave the elevator when her floor was reached. “Thanks for the drink,” he said, indicating by his manner that he was done with her and she could go on about her business as usual. Jan smiled and walked casually to her door.

			As expected, the fingerprints were there, the hairs were missing, and the book was out of place. She checked her luggage and belongings to confirm that nothing was missing. Her suspicions had been right all along. It was almost too easy to catch them at their game.

			Jan had learned to be cautious no matter how safe circumstances appeared to be at the time. The line between caution and paranoia was very fine and Jan preferred to be a little too cautious rather than not paranoid enough. Careless people tended to get caught.

			In any event, she never saw either of them again. They were not guests at the hotel and she never knew why they happened to be eating lunch there that afternoon. These guys had dropped out of sight completely and Jan didn’t miss them one bit.

			She could not become too complacent, no matter how safe the situation appeared. She put up her guard again and maintained that sense of awareness for the rest of the trip, especially when she had cocaine in her possession.

			There was no time left to catch another nap. Jan was scheduled to meet with Papi in two hours. She quickly showered, dressed in a bright fuchsia pantsuit, then called a cab to take her to Las Incas Night Club. 

			It was a short drive from the hotel to the club, where people of all ages mingled outside wearing their best party attire. As Jan exited the cab, everyone seemed to focus on her, a single American, attractive Caucasian girl, a new face and possible dance or drinking companion. She flashed a huge, friendly smile and walked inside.

			The club crowd soon discovered that she was meeting someone as she walked directly to the back of the room where Papi was seated with his workers, whom she had met in the jungle. Jan barely recognized them now. They were all dressed in their evening attire of pressed dress shirts and slacks, clean shaven faces, and shorter haircuts. It was quite a contrast from their scraggily looks in the jungle when they were wearing soiled, sweaty tee-shirts, faded, ripped jeans, and leather sandals.

			“Chiquita, over here,” Papi said as he waved her over to his table.

			“Hola, mis compadres,” Jan responded as she approached them.

			Papi grabbed a chair from another table and placed it next to him for Jan to be seated. He gave her a big hug and they sat down together. “How ya doin’?” Jan inquired.

			“Life is good. I’m busier now than ever before,” Papi responded.

			“You’re my only connection as promised. I also brought a guy on this trip as a mule and he’s waiting in his hotel room until I return with the coca,” Jan informed him.

			“Follow me to my friend’s office in the back to conduct business,” Papi directed. Jan trailed Papi through a hallway to a small storage room filled with bottles of wine and liquor. He shut the door behind them and pulled out two packages from his leather satchel, each filled with one kilo.

			“This is better stuff than what you picked up last time,” he bragged.

			“You always come through for me. Just wish I could spend more time with you tonight. We’re leaving tomorrow for Buenos Aires and I need time to hide this stuff for transport,” Jan responded.

			“I understand. This trip is business as always. Maybe we’ll have more time to socialize on the next one.”

			Jan emptied her large purse of its contents, including a bundle of cash to pay for the product and carefully stuffed the packages on the bottom, then covered them up with the removed items. Papi gave it a quick inspection for approval. It didn’t seem any larger with the additional contraband. She handed him the cash payment and he stashed it in his leather satchel.

			With the transaction completed, they returned to his table. By this time, the club was filled with music and his buddies were dancing with the prettiest girls in the room.

			“You can at least dance one time with me before you leave,” Papi asked.

			“Why not.” Jan carefully deposited her purse under the table and headed to a part of the dance floor where she could monitor it.

			Jan and Papi both grooved freestyle to the infectious Latin percussion of the clave and timbale beats. The Fat Man danced part cumbia and part salsa, definitely doing his own thing. Jan tried to follow his lead but failed miserably, realizing that the steps looked easier than they actually were. This was not the time or place to practice. Jan needed to leave and returned to the table to retrieve her purse. After saying goodbye to Papi’s workers, she was immediately escorted out of the club by Papi to hail a taxi.

			Their rendezvous was short and sweet. Papi gave her their traditional long hug and a polite kiss on the cheek. “I’ll be back soon. Consider me your friend for life,” Jan promised. At that moment, a taxi pulled up along the curb.

			“Goodbye, Chiquita. Stay safe and let me know when you arrive home,” Papi said with endearment. He opened the car door and Jan climbed in, leaving him amongst the young party goers outside escaping the heat of the dance floor or taking a smoke break. He watched as her taxi disappeared around a corner.

			Once Jan arrived back at her hotel room, she pulled the coke packaging from the bottom of her purse and broke it up into half kilo baggies, hiding a half kilo of the stash in the bottom of her cosmetic case. She put the other kilo and a half back in her purse for David. It had been over 12 hours since Jan last spoke to him and she figured he was getting anxious to hear from her. Finally, she called, telling him to expect a knock on his door in a few minutes.

			David was bouncing off the walls in anticipation of her arrival. He couldn’t wait to get out of his room and start the trip back to Buenos Aires the next day. “Knock, knock. Open the door,” Jan jokingly announced. 

			He jumped off his bed to the door and escorted her into his room. “You don’t know how happy I am to see you,” David admitted. Jan placed her purse on a small table and pulled out the three coke baggies. “Damn, that’s a lot of cocaine,” he remarked.

			“It’s a kilo and a half, a half kilo per baggie. For the trip home, we’ll tape these baggies to your legs, but for now, let’s just see how they’d look stuffed in your high top Fry boots,” Jan explained.

			He put on his boots and she carefully tucked a flattened half kilo baggie into each side of them. On close inspection, nothing looked out of the ordinary and with the jeans covering them, nobody would notice. The third baggie was stuffed in a sock and placed at the very bottom of the leather bag. Jan was not so worried about Buenos Aires custom inspections since they were not as diligent in their searches of baggage and carry-on items of American tourists.

			After separately checking out of the hotel and taking different taxis to the airport, they made sure to avoid coming in contact with each other in the terminal. Jan boarded the plane first and took a seat. David was near the end of the line before he boarded the plane, saw where she was seated and walked past her to the back seats.

			The plan for them was to go through customs separately and meet later at the prearranged hotel. They would then call Larry who was waiting for them at another hotel. Further plans would be made once the trio regrouped in Buenos Aires.

			Jan, ahead of David, was whisked through the inspection line without incident. Once out of customs, she turned to her right and walked to the bank, exchanging her money for Argentine currency. While doing this, she glanced back to the inspection line to see how David was doing and didn’t like what she saw.

			His back was to her and she couldn’t read the expression on his face. But his luggage was open and his head was cocked to one side in puzzlement, as if to say, “You want me to go where?” An Argentine customs official was directing him to the side. Since David didn’t speak much Spanish, he was obviously confused about what was happening to him.

			Seeing this, Jan gathered up her money and luggage and went outside the airport. She quickly purchased a taxi ticket to her hotel, then looked back inside the terminal trying to see what had happened to David. Jan couldn’t see him anywhere. She got into the taxi and sped into town, knowing that the only thing to be done was wait for him to hopefully show up at the hotel or call her for help.

			A hundred questions filled her head as she sat in the hotel room, waiting. What had happened? What had gone wrong? Was anything really wrong? Did they discover the cocaine in David’s boots and if so, how? What should she do with the cocaine she had? Should she hide it? Flush it? Give it to Larry? Would they come here looking for her? Jan was stymied and didn’t know what to do, except continue waiting which she always hated doing.

			An hour passed, then two hours. In desperation, Jan called the taxi stand at the airport and asked if a young American guy had, by any chance, bought a ticket to go to the Hotel Crillón. The answer was “No.” No one other than she had purchased such a ticket within the last several hours. Jan thanked him and hung up. Now she was convinced that David had been caught with the cocaine and was being interrogated by customs officials.

			The time dragged by for Jan, filled with thinking, wondering, planning, trying to remain calm and rational, but unfortunately, not being very productive. The three hours of stress waiting for David to call was torture. It was more nerve-wracking than anything else she had ever experienced as a cocaine smuggler.

			Half an hour later, Jan answered a knock at the door, expecting room service. Instead, David was standing in the doorway with a porter behind him carrying his luggage. Jan nearly burst with joy, but David’s expression told her to hold it in as long as the porter was there.

			She immediately excused herself to the bathroom, turned on the water full force, stuffed her face into a towel and muffled her screams of relief. When Jan heard the porter leave, she burst out of the bathroom excitedly, half-laughing, half-crying. “David, what the hell happened?”

			“Since the customs guy didn’t speak English and I didn’t speak Spanish, they directed me to a detention area. They had to get an interpreter.”

			“Why were you there so long?”

			“I sat there for a fuckin’ hour and a half not knowing why I was there. Then this Argentine opera singer walked in to pick up her belongings and saw me sitting there. My red hair and cowboy boots caught her attention. She spoke to me in English and asked why I was detained.”

			“What did you tell her?”

			“I told her I didn’t know. So she asked the customs guy what was the problem. It was my damned JVC radio-TV-cassette player. They thought I brought it into their country to sell. I told him to keep it if that was the only problem. Do you believe that? My luggage was never touched. The customs guy kept apologizing for the inconvenience.”

			“Remember, I pleaded with you to leave that monstrous JVC portable unit behind. I only agreed to let you bring it if that made you feel better about doing this trip. I know you always carry it around everywhere.”

			“I had no idea it would cause problems with customs inspectors,” David confessed.

			“The fewer items we bring on a trip, the better. It won’t happen again, believe me,” Jan confirmed.

			“Well at least the opera singer came to my rescue. She and her husband dropped me off at the hotel and they didn’t even know me. Can you believe that?” David gushed.

			“The Argentinians are cool people. That’s why I like working here. Fortunately for us, the stars were aligned in our favor today. Let’s hope it stays that way for the rest of the trip. At least we’re back on track now,” Jan responded.

			“What’s going on with Larry?” David asked.

			“I called and welcomed him to Argentina with an invitation to meet us here at the hotel for dinner tonight. We can all talk about the next step in our master plan.”

			They waited for Larry in the upscale restaurant to celebrate with gourmet cuisine and wine. He was in his early twenties, with brown shoulder-length hair pulled back in a ponytail. When he finally arrived, his attire was disheveled, wearing faded jeans, t-shirt, and windbreaker jacket.

			“Couldn’t you have at least combed your hair and changed your clothes to something more upscale? You look like a hippy. This is a classy dining room,” Jan admonished him.

			“Gimme a break. You asked me to come here from my hotel and didn’t tell me it was a fancy restaurant.”

			“Sorry about that, my mistake. I know you just arrived yesterday, but what are your impressions so far of Buenos Aires?” David asked.

			Larry just sat there staring at them, struggling to answer the question.

			“Did you have a chance to walk around and get a feel for the city?” Jan inquired.

			“You really want to know?” Larry responded

			“Oh, oh. It doesn’t sound good,” Jan said.

			“I hate Argentina,” Larry confessed.

			“Why?” Jan responded.

			“Because I don’t speak Spanish and I don’t know the customs.”

			“That’s it?” Jan asked.

			“Well, the truth is I’m fuckin’ depressed. My girlfriend broke up with me.”

			“Sorry to hear that, man. But your four day, all-expense paid work trip to Bariloche should take your mind off everything,” Jan replied.

			“Yeah, right! A day and a half ride on a crowded bus there and back which leaves me one lousy day in Bariloche,” Larry complained.

			“Just enough time to buy the souvenirs. This ain’t no goddamned vacation,” Jan angrily replied.

			“If it weren’t for the money, I wouldn’t be here,” Larry admitted.

			“HELLO….That’s why we’re all here, jerkoff! Pull yourself together and let’s get on with this job,” Jan countered.

			Larry wasn’t expecting such a caustic response. “I’m sorry. I’ll have to put my now ex-girlfriend out of my mind.”

			“You’re a handsome guy, and I’m sure you’ll find another chick soon. There’s plenty of fish in the sea,” Jan assured him. Larry acquiesced and spent the rest of the evening trying to enjoy his gourmet dinner even though he had lost his appetite.

			The next day Jan and David accompanied Larry to the bus station and helped him unload his bulky and cumbersome steamer trunk which he regularly used for travel. It had numerous drawers and compartments which could easily distract a customs agent in search of contraband, rather than focusing on the MacGregor coat and leather bag where the drugs were actually hidden. Jan thought it was brilliant smuggling diversion.

			Once Larry had boarded the bus and was on his way to Bariloche, Jan and David left Buenos Aires for a five-hour drive to Mar del Plata to meet with Jose Maria in his leather shop. After arriving, they parked their rental car in the back of his building and walked inside. Jose Maria was busy at work tailoring a leather jacket. When he looked up to see who came through the front door, he put his tools down and walked over to greet them.

			“Jan, it’s so nice to see you again,” he said, kissing her on each cheek.

			“And, this is my friend David.”

			“Hello, David. Glad you came along to help.”

			“Thank you for squeezing me into your busy work schedule on such short notice,” Jan said.

			“We’ve got to start packaging your two kilos right away since you’re leaving in two days,” Jose Maria responded.

			Jan pulled out the plastic packaging equipment and materials. “Do you think the plastic sheeting material can be sewn into the coat and leather bag?”

			Jose Maria examined everything. “Yes, but it’s a lot of work.”

			“That’s why I pay you well. You’re worth every penny,” Jan admitted.

			The three of them set to work that evening, packaging the cocaine into the corrugated plastic sheets, cutting to size, sealing them, and sewing most of the tubing into the MacGregor coat and the remainder in the leather bag. They worked until six o’clock the next morning, exhausted but very happy with the completed job. Eager to return to Buenos Aires, Jan paid Jose Maria for his services and drove back that day.

			The mule Larry never knew the actual amount of cocaine that he would be carrying through customs. Jan didn’t think it was really important to tell him since that information could make him more nervous than he already was. She just handed Larry the coat and leather bag in Buenos Aires and told him what to do.

			Three days later, they arrived separately at the airport for their return trip to the United States. Jan boarded the plane first, placing her cosmetic case in the overhead compartment. She grabbed an airline magazine and pretended to read as the rest of the passengers boarded, finally seeing David and Larry walk by from her peripheral vision. They were seated behind the curtain in the coach section. Each of them was now sitting in different sections of the plane to deflect any attention that they were traveling together.

			Upon arriving at Los Angeles International Airport, David and Larry disembarked separately, walking down the airport corridor at a respectable distance towards U.S. Customs. Jan was trailing behind them halfway down the corridor. Each one of them was psyched up to deliver their contrived stories with the Customs Agent.

			Larry went first. The Agent carefully scrutinized him, face devoid of any expression, not even a grin. It was impossible to read his body language. “Purpose of your visit?” the agent asked.

			Larry handed over his passport. “Skiing in Bariloche.”

			The agent looked at his passport photo, then looked closely at Larry’s face, now covered with two days stubble. He thumbed through the stamped pages and studied them meticulously. After unzipping the leather bag, he searched through the clothes, feeling around carefully. Larry’s heart started beating faster as he tried to look nonchalant. He knew the leather bag concealed the cocaine, but didn’t know how much and where it been sewn into the lining. To his relief, the agent returned the contents into the bag since his main focus shifted to the steamer trunk, just as Jan and Larry had anticipated.

			The agent opened the trunk, pulled out a plastic baggie filled with souvenirs and poured them onto the counter to inspect; nothing unusual there. He saw a knit ski cap with ‘Bariloche’ stitched across the front which confirmed Larry’s destination in Argentina.

			“That’s for my girlfriend. Do you think she’ll like it?” Larry asked.

			“Sure,” the agent responded dryly.

			He pulled out all the drawers in the trunk and checked the contents while Larry waited patiently knowing that nothing incriminating was going to be found. Satisfied that everything was in order, the agent shut the trunk lid with quick force. He handed back his passport and pointed to the exit. Larry smiled from ear to ear and gladly walked away.

			Amazingly, Jan and David breezed through customs as well; there were no body searches or removal of clothing or boots. Larry hesitated and waited for David to catch up, congratulating each other with a slap on the back for a job well done.

			Jan was furious that they had ignored her explicit instructions to avoid contact until everyone was safely outside the terminal. This breach of instructions so near to the finish line was unacceptable. She flashed a stern glare at them as she approached making sure each one got the message. They caught her look and immediately split up.

			Each one of them took separate taxis to the Century Plaza Hotel and arrived at the same time. Larry exited his taxi first and walked over to Jan’s vehicle, opened the door, then handed over the MacGregor coat, placed the leather bag on the back seat, unzipped it, and removed his belongings in front of the taxi driver.

			“Looks like a CIA operation to me,” the taxi driver joked.

			Everybody laughed nervously.

			“I’m headin’ home. I’ll call you later,” Larry informed Jan.

			“Great trip,” she responded.

			“Yeah…and probably my last one,” he confessed.

			Larry took his taxi back to the airport for a flight home to San Francisco while Jan and David walked inside the hotel with their precious luggage. Their anxiety to unload the contraband was off the charts. After registering with the desk clerk, they quickly proceeded up to their rooms.

			Once they settled in, Jan ordered her favorite bubbly: two bottles of Dom Perignon ’71 champagne to toast their successful smuggle. They were eager to start the tedious work of dismantling the coat and leather bag to divide the cocaine into ounce-sized packages. But more urgent for David was removing the coke taped on his legs to alleviate the pain he was enduring.

			He exhaled a huge sigh of relief when the last taped baggie was removed, but was blown away when he saw how inflamed his skin looked; it was literally raw. “That tape drove me crazy the whole trip.”

			“But wasn’t the reward worth it?”

			“Well, now that the pain is gone, hell ya,” he admitted.

			David picked Jan up and swung her around the room. Suddenly, they were startled by a knock at the door and looked at each other in panic. Jan grabbed the baggies, put them in her purse, took a dollar from her wallet, and hid everything in the closet.

			“Who is it?” Jan inquired.

			“It’s room service with your champagne.”

			Jan opened the door and handed the dollar tip to the room server. “I’ll take it from here,” she responded and rolled the cart into the room.

			“Phew! I forgot we called room service. Let’s party and toast to the biggest score I’ve ever done.” They clinked their champagne glasses and eagerly sipped to their heart’s content.

			“And another toast to us for a fuckin’ outstanding job,” David declared.

			“Right on! I’ll snort to that. Let’s sample the product,” Jan responded.

			She retrieved her purse from the closet and pulled out one of the baggies, dipped her coke spoon inside and scooped the pure crystals onto her hand mirror. After chopping it up and forming lines, Jan rolled a $100 bill and snorted, passing the rolled bill to David who snorted a line as well. They both fell back into their chairs to enjoy the stimulation.

			“Man, I thought we worked well together,” Jan boasted

			“Frankly, I’m glad the trip is over,” David said.

			“I’m used to this double life now. So, what do think about smuggling cocaine?” Jan queried.

			“The marijuana business fits me better. I’m a pot smuggler at heart,” David admitted.

			“To each his own. You earned big bucks on this trip. Would you ever consider returning to the scene of the crime?” Jan asked.

			“To be honest, smuggling cocaine is so fuckin’ intense,” David admitted.

			“Well, I’m thinking about one more big score in a month or two and I really need your help. I did enjoy your company,” Jan admitted.

			There was a long silence and David didn’t respond.

			“I’ll even throw in an extra two grand because I can’t do it alone,” Jan confessed.

			After another long pause of contemplation, David responded. “Hmmmmm, money talks. Sí señorita. Count me in.”

			Despite some scares, interminable waiting and some inconveniences, this trip had been remarkably smooth. Jan knew that other smugglers she met or worked with never wanted to smuggle again after their first time. David was right. Smuggling cocaine was “fuckin’ intense” for him and for most people. Nevertheless, she definitely didn’t want to travel alone on her next trip and was elated that David agreed to rejoin her.

			Why did Jan continue returning into the ‘eye of the storm’? Besides the money, which was too irresistible and addictive to ignore, it was definitely the challenge to outwit her male counterparts and survive negotiating dangerous drug deals. That boosted her ego beyond words. She definitely relished the bragging rights and explaining to others the rush she felt every time she walked out of an airport terminal without getting caught with the goods.

			She had never met another female cocaine smuggler, only macho men. It took a lot of balls to do it, and most women her age preferred being homemakers or career girls. That lifestyle was not part of Jan’s world nor did she want to mingle in it. It was not exciting enough. She didn’t want to give up her independence and freedom of choice, so marriage or a long term relationship was not an option. Jan always believed in her gut intuition and felt working with David was meant to be and the reason why this last smuggle went so well.

			However, the next ‘big one’ would be distinctly different.



		



Chapter 10 — Papi’s Bust

			The next upcoming smuggle was to be Jan’s biggest: a total of five kilos with a net value of a little more than a quarter million dollars. This potential profit represented all the financial security that Jan had been looking for over the past six years. The sale of the two kilos Jan had purchased on her last trip had finally allowed her to amass enough money to make such a large buy. That, coupled with expenses for two, would amount to roughly $65,000 in cash.

			Jan also decided that this would be her last trip south and the biggest smuggle of her career. She hoped to retire afterwards. She kept saying on her previous smuggles that they were her final trips. But this one was definitely the LAST TRIP. It would be a quickie, better known as the old in-and-out.

			Preparation for the five-kilo trip took almost a month of solid planning. Materials had to he purchased, letters had to be written, and strategies had to be worked out. Since they had left Santa Cruz just a few weeks before, Jan felt that it was too risky for her to return there so soon. Therefore, she and the Fat Man agreed that he would prepare five kilos in Santa Cruz, then meet her and David for the buy in the much larger city of La Paz.

			Jan began to pack supplies needed for the trip: her custom leather bag, various suitcases, the MacGregor coat, industrial plastics used to package the cocaine, the heat sealer, a variety of glues and tapes necessary to hold it all together since she discovered that Bolivian scotch tape didn’t stick too well. Once prepared, they waited expectantly for Papi’s telegram.

			It was finally delivered early one Tuesday morning, instructing the pair to arrive in La Paz the following Friday. Jan immediately made plane reservations and put the rest of the planning into high gear. She called David with the good news.

			“Hey, David. Pack your bags. We’re leaving next Friday.”

			“Wow. That was quick,” he responded.

			“We’re not going to Santa Cruz since we just got back from there. We’re going to La Paz.”

			“Right on!” David said.

			“I also decided to completely change my look. You may not even recognize me afterwards.”

			“That should be interesting,” David mused.

			“I’m transforming myself from a hip chick to a well-dressed, conservative businesswoman with a short, curly hairstyle.”

			“I’ll believe it when I see it,” David responded.

			The next day Jan went to the beauty salon and told the hairdresser to cut her long hair to shoulder length and perm it with soft curls. After enduring several hours sitting with plastic rods tightly rolled in her hair soaked with pungent chemicals, then water rinses, blow drying and styling, she finally looked in the mirror and tripped on her new appearance. Jan almost didn’t recognize herself. Mission accomplished. That was the exact goal she wanted to achieve; a new image for the next character role in her secret life. Her improv acting skills were ready to be used again.

			With the new hairstyle checked off the to do list, Jan took a new passport photo and applied for a duplicate passport, claiming as usual that she had lost it, yet keeping her old one for the passport switch scheme. She also purchased conservatively styled clothes specifically for this trip. Their flight to Bolivia was scheduled to depart Los Angeles on a Friday evening, arriving in La Paz on Saturday morning. Her tempo quickened as the trip date approached.

			When the time came to hide the enormous sum of cash she would be carrying, Jan decided to put it in the bottom of her metal Haliburton camera case. Experience had taught her that customs inspectors seldom gave her camera equipment more than a cursory glance. She carefully pulled out the foam rubber lining from the Haliburton case, neatly stacked piles of $100 dollar bills underneath and pushed the lining carefully back into place. She was pleased that even when open, the camera case showed no bulges.

			It was pouring rain in Los Angeles the Friday night of their departure. After boarding the plane and settling comfortably into their first class seats, sitting apart in different rows, Jan and David fell asleep for the duration of the trip.

			After landing, they entered the Customs Hall in La Paz. Jan walked up to the counter and laid down her camera and cosmetic cases, expecting the usual nod that she was free to go. Instead, the agent eyed the metal camera case and asked her to open it. She casually opened the locks and raised the lid, exposing several cameras, lenses, boxes of film and other photographic equipment. Jan stood ready to remove any piece of gear that he might want to examine more closely.

			Rather than inspecting the removed equipment, he pulled up the foam rubber lining exposing a pile of $100 bills. An expression crossed his face that Jan couldn’t read. Her heart began to race. David also saw the exposed pile of money and turned his head away to pretend that he didn’t know what was going on. The Customs Agent then lifted up the other corner and exposed another pile of $100 bills. Abruptly, he turned on his heel and walked away, telling her to wait.

			Jan stood there, outwardly calm, but her heart was pounding and her blood pressure instantly rose causing an uncomfortable dry mouth. She was struggling to conceal her panic. ‘Fuck, they might confiscate my money.’

			The Customs Agent returned a few moments later with a man who appeared to be the supervisor. The second agent lifted up the corner of the foam rubber lining. His face lit up as he raised one of his eyebrows.

			“How much money are you carrying?” the supervisor asked.

			“There’s $5,000,” Jan replied quickly. My husband and I live in Argentina. Surely you know about the currency restrictions there. Have I done something wrong?”

			The supervisor looked under the other corner of the camera case. “You’re allowed to bring as much money as you choose to Bolivia, but it has to be declared. This is a verbal declaration, so there’s no problem. I’m taking your passport to my office. Wait here.”

			She closed the camera case carefully and took several deep breaths. It was not a good omen. While waiting for the supervisor to return with her passport, she felt a tap on the shoulder and turned to see the smiling face of Jaime Valdez, a longtime friend and public relations man for the Hotel Rosario where Jan often stayed. Surprised and delighted, they both began talking at the same time and then laughed.

			“Jaime Valdez. How cool it is to see you. What a coincidence.”

			“I wasn’t sure it was you. You changed your hairstyle,” Jaime responded.

			“I got tired of long, straight hair. Are you still working at the Hotel Rosario?”

			“Yes, I’m now the public relations director. That’s why I’m here at the airport. I dropped off some hotel guests and helped them at the ticket counter.”

			The supervisor returned. “Miss Sherman. Here’s your passport. Excuse me one moment.” The supervisor immediately left to investigate a commotion at the far end of the counter. Jan recognized David’s voice and grabbed Jaime as she made her way over to the confrontation. They found David heatedly arguing with the supervisor.

			“You have to pay equal value on this cassette radio before I allow it into the country which is $350,” the supervisor informed David.

			Sizing up the situation quickly, Jaime graciously interrupted. “Señor, please accept this $20 as a favor.”

			The supervisor knew Jaime and acquiesced in agreement. Before he changed his mind, Jan also pulled out $20 and discreetly handed it to the supervisor. Her bribe sealed the deal and they were allowed to leave the airport.

			Jaime drove them to their hotel. But before checking in, Jan handed Jaime $20 as reimbursement for the money he paid the customs agent. Jaime graciously refused to accept her remuneration stating this was his good deed for the day. She thanked him profusely for his kindness and promised to treat him to dinner at the finest restaurant in La Paz on her next visit, ‘if there ever was another visit.’

			Jan and David fell fast asleep in their separate rooms to rest from the long trip. Later that afternoon, Jan phoned Papi and his father answered. “Bueno,” he said.

			“May I speak with Papi?” Jan asked in Spanish.

			“My son is not home. He’s out of town and will be back in a few days.”

			Jan was puzzled. “That’s strange. Papi sent a telegram instructing me to meet him on Sunday, which is tomorrow.”

			“Cuidado! Be careful. Papi will be in touch with you as soon as possible.”

			“Gracias,” Jan said while confused about the situation. That was all the information he gave her. She hung up feeling something was very wrong and her mind began to fill with many ominous scenarios.

			The next morning, the phone rang in her room. “Hello,” Jan answered.

			“My name is Nena. I’m Papi’s sister. I have something to give you from my brother which explains what’s going on with him. Can I meet with you tonight at 7:00?”

			“Of course. I’m in room 318.”

			As scheduled that evening, there was a knock on the door. Nena, a plump, well-dressed Bolivian woman had arrived and brought a newspaper clipping for Jan.

			“Come in. I’m anxious to see what you have for me.” Nena promptly handed over the incriminating story. As Jan read it carefully, the front page headline revealed the bust; Huge International Cocaine Ring Broken, with a photo of ten kilos of cocaine base and a suitcase full of money seized from Papi’s house.

			Jan was stunned. She continued to read the story to herself and played out the scenario in her head, ‘Papi’s been arrested. Even the names of his workers are listed. Someone staying with Papi answered a knock at the door at 2:00 AM and the police burst in. They arrested everyone in sight and tore his house apart.’

			“Papi told me to come here and let you know he’s in jail. He said you owed him some money and wanted me to collect it to pay his bail to get out.”

			What she said was true. Jan had sort of a revolving debt with Papi that usually fluctuated around $500. Jan would pay him back and he would later ‘front’ some more product to her. At the time of Nena’s visit, Jan owed him $1,000. Since the debt information was correct, she was convinced that Nena was Papi’s messenger.

			“I can give you $500 now. I’ll also reimburse you for your expenses to come here.”

			“Sí, está bien. That will work,” Nena responded.

			“I came here all the way from Los Angeles to score some coke. Since Papi’s not available, could you help me?”

			Nena’s eyes widened. “Yes, I’ll try to get something for you because Papi would want me to do it. I’ll call in a day or two.”

			“Outta sight!” Jan responded.

			Jan excused herself for a moment, grabbed her camera case and entered the bathroom. She pulled out the lenses and film boxes to reach the foam rubber lining and cash tucked underneath it, grabbing $500 owed to cover Papi’s bail and an additional $100 to reimburse Nena’s expenses. After exiting the bathroom, Jan handed her the money and she left the room.

			This situation had suddenly turned into a very costly venture. Jan’s hopes of making her big score were completely demolished. She wanted very much to make some sort of cocaine purchase, at least to recoup her losses.

			Monday, the next morning, the phone rang again. This time it was Betty, Papi’s girlfriend, whom Jan had met once before. “Hi, Betty. How’s Papi doing?” Jan asked.

			“He’s doing okay considering he’s still in jail. I have a letter from Papi he wanted me to give you. Can I come up to your room with it? I’m in the lobby and the desk clerk gave me your room number.”

			“Wait a minute. What about Papi’s sister Nena? She was just here yesterday with a newspaper article about his bust as a personal message from him.”

			“Papi’s sister? Nena? She has nothing to do with this. I’m Papi’s emissary.”

			“Now I’m really confused and starting to feel sick. Yes, please come up. We need to get this mess straightened out.”

			Several minutes later there was a knock at the door and Jan opened it for Betty to come in. “Betty, I don’t know what’s goin’ on.”

			“I have a letter to give you from Papi.” She handed it to Jan.

			“Thank you so much for bringing the letter. I really appreciate it.” Jan opened and read his letter. ‘Chiquita, I’m sorry I’m not able to see you. When everything is okay, I will let you know. Papi.’

			“Tell him I’m not going anywhere until I hear back,” Jan responded.

			“I will. He’ll be happy to know that. It was nice seeing you again,” Betty replied.

			“I’m sure we’ll be getting together again real soon.”

			As Betty left the room, Jan fell back into bed where she stayed the rest of the day, feeling depressed, nauseated and confused about the previous day’s events.

			Early that evening, there was another knock at the door. Jan opened it to find two girls standing there, sure enough, with another letter from Papi. The girls introduced themselves as Papi’s nieces.

			“My name is Leticia and this is my cousin María. We have a letter to give you from Papi.”

			“Now I’m really puzzled,” Jan responded.

			“¿Perdóneme? Excuse me?” Leticia inquired.

			“No importa. Never mind,” Jan dismissed her question.

			She read the letter Leticia gave her. ‘Querida Jan. I was busted on Monday night, the same day I sent you the telegram to come to La Paz. Can you help me out and send some money? Wait for me. Papi.’

			“Yesterday, I gave $500 to your aunt Nena, Papi’s sister.”

			“I’m sorry to tell you that Nena is a con artist. She’s not gonna give the money to Papi.”

			Jan shook her head in disbelief. “Damn it! Why didn’t somebody send another telegram telling me not to come?” Jan lamented.

			“Papi’s address book was taken by the police. That’s why we couldn’t contact you to cancel your trip,” Maria added.

			“Shit. Now the police surely have my information from his address book. What other things did they take from his house?” Jan inquired.

			“They took personal items like letters and photos,” Leticia said.

			“And I’m sure there are photos of me and Papi together. I always scolded him for taking pictures of us in case he got busted. Thank you for bringing the letter. Tell Papi I’ll do whatever I can to help him. I have to think about it first.”

			“We’ll let Papi know you already paid Nena $500,” Leticia responded.

			The girls left the room as abruptly as they came. Jan lay on the bed, now feeling extremely ill worrying about what she had just learned.

			‘I was wearing sunglasses and a scarf in my photos with the Fat Man in the jungle. Could the government make a connection between my name and the discovery of all my cash at airport customs? Should I get out of Bolivia now? Or score something to cover my out-of-pocket expenses for this trip?’

			Her position was now extremely compromised and she could only think of scary possibilities. Nausea immediately overcame Jan. She was sick all night, rushing to the bathroom throwing up and sitting on the toilet with diarrhea; she never slept a wink.

			The next day, David called a doctor to see her and diagnosed the problem as gastroenteritis, putting her on intravenous feeding for several days. In all likelihood, Jan’s illness was compounded by the stress and anxiety she felt.

			When Nena was confronted by Papi, Betty, and her nieces, she vehemently denied accepting any money from Jan or ever traveling to La Paz to see her. It was only after several hours of continuous questioning that Nena finally confessed that she had the money. To make amends, she tried to put a cocaine deal together for Jan.

			She called her the next day while Jan was still sick and hooked up to a tube of IV fluids. “I made a connection for you, but I need front money to make it happen.”

			Jan was forewarned this time. She was not about to trust Nena with any of her money. “I don’t front money to anybody, any time, period,” Jan told her flatly.

			“Fine,” Nena said, “Then I will NOT be able to help you.”

			“Okay,” Jan responded and hung up.

			Ten minutes later the phone rang again. Nena was on the other line. “I’ll be able to get 150 grams without front money.”

			“Out of sight! I’ve been sick for the last few days but I’m feeling better already.”

			“Let’s meet tomorrow afternoon at one o’clock in Cochabamba where I’m scoring for you. It’s between La Paz and Santa Cruz.”

			“I’m not feeling one hundred percent. But I’ll gladly drag myself out of bed to do the deal.”

			“I’ll book a hotel room there where we can do our business. Meet me at the large statue in the center of town,” Nena told her.

			“Hasta luego. See you later,” Jan replied.

			Jan immediately called David’s room. “Hey, David. I’m driving tomorrow to Cochabamba for one day to do business. I’ll let you know when I get back.”

			“Can I go with you?” he asked.

			“No. I’m meeting someone who doesn’t know you and prefers doing business only with me. I should be back late tomorrow night. Go sightseeing and play tourist. Or, just stay in your room and catch up on your sleep.”

			“Bummer. I guess I can find something to do.”

			Jan could hear the disappointment in his voice, but there was no way David could be a part of this deal. After her fiasco with Billy and Papi years ago, she didn’t want to jeopardize this drug deal with a third party who Nena had never met. It was better to be safe than sorry.

			After arriving in Cochabamba early in the morning, Jan spent the time wandering around the dirt-poor town, trying to find interesting people and places to photograph. It didn’t take long for her to meet and become enamored with the native Incan Indians with their expressive faces. Jan loved the Bolivian bowler hats that the women wore and their braided hair tied with beads. Their layered attire of brilliant multi-colored ponchos and shawls, traditional skirts (polleras) covering layers of petticoats (centros), woolen knee high socks, and sandals were worn with pride. They were selling their wares in the street markets: fruits, vegetables, and indigenous artwork. At first the women didn’t like having their photos taken, but after Jan bought some knit headgear and shawls at full price without bartering, they gladly consented.

			At noon, Jan was ready and waiting under the statue, sitting on a cement step when Nena approached her. At first, Jan didn’t recognize her. In their first meeting days ago, she was a well-dressed and distinguished looking woman. Today, she was the epitome of a frumpy housewife in a faded housecoat, soiled slippers, over-sized sunglasses, and a sour looking facial expression.

			“Nena, you look completely different.”

			“This is one of my disguises,” Nena revealed.

			“Let’s go to your hotel room to finish our business,” Jan replied.

			After settling in Nena’s room, she pulled a small paper bag out of a cowhide leather satchel slung over her shoulder. “Here’s 150 grams. That’s all I could get today,” Nena said as she handed the paper bag to Jan.

			Jan looked inside to inspect the product. “This isn’t 150 grams. And, it looks like it’s been stepped on once or twice already.”

			“I swear it’s all there. They weighed it out in front of me,” Nena promised.

			“I guess I have no choice. My best connection is in jail.”

			“If Papi hadn’t been busted, you could’ve scored all the coke you wanted. Even his contacts are lying low now for fear of being arrested by the Federales,” Nena replied.

			“If you could find any more sources of product, let me know, and I’ll delay my departure to Buenos Aires,” Jan responded.

			This small purchase would help defray some of the costs of the trip. She paid Nena the price she wanted and left Cochabamba to return to La Paz. Nena promised to call the next day as to whether she was able to find more cocaine.

			When Jan entered the hotel lobby after returning from her long drive, she noticed David crouched at the bar, drunk, sucking up his umpteenth Kahlua and cream. Jan angrily walked towards him. “David, what the hell are you doing here?”

			“You’re back,” he responded in a slurred, inebriated state. “It seems like you were gone forever.”

			“You jerk off. Have you been drinking the entire time I was away?” Jan pulled him off his bar stool.

			“What are you doing? Leave me alone,” David protested.

			“Things aren’t working out, David, so I’m sending you back to LA. It’s obvious you didn’t want to come on this trip. You spent most of your time here getting stoned and drunk.”

			“I didn’t have anything else to do,” David whined with tears in his eyes.

			“Shut the fuck up, you cry baby! I had to get rid of the roaches around your hotel room and threw them down the toilet before the cleaning lady saw them. You didn’t care about being cautious. And, worst of all, you disrespected my rules.”

			David could barely stand up and had to lean on Jan for support. Once he was propped on her shoulder, she brought him out of the bar and back to his room where he promptly fell asleep on the bed. After returning to her room, she collapsed onto the bed, closed her eyes, and tried to meditate. Her mind was overloaded with too many thoughts; should she buy more coke before returning home? And what plan was she going to use to smuggle the contraband back to Los Angeles, since David was no longer a mule.

			The next morning after a sleepless night, Jan had no motivation to get out bed. She couldn’t plan her day until she heard back from Nena whether another score was possible or not. Jan was normally on the clock from the moment she woke up until the moment she went to bed at night. However, Papi’s arrest discombobulated her normal routine and she felt disoriented. Adding to her list of problems was David’s bad behavior and disrespect

			Abruptly, there was a knock at the door. Jan reluctantly pulled herself out of bed hoping it was Nena with good news. “Who is it? Jan inquired.

			“It’s David. I want to apologize and say good-bye before I leave for the airport.”

			Jan opened the door and saw David standing there with a meek look on his face. “I know I screwed up and I’m really sorry.”

			“You’re right about that. And it ruined my smuggling plans big time.

			“Is there anything I can do to make it up to you?” David asked with contrition.

			“To redeem yourself, I want you to do a favor for me. Go to my house in LA. Check it out and do a walk-through to make sure it hasn’t been burglarized and everything looks okay. The key is under the flower pot on the front porch. Make sure you don’t forget to put it back there when you leave. If I don’t hear from you, I know all is well.”

			“Your wish is my command,” David promised.

			After David left her room, the phone rang. It was Betty, Papi’s girlfriend, calling to confirm that she had spoken to Nena about helping Jan score more cocaine before leaving La Paz. She also had Papi’s blessing to help Jan in any way possible since he was still in jail. Betty would put her in touch with one of Papi’s friends who could provide the amount of product she needed. The two agreed to meet in a discotheque on the outskirts of the city later that night.

			In the crowded dance club, Jan and Betty found a table furthest away from the blaring music speakers to discuss their business transaction: what quantity Jan needed and at what price. Betty had contacted one of Papi’s connections in La Paz and luckily he was expecting a new batch of coke in the morning. Betty would call Jan to confirm as soon as it arrived.

			The next morning, Jan was rudely awakened at 6:00 AM by her buzzing alarm clock, groggy from tossing and turning all night. After walking to the window, she slightly opened the curtain to see the sun peeking over the Andes Mountains. It was a beautiful sight to see which she tucked away in her mind’s eye.

			When Betty called an hour later, she arranged to pick her up around noon to make a score with The Fat Man’s connection. Jan decided to conceal her identity with an Hermes scarf to cover her hair, tying it in back ‘French fashion’ style, and she wore oversized, dark-tinted, reflective Ray Ban sunglasses to hide her features. The sunglasses were especially important and necessary since Jan had been told many times that her eyes were her most distinctive and memorable feature.

			After a quick breakfast of tea and cold toast in the downstairs lounge, Jan returned to her room to fasten her money belt around her waist, tucked beneath the top of her jeans and stuffed with $12,000 in cash. Hopefully, it was enough to buy a kilo-and-a-half. She neatly folded $8,000 near one end of the fabric belt and the other $4,000 was hidden beneath two zippers at the other end. She wore a baggy blouse that hung down over her stomach to cover any bulge. Jan checked in the mirror to see if anything stood out and was pleased that everything looked fine. Lastly, she stashed ten $100 bills under her socks and stuffed her feet into her high top boots which successfully concealed the bulge of cash.

			She waited on the corner of a side street until Betty and a girlfriend picked her up. “Let’s do this,” Jan said with gusto as she climbed into their car.

			“We’re going to drive several hours into the countryside where Papi’s contact is waiting with freshly made product,” Betty informed Jan.

			Since Papi’s arrest, Jan was now more paranoid and fearful than ever of being followed, and she thought that perhaps even his girlfriend was under surveillance as well. For the duration of the drive, she was constantly looking around, even at the reflections of cars in her sunglasses, continually trying to assure herself that the fears were groundless. Betty and her girlfriend were oblivious to her precautions, but Jan couldn’t be sure if that was because they knew what they were doing or if they had no idea of the risks involved.

			During the two hour drive, Betty opened up to Jan about her relationship with the Fat Man. “There’s one thing I want to talk to you about if you promise not to tell Papi,” Betty told Jan.

			“Sure. No problem. We’re sisters in crime now,” Jan responded.

			“Lately, I’ve been unhappy in my relationship with him, especially since he was arrested. It’s made things worse for us because he doesn’t have a job or much income now. The police seized all his cocaine and money.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” Jan sympathized.

			“I begged him to let me take over the business since nobody knows me, but he refused. He said it was a man’s job and no place for a woman,” Betty confided.

			“Why is he letting you help me?”

			“Because you were a friend for a long time,” Betty shared. Jan hesitated before replying. Betty began crying with small sobs coming from her throat.

			“We argued constantly before his arrest and some of our disagreements became violent. I’m more fearful and cautious with him more than ever before.” Betty paused for a moment, then continued to share her feelings and plans. “If things don’t get any better with Papi, I’m leaving him and returning with my son to our village in Northern Bolivia.”

			Jan wondered how much of what Betty said was true, and if it were all true, would she be right in helping her? She had met many of Papi’s former girlfriends and was pleased he settled down with Betty, who was smart and not willing to take as much flak from him as others had.

			The Fat Man had been extremely good to Jan, sometimes advancing more cocaine than she could pay for or bowing to her wishes to choose which batch of freshly made cocaine she would get. He normally mixed the bright and beautiful with the ‘flour’ so his other clients would not be disappointed at getting something that wasn’t as sparkly as it could be (although it was not inferior in quality). He always saved the best product for her at the best price.

			“What can I do to help you?” Jan asked.

			“I put this deal together for you so I deserve some of the benefits. Please tell Papi you’re only buying one kilo for $8,000. This will give me a chance to make some money from the additional purchase you’re buying and have the opportunity to leave Santa Cruz.”

			Jan reflected on Betty’s words. She was considering her situation from a female perspective, a viewpoint Jan strongly believed; that women should not be mistreated or abused in any way and be respected for their opinions as equals with men. As much as Jan considered Papi a close friend and mentor in the drug trade, she had now learned about a negative side of his personal life that disappointed her.

			She felt an immediate need to help Betty because it was the right thing to do. Especially since she was helping her on the last drug smuggle of her career. Jan’s gut once again guided her in this decision.

			“I promise I’ll do whatever I can. I don’t want to lie to Papi, but in this case, I may have to tell a little fib,” Jan admitted. “So when is he getting released from jail?”

			“Maybe tomorrow morning. I’ll find out when I get back home,” Betty replied.

			“Let him know I’m not going anywhere until I say goodbye to him,” Jan responded.

			“Of course. I know he wants to see you as well.”

			The car finally stopped near a couple of whitewashed adobe cottages, one of which was a safe house for Papi. Betty’s friend stayed in the car while they walked up a short dirt path into the clearing where numerous chickens and dogs were running around. A few small children walked up to them, looking curiously at Jan, studying her Caucasian features and stylish wardrobe. Jan and Betty entered an open gate leading to the yard of one of the cottages surrounded with a high wall studded with glass shards on top.

			Once inside the cottage, they were greeted by an Indian couple in their mid-forties with pleasant smiles and friendly demeanor. Jan looked around to survey the neat and tidy room with doilies everywhere: on the couch arms, on tables, even one framed hanging on the wall. It was evident that the couple made a comfortable living in the countryside working with Papi in his clandestine business.

			The husband pulled Betty aside and spoke to her in hushed tones, then left the room. He returned with two large bundles wrapped in newspaper, placed them on the table, then gestured to Jan to check them out. She smiled back at him, while subtly scanning the interior again for anything suspicious and saw nothing. There was a cement floor and two rudimentary rooms. She followed him to the table and watched as he removed the newsprint, revealing huge plastic sacks filled with coke. Jan peered under the bottom of her sunglasses to take a closer look at the gleam of cocaine crystals as they caught the light and shone more brightly.

			She looked at the color and consistency of the cocaine in the first bag. It was dry and slightly yellowish in color, with hardly any odor. She moved it aside shaking her head. The man handed her the other bag. This one contained a bit less than the first.

			Jan presumed that he apparently saved this cocaine for his better clients, or at least the ones who turned down the first, and wondered if he had another stashed somewhere else. It was a bright sparkling blue-white and the odor almost knocked her over the moment she opened the bag. She liked this one better. Without expression, Jan took a piece of foil from her purse, scooped a minute amount of crystal from the middle of the bag and sprinkled it onto the corner.

			She found a match in her purse, lit it and held the flame a couple of inches beneath the cocaine on the foil. Jan watched intently as it bubbled and burned, finally almost disappearing. A translucent reddish-brown deposit remained, proving it tested positive as pure cocaine, while most anything ‘cut’ would burn black. Jan was satisfied with the results.

			“Señor, could you please bring me a glass of water?” Jan asked the husband in Spanish.

			He complied and handed it over to her.

			She sprinkled a minute quantity of cocaine on top. They all watched mesmerized while studying the reaction. Pure cocaine was instantly soluble in water and should dissolve the moment it hits the surface. Anything that lingered on the surface or dripped through the water was something else and the percentage of ‘cut’ could be determined by noting the proportion that did not dissolve.

			The husband waited for Jan’s reaction. She was pleased but didn’t say so and turned towards Betty with her opinion, “It could be fresher, but it’s all right.” With a smile on her face, she looked back at the husband. “Está bién. It’s okay.” It was a good product and she agreed to make the buy.

			He closed the first plastic bag and wrapped it again in the original newspaper. “How much do you want?” the husband asked Jan in Spanish.

			Jan paused for a moment studying the large sack on the table. ‘How much can I carry back with me on my last smuggle? I wanted to buy five kilos, but without a mule, that ain’t gonna happen. I can’t be greedy and buy too much to hide or I’ll definitely get busted.’

			Irritated by the sunglasses, Jan removed them and looked at the husband. “Could you weigh out a kilo so I can see what it looks like before I decide?” Jan asked him in Spanish. 

			He nodded and walked over to a wooden cabinet to rummage around inside looking for an antiquated scale. After retrieving it, he set up the balance on the table and scooped cocaine into another plastic bag with a large tablespoon, weighing out a thousand grams and handed the bag to Jan. ¿Quiéres más? Do you want more?” he inquired.

			Jan hesitated to visualize if this amount was too little. She went for broke. “Medio de un kilo más. A half kilo more,” Jan requested.

			As he added more to the bag, Jan scooped it from his plastic bag into three of her own large baggies, each containing half a kilo apiece. She then asked him to scoop one final spoonful into her last baggie “For the pot,” she explained, and he did so reluctantly.

			Her last request was to use another room to count her cash payment in private. The husband led her to small bedroom, walked out, and closed the door behind him. Betty knocked and came inside.

			Jan was moving fast now. They had been in the house almost 45 minutes and she was anxious to get back to town as quickly as possible. She removed the money belt from around her waist and counted out stacks of $100 bills that she had earned from her last trip to Santa Cruz, handing each stack to Betty as she did so.

			Her money belt was empty after counting out $12,000, so she stuffed it back into her purse. Jan exited the room while Betty remained for a few minutes. When Betty returned to the main room, she asked the husband to come in with her.

			Jan packed the entire kilo and a half in her purse, barely able to zip it closed. Returning a few minutes later, Betty and the husband exited the room smiling. Jan was more eager than ever to return to her hotel since she now had the cocaine in her possession.

			“We’re all finished and need to leave so you can prepare for your flight to Buenos Aires tomorrow night,” Betty suggested.

			“Gracias por todo, señor. Thank you for everything, sir,” Jan told him. She shook his hand and left the house with Betty.

			They hurriedly walked back to the car where her friend had been waiting patiently. Jan stashed her purse underneath the seat. She now prepped her behavior to be extremely cautious on the ride back to La Paz.

			As they drove closer to the center of town, Jan noticed a small yellow car pull onto the road some distance behind them and it followed far too long for her comfort. She got more nervous when another small car pull out in front of them, driving very slowly as if wanting their car to catch up to it. Just then, the yellow car sped up, narrowing the gap between them. Jan nearly panicked, feeling that this could be the prelude to a bust: a car in front and one behind, cornering the occupants of the car in the middle, with no road for it to turn off. Her palms were sweating as she watched both cars.

			After several long minutes, the car in front finally turned off onto another road and disappeared. She still worried about the car that had been following and kept her eye on it for several more minutes until it, too, finally turned off to her relief.

			To make matters worse, Jan was not happy when she saw Betty take out her wallet and began dividing up the several thousand dollars she had made from the coke deal, burying some of it in another part of her purse. She couldn’t see exactly how much it was, but it was substantial. Jan wondered how much Betty had paid the husband for the cocaine suspecting it was no more than $5,000 a key, but it didn’t really make any difference since she could not have purchased the coke any cheaper.

			“This extra money is for me and I’m hiding it from Papi. The rest is his cut,” Betty admitted.

			“I won’t even ask how much you made. I’m just grateful you helped me score on my last smuggle.”

			“Remember to tell Papi you only bought one kilo for $8,000.”

			“I promise. But what if Papi asks the guy how much I bought?” Jan asked.

			“I paid him well not tell the truth,” Betty responded.

			“Just making sure we all tell the same story,” Jan replied.

			Before arriving to her hotel, Jan and Betty embraced. They were now bonded together in a sisterhood of mutual support, knowing they may never see each other again.

			“Thanks for helping me begin a new life away from Papi. I’ll miss you comadre (sister).”

			“I’ll miss you, too. Buena suerte. Good luck.” Jan replied.

			Betty dropped her off around the corner of the hotel where she quickly removed the scarf and sunglasses. After taking a deep breath, she entered the lobby hoping she looked nondescript while walking by the front desk with her bulging purse, smiling and mumbling a greeting in Spanish to the female desk clerk.

			Jan took two stairs at time up four flights to her room. Once inside, she shut the door quickly, her hands fumbling with the skeleton key until the door was finally locked. She collapsed against the door trying to catch her breath after running up the staircase. Jan had to work quickly now since she was on the clock to prep the coke for her flight to Buenos Aires the next evening.

			She was extremely pleased with how quick and efficient the last score had gone considering the complications caused by Papi’s incarceration. None of her previous deals had ever been done so easily. There were still many obstacles to overcome before returning home, but she could finally now see the light at the end of the tunnel.

			Before beginning the tedious work of breaking down the coke to hide in the cosmetic case, on her body, and inside the tall leather boots, she decided to order her favorite tasty traditional Bolivian dinner from room service. It probably would be the last time she enjoyed this meal while in Bolivia, assuming she was not returning.

			After freshening up with a quick shower and change of clothes, there was a knock at the door from room service. Jan instantly caught a whiff of the aroma that permeated the air as the server entered and placed the food on a small table. Lifting the domed stainless steel cover, her eyes were greeted with delight upon seeing the dish called Silpancho; sautéed breaded beef smothered in onions, fried potatoes, fried rice, and fried eggs, all topped with salsa. She immediately devoured the meal and washed it down with a pisco sour, the South American brandy cocktail she first sampled on her disastrous smuggle with Billy and Jim. She thought it was a great way to celebrate a successful day of business.

			Jan was ready to work, feeling rejuvenated with a full stomach. She pulled out the bag wrapped in newspaper from her bulging purse and opened it to inspect her coveted uncut white crystals. Now it was time to prepare the cocaine for transport into Argentina.

			‘I can’t believe how easy this deal went,’ she gleefully exclaimed to herself. But her elation was short lived when she began to think about the logistics of how she was going to smuggle the coke back to Los Angeles without David’s help.

			It was a shame she had to abort the trip with him, but on this smuggle he had proven to be no help at all. His original reticence to do another trip eventually morphed into a total disregard for the venture. He just didn’t care enough to be cautious or was usually too wasted to even think about it. It was quite a disappointment because he had been so helpful on the last smuggle.

			There was no way Jan could find another mule at this late date. She had to resort to an unthinkable contingency plan she never wanted to utilize and was contrary to her modus operandi: smuggling the cocaine into the United States by herself. It was against her better judgment, but she had no other choice. This would be the final test of her ability to outwit U.S. Customs.

			Jan now had to travel alone to Argentina to visit Jose Maria’s leather shop in Mar del Plata. She wanted him to conceal the coke in the same MacGregor coat lining again using the plastic tubing from the last trip. Hopefully, the weather would be cold enough to justify wearing it when she disembarked the plane in Los Angeles and walked through customs. She would also be carrying the contraband hidden in the false bottom of her cosmetic case and inside her leather boots.

			Since Jan had made the decision to buy the largest quantity ever for her last trip, she would have to really up her game on the trip home. She visualized the scenario of outsmarting the customs agents as if it were the acting role of a lifetime, great enough to be nominated for Best Actress in a Cocaine Smuggle.

			The phone rang while Jan was repacking her suitcase. “Bueno,” Jan answered.

			“Hi, Jan. It’s Betty. I have good news. Papi gets out of jail early tomorrow morning and he wants to see you in the afternoon before you leave.”

			“I’m not going anywhere until we say goodbye. My flight is at 9:00 PM. Tell him to come at 5:00 PM.”

			Jan anxiously awaited Papi’s arrival knowing this visit would probably be their last rendezvous together. Finally, there was a knock at the door. Jan eagerly opened it to reveal Papi, their first encounter since his bust. Although they tried to hug each other as customary, it was difficult for Jan to get her arms all the way around his immense girth. It felt like he had gained much more weight. This time their hug was longer than usual.

			“It’s so great to see you out of jail,” Jan gushed.

			“That’s the first time I’ve ever been busted and hopefully the last,” Papi lamented. “I’m under house arrest and can only stay a few minutes. I paid a bribe to the policemen watching me so I could come see you.”

			“Thank you for risking your freedom to come here. I’m so relieved you weren’t killed when they raided your house,” Jan told him.

			“One of my workers was shot, but he survived,” Papi responded.

			“How did the federales find out that you were dealing cocaine?” Jan asked.

			“I was betrayed by my supposed amigo Beto. We had a huge argument on my last trip into the jungle, so I fired him. To get even with me, he snitched to the police and they raided my house. I had $25,000 in a suitcase hidden under my bed and ten kilos of cocaine base sitting on my table. Since the bust, I’ve lost many of my customers.”

			“Are you going to continue making coke?” Jan inquired.

			“Things are different now from when we first started working together. It’s harder to conceal what we’re doing. And worst of all, violent thugs are taking over this business,” Papi lamented bitterly.

			“That’s why I decided it’s time for me to retire. I can’t live this dangerous, secret life anymore. Regrettably, this is my last trip to Bolivia.”

			“I understand and that’s why I had to visit you before leaving La Paz. I figured it might be the last time we see each other again,” Papi admitted.

			“Sadly, yes. You’ve always been a true friend and mentor all these years. I’ll never forget everything you’ve done for me. And by the way, here’s the rest of the money I owe you.” Jan pulled out $500 from her pocket and handed it to Papi. “You can’t ever say I ‘stiffed’ you.”

			“So how much did you score with Betty?” Papi asked.

			This was the ultimate question Jan had dreaded and felt an immediate tinge of guilt as she lied. “I bought one kilo for $8,000.”

			“Just one?” Papi persisted.

			“Yes, I decided that’s all I could fit in my suitcase,” Jan improvised without hesitation.

			“Well, I’m glad it all worked out for you.”

			“I guess this is our final goodbye,” Jan responded quickly to deflect away from the discussion of her coke purchase.

			“You’ll always have a special place in my heart,” Papi shared.

			“Be safe. I’ll write you after I return home,” Jan said fondly.

			They hugged one last time knowing it might be their last. “Hasta luego. Until we meet again,” he said sadly, then turned and left the room.

			Jan sat down on the bed pondering her last rendezvous with The Fat Man. She felt remorse and dejected about ending their business relationship with a lie. However, she had promised to help Betty begin a new life without him and her word was her bond. From Jan’s feminist perspective, it was the right thing to do.

			She was also beginning a new chapter in her life without The Fat Man. Yet, Jan was forever grateful that he protected her, was a loyal friend, and helped her make a ton of money to support a lifestyle of travel and financial security.

			The reality of her upcoming flight later that evening nudged her into action to call Aerolineas Argentinas Airlines to confirm if her flight was leaving on time. She was delighted to hear that it had been delayed for three hours. This gave her a little more time to prepare and lessen the pressure.

			Jan pulled out the large plastic baggies from her purse, double bagged smaller baggies and refilled them with the white powder. She flattened and taped them to her chest under her breasts and around her stomach. To distract from any bulges showing, Jan grabbed an oversized, long sleeved peasant blouse, emblazoned with a psychedelic pattern bursting with bold colors to camouflage the silhouette of her stomach. Her bell bottom jeans were wide enough to cover the top of her boots.

			The combination of plastic baggies and tape on her skin was extremely uncomfortable as expected. Jan hoped that she could endure the irritation and pain for the many hours she would be traveling until arriving at her hotel in Buenos Aires. She psyched herself to grin and bear the discomfort knowing David was able to do it. Jan now had a better appreciation of what mules had to tolerate on a smuggle and was about to test the belief that the most obvious hiding place was usually the least suspected.

			After a quick check in the mirror to confirm her disguised look, she finished packing her suitcase and made one more final inspection of the room to make sure nothing was left behind before walking out the door.

			When Jan entered the lobby, to her surprise it was vacant. Bolivia was playing Argentina in a nationally televised soccer match and every Bolivian in La Paz seemed to be clustered around a TV or radio, absorbed in the game. The entire city was quiet except for occasional loud cheers or boos that echoed through the street as one team or the other scored. There were no hotel guests at the front counter so Jan was able to pay her bill and check out within a few minutes.

			She arrived at the airport in plenty of time before her flight. Due to the unexpected cancellation of so many flights the day before, the airport was even more congested than usual on this day. The customs inspectors were doing their best to get through the long lines of people waiting to board their flights. Inspections were brief if they were conducted at all.

			Jan was very confident going through customs. The agents were clearly swamped and barely looked at her. They did a cursory search of her baggage, promptly stamped her passport, and certified her as legally out of Bolivia.

			Boarding the plane, Jan was pleased that her departure from La Paz had been so smooth. Once on the plane with her seatbelt fastened, she recalled her many previous visits to Bolivia, knowing now that she would probably never return.

			She managed to catch a nap on the plane to Buenos Aires, punctuated by a dream of being chased by unknown men with sacks full of cocaine, with Papi’s face swirling about in some sort of mist. The voice of the stewardess on the intercom announcing the landing of the plane finally woke her up.

			After entering the Buenos Aires International Airport terminal, Jan grabbed her bags and approached customs, exuding self-confidence that she would make it through her inspection as easily as customs in La Paz. Upon reaching the agent, she handed over her passport, opened her cosmetic and camera cases and leather bag for examination. Jan feigned a sexy smile as he finished even though she was suffering in excruciating agony from the taped baggies on her chest.

			To her surprise, he never looked once at her body. The agent handed back her passport and waved her on to the exit. And that was it. She was elated knowing that there was only one more customs inspection in Los Angeles before her smuggling career ended forever.

			Jan hailed a taxi to the Hotel Crillón. She couldn’t wait to check in to her room and extricate herself from the taped contraband under her breasts, around her stomach and ankles. After so many hours, the adhesive had irritated her skin as expected and she was suffering the extreme consequences.

			As soon as Jan entered the room, she pulled off her blouse, carefully removed the taped coke from her body and looked in the mirror to view the damage: there were hives, swelling, and painful red welts, raw and inflamed. Jan stoically accepted the annoying physical damage, knowing that in a short time it would heal and disappear. The huge payoff in the end was well worth it.

			She placed the coke baggies inside her boots in the closet and grabbed a tube of antibiotic salve from her cosmetic case to rub the oily goo into her wounds. To keep the ointment from getting on her clothes, she wrapped a towel around her torso and closed it with a safety pin. The relief was immediate and she was able to relax for the rest of the evening.

			Now it was time for her to enjoy another one of her favorite meals. Jan picked up the phone and called room service. “I’d like to order your best Argentinian filet mignon dinner, cooked well done, and a bottle of your best local red wine.”

			Jan laid on the bed to rest, mentally preparing for her drive the next day to Mar del Plata to work with the tailor Jose Maria. She felt confident his workmanship was so impeccable that there was no need to fear customs spotting any irregularity in the coat or leather bag linings.

			Finally, room service arrived. The waiter rolled in the food caddy, placing the covered plates and a bottle of Argentinian wine on the table. Jan generously tipped him and he exited the room. After removing the lid covering the meal, she marveled at the huge cuts of beef considered by most chefs as the best meat in the world.

			Swirling the vino around in her glass, she looked at its deep ruby red color with violet hues and sniffed its fruity raspberry aroma. It was the best vintage to enjoy with her meal, but she was beginning to feel a little lonely, wishing that she was sharing the moment with a companion, whether it was a mule or even a boyfriend.

			But this was no time to feel sorry for herself. She toasted herself to a successful trip and washed down a bite of meat with a full glass of merlot from the Patagonia region. The dinner was a perfect way to end the evening after a long travel day. She was totally exhausted from her non-stop work schedule for that day and quickly fell asleep.

			Early the next morning, Jan drove a rental car to Mar del Plata, just as she had done many times before to meet Jose Maria at his leather goods shop. They had been good friends for many years and she was looking forward to seeing him again. Jan hoped he would make the overall tone of her final trip a more pleasant experience than it had been thus far.

			She called him several days earlier, advising him of her arrival and he insisted she stay at his house. When Jan arrived, they spent the evening talking while sitting around his kitchen table.

			“What’s been goin’ on with you since my last visit? Jan asked.

			“Things aren’t going so well for me now. I split with my wife a couple of months ago. And the leather industry hasn’t been good. I need money badly,” Jose Maria lamented.

			“Well, hopefully I can help with that,” Jan replied.

			“I did some mental calculations and figured out how much you were profiting from the cocaine you sold in the United States. I was underpaid for my services and want a bigger piece of the ‘green pie.’ My rate is now $15,000 to help you with the leather work and packaging.”

			“What the fuck! I can’t believe what you’re charging me. That’s way too much for one night of packaging. I’m paying you $5,000, but absolutely no more,” Jan responded incredulously.

			“I was truly hurt as a friend that you had not given me more money for each of your previous smuggles. I felt I was unfairly used considering the risk I was taking and I want you to make amends.”

			Jan tried to ameliorate the situation. “Okay then, I can only pay you $10,000 which is all the money I have left after buying the coke.” She was adamant. She would not pay Jose Maria more than $10,000 for a night’s packaging, and she wouldn’t give in merely to soothe his hurt feelings. Their heated discussion continued the rest of the night without resolution until they finally went to bed.

			Jose Maria had been a friend for years and now he was accusing her of underpaying for his services. He had never complained before. Why was this happening now?

			The next morning, he left early for work while Jan was still asleep. After she woke up and realized he was gone, she went outdoors to take a long walk and ended up running five miles instead. Her exercise time was great therapy to relieve the stress from her confrontation with Jose Maria the night before. When she returned to his house several hours later, he was sitting at his kitchen table, sipping a glass of red wine.

			Before she had a chance to acknowledge his presence, he initiated a conversation. “My wife and I have decided to end our separation and she’s moving back in with me today.”

			“Well, I’m glad to know you’re both together again,” Jan replied.

			“Also, I’ve thought about your offer and I can’t accept it. I’m sorry but you’ll have to find someone else to do the job.”

			“Ay, Dios Mío. If I could pay you more, I would,” Jan responded.

			“Unfortunately, you’ll have to leave now since we need our privacy for reconciliation.”

			She was stunned to silence and numb from his animosity. Jose Maria was acting so spiteful. Jan immediately went to the guest bedroom, packed her suitcases hurriedly and carried the luggage out to her rental car. Jose Maria walked outside to see her off, but neither one spoke as she got into the driver’s seat. Jan took one last look at him knowing their friendship was irrevocably over.

			As she drove off, a feeling of dejection and disappointment consumed her. ‘This is one of the saddest days I’ve ever experienced. Jose Maria is accusing me of exploiting him and is acting like a greedy jerk.’

			Jan drove back to Buenos Aires, sorry about losing a friend and not being able to package her cocaine. She now had to rethink her smuggling options of which there was only one remaining; carrying the stash on her body again, in her cosmetic case and stuffing the rest in her boots.

			After returning to Buenos Aires, Jan couldn’t fly home early otherwise U.S. customs would be suspicious of why she was returning so soon after her original departure. She needed to stay another week of her visa and spent that time scouring the city looking for any souvenirs displaying the names of tourist sites to prove she had supposedly been to those places. Jan also had the opportunity to enjoy the sights and actually be a tourist.

			On the day before the flight to Los Angeles, Jan began to prepare for the smuggle. She repacked the cocaine, this time into even smaller baggies that could all be flattened to conform better around her body and positioned around her calves to fit inside her boots. She worked late into the night figuring out how to make it all work. Jan pulled out a pair of knee high socks from her suitcase to put on in the morning after she taped the baggies of coke to her legs.

			Still burdened with the thought of tomorrow’s flight, Jan stared in the mirror aghast at seeing the strain and stress etched deeply in her face. To motivate herself, she spoke aloud with conviction, “You can do this. You will make it through customs. I’m totally sure of that.” Jan’s inner strength and confidence washed over her, brightening her face a bit. She felt better already knowing that in twenty-four hours she would be on the other side of those fabled ‘double doors’ that lead out of the U.S. Customs Hall. A few hours after that, she’d be toasting success with her favorite bottle of Dom Perignon ’71.

			Jan crawled into bed and set her alarm for two hours later which was 6:00 AM. As happened many previous nights, Jan tossed and turned, unable to sleep. She just laid in bed, staring at the ceiling. Before the sun rose, she dragged herself out from under the blankets and walked into the bathroom. Her eyes were red and puffy, but even a couple drops of Visine didn’t help.

			To wake herself up, Jan stepped into the shower and attempted to wash away the exhaustion. The soothing hot water ran down her hair and body while she meditated about the impending smuggle. She stepped out of the stall, wrapped herself in a towel, and wiped the steam off the mirror to take another look. There was no improvement; she still looked fatigued.

			Jan spent the rest of the time methodically packing coke baggies into the secret compartment of her cosmetic case and around her chest, under her bust and around her ankles and calves. She slipped on knee high socks and was barely able to force her legs into the high-top Frey boots. After glancing in the mirror one last time, she was satisfied that everything was okay. Jan grabbed her bags and MacGregor coat, looked around the room as usual to make sure nothing had been left behind and exited her hotel room.

			Still half asleep upon arriving at Buenos Aires International Airport, Jan approached the Aerolineas Argentines first class counter to check in. A young, good-looking man came out of the back room to assist the ticket agent. Even before taking her ticket, he looked at Jan with a pleased and surprised expression.

			“Isn’t your name Jan Sherman?” he asked her, waking Jan immediately.

			“Yes,” she replied in shock and now more fully awake.

			“How have you been since your last trip to Buenos Aires?”

			“I can’t believe you remember me after assisting thousands of passengers since that time,” she said hiding her uneasiness.

			“I never forget a pretty face.”

			She didn’t remember the man. When he took her ticket and baggage tags, he told her to follow him and escorted her around the airport, carrying her hand luggage and camera case as she paid the airport tax. Then he walked her straight past the hand baggage check counter to the Immigration Desk, where her passport was quickly stamped, certifying her legally out of the country.

			She hoped her airport departure would continue smoothly, without any slip-ups. It was not over yet. He finally led her through the double doors of the First Class lounge, depositing her camera and cosmetic cases near the coffee bar. He asked the bartender for a couple of espressos.

			Jan now turned to the man, studying him for a moment before remembering that she had met him at the airport on the last drug smuggle with David several months ago. Still, he remembered so much about her, including her middle name and the fact that she had been carrying a Haliburton camera case. She began to wonder what he was really doing by escorting her through the airport and lingering with her in the first class lounge.

			Could he just be ‘making sure’ she was on this flight, delivering her for arrest when she arrived back in the United States? She tried to hide her uneasiness as her heart began to pound once again. Several espressos later, he walked her to the plane, deposited her to a seat in the first class section, and reminded her to fasten the seat belt. Then he smiled, wished her a pleasant flight and left with a wave of his hand to say goodbye.

			She just sat stunned, incredulous that her exit from Buenos Aires would be so flawless with the help of an airline employee. One more hurdle to overcome and then she would soon be home in Los Angeles, California, USA.

			By now, she was so exhausted that she fell asleep after take-off. There was plenty of time to nap since the next stopover was seven hours later in Bogota, Colombia. She was awakened by the announcement of the imminent arrival and the request to fasten seat belts. Her nervousness returned as she waited in her seat a few moments while the other passengers disembarked after landing.

			She finally exited the plane with the others and dashed to the restroom to inspect and adjust the tape around her chest. After entering a toilet stall, she lifted her blouse and felt the area around the tape holding the plastic coke baggies. Her skin was red and swollen but there was nothing she could do at that moment to quell the pain and discomfort. It was a true test of stoicism; time to bite the bullet.

			Jan left the restroom and headed to the food counter serving Colombian coffee. She needed a quick jolt of caffeine to wake her up. As her order arrived, the loudspeaker announced that passengers had to immediately re-board the plane for the trip back to Los Angeles. She downed the hot brew as fast as she could before entering the departure area.

			The remainder of the last flight passed without incident. Many long hours later, the plane touched down amid the blinking lights of the Los Angeles International Airport.

			“Welcome to LAX. The temperature is 68 degrees. If this is your first visit to the ‘City of Angels’, enjoy your visit,” the stewardess announced over the speaker.

			Jan looked out the window onto the runway as the plane taxied to the arrival gate and shut off its engines. All the passengers began rounding up their personal belongings and prepared to disembark. Suddenly, a U.S. Customs car with flashing lights drove out to the plane.

			“To all passengers, please return to your seats. We are being towed to another part of the arrival building. Please wait for my announcement to disembark,” the stewardess said.

			In all the years that Jan had traveled extensively abroad, she had never experienced this at LAX. She was as surprised as the other passengers. Reluctantly, she returned to her seat and watched out the window as the first car with flashing lights was joined by another, this time an official airport car. She hoped she was not being expected.

			They were towed for several minutes before finally coming to a stop next to other planes still out on the tarmac. The announcement was finally given that they could disembark, while the cars with the flashing lights were parked at the bottom of the steps. Jan busied herself with her things, waiting for the other passengers to leave the plane first. She hoped the customs inspectors would give her no more than a cursory inspection so they could deal with the crowds that would be impatiently waiting.

			Jan descended the stairs to the ground level. There was a tense moment as she waited to see if the men in the cars would make a move towards her as she stepped onto the tarmac. Jan was overwhelmingly relieved when she entered the shuttle bus unmolested with the rest of the passengers.

			After passing quickly through the small immigration booth marked ‘Returning U.S. Citizens,’ Jan headed upstairs to the Customs Hall. While there, waiting for her baggage, she struck up a conversation with another passenger as a rouse to discreetly monitor the activities at the inspection counters. Satisfied with her observations, she turned away to retrieve one of her suitcases from the conveyor belt.

			Jan psyched herself in preparation for her last interaction with the U.S. Customs agents and headed towards their counter. She placed her camera and cosmetic cases, as well as the coat on top of the inspection area, then handed the agent her passport.

			“Countries visited?” he asked.

			“Argentina.”

			“Purpose of your trip?” he queried.

			“Skiing in Bariloche,” Jan responded confidently.

			“Did you buy anything you’re bringing back into the states?” The ULTIMATE QUESTION.

			“Just some souvenirs.”

			Jan opened her suitcase revealing the souvenir knit caps stitched with the names of Argentinian cities packed on top for easy access. The customs agent ran his hands under her clothes and around the tightly packed items. Her face filled with a smile trying to convey calm and non-interest while her heart was beating off the charts. The agent looked up at her, expressionless while he felt the lining of her coat and put his hands in the pockets. So far, everything was going well. The agent closed the suitcase, then stamped her passport and handed it back.

			“You’re free to go.” And he waved her on to the exit.

			Jan was bursting inside with a sense of accomplishment. She had successfully completed the last smuggle of her career and never got busted. Her only desire now was to get out of the airport terminal as fast as she could.

			Once she boarded a shuttle bus to the long-term parking lot, Jan felt an immediate sense of calm. To express her emotions after being dropped off, she joyously shouted out, “Yeah. I’m retired,” which echoed throughout the entire garage to the surprise and curiosity of everyone coming and going.

			All Jan could think about was returning to the comfort of her home to strip off the taped coke baggies and shed her contraband loaded boots. She was suffering agonizing discomfort and pain. When Jan finally arrived and walked through the front door, her heart sank with disbelief and shock. David had been staying there without permission from the time he had arrived back from La Paz. Her house was in shambles everywhere with empty pizza boxes, half full food containers, empty beer cans and joints in ash trays.  It looked like he had partied with some of his friends.

			Jan was fuming mad as she looked for David, eventually finding him asleep in her bed. Before waking him, she entered the garage to complete the inspection; looking inside her car to see trash strewn in the front and back seats confirming he had driven it. By now, Jan was enraged. She rushed to the kitchen, grabbed a large metal spoon and pot, tip-toed next to the bed and banged them near his head, scaring David awake. “Asshole, you totally blew it.”

			David jumped out of the bed in a stupor. “Holy shit. You’re back in town.”

			“Damned right. I gave you a chance to redeem yourself for your bad behavior and attitude in La Paz by checking on my house. Instead, you screwed me again by trashing it and sleeping in my bed. How dare you! Get the fuck outta here. And don’t ever contact me again.”

			“Let me grab my stuff and I’m gone,” David pleaded. He gathered up his clothes scattered around the bedroom floor, threw them into his suitcase and ran out the front door. Jan slammed it shut to vent her frustration. She felt violated and disrespected, especially knowing he had slept in her own bed, wondering if other chicks had slept in it with him as well. Gladly, she never saw him again.

			Jan was especially pissed off that David had burst her ‘bubble of joy’ after her long awaited homecoming. Instead of celebrating immediately with her favorite bottle of Dom Perignon ‘71 champagne, she had to spend hours cleaning up his disgusting mess.

			Before she could tidy up her abode and relax, Jan was desperate to get the coke off her body and out of her boots. She retreated to her bathroom, grabbed some scissors from a drawer and gingerly cut strips of the tape off her chest to lessen the irritation of pulling it all off at once. As expected, her skin was raw, swollen, and hurting. Luckily, the baggies were all intact. Finally, Jan pulled off each boot and retrieved the additional baggies. Except for skin irritation on her chest and legs, she was no worse for wear.

			Jan had brilliantly ended her smuggling career at the top of her game. Her gut instincts had come through for her once again. Looking back to the past, she realized that she was possibly one of the few, if only, female cocaine smugglers during that wild and groovy decade of the seventies. 

			More importantly, luck had been on her side; she had never been caught. Jan escaped a coup d’etat in La Paz, fled mobsters in Lima, and evaded arrest in the Bolivian jungle. Now the next and last challenge to overcome was to sell the cocaine as quickly as possible. Once done, she could enjoy the lucrative rewards from her illicit career.



		



Chapter 11 — Retirement is Great...If You Don’t Get Busted

			Jan was officially out of the cocaine drug smuggling business, ending a chapter of her life and beginning a new one. At first, the thrill of a successful smuggle filled her emotional void. But by the end of that career, looking over her shoulder and being paranoid all the time was not a lifestyle she wanted to continue. She was burned out and exhausted both mentally and physically, always terrified of getting caught, of making that one trip that would turn out to be her one too many, having pushed her luck just a little too far. That lifestyle had taken a toll, aging her far beyond her thirty years. In other words, the thrill was gone.

			“Hindsight does you no good from behind bars,” was Jan’s mantra. Upon reflection, she analyzed the fates of those she had known or worked with, who had tripped and fallen somewhere along the drug trail.

			Poor Billy, he was so naïve and too trusting, not willing to listen and take advice from others for his own good. It cost him his life and he became a ‘desparecido’ (disappeared), the worst possible outcome for a smuggler, dying in anonymity, no body recovered.

			Karen, who was the only female courier Jan had ever used, fared a little better. She survived her trip and earned a nice piece of change, but Jan realized that Karen had been a potential risk and should never have been asked to be a mule.

			To add insult to injury, and unbeknownst to Jan, Karen betrayed her by going behind her back and contacted Papi directly, making a solo trip to Santa Cruz to score from him after their smuggle together. Unfortunately, while entering the U.S. from Peru, the Customs Service found a Valium bottle stuffed with seven grams of cocaine in her possession and she was busted. ‘Karma is a bitch.’

			Jan assumed that if pressured, Karen would have said that she got into the trade after being recruited by Jan Sherman, who lived at such and such address, etc., etc., etc. Luckily, Karen didn’t squeal but cried a lot and spent forty-five days in jail. She stopped smuggling, but became a cocaine dealer instead.

			Larry, who had been so distraught over the untimely separation from his girlfriend while on the smuggling trip in Buenos Aires, arrived home in San Francisco to find out that his ex-girlfriend needed to fly home to Ohio on “urgent family business.” She promised to return within a week. Since she didn’t have enough money for the trip, Larry loaned her all the cash he had just earned from his smuggle. Unfortunately, he never saw or heard from her again.

			Persona non grata David, the packaging expert, returned to smuggling marijuana from Mexico. He set up a rather sophisticated operation there, but it didn’t last too long. Late one night when he was returning to his hotel in Oaxaca, driving along the highway he fondly called ‘The Ho Chi Minh Trail’, he was pulled over by the Federales who found a number of roaches (marijuana cigarette butts) in his ashtray. They also found a pound of Oaxacan Buds underneath the jacket he had casually thrown onto the back seat of his rented Nova. David was promptly busted and ended up spending five years and three months in the Federal Penitentiary in Oaxaca.

			This was the first time that Jan had ever taken a moment to evaluate this part of her past and that of the others she had chosen as mules, reflecting on how much she had altered their lives. The more she contemplated about their respective fates, the more she lost the desire to ever return to the business herself. Retirement was the right decision for her at the right time.

			Jan could also see a pattern with all of them, except Larry the college student. They made the same mistake; being careless somewhere along the line, assuming that everything was well when it wasn’t, trusting instead of questioning, or just being too lazy to take the necessary precautions endemic to this line of work. Whatever the reasons for the carelessness, it had caused their downfall.

			Jan believed that she had succeeded in the cocaine smuggling business because of her unique ability to read people and situations with her subconscious intuition, feelings that advised her when someone could be trusted and when they could not. She had acquired skills over the years to recognize little signposts that were floating through the air, waiting to be noticed. In other words, her inner voice had never failed up to this point in her life.

			Normality was what Jan yearned for now. She missed being at home with her family, imbibing their love and attention, and reconnecting with her friends. She also wanted to reset her priorities and stop blowing snow up her nose so she could now use it to smell the roses.

			After so many years of testing, sampling, and using the product, addiction was inevitable and it changed her behavior negatively. She fought the urge to use it and tried to muster the same discipline she followed on a drug smuggle: never using any of the product because it muddled the brain and destroyed clear thinking. Thus, Jan decided that whenever she craved coke, she would smoke a joint or drink a glass of wine instead.

			Her thoughts and energies now had to be sharply focused on getting rid of her stash, three kilos of pure, uncut Bolivian cocaine. The sooner she could sell it, the sooner she could shut the final door on smuggling and lock it forever. She also wanted to get as far away from the druggie coke world as possible desiring a regular life again, but definitely not a boring one.

			She decided to move to Honolulu, Hawaii where her parents and younger sister Kristen lived, renting a condo on the beach for a few months to catch up on her rest and relaxation. Jan also aspired to the role she always wanted to play; being a respected daughter, though in the shadow of her older sister Gail.

			Jan’s condo was located next door to her parent’s condo building; close to Diamond Head, overlooking Waikiki beach with breathtaking Pacific Ocean sunsets. Every day she loved looking out from her balcony beyond the azure blue waters of the western horizon. It was the perfect place to visualize her next future destination—the ski resort at San Martin de Los Andes in Argentina to teach rich tourists how to ski. Just the thought of making money doing something she loved without spending any money, greatly motivated her.

			She was always passionate about the sport; racing down the mountains, exhilarated by the fresh, pure air. It was also a great way to meet people and make new friends from all over the world. Perhaps she might even meet a guy with similar interests to share life experiences together, someone she could talk to and be her real self, who would not moralize about what she had done in the past and would understand the occasional fears and depressions she experienced. She longed for a person who could handle her quirky personality and love her for who she was.

			Jan felt very lonely for a long time with a deep emotional void in her heart. She thought she had been destined to use her loneliness for introspection. It was extremely difficult to have a boyfriend and maintain a lasting relationship when her priorities revolved around planning and traveling on smuggling trips so frequently. Once she had committed herself to a risky coke deal, everything else in her life, including dating and romance, had to be put on hold.

			At this time however, her views about life had evolved and she hoped to find a man who was her equal, who could understand her independent nature, was an itinerant traveler like herself, not interested in having children, but a soul mate, and maybe even someone to fall in love with.

			A wanderlust spirit still consumed her, even after fulfilling many goals on her globetrotting wish list. She now also dreamed of scuba diving off a beach on the island of Mauritius, surfing in Australia, hiking on the Great Wall of China, smoking hashish in the Kasbah in Morocco, and the list continued to grow.

			This time she wanted to be a tourist entrepreneur and import foreign art work to sell in luxury boutiques in Beverly Hills. No more peddling cocaine. She also wanted to write a book about her travels and misadventures and sell her photographs to stock photo companies.

			In her current retirement, Jan chose to live near her parents to compensate for the previous eight years she rarely visited them during her travels abroad. They never knew what she was really doing on all those long business trips to South America. Jan told them she was a freelance photo journalist for several travel magazines, but she never, ever planned on revealing the real purpose of her journeys.

			The only people Jan knew after relocating to Honolulu were her parents and younger sister Kristen. Therefore, it was imperative that she made some new friends on the island who could potentially refer customers and help unload her product as quickly as possible. It was also important that she kept a low profile, being very cautious about the new customers she was seeking.

			After several months, Jan settled into her new lifestyle and returned to surfing daily which she loved to do when living in Southern California. It was easy to meet lots of people on the beach, developing close relationships with those she felt she could trust.

			Her coke was selling briskly among the drug crowd and the profits were adding up in her bank account. She felt very confident about selling it all and eventually leaving the island of Oahu within months to fly to Argentina and teach skiing in the mountain resorts.

			While surfing one afternoon, Jan saw a couple of her buddies on the beach. She emerged from the aqua blue water carrying her surfboard, wearing a skimpy, Hawaiian print bikini, her body glowing with a golden, tropical tan. Diamond Head could be seen in the background.

			Jan was the perfect athletic model type as pictured on tourist post cards. She walked over to her friends as they passed joints around and sat down with them. They gladly handed her a lit joint. “What’s happenin’ guys?” she asked.

			“Just chillin’. You caught some bitchin’ waves, Jan.”

			“Those are just baby waves. I wish I could surf Makaha, but I don’t wanna die tryin’,” she confessed.

			“I met a diamond broker last week partying at my friend’s house and he let us know that he’s looking for some blow. He’s a real snow freak,” one of her buddies informed her.

			“Really?” Jan responded curiously.

			“Why don’t you visit his office in the Kapiolani Building,” he suggested.

			“Maybe I can buy some diamonds,” Jan said jokingly. Everybody laughed.

			The next day she decided to drive to the Kapiolani Building. She entered the lobby of the high rise and took the elevator to the diamond broker’s office floor. She found the entrance door and rang a buzzer to announce her presence. A loud voice greeted her from the intercom.

			“Aloha. Can I help you?”

			“I’m interested in purchasing some diamonds for investment purposes,” Jan replied.

			“How did you hear about my business?”

			“You met one of my friends at a party last week and he suggested I see you.”

			A buzzer opened the door and Jan entered his store.

			She sauntered over to the counter and the owner appeared from his back room. “What type of diamonds are you looking for?”

			“Maybe loose stones of different cuts and color.”

			He smiled broadly. “Excuse me for one moment and I’ll bring out some of my best diamonds from our safe,” he told her.

			The broker exited to the back room. Jan briefly walked around the glass display counters eyeing the jewelry. He re-emerged with a black velvet tray of sparkling loose stones.

			Jan’s eyes lit up. “Wow. Beautiful.”

			She picked up various pieces to examine, then immediately noticed a gold coke spoon around his neck. The broker abruptly changed the subject matter. “Did your friend also tell you that I was looking for some photos?

			She got the gist of his question. Everyone talked in coded language when it referred to drugs. Jan hesitated. Should she answer yes or no to that inquiry? ‘This could be my last and final sale. Go for it! My gut has never failed me before.’ Reluctantly she responded, “As a matter of fact he did.”

			“Did you bring any photos with you?”

			“I just happen to have one in my purse.”

			The diamond broker locked the front door and put the velvet tray back inside the glass counter. Jan pulled out a mini gold coke spoon and envelope from her purse, then revealed a small coke baggie inside. She scooped out some crystals and poured them onto a hand mirror sitting on the counter. The diamond broker picked it up and disappeared into the back room. Moments later he reappeared with a happy grin on his face, wiping his nose and snuffing up any loose cocaine.

			“This is the best photo I’ve ever seen,” he declared ecstatically. “Can I get all your available photos? I have lots of friends who love photography as well.” 

			“I can bring everything I have tomorrow afternoon at one o’clock. We can negotiate a price at that time,” Jan responded.

			“But….we can’t meet in the store,” he informed her.

			“Why not?

			“My brother is working with me tomorrow. I don’t want him to know anything about this transaction. He’s squeaky clean and doesn’t even drink alcohol. Let’s do it in the parking garage,” he requested

			Jan hesitated with some doubt, mentally deliberating. After a long pause, she confirmed grudgingly, “I guess so. See you there. Mahalo.”

			“Mahalo,” the broker responded as he buzzed the door to open for Jan’s departure.

			Even after feeling slightly suspicious and unsure, she let her guard down by being overly anxious to sell the remainder of her stash. Normally Jan would take much more time to know and learn about prospective buyer. But the thought of skiing in the South American Andes affected her better judgment and she quickly dismissed any doubts about the guy.

			On the day of delivery, Jan parked in the underground garage at the arranged time. She was seated in her car, facing the elevator and stairs, smoking a cigarette with her mother’s dog Muffitt in the back seat. As the diamond broker appeared from the open elevator doors, she put her hand out the car window and waved to him. He acknowledged her presence, then zig zagged through the rows of vehicles to meet by her car door. Muffitt started barking as his image appeared in the window. “Cute dog,” he said.

			“That’s my mom’s dog Muffitt.” The diamond broker put his hand inside the car to pet Muffitt who was overly curious about this new person. She sniffed his hand briefly but retracted with a growl.

			“Muffitt, be a good girl,” Jan scolded her.

			“That’s okay. She probably smells my cat. Do you have the photos?”

			“They’re all inside,” Jan responded while handing him the last of her coke for sale in a large padded envelope.

			The diamond broker opened it and stuck his pinky finger in one of the baggies for a sample, then licked it off. “That’s nice, real nice.”

			“It better be for what I had to go through to get it. You got the money for me?”

			“In my office.”

			Jan’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

			“I wasn’t sure you’d show,” he replied.

			Jan took the envelope back. “Now you know.”

			“Give me five minutes and I’ll get the cash,” he confirmed.

			“Okay, I’m not going anywhere.”

			The diamond broker smirked a bit at her response before zig-zagging back to the elevator. Suddenly, two men in suits appeared, walking around the garage looking for somebody. Jan saw them immediately and wondered who they were. An incredible feeling of terror washed over her and she began to feel ill. Then Muffitt started barking and jumping around in the back seat.

			“Muffitt. No. Sit still. We’ll be out of here in a few minutes.”

			The men split into opposite directions, on either side of the garage. Jan rolled up her window and glanced into the rearview mirror. She had lost sight of them, but Muffitt definitely knew they were out there. Jan adjusted the mirror to scan the parking garage. She glanced around, panicked and scooted down low in the driver’s seat.

			Her hands shook while clutching the envelope pressed to her chest, then she pulled the plastic baggies out of the envelope. There was nowhere to hide her incriminating evidence. As the men were closing in, Muffitt continued to bark. Jan immediately stuffed the baggies inside the bottom of her bra and smoothed her shirt after pulling it down over her stomach.

			“Goddamit!! I gotta get out of here. These guys have to be plain clothes cops.”

			Jan started the engine to flee the garage, but the men ran towards the car flashing their badges. She knew she was in big trouble. “FUUUCK….What the hell have I gotten myself into?” she thought to herself.

			She felt her heart pounding as if having a panic attack and just sat there like a ‘test dummy,’ sweating profusely. She pulled off the scarf covering her hair and patted the beads of sweat accumulating on her face. It was ninety degrees outside that day but felt even hotter. 

			Cigarette smoke filled the car with a smoggy haze. Jan tried to look nonchalant and unaffected by the officers’ presence as she took another long drag from her cigarette. They approached her car from each side and knocked on the closed windows.

			“Please roll ’em down!” one of them blurted out.

			With the windows still up she responded, “Is there a problem, officer?”

			“We’re looking for somebody.”

			Jan opened the window slightly and puffs of cigarette smoke drifted into the guy’s face. He quickly stepped back to avoid it as she grudgingly rolled down the window all the way. “What do you want from me?” she timidly asked.

			“Could we please see some ID?” he adamantly requested.

			Jan grabbed her purse and fumbled inside it looking for her wallet. She mustered all her physical discipline to keep her hands from shaking as she retrieved her driver’s license and handed it to him. She looked up at the officer and their eyes locked. He was confirming that she was the person pictured on the license. His face lit up. Bingo! He hit the jackpot. They had been looking for somebody with her name.

			“Jan Sherman. Would you please step out of the car? We’re taking you to the station for questioning.”

			“Officer, could you please tell me what this is all about?”

			“We’ll explain later.”

			“What am I gonna’ do with my mom’s dog Muffitt? I can’t leave her in the car.”

			“Bring her with you.”

			Jan picked up Muffitt from out of the smoke filled car. The dog was more than happy to get out into the fresh air and sniff another human.  After locking her car, they climbed into the back seat of the patrol vehicle. It was so surreal. Jan had never been busted before on her smuggling adventures abroad. And now she was being taken away by the police for questioning on her own home turf.

			At the Honolulu Police Department, Jan sat across a desk from the two officers who had brought her in, while Muffitt sat on the floor behind her. The older officer leaned back in his chair studying Jan’s body language. Her feminine charms were not going to work on him. Jan was agitated and indignant when interviewed about her association with the diamond broker.

			“I’ve answered all your questions. If you’re finished, I need to get home,” Jan complained.

			“Who says you’re going home?”

			“You’ve detained me without cause. Buying diamonds isn’t against the law,” Jan responded.

			“No it’s not against the law if that is, in fact, what you were doing waiting there in that parking garage.”

			“I told you, I was waiting for a friend to meet me. We were going to shop for her engagement ring at the diamond brokerage.”

			“Just want to give you a warning that a new drug task force has been assigned to Hawaii. They’re cleaning up the island of illegal drugs,” he warned her.

			“Great. That’s good to know. But I told you, I have nothing to do with drugs. You can search my car, my condo, everything. I don’t have any.”

			“We’ll be keeping an eye on you,” the second officer cautioned her.

			“That’s all for now. But we may want to talk to you again soon,” the first officer informed her.

			“No problem. I’ve told you repeatedly I’m not involved in anything. But can I ask for two favors?”

			“What favors?” the first officer asked.

			“May I make a phone call and can you drop me off at my car back at the parking garage?”

			“Yes to both questions,” the first officer answered dryly.

			The officer moved the phone across the table to Jan and left the room so she could have a private conversation. She picked up the receiver and dialed her parent’s phone number.

			“Mom, it’s Jan.”

			“Where the hell have you been with Muffitt?”

			“I was brought in to the police station for questioning.”

			“Questioning about what?”

			“I can’t talk right now, but I’ll be over shortly to explain everything.”

			Jan hung up and left the interrogation room escorted by one of the officers. She was exhausted and depressed from the verbal grilling. The diamond broker was apparently under surveillance and the police began watching her as well after visiting him the day before.

			Feeling emboldened by her successful bra concealment, Jan was indignant through the whole questioning process. She just wanted to get out of the interrogation room and go home. Muffitt was not too happy about being there either.

			The police had to let Jan go since they had no firm evidence against her. But if she had been body searched, they would have discovered that everything was all right there in front of them, stuffed in her bra: enough cocaine to charge her with a felony for federal drug trafficking and years behind bars in the penitentiary, her freedom taken away, future plans and reputation destroyed.

			As Jan watched the police squad car drive out of the parking garage after dropping her off at her vehicle, she was immediately overwhelmed with paranoia. It were as if she had been struck by lightning. Jan realized that she never should have given the police an open invitation to search her property. ‘What a fuckin’ stupid mistake that was’. She lit a cigarette to calm her nerves and placed Muffitt in the back seat.

			‘Holy shit!! I made a big-ass error trying to sell to that jerkoff diamond broker. My gut failed me for the first time. It’s the biggest reality check and blunder of judgement in my life. I didn’t follow my own rules of being super cautious. Haste makes waste and how true that is. If I had lost all the profits earned from the last drug deal of my smuggling career, it would have bugged me even more than losing the respect of my parents. But there’s nothing I can do about it now. I’ve got to clear my head and move on from here.’

			She also knew she had to act quickly to get rid of any evidence of drugs, paraphernalia, and money that might incriminate her. The police could be getting a search warrant that very moment for her condo, bank accounts, and safety deposit box.

			The next most difficult task was to tell her parents why she had been questioned by the police and what her “real” business had been in the past. Once that information was revealed, she knew her praiseworthy image with her parents would be destroyed forever.

			The drive home from the police department seemed like an eternity. Jan was hyper-stressed out and beginning to panic. She had trouble focusing her thoughts knowing that the police suspected her of dealing drugs. Since she was on the clock to stay ahead of them, Jan decided to go straight to her condo and bank first to clear out any evidence they could use against her.

			After arriving home, she pulled out the coke baggies from her bra and placed them in a suitcase that was grabbed from the closet. She frantically filled it with all her small personal drug stash: dried psychedelic mushrooms, weed and paraphernalia, roach clips, zig zag papers, rolling machines, and bongs. She kept checking her watch. There was no time to spare.

			Jan then rushed to her bank with a briefcase before closing time to empty her safety deposit box contents of more drugs, money, and jewelry, as well as closing her checking and savings accounts. The next and final dreaded task was to drive to her parent’s condo and confess everything to them. To boost her courage in this crucial moment of truth, she reached into her glove compartment to retrieve a half-full flask of rum and drank all of it.

			After arriving, she sat in the car staring at their building. “Here we go Muffitt. Wish me luck.” The dog cocked its head as if to acknowledge her dilemma, barking back in response.

			Jan walked out of the elevator carrying Muffitt in one arm and the small suitcase in the other hand, and headed straight for her parent’s condo door. It was now 7:00 PM and she could smell the meal her mother was cooking for dinner. The rum had given her a slight buzz on an empty stomach, but it didn’t dispel her intimidation when she rang the doorbell. Jan mentally prepared for the moment that someone would open the door. Seconds passed. No answer. She rang again. Finally, her mom popped her head out.

			“What’s going on with you? We were so worried,” her mom angrily asked.

			Jan didn’t reply. She entered and headed straight for the living room, placing the suitcase on the glass top coffee table. Her mom approached her, almost more excited to see Muffitt who she pulled from Jan’s arms. Then her dad appeared from the bedroom.

			“Jan, we wanna know why you were at the police station,” he asked.

			“Dad, I’ll explain everything,” Jan responded.

			“Mrs. Treat on the 5th floor had told us that she saw men in a van last night parked in front of our building. She wondered who they were watching. We didn’t think anything about it until we got your call from the station. Then we realized that they couldn’t park in front of your condo because the street curves around to Diamond Head Road, so they had to park in front of ours. Why would the police be watching you?” her mother inquired.

			“Please don’t be angry with me after I tell you.” Jan was sweating profusely. “Mom, I need a cool wash cloth to wipe my forehead.” Her mother rushed to the bathroom and returned with it. Jan wiped her face and neck.

			“What’s in the suitcase?” her dad asked.

			To his dismay, Jan opened it and revealed the drug related contents and thousands of dollars in cash. Her parents looked at each other stunned and speechless as they viewed the incriminating evidence.

			“I lied to you all these years about being a freelance travel photographer. I was smuggling cocaine from South America,” Jan confessed.

			“What the hell! Smuggling cocaine,” her mother replied in shock.

			“I didn’t think you’d find out about it.”

			“For crisssakes, we didn’t raise you to turn into a criminal,” her mother answered.

			“Well, unfortunately we know now and we have to deal with the consequences,” her father replied.

			“But I’m retired. My last smuggle was six months ago. I got tired of lying and living a double life.”

			“Can you imagine what would’ve happened if you’d been arrested and charged with a felony for this and bear the stigma of being a drug smuggler? Besides your life being destroyed, your father’s business reputation and our family name would’ve been tarnished forever,” her mom admonished.

			“Why did you do it?” her dad asked.

			“I wanted to make a large, quick profit and thought that was the easiest way to do it. I could never earn that much working a 9-to-5 job.”

			“I can rob a bank and steal a lot of money fast. What’s the difference? They’re both unethical and illegal.”

			“You’re right. I had the choice not to do it, but I guess greed won out. It sounds ignorant and stupid to me now. I made some bad choices and I’m ashamed and regret everything I did. If it’s any consolation, the reason I started selling cocaine was to pay for my travels around the world and give me financial security which I was able to achieve.”

			Her dad rolled his eyes and sat down with her mom at the dining room table. Her parents were clearly disgusted. “The newspapers and TV news would have jumped all over this story,” her dad added.

			“I’ll never be the perfect daughter I always wanted to be. But if you give me one last chance, I’ll be the best daughter I can from now on. I promise.”

			“I’ll believe it when I see it,” her mom replied.

			“The police obviously have been tipped off. We need to get you away from this island as quickly as possible until this all blows over,” her dad strategized.

			“I know exactly where to go and they’ll never find me, San Martin de Los Andes Ski Resort. I was planning on going there anyways after selling all my coke,” Jan told them.

			“Where the hell is that place?” Her father asked.

			“In the Andes Mountains in Argentina. I taught ski lessons there many times. I can fly to San Francisco if Kristen buys a ticket for me in her name, then fly to Buenos Aires using my fake passport in the name of Serena Rico.”

			“Fake passport? Serena Rico? I can’t believe I’m hearing this. You’re just full of surprises. My reality of a normal family doesn’t exist anymore. What did we do wrong as parents to cause you to follow this crazy lifestyle?” her dad reflected.

			“Not a thing, Dad. I’m sorry I disappointed everyone.”

			“Damn it! Here we go again with another lie,” her mother lamented.

			“Just this one last time. I need to keep the police away from me until I’m off the island,” Jan pleaded.

			Her parents realized they had to help Jan promptly to get out of this bad situation. “I can’t believe you’re asking us to do this. But…you’re my daughter and I love you in spite of all your faults,” her mom responded.

			They agreed if there was no evidence, there was no proof of a crime and Jan would no longer be under suspicion. Her dad picked up the phone and called her younger sister Kristen.

			“Kristen, we need you to come over right away,” her dad insisted.

			“Dad, what’s goin’ on?”

			“I’ll tell you when you get here,” her dad replied.

			Jan and her parents sat around the kitchen table plotting the logistics of her departure from Honolulu. Kristen finally arrived and joined the family at the table.

			“Why am I over here? I was baking a cake when dad called.”

			“We need your help right now,” her mom interjected.

			“You’re older sister just confessed to us that she was smuggling cocaine all those years she traveled to South America,” her dad revealed.

			“No way. That’s kinda cool.”

			“Cool my ass. Jan’s under surveillance by the Honolulu police,” her dad admonished.

			“Thanks for telling me,” Kristen replied.

			“We’re a small family and we always support each other. That’s why we need you to assist us,” her mom said.

			“What do you want me to do?”

			“Buy a ticket in your name at a travel agency tomorrow morning for a flight to San Francisco in the afternoon. Then drive to the Honolulu Airport an hour and a half before her flight. Wait for Jan in a toilet stall with her suitcase on the floor. Jan will enter the restroom, walk into the toilet stall next to you and put her hand under the stall to receive the ticket you bought for her. Then you walk out of the bathroom, leaving the suitcase in your stall for Jan to take. No one would ever know where she ends up after she leaves the island of Oahu, if everything goes smoothly. Don’t say a word to each other in the bathroom,” her dad instructed.

			“Whoa. This sounds so James Bond,” Kristen gushed.

			“Just pretend you’re a Bond Girl,” her dad joked.

			“Dad, really?”

			“This isn’t fiction. It’s serious shit,” he reminded her.

			“Okay, okay. I’ll do it. Is she gonna stay in San Francisco?”

			“No, I’m gonna buy a ticket to Buenos Aires using a fake passport under the name Serena Rico,” Jan chimed in.

			“Jan, you better get going and pack your suitcase to drop off at Kristen’s place tonight,” her mom said.

			“I’ll pick you up in the morning to go to the drug store, in case I need to buy stuff for the trip,” Jan responded.

			Jan walked over to the suitcase on the coffee table and removed the cash.

			“One last favor. Could you hide this suitcase for me until I return? Just in case I need to sell some of this stuff for quick money whenever I return,” Jan asked her parents.

			Her dad reluctantly agreed to her request just to make her feel better, but he had other intentions in mind after she left. “Sure I’ll take care of it,” he promised.

			“Thank you all for your help. I love you,” Jan told everyone. They did a group hug before she left the condo.

			Her dad looked into the suitcase and picked up the bong and roach clips, examining them out of curiosity, then threw everything back into the suitcase. He shook his head in disbelief at everything displayed in front of him before picking out the weed, mushrooms, and coke which he took to the bathroom. He lifted the toilet seat, poured the drugs into the bowl and flushed, watching everything disappear in the swirling water. Her dad walked back to the kitchen and grabbed a plastic trash bag from a drawer and dumped the drug paraphernalia from the suitcase into it.

			“What are you gonna do with the trash bag?” Jan’s mom asked.

			“I’m getting rid of all this stuff. Her fingerprints are on everything.”

			He grabbed the trash bag, left the condo for the parking garage, and put the bag in the front seat of his car. Once her dad drove into the street, he began searching for an open Dumpster in the back of a store. After seeing one, he drove up to it, parked, took the trash bag out, and threw it inside, feeling so relieved and glad about disposing everything. At least he knew there was not any evidence for police to use against Jan and was satisfied she didn’t have any more drugs to use herself.

			Jan rushed home to pack up as much stuff as she could fit into a large suitcase. Whatever personal possessions she left behind, her mother would pack up and put in storage, then clean the condo so the landlord could rent it again. She dropped off her packed suitcase at Kristen’s house that evening for her to take to the Airport and leave for Jan in the bathroom.

			The next morning, Jan drove to her parent’s condo where the final plan of action was ready to be initiated. Her mom now drove her to the nearest drug store. As they turned into the rear lot and parked, Jan surveyed the surrounding area to see if they were being followed by the police. Luckily, there were none around.

			“Mom, I love you. Thanks for all your help. I’ll call you as soon as I arrive in San Francisco,” she said fondly.

			“Hey, daughter, I love you, too. Keep your nose clean and no more lies,” her mom responded with endearment.

			“Promise. I gotta go. Wish me luck,” Jan replied.

			Seeing nothing unusual, she exited the car and entered the store while her mother stayed behind as if waiting for her to return. Jan walked straight through to the front of the store and immediately exited the front door to a prearranged taxi which drove her to the Honolulu International Airport. Everything so far was going smoothly.

			Once Jan arrived at the airport, she blended in with the buzz of activity of arriving and departing travelers congregated throughout the terminal. She spotted the United Air Lines counter and then proceeded to enter the crowded lady’s restroom. Jan ducked down to survey the toilet stalls, seeing only one occupied with shoes and Jan’s suitcase in view below the door.

			She entered the empty stall next to the one with her suitcase and then reached for the ticket under the stall wall. Her sister’s hand put a plane ticket between her fingers and pushed the suitcase over to her. No words were exchanged.

			Both of them exited to wash their hands and fix their hair among the other people. They looked at each other only through their respective mirrors to bid farewell, and for Jan, good luck.

			Now all she had to do was check in at the ticket counter and board the plane to San Francisco. Jan waited in the queue with the other passengers, looking around nervously to see if anyone was watching her. The line finally shortened and she quickly approached the ticket agent.

			“Great day for a flight to San Francisco,” the ticket agent said.

			“I’m just glad it isn’t raining. I hate flying in a storm with all the turbulence,” Jan replied.

			“Your name please?”

			“Kristen Sherman.”

			“Any luggage?”

			“Just one suitcase.”

			“I see you have a pre-paid ticket.”

			Jan handed over the ticket. He checked it, tore it out of the packet and handed her a boarding pass and baggage stub.

			“You’ll be boarding at Gate 6, Miss Sherman. The plane is on schedule. Please proceed promptly so you won’t miss your flight. Enjoy your trip.”

			She was relieved that task was finished and scoured the airport terminal again for any police or undercover types. Luckily, she didn’t see any. After reaching Gate 6, Jan chose a seat facing the incoming passengers. Oversized dark sunglasses hid her face and allowed her to scan the faces of everyone approaching the boarding area while pretending to read a book. Finally, the announcement from the speakers blared through the waiting area, “All passengers please begin the boarding process for Flight 318 to San Francisco.”

			Jan waited until everyone was in line before walking to the end of the queue. She took several more glances in all directions as everyone began entering the connecting ramp to the plane. Everything looked normal.

			Back at her parent’s condo, Kristen stood with them on their balcony over-looking the beach at Waikiki watching the planes flying out over the ocean from the nearby airport.

			“I hope Jan makes her flight,” her dad wondered.

			“I’m sure she’s fine,” Kristen replied.

			“I feel a lot better knowing she’ll be off the island,” her mom said as she stared blankly at the ocean.

			“You know Jan. She always lands on her feet,” Kristen replied.

			“Maybe it was time that she didn’t. She can’t get away with this stuff forever. Fate always takes care of you in the end.” They watched another plane take off into the sky away from them, disappearing into the clouds.

			Jan walking on the plane ramp, she felt someone’s hand on her shoulder. It stopped her immediately. “Jan Sherman, you’re under arrest for selling and smuggling narcotics into the United States. Please come with us. We have a car waiting outside the terminal. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law,” the DEA Agent informed her.

			Surrounded by two other DEA Agents, Jan was handcuffed and led out of the busy terminal. She was speechless and her face reflected the shock of being busted. Everyone was staring at her, causing more embarrassment and humiliation than she had ever experienced before.

			While detained for several minutes surrounded by DEA Agents, Jan could see her plane moving away from the ramp outside the terminal windows. Her heart sank. She realized that all her future plans had ended in that moment. An unmarked police car was waiting in front of the airline entrance and the DEA agents escorted her over to the vehicle. One agent opened the back door, grasped her arm to help her in to the back seat, then buckled her into the seat belt, and closed the car door.

			She closed her eyes to block out the flurry of activity outside the vehicle and the curious people passing by, straining to look in the windows. It was a futile attempt to transport her into a zen state of mind to escape the reality of what was happening to her. Jan felt like she was drowning and all the air was being sucked out of her body. She was screaming inside for help, but nobody could hear and nobody was rescuing her.

			Suddenly, Jan felt someone grasp her arm again. She opened her eyes and was tethered back to reality. It was the stewardess waking her up, asking if she wanted a beverage, and taking her dinner order. Jan felt numb and didn’t know if she was dreaming or not. To confirm she was in flight, she looked out the plane window to see billowy clouds below and the Honolulu shoreline gradually disappear. Jan realized that her long-feared bust by the DEA was only a horrible nightmare.

			A huge Cheshire cat grin appeared on her face, as well as a giddy satisfaction knowing that she outsmarted the Honolulu police. Jan was now free from further surveillance or questioning and could continue her planned journey to South America with her fake passport and new travel identity as Serena Rico.

			Up, up, and away to Argentina – the land of the Pampas, the Gauchos, and now, Jan Sherman.



		



Chapter 12 — Literally the Last Chapter

			The police milled around the inside of a cluttered condo in Anaheim, California on January 12, 2013, where packed and sealed moving boxes were stacked along the walls. A cork bulletin board in the kitchen displayed an obituary newspaper clipping about a World War II Army Air Corps veteran, a vintage black and white commercial headshot from 1968 for a young Sally Fields type actress, photos of pet cats, and a To Do List marked with colored checks on everything except the last notation: find a new condo.

			“Where’d they discover the body?” the police officer asked the investigator.

			“They found her dead on the toilet with a shattered bottle of wine at her feet on the tiled floor. What a horrible way to go,” he responded.

			“You’re right about that. Cause of death?”

			“There’s no evidence of foul play. Probably liver failure. Not the first alcoholic to go out that way,” the investigator replied.

			“How long has she been deceased?” the police office inquired.

			“We don’t know. Her neighbors called the manager when newspapers were piling up in front of her door. He rang her doorbell, knocked, and when there was no answer, called her cell phone. There was no response,” the investigator said.

			“Did you notify the family?” the officer inquired.

			“Apparently they were estranged,” the investigator answered.

			The police officer pointed to the boxes. “Did she just move in?”

			“The neighbors said she’s lived here six months. It was a temporary rental until she found another place. That’s why there’s all these packed boxes. Didn’t go out much or talk to anyone recently.”

			The police officer sighed. “Well, we’ve gotta notify her next of kin. Somebody must care about what happened to her.”

			The next day, Jan’s sister Gail received a call from her mom with the tragic news that Jan was dead. She had just sat down to eat dinner at her favorite buffet restaurant, but immediately lost her appetite. Gail stared at the plate of food as her mom explained the sketchy details from the police report. She was stunned and realized Jan was gone forever. Although they hadn’t visited often with each other in the last twenty years, the finality of her death ended any chances of future time together.

			To console her grieving mom, Gail drove from her home in Northern California to her mom’s condo in Rancho Mirage, a desert resort community located several hours drive east of Los Angeles. Upon arrival, Gail was anxious and unsure what her mom’s emotional state would be after losing her second oldest daughter in such a horrendous and pathetic demise.

			Gail was heartbroken, still having trouble accepting the fact that she would never be able to speak to Jan again. There were so many unresolved, deep-seated sibling rivalry issues that she wished they had discussed when they were younger. In fact, Jan’s obsession with their childhood competition and hatred towards her worsened as she aged and was exacerbated as her drinking problem increased. Jan could never let go of that psychological animosity until the day she died.

			After ringing the doorbell, Gail waited. Her mom was walking with a cane now, so it took a while for her to open the door. Finally, she peeked out and smiled broadly after seeing her eldest daughter. They fell into each other’s arms and warmly embraced.

			“I’m so glad you’re here,” her mom replied.

			“Are you okay?”

			She shrugged as she pulled away. “I always knew we’d get that call from the police someday.”

			“Jan always refused our offers of help. It’s just a fantasy to think that we could have changed her. There was nothing more we could do. That’s just the way she was,” Gail responded.

			Here mom grimaced. It was clearly a sore spot.

			“I don’t have any regrets or feel guilty. I just feel sorry the way things turned out,” Gail confessed.

			“Well, I do have regrets as a mother who has lost a daughter. What did I do wrong as a parent? What did I miss? I feel tremendous guilt and blame myself for Jan’s behavior. I’ve thought about it every day since she passed, from the moment I wake up in the morning until the moment I fall asleep. And it’ll be that way until the day I die.”

			“Mom, life happens. You did the best you could. Once Jan left home as a teenager, she followed her own path to experience life as she wanted. It’s just unfortunate that path deviated away from us. She walked right up to edge and was lucky she didn’t get killed or end up in prison when she was younger.”

			“I’m so angry the way Jan died. She should have trusted us to take care of her. That’s just the way I feel,” her mom lamented.

			“What did the coroner’s report say?” Gail asked.

			“Gastraointestinal hemorrhage and severe coronary atherosclerosis, both aggravated by alcohol.”

			“That was a mouthful of a medical conclusion. Now we know. Jan was a functioning alcoholic and she’d never admit it. But I knew it. This is the final proof,” Gail surmised.

			“You know, Jan didn’t have any health insurance. Since she’d been unemployed for a long time, she didn’t want to deplete her savings to pay for it. I asked her whether she would rather “die” with money in the bank or “live” with less cash. I thought it was a no brainer, but she dismissed my question by not responding,” her mom said.

			“I knew she was living a frugal lifestyle, but that’s crazy. Her better judgement was definitely affected by the alcohol,” Gail responded.

			“And those bad decisions are what contributed to her death,” her mom replied.

			“When I found out she was feeling ill for several months, I called and pleaded with her to go immediately to the hospital emergency room. She refused to do it. Rather than going to see a doctor to confirm what was ailing her, she preferred using her own home remedies to mask the pain. I’m sure alcohol was probably part of that treatment. Jan preferred researching on the computer to self-diagnose and told me she thought the pain was in her kidneys,” Gail said.

			“Years ago she told me about her phobia of hospitals and doctors. It supposedly started when she was a teenager visiting a friend in the hospital dying from terrible injuries suffered in a car accident. The guy veered off a cliff, falling hundreds of feet into a ravine while driving on a windy mountain road late at night. Apparently seeing him in that gruesome condition deeply traumatized her,” mom revealed.

			“I never knew that,” Gail admitted.

			Mom handed a ceramic urn to Gail, who cradled it in her arms, gently running her hand around the smooth surface. Her eyes welled up with tears. “How sad it is that I knew her my whole life, yet I feel like I didn’t know her at all. She was a stranger to me.”

			“I always hoped that you two would have been closer as sisters,” mom said.

			“Believe me, I tried to spend more time with her and resolve any issues she had with me, but she wasn’t interested.”

			“I just wish your dad was still alive and here with us,” her mom lamented.

			They walked around the condo where Jan’s boxes were stacked to the ceiling, including the one marked ‘IMPORTANT’.

			“These are her belongings, what’s left after I gave everything else to the Salvation Army. You’re free to go through them. Take what you want.”

			Gail opened a box and pulled out a small, colorful woven rug. She carefully held it and felt the texture. “Beautiful. Bolivian?” Gail asked.

			“The only one to ask isn’t talking anymore, is she?” her mom angrily responded. Gail put the rug back in the box.

			“You know how difficult she made everything, especially when she drank. There’s so much you’ll never know about what Jan put your dad and me through,” her mom said as she began crying. Gail hugged and comforted her.

			“Mom, it’s over now. She’s in a better place, with dad.” Her mom nodded and they both looked upwards towards the sky.

			The next day, Gail loaded Jan’s boxes in the back of her rental van and said good-bye to her heart-sick mom. She drove out of the parking garage ready to begin her seven hour drive back to her home in Monterey Bay.

			On her first gas stop on Interstate Highway 5, Gail was curious to open and glance inside the box marked ‘IMPORTANT’ which she had purposely placed on the front seat. Her mom had added Jan’s urn among her paperwork, old passports, photos, letters, and a CD titled “Personal Thoughts – My Life Reflections.”

			Gail’s brow rose a bit when she pulled out a manuscript titled RENDEZVOUS WITH THE FAT MAN. Inserted inside was a letter dated June 3, 1980, from a Hollywood producer, “Jan, you’ve lived an unbelievable life. If you ever want to see this turned into a movie, give me a call.”

			“Autobiography? Cool,” Gail said to herself. She grabbed the disc and placed it in the van’s CD player while pulling out of the gas station. After returning to the highway for her drive northward, she pressed play.

			“My name is Jan Sherman and this is my story. A long time ago, I decided to be an actress. It’s just a fancy title for a professional liar who changes characters and pretends to be someone else. I figured, why not get paid for what I’m good at? I’d been lying and playing a part my whole life. Every role was different, designed to get what I wanted at the time. I’ve played a stunt woman, a concert promoter, an actress, writer, and photographer. But the truth is that I was a black sheep, a vagabond, and a free spirit. And, in my twenties, thanks to a certain Fat Man, I became a cocaine smuggler.”

			“A cocaine smuggler? Yeah, right,” Gail said to herself with doubt.

			On her second stop to buy some snacks, Gail looked back into the box at a stack of old photos stuffed into an envelope. The first one she pulled out was of Jan and a fat man in a jungle. She stared at it curiously, then placed it back in the box. Once back on the highway, she pressed play to continue listening to the CD.

			“I’ve been pretending to be someone else for a long time because the role I really wanted my whole life, Perfect Daughter, went to my older sister Gail. And I’ve been doing everything in my power to get out of her shadow ever since, always feeling second best, even if it meant risking my family, my freedom, and my life.”

			Gail was struck silent for a moment and pressed the stop button on the CD player. Her smile faded as she remembered back to June 1964, at home in Woodland Hills, California. It was during her teenage years—she was seventeen and Jan was fifteen—the most contentious time of their dysfunctional sibling relationship.

			She recalled the day as if it had just happened. The family, mom and dad, baby sister Kristen, maternal grandmother Estelle, and Gail, had been sitting around the kitchen table poring over travel books and maps. Jan eagerly walked in, wanting to be a part of the Sherman’s family plan for a trip around the world.

			“I’m so excited. You know this will be my first time on a plane,” Gramma Estelle gushed.

			Jan joined everybody at the table at that moment. “Really, Grams?

			“Not only that, but it’s her first trip out of the United States,” her mom added.

			“And we’re going around the world,” Gramma Estelle responded.

			“That’s the way I want to do it. I still don’t know why Gail can go and I can’t,” Jan complained as she sent a poisonous look at her older sister.

			“We already told you. You’re still in high school and Gail has already graduated. She postponed college to go with us,” her mom reminded everyone.

			“So what! She’s already done everything. It’s not my fault I was born second.”

			Gail laughed. “I’m the oldest, okay? Besides, Gramma wanted me to go so I could visit my pen-pals in Hong Kong, Thailand, and India.”

			“Since Gail’s thinking of joining the Peace Corps, she needs to know what it’s like to work in poor countries,” Gramma Estelle said.

			“What if I wanted to join the Peace Corps?” Jan asked.

			All the adults laughed before turning their attention away from Jan to Gail, continuing their trip-planning.

			Jan was not done. “I could do all my classwork on the plane, in between stops. All you have to do is set it up with my teachers.”

			“You can always travel after you graduate. It’s just not the right time for you, dear,” mom replied.

			“I’ll bring you back some souvenirs,” Gail promised.

			“Thanks, but no thanks,” Jan answered.

			“You’ll be in good hands when we’re gone. Grandma Rose and Grandpa Julius will be staying here taking care of you and Kristen,” her dad added.

			“Oh, no. I have to eat Grandma Rose’s bland Jewish meals for almost two months?” Jan asked.

			“Don’t worry Jan. We can sneak off and eat at McDonalds,” Kristen giggled.

			“Nobody cares about what I think. Screw the trip!” Jan complained.

			“Jan, watch your foul language,” Gramma Estelle scolded her.

			“We’ve been over this a hundred times. When are you going to accept no as an answer?” her dad said.

			Jan was pissed at everybody and stormed out of the kitchen. It may have been the turning point in destroying the Sherman sister’s relationship.

			Gail pressed the start button to continue listening to Jan’s CD.

			“While my family was off globe-trotting, I infiltrated the music scene with the help of my childhood friend, Karen, whose knockout bod could gain us entry in any club in LA. We made lots of new friends in the business. I told them I was a writer and nobody laughed. Instead, they treated me as an equal and invited me to all their parties. I may have been a teenager, but they encouraged me to pursue a career in writing and acting.

			When Gail went off to college at San Jose State, I thought my parents would give me the respect I wanted. But instead, they were always comparing me to her. I didn’t want to be some college coed, wasting precious years of my youth in stuffy classrooms, hoping for a degree or meeting a husband. I knew I couldn’t be the perfect daughter, like my older sister. I just wanted to matter half as much as her. And to do that, I knew I’d had to do something twice as grand. Instead of my parents paying for my trip around the world, I did it all on my own, even though it was through illegal means.

			So began my gypsy life. It was a vain attempt to show my parents what I could do. I wrote them from every city I visited in Europe, the Middle East, and Africa. I wasn’t running away from my family. In fact, I wanted to be connected with them, not out of their thoughts.

			I just needed independence to figure out who I was and my purpose in life.”

			Gail’s van took an exit off the Interstate and pulled into a gas station. She rushed to the restroom and washed away the tears. Staring into the mirror, she only saw sadness on her face for the loss of her sister and grappling with long forgotten old memories. It was so difficult hearing Jan’s voice on the CD; as if she were speaking directly to Gail from the spirit world.

			After returning to the highway, she hit the play button again.

			“The last person I spoke to in my family was Gail. When our dad was dying, she begged me to go see him. She said I’d regret it forever if I didn’t. But I couldn’t. I was too sick from stomach pains to go anywhere, and I’m still suffering. Maybe it’s my kidneys, but I’m trying to figure it out. Just hope I’m not dying. My family thought I was selfish and I lied about my health as an excuse not drive three and a half hours to see dad. When I didn’t show up, even for his memorial service, they stopped speaking to me as if I were no longer part of the family. I felt guilty for what I had done to everybody. That’s why I didn’t reach out for help. Now there’s no one to take care of me. I’m all alone. I even thought about taking my own life to end the emotional pain I inflicted on everyone and the physical pain I’m enduring now.”

			The CD abruptly ended. Gail was overcome with sadness and depression, driving the rest of the way home in silence to internalize Jan’s words, thoughts, and confessions. After arriving home in the early evening, she carried one box from the van and one box only; the one marked ‘IMPORTANT.’ She pulled out the manuscript RENDEZVOUS WITH THE FAT MAN, sat on the couch, and read all night, finishing it in the early morning hours. Gail was stunned and enlightened. Jan’s secret life in the 1970s and her innermost thoughts thereafter were finally revealed.

			She immediately returned to the ‘IMPORTANT’ box and reached inside for the photo of Jan and a fat man in a jungle that she had looked at earlier on her drive home. Her eyes widened as she studied it more meticulously. Turning the photo over, Gail read the handwritten notation, “Papi and Me, 1979.”

			“Well, I’ll be damned. So this is Papi, The FAT MAN,” Gail said out loud, smiling and staring at the photo endlessly. She then withdrew other framed photos of her sister from the box taken during her travel adventures. Gail cleared two shelves in her bookcase and filled them with Jan’s photos and personal souvenirs.

			The last framed photo she retrieved from the ‘IMPORTANT’ box was taken during their childhood and was the only one of Gail that Jan had in her belongings. It was from 1953, when they were four- and six-years old, both smiling and embracing each other, wearing their Sunday-best dresses, seated on a piano bench for a photo shoot at a portrait studio.

			“How innocent and loving we were as little kids. That look on Jan’s face shows she really loved me,” Gail said, while holding the picture close to her heart. She then placed that special, memorable shot in front of all the others on the shelf.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Finally, Gail withdrew Jan’s ceramic urn and placed it right next to the dried llama fetus ‘sullu’ souvenir that Jan gave her many years ago. With her fingertips, she transferred a kiss from her lips and touched the urn.

			“The truth is, after all you experienced in life, you just wanted to come home. Welcome back, Sis. I love you and wish I could’ve told you that in person. When I die, our ashes will be mixed and scattered together,” Gail whispered.

			She closed the blinds dousing the early morning sunlight into darkness and walked to her bedroom to catch up on her sleep. Gail finally had peace of mind knowing that Jan was where she belonged, with her older sister in perpetuity.

			Did you love Rendezvous with the Fat Man?

			Please leave a review here.
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