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Praise for Eye on You- Murder in Biloxi

From a variety of people, I know or am related to…

“This book is quickly becoming a cult favorite.

I’m not sure which cult, though.” 




“I don’t often read books, but when I do,

I prefer books like this, with lots of laughs,\

sex, and violence.”




“I finished the book in one night; it was

a real page turner. Of course, I skipped

through most of it.”




“What do you have against short people?”




“I can’t believe you wrote another.”
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Dedication




I dedicate this book to my daughter Brooke, who taught me about perseverance. I have tried to follow her lead in not giving up and getting this story finished. I hope you enjoy the story and have someone like Brooke in your life.











Author’s Comment: A note about the title and the characters in this book. Some readers might conclude that the title, Eye on You – Rock You like a Hurricane, is based on the Scorpions mega-hit Rock Me Like a Hurricane. In that, the band recorded this song in 1984, and this story is based in 1983 that would have been impossible. Rather, the title comes from research into a counter culture movement that was happening at that time. For some bizarro reason, it was becoming increasingly popular, mainly amongst some aging hippy types to party on through a hurricane. Regrettably some of those parties didn’t work out very well. 

Similarly, some readers might recognize a character and believe that they are based on an actual person. You would be wrong, dead wrong as I like to say. This story is entirely made up, and all characters are creations of my imagination. If some sound familiar it’s probably because you previously read the critically acclaimed, and wildly successful cult classic novel, Eye on You – Murder in Biloxi.

Lastly, I would like to apologize in advance for some of the colorful language being used by some of the characters. I never use this type of foul language, but I have decided to present the story unedited to capture their actual personalities. 











Whether it be in the earth or in the sea,

the hardest lesson I ever learned was never

to dig a shallow grave.








Chapter 1




Daytona Beach

November 17th, 1982

Charles Angelus waited in the white, antiseptic reception area for Doctor Meredith. The room wasn’t pure white, more like the color of fluff from a field of dandelions. Charles chuckled to himself, not a bad image to describe the people waiting for their visit with the shrink. They were like those denuded plants slowly losing their fluff, preparing to bare their souls. He looked around the waiting room; it was five minutes past his scheduled appointment. Charles didn’t like waiting. He felt the pressure rise inside him. To calm himself, he tried to guess what was wrong with the other patients. Sitting across from him was a kid who couldn’t be much over twenty. His eyes were like searchlights, constantly darting furtively around the room. Every couple of seconds a phlegm-filled snort broke the silence. Addiction, cocaine? Sitting two seats over was another man with lifeless eyes staring at the clock on the wall. He was wearing a dark green leisure suit with white patent leather shoes and belt, perfect for Florida. He looked like he was about to jump out of his skin. Every thirty seconds he would lick his lips. Compulsive disorder. 

The receptionist was a heavy set woman with “Sandra” emblazoned on her right boob. She had the best plastic smile he had ever seen. Whenever lip-licker or nose-snorter said anything to her, she would give them the smile. The shut the fuck up and sit down smile. 

He tried to focus on the magazine he’d picked up off the table. It was People. He thought an unusual choice for a psychiatric office. A magazine bought by women who very much wanted to be someone else. Like most of the magazines on the table, it was two years old, dated December 1980. The cover promised to tell the reader about the 25 most intriguing people of 1980. Charles couldn’t get intrigued by Brooke Shields, Larry Hagman or Goldie Hawn. None of them were as fascinating as himself. 

Charles felt like getting up and leaving, saying something nasty Sandra-the-boob on the way out. He had promised himself he would go through with it this time. Charles reflected on the past. First it was Dad, followed by Mother shortly after. After everything that he’d gone through it would only be normal to be a little fucked up. 

The door finally opened, and a distinguished, gray-haired man, wearing a tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, exited the office. Getting a nod in Charles’ direction from Sandra, he extended an outstretched hand, “I’m Dr. Meredith.” His voice was deep and modulated. Like, someone, you might hear on a late night call-in show on the radio. 

Charles stood up and awkwardly shook the man’s hand. The guy had fat hands, soft like laundry. He invited Charles into his office and told him to make himself comfortable. Closing the door behind him, Meredith sat down behind a desk made from a sheet of glass. “So now, how are you doing?” Asked Meredith, looking down at his desk and reaching for a legal pad. 

“Fine. What happened to your last patient, I didn’t see them leave?” 

“There’s a back staircase, some of my patients prefer to leave that way.”

“Are they embarrassed to be seen coming out of a shrink’s office?”

“Are you embarrassed to be here?” Meredith asked, looking at Charles with a speculative look on his face. 

“No.” There was an uncomfortable moment of silence before Charles asked, “Is what I say confidential like you see on TV? Are you like Dr. Bellows on I Dream of Genie?”

“Not sure I’ve seen that program, but yes, with only a few exceptions. If you tell me about something during our sessions, then I am bound to protect your confidentiality. Only if you tell me about a crime you plan to commit, do I have an obligation to inform the authorities.” 

“What if I tell you about something I did that was really bad?”

“Anything that you say will be held strictly confidential. Your past secrets Mr. Angelus are safe with me. Do you mind if I record our conversation? It saves me trying to write down everything, and lets me concentrate on what you’re telling me.”

“I would prefer that you don’t. At least for now.”

Meredith seemed a little bothered but continued after a moment, “Fine, where would you like to begin?”

“You just want me to talk?”

“Sure, that’s what you came here for, right?”

Charles spoke for the balance of their hour together. Meredith had the good sense to stay quiet and let him tell his story.

“It all started up at Ole Miss in 1973. Maybe it was all set in motion years before. Don’t crazy people get described as a ticking time bomb?”

“Do you think you are crazy Mr. Angelus?”

“That’s up to you to figure out. I was up in Oxford, Mississippi taking a couple of courses. My late Mother had always been ragging me about making something of myself. Well, she would have been proud of me. One of the classes was a survey of the greatest serial killers in history.” 

Charles paused to clear his throat before continuing, “I met him at a house party. He had been watching me get rejected by just about every girl in the place. I should tell you that since the house party, I’ve had plastic surgery on my face. You see I had chicken pox as a child. Mother said that if I continued my picking and scratching, I would be marked for life. I had what the kids in school used to call a tomato face.” 

Meredith was making notes and nodded for him to continue, “Anyway, he must have been watching me go down in flames. He brought me a drink and told me not to give up. He said he was a Deputy Sheriff from Biloxi taking criminology courses. We hit it off pretty well. We both hand a thing for blondes. The guy’s name was Barry Franklin, and he was everything I wasn’t - confident, funny, reasonably good looking if you don’t mind red hair. He had plenty of stories about crimes he had solved. As I listened, he kept the drinks coming.”

“It must have been nearing midnight, I was starting to slur my words and bump into things, so I told him I had better call it a night. He was concerned about letting me drive, so he offered to give me a lift back to my apartment. I figured a Deputy Sheriff getting pulled over would be more likely to talk himself out of the ticket. When we got outside, I was even more grateful for the lift. The weather had turned ugly. A north wind was howling making it a cold night even for February. Blinding rain made it difficult to find his van in the parking lot.” 

Charles paused for a moment and asked Meredith for a glass of water. The doctor poured a glass from the pitcher and brought it to him. After a long swallow, Charles continued the story, “When we finally located the van, Franklin started down this country road. We hadn’t gone far when we noticed a girl walking along the side of the road. Franklin pulled up to the curb and rolled down his window. ‘Not a very pleasant night to be out,’ he yelled. He was speaking slowly and trying not to slur his words. When she continued walking, he moved the van alongside her. ‘It’s really coming down.’ She continued to ignore him and kept walking. Finally, he said, ‘Listen I’m a Deputy Sheriff, I would be happy to drive you home Miss.’ Franklin had his badge out and displayed it. She finally stopped, I leaned forward and gave her a reassuring smile. She reluctantly agreed, and Franklin told her to crawl into the back. It was one of those panel vans, the kind with a sliding door on the side and two doors in the back. Once she was out of the rain, the three of us made idle conversation. Franklin continued driving down the road following the girl’s instructions on how to get to her house. She told us she had just gotten off work and that her parents weren’t home to give her a lift. When Franklin turned left onto a dirt road leading to a clump of trees, the girl asked where we were going. Franklin didn’t say anything and continued to follow the narrow road.”

“I remember she leaned forward and said, ‘Please, can you just take me home?’ That’s when Franklin elbowed her viciously in the face. The girl fell backward in the van, holding her nose. It was gushing blood like an oil well. Things from that point started happening very quickly. In my drunken state, I felt like I was watching a really bad movie. Franklin parked behind a bunch of trees and crawled in the back. I asked him what he was doing. He started slapping the girl over and over again.”

“You should leave her alone,” I said, trying to sober up.

“He started to laugh, ‘Wait for your turn.’ The girl continued to scream, and he straddled her. When she resisted, he started banging her head on the floor of the van. ‘Please leave her alone.’I cried. I remember the girl all of sudden quit screaming and just laid there either unconscious or maybe waiting for him to finish. ‘Please, Franklin leave her alone.’ Using his name somehow got his attention.”

“Just shut the fuck up!” He screamed at me. The girl meanwhile started to cry, and he slapped her again and then ripped her panties.”

“Listen I have money; how much do you want to leave her alone?”

“Seriously?’ He started to laugh as he unbuckled his pants.”

“YES, I’LL PAY YOU JUST LEAVE HER ALONE,’ I was screaming now, trying to get him to stop. He looked at me, weighing his options. ‘A girl like this must be worth a couple of grand. What are YOU going to do with her?”

“Leave that to me. Just drive me to my boat and I’ll take care of her.”

“Okay, but I’m not leaving her until I get the cash.” After I nodded he said, ‘if you want her, we had better tie her up. Otherwise, she’s going to run.’ He told me there was rope in the glove compartment. I remember thinking, who carries rope around with them?”

“It was a long drive; we finally made it to the marina where I kept my boat. I went on board and got him his money. Franklin carried the girl and put her on one of the bunks in the cabin. ‘Where did you get all this money?’ He asked, looking around the cabin. I remember being worried he was going to try to rob me.”

“That’s my business; you’ve been paid. I need you to leave now.’ He finally left and warned me that she had seen both of our faces and that I had better take care of things.”

“After he left, I steered the boat into the harbor. I got a few miles into the Gulf before I went below and untied her. I got the first aid kit out and started taking care of her. She had numerous bruises and cuts. While I was swabbing her face with antiseptic, her eyes flew open with fright. At first, she was confused and started to scream. I let her get it out, and when she finally took a break, I told her we were miles from shore, and there was no one to hear her. That just brought on more screams and she tried to hit me. I slapped her like you would slap a hysterical person. Not to hurt, but to snap her out of it. Her screams stopped abruptly, replaced by tears. ‘I’ll fix you some tea, and then we can discuss what we need to do. I hope you understand that I had to get you away from that other man.’ She seemed to remember something and stopped crying. While I made her tea, my mind was whirling about what to do. A doctor had prescribed something to help me sleep. At the last minute, I slipped some into her cup. She sipped the tea eagerly and seemed to perk up a little. 

‘Where am I?’ she asked between sniffles.

“I got her a tissue, ‘we’re out in the Gulf, but don’t worry we’re far away from that man.’ I brushed her blonde hair away from her face. The portion of her face that wasn’t bruised and swollen tried to smile. ‘What’s your name?’ I asked.”

“Shannon O’Shays. Can you take me home to my Mom and Dad?”

“‘Not yet. You’ve been through a lot, and I don’t want to take a chance of running into that man again. Rest for now.’ As I said this, she lay back down on the bunk and looked at me. In a couple of minutes her eyes closed and she fell into a deep sleep. In the days that followed, I continued to dope Shannon’s food. I didn’t know what else to do. I was making this up as I went along. By now the papers would have reported the disappearance. The police would be involved. I wondered how Deputy Franklin was handling the investigation. I don’t know why, but I got the impression that Franklin had done this before. At one point, Shannon asked me what day it was, and I lied, telling her that only a short time had passed. 

“Why do I feel so tired all of the time?” She asked in a bewildered tone. 

“I’m not a medical doctor, but I suspect you suffered a concussion.’ I made that up, but it might have been partly right.”

“I never asked you your name, and if you’re not a doctor, then what are you?”

“You can call me Skipper, just like on Gilligan’s Island,” I said smiling. She seemed naturally interested in me, making it the first time any girl had ever shown the faintest interest. ‘As for what I do, the short answer is nothing. My daddy used to own a marina before he died. I used to work there, but now all I do is sail the seas rescuing beautiful young girls.”

“I’m sorry about your father, how did he die?”

“It’s funny, he died at a party.” She gave me a confused look, “Yeah, it’s weird. Back on August 17th, 1969, my daddy went to a party in an apartment in a town called Pass Christian. That was the day Hurricane Camille hit the coast and destroyed almost everything in her path, including the apartment building. There was only one person who survived to tell the tale.”

“Why would he be at a party in the midst of a hurricane?”

I pointed a finger at her and said, “Bingo, most likely to get away from my mother.”

“Oh, I’m sure that can’t be true. Is your mom still alive?”

“No. She died in a house fire.”

“That’s terrible, how horrible for you.’ She touched my shoulder to comfort me.”

“Thanks, Shannon. Why don’t we go up top? The fresh air will do you good.”

“When we got up top, the evening air was cool. We sat at the back of the boat under a blanket letting the autopilot steer us further out to sea. The moon was like a spotlight in the sky illuminating the gentle waters of the Gulf. I had an eight track on board and put on Barry White. ‘You know Shannon, sitting here with you makes me feel like everything bad that’s happened was just a bad dream. Sitting here with you makes me feel alive. I’m very happy.”

“She gave me a funny look. ‘Will you take me home tomorrow?”

“It’s still too soon. You’re too weak, and I’m worried about that deputy.”

“My parents must be frantic.”

“Oh not to worry, I radioed the coastguard while you were sleeping. They were going to get a message to your folks.”

“You did?’ Her face lit up.”

“‘Yes, don’t worry about anything, just concentrate on getting better.’ After a few minutes, she fell asleep in my arms.” 

“We lay there together, and I realized that I had a problem. I would need to head to the marina for supplies and couldn’t very well run the risk of her running away. If I tied her up again, she would realize that I wasn’t the Good Samaritan I was making myself out to be. Besides, there are all kinds of nosy people at the marina. I contemplated putting her ashore further down the coast. That would give me time to get away.”

Dr. Meredith pulled out a pack of Benson and Hedges and offered the pack to Charles, who declined. Charles paused the story, growing upset at the interruption. He watched as Meredith lit up, taking a long drag before continuing, “As it turned out, the situation resolved itself the next day. I went down to check on her and found her looking at the pills I had been slipping into her food. When she heard my footsteps, she turned towards me. Her face was a flamed with anger. She had hatred written across her face. She startled me by charging, hitting me with her fists. ‘Wait, Shannon!’ I screamed. We struggled, her anger making her stronger. I didn’t want to, but I struck her. Her legs buckled, and she fell, striking her head against the side of the bunk.”

Charles took another swallow before resuming, “I was breathing heavily. The blood was pooling onto the floor from where her head had struck. I dropped to my knees and cradled her head in my arms. You see, she had left me no choice. I did what I had to do. What a good boy always does. I cleaned up my mess. I carried her up on deck and tied my spare anchor to her leg. Then I rolled her into the Gulf. We weren’t in the deepest part of the Gulf, but I remember my Dad telling me that this area of the Gulf was over two thousand feet deep.”

Charles stopped at this point and looked down at his feet a move one might interpret as regret and embarrassment. He admitted that he enjoyed reliving the story. Now that it was over he wondered whether he should just get up and walk out. 

“So you murdered the girl?” asked the Doctor wanting to confirm. “Is this an actual story?”

“Yeah, I didn’t mean to. It was an accident.”








Chapter 2




Gulfport, Mississippi

February 1983

“Listen chickie-poo, we’ve come to see Mr. Ross.” The loud voice was coming from the outer office. The lady’s words were punctuated by the sound of a small dog barking. 

“Can I tell him what it’s regarding?” Asked Rachel, the receptionist in a voice as sweet as Mississippi honey. 

The next sound Gabriel heard was an enormous sigh, and then the voice of a man. “Miss, we have a matter to discuss with Mr. Gabriel Ross. Believe me, he will want to see us right away.” 

There was a pause, and Gabriel suspected that Rachel was going to annoy them further by offering the services of Arnie Sims, the part time associate. Gabriel decided to short-circuit the process by getting up from his desk and gesturing to Rachel. As he approached the couple, the dog renewed its yipping. The lady looked to be in her mid to late fifties. She wore a large, orange-colored outfit, which Gabriel had heard someone call a Muu Muu. The term seemed a little insulting as he had never seen a cow as big as this lady. He bent down and extended the back of his hand to the poodle, who gave it a tentative sniff before growling. As he stood up, he extended his hand to the woman. “I’m Gabriel Ross.” 

“The name is Gracie Peele,” she growled. The poodle and the lady both had the same growl and the same gray curly hair. “What’s your dog’s name?” 

“Rosie, I named her after my late husband,” she replied curtly. 

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Gabriel replied, for the first time noticing the young man who had accompanied her. His complexion was darker than Mrs. Peele’s, but his overall features suggested that he was her son. Extending a hand to him, the twenty-something man introduced himself as Roosevelt Peele. 

So her late husband was Rosie, the mutt was Rosie, and now the kid was Roosevelt. Shaking that thought off, Gabriel offered, “Welcome to the Eye on You Detective Agency. How can we help you folks today?” 

“Is there somewhere more private we could go?” Asked Mrs. Peele, giving Rachel a final condescending sneer. 

“Why don’t we go into my office?” Gabriel led the way and invited them to have a seat on the couch. There was no way that the old lady would be able to fit into one of the armchairs in front of his desk. As the two deposited themselves on the leather couch a loud, farting noise filled the room as air escaped from the cushions. When purchasing furniture for the new office, Gabriel’s wife Jacqueline had picked out everything, insisting on leather; he in turned insisted on low price, which resulted in cheap leather. Rather than sit behind the desk Gabriel, opted for one of the arm chairs that he turned to face the couple. “What brings you in today, Mrs. Peele?” 

“I remembered reading about you a few years ago. That business with the Sheriff was pretty impressive. I need to hire the best private detective I can find. I asked my son, Rosie here, to get me the best, and he suggested that I start with you.” The lady was referring to one of the Gabriel’s very first cases where he had exposed a corrupt Sheriff. 

“So your husband, your son and your dog are all named Rosie?” 

The boy spoke and said, “My father’s name is Roosevelt Peele. Not Rosie.”

“Thanks for clearing that up for me Roosevelt, and I appreciate the recommendation.” Bourbon, my orange Tabby cat who was the official office mascot, jumped up on my credenza and was staring intently at the poodle. He was no doubt communicating in some unspoken cat dialect, a desire to scratch his eyes out. The poodle started making little whining noises, which the lady silenced by picking him up and cradling him in her lap. 

“You see Mr. Ross my husband’s missing,” she continued with a slight southern drawl. “That’s what we want to hire you to do.”

“Please call me Gabriel. That’s great Mrs. Peele; we handle a lot of missing person’s cases.” Gabriel gave Mrs. Peele a confused look, “I thought you said he was your late husband?” 

“He’s been missing since August 17th, 1969.” 

Grabbing a pad and a pen to take notes, at first, he thought he had misheard. Gabriel took a quick look at the wall calendar and put down the pen, “But that’s 14 years ago?” The old lady made an exaggerated face like she was surprised at Gabriel’s math skills. When she didn’t say anything, Gabriel continued, “It’s just that the laws in Mississippi are quite clear. After seven years, if no one can prove otherwise then a missing person is presumed to be deceased.” 

“Okay, we’ll use your terms. I want to hire you to find my dead husband.”

Gabriel wrote a big “W” on his notepad, code name in the office for wacko. He turned to the son. “If your father’s body was recoverable, wouldn’t it have been found by now?”

When all he got from the young man was shrugged shoulders, he tried a different tactic. Addressing Mrs. Peele, “What do the authorities have to say about your husband’s disappearance?” 

“Well, you of all people should know about our sheriff’s department. They’re as useless as an ashtray on a Harley.”

“Okay, but what about the Biloxi police? What are they saying about it?”

“Like you, they’re saying he’s dead and that after this much time, I should move on with my life.”

“Sounds like pretty sound advice to me.” 

That must have hit a nerve. The old lady looked over at her son and shook her head. Putting the dog back on the floor, she got up to leave. “I guess this case is just not easy enough for an idiot like you, Mr. Ross.”

“Just a minute,” Gabriel said forcefully. “It’s Mr. Idiot,” he said smiling. “And you can sit back down and call me Gabriel.” When she reluctantly lowered her bulk back into the chair, there was another loud farting noise.” Gabriel suppressed a chuckle and added, “You must have a reason to hire someone after all these years. What happened?”

She let out another deep sigh; “I came into some money from an estate, my late aunt.” She pulled out a Kleenex from her bag and dabbed the corner of her eyes, wiping away tears. “I haven’t had the money to do any renovations to the house ever since he....” Her voice started to quiver. Rosie put a reassuring arm on his mother’s shoulder. “I decided to do a few things around the house. Just a few upgrades. While the workmen were working on the bedroom, they found something.”

Gabriel decided not to ask any more stupid questions and just nodded for her to continue. “I…I mean we,” she said looking over at Rosie, “don’t know what it means, but it sure confirms my belief that Rosie didn’t just die in the hurricane.”








Chapter 3




While Mrs. Peele was growling at Gabriel, a different kind of noise was happening at his home. At first, it was a kind of cooing, almost a questioning, I’m awake now, why won’t you play with me? Then a gurgling, demanding attention. Over her, remember me? Change my diaper. When Jacqueline didn’t immediately get up to attend to Benjamin, it became a full blown screech, the kind that tears the air apart around you and goes straight to your head. If you think you can just roll over, and ignore me forget it! It must have been the sound of Gabriel starting that old VW bug this morning that startled this little banshee. 

Jacqueline had made a casual suggestion to Gabriel, “Why don’t you consider trading the VW for something newer and more practical?” They’d had the use of a second car up until recently when her aging Cadillac gave up the ghost. Gabriel had put off the suggestion saying it was beyond their means. The detective agency was doing well, but Gabriel and his partner Ben O’Shea had made the decision to reinvest any surplus cash back into the business. With Benjamin only two months old, Jacqueline had taken leave from her position at a small art gallery in Ocean Springs. When there were errands such as shopping or doctor’s appointments she had to work around Gabriel’s schedule or take the city bus. 

Jacqueline, never one to be put off, decided to tape ads for station wagons around the house to remind Gabriel when he poured his coffee; when he put his head on his pillow; and when he opened the shower door. Exasperatingly, Gabriel seemed to ignore the reminders. When the first strategy didn’t work, Jacqueline decided to elevate the game. Grabbing the yellow pages and the phone, she sat at the kitchen table and started dialing. The first number was for “Ok New Cars”, a Chevrolet dealer. When someone answered the line, she asked to speak to their best and most persistent salesman. A man named Horace Munroe picked up the line, proudly introducing himself as their “#1 sales agent.”

“Good morning Mr. Munroe, my name’s Jacqueline Ross. My husband and I are looking for a station wagon. He knows more about cars than I do, but he’s very busy at work, so I’m calling around to see what’s available.”

Horace rambled on about some V6 engine, and Jacqueline cut him off. “Horace, you seem to know a great deal about cars, why don’t I just give you Gabriel’s number and you can help him decide which car to buy? Oh and make sure you speak to him directly.”

Horace agreed, as did Jimmy at Bayside Chrysler, as did Brian at South Mississippi AMC. So did pretty well everyone listed in the yellow pages. The only one she didn’t call was the Ford dealer. Before starting the Detective Agency, Gabriel had worked for Ford. The turning point of Gabriel’s time at Ford was when they introduced the Ford Pinto. He’d lost his job for being critical of the car and insisting on driving a VW Beetle. To make matters worse, when he’d got home his wife had demanded a divorce, not just because he had lost his job, but because she had been seeing a lot of her mechanic and had developed a fondness for the way he used his hands. What made it even more infuriating, his wife drove a Pinto. Ever since then, Jacqueline would only mention Ford when she wanted to get a rise out of her husband. 

Jacqueline held baby Benjamin in her arms. They had named him after Gabriel’s partner and best friend, Ben O’Shea. People routinely said that he had her features. She wondered if when Benjamin got older, he would look more like a Chen or a Ross. His eyes at this stage were a washed out hazel color but had that distinctive almond shape like hers. Would he eventually have Gabriel’s green eyes? She would never say anything to Gabriel, but she wondered if he would grow up to be average height. Gabriel was barely 5 feet tall and had put up with endless amounts of teasing when growing up. In contrast, Jacqueline was taller than most women, and as a concession no longer wore heels when they went anywhere together. Going out? When was the last time we went out? I love Gabriel more than anything in the world, but it would be nice if we could escape into the real world and have some adult interaction. Sometimes being stuck in this house was like an eight track stuck on replay.

Jacqueline’s parents had come down last month to celebrate a late Christmas and get away from the snow up in Chicago. It had been great to see them and made her long for them to move down south. They adored their new grandson and coined the nickname “Jelly Bean”. While Jacqueline’s mother was almost convinced to move, her Dad was nowhere near retirement and didn’t want to give up his teaching job. 

Gabriel’s parents were planning on coming down from Detroit for a short visit next month. Gabriel’s mother was the kind of person that lit up a room; his father, however, had an edge to him. Gabriel explained that to his father, he had always been a bit of a disappointment. Gabriel’s Father was a long-time Ford employee and was upset with Gabriel over not only getting fired but also in his decision to marry his first wife. 

After changing and feeding Ben, Jacqueline got him to go back to sleep. She sat down with a coffee and started to read the local Daily Herald. The headlines were all about a murder over in Ocean Springs, a small city in Jackson County on the other side of the bridge. Ocean Springs was a quaint Norman Rockwell-like town where Jacqueline had hidden from her late crazed husband when she had decided to run away. According to the story in the paper, it was the town’s first murder case in over ten years. There was no question it was a homicide. The victim was a well- known philanthropist who was found by his wife with, as the reporter put it with, “A serious dent in his forehead, presumably caused by repeated blows from a nine iron.” The police were holding the couple’s maid as a person of interest. 

There were a few other stories including a report of yet another missing teen. The girl disappeared after her shift at work. The family was concerned because she had never run away before. The police were appealing to the public for assistance. 

The entertainment section covered Mardi Gras and how busy the hotels in Biloxi would be. Jacqueline was reviewing all of the planned events when the phone rang. Scrambling to answer it before Benjamin woke up she heard the familiar voice of her long-time friend Chevon.

 “Hey, stranger.” 

Her voice automatically lifted Jacqueline’s spirits. ‘Hey Chevon, you won’t believe it, but I was just reading about Fat Tuesday in the paper.” Chevon was one of her oldest friends and had laid down her life to protect her from her late husband.

“Yeah, it’s that time of year again, I’m performing at my uncle’s bar pretty well every night for the next month.” The two friends had met at Oberlin College. While Jacqueline graduated as an Art History Major, Chevon’s major was music. Upon graduation, Chevon returned home to New Orleans and started working at her uncle’s restaurant. During the day she waitressed and then in the evening she played saxophone in a jazz quartet. 

“I need an outing! Maybe I can convince Gabriel to take me for an outing and catch your show.” 

“You can always do your standard maneuver, you know - clip out tourist scenes of Mardi Gras and leave them taped around the house.” Chevon offered, laughing. 

“I don’t think I could use that strategy again for a while. Besides, I’ve come up with a new strategy to get what I want.” Jacqueline told her about calling the car dealers. 

“Oh my God! That’s evil. I hope Gabriel finds it funny.” 

“I think he will. As for the visit, he’s been pretty busy at work so if it doesn’t happen it’s either because of that or because I can’t find a sitter for Benjamin.”

“How is the little Jelly Bean?”

“He’s adorable. Of course, it’s easy for me to say when he’s sleeping. He’s lying in his crib, wearing that ridiculous sleeper Ben gave him for Christmas.”

“What makes it ridiculous?”

“Well let’s see, it’s green and red with white and yellow Christmas trees, and on the back, it says, “Ugly people make me cry.”

“Ha-ha, that does sound pretty bad. It sounds like something that Ben would pick out. Listen if you decide to come for a visit, see if you can drag Ben senior along with you.” Chevon and Gabriel’s partner had hit off, and Jacqueline detected something was brewing. She wondered about whether Mississippi had progressed far enough to accept a relationship between a black girl and a much older white man. 

“Okay, but I was already figuring on him for babysitting duties.” There was a pause in the conversation, and then Jacqueline decided to go ahead and ask the question that was on her mind. “Speaking of Ben, we were going to ask you two to do us a favor.”

“What’s that?”

“We decided to get Benjamin baptized, and with both our parents living so far away we were hoping that you and Ben would agree to take on the job of godparents.” Jacqueline dealt with Chevon’s objections about not knowing what the duty entailed, and then about not being particularly religious, but Chevon stumped her with her last concern. “What happens when Ben shows up wearing a turquoise sports jacket and a yellow shirt?” 

“Leave that to me,” Jacqueline replied, not knowing how she would handle it. They discussed dates for the baptism and Chevon promised to clear her schedule and read up on her responsibilities. 

No sooner had Jacqueline hung up the phone when it rang again. “Did you forget something Chevon? Chevon? Hello, is anyone there?” Jacqueline sensed there was someone there. 

“Quit phoning here!” She said, slamming the phone down. 








Chapter 4




Gabriel leaned forward in his chair, “Hurricane? Your husband disappeared during Hurricane Camille?”

“You’re not from around these parts, are you?” Mrs. Peele asked, with a touch of scorn in her tone.

“Detroit, I came down here in 79. I heard a bit of it though, pretty bad right?”

She stood up again and hovered over Gabriel, “Believe me, Mr. Ross, someone like you could never really understand.” She shared a look with her son that made Gabriel feel like an outsider. Gabriel didn’t like this lady. She was rude and condescending. Not that he considered himself thin-skinned, but he thought she had implied he was an idiot twice. Also, Bourbon hated the dog. He was just about to tell her to take her poodle and pound salt when her son spoke up. 

“Listen, Mr. Ross, I mean Gabriel, I have a good job in Jackson, and we have the money to pay you to look into this. We aren’t fools. We understand the difficulty of what we are asking of you, but it’s very important to us. All we ask is that if you do take the case, then put yourself in our shoes. Just as if your father or your wife had disappeared. For fourteen years, we’ve lived with uncertainty, being told that my Dad was washed out to sea and eaten by sharks. Now with this new evidence, we have a hope of finding out what happened.”

A good speech almost made up for his mother, who was hovering over him like a big orange sun out in Biloxi Bay. Gabriel had to admit that the prospect of losing his wife hit a nerve with him. But business being brisk meant his team didn’t need to submit to her arrogant insults. At least, that’s the way he felt, up until Rosie pulled out his checkbook and asked if $5,000 was enough to get the process started. 

“So tell me about what the workmen found?” Asked Gabriel.

Mrs. Peele sat back down and once again came the fart noise. She reached again into her gigantic handbag. She rooted around for a few moments before pulling out a small brown envelope and pushing it across the desk. 

“Where was this found?”

“They were working on a wall in the main bedroom and found this behind the baseboard when they moved a dresser,” Said Rosie, leaning across the desk and giving me the check.

Gabriel thanked him and then asked, “Before I look in the envelope, what did your dad do for a living?”

“He worked as a clerk for the New South Mississippi Savings and Loan.”

Gabriel made a note of the company and commented that he hadn’t heard of the institution. “Can you give me the names of people with whom he worked with back then?”

“I might have some names kicking around in this old head,” said Mrs. Peele. “I’ll have to get back to you. There was, of course, Mr. Ashton; he was Rosie’s manager.” 

“Do you remember the first name?” 

“I think it was something like Larry or Lawrence.”

Gabriel made a note of the name and wondered if he was still working at the bank. As he opened the envelope, he pulled out a well-worn piece of paper. Along one side was a bunch of names. Next to them was a column of dates going back to the late 1960s. Next to the dates, there was another column with a series of numbers going from $50,000 to $100,000. There were approximately 40 names like St Louis, Everett, Clarence, and Barkley on the paper, with some names appearing more than once. He did a quick add, and assuming the numbers were dollars, then it amounted to over $2.5 million. He looked up after a few minutes, “Mrs. Peele, what do you make of this?”

“I don’t make anything of it.”

“How does this prove anything? It’s a page of names.” When she didn’t answer, Gabriel looked over at her son, “Does this mean anything to you?”

“No, I was nine years old when my Dad disappeared.”

Gabriel felt that there was something he was missing. Turning back to the old lady, he said in a slow, calm tone, “You said a few minutes ago Mrs. Peele, that finding this, confirmed your suspicions that he didn’t die in the hurricane. How?”

She shook her head, and the look of exasperation caused Gabriel to brace himself for another idiot comment.

“Listen, Mr. Ross, if this wasn’t important then why did he hide it in the wall behind the dresser?”

Okay, she didn’t say, idiot, she didn’t have to. Her tone more than implied it. All she needed to add was duh? Whoever penned the note used block letters. “Can you recognize this as being your husband’s writing?”

She ignored the question by saying, “We’ve been in that house since early 1962 when it was built for us. If he didn’t put it there, then who did?”

I had a missing person’s case from 14 years ago. One where the authorities had dismissed as closed. I have an arrogant, obnoxious client with a piece of paper with a bunch of names. Of course, there’s this $5,000 check. “What else did your husband do outside of work?”

“Rosie liked sports; he loved to watch the Saints. Other than that he puttered around the house, went hunting a couple of times a year.”

“What about friends, people he hung around with?” 

“He didn’t have a pile of friends. There were a couple of guys that he knew from the war, I think they’ve all retired or moved on. None of them stay in touch anymore.”

“Maybe you could give some thought to their names. The wider the net, the more likely we’ll be able to find someone who might know about this. Do you have a picture of your husband?”

Once again she dug in her handbag. She extracted a Polaroid picture of an attractive, much younger woman posing in a bathing suit on the beach with a toddler and a black man. There was no longer a mystery about the son’s coloring.p 

After the Peele’s had left, Gabriel sat at his desk and contemplated the merits of the case. Three years ago he had taken another case from an obnoxious woman with a fat check. That decision turned out very well for him both personally and professionally. He looked over at Bourbon, “What do you think partner?” He wasn’t sure, but he thought Bourbon had just dismissed him by turning his back. 








Chapter 5




A few hours earlier

The day had started off alright. As had been his custom lately Gabriel decided to tiptoe out of the house. Both he and his wife had been up late with their two-month-old son, Benjamin. From the moment he first held his son in his arms, his heart swelled with love, and his head literally spun as the earth’s orbit realigned itself, making this tiny little stranger the new center of his world. 

 There was no way he wanted to wake either of them. His son had inherited Jacqueline’s temper and even at two months; it would be wise if Gabriel could slip away quietly. Dressing quickly, he looked down at Jacqueline, sprawled across the bed, and said a word of thanks to God. He wondered whether she was, even more, beautiful now as a mother than she was when he’d first met at the detective agency four years ago. 

Gabriel had bought the house last year, a small bungalow not far from where Jacqueline used to live. This past year had been a whirlwind. She had moved in last spring, shortly before her ex-husband, William Cooper, broke in and tried to kill them. Cooper had exchanged testimony against some evil dudes in return for the witness protection program. The young couple was just about to turn the page on a new chapter of their lives when Cooper had broken into the house. For the first time in his life, Gabriel had fired a gun at another human being. Right up until he pulled the trigger, he didn’t know if he could do it. What made the difference during that split second was protecting his young wife and their unborn child. The ex-Sheriff had left him little choice. In Cooper’s words, if Gabriel had let him live, the authorities would have just put him back in the program, leaving him free to continue to come back and reclaim what he thought was his. 

Days later, once the adrenaline dissipated, Gabriel was consumed with remorse over the killing. Ending another person’s life was not something to be taken lightly. It had taken a couple of hours on a hot afternoon, with a bottle of Canadian whiskey and the support of Ben O’Shea, to put it behind him. Also gone was the belief that a person could become a successful private investigator without the need to blast their way out of trouble. As Ben was fond of saying, “Not carrying a gun might be okay for television detectives, but here, where even the preachers pack a gun, it’s as big a stretch as the Mississippi River.”

Gabriel tried to finish dressing in the dark as quietly as possible. At least, he tried to until he stubbed his little toe against the bed post. Stifling a yelp, he hopped around on one foot holding his injured toe. Finally sitting down on the floor to massage the injury, he looked over at the LED alarm clock that showed 6 AM. Dawn would break in another 15 minutes. The memory of Jacqueline’s pregnancy came back to him. She had purchased the new clock after one of her temper tantrums. She had been about eight months pregnant and was getting dressed in front of the bedroom mirror. “Honey, does my body disgust you?” Of course, he now knew how he should have answered that question. Whatever he said led to swearing and then a volley of things being thrown in his direction. He was lucky to have ducked, but the old alarm clock hit the wall and died a painful death. 

Every man says stupid things during childbirth like, “It’ll be over soon” or “I bet it hurts as much as when I broke my nose.” But when he suggested her giving birth was like watching a St Bernard squeeze out of a doggy door, it was too much for her to take. The profanity coming from her mouth was so thick even the nurse had to excuse herself. 

Gabriel grabbed his shoes and gently closed the bedroom door, limping his way to the kitchen. He grabbed a coffee to go and decided to skip breakfast. This was a habit he’d gotten into when Jacqueline was having morning sickness. The mere sight of someone eating food in the morning would make her run to the nearest washroom. 

Back when Gabriel first came to Biloxi with some faint idea of working on the oil rigs in the Gulf, he’d met Ben O’Shea. Ben became his lighthouse in the storm. It was his belief in Gabriel that had led to the creation of the Eye on You Detective Agency. Ben not only bankrolled the agency but taught him how to be a detective. The firm had prospered over the past three years. A couple of high-profile cases that Ben sent his way had brought the agency the publicity it needed to attract a lot of new clients. It was a rare day when there wasn’t, at least, one new case. It had become so hectic the partners decided to move to a bigger location and hired not only a receptionist but also a part-time associate. 

Grabbing his attaché case, Gabriel snuck out the front door, thankful that he hadn’t woken anyone. Outside, dawn was breaking, and he could already tell it was going to be an unseasonably hot day for February with a predicted high of 73 degrees. It wasn’t hard to get used to the weather. If they had returned to his hometown near Detroit, he would be shoveling the snow out of the driveway. No sooner had he turned the key unlocking the door to his VW bug, then he heard the unmistakable voice of Mr. Kennessey, their next door neighbor. 

“Hey, my little Yankee buddy.” All sensitivity aside, Gabriel had dealt with people who, because of his 5-foot stature, liked to call him little guy, shortstop, little man, etc. Kennessey appeared to have an endless supply. 

He was watering his grass as he did just about every morning, 12 months of the year. The man had to be north of seventy, tall and slim with wavy hair the color of well-polished silver. Jacqueline referred to him as Barnaby, saying that he looked like the aging detective on TV. He turned off the hose and strolled over to where Gabriel was standing. “Hey, I got a good one for you, Mr. De-tec-tive.” 

“Good Morning Mr. Kennessey, the name’s Gabriel,” he replied, trying to look interested. Since all the publicity, Kennessey had started playing “stump the detective” with Gabriel on a regular basis. 

“Sure, sure buddy. You see, this old guy was living alone down in Biloxi in a one-bedroom apartment. Because he was in his eighties, he often had things delivered to his place. You get it? It was a Friday, and the super who lived on the same floor hadn’t seen the old guy for a while and knocked on his door. You follow? When the old guy didn’t answer, the super felt there was something wrong. So he decided to look through the keyhole. He saw the old man lying on the floor in a puddle of blood. When Biloxi’s finest private detective arrived, Shorty McShort Shorts,” he looked over at Gabriel with a grin,” found the old guy dead. They also found two bottles of warm milk, Tuesday’s Daily Herald, and some unopened mail.” 

He paused at this point, looking like Sylvester having just swallowed Tweety Bird. When Gabriel didn’t take the bait, he added, “So Mr. De-tec-tive, who’s the killer?”

“I don’t know Mr. Kennessey; that’s a good one. I’ll have to consult with my crack investigations team and get back to you.” Gabriel replied, opening the door to his car.

“Betcha I stumped you, Yankee,” the old man yelled as Gabriel backed out of the lane. No doubt Kennessey would be hanging around outside later that evening waiting for the answer. The man was well-meaning. As a former barber, he was missing an audience for his stories. About a year ago he’d sold his shop and got out of the business. Not because he was over seventy and plagued with arthritis, but because a bunch of new franchises started popping up around town, undercutting his prices. According to Mr. Kennessey, this was all part of the Yankee invasion that had begun a hundred years ago.








Chapter 6




Gabriel made it to the new office in good time. He’d convinced Ben to take over and renovate a bankrupt “Shoe Department” store in a strip plaza in Gulfport. The new location had lots of free parking and a good selection of nearby eating establishments. It only had two outstanding problems. The first was the landlord had been dragging his feet about changing the massive sign over the door advertising Tender Tootsies at reduced prices. Usually once a day a disgruntled shopper would come in looking for a size eight double-wide. The second issue was pest control. Rachel, not being fond of insects, kept complaining about discovering four-legged, six-legged and eight-legged creatures in the office. Their two-legged landlord was dragging his feet on this too. 

As usual, Gabriel was the first one in, so he put the coffee on and opened the window for when his feline partner decided to make an appearance. Bourbon tended to saunter in around nine a.m. looking for his daily tuna breakfast. He was adopted when the agency was first started, over in the old building. Bourbon had proven to be a good judge of character. For example, he took to Jacqueline almost from the moment she entered the office. He’d also taken an immediate dislike to the bad guys when they decided to drop by the office and kick a field goal with Gabriel’s head. So when they relocated offices, Gabriel made sure to take him. Most days Bourbon hung out and sat on the edge of Gabriel’s desk. At the end of the day, he would escape through the window to spend his evenings doing whatever male cats do. 

The new office was about five times larger than the old one. It had an old-fashioned wooden desk and chair, and a ceiling fan that helped move the air around during the hot Biloxi summers. To the right of the desk, there were some file cabinets and a large chalkboard where the team would record facts about on- going cases. On the back wall, Jacqueline had put up Gabriel’s diploma and a large poster of a Ford Pinto with the caption “Found on Road Dead.” 

Stenciled in the window was “Eye on You Detective Agency” followed by their tagline, “When you need to know.” The stencil was facing out, so after a couple of customers asked what “wonk ot deen ouy nehW” meant, he got into the habit of keeping the blinds closed.

He thought about Buddy’s riddle for a few minutes and considered the alternatives of who might have killed the old man. He was deep in thought when his receptionist Rachel interrupted, bringing him a coffee and the morning paper. 

“Good morning, Gabriel,” she said, her tone reflecting her usual morning smile. He had met Rachel when working a case involving missing girls. She was working as a nurse for Gulf Oaks Psychiatric Hospital when Gabriel came to visit a witness paralyzed from a car accident. They’d hit it off almost immediately. Almost too well. She was a slim, attractive twenty-four-year-old brunette who wanted to broaden her resume before deciding what career she wanted. There was a lot to like about Rachel. She was a sweet girl with a playful sense of humor. 

“Do we have much planned today?” Gabriel asked.

“We have a staff meeting coming up at 9; then you have a couple of meetings scheduled and lunch with Ben. After that, you have the afternoon blocked off.” She said the latter with a questioning tone, no doubt expecting him to fill her in on his afternoon plans.

 I had noticed that the brakes on the bug were a little spongy. Picking up some reconditioned pads at a parts store, I was planning on getting them installed later that afternoon. Jacqueline had been relentless about a second car, leaving pictures all around the house. I know she’s right. We need another car. I just wish we could make it through the winter months. 

“Gabriel?” Rachel said, interrupting his thoughts. “That’s about it boss unless you count the typical walk-in crowd, people looking to buy shoes.” 

Gabriel looked up at Rachel, giving her a smile. After the dust had settled on the Sheriff case and her marriage in ruins, Jacqueline had left Gabriel to go back and live in Chicago. Gabriel was devastated, and he and Rachel had hung out for a bit, but they soon came to the conclusion that they were better friends than lovers. When they opened the new office, business started to pick up, and he’d decided they needed someone to handle the phones and to do some filing. He’d called Rachel, and she’d come down right away to be interviewed by Bourbon.

There were a few minutes before the staff meeting, so he scanned the headlines of the paper. Tomorrow is Fat Tuesday and the annual start of Mardi Gras. He couldn’t help but recall 1979 and the case involving the missing girls. They had come close to solving the case only to have the psychopath who was taking the girls, slip through their fingers. There was strong evidence implicating one of Sheriff Cooper’s deputies and the Sheriff’s brother Boone Cooper in the kidnapping of the girls. The deputy had died in a blaze of gunfire while the brother had skipped town before he could be arrested. 

After about 5 minutes of scanning the headlines, Rachel interrupted him again, “Everyone’s here Gabriel. Are you ready?” 

“Absolutely.” In addition to Gabriel, the team was made up of Rachel, his partner Ben, and an associate named Arnie. Of course, Bourbon had an open invitation. 

Gabriel and Rachel made their way to the conference room that doubled as a spare office on the days that Arnie came into work. Arnie, an elderly black man, was someone that Gabriel had met while staying at the Trades Winds Apartments when he first came to town. Arnie was working as the superintendent, but impressed Gabriel with his insights as well as his knowledge of the local community. In the short months since joining the team, he’d proven to be very effective in working cases. 

As they walked into the conference room, Gabriel noticed that Ben was wearing a black silk shirt and a green linen sports jacket. Everyone had grown accustomed to Ben’s unique sense of style. Today, however, Ben’s ensemble was accompanied by bright colored beaded necklaces. “What’s with the beads Ben?” Gabriel asked. 

“Don’t you know tomorrow’s Fat Tuesday? I’m just getting into the spirit.” Ben reached into a bag and pulled out strings of beads for everyone. “I hope everyone will take the time to join the parade.” After handing out the beads, “Where’s Bourbon?” 

“He must be working a case,” replied Arnie in his southern drawl as he put on a couple of the beaded necklaces. 

Passing a special pet chain to Rachel, Ben smiled, “Okay Rachel, I won’t ask you to bare all in return for the beads, but when Bourbon shows up, you will need to help him put on his little kitty necklace.”

When it came time to start the meeting I decided to jump-start everyone’s thinking with Kennessey’s riddle from this morning. 

“I love riddles,” Said Rachel, her voice full of enthusiasm. 

Arnie who solved the mystery in record time. “You initially said it was Friday when the super looked in the keyhole, yet the Daily Herald is a daily paper. Why would the papers stop on Tuesday, unless the delivery guy knew the man was already dead? My bet is that he went to collect on Wednesday, and there was a dispute over what was owed and somehow the old guy got walloped. That would explain why the milk and mail continued to be delivered, but the paper stopped on Tuesday.” Arnie got up and did a run around the table, getting high-fives from everyone. 

“You’re going to have to ask your neighbor to make these a little more difficult,” said Ben. “Arnie’s getting too good at this.”

The meeting eventually got down to real business with each person being given an opportunity to give a quick update on their ongoing cases. As the managing partner, Gabriel went first. “I currently have an insurance fraud case on the go. A company is considering hiring us to look into some of their claims. There’s been a string of break-ins with some valuable jewelry taken. The claims are significant.”

“Shouldn’t this be a police matter?” Asked Rachel.

“The cops have already looked into this,” Said Ben. “The reality is that this type of crime is on the rise, and the likelihood of catching the thieves or recovering the owner’s property is pretty slim. We suspect that there are at least 3 or 4 teams working the beach strip. We work closely with the hotel security people, but so far we’ve had no luck. I referred the insurance investigator to the agency.” Since setting up the company, Ben had been a steady source of referrals. The Biloxi PD wouldn’t approve of the arrangement, so Ben’s involvement with the agency had been kept secret. “I’m hoping we can all keep our ears to the ground and see if we can uncover something.” 

“Arnie and I have a strategy meeting later today with the insurance investigator. Arnie will be prime on this,” Said Gabriel. Gabriel felt the decision to make Arnie prime on the investigation was a good one. Not only would it test his growing abilities, but Arnie knew the investigator from the neighborhood. Gabriel hoped the connection might lead to a big retainer as well as follow-up business. 

“What else is on your plate Ben?” Gabriel asked 

“Actually, I might not be around very much for a while. If you read today’s paper, you will see that there’s been a murder over in Ocean Springs. The details are still pretty sketchy, but some old rich guy got his head smashed in. This is the first murder over there for ten years, so the Chief is sending me over to lend a hand.” 

“Okay, let us know if we can help in any way. Rachel - anything further on the reference checks that came in?” Gabriel asked glancing over at her; she was looking particularly attractive today wearing a bright colored dress. He had never summoned the courage to tell Jacqueline about his brief fling with Rachel. His guess was that Jacqueline would go out of her way to make working with Rachel very difficult. 

“All done, pretty easy stuff boss. If you would like me to help with any other cases, let me know. Other than that I saw two more spiders yesterday. Big creepy ones.” She said, scrunching up her face in disgust.

“Thanks, Rachel, we should call around and get some quotes from pest control people. It’s pretty clear the landlord isn’t going to do it. It would be great if we could find a company that can take care of this without us having to close down the office. Can you look after that for us, maybe consolidate a report?” 

“I’ll get right on it Boss!’

After the team meeting, Gabriel had a chance to read the piece in the newspaper about the murder in Ocean Springs. The old man’s name was Lucius Avery, and it sounded like the local cops liked the housekeeper for some reason. Bourbon jumped up on the desk and laid down on the newspaper, showing his disdain for the local news stories. He’d punctuated his opinion by raising a hind leg in the air and licking his privates with an uncommon zeal. Looking up all of a sudden, he’d caught Gabriel watching and gave him a stare that said “pervert.” 

Gabriel sat back and contemplated how far they had come since the early days. The outer office was humming with activity. I could see from my open door that Rachel was on the phone, and Arnie was waiting for something by the fax machine. Maybe Bourbon had the right idea. Not licking my privates in public, but taking the time to relax. I should talk to Jacqueline tonight and suggest a family vacation. That’s when I heard the barking dog.








Chapter 7




Gabriel’s reflections on the morning were interrupted by Rachel and Arnie piling into his office. “You aren’t seriously going to take the case are you?” Asked Rachel, her eyes glaring. “That lady’s horrible! Did you hear what she called me?”

 In response, I gave her the $5000 retainer and asked her to deposit it into our account. They were full of questions about the case, and I filled them in on the details. 

“Wow, you’re taking on quite the challenge, said Rachel, stating the obvious.

 “Where would you start Gabriel, it’s been so long?” Arnie was sitting in one of the chairs reading the names on the list. 

“I’m not sure yet. What do you make of the list Arnie?”

“Well, this might not be that difficult. We don’t necessarily have to find the body. We just need to explain why he would hide this list of names. Once we find that out, I bet we’ll know what happened to him.”

“Maybe so. Why would he hide this from his wife?” Gabriel asked.

“Why would anyone ever hide things from their wife?” Replied Arnie, lighting up a cigarette. When I first met Arnie, he was chewing and spitting tobacco. When I first talked to about being an associate, I made him promise to give up the chewing. 

When Gabriel didn’t get an answer, Rachel chipped in with, “Well Gabriel, what sort of stuff do you keep from Jacqueline?”

“Good question Rachel. We’re pretty much an open book to each other,” I lied, catching her eye. 

“Maybe he didn’t want his wife to know he was a bookie. This list could be a bookie’s ledger; she said he liked sports,” volunteered Arnie, handing the list back to me. 

“That might be right; we should also consider that maybe nothing happened to him,” offered Rachel. When she saw our questioning look, she elaborated. “Look at what he married. Maybe he embezzled some money from the bank, enough money to escape the old goat.”

Rachel’s emotion at being called chickie-poo was apparent. Her comment gave them a chuckle before Arnie responded with, “Maybe he was trying to protect her from knowing something.” 

“Something that ultimately got him killed.,” Gabriel added. 

We passed the list around, “This is a pile of money. In 1983 dollars, that would be the equivalent to almost $7 million bucks,” Arnie said. His math skills were impressive. “So where do you want to start, Gabriel?”

“Well, Mrs. Peele said she would try to come up with a list of people that he used to work with at the bank. I have to figure this list had something to do with what he did for a living. She mentioned a Mr. Ashton, first name Lawrence or Larry, so I guess trying to find him through the bank would be a good place to start.”

“That might be a bit harder than you think. The New Southern Bank and Trust closed down about ten years ago. I suppose the employment records must still be somewhere. If we can find some former employees, they might be able to shed light on Roosevelt.”

“Okay, Rachel, you start with the local directories on anyone named Ashton, first initial L, and see if they worked at the bank. Arnie, you see what you can find out about what happened to the bank and where we might be able to find the records. I will meet with Ben and get him to pull the police file on the initial investigation. There’s bound to be some names of people in the file.”

Gabriel passed the photo of the couple on the beach to Arnie. “On another note, and I apologize if I say anything impolite, but Mr. Peele was a black man married to a white girl.”

When neither Rachel nor Arnie responded, Gabriel added, “You know interracial marriages in Biloxi Mississippi?” When Gabriel still didn’t get a response he continued, “Back in 1969? I realize I’m just a dumb Yankee, but this place is not exactly a hotbed of liberal attitudes.”

Rachel eventually broke the silence, “I’ve been reading up on my history for a law class I’m taking. Back in 1967, the Supreme Court struck down the law banning interracial marriages.”

Arnie had a pensive look before adding, “Rachel’s right, of course, but Biloxi has a long history of not following anyone’s rules. Just look at prohibition, gambling, prostitution, back in 1969 there would be problems even if a white woman and a black man sat together on a bus. Some folks around here are slow to change their views. I knew an interracial couple who moved down here from up north; they had to keep a pretty low profile. They were constantly being hassled and threatened.”

 We sat in silence for a few moments considering what Arnie had just said. “Let’s keep an open mind, at this point, it is only the client’s belief that the man didn’t drown in the hurricane. He could have run away as Rachel suggested, gotten swept away in the hurricane, got into trouble somehow, maybe having to do with this list.”

Rachel, who had the list of names, turned it to me. “What’s the significance of this notation on the bottom?”

She was referring “69-08-15”. 

“Hurricane Camille hit the ground on August 17th, 1969,” said Arnie. “If this is a date, then it’s two days before the hurricane. That’s a pretty big coincidence.”

“Okay, I think we are already making progress. Maybe we can solve the mystery by lunch time! Said Rachel.” 

Somehow Gabriel knew that wasn’t going to happen.








Chapter 8




Daytona Beach

November 24th, 1982

Charles sat in the chair staring at Meredith. This time, it was the Doc’s turn to lose the staring contest. “So I did a little checking since our last session. Shannon O’Shays disappeared back in 1973 walking home from her job at McDonalds.”

“You shouldn’t have done that. I have no reason to make things up.” 

“Charles, I have a lot of questions about what you told me on your first visit. If you want me to continue, you need to assure me that the bad things you have done have all been in the past. If you want, we can either continue the story or we can get to some of my questions.”

Charles had to admit the simple act of opening up to another person, had made him feel better. “Let’s continue the story, there’s more that I would like you to know.”

“Are you comfortable with me recording this part?”

“No.”

“After I disposed of poor Shannon and cleaned up the blood, I spent the next few hours moping around and thinking about what had happened. Killing her had been an accident, but feeding her to the sharks, well that was just tidying up. Did you know, Doctor, there are forty-nine species of sharks in the Gulf of Mexico? They made that movie about the Great White, but if you ask me the Bull Shark is the most savage. Poor Shannon. Doctor, I didn’t lie. That evening under the stars with her was wonderful. I wanted that feeling again.” 

“When I got back to the marina, I went about my normal routine on my boat, replenishing supplies and making small repairs. A couple of days later, I was coming up from down below and was startled to find Deputy Franklin, sitting in the captain’s chair. ‘Geez, you scared me! What are you doing here Franklin?”

“Oh just thought I would stop by and say hello. I’ve been working hard investigating a missing teenage girl. You might have heard something about that,’ He said in a tone dripping with sarcasm. 

“It seems to me that you might know a thing or two about that yourself,’ I replied.

“Well, where is she?”

“I said I would take care of it and I did.”

“He looked at me with disbelief written across his face. Really? I’m surprised.” 

“I ignored him and opened up a cooler, extracting a can of Bud. I looked over at him, and after a moment of indecision, reached in and got one for him. I may not have liked him personally, but we were partners in something. Both dependent on each other’s silence. He took the beer and came down to the deck and sat across from me.”

“Nice boat? Yours?”

“Yes, why are you really here?”

“Little rich boy. I want to know how things ended up with the girl. Was she a good fuck?”

“You’re a disgusting …...”

“Pig would work. Just call me a filthy pig, oh and while you’re at it, you should probably call yourself something too.”

“Drink your beer and get lost. I have stuff to do.”

“Yeah, that right?’ He said with laughter in his voice. ‘You know what? I bet you enjoyed the whole thing. Your little fuckin Superman routine. Buying that girl’s virginity so you could have her all to yourself on your boat. Well, in the end, the result’s the same. The world can do with one less Barbie doll.”

“What about the investigation?” I asked, ignoring his comments.

“Funny, there was an anonymous tip that she might have been seen getting into a late model sports car, last seen heading up north. But don’t change the subject, Charles.,’ He got up and sat beside me. ‘Tell me the truth. You kind of liked her didn’t you?”

“I didn’t say anything, and then Franklin grabbed the back of my neck and pushed me to the ground. ‘Didn’t you?”

“Yes, she was nice to me.”

“How’d you kill her?” He asked, continuing to squeeze, hurting me. 

“I hit her, and she fell and hit her head on the bunk down below. I weighed her down with an anchor and dropped her about ten miles out in the Gulf.”

“He finally let go of my neck and let me up. “Good. I enjoyed the money too. Took care of a couple of annoying bills. We both came out on top if you know what I mean.”

I gave him a look showing my disgust. 

“There are plenty of girls out there just like Shannon. We could have a very nice business working together.”

“You’re disgusting,’ I said firmly, but even as I said that there was this little voice saying something else. After everything that I had gone through was I not entitled to have a little love in my life?

“Well listen,’ said Franklin, ‘It’s not a good idea for me to be seen here. If you’re interested in doing some more business with the same terms, put something into the personals addressed to the Pig from … Superman. I’ll take care of my end, and you take care of yours.’ He grabbed my arm and pinched me hard.” 

“After he left, I took the boat out into the Gulf, trying to clear my head. The whole experience with Shannon was upsetting. She was so perfect, so caring. We were like soul mates on our own island under the stars. After a lot of reflection, I realized that what was bothering me was that I had lost that feeling. That’s why when I got back to the marina, I went to the New Orleans Times-Picayune and paid cash for a personal ad.” 




Dear Mr. Ziphel,

Very interested in repeat order. Need to stress quality, same age and look. Must be untouched. Terms are acceptable; please arrange delivery. 

– Clark Kent




“When the clerk finished typing the message she looked at me quizzically, and I told her it was about furniture. Three evenings later I was relaxing in the cabin watching re-run after re-run of Charlie’s Angels when I heard a car door shut. I stuck my head up top and saw Franklin walking towards me.” 

“When he climbed aboard, he said, ‘Arnold Ziphel, very clever.’ It was the name of the pig on a popular TV show called Green Acres. “Anyway, Clark you owe me $2000.”

 “I asked if I could inspect the merchandise, and he lead me to the back of his van. Fortunately, there was no one out that night. The girl, I later found out, was named Ann Mullens. She was maybe 16 and blonde. Franklin carried her onto the boat and placed her bound and gagged on the bunk. She was out cold, but her face didn’t have the bruises that Shannon’s had.”

“Next time I want to meet somewhere else.’ He handed me a map of a wooden area north of Gulfport. ‘We can do the transfer into the trunk of your car. It’s too dangerous for me to be seen out here like this.”

“Well Doc, there you have it. The whole story of how my little past time came to be.” 

“What happened to Ann Mullens?” Asked Meredith, who had filled multiple pages of notes. 

“I have found that even though they may put on a great performance, there comes a point when just like Farrah they want to leave the show. Did you know she left the show after just one season?”

Meredith ignored the question. “What does that mean? Did you kill her?” 

“Yep, I strangled and threw her overboard,” Charles responded, his voice devoid of emotion.

“Can you explain what was driving you to do this?”

“You’re getting ahead of yourself Dr. Meredith. But you’ve been patient. You know not to interrupt, I appreciate that. So do you remember Patty Hearst?”

“The heiress that was kidnapped?”

“Yeah, she ended up joining the people that kidnapped her. I don’t remember what they called it in the press.”

“It’s called Stockholm Syndrome. A psychological phenomenon in which hostages express empathy and sympathy and have positive feelings toward their captors, sometimes to the point of defending and identifying with the captors.”

“That’s it. I guess I thought that if I handled things right, I would eventually get my own Patty Hearst.” 

“Over the next few years, Franklin and I collaborated on quite a few girls. I’ve lost count, but I have the pictures if you want to see them. At one point, Franklin decided that it would be better for him if he got the Sheriff’s brother in on our little deal. Maybe protection in case he was caught? The brother was a big dumbass. You know that expression ‘he drank from the fountain of wisdom’? Well in Boone Cooper’s case, he must have gargled and spit it out. Of course, the guy was equally as depraved as Franklin. When I started working with Boone, Franklin faded into the background, at least, I thought he did. Things changed when I saw an ad in the personals. 




Clark,

Supply of product being threatened. Suggest moving on and relocating business. Best of luck,

– Ziffel




“I panicked and went back to the boat and frantically weighed anchor right away. I didn’t know where to go. I just knew I had to get away. I eventually decided to head east and traveled from marina to marina along the coast. Meanwhile, over the next few days, the local papers exploded with headlines. The first news story was the murder of Deputy Franklin. The reporter said the Deputy had been killed as retribution for an arrest of a local drug lord. I didn’t know what to make out of the story, but in a way it felt good. The man deserved it. Plus there was one less person who knew my little secret. I kept on moving, wanting to put distance between myself and whatever investigation was happening in Biloxi.” 

“The next day the Daily Herald splashed a picture of Sheriff Cooper’s wife. The Sheriff was asking the public for information concerning her whereabouts. The reporter was suggesting that the killing of Franklin, and now the disappearance of the Sheriff’s wife, were somehow retribution by the Dixie Mafia.”

“It was the story that broke the following day that gave me goosebumps. The Daily Herald carried a story about missing teenage girls. My girls. The reporter was suggesting that because of their age and appearance and the fact that their disappearance always seemed to coincide with the same time of year, that it had to be the work of a serial maniac. Even though none of the girls had ever resurfaced, the press soon jumped to a conclusion and started calling me the Mardi Gras Killer.”

“A week later I was in a local tavern here in Florida when a picture of Sheriff William Cooper being arrested by local Biloxi police flashed on the TV screen over the bar. The reporter explained that investigations into Mr. Cooper had implicated him in some homicides and drug offenses.”

“So wait a minute, I remember something about…you’re the Mardi Gras Killer?” He asked. For the first time, there was real emotion in his voice. A mixture of shock, disgust maybe fear. 

“Yes, although I don’t like the name very much.”

“YOU SHOULD TURN YOURSELF IN AND TELL THE AUTHORITIES WHAT HAPPENED TO THOSE GIRLS!” Charles didn’t like the shouting and contemplated killing him and leaving down the back stairs. “Yes, I’m sure you’re right, I might at some point, but don’t you want to hear the rest? There is much more to the story and, besides you have those questions.” 








Chapter 9




Gabriel was still considering the options for investigating a fourteen-year-old missing person case well after the meeting with Rachel and Arnie had broken up. He had just enough time to get to the diner down the street to meet Ben when the phone rang. 

“Good morning, Eye on You Detect…”

“Gabriel, did you try to call here this morning?”

“Hi Jacqueline, no I’ve been pretty busy this morning…did someone call?” He could sense she was a little anxious.

“It’s not important. I was outside, and I thought I heard the phone, but I must have been too slow getting to it.”

“Probably one of those annoying Encyclopedia Britannica guys. They had me on the phone for about twenty minutes last week. They wouldn’t let me get a word in edgewise. I almost agreed to take a set just to shut them up. The man suggested that it would be an investment for when our son got older.”

“Gabriel he’s only two months old…he doesn’t need an encyclopedia.”

“That’s exactly what I said! But they had a pretty good response to that. Did you know that by the time Ben is old enough to attend college the set we buy today would be worth thousands?”

“Yes and terribly out of date. Are you still having lunch with Ben?” She asked, apparently tiring of the encyclopedia discussion. 

“Sure am, actually, I’m running late, we had a difficult new client come in this morning. I think the case will be a challenge.”

“What type of challenge?”

“I would tell you, but I’m running late for lunch,” he said. 

“You go ahead and have a great lunch. I’ll be here. Always here. I’ll open a can of spaghetti O’s for lunch. No, no, don’t worry about me,” She said in mock protest. “Did you get any other unusual calls?” 

“No, but we’ve been pretty busy all morning. Listen, Jacqueline, I was thinking, when my folks come to visit maybe we could give them an opportunity to have some quality time with their grandson, and you and I can go out somewhere nice.”

“Maybe. We’ll see. Chevon called and wanted us to visit and listen to her perform at the nightclub.”

 “That would be fun. Let’s do that. Well, I should be going….” Gabriel reminded her, getting up from his desk. 

Before he had a chance to say goodbye, she added, “I asked Chevon about becoming a godmother this morning.”

Once again Gabriel sensed that something was upsetting her. He sat back down. “That’s good, I was going to ask Ben at lunch. Was she okay with it?”

“Her only reservation was standing beside Ben if he was going to wear his lime green suit with yellow polka dots.” 

“Ha-ha! I’ll try to figure a way to suggest something without offending him. You sure you’re ok Jacqueline?”

“Just a little lonely.”

“Well, I do have to run, but why don’t I pick something special up for supper?” 

“All right but no more Chinese! Can you call me back after your lunch with Ben?” Jacqueline thought that all the Chinese food Gabriel had been buying was somehow for her benefit since she was half Chinese. 

“Sure, we have another client coming in at 1 p.m. So I will call after that. Ok?”

There was an uncomfortable pause on the line like she wanted to add something. “Enjoy your lunch.” 








Chapter 10




Gabriel was ten minutes late for his lunch meeting. He spied Ben, as usual sitting in a booth at the back. Their normal waitress Tweedy was all smiles when she saw Gabriel and escorted him to the booth. 

“Are you on surveillance? I saw the new Sheriff in here this morning,” she whispered conspiratorially. Tweedy had helped Gabriel a few years ago and was always looking for another opportunity to help solve a case. Now the restaurant had become Gabriel’s favorite in downtown Gulfport. He greeted Ben and listened as Tweedy rhymed off all of the specials. He wasn’t sure why she did; they always listened politely before ordering a cheeseburger and fries. 

“The bank balance will be up $5000 today, thanks to a new client.”

“One client gave you a $5000 retainer?” He asked, with more than a little doubt in his voice. 

Gabriel told Ben about Mrs. Peele and her son, and the meeting they’d had at the office. Ben listened intently to the story. Gabriel ended by showing him the photo as well as the list of names. “So what do you think?”

“You want to solve a missing person case that happened 14 years ago in the middle of a hurricane….a case that Biloxi PD gave up on?” 

Gabriel shrugged his shoulders, wondering if he had bitten off more than the fledgling agency could chew. 

“What are your avenues of investigation?”

“I’m still thinking about that, but there are a couple of things that might be worthwhile.” Ben remained silent and made a circular gesture with his hand for Gabriel to continue. 

“Well, I think one avenue would be his work. She said something about his boss being named Ashton. I could try to find him and see if he knows anything about this list.” Ben repeated the same gesture, and Gabriel continued, “Another avenue would be to contact people that he knew who again might be able to shed some light.” More gesturing from Ben. “I thought I could take a look at the police file on the case. See if there are any notes that point to what all this might be about.” At the mention of the file, Ben shook his head. 

“I’ll pull the file, but remember dozens of people went missing around that time. Detectives might not have had time to go very deep.”

Gabriel mentioned the possibility of a racially motivated crime and showed Ben the photo. 

“Gabriel, this is the Deep South; it doesn’t get any deeper. Surely the client would be able to tell you whether they were being hassled. Did you ask her?”

“No, didn’t occur to me until after the meeting.”

 “I think that’s pretty out there. Although I hate to say it, there are some down here, who might do something stupid.”

“The client said she would write down the names of people she could remember from Mr. Peele’s work or circle of friends. When I call her back, I’ll ask her if she remembers anything about being threatened. Lastly, it occurred to us that since he liked sports that maybe this was a bookie list.”

Tweedy brought their food, and they tore into it like two starving castaways. In between bites, Ben took another look at the list and said, “Anything is possible I guess; he was hiding this, so I agree it probably has some significance. Any bookie lists I’ve seen have been ledgers with hundreds of entries, not one page with a few dozen names. If it was a bookie’s list what would this number beside the name signify? You usually don’t get an account number from a bookie.”

“We don’t know. I was hoping that someone who worked with him at the bank might be able to tell me about that.” Ben gave Gabriel a look like I was trying to sell him the Biloxi Bay Bridge. 

Ben must have read something in Gabriel’s face. “Listen, Gabriel, you’ve been batting a thousand, you’ve learned how to be a good detective. Give it your best, but don’t be disappointed if you end up finding out the guy was swept out to sea. It’s still five grand for us.” 

Gabriel thought about what Ben had said. In a way, it was a challenge. In the last few years, he had solved some big cases including breaking up a blackmail scheme, bringing to justice a corrupt Sheriff and solving a couple of missing person cases. The idea of never solving the case was not something I had even considered. There have been other instances where I hadn’t been able to prove a spouse’s adultery or an employee’s theft, but that was because there wasn’t anything to find. 

Gabriel’s thoughts were interrupted by Tweedy presenting us with the lunch bill. As they did their standard coin toss for the bill, Gabriel asked Ben if he would be willing to stand as Benjamin’s godfather. If there had been any doubt about Ben’s willingness, it disappeared when a beam of delight washed over his face. 

“Chevon has already agreed to be the godmother, providing you don’t wear your lime green suit.” 

 Ben chuckled, “Of course I would be delighted. I already have just the outfit.”

As Gabriel paid the bill, Ben said he would look around for the missing person’s file. The hurricane predated him joining the Biloxi PD, but there were still a few veteran police officers around who might remember something.








Chapter 11




By the time Gabriel made it back to his office after lunch, his appointment was waiting. Arnie introduced him as Clovis Reynolds, an old friend of his. And a representative of the American Property Assurance Company. Clovis was a tall black man with a round face and closely cropped gray hair. Gabriel estimated that the man was in his early sixties, roughly the same age as Arnie. Clovis had a warm handshake and a genuine smile. 

“I’m sorry I was a few minutes late,” Gabriel said as they sat down in the armchairs. 

“Not to worry Gabriel, Arnie was just filling me in on the agency and some of the work you handle,” Said Clovis, giving Arnie a smile. 

Gabriel nodded to Arnie that he should take the lead in the interview. “Clovis, what can you tell us about the thefts happening downtown?” 

“Well, first of all, I am an investigator working with APIC, the American Property Insurance Company. We’re an umbrella organization representing a bunch of insurance companies. It’s my job to look into large claims and to investigate patterns. There’s been a series of robberies that have taken place recently, money and jewels were stolen at gunpoint from people staying in downtown hotels. Understandably the Biloxi Hotel Association is upset, this type of thing is not good for the tourist business.”

“You say that the robberies are at gunpoint. Has anyone been hurt?” Asked Arnie. 

“Not seriously, at least not yet, but it’s only a matter of time. What typically happens is that the target is usually rushed as they enter their hotel room and pistol-whipped. Because they’re surprised from behind, the police are not getting much of a description.” 

“Tell us about the claims,” Said Arnie offering his friend a cigarette. Clovis gladly accepted, and the two investigators lit up. When Clovis looked over at him, Gabriel commented that he had been six feet tall before he started smoking.

“Well, there have been five claims in the past month, all robberies, all taking place at a variety of downtown hotels. The average claim is low five figures. Now with Mardi Gras starting, we’re worried that things are about to get worse.”

 “We work closely with local police, the sheriff’s office, and the hotel security people,” Gabriel said, jumping into the conversation. 

“Why these five people?” Questioned Arnie.

“Excuse me?” Asked Clovis. 

“There must be a gang responsible for this. Usually, at least, a team of 2 people if not more. They’re not wasting their time with just any hotel guest. For example, what would be the value of cash and jewelry you have on you now?” Asked Arnie. 

“A couple of hundred bucks,” Replied Clovis.

“I expect that would represent the average person staying at a downtown hotel. They might have credit cards, some cash, a ring and some cheap Casio watch.”

Gabriel looked down at his watch, slowly pulling his sleeve down to hide it. 

“You mean they’re watching people looking for high rollers?” asked Clovis.

“Exactly,” Replied Arnie. “They probably have the lobby staked out by some little old lady you would never suspect of anything. She sees something that suggests money and then she signals an accomplice who follows the target to their room. There might even be a third person acting as a lookout upstairs.”

“So is that how you’re suggesting, we catch them by hanging out all the hotel lobbies in the city? That’s probably why the cops sent me to you; there isn’t the manpower.” Clovis tone showed his frustration. 

“There’s another possibility worth pursuing,” suggested Arnie. “As you no doubt know, many tourists come to Biloxi for some of the gambling that goes on here. It’s technically illegal, but the cops look the other way. You can go into any number of places along the strip and find a game. I wonder what your five people did for entertainment when they came to Biloxi?”

Clovis had his briefcase with him and pulled out some files, handing them to Arnie. Looking through the files, Arnie soon discovered that one couple had reported that they had just returned from dinner. The other four had not specified what they were doing before the robbery.

Arnie leaned forward and said, “Clovis, if you’re willing to work with our firm, I would be prepared to contact these clients and find out where they spent the evening before the robbery. They might not tell an insurance investigator the truth, worrying it might affect their claim. I bet there is something here, maybe not with all five, but with a few of them.”

“What makes you so sure, Arnie?” Asked Clovis.

“Because that’s the way I would do it,” Replied Arnie with a smile.” If I was a crook.”








Chapter 12




The meeting wrapped up with Clovis signing a client agreement and leaving Gabriel a $2000 retainer. Arnie had done a masterful job of presenting the plan. His confidence appealed to Clovis, who was eager to grasp onto anything that might help resolve the issue. Gabriel just hoped Arnie’s hunch was right. 

The earlier phone conversation with Jacqueline continued to haunt Gabriel’s thoughts. He decided to forego the brake repairs and head straight for home. On the drive home, he replayed the conversation with her over in his mind. They had been together long enough to be able to pick up on each other’s moods. He had read articles about postpartum depression. Or maybe she was getting house-bound with no vehicle. In the back of his mind as he drove he knew he would eventually knuckle under and buy the station wagon, so why not just do it. 

His fears were wiped away when he got out of the car and found Jacqueline sitting on the front porch with a glass of lemonade, gently rocking Ben in his stroller. 

“How was lunch?” She called out to him as he got out of the bug. 

“He’d be honored to be godparent along with Chevon. He said he had the perfect outfit already picked out. 

Jacqueline rolled her eyes. “To what do, I owe the pleasure of your company?”

“Just a little homesick.”

“So are you done for the day?” 

Gabriel said he figured he could make a few calls from home and then maybe they could take Jelly-Bean to the park. 

“Sounds good!” She said enthusiastically. “If you’re home for the afternoon then maybe after the park I can leave Benjamin in your care and do some shopping.” 

“Sure.” He chalked up her jitteriness earlier to a severe case of housebound-itis. 

“Tell me about your challenging case from this morning.”

Gabriel picked up his son, who was gurgling in the stroller, and held him in his arms. He sat down on the chair next to Jacqueline and filled her in on Mrs. Peele and her son. Her response was similar to Rachel’s “With the success of the business, you shouldn’t have to put up with an overbearing client just because she can write a fat check.” As soon as she said it, they both shared a laugh because the same thing had happened the day they’d met. 

After rocking Jelly-Bean for twenty minutes, Gabriel handed his son back to Jacqueline and went inside to make a few calls. He sat down at the desk they’d put into the spare bedroom and made a list of questions involving the case. When his son got a little older, they would have to convert the office into another bedroom. My first question was the issue of whether Mr. Peele ran away, had an accident or was the victim of foul play? Second, if he did run away, was it to get away from Mrs. Peele as Rachel suggested? What bearing did the list have on his disappearance and why hide it from her? Third - assuming his disappearance wasn’t an accident - was he killed because of the list? Fourth, was the list something related to his work at the Bank or was it something involving criminal activity? Lastly, did the mixed race marriage have any bearing on what happened?

Lots of questions, he needed to start getting answers. Gabriel’s first call was to Rachel. After the meeting with Clovis she had been at lunch, so he didn’t know if there were any messages. 

“A bunch of old ladies got off a bus and came in looking for Tender Tootsies, size eleven wide. They were pretty disappointed, and then they offered to hire us to find their shoes.”

“Sounds like another great case!” 

“Oh, and then, we had a major disturbance with your partner. He was very unruly and made a big fuss.”

“Ben was in after lunch?”

“No, I’m talking about Bourbon. I tried putting the Mardi Gras bracelet on him, and he hissed at me. I think that dog this morning put him in a bad mood.”

“Just give him his tuna and he’ll be back to normal.”

“Oh, and then there were a bunch of calls, but the callers all wanted to speak directly to you and didn’t leave a message, just call back numbers. Something big must be brewing because there was about a half dozen. I have their names and numbers for you to call them back.” 

“Hmm, that sounds mysterious.” She dictated the names and numbers, and Gabriel said he would spend the afternoon returning calls and working the case. “Oh, did you start looking for Ashtons in the phonebook?”

“There are three Ashtons in the directory. There are another couple in Gulfport and one more in D’Iberville. No one listed with the initial “L” though. I called anyway, got a hold of three so far and struck out.”

 “Good work Rachel, stay on top of the other three and maybe try up north.” 

“Oh, Arnie’s waving at me. He wants to speak to you. Just a minute, I’ll connect you.”

The next voice Gabriel heard was the deeply modulated voice of his associate. “Hey Boss, got an early hit on the New South Mississippi Savings and Loan. Some wealthy suits established it in 1960 with an office in Pass Christian.” Arnie pronounced the town name the French way, Pass Christien. “They were pretty big in the mortgage market. At one point, it was considered to be one of the fastest growing banks in the State. The word on the street is the bank stumbled after Hurricane Camille and had to close its doors after being bailed out by the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation. The Feds moved the company’s records to the Security Savings and Loan Association.”

“When you say it stumbled, you don’t mean that the hurricane damaged the building right?”

“No, I’m still waiting for a couple of call backs, but it seems that their insolvency had more to do with the houses it lent money against being destroyed in the storm.”

“Wouldn’t there have been some insurance or federal flood relief?”

“You would think so; that is one of the things I’m waiting on.”

“What do you think this all means for our case?” Gabriel asked.

“Maybe nothing considering he disappeared a year earlier. A bit of a coincidence, though.”

“I don’t believe in ……”

“Coincidences.” He’d heard Gabriel say that at least a dozen times over the past year. 

 After hanging up from Arnie, Gabriel’s second call was to a number in Jackson, Mississippi, the state capital. 

“Good afternoon, Wil Graham, Federal Bureau of Investigations.”

“Hello Wil, it’s Gabriel Ross down in Biloxi.” Gabriel had come to know Wil during the investigations into Sheriff Cooper as well as the hunt for who the Herald had labeled the “Mardi Gras Killer.” 

“Oh, Hi Gabriel, belated congratulations on Benjamin. How is everyone doing?”

“Everyone’s great. I’m thinking he’s going to be an opera singer. He has a great set of lungs!”

“Ha…it’ll get better, don’t worry,” said Wil with a reassuring tone. “I’m glad you called Gabriel, I’ve meant to call. How’s business?” 

“Still growing. That’s the reason I’m calling. I’m working on a missing person’s case that goes back to Hurricane Camille, 14 years ago. A local man disappeared, and the wife found something that would suggest that he might have been hiding something from her. Now she’s convinced herself that there is more to his disappearance.”

“What did she find?”

Gabriel told Wil about the paper hidden behind the floorboard and some of the speculations. 

“Hm…it’s not that unusual to hide something from your wife. Could she have stumbled across his list of girlfriends?”

“I hadn’t thought of that; I’ll throw it onto the pile of possibilities, but what would the amounts beside the names signify?”

“Maybe he was running girls down there, and this is a record of what they brought in?”

“I get the feeling it’s something else. Maybe something to do with his work at the bank,” Gabriel told him about New South Savings and Loan and how it had gone under a year after the hurricane. 

“That sounds like a possibility, how can I help you with that?”

“Well, the missing husband has an uncommon name, Roosevelt Peele. I thought that maybe it might have come up in your investigations of the Dixie Mafia.”

“The name doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Any chance you can look in the FBI file?” 

“File? Files. We have numerous investigations involving people who we believe are connected to that organization. For example, there’s a file on the Seagraves murder, and one on a blackmail scheme running out of Angola prison. Of course, we have the typical assortment of open DEA investigations into drug running, and guns, then there’s prostitution and illegal gambling, stolen cars, break and entering…you name it, we have a file on it.”

“I’m not sure, I guess gambling or some type of financial crime,” 

“I tell you what I’ll do for you. There’s an inter-departmental meeting at the end of the week. If you can hold off until then, they’re a few vets who might recognize the name.”

“Great, thank you Wil. There’s one other thing you could do for me, I’m wondering about the bank failure and whether there is a connection to any of this. Apparently Rosie worked as a clerk, and his boss was named Ashton. I don’t have a first name. I would appreciate getting a line on what happened to him.”

“There have to be thousands of Ashtons in the state, can you narrow it down a bit?”

“The client said it was something like Larry or Lawrence, Lincoln, Lucas…..”

“You haven’t a clue, do you?”

“Nope, my associate tried all of the Ashtons in the phonebook down here but no luck.”

“Not sure what I can do, but I can ask our bank fraud guys and see if they can help.” 

“Thanks, Wil…. Oh, you said you were thinking of calling, you mean about the baby?”

“Yes and no…I was going to be in the area visiting with Ben next week and thought I could bend your ear about something.”

“Like what?”

“Let’s save that for when I get there…”








Chapter 13




It was after 4 PM before Gabriel finished his calls. The Biloxi sun was still blazing as the young couple set out for their walk, pushing Benjamin in his stroller. The park was a ten-minute walk from their house, and they passed some neighbors who took the time to chat with them and coo about Benjamin, who was acting particularly cute. When Gabriel and Jacqueline finally reached the park, they found a bench near the playground where a boy no older than three was playing with toy trucks in the sandbox. 

“I wonder what Jelly Bean will be like at that age?” Asked Gabriel.

“It’s a great age. Boys have such cool toys. When I was that age all I had were Barbies and a Chatty Cathy doll.” 

Gabriel put his arm around her and together they watched some older kids playing football. “Kids grow up so fast. I kind of wish we could live these years in slow motion.” 

“I know what you mean Gabriel.” 

They enjoyment of watching the kids play football was interrupted by someone behind them saying, “Dumb Fuck, Dumb Fuck.”

Jacqueline nearly jumped out of her skin until she realized it was the little kid from the sandbox trying to say dump truck. They looked at each other and laughed, shaking their heads; acknowledging silently that toddlers are capable of inspiring parental pride or embarrassment when least expected.

There was a bunch of kids nearby playing Frisbee. The kids had to be seven or eight and were comically tossing a Frisbee like they were flipping coins. 

“This is too painful to watch,” proclaimed Gabriel, as he went over to show the kids the right way to throw the Frisbee. After about five minutes the kids got the hang of things and Gabriel returned to the bench. 

“You are a great Dad,” said Jacqueline, giving him a hug. 

“Thanks. Did you know that the Frisbee was never patterned after a flying saucer?” 

“That so?” 

Gabriel elaborated. “Some guy by the name of Morrison first invented it because he was playing catch with his girlfriend. They were tossing around pie plates when he got the idea for the company. He originally was going to call it the flying pie plate company. Anyway, he decided on the plastic disk and then sold the company. The company then decided on the name Frisbee because of the Frisbee pie plate company.”

“You are just a fountain of information. Why all the interest?”

“I was on the ultimate Frisbee team at school; I guess I was too short for football. In my second year of college, I did a report on the company for business class.”

Jacqueline smiled fondly at him. “All these things I never knew about you. Why that company?”

“It’s like the old joke. I wondered why it was getting bigger, then it…hit me.”

“Groan, was that all a set up so you could tell that that joke?” 

‘No, I’d be happy to show you my prowess in various other sports when we get back to the house.” Gabriel winked at her. 

“Ha-ha, like playing Jeopardy?” Gabriel had liked to play Jeopardy when they first started seeing each other. For each right answer, there was a kiss. While they no longer played the game, the term stuck around as a code word for sex. 

Gabriel smiled and said, “That among other things.”

“Gabriel, would you like to have a big family?”

They had discussed this before, and Gabriel had expressed his desire for having one, maybe two children. Since Jacqueline was asking once again, Gabriel figured he had yet to give her the right answer. “Once you have one little Jelly Bean, it’s easier to see us having more.” He decided to quickly change the subject before she got him to commit. “I was thinking about Chevon and what you said about going down to New Orleans, a little family vacation once it settles down at work?” 

“That sounds wonderful, but with Benjamin, we won’t be able to do too much.” 

“That’s okay. It’ll be a change of scenery.”

Just the thought of a trip to New Orleans gave Jacqueline shivers. Her first marriage had ended poorly once Gabriel confirmed her husband was cheating on her. In an attempt to reconcile, her husband had suggested a romantic weekend in New Orleans. It came out later that he had planned to have his Mafia buddies size her up for a nice pair of cement shoes. 

When Jacqueline didn’t answer Gabriel right away, he continued, “If you don’t want to go to New Orleans then there’s always Memphis. They just opened up Elvis’ Graceland home to tourists, and I hear it’s pretty spectacular. With Ben junior’s pipes, some of Elvis’ talent might rub off on him.”

“I’m not saying no to New Orleans; Chevon would be ecstatic. But tell me, when do you think business will slow down?” 

“That’s a good question. I’m impressed with Arnie, and I think I’d be confident leaving him and Rachel to handle things. Maybe once we have a chance to get to the bottom of this latest case.”

Jacqueline was dying to hear Gabriel’s reaction to the car salesmen, but as with the pictures she had taped around the house, he hadn’t mentioned it at all. Distracted, she noticed a white van parked down the street. There was something about it. It was a windowless model, perfect for snatching little kids at the park. On the other hand, maybe she was paranoid because of all of those creepy calls she had been getting lately. 

“Jacqueline?” Gabriel teased. “Oh, Jacqueline…what is it?”

“It’s nothing,” she said, refocusing on Benjamin, who resumed gurgling out Blue Hawaii.

After about 30 minutes of exploring the park, Jacqueline suggested they head back so that Benjamin could go down for his nap. The walk had been too stimulating, and she didn’t want to upset his routine. She looked for the white van as they were leaving, but it had disappeared. 

As they approached their house, they were met by Mr. Kennessey. “So Mr. Detective,” he called out as they started up their driveway, “Were you able to solve the riddle? Betcha I stumped you my short, little Yankee man.” Gabriel repeated the riddle for Jacqueline’s benefit before telling Mr. Kennessey that the murder had to be committed by the newspaper carrier. When Gabriel explained the crime, Kennessey’s face fell like a hound dog. 

“That was a good one; you almost had me stumped,” consoled Gabriel. 

“Okay, the next one is going to be even harder!” Kennessey exclaimed as he returned to working in his yard. 

Jacqueline left Benjamin with Gabriel and said that she would be back before the next feeding. As usual for Jacqueline, it took a few tries to get the VW started. “A new station wagon might be a good idea,” she called out to Gabriel. He gave her a noncommittal smile. “Oh, and, by the way, did you ever get the brakes fixed?” she added.

 “Working on it. Not to worry, they’re just a little soft.” Gabriel assured her.

Once the car finally started, Jacqueline pulled out of the drive with a wave. She didn’t have a plan, other than to drive up and down the streets of the subdivision looking for a white van. She had no idea what she would do if she found one. Driving around, she realized what else was bugging her. While she had been watching the van from down the street, she’d seen the reflection in the side mirror of someone sitting in the driver’s seat. Maybe I’m off base, but why would someone be just sitting in a van in the park on a blazing hot day?

As she went up and down the neighborhood streets, Jacqueline contemplated how her life had changed in the past few years. She was happy. They were an incredible match and very much in love. It was a marriage of equals, much different than when she was married to her first husband, where she’d always felt like a passenger when it came to making decisions. At first, she’d been young and eager to please William, so her subservience had been acceptable. As she’d matured and tried to lead her own life, things had started to fall apart.

Now that she and Gabriel had Benjamin, she felt that they had moved their lives together to a new level. Gabriel’s business was going well, and the money would eventually become steadier. She missed her folks; they were getting older, and it would be great for Benjamin to grow up closer to his grandparents. Biloxi, like most of the country, was in a recession, otherwise, maybe her father could get a teaching job near them.

Biloxi had changed significantly in the past three years. The population had grown to 50,000 making the city the second largest in the state. A new sheriff had been appointed by the Harrison County Board of Supervisors after her ex-husband had been arrested. The new sheriff brought with him a new slate of deputies whom he’d sworn were not corrupt. Jacqueline was finally feeling safe at last … at least, until the calls started. Over the past couple of weeks, she had received more than a half-dozen calls. At first, she thought it was just a bunch of kids having fun. But in the last few, she could clearly hear breathing on the other end of the line. What made the calls even worse they seemed always to happen when Gabriel was at work. 

Maybe she was letting things get to her. She hadn’t been sleeping well. The bad dreams were back. Sometimes she would be in a hotel room with Chevon, trying to fight off a crazed husband; other times she found herself in the woods at night in the driving rain, being forced to dig her own grave. The previous weekend she’d dreamt that she was running for her life in the forest. It was dark; the rain was pelting down on her. She pushed herself to run harder and harder as the footfalls of her pursuer got louder and louder. She fell down, exhausted and frightened. She had awoken frightened and breathing heavily. She had reached for Gabriel, who was sleeping imperviously beside her. After she had told him about her dream, he’d helpfully suggested they have sex to take her mind off of it.

After about an hour of driving without seeing any white vans, Jacqueline decided to head home. She stopped at the supermarket to pick up a few items including frozen pizza for dinner. Her radar didn’t pick up on the pair of eyes trained on her from the white van across the street.








Chapter 14




“There she was just walkin down the street singin do wah diddy, diddy dum diddy do.” Boone sang to himself. “She looked good, she looked fine….” He was watching his late brother’s wife walking towards him as he sat in his van looking back in the side mirror. Have to admit William had good taste in women. She’s put on a little weight from what he could remember. He didn’t mind that, more to love as they say. 

William had always been the popular one, the guy who could get any girl he wanted. The problems started when he married the little slant-eyed whore. He should have dropped her like a dump truck delivering a load of shit. Better to stick with the working girls Bro.

She was with that little pissant. The Yankee, who once came to his shop asking all those, dump questions. Not long after that, he got the call that the cops were looking to talk to him. He had decided to dump the van and hop on a bus for Macon. He figured that he had enough cash to hide out for a year maybe even two. He liked Macon well enough; the girls were good. The problem was that he needed to make some cash.

The midget was pushing the stroller. He’d heard she was preggers. Funny she told his brother she couldn’t get pregnant. All along she’d been taking birth control pills. Lying slut! The kid is a half-breed. They call them Chink-Caucs. Seeing them out casually strolling in the park made him angry. She was a little cheating whore, and the midget killed my brother. My brother wanted nothing more than to reclaim what was stolen from him. 

The phone calls were fun. He liked tormenting her. The thought of her made him hard. He liked hearing her voice. When she realized, there was someone on the end of the line he could feel the fear in her voice. One day soon my little Jacqueline, I’ll finish what my brother started. 

“Snappin her fingers and shuffling her feet singin, Do wah diddy diddy dum diddy do.”








Chapter 15




Gabriel woke up early the next morning and once again managed to escape the house without waking anyone. One of the calls he made yesterday was to the Biloxi Heritage Society. Hoping to avoid another idiot comment he wanted to get an update on Hurricane Camille before he met with his client again. 

He realized it was going to be another sunny day as he drove to downtown Biloxi. Parking in the lot he made his way to the massive double doors leading into the building. Gabriel was reminded of Gone with the Wind as he looked up at the beautiful antebellum estate that housed the Heritage Society. He walked into the lobby and was quickly taken with the magnificence of the building. It had a long circular staircase that just cried out for Scarlett O’Hara wearing a long flowing dress. He looked around at the ornate window coverings and all of the paintings of fallen Confederate soldiers that adorned the walls. 

“How can I help you?” Asked a woman from behind a small antique desk. Gabriel continued to look upwards at the intricately plastered ceilings. “It’s majestic isn’t it? She asked.”

“That’s a splendid word for it,” he said giving the attractive middle-aged woman a big smile. “My name is Gabriel Ross, and I have an appointment to see Jack Grennan.”

“I will let Mr. Grennan know that you are here. Please feel free to look around while you’re waiting, the library is just off to your right,” 

Gabriel moved to the adjacent room where the walls had been lined with bookcases containing numerous old texts. The ceilings in the house had to be twelve feet high and accented by gold colored crown molding. There was a sitting area in the middle of the room with an embroidered sofa and a couple of uncomfortable looking chairs. Gabriel made his way across the room looking at all of the old books. He was stretching to reach a civil war text from the top shelf when he heard a pleasant, honeyed voice of a man behind him. 

“Looking for a foot stool, Mr. Ross?”

Gabriel turned to face a man who sported a broad grin. The man was short, no taller than Gabriel. He looked to be in his mid-fifties with shoulder-length salt and pepper hair tied in a ponytail. He wore a pair of John Lennon glasses. “I can say that because I quite often have to use one.” 

The man crossed the room quickly with his hand outstretched. “Jack Grennan.” 

Gabriel gave him a smile and shook his hand. “It’s great to meet someone as down to earth like me.”

 The man chuckled and suggested that they sit down and make themselves comfortable. 

“Thank you for agreeing to see me, Mr. Grennan.” He felt immediately at ease with the man when he looked down and saw that he was barefoot.

“Call me Jack, please. I’m familiar with the case you worked on a few years ago involving Sheriff Cooper. That was a nasty piece of business. Thank you for helping us clean up our little town. Would you like some Ice Tea?” He asked as he sat down on the sofa folding a blue-jeaned leg underneath him. He was wearing a tie-dyed t-shirt. The whole image made me wonder at what point he would light up a joint. 

I declined the offer and thanked him for his comments, complimenting him on the beautiful building. 

“Yes, we are all quite proud of our heritage and enjoy showing it off to those who visit. You said you had some questions about Camille,” He said Camille as if he was referring to a past acquaintance. 

“Yes, I’m working on a missing person case that goes back to August 17th, 1969. A man disappeared, leaving his wife and young son. He has never been seen again.” 

“That’s a tragedy. One of many, though. Do you know that they were still finding bodies months after the hurricane? Every year on August 17, the folks at the Evergreen Cemetery in Gulfport have a ceremony to remember those who died, including the bodies of three unidentified women, that were dubbed simply Faith, Hope, and Charity.

Gabriel shook his head and pulled out a notebook. “How long have you lived on the Gulf Coast?”

“All my life. Well, if you don’t count a brief spell when I was hiding in California trying to avoid the draft.” He pronounced it Califawnia. “Do you realize that the weekend the Hurricane hit, Woodstock was going on up in New York? While people were dying down here, people up there were grooving to the Grateful Dead.”

“That’s kind of creepy. How old were you when the hurricane struck?”

“Man, I was 32 years old and living in Biloxi,” he paused at this point staring off into space. “I remember that period of the city’s history as if it was yesterday. I like to say that the storm left the town for dead. It claimed over 200 lives between here and up in the Appalachians. It completely leveled homes and businesses, cars, boats just about four blocks up from the shore. It was a tough time for people.” 

“Was there a lot of notice for people to evacuate?”

Jack nodded, “Back then the ability to predict this kind of hurricane was not as good as it was now. It was two days before, the Friday before folks even heard of Camille. At that time, it was a category three and had hit Cuba. Newspapers barely covered the storm. I think the headlines on the front page of the paper the day before, was about what was happening in Vietnam and Northern Ireland. I guess what I’m saying is that the story was not something that most people took seriously. Down here hurricanes are a regular occurrence. On Saturday, the day before the storm, the weather people were predicting that Camille would hit east of us in Florida.” 

“When did people start to realize that this was not just the average storm?”

“Not until Sunday morning. The storm turned towards us and picked up strength. Winds exceeded over 200 miles per hour. That is, we think they did. We’ll never know exactly how strong the winds were because the storm destroyed the measurement equipment. It was now a category five storm with swells of over 24 feet. People were encouraged to secure their homes and evacuate the city. The problem was that only half of the city’s 100,000 inhabitants left.” 

“Why so few?”

“Well, that was probably because people didn’t believe that the storm would be as bad as the newscasters were then predicting. They had weathered other storms. Also, anytime you leave your nest, people take your shit.” 

“So how much damage was caused?”

“Reports put the price tag at $1.4 Billion dollars. Man, think about what you could do today with that kind of bread.” His eyes then came alive as he continued. “There were over five thousand homes entirely leveled, destroyed! Then twice as many with significant damage. Don’t get me started on what happened to the mobile trailer parks. That was not cool.”

I nodded my head showing my concern while at the same time wondering how this guy got this job. 

“Lots of businesses were destroyed. You might have heard about the Richelieu apartment building in Pass Christian, which was washed away, along with 23 people who refused to leave, and drowned in the flood. Rumor has it they were partying through the storm. It’s weird, but some people like hurricanes. Rock on man! They kind of get off on its intensity and power. Nothing rocks you like a hurricane!” Jack startled me by suddenly clapping his hands together and then saying with a deadpan expression, “They all died!”

“Were these people who lived in the apartment building?” Gabriel asked. 

“A mix, it was a party, man. There were some wealthy dudes from as far as New Orleans, which is funny since the storm more or less missed there. Don’t get me wrong, not everyone who stayed was a kook. Fifteen people decided to ride out the storm in their church. Why? Maybe they thought Jesus would save them. Camille destroyed Trinity Episcopal Church with all fifteen people dying. I could go on for hours.” At this point, Jack got up, retrieving a book off the bookcase. “Take a look at this picture.” He opened the book to a photo of a jumble of boats and cars piled into a heap of rubble. “All of the ports and marinas were destroyed with most of the boats sunk or carried and smashed into houses on shore. Camille knocked out the power, toppled bridges and uprooted trees, cars and boats into one big mess. I heard it described one day in the Daily Herald as Hiroshima-like devastation.”

“Oh no,” Gabriel exclaimed looking at the photos.

“Want to hear something spooky? The storm uprooted dozens of bodies from local cemeteries leaving relief people to separate the “was dead” from the “is dead.”

 “Did people who lost their home get money to rebuild?” Gabriel asked trying to shift away from the seemingly endless stories.

“Yes and no. That’s the evil legacy of Camille. The staggering loss of life was strike one, Strike two was the utter destruction and loss of jobs, strike three was the realization that most who lost their homes didn’t have insurance. They probably thought they did; you see the standard homeowner’s policy covers wind damage, but not flood damage. Because of the almost total destruction of certain areas, it was pretty hard to separate what was caused by the wind and what was caused by flooding. So the State Department of Insurance had to do an estimate. Because of the high water surge, it was decided that flooding had done most of the damage so maybe 20% of the damage was covered. That decision by the Department of Insurance did not go over well. It’s one thing to lose everything to a storm; it’s another to find out that the insurance you thought protected you was mostly useless.” 

“To make matters worse buildings existed in areas vulnerable to the storm surge. Like almost all of Pass Christian. The Feds had just created the National Flood Insurance Program. But the bureaucrats and politicians had their heads up their, you know what. So there was little or no help to rebuild. That left homeowners to apply for emergency relief from the Red Cross or the State Government. I guess the long answer to your question is that some did, and most didn’t.”

“That’s terrible,” Gabriel commented.

“Things around here happen for a reason. For example, after Hazel, that was the storm before Camille, the city established new building codes. The standards would have helped people had the builders adhered to them. To give you an idea, one of the codes was that homes had to be built at least ten feet above sea level. This was a supposed to be a requirement for mortgage financing. It came out that huge land developers and construction companies had gone ahead and built houses in a flood plain well below the standard.

“That sounds criminal, said Gabriel shaking his head in despair. “Jack this information has been really helpful, thank you. Getting back to the case I am working on, it involves a man who disappeared, any idea on where I should start my search?”

He looked up at the ceiling and thought for a moment before answering. “It’s been fourteen years, so either the guy is dead, washed out to sea or he wants people to think he is.” If you want to trace things back to the storm, I would start with the Daily Herald. For days after Camille, they were reporting the names of those who were found and were still missing. You need to check throughout the month if not longer, because of the evacuation, they were not sure who was missing and who just hadn’t returned from up north. One story is that a local architect had designed a home, after the Hurricane Hazel, which was supposed to withstand hurricanes. Forty-five days after the storm all that was left standing was a staircase and, of course, the bodies of the architect and some of his friends.” 

“Where else could I look for a missing person?”

“I don’t know man. The Red Cross? Once the storm left the city, it traveled north into Virginia and created massive flooding and landslides. The whole Mississippi Coast was declared a disaster area and all kinds of soldiers were mobilized along with the Red Cross to look for bodies. I believe even after 14 years there are still over 40 people who are missing.” 

Gabriel thanked Jack for all of the information and made it out of there, having spent over 2 hours talking to the aging hippy. His mind was full of facts and a lot of anecdotes. He decided that before meeting with Mrs. Peele again, he would stop by the Daily Herald and look at the microfiche of old newspapers. 

Gabriel had done research at the newspaper numerous times over the past few years and knew where to find the microfiche. Once he found the right box of microfilm, the work went quickly. He went through all of August, September and October and sure enough, just as Jack had mentioned, the paper gave a daily accounting of the missing and those who had been recovered. The name Roosevelt Peele was nowhere to be found. 








Chapter 16




Mrs. Peele lived near the town of Pass Christian west of Gabriel’s office. On the way over he thought about Roosevelt Peele and how difficult this must have been on Mrs. Peele and her son. Not knowing must have eaten her up inside. He very nearly lost Jacqueline three years ago when her ex-husband locked her in the trunk of his car and drove her to the forest to dig her own grave. What If he had arrived ten minutes later to stop it? If she were to have disappeared, he knew he would have dedicated his life to finding out what happened to her. 

Those months when she moved back to Chicago to live with her folks was challenging enough. At least, he knew she was safe and that she might at some point move back. How could Mrs. Peele put her life back together without knowing what happened to her husband? Maybe she had learned to accept his passing, up until the workman found the envelope. The envelope must have rekindled her hope. 

Gabriel arrived at her house a little early and decided to drive by the address. It was a modest two-story gray bungalow on a quiet street. Workmen were all over the place like ants on candy. Some tradesmen were working on putting up new siding while others were fixing the small porch in front of the house. Judging by the activity, Mrs. Peele was having some significant renovations done. He parked the car along the curb half a block away.

Getting out of the car, he went up the walkway to a house that was five doors down from the Peeles. Answering his knock, a young woman came to the door in a house coat. She was attractive; maybe mid-twenties. She had tied her blonde hair in a ponytail protruding from the side of her head like that girl on Three’s Company. Gabriel gave her his most friendly smile.

“Yes, Can I help you?”

He showed her his private detective business card. Mississippi was one of the few states that did not require private detectives to be licensed. “Hello, my name’s Gabriel Ross. I apologize for the interruption. I’m a Private Detective looking into a disappearance that happened some years ago. Have you lived in this house for very long Miss?”

“My name is Jasmine, like the flower,” She said opening the screen door about a foot reaching for his card. Gabriel caught the scent of coconut as he watched her hold up the card. He noticed her lips move slowly, reading.

“Nice card. Why’s it called Eye on You?”

“Well, part of what we do is surveillance, a husband who cheats on his wife, a wife who cheats on her husband, an employee who cheats on their boss.”

She seemed to think about that for a minute. He was starting to wonder if she might have smoked a bit too much weed. After a few seconds, her face lit up with a big smile. “Oh, I get it!” after a few more moments of watching her stare at his business card, “You wanted to know how long I’ve lived here?” 

“Yes please,” thankful that the train was starting to move. 

“I think it’s been about six months. My husband is the one you should speak to; he’s lived in the house much longer. But he’s at work now. He works down at the cannery. Do you know the cannery?” She said tilting her head to the side. 

“Yes, I do. How long has your husband lived in this house? 

She thought about that and then snapped her fingers and pointed to me as if she was on a game show. “I’m going to go with two years, yeah two years. That’s it.”

He initially thought weed, but now he was thinking LSD. He would have loved to stay and chat, but other neighbors might be more helpful. “Okay, I need to speak to someone who lived around here when Hurricane Camille came through.” 

“Oh, I was just a young girl back then.” She seemed to find something funny about this and started to chuckle.

“Okay, have a lovely day Jasmine,” He said turning to leave.

“I was living across the street with my Mom and Dad when the hurricane came.”

He was already halfway down the steps when he reversed his course and went back to the door. “So you lived in the area at the time.”

“Yep, right over there,” She said pointing to a house across from Mrs. Peele’s. 

“Okay are your parents still living there?” She now opened the door and stepped out on the porch. 

“No, Daddy bought the farm a few years back, and Mommy’s in a nursing home.” She did the universal cuckoo sign, by spinning her finger in a circle by her temple.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Did you know the people who lived in the house across the street at the time?”

She thought for a few long second and then stepped out further on the porch to look at the house. “Rosie used to live there; I think it’s just his mother now.”

“That’s right, what can you tell me about the Peeles.”

“Not much, Rosie and bunch of us kids used to play hide and seek. Did something happen to Rosie?” She asked with a touch of concern in her voice. 

“No, he’s okay, it’s his father’s disappearance that we’re looking into.” He waited to see if she would add anything.

“Oh I see; I didn’t know his parents very well. I remember seeing Rosie’s father leave for work in the mornings. To tell you the truth,” she whispered, “his mother’s a bit of a crab, always yelling at us for playing in the street.” After a moment she added, “Dad always used to say, Jazz, that’s what he called me, you stay clear of those Peeles, you hear.”

“Was there a reason your Dad didn’t want you to associate with them?” He waited for her to answer. She was looking down at her feet as if she was counting her toes to make sure they were all still there. She had painted each toenail a different color. When she didn’t answer, he prompted her, “Was it because they were a mixed-race couple?”

She seemed genuinely surprised at the suggestion. “No, it was because she was such a bitch, yelling at people all the time. Dad used to say she was low class.”

“Alright thanks for the information Jasmine, why don’t you keep the card in case you think of anything else about Mr. and Mrs. Peele?”

“Card?”

“The business card,” Gabriel reminded her pointing at the card in her fingers.”

“Oh right!” she laughed.

The next two houses proved to be fruitless. At the first house, there was no answer to his knock, unless you counted the dog inside who was having a conniption trying to get at him through the door. 

A family of Vietnamese lived in the next house. Many Vietnamese refugees settled on the Gulf Coast because the climate was very similar to the coast of their country. The man who answered Gabriel’s knock flashed him a big smile and said hello as he opened the door. 

Gabriel handed him his card and launched into his story about the disappearance. The man turned around and started talking gibberish to three other people who had gathered behind him. All of a sudden there was an eruption of sounds as they all started talking at once. Gabriel went from one face to the other trying in vain to decipher what they were saying. Almost on command, they all stopped talking, and turned to him with a big smile and said in unison, “Hello.”

“Hello,” Gabriel repeated as he turned and walked down the steps to the street. 

He contemplated skipping the next two houses and just going to his appointment with Mrs. Peele. As he passed the next house, an older gentleman was out mowing the grass with one of those old push mowers. They made eye contact, and Gabriel gave him a big smile, that the old man ignored in favor of pushing his mower over a patch of grass. 

“Beautiful day for February!” Gabriel said to the man’s back. “You sure have a beautiful lawn.” When he didn’t respond, Gabriel continued speaking loud in case the man was hard of hearing. “I wish I could have a green lawn like yours.” It was like talking to the wall. “Do you mind if I ask for your secret?” This seemed to do the trick, the old man turned towards Gabriel and looked down at him. The man had to be a foot taller than Gabriel. He had to be mid-sixties. Gabriel thought he originally had been white, but the Biloxi sun had long turned his skin into a coffee color.

Introducing himself Gabriel learned that the gentleman was Ezekiel Ladimer. “Everyone calls me Horsehair,” Said the old man. 

“Horsehair?”

“Yeah, don’t really know why. I used to have long hair in a ponytail. I guess someone thought my hair looked like horsehair, and it just stuck. Gabriel listened to him motor on for ten minutes on the finer points of grass, feigning interest as best he could. When there was a pause in the conversation, Gabriel interjected. “Thanks for the information Mr. Ladimer, say maybe you could help me with something else.” 

Horsehair looked down at Gabriel, “Bet you don’t even have a lawn right?”

“I do, but, to be honest, I’m in the neighborhood because I am looking for information,” he handed him his card and told him about the case.

 “Oh well, I knew Roosevelt about as much as anyone I guess. I was very upset when I heard what happened to him. We had been in the war together. He was the reason the missus, and I moved here. Turns out though the missus didn’t fancy his wife, and well we just lost track of each other.”

“What was the issue between Mrs. Peel and your wife?”

“Something happened, she never actually said what, but one day she just announced she didn’t want to socialize with her anymore. It could have been the way, Gracie? Yeah, Gracie would talk to Roosevelt. She treated him like her servant. Nothing ever seemed to be good enough for her. She didn’t think Roosevelt was doing well enough at the bank because she always berated him about money. She didn’t have much good to say about him. Missus used to say Gracie Peele had her nose so high in the air she could drown in a rainstorm. Now don’t get me wrong, Gracie could be as sweet as apple pie on a fall day if you had something she wanted. But once she got it, then she wouldn’t spit on you if you were on fire.”

“Do you think I could chat with your wife?”

“I wish you could, but she passed away last year of stomach cancer.”

“I’m sorry to hear that Mr. Ladimer.”

“I miss her,” He said, his voice quivering a little. Funny you’re asking about old Rosie; I’ve been thinking about him lately. No real reason, guess I just miss him. The Missus, well we never had children, and sometimes Rosie and I would sit on the porch and talk about stuff. Sometimes I look over to his place, and I miss him.”

“What kind of stuff did you guys talk about Mr. Ladimer?”

“Oh, life in general and sports. Rosie sure liked his sports. We used to think that he must have had some action on the games. You know? The Saints had to not just to win, but win by points.”

“What do you think happened to him?”

“Don’t rightly know. The storm was all over the news. Walter Cronkite was telling everyone to leave their homes and go north away from the coast. We were probably foolish, but the Missus didn’t want to leave her home. The Peeles, I’m sure felt the same way. As for what happened to Roosevelt, I spoke to him part way through the storm, so I didn’t realize he had disappeared until Gracie came over and asked us if I knew where he was. You see I was working for the Power Company, and I got called out shortly after speaking to him. I remember I had to do some repairs on the electrical wires. That was some storm! I remember being up on the ladder truck when I yelled to my partner to quit moving the truck. Well, he wasn’t moving the truck, the wind was.”

“It must have been quite the storm.”

“Oh, it was. Now getting back to your question, it’s probably because the Missus didn’t care for her, but my wife got it into her head that coming over to our house that day was just for show. She believed that Gracie had something to do with him disappearing.”

“Any reason for that?”

“Like I said Mrs. Peele has a kind of demeaning manner about her.”

“Mr. Ladimer, did Roosevelt ever share things about his work with you?”

“Not much, unlike what his wife thought, I got the feeling they thought well of him. I remember him saying that he got a big promotion once so he must have been doing okay. 

 “Did he ever mention any problems at work? Did he ever say anything about his boss, Mr. Ashton?”

“I don’t remember him talking about his boss. Never heard of any Ashton. As for problems? I can’t see anyone having a problem with Rosie. He was the type that liked to laugh. He had a big heart and cared about others. He was Mr. Congeniality in our platoon.” Mr. Ladimer pulled a red hankie from his pocket and wiped the sweat from his brow. 

“You mentioned that some folks might not have liked Gracie, how would you describe their marriage?”

“I imagine there was something to my wife’s feelings about Gracie. But my read of Rosie was that he was pretty much a devoted husband.”

“So you don’t think he voluntarily left her that night?”

“Well, you’re the detective, Mr. Ross,” he said looking down at the business card. “But I figure the answer to most questions is usually the simplest. He died in the hurricane like a couple of hundred other people.”

“Okay last question Mr. Ladimer, I see that the Peeles had an inter-racial marriage. Was there ever any talk in the neighborhood about that? Did they get any threats that you know of?”

Mr. Ladimer took a moment before answering, “If you’re asking whether folks approved of a white woman marrying a Negro, I would have to say no. I would also say there are some people around here might have gone so far to express that opinion. My view, however, is that anyone around here that knew Rosie would love him, and if they knew his wife they would feel nothing, but sympathy for him.” 








Chapter 17




It was close to 2 PM by the time Gabriel made it over to his client’s house. While outside, he watched the workmen for a few moments. Between what he learned at the cultural center, the newspaper archives and from Mr. Ladimer, he felt prepared to talk hurricane with Gracie. His knock on the door was answered almost immediately by the yapping of her poodle. He and Jacqueline had never discussed having a pet, but if they ever did, he would vote for a cat like Bourbon. 

“You looking for Mrs. Peele?” Came a voice from someone at the back of the house. Gabriel’s response was drowned out by the whining sound of an electric saw. Gabriel decided to open the screen door and go in. When he stepped into the house, the poodle started up again. Combined with the noise of the saw it was worse than a bag of quarters in the dryer. When the sawing noise stopped, he heard the same voice come from the back of the house, “You looking for Mrs. Peele?”

“Yeah,” once again Gabriel’s voice was drowned out by the piercing sound of the electric saw. Gabriel decided just to make his way to the back of the house. There were a couple of carpenters hammering away on the front of the house, installing new windows. When he got to the kitchen, there were guys working on installing new cabinets. He watched for a minute trying to figure out the cost of all these upgrades. Each time there was a lull in the noise level he began to speak only to have the drills and hammering drown him out. He finally caught one guy’s attention who he presumed was the contractor because he was writing something on a clipboard. The barrel-chested man looked to be in his late twenties with sawdust highlighting his dark hair. 

“Good afternoon sir, can I ask you a question?”

The man smiled, “Sure, you looking for Mrs. Peele?”

Gabriel nodded his head, “Pretty expensive renovations.”

“Exactly,” he said his eyes on the clipboard. “She’s out back.”

“This kind of work must be costing Mrs. Peele a lot of money.”

“Exactly.” The man said, making a note of something.

“These old homes must need a lot of upkeep.” Said Gabriel in a tone suggesting he knew what he was talking about.

“Exactly.” It was clear the guy was a man of few words. Gabriel decided on the direct approach. 

 “How much would repairs like this cost?”

The guy thought about the question for a few moments before looking down again at his clipboard. Gabriel thought the guy was trying to add everything in his head. He finally looked up at Gabriel, “I don’t know.” When Gabriel continued to stare at him, he added, “We’re just taking care of the carpentry work. The workmen doing the siding and the laneway are doing their own thing.”

Alright, at least, he knows more than one word. Gabriel introduced himself to him, and they shook hands. “I was wondering who found the envelope behind the dresser in the bedroom?” 

“Would be me,” he replied pulling out his metal measuring tape and stretching it across the counter. 

“Was the envelope out of sight?”

“Exactly.”

How did an imbecile like you ever find it then? “So then how did you find it?” 

 “Moving furniture to get at the power outlets.”

“I hear it was sticking out from behind the baseboard.”

“Exactly.”

 “Could it have fallen behind the dresser?”

“No.” the man shook his head and stretched the tape measure along one wall.

“No? Why not?”

After recording the latest measurement, the man looked at Gabriel, “because it was all folded up and tucked behind the baseboard.”

“Okay, so you looked in the envelope…”

“Exactly.”

“What did you make of it?”

The man gave Gabriel a shrug. 

“When you saw it was a piece of paper with names on it, you didn’t think it might be valuable?”

 “Listen, I looked at it, and couldn’t make hide nor hair of it, so I gave it to the kid and went back to work.”

Gabriel thanked him for the information and started towards the back door before stopping and turning around again. “Wait, you gave it to the kid?”

“Yeah, he’s here a lot trying to be a “supervisor,” he said using air quotes. We tolerate him. He’s not nearly as annoying as his mother. My Ma used to say, she’s the type who could start an argument in an empty house.”

“Okay good to know,” Gabriel replied as he turned around and opened the back door almost bumping into Gracie Peele. “Oh hello, Mrs. Peele the guys inside said I would find you out here.” 

“I’ve been waiting. You could have called.” She was wearing another cow outfit. This one was multicolored horizontal stripes making her look like a giant hot air balloon. 

 “I’m sorry to keep you waiting; I was chatting with one of your neighbors.” 

“That so? Let’s sit on the patio.” She led the way across a lawn in serious need of cutting and weeding. Mounds of dog doo doo were littered across the yard like mines in a battlefield. At the back of the yard, she had put down some uneven patio stones. On top of the stones rested a wobbly plastic table and a couple of those cheap aluminum lawn chairs with plastic strapping. As she dropped her bulk into a chair, you could almost hear the aluminum legs scream in protest. There was a pitcher of something fruity sitting on the table. 

“So who were you talking to?” She asked as Gabriel sat down. 

“A guy named Horsehair who said he and his wife used to hang out with you and your husband back before….”

“Yeah, that guy’s a loser and when Roosevelt disappeared they weren’t much help. You’d think she would stop by with a …casserole or something. Maybe some lasagna, some meatballs or something?”

Gabriel didn’t have the courage to tell her that according to Mr. Ladimer the falling out happened well before Rosie’s disappearance. “He said he was pretty good friends with Rosie and that they used to sit on the porch together.”

She just shrugged her shoulders as if to say “So what?” 

Gabriel opened up his attaché case and pulled out his notepad while simultaneously thanking her for seeing him. She poured herself a glass of whatever from the pitcher. 

“You’re sure doing a lot of repairs to the house,” He said looking back at the small bungalow. “Did you say someone in your family passed away?”

“An aunt. It doesn’t matter, what progress have you made on the case?”

“You mean since yesterday?” When she gave him a look that screamed out idiot, he reminded himself to be patient. “I’ve been gathering some background information. For example, I was wondering whether you and your husband had any life insurance.”

She took a long sip of her drink; something people do while they’re about to make up a story to tell you. “Nah, we couldn’t afford something like that. I had to go back to work to support us. He left us with nothing, no car, no money and a beaten down old house.”

Gabriel thought he smelled bullshit, or maybe it was just doggy doo doo. “That must have been tough raising Rosie as a single mom, what kind of job did you get?”

“At first, I had some jobs cleaning houses, and then I waited on tables. Not much out there. Finally, I got this sales job.”

“Is that right? What do you sell?”

“Ladies fancy lingerie.”

Gabriel looked away biting his tongue trying not to break out laughing. This gal was hardly a Fredericks of Hollywood model; I think I’m going to pee my pants. 

She was staring at him, “Are you okay Mr. Ross?”

“Yes, I think I might have swallowed a bug. So…. lingerie sales, how are you enjoying that?”

“It’s perfect. I get to set my hours, travel a little bit.” There was a pause he was still trying to get the image of Gracie and lingerie out of my mind.

Gracie broke the awkward silence. “Who else have you been talking to?” 

“A nice girl down the street named Jasmine.”

“Slut.”

“Excuse me?”

“Excuse me…stoner slut.” I once caught her showing her boobs to my son. He was only 15 years old.” 

Gabriel didn’t know what to say to this other than to wonder if Mrs. Peele had a dim view of all of her neighbors. He decided to try a different avenue. “Mrs. Peele you mentioned in the office that you thought Rosie’s boss at the bank was a Mr. Ashton.”

“Yeah, Ashton, not sure of the first name.”

“You said you thought it was Larry or Lawrence.”

“Yeah well, my memory’s not very good.”

“My staff have been working the phones and contacting all of the Ashtons in the phone book looking for a man that used to work at the bank. So far there has been no hits, and we have pretty well gone through the whole book.”

She took another long drink of her bullshit elixir. “Maybe he moved, or maybe it wasn’t Ashton, it could have been Hartley.”

The image of Bourbon chasing his tail entered into his thoughts. Gabriel resisted the temptation to express his frustration. After all, she was paying for all of the time they’ve wasted. “Maybe you could look in his work files and find … a letter congratulating him on a promotion or even a job evaluation.”

“Rosie didn’t get any promotions, and he never told me about any job evaluations.” She slurred the word evaluation making him wonder how long she had been drinking her little cocktail. “Besides all of that stuff was destroyed in the flood.”

“You can’t think of anyone, he might have worked with?” he asked with just a touch of sarcasm.

“Nah, but I will give that some thought. Maybe get back to you tomorrow?”

Sure you will. Neither of them said anything for a couple of minutes. Gabriel was trying to control his frustrations. As for what Gracie was thinking, Gabriel figured she was cooking up another whopper. “Mrs. Peele I was looking through the Herald and they had a list of the people reported missing after the hurricane. They kept the list updated for August through October of that year. I checked all of those papers Mrs. Peele and I saw no mention of Roosevelt Peele being reported missing. Can you explain that?”

Her voice quivered a little. Had he struck a nerve or was this more theatrics. 

“No. I told the police. Are you suggesting that I never reported my husband missing?” She asked her voice rising a few notches. 

“I don’t mean anything by that, and I’m checking with the police. I just found it unusual.”

“I quit my subscription to that paper a long time ago. Nothing but lies.”

“Mrs. Peele, can you think of anyone who might have had an issue with you or Rosie, someone who might have wanted to harm him?”

“No, I don’t think so. We always got along with people.”

Not according to anyone I met so far. He pulled out the photo of the young family at the beach and showed it to her, “I only ask because of the interracial marriage and this being Mississippi,” Gabriel said it as if he was some kind of expert on civil rights in Mississippi. She just eyed him over the rim of her cocktail glass. “People ever make threats?” He prompted. 

“People can be such assholes. I’d get calls in the night where people would say stuff like “Nigger Lover.” I would see them at the market pull their kids away and give us a look of disgust. It got to the point that we rarely went out in public.”

Looking at the photo again, how many tons have you put on since this was taken? “When was this picture taken?” 

“Judging by Rosie junior I would say 1963.” The boy was building a sand castle along with his Dad. Gracie was lying in the background looking at whoever was taking the picture. When Gabriel didn’t say anything, she said, “I would have been thirty-five at the time. I have put on a few pounds since then.”

“I’m sorry?”

“I said I’ve put on a few pounds since that picture was taken. 

 I heard you the first time. I just wanted to have her say it again. “Did you work during the day Mrs. Peele?”

“No, it was all I could do to raise my son. Junior was always harassed at school and to this day I think there’s something’s wrong with him. He’s got issues.”

How could he not have issues being brought up by you? “What kind of issues?”

 “He lacks confidence. Never willing to stand up for himself. Can’t seem to find a girl. That kind of stuff. Kind of goes with growing up without a father.”

Gabriel thought he was a pretty good judge of character and Rosie junior had seemed fine the other day in the office. That’s when he decided to ask her the question that had brought him out to see her. “What can you tell me about the night Rosie disappeared?”








Chapter 18




“We’ve lived through hurricanes. Plenty of them. So when we heard about Camille, I guess neither of us paid much attention to it. I remember sitting at the kitchen table with Roosevelt. It had to be the Saturday as he was home from work. Junior was out playing with the neighborhood kids. The transistor radio was on, and the weatherman was predicting that the storm was heading our way.”

“I remember saying to Rosie, do you think we should pack up and see family up in Hattiesburg? He replied something about the roads would be all jammed up. I told him I was scared because Cronkite was telling everyone to evacuate to higher ground. He ignored me for a spell then said we had been through it all before and that there was still a chance the storm would pass us.”

“I tried again a few minutes later because they were saying people whose homes were not, at least, ten feet above sea level should clear out. He kept on saying that our place was high enough. If he was scared, he was hiding it pretty well. I remember looking out the window, and it was dark. I called out in the street for junior to come in. There were other people on the street some were loading up their car. I saw Ladimer and his wife on their porch, and when junior came running, I gave myself heck for being such a chicken. Rosie was right. This storm likely would just blow over. Besides, I had heard stories about people’s homes being looted during Hurricane Hazel.” 

“The skies started to darken after lunch. I got into a huge argument with Junior, who wanted to play outside during the storm. I wouldn’t let him on account of all the lightning that had started. You don’t normally get lightning and thunder with a hurricane, but that night there was lightning, I have never seen anything like it. It was colorful with blues and greens up in the sky. I’m not sure when the rain started, but it didn’t increase gradually, it just all of a sudden came down. Kind of like someone dropped a giant bucket of water on top of the house. The wind was even worse. They say the wind in a hurricane sounds like a train going over the top of your house well that’s not quite it. It’s like standing in the freight yard with trains tearing past you on all sides.”

“The three of us were huddled under a blanket watching out the front window for a long time. You might think it would be better to be in a hurricane at night so that you can’t see things. But you’d be wrong. Every once and a while you would hear this screeching sound and then something metal slamming into our house. I figured out later it was a neighbor’s tin roof being clean ripped off and blown against us.” 

“Then the power went out. Junior started to cry; the storm finally became real to him. I got him busy finding candles that we could use. Looking outside every few minutes a lightning strike would brighten the sky, and you would see people’s lawn stuff blow down the street like tumbleweeds in those old westerns.” 

“The wind was so angry the house vibrated and for a moment I thought the house was going to get uprooted. The floor beneath us was shaking with every gust. Junior helped me light candles so at least we could see each other. Rosie went and got a flashlight, but we still couldn’t see much outside. I’m not sure what time it was, but the storm had been raging for at least 4 hours before it finally stopped. It happened all of a sudden like God had flicked off the switch.” 

“It was still dark outside, and we realized that it was passed 8 o’clock. Stepping onto our front porch, we were anxious to see what the storm had done to the neighborhood. Isn’t it funny how friendly your neighbors become when something like that happens. The three of us were outside in the front yard shining Rosie’s flashlight at all of the downed trees. There was water on the street but not very deep. We’ve had worse.”

“A familiar voice came from the left in the dark. It was Ladimer, the guy you met earlier. He said something about God not liking lawn chairs. Rosie replied something about the rain being good for the grass. Together they looked at the damage to the houses. Ladimer said he had been listening to the car radio, and the emergency channel was saying that Pass Christian had gotten the worst of it.” 

“All of a sudden Rosie pulled me aside and said he had to do something. When I asked him what, he just said it was important. He said he needed to make things right. I told him not to be a fool and to stay with us. He said something about the worst being over and that he needed to fix things. Junior and I watched from the front of the house as he backed the car into the street and drove away. That was the last I saw of him.” 

“He might have been gone five minutes when I realized that we had been in the eye of the storm. They said later that the wind had changed bringing the storm right back on top of us. I got Junior, and we went back into the house just as the storm started again. I didn’t think it was possible but this time, it was worse. The flood waters rose, I wedged towels under the doors to keep water from coming in, but it didn’t work. The winds were worse than before as I huddled on the couch with Junior. I could hear the creak and groan as the floor shifted. It had seemed like minutes before I was ankle deep in water. Junior was scared and crying. I was worried about my husband. I grabbed my son and brought him up the stairs to the second floor. I remember praying to God that the rain would end. From the bedroom window, a flash of lightning lit up the street where the water was rising steadily. I heard the smash of a window shattering on the first floor and ventured to the top of the stairs to look. Water was now as high as the coffee table.”

“Then almost like magic, the rain and wind stopped. Just like that. We stayed holding on to each other for a long time. When we finally went downstairs, the water had started to recede. Not only was the front window broken, but the front door was open torn off its hinges by the wind and the water. From the broken window, I could see people with flashlights and candles standing on their porches. When dawn came, the devastation was unbelievable. The receding water took a good part of my front porch with it. I saw neighbors walking knee deep in water trying to salvage whatever they could.”

“I remember being thankful that God had heard our prayers, but most of all I was worried about what happened to Rosie.” 

I can usually spot a liar. Gracie was either telling the truth or she was one hell of a liar. She walked Gabriel out to his car and told him that re-telling the story made her feel anxious. Gabriel thought he saw her eyes water. He got out of there before she tried to give him a hug. 








Chapter 19




Arnie initially thought the task of finding out what happened Roosevelt Peele fourteen years ago wouldn’t be that difficult. After spending two days on the phones, he wasn’t so sure anymore. Arnie had lived in Biloxi much of his life and had a huge Rolodex of friends, family, and contacts to draw on. His approach was to ask his contacts if they had ever heard of the New South Mississippi Savings and Loan. He got a lot of, “Geez Arnie, that company sounds familiar,” but so far all he had for his efforts was a bad case of ear burn. He got his first break towards the end of the day when he was contemplating packing it in. 

A contact who works in the zoning department had an old file on the company. He was able to get an address, 340 Main Street in Pass Christian. He was also told that the Bank had defaulted and closed their doors shortly after being bailed out by State regulators. The file had the owners as a numbered company with a head office located in Jackson, Mississippi. 

Buoyed by the new information, he decided to drive by the location on his way home. When he got to the address, he saw that the building was now occupied by a brokerage business. Signage in the window advertised the company as being specialists in, “Putting People in their Homes.” 

Parking in a small lot adjacent to the building he walked up to the front door and went in. At the sound of the door chime, a balding, middle-aged man looked up from stacks of paperwork on his desk. “Good Afternoon sir, wonderful day to shop for a mortgage.” The corners of his mouth quirked upwards as he got up from his desk. He came around the counter and extended his hand, announcing his name as Leonard Scragg, Lead Broker. 

“Thank you, Leonard, the name’s Arnie Sims, and I don’t want to take you away from your paperwork.” Arnie gestured to Leonard’s desk which was covered in stacks of legal files. “You look like you’re up to your elbows in stuff.”

“Every day some government agency invents another form. It drives me around the bend.” He said rolling his eyes. “My boss asked me the other day whether I liked my job. I told him I was very thankful I had a job that gave me health insurance that covered the anxiety medication I needed to take because of the job.”

 “That’s funny Leonard,” Arnie said, looking around the office trying to imagine it as a financial institution. “I was actually hoping for some information,” he said giving the man one of his cards. 

The man looked down at the card, “So what kind of mortgage information are you looking for Mr. Sims? We have short term, open, variable rate, closed term, closed variable … you name it.”

“I don’t need a mortgage right now, but I’ll take one of your cards before I leave. I was more interested in the business that occupied this space before you.”

“Oh Okay,” he invited Arnie to sit down, and he cleared off a couple of stacks of paper before taking his seat behind his desk. 

“Are you inquiring about the accountant, the beauty salon or the cafe? This building has had a number of tenants in the last few years.”

“I was actually thinking of the New South Mississippi Savings and Loan.” At the mention of the Bank, Leonard looked off into space repeating the bank’s name again. After a couple of moments, “I know there used to be a bank here. Yeah, now I remember, that must have been ten years ago, maybe more.” 

“I’m interested in finding someone who might have worked for the bank in the late sixties.”

Leonard shook his head. “That was way before my time.” 

“What about someone who used to deal with the Bank? For mortgages.”

“Yikes,” he said shaking his head. “Good luck to you Mr. Sims, I was just getting out of college, but from what I can remember it wasn’t a very big operation.” 

“Leonard, when you moved in did you find any cabinets with old records, maybe in the crawlspace or up in the attic?”

He thought for a minute, “No, there might have been, but I’m sure one of the previous tenants would have done something about that. But if you want I can make a list of the other businesses in case you wish to contact them.”

Arnie told him that was a good idea. “Thanks for the information Leonard, I won’t take up any more of your time it looks like you have plenty to do.” 

Leonard gave him a wide smile as Arnie got up to leave, “Not sure I’ve been much help.”

When Arnie got home, he realized that he might still be able to catch people before the end of the day. He found the café and the beauty salon were no longer listed in the white pages. He would have to trace the owners through the business registration at City Hall. The accountant, Bryan Moore however, was still listed and answered the phone right away. 

Moore was pleased to help and indicated that the landlord, a numbered company in Jackson, was charging too much for rent in 1972, so he decided to relocate his business to Gulfport. He said he’d been the tenant that had sublet the premises when the Bank shut its doors. He went on to describe how representatives of the government had driven up to the door with armored vans and taken all of the bank’s property and records away. As for employees, he only dealt with a representative from the landlord and did not know anyone from the bank. 

As Arnie thanked Mr. Moore and hung up, an idea occurred to him, and he reached for his Rolodex. Lucinda Cross was a second cousin who worked for Brinks, the armored car company. He had already spoken to her in his initial calls. This time, he had a different question. 

“Lucinda, I apologize for calling back, but I was wondering if you could look at your records to see if Brinks delivered cash parcels to New South Savings and Loan back in 1969.”

“I don’t know Arnie; 1969 was a long time ago. We may not have serviced them and even if we did those records may not be easy to find.”

“I know it’s a bit of a stretch, but if I remember correctly, Brinks pretty much had a monopoly in town back then. So my guess is that you have a file somewhere.”

“Well alright, I’m due for a break soon. But you owe me big time, cousin. I will call you back in a bit.”

True to her word Lucinda called him back a short time later. “Well, well, well cos, you really are a private detective aren’t you?”

“You found the contract?”

“I found a whole file with all of the invoices, pickups, and deliveries.”

“Lucinda tell me you can read the signature on that contract,” Arnie asked with excitement creeping into his voice.

 “It looks like Brydges. Lawrence Brydges.”

At least, the client got the first name right, but Brydges and Ashton were not even close. He joked around with Lucinda for a bit while looking for a Lawrence Brydges in the phonebook. He found one on Cyprus Drive in D’Iberville. He thanked Lucinda profusely and promised to attend her sister’s birthday party in March. 

Arnie dialed the number from the phone book right away hoping that the man was the same guy that supervised Roosevelt Peele. 

“Hello, came a cautious male voice.”

“Hello sir, my name is Arnie Sims, and I’m looking for Mr. Lawrence Brydges.”

There was nothing but dead air on the phone. After about ten seconds Arnie repeated, “Sir, I’m looking for Lawrence Brydges.”

“Heard you the first time,” the man shouted into the phone. “What you want to bother him for?” There was a rasp in the man’s voice like someone who might have emphysema. By the sound of his voice, Arnie figured he had to be pretty old. “Well, I’m looking into a matter involving the New South Mississippi Savings and Loan.”

“He don’t know nuthin about that,” the man answered quickly.

Arnie decided to take a chance, “Lawrence, our investigation is about Rosie Peele. Do you remember working with him?”

Arnie thought he had blown it by insinuating that he knew he was Lawrence when he the old man grumbled, “So what?”

“Would you like to help out Rosie by answering a few simple questions?”

Brydges started to hack a lung out on the phone that went on for at least thirty seconds. He finally stopped, “Are you a deputy or something?”

“No, I’m a Private Investigator, and my company has been hired to find out what happened to Rosie.”

“Hurricane Camille. That’s what happened to Rosie? Geez, don’t you people read the papers?” The old man emphasized “You People,” as if Arnie was part of the ignorant mass of humanity. 

“We think there might be something more to it than that. Would you mind if we came down to ask you a few questions?”

“Who’s we?”

“Mr. Gabriel Ross, he’s my boss. Do you remember a few years ago he helped get a crooked sheriff arrested?”

“That the same guy?” The man’s tone softened.

“Yes, if you want, we can stop by tomorrow morning.” 

“All right, but I ain’t cleanin up for you.” 








Chapter 20




Gabriel walked into the kitchen to the smell of something amazing being cooked in the oven. Jacqueline, who had little interest in cooking when they first met, was making up for lost time by impressing him with her skills in the kitchen. Gabriel walked over and gave her a peck on the cheek. 

“Play with your son until supper. He is starved for some Daddy time.” Sure enough, Jelly Bean was in a playful mood, and Gabriel spent the next twenty minutes playing, This Little Piggy with him on the bed. 

“Any interesting phone calls today Gabriel?” She asked as they sat down to dinner. 

“No, not really, I was pretty busy working the hurricane case, so I was away from the office.” 

“Did you call in to get any messages?”

 “Of course, Rachel said there was nothing that she couldn’t handle.” Gabriel knew Jacqueline was dying to find out about the car salesmen she’d whipped up. “This pot roast is fantastic; you are a superb cook,” he said trying to change the course of the conversation.

“Thank you. What went on today?” She asked realizing she sounded like a bored housewife.

He told her about his visit to the cultural center as well as the canvas of Mrs. Peele’s neighbors. Lastly, he ended with an abridged story of what happened during the hurricane. 

“Are you any closer to knowing what happened to her husband?”

“Yes and no. It helps to understand what happened. There are still questions that are unresolved, but I guess the real answer to your question is no. I haven’t got the faintest idea what happened to him.”

“Do you believe her story?”

“I don’t know. You think she made it up?” Gabriel responded a touch of doubt in his voice.

“The thing about his boss’ name is a little odd. What wife wouldn’t know who their husband’s boss was?”

Gabriel shook my head. “I don’t know.” He noticed she said wife, not spouse. 

“Well, let’s try this out shall we. Before I quit to have a baby, where did I work?”

He knew he was on a slippery slope to hell. Still he thought he knew the answer. “That Art Gallery in Ocean Springs.”

“Very good, what’s the name of it?”

He didn’t like this game; it was like trying to figure out which wire to cut on a ticking time bomb. He spooned a second helping of mashed potatoes onto his plate, desperately trying to remember. He had assembled a pile of potatoes six inches high before he said, “It’s the one on Porter Avenue.”

“What’s my boss’ name?”

He took a deep breath. “We should crack a window; it’s pretty hot in here.” 

“You mean to tell me that you can’t tell me the name of the gallery I worked at, or the man for whom I worked? Are you saying that every night over dinner I would tell you about MY day, and you weren’t paying attention?” The tone of her voice was growing increasingly strident. 

“I remember some things,” he said with a sheepish expression on his face.

“Like what?” Her commanding brown eyes ablaze, daring him.

“Didn’t you say that Hurricane Camille leveled the business and that when your boss was rebuilding, they found skeletons under the floor?”

The memory seemed to placate her a little. “Joe Moran,” she said admonishingly, found thirteen skeletons under the floor. His wife Dorothy told me that they thought they were the remains of the old Biloxi Indian Tribe and that the original owners must have built on top of an old native burial ground.”

“That’s eerie,” Gabriel said, thankful that the mood had improved. 

“Do you remember what he did with the skeletons?”

“Probably, but I don’t remember just now.”

“He remodeled the studio and installed a plexiglass viewing area in the floor so people could see the discovery. When I worked there, we would get all kinds of tourists come in to check out the find. You would know all of this Gabriel if you ever came to take your wife to out for lunch.” 

“You’re right we should go out for lunch more and…see some skeletons and stuff.”

 “Alright you’re proving my point, a spouse, even you would normally be able to say something about the partner’s business.”

“Are you suggesting that she is holding back information in hopes that I can’t discover the truth? Why would she spend $5,000 then?”

Neither of them had an answer to that question. They finished the meal and worked together to clear away the dishes. When they finished, Gabriel put his favorite Barry White album on the turntable. He went over to her and put his arms around her in apology for not being more attentive. 

“I read something the other day in Cosmo. Did you know Gabriel that most Asian women are attracted to Caucasians? Especially ones that are your height.”

“You’re teasing me.” Before Gabriel had a chance to demonstrate his best romantic move they were interrupted by a knock on the door. 

Opening the door, Gabriel found Travis Franklin standing on the step, suitcase in hand and an impish grin on his face. His cinnamon colored hair hanging down like a mop on his shoulders. He had grown taller than Gabriel in the past three years. 

“I see you’ve taken up residence on my land,” he said imperiously. 

Gabriel laughed and opened the door, giving him a huge hug. Travis was someone he had met by chance a few years ago, and the two of them had become close friends. Travis was forced to move up north to live with his mother after his Father; Deputy Franklin was gunned down by Mafia types. Gabriel and Travis made a concerted effort to stay in touch. 

“My God you’ve grown!!! Said Jacqueline, coming to the door and giving him a welcome embrace. 

“I’m taller than Gabriel, and I’m only 13!” Travis had a playful expression painted across his face.

Jacqueline fixed him up with a coke, and the three of them sat down in the living room to get caught up. Travis had not just grown a few inches, but he had filled out as well. “Wait, shouldn’t you be in school?” Gabriel asked referencing back to the first time they had met. He had been on a stakeout when this ten-year-old boy ordered him off his land. He also told Gabriel his name was Jimmy Carter. The kid had an incredible gift for bullshit. 

“I’m on a field trip,” Travis announced. 

“Right. Field trip to Biloxi?” Asked Gabriel preparing himself for another tall tale.

Travis looked at Gabriel and smiled, “It’s kind of a secret, a need to know kind of thing. I would have to check your clearance before I could tell you any more.” 

“Some things never change. I might be able to help you with this assignment; I’m a pretty good private investigator remember.”

“Pretty good? I would have thought you would have progressed a little over the past three years.”

“How could I without my main man?”

Travis gave Gabriel a grin of appreciation, “This assignment is too dangerous Gabriel, and you’re a family man now. Best to leave the tough stuff to me.”

Jacqueline had gone to get Benjamin and now came back into the living room. She handed her wide awake son to Travis, instructing him on how to hold him. Judging from the reaction Gabriel thought, these two were going to be friends. 

“So how long are you down for Travis?” Jacqueline asked taking a seat on the couch. 

“School break is only for a week, but Mom is considering moving back here.” 

“That would be great Travis, will you stay with us while you’re here?” Asked Jacqueline.

“I was hoping you would offer, Mrs. Ross.” Turning to Gabriel, I do not possess sufficient gold to be able to afford the Inns around here. By the way, what’s with the goofy music on the stereo?”

“That’s one of the classics. Barry White ….one day you’ll understand,” Said Gabriel. 

“Is your Mom seriously thinking of moving back?” Asked Jacqueline. 

“That’s what she said. She’s already had an interview at the Palace Hotel in downtown Biloxi. She dropped me off while she went to meet someone about an apartment.”

Gabriel wondered if there might be something more to the decision to leave family and move back to Biloxi. Painful memories of Barry Franklin’s terrible crimes could not have been forgotten this quickly. As for Jacqueline, he could already see her scoping out Travis as a potential babysitter. “I am very happy that you might be moving back Travis,” he said.

“The name is Jimmy, Jimmy Carter, or you can call me Mr. President. Tell me, Gabriel, what case will we be working tomorrow?”








Chapter 21




Travis and Gabriel stayed up late talking about school, friends and moving back to Biloxi. After the conversation, Gabriel wondered how well Travis was making friends up north. Based on his interest, his attitude and the language he used people who didn’t know better would think he was much older. 

Over coffee the following morning, Gabriel filled him in on the Hurricane case. Travis was instantly fascinated and full of ideas on how they should set up surveillance of the client, or how to set up listening devices in her home. Travis’ mother called to say she had received an offer from The Palace, and that they wanted her to start right away. The company was willing to provide accommodation for her and her son until the apartment she had agreed to rent came available. Since she was going to be working hard learning a new job, Gabriel asked if she was okay with Travis staying with them for a few days. She was fine with that but made Travis promise to behave himself. 

It was another beautiful day, a little cooler than yesterday but still very pleasant. Cumulus clouds hung in the sky like mounds of last night’s mashed potatoes. On our way out to the car, Gabriel spied Mr. Kennessey out watering his lawn again. He moved Travis along and pretended like he hadn’t seen his annoying neighbor. They almost got away, when Kennessey started spraying the VW, “You should wash that car of yours every once and a while,” he called out.

“Oh hello Mr. Kennessey, I was going to get the car washed today anyway.” Kennessey turned off the nozzle and walked over to them. “Allow me to introduce a young protégé of mine. He’s got a keen sense for solving crimes. Travis, this is my neighbor Mr. Kennessey. Travis here will be staying with us for a few days, so you’ll probably see him around the place.”

“A protégé you say,” said the old man sizing Travis up. “Well, in that case, let’s see if he has the stuff to solve tough crimes.” Without waiting for a reply Kennessey continued, “You see a man was found dead with a cassette recorder in one hand and a gun in the other. When our pocket-sized detective here got the call, he checked out the scene and pressed play on the cassette. What he heard was a voice presumably the man’s say, ‘I have nothing else to live for. I can’t go on.’ Then there was the sound of a gunshot and the thump of the body hitting the floor. Our little detective figured out it was a homicide. How did he figure it out?”

“That’s another tough one Mr. Kennessey. Let me confer with my protégé and we’ll get back to you.” Travis and Gabriel said goodbye and quickly got into the VW.

“You sure have an interesting neighbor!” said Travis as Gabriel backed the car out of the laneway and headed down the street.”

“He’s a little eccentric, but harmless. I sometimes use his riddles as a teaser to get the people at work thinking.”

“Well don’t bother with this one because it’s too easy. How could the tape be rewound to the beginning if it was suicide? Someone obviously killed the guy and then made the tape, rewinding it when he was finished so that the cops would play it.”

“Smart Travis, that’s what I was thinking, but I wanted to know if you had figured it out.”

“Sure Gabriel,” He said with a touch of disbelief. 

When they got to the office, Gabriel had Travis set up in the spare office as Arnie didn’t usually come in on Wednesdays. When Rachel came in, Gabriel introduced him, and the two hit it off right away. Gabriel brought them both up to date on his meetings yesterday and once again Rachel appeared disbelieving that Mrs. Peele was unsure of the name of her husband’s former boss. 

Rachel enjoyed having Travis as her assistant and was already putting him to work photocopying files. When Gabriel went into his office, he found a report Rachel had made up comparing quotes from some pest control companies. She had circled a firm called Old Time Pest Control. Not only did the firm have the lowest quote, but their business profile summary indicated they used no chemicals and offered guaranteed results. 

When Rachel came in with the local paper, he asked her, “It sounds like the one you circled is almost too good to believe.”

“I called them, and it’s a bunch of retired pest control guys who started the company with the idea of finding an old fashioned way to get rid of pests. They seemed pretty legit on the phone.”

“Okay Rachel, good work. Let’s get them in as soon as possible.”

Gabriel had a couple of messages on his desk to return. The first call back was to Arnie. Hopefully, he had found something about the failed bank. His associate picked up right away.

“Boss, I wanted to let you know that I found a man who worked at the bank back in the late sixties. I had to work hard to convince him, but he said he would be willing to meet with us.”

“His name wouldn’t be Ashton by any chance would it?”

“No, it’s Brydges. I’m not sure what information he has, but he knew Rosie. He was a little cranky, but when I told him you were the same guy who had the Sheriff arrested, his guard came down. I told him we would stop by around 10 today.”

Gabriel thanked him for his good work and agreed to meet him at the address. He then filled Arnie in on the developments yesterday. His reaction was to question if their client was playing games with them. “I wonder if she was telling the truth about the insurance?” 

Gabriel asked him whether Clovis might be able to guide them on how they could confirm her claim of having no insurance. Arnie said he would call Clovis right away. In hanging up, Gabriel silently gave thanks for hiring both Rachel and Arnie, they were making excellent progress on the case. 

His next call went to Wil Graham. He picked up his line after three rings. After sharing some pleasantries, Gabriel asked, “So Wil did anything come of your query regarding the Dixie Mafia and Roosevelt Peele?” 

“Good news and bad news. I brought it up at the team meeting, and no one remembered anything about a black guy named Roosevelt Peele. 

“That’s a shame, so what about the good news?”

“A couple of hours after the meeting, I got a call from a confidential informant that the FBI uses down there. He goes by the name Chinky, and he’s in tight with the right people. Or maybe the wrong people depending on how you look at it. I’ve never met him before, but the guys that work the illegal gambling section say he’s legit. One of them must have had him call. He told me that he knew something about Peele and would be willing to sit down with someone. He’s undercover, so he wants everything to be hush-hush.” 

“That’s fantastic Wil, how do I get in touch with this Chinky?”

“You don’t. He wouldn’t give me a number. He says he eats lunch at the Bombay Bicycle Club at 1:00 each afternoon.”

“Okay I can do that; how will I know him.” 

“Good question. He said he would know you. He’s seen you in the local papers.” 

‘Thanks, Wil, we are making progress. I also asked you about the New South Mississippi Savings and Loan. You said you would talk to the guys in the banking sector.”

“I did stop by and asked a few questions. There’re a lot of new people. The guy I needed to speak to was on vacation; he’s supposed to get back to me later this week.”

“Okay, I have one other thing to run by you. When speaking to people down here about Hurricane Camille, I heard that the FBI had worked with the local coroner at the time on identifying some of the John and Jane Does. How can I find out what happened with this?”

“I’ll ask around, but have you considered going directly to the coroner? If he’s still around, he probably even remembers when that happened.”

Gabriel thanked Wil for the idea. He now had two new leads to pursue, a meeting with a former co-worker of Rosie’s and a clandestine meeting with a confidential informant who felt that they had something to share. 

After his calls, he went out to talk to Rachel and Travis and asked them if they could pursue the coroner angle. Travis was eager to get to work on the something other than photocopying.








Chapter 22




November 1982

Charles Angelus stood on a street corner in downtown Daytona Beach. He was watching people going into the medical building, looking for cops. It would be a shame if the Doctor were to break his oath before the end of the story. Charles wouldn’t like that. He knew it was ten minutes past his appointment time with Meredith. It would be a shame if the Doctor were to break his oath before the end of the story. Charles wouldn’t like that. 

Charles wiped the sweat from his forehead, realizing that he should have worn lighter clothing. He was dressed casually in jeans and a gray “I Love Florida” t-shirt. After a few more minutes he concluded that there was no posse of cops waiting to nab him, Charles crossed the street, patting the 6-inch switchblade in his back pocket. 

When he got to the reception area, he watched for Sandra’s expression. Had Meredith told his chunky young receptionist about the serial killer he was treating? Interestingly when she made eye contact with Charles she gave him her standard plastic, fuck you and sit down smile. He noticed that Meredith’s door was open, and as soon as Charles passed the reception area the Doctor came out of his office. “A little late this morning, what have you been up to Charles?” Meredith asked as they went into his office. 

“Just slept in,” He replied taking his normal seat.

“I wanted to apologize for my reaction to your story last time. It was unprofessional. I guess your story kind of gave me a shock.” 

Charles didn’t respond to the comment but watched as Meredith sat on the edge of his desk moving a bust of Sigmund Freud out of the way. The bust was a new addition to the office, and the doctor moved it so that the statue was facing Charles. 

“Are you going to ask me if you can record our conversation?”

“You have already said no to that question twice; I wasn’t going to bother asking today.”

“Alright.”

“Do you mind if I call you Charles from now on?”

“No, that would be fine Braxton,” Charles observed that the use of his first name gave the Doctor a bit of a jolt. 

“Not many people know my first name. My diploma just has my initials B D.” He stated in an inquisitive tone. 

Charles didn’t respond to the comment, “How are Jennie and your son? What’s his name, Rusty? Does he mind having a dog’s name?” Asked Charles with all the concern of a politician at election time. This last remark gave rise to another round of staring which Charles won again.

“Very well Charles, let’s get started again. Last time you said there was more to the story. Please continue.”

“Ok Braxton, I was here in Daytona, and I was staying on top of the local Biloxi news. I wasn’t surprised when I read a follow-up story about the Sheriff’s brother Boone Cooper. Someone had tipped him off about the FBI investigation into the missing girls. He disappeared before the cops could arrest him. A little too smart for him, so I figured that his brother, the Sheriff told him to disappear. Anyway, I was here and a little bored so I decided to take care of a little problem with my face. I went to a surgeon who specializes in these things and presto in a months time I was a new man. I know you’re probably thinking, not quite perfect, but, believe me, better than it was. I decided to show off the new me at some local clubs, but sadly the level of rejection from the fairer sex was as bad as ever. I tried to satisfy my urges with the help of some professionals, but I had a …problem.” 

Dr. Meredith was just about to inquire when Charles added, “Yes, that kind of problem. As Mother used to say, ‘You want to look impotent, ya’ll need to act impotent.’ Dr. Meredith chuckled at Charlie’s attempt at humor which in a way just made him more sinister. 

“It certainly wasn’t because of stress; things had died down. The papers were no longer talking about the Mardi Gras killer. I was old news. In an especially lonely moment, I called the Biloxi Daily Herald and used a cash account I had set up, to put another article in the personals. This time, I was addressing it to Boone. I had nicknamed the hunter because the one time I met him he was wearing camouflage.” 




“Are you still interested in hunting? Found a new spot where the game is plentiful. If interested, I can offer the same service and terms as before. Contact me through this venue.” 

– Clark Kent




In that, I had no idea where Boone had disappeared in the past three months, I didn’t expect a reply. A week later I found a note directed to Clark Kent in the Herald’s personals. 




“Very interested in your offer. Game wardens here have taken the fun out of the sport. Can travel to you to resume the fun.” 

– The Hunter




I knew I had to be careful in my answer. I didn’t want to give my location away and risk either of us being caught. I had no idea whether there were still people looking for us. I called the newspaper again and had the following message put in the personals.




“Hunter,

March break is lots of fun if you don’t mind the race. Read about it in the Sentinel.”

– Superman




Charles paused for a moment and then leaned forward, “Braxton, don’t you want to take some notes?”

“Oh yes, I’m sorry just got caught up in the story.”

Charles looked at him for a few moments. “So skipping ahead, Boone and I met up and established our routine again. We picked a spot where we would meet. There have been a few girls, not a lot. This might be a party town, but I like my girls to act more demure.

“Have you killed any girls here?” Asked the Doctor, now scribbling notes madly on his pad. 

“A few, and then there was that hooker. I know it wasn’t her fault, but she didn’t have to laugh at me.”

“Do you want to share names with me?”

“Maybe later, why don’t you ask me your questions, Braxton?”

“One of my questions after reading what I could about the missing girls is that the papers seem to be playing up the idea that the girls, all being young teenagers and blonde were all very similar even down to having the same hairstyles. Tell me about that?”

“The first girl was a blonde; I’ve always had a thing for them I guess. Then in 1976 the show started and well I guess it just became a thing. I wanted to find that connection.”

“I don’t really understand Charles, what show?”

“Charlie’s Angels,” he said in a tone that suggested his surprise that he hadn’t watched the show. Farrah Fawcett is the main character; she plays Jill Munro. She’s so beautiful. All the teenage girls want to look like her. Jill is witty, athletic, caring…everything a person could want. You might remember seeing the poster of her wearing the red bathing suit.”

“I don’t believe I’ve ever seen the show. But I believe it was canceled because of poor ratings.”

The Doctor’s comment struck a nerve and a pall fell over the office. Charles gave him a look of consternation and continued as if the Doctor hadn’t spoken, “Charlie is the boss, and he has his three angels. In a way, the girls I have had on my boat have been my little angels.”

Meredith made a couple of notes on his pad before looking up, “Okay Charles, what can you tell me about the relationship you had with your father?”

“He was a good man. He built his fortune operating a number of businesses, mainly a marine business. I remember following him around, eager to please him. He was a busy man and used to go on business trips all the time. When he was home, he always made time for me. He would listen to me. When I got older, he got me involved in the marine business and even though it never happened I felt I was being groomed to take over.”

“Why do you think it didn’t happen, Charles?”

Charles didn’t respond to the question. He continued to stare at Meredith. 

Meredith sensing Charles had drifted to a dark place, “Charles, how did the idea of taking over the business make you feel?”

After a few more minutes Charles continued, “Thinking I was going to take over one day made me feel special. Like I was important to him. That the future would be mine.”

“Then he died in the hurricane…”

“He owned a cottage on the waterfront like many wealthy people in New Orleans. When I was young, he used to take me there, and I would play on the beach with him. When the hurricane hit, I was at the house in New Orleans. New Orleans missed most of Hurricane Camille.” 

“Later, we were told by police that he’d attended a party at a place called the Richelieu Apartments in Pass Christian. You probably know the story. The stormed demolished the building and washed everything out to sea. Miraculously there was only one survivor who told the authorities the names of the people who were there.”

“Why would he go to a party in the middle of a Hurricane?”

Charles gave Meredith a grin, “Probably to get away from my Mother.”

“Did they ever recover your father’s body?”

“No, all they said was that he was washed out to sea. Eaten by sharks.”

“That must have been very hard on you Charles, seeing how much you admired him.”

“Pretty hard, Braxton.”

“So what happened with the marine business?”

“About a month after the hurricane my Mother sold the store to a big company, so there was nothing for me to take over.”

“How did that make you feel Charles?”

“I was upset; I had no clue as to my parent’s finances. Mother inherited everything that was left.

“Tell me about your relationship with your Mother.”

“My Dad used to say if you can’t say anything nice about her person, you should just shut up.”

“Charles it would be helpful to understanding your issues if we could talk about your feelings about your Mother.”

“I imagine she must have good qualities. I know that while Dad was working so hard to make money, Mother was busy spending it.” Charles stopped speaking for a moment and looked up at the ceiling as if he was searching for something. “She was constantly having little social parties and donating our money to stupid causes.” Charles was now speaking rapidly. “Whenever I asked about anything she would just say, ‘Grow up Charles, one day you’ll understand.’ She would never listen to me, never showed any interest in what I did. If I came home with good grades from school, she wanted to know why they weren’t higher. She kept after me for being an outcast, never having a girlfriend, never having a real friend.” Charles finally stopped, breathing heavily.

“How did this make you feel Charles?”

“I hated her for most of my life. She humiliated me one day. I was watching I Dream of Genie on TV. I was barely fifteen at the time. I thought I was alone in the house, but she all of a sudden came into my room and caught me …. doing something. She yelled at me and called me a pervert and that I needed to grow up.”

“Do you really blame your Mother for what happened to your Father?”

Charles’ eyes came alive with hate, “She was such a bitch to live with. Most of the time she was drunk and abusive. He went to that party to be with someone he loved.”

“Why didn’t he divorce her if he no longer loved her?”

“I don’t know.”

“So you said she died in a fire?”

“Yeah, she was drunk, more than a little. She passed out. The fire started with a short circuit and spread throughout the house. The papers never said she was drunk, they didn’t want to sully our precious family name. The fire inspector believed that she had fallen asleep, and just got burned alive. By the time the firemen had put out the flames she was burnt like a matchstick.”

“How did her passing make you feel?”

“I felt nothing. It’s not like I can think of one happy memory from our time together.” 

“Did you kill her?”

Charles looked up at Meredith and fingered the switchblade in his pocket. “That’s an understandable question given everything that I had told you, but when the fire took place, I was out on my boat.” Charles looked up at the clock on the wall, the session had gone by very quickly and was almost over. “So Doctor have you formed an opinion about my mental health?”

“There are many more avenues to explore Charles. We have barely scratched the surface. Often it takes dozens of sessions like this before I could comfortably make a diagnosis.”

“It’s my dime Doctor. I would like to know your assessment before I continue to pay for our time together.”

“Very well Charles, my view is that you have a troubled mind. A sick mind. I believe your lack of remorse for the destruction and hurt that you have caused is a sign that you have an anti-social personality disorder. Your inability to establish and maintain relationships is another sign that you lack the humanity needed to be a normally functioning human being.”

Charles remained detached. “To go a step further many people with anti-social personality disorders build up a fantasy world. The individual would either try to manipulate their reality or in your case create a delusion that represents what they want reality to be. When you encounter resistance that threatens your fantasy, you become violent. Just from listening to you these past three sessions, I would suggest that your fantasy world is somehow connected to some of these television programs. Your psychosis, which is how you think the world should be, involves shifting back and forth between your true self and some actor on television.”

“Am I a psychopath, or a schizophrenic, a sociopath?”

These are all labels that have a lot of overlap. Coming up with a more specific diagnosis would require many more sessions. I believe you’re a very sick young man Charles. Your illness probably stems from your feelings about your Mother. 

“Is that so?” Charles responded growing tired of the conversation. 

“One might even say that your compulsion to discard your victims into the Gulf stems back to your Mother telling you to clean up your mess.”

Charles put his head back and seemed to contemplate the ceiling again. “Do you think I am a risk to re-offend Braxton?”

“Yes, but I think I could help you, Charles. You need to keep coming for therapy. I would also like to prescribe some medication that will help stop some of these psychotic episodes. And of course, I wouldn’t be doing my professional duty if I didn’t encourage you to confess your crimes to the authorities and cooperate with the families of those you killed.” 

The Doctor opened the right-hand drawer and was distracted looking for his prescription pad. While he was side-tracked Charles got up from his chair and moved quickly to the desk. The doctor, sensing the motion looked up, but it was too late. Charles grabbed the bust of Sigmund Freud and brought it down over and over again on Meredith’s head causing blood to splatter across the glass table. He was no doubt already dead when Charles asked, “How did that FEEL Braxton?”








Chapter 23




Gabriel pulled up in front of Lawrence Brydges’ small bungalow at 10 AM and found Arnie puffing on a cigarette standing across the street. When he saw Gabriel, he walked over and got in the VW. Gabriel again complimented him on finding Mr. Brydges, and Arnie gave him a short rundown on what led to the discovery. At eleven, they walked up the short walkway and rang Mr. Brydges door bell.

When the door finally opened, they were confronted by a small white man suffering from curvature of the spine. He had graying hair worn in the crazy Albert Einstein style. He looked at them through his thick glasses and asked to see their credentials. They showed him their driver’s licenses as well as business cards identifying them as private investigators. He spent a long time going back and forth between the license and Arnie. He finally handed them back to them muttering something about, “People all looking the same,” and led them into his living room. 

“Thank you for agreeing to chat with us Mr. Brydges,” Gabriel said. 

“Don’t pay it no never mind, got nuthin much to tell ya.”

He pointed over to a well-worn couch and took a seat in a weathered brown leather lazy boy. “Ain’t got nothin to serve you either.”

“That’s okay Mr. Brydges.” Gabriel noticed that Arnie had pulled a notebook from his coat pocket, their clue for Gabriel to take the lead. “Do you mind me asking what your position was at the New South Mississippi Savings and Loan?”

“Just about everything, but my business card said assistant manager.”

“How long did you work for them?”

“I was one of the original employees when it opened its’ doors in 1965.”

“Do you remember the Manager’s name?”

“Of course, I do, I’m not senile.” He started coughing violently. Arnie went to the kitchen and got him a glass of water. Once his coughing stopped, he thanked Arnie for the water and suggested that he could help clean up around the place if he had a mind to. “His name was Luccio. Don’t recall his first name on account that everyone just called him Lucy. Technically he was more than the Manager. His family owned the business. The guy wasn’t around much so if you wanted something done you dealt with me.”

“Would you say that the company was successful?”

“You could say that. It was slow going at first, but all of a sudden it took off. In hindsight maybe it grew a little too fast.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Wait a minute, is this confidential. I don’t want my name showing up tomorrow in the Herald.” 

“Don’t worry Mr. Brydges, we’re just trying to find out what happened to Rosie, everything you say will be kept strictly confidential. Now, why do you think it was growing too fast?” 

“Because it all came crumbling down.” Brydges, all of a sudden, started coughing. A terrible sound like his throat was full of glass. Arnie and I looked at each other and waited. After another minute, the old man continued. “Then one day Lucy came ‘‘round and gave everyone their walking papers.”

“How do you feel about what happened to the Bank?”

“Well, how do you think I felt? Lucy and his pals opened the bank as a way to get in on the mortgage business. Interest rates back then were not what they are today, but they were attractive enough. He seemed to be only interested in that type of business. Every once and a while you would open up a different kind of account, and he wouldn’t give a rat’s ass.”

“How did the Bank finance all of the mortgages?”

“I don’t really know, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the cash came from one of the family’s other businesses.”

“Do you know what other types of business the family was in?”

He looked at Gabriel his eyes narrowing, his forehead creased, “Have you never seen the Godfather?”

“You mean like illegal businesses such as gambling or drugs?” 

“I have no proof mind you, just trying to answer your questions.”

“Okay, maybe we can come back to that. Getting the pink slip must have been a shock to a lot of people. How many people were working there?” Gabriel asked. 

“Let me think now, there were a couple of tellers, an administrator and then some clerks maybe three, they looked after customers when they came in.”

“Was Rosie one of these clerks?” 

“Rosie wasn’t there at the end, but before Camille, he was just about the top mortgage producer.”

“Really what made him so successful?”

“Everyone liked Rosie, best black man I’ve ever met.” Brydges turned and looked at Arnie for the first time since they sat down. “He had a good laugh and would do anything for you. He worked his way up from a part-time gofer in 1965 to a very successful mortgage clerk. We were all proud of him.”

“Can you remember much about where the business was coming from?” 

The old guy shook his head, “I tried to keep my nose out of this. Some lawyer would come in, to meet with Lucy in private. The two of them would go into an office, sometimes with Rosie, and close the door. I tried to talk to Rosie about what was happening, and he just shook his head and said that I was better off not knowing. I’m sure that’s what brought us down. They were doing bad mortgages.” 

“When you say bad, what do you mean?” Jumped in Arnie. 

Brydges took his time in answering. When he spoke he looked at Gabriel, “I told myself that I wasn’t going to talk about this, but if this somehow helps Rosie, and you keep my name out of it, then alright. So let’s say you wanted to buy a house and got referred by the builder to our Bank, someone, most likely Rosie would take an application. Now, if you needed to earn $50,000 a year to qualify, then somehow a letter would appear quoting that you were a fabulous employee of XYZ Company earning $50,000. If you didn’t quite have the 20% down, then secondary financing at ridiculous rates was made available. If you needed a bigger mortgage than a property appraisal would appear stating an inflated value of the home. Oh, and this appraisal would also state that the builder was fully compliant with current building codes. Even if the place was built with crap materials.”

“So would Rosie have known that what he was doing was wrong?”

“I suspect he knew something wasn’t right. I’m not sure why he went along with things. Maybe years of breeding.” He looked at Arnie and continued, “Hard for that type to not do what they’re told.” 

Gabriel flinched at the comment and changed the topic, “So what happened after the flood?” 

“We were closed for a good two weeks, maybe it was three. There was some damage to the building, but we were all given unpaid vacation. It was during those three weeks; Lucy told us that Rosie had drowned in the flood from the storm. I just assumed that he knew what he was talking about. “

“What happened next at the bank?” 

“Customers started coming in looking for help because their homes had been destroyed or damaged in the flood. Lucy’s response was that it wasn’t his problem. He said people should have bought flood insurance, which is bullshit because you couldn’t get that if your house were built on a fuckin floodplain. So many businesses closed up; no one had money. It was around that time that I saw an official letter sitting on Mr. Lucy’s desk while he was out for lunch. It was some Emergency Relief Department stating that the properties that the bank lent against, were found to have been built below the minimum required height above sea level. “ 

Arnie and Gabriel exchanged looks. Gabriel pulled the envelope that was found in the Peele house out of his pocket and handed it to Mr. Brydges. “Does this mean anything to you?”

The old man shone the paper under the light from a lamp beside his chair. He studied it for a few minutes, going down each name on the sheet. He turned the sheet over and put it on the coffee table. “Where did you find this?”

“Some workmen doing renovations on Rosie’s old house found it hidden behind the dresser.” 

He nodded as if Gabriel’s answer somehow fit. 

“What is it Mr. Brydges, do you know the names on the list?

“They ain’t names son. Those are streets in Pass Christian.”








Chapter 24

Arnie and Gabriel thanked Mr. Brydges and reassured him that any comments he made would not be attributed back to him. Their heads were spinning when they got out of there.

“Is it just me or was that guy a bit of a … Said Gabriel.

“Racist? Not more than the average person from his generation.” Gabriel looked at his associate, surprised that he was taking everything in stride. When Arnie saw Gabriel’s expression, he continued, “people down here low to change. They like the way things were. Everything in its place and a place for everything.” 

As they got to the VW, Arnie changed the topic, “Do you think Rosie was killed because he was going to spill the beans on their little racket?”

“I don’t know. They had a pretty sweet deal going, laundering mob money into mortgages. Maybe crooks don’t think that far in advance, but seems to me that the whole scheme was doomed to fail.”

“What do you mean Gabriel?”

“They built homes with substandard material below building standards in a flood plain in an area known for hurricanes. Even I can see that train coming.” 

“Could Rosie have had a change of heart and was planning on turning state’s evidence and against these people?” Asked Arnie. 

“And maybe someone got wind of that and decided that he was too big a liability,” replied Gabriel, finishing Arnie’s thought. But I’m finding hard to reconcile that they decided to get rid of Rosie at the very minute a giant storm was about to hit. No, I think we still don’t know what happened to him. All we know now is a little more about why something might have happened to him. Were you able to talk to Clovis about the insurance?”

“Yes, I spoke to him just before coming out here. He said there is no central registry of insurance policies in Mississippi. In most cases, families go through safe deposit boxes and personal files looking to find out if the deceased had insurance. He also said that an insurance company would not have paid out a death claim unless the courts had ruled that the person was officially deceased. In Mississippi, that is generally seven years after the person has been reported missing.”

“So it’s been twice that long, does that mean that if they had insurance, she would have received money?”

“Apparently it’s not automatic and would depend on the policy.” When Gabriel didn’t say anything, Arnie continued, “Say in the case of suicide or if the beneficiary is thought to have murdered the person.”

Gabriel shook his head in disbelief at how complex a simple missing person’s case could be. “Did you get a chance to call those five people who made a claim from the Hotel robberies?”

‘Yes, I got hold of three anyway. They’ve all pulled up stakes and gone home, but luckily I was able to reach them at their home addresses. Of the three I spoke to, they all said that they had spent part of the night at a gambling parlor down on the strip. Three of them said they were at some place called Sacha’s. 

“What do we do now?”

“I was going to check it out tonight and see if I can spot any tall, dark haired characters just hanging around looking for high rollers.”

“Be careful Arnie. Do you want me to come with you?”

“Why don’t I scout things out on my own for now?”

“If you spot anyone just see if you can get a license plate and a proper description.”

Gabriel got in the VW telling Arnie that he would see him back in the office the next day. 

The Bombay Bicycle Club was located on Beach Boulevard. Gabriel had taken Jacqueline there for dinner a few months back. The place had the best Indian food in town. As Gabriel walked into the lobby, his stomach started to growl. Asking for a booth at the back the back of the restaurant he took a seat that gave him a good view of the entrance. He was hoping that this Chinky would have some information that could help complete the puzzle of who Roosevelt Peele was. 

The waitress came by to take his order, and he requested a coffee and told her he was meeting up with someone. “Do you know a man who goes by the name Chinky, comes in for lunch every day?”

She shook her head and then turned to look behind her. Turning back to Gabriel, she made a gesture over her right shoulder at a Chinese man sitting by himself at the front of the restaurant. 

Gabriel hadn’t seen the man enter the restaurant. He appeared to be middle-aged, wearing what looked like a golf shirt under a sports jacket. He watched as the man took a sip of his drink. Wil had said the man would recognize him from the newspapers. The waitress was back with his coffee and a copy of the Herald for him to read. The headlines had an update of the Ocean Springs murder case. Ben was quoted as a source working with the Ocean Springs Police Department that the housekeeper, Rosetta Sanchez was still not cooperating with authorities. The article went on to say that there was significant evidence tying the housekeeper to the murder. The story was continued on page four where the reporter said one of the most damaging pieces of evidence was from the widow of the murdered man. Not only did she deny the housekeeper’s claims that her husband was sexually abusing her, but she also claimed that she saw Sanchez wiping the prints from the murder weapon. 

The story continued on the following page with a short bio of the deceased and a photograph of the funeral procession. The man had made his money in the lumber business and had been a major contributor to local charities and numerous political campaigns. 

At 1:15 there was still no sign of Chinky. Gabriel cleared his throat loudly a couple of times trying to get the man’s attention. He looked up at Gabriel at one point and nodded. Was there something in the man’s expression? A glimmer of recognition? Maybe the Chinese man was not as familiar with Gabriel as he had thought. He was stewing about approaching the man when the man started to gather his things about to leave. Gabriel realized later that he should have asked the waitress, but instead he got up and walked over to him. The man looked up at Gabriel standing in front of him. Finally, sitting down across from him. “Thanks for agreeing to this. Rest assured I won’t tell anyone.” A questioning look washed over the man’s face, and he looked behind him as if Gabriel had been speaking to someone else. 

“Wait a minute…. are you Chinky?” He asked tentatively.

The man’s face showed a variety of emotions. At first there was surprise, which turned to shock, before morphing into a look so icy, it would freeze a pot of boiling water. It was when he stood up, knocking over his chair that Gabriel realized he had made a huge mistake. 

“That’s very insulting.” The man shouted making sure everyone in the restaurant heard. “How would you like strangers coming up to you and making fun of your…height? Yeah, that’s right. I have garden gnomes taller than you. Waitress!”

Gabriel decided that he needed to make a quick retreat. He got up and went back to his table and dropped a couple of bills. As he rushed to the door, he heard the Chinese man screaming. “YEAH, THAT’S RIGHT RUN! YOU RACIST MIDGET!” 

As soon as he got out of the building Gabriel heard the sound of a man off to his left, laughing. “That was fun, Mr. Ross! Thank you.” 

The man continued to watch Gabriel with a big smirk on his face. “Let me guess the FBI guy told you to wait for a man named Chinky right?”

“You the guy I was supposed to meet with?”

“Yep, the name is Hiram Chinski. People usually call me Chinky. Somewhere there’s a cop having a good laugh.”

Gabriel shook his head, “Hiram that was a little embarrassing. I’m Gabriel Ross,” he said extending his hand. “I guess we had better go somewhere else.” 

“Sure, you got a car? Could we just sit in the car? That way we don’t worry about being overheard.”

Gabriel led the way out to where he parked his car, looking back to make sure Chinski was following. He was average height with brown, curly hair. He had a hawkish nose that seemed to dominate his face and eyebrows that looked like overgrown shrubs. When he sat down in the passenger seat, he let out an audible sigh.

“What’s the matter Mr. Chinski?”

“Call me Hiram. You couldn’t get a North American car? What, you need to drive around in this Nazi creation? 

“I’ve had it for a long time, and I like it. I haven’t really thought about …You don’t find many Jewish people down on the coast.”

He gave me a wild-eyed look, “You got a problem with Jews too?” First Chinks then Jews!”

“No, no.” I tried to explain before he cut me off.

“There’re all kinds of us here. We like the beach.” He looked around the nearly empty parking lot. Gabriel supposed he was wondering if they were being watched.”

“Is it too much to ask that you drive to the back of the lot?”

Gabriel started up the VW and put it in gear moving as requested to the back of the lot.

 “Could you not have got air conditioning in your little Nazi car?”

“They hadn’t invented that yet,” Gabriel replied.

When he had parked the car, Chinky turned to him, “So you want to know about…,” He started looking in his coat pocket searching for where he had written the name. Gabriel took pity on him and said he was hoping he might know something about Roosevelt Peele.

“Nope,” he replied quickly. 

“Just a minute Will Graham told me you had information about Roosevelt Peele.”

“I never told him that I knew anything about Roosevelt Peele.”

They sat there staring at each other, “Is this another joke?” “Are you not a bookie or something for the Dixie Mafia?”

“Ssshhh.”

“What do you mean Sshhh? This is my car you can’t ssh me.”

“You should not throw around names like that. You know the Dixie….” He said his eyes ablaze.”

“Well then, who are you and why are we sitting in my car?” Gabriel interrupted, getting frustrated. 

Chinky sighed again. “Let me tell you a story young man. I came down here in 1962 the year Kennedy got killed. Now, Kennedy, he was a good man. So when I came down here, I met a few people; I knew a little bookkeeping and bada boom, bada bing, I found myself doing the books for some people who like to bet on things. All I do is keep track of the money, none of that other funny stuff. At first, I thought I was working for some very nice Italian gentlemen, Men with good shoes, real sharp businessmen. I found out that they were not so nice. Since finding out, I have been passing on little tidbits of information to your friends at the FBI. I spoke to your friend William; we say Liam in Hebrew. Now Gabriel, in the Hebrew religion is one of the archangels. In Yiddish, it’s Gavril. 

“Can we get back to the story?”

Chinky looked a little put out, “So I’m working one day, doing my job, keeping track of the money… the outs, the ins,” he was gesturing continually. “So I came across the name Peele. I know this name. This person happened to owe a lot of shekels to these businessmen. You know about shekels?” Gabriel nodded his head and made the universal gesture for, “get on with it.”

So this Peele was what you call in the business a high roller. Peele owed the man mid five figures. Anyway, that’s not the reason I remember the name.” He paused, for a minute to see if Gabriel was following the story. “You wouldn’t have a little something I can nosh on would you, maybe some Knafeh? Some Babba Ganoush? I was going to have my lunch in there before you started World War 3 with the Chinese.”

Gabriel had a candy bar in his pocket. He pulled it out and broke it in half giving Chinky the short end. 

“You give your confidential informant the short end?”

“Ok here,” Gabriel said switching with him. “Now get on with it.” 

“A Twix? Very nice,” he said nodding his head. It’s not really a candy bar you know. More of a cookie. It was invented in England. They call it Raider in Europe. Different name, same bar. I think I prefer the name Twix. Sounds magical. Twix.” He said as if he was saying abracadabra. 

Gabriel waited while Chinky chewed the candy bar then as he licked his fingers. 

“So, listen, Mr. Ross, you cannot tell anybody, that I sometimes help your friends at the bureau. The Italians would not be very happy.”

“I promise; I won’t breathe a word.”

“Okay, so one day I heard Mr. Lucia and one of his thugs talking about how they had let the Peele’s marker go on too long and that it was setting a bad example.”

“Mr. Lucia? As in the guy whose family owned the New South Mississippi Savings and Loan?”

“He had his fingers in all kinds of things. He’s what we call a Gonif, a bamboozler.”

“When we first started talking you said you didn’t know Roosevelt Peele.”

He asked if I might have another candy bar. Gabriel shook his head and then watched as Chinky used a handkerchief to wipe the crumbs from his slacks. Meanwhile, Gabriel was thinking about coincidences. He didn’t believe in them. Why does Lucia’s name come up in an entirely unrelated matter two days in a row? That’s when the old guy dropped the bombshell. 

“You asked me about Roosevelt Peele, and I can tell you I have nothing to say about him. The person that owed Mr. Lucia the shekels was a lovely young woman named Grazina.”








Chapter 25




The next day Rachel came in humming a tune she heard on the radio. It was the jingle for the company that was coming that morning to do something about the bugs. She continued to sing the jingle when she brought Gabriel a coffee.

“Swarms of flies, becoming a pain? 

Need to wash them down the drain,

Ants crawling around, eating your lunch

Gonna call OTPC for that knockout punch!”

“I’m sorry, I hope they’re better at killing bugs then making up jingles,” Gabriel said and thanked her for the coffee. “What does OPTC stand for?”

 “It stands for Old Time Pest Control.”

“Ok let’s see what they can do.”

At 9:00 AM, Rachel brought 3 men dressed in yellow and black jumpers wearing silver boots that looked like the ones worn by NASA astronauts. 

“Thanks for coming guys,” Gabriel said shaking their hands one at a time. Rachel wasn’t kidding when she said they were retired. He would have put their ages at early seventies.

“Thanks for calling the specialists at OTPC. I know you’re busy Mr. Ross so the guys, and I will get out of your hair and get to work,” Said the guy carrying a bag of what Gabriel presumed were tools.

“Yeah, we’ll send those critters packin,” said the guy next to him. 

“We’ll end all their evil snackin,” chipped in the third guy. 

“Before you know it, we’ll be attackin….”

Gabriel felt another bad jingle coming on, so he waved them out. They left to check out the lunch room and the supply room. 

After about twenty minutes, Rachel came back into Gabriel’s office totally hysterical. “Gabriel, Gabriel, you have to see this!!! There’s one guy in the kitchen with a fly swatter climbing on the couch swatting flies. The other two guys are in the supply room stomping around killing ants. And get this. There was a spider on the floor, and they wouldn’t touch it. They said killing spiders makes it rain. My God Gabriel they’re just a bunch of old guys swatting and stomping on stuff.”

“No,” Gabriel exclaimed, jaw dropping in disbelief.

“It’s true, that’s what those fancy space age boots are for. Stomping on bugs.”

He had to go back to see for himself, and sure enough, they were doing exactly as Rachel had described. He called over the one swatting flies who appeared to be the leader. “Listen is this how you do it, with fly swatters?” Gabriel asked incredulously.

“We have flypaper too, but we thought we’d start with the fly swatters rather than have those things hanging from the ceiling.”

“I would have thought you’d start with figuring out where they’re getting in.”

“That’s easy; the Musca Domestica doesn’t like the cold. When there is an onset of cool weather, they try to find some place warm. You see that window?” He pointed to a window over the couch he was standing on. It doesn’t have a proper seal. The flies can just get in that way. I imagine all of your windows are like that. You should really call a window guy.”

“What about the ants?” Gabriel asked looking at the window. 

The old guy took a wad of what looked like chewing gum from his shirt pocket and said not to worry about it. “We have this compound that we use to plug holes like the one we found in your foundation in the supply room. Once we plug the spot where critters are getting in, then we just need to stomp the ones who are already in.” He punctuated his comment by taking the gum he was holding up and putting it in his mouth.

Gabriel shook his head in disbelief, “My associate asked one of you about spiders and was told that killing them causes rain. That’s just … a load of hooey!”

“I know that. I think he just says that because spiders are creepy.”

Gabriel decided though unconventional, they should give them a chance. 








Chapter 26




While the OTPC men were hard at work, Gabriel went back into his office and called Arnie and Rachel to come in to review the case. 

Tossing a piece of chalk to Rachel, “Can you take us through the questions that we have regarding the hurricane case?”

“Sure, she said stepping up to the chalkboard. 

“So question one, why is she lying about having life insurance? To me, that smells like a big fat lie. This would add to her motive of getting rid of her husband.” Rachel wrote the question on the chalkboard.

Arnie spoke up and suggested that we, “Let’s talk to the son. He works in the insurance industry. As a family member, he might be able to open a few doors for us.”

“Not a bad idea for me to reach out to him anyway. See if we can match his version of the story to his Mother’s. Rachel, can you set up an appointment with him?” Rachel made a note of it, after which Gabriel resumed, “Next question, Rachel.”

“Okay, the second question, why wasn’t Roosevelt’s name included in the newspaper listing of those missing? 

This time, Arnie, who spoke up, “I can call someone I know at the Herald and ask about their process. Maybe speak to the person who might have handled that, assuming they still work there.”

“Good idea Arnie, you might find out that he was never reported missing,” Rachel added. 

Gabriel made the circle motion with his hand for her to move on. 

“So question three, how did the bitch kill her husband and where’s the body?” 

Gabriel jumped in and said, “We should probably leave that question for now until we get a better idea of the other issues.”

“Alright, we know that the envelope contained a list of properties and bad mortgages. What was Roosevelt going to do with the list and why was he hiding it from her? Asked Rachel, writing it on the board. 

“As a follow-up, did this list somehow get him killed?” Arnie added.

“Not sure we know the answer to any of that.” Responded Gabriel.

“Okay number four, we know that Gracie was over her head in gambling debts to Rosie’s boss. If there was no insurance as she claims, how did she pay off her debts? This Luccio doesn’t sound like the kind of guy that would give her a pass.”

 “Could Rosie’s willingness to play ball with Luccio somehow have bought Gracie some time? Asked Arnie.

“That’s a possibility. If I knew where to find Luccio, I would ask him.” Said Gabriel. 

 “You realize that even if you did, he wouldn’t admit to anything,” Said Arnie

“Yes, but at this point what harm can it do? Any more questions Rachel?”

 “Yes, just one. If somehow we find out that she collected on a big insurance policy would that be sufficient new evidence for the cops to re-open the investigation?”

Gabriel thought about that for a minute before responding, “Ben would be the right person to ask. He is still working over in Ocean Springs. I think we would need something else after all these years. Without the body or any evidence that a crime was even committed, all we would have is a motive. Having said that Rachel, if you can find me a body, there’s no statute of limitations on murder.”

“Gabriel you said she is spending money hand over fist on renovations, do you really believe the tale about the aunt passing away? If you ask me, she took the insurance, paid off Luccio and then she’s pouring the rest into the house.” Rachel said, apparently convinced of the client’s guilt.

“I think we forgot about one very basic fact,” Said Arnie. Why would someone who murdered her husband, pay us $5,000 to find out what happened to him?”

“Gabriel, didn’t you say that the workman who found the envelope gave it to the son?” Asked Rachel. 

“So you think the son is the driving force in finding out what happened to his father, and that the mother is just a passenger on the bus.…” Gabriel added finishing Rachel’s thought. 

“Look at it Gabriel, she can’t remember one person her husband used to work with. Horsepucky! Then she tells you she thinks his boss’ name was Ashton. Does Luccio sound like Ashton? She knew about Luccio because she owed him money. She’s just lying.” Gabriel had to admit Rachel made a compelling case. He needed to make some calls. 

The OTPC men finished their work and Gabriel and Rachel were impressed not just with the invoice, but also with the fact that they had brought a mini vacuum to clean up all of the dead insects. 

When Gabriel got back to his office, he called Ben O’Shea and learned that his partner was in court. He left a message for Ben to return the call. He was luckier with the next call. 

“Hello Federal Bureau of Investigations, Agent Wil Graham speaking.”

“I don’t know how you pulled that off Wil. Was the outraged Chinese guy conveniently sitting in the restaurant an FBI plant?”

“What are you talking about Gabriel?” he said recognizing my voice. Wait a minute did you think Chinky was Chinese. Good Lord! Did you go up to some poor Chinese guy and ask if his name was Chinky?” Gabriel could hear the laughter without the phone, all the way from Jackson. “Wait until I tell the guys. Gabriel, I was totally honest with you. I have never met Chinky but having spoken to him on the phone, I would say he would be Jewish.”

When the hyena laughter stopped, he asked me whether the meeting was of any value. “Oh absolutely, I’ve learned that it’s my client with the gambling problem which has made everyone here suspicious that she killed him for the insurance money to pay off her gambling debts.”

“Have you confirmed the insurance?”

“Not yet, but I’m working on it. The reason I’m calling is the person Rosie worked for at the crooked bank was the bookie that his wife used. Some guy named Luccio.”

At the mention of the name, there was silence on the phone. “Gabriel do you mean Pretty Boy Luccio?”

“I’ve never met him; I suppose he might be attractive,” responded Gabriel.

“Listen smartass, Pretty Boy Luccio is doing fifteen up in Parchment Farms on federal conspiracy charges. He was and probably still is, involved in a lot of bad stuff.”

“I want you to talk to his lawyer and get me an interview with him. I have some questions,” Gabriel asked.

“Why would he want to talk to you? You wouldn’t get past his lawyer.” Wil said with a touch of disbelief. 

“Because I’m not a cop. Tell the lawyer it’s about Roosevelt Peele. I bet you he’ll see me.” 

“I bet you lunch; he says to go f…. Oh never mind I’ll try,” Wil said.

“Thank Wil. I owe you one.” 

“Don’t thank me yet.”

It was almost closing time, and Gabriel had one more chore to do before going home. 








Chapter 27




As Gabriel pulled up in front of their house, Jacqueline came out carrying Benjamin with Travis tagging along carrying the diaper bag. They had to drive across town to the VW dealership and it was a little cramped in the bug, especially with the baby seat. 

“So Gabriel what made you decide to buy the station wagon?” Jacqueline asked with a smile on her face. 

“It’s funny, I was getting all these calls from car salesmen. Business must be bad, or maybe they found out that we were looking; I don’t know. All they wanted to talk to me about was their station wagons.” Gabriel answered with a grin.

“But why the VW dealer?”

“He was the only one who didn’t call,” Gabriel answered smiling. 

The showroom was empty, so they had plenty of time to check out the cars while the receptionist went out to look for the Renee Marcotte, their salesman. They were looking at a 1982 VW Golf when Gabriel heard a familiar voice behind them. 

“Well if it’s not my favorite customer, and right on time, I might add.”

Rene was a heavy set man with an infectious smile and a contagious laugh. A few days ago, Gabriel had ventured into the showroom and they had hit it off right away. Gabriel introduced him to Jacqueline, Travis, and Jelly-Bean. He took a particular delight in goo-gaa -ying with Benjamin, something that delighted Jacqueline. 

“Are you all ready to sign your lives away?’

“Sure, but can Jacqueline see the car first?” Asked Gabriel. 

‘Absolutely,” said Rene leading them out of the showroom. As he led them out to the parking lot, he asked Jacqueline, “Did all four of you drive over here in that death trap Gabriel drives?”

“It was a little tight,” Jacqueline replied, holding Benjamin in her arms.

“Let me tell you what your husband did to me the other day,” He said with a laugh. “He came into the showroom, and I showed him some cars. He insisted on the wagon which is fine; VW makes a great wagon for young families. Before we could finalize on a price, he passed the Beatle’s keys over to me and asked what I would give him in a trade. I said I would have to take it out for a spin to check it out. As I was leaving, he told me he expected a big number as he had just bought new brakes. I got the car on the road and barely made it back to the dealership alive!!! The first stop sign I came to, I pressed on the brakes and the car just went sailing through the intersection. I had to stand practically on the brakes to get the car to stop. You see all this white hair; I didn’t have any of this before I met your husband. When I got back, I saw Gabriel sitting in my office with a big smile on his face. I said to him, my face white as a ghost, ‘I could have been killed driving that car, you said you bought new brakes!” 

“So he replies,” Rene started to laugh infectiously as he got to the punchline. ‘I said I bought new brakes, they’re in a box in the trunk, I just haven’t arranged to have them installed.” 

“After all of that Jacqueline, do you know what your husband said next?”

Jacqueline, who was laughing along with the salesman, shook her head. ‘Well, how much are you going to give me for the bug?’ So I tell him, ‘I’ll give you $50 if you could just move it off the lot yourself and park it on the street.” 

After the laughter had died down, Jacqueline got into the wagon, sitting behind the wheel. I love this car Gabriel!” she said. Look at these leather seats, and oh, it has a cassette player! She turned around and looked in the back seat, exclaiming. Look at all of this room.

Travis interrupted, commanding Renee to let him look in the trunk at the engine. 

“Ah, my young mechanic, the engine is back in the front unlike the beatle.” Rene popped the hood and dazzled Travis with details on the engine. As he explained the details of the front wheel drive, automatic transmission, McPherson Struts he made a point of looking over at Gabriel reproachfully and said, “it has front disc brakes and rear drum brakes…. and they work too!”

Jacqueline got out of the car and gave Gabriel a big kiss. With both the car and Rene getting two thumbs up, Gabriel went into the showroom to finalize the deal. As Gabriel was signing the financing papers, he realized that the agency would have to carry the additional overhead. While the agency was growing, he was still drawing a modest salary to continue to reinvest in the business. Most of the money to initially start the business had come from Ben, and the agency had yet to start paying his partner back. One of the reasons Gabriel had been dragging his feet on buying another car were the interest rates. The loan rates at the banks were currently 15%. At the same time, gas prices had risen from 45 cents when he bought his first car in 1970, to $1.38 in 1983. 

After he’d finished signing everything, Rene handed him the keys. He looked Gabriel in the eyes and said, “My friend you are a lucky man. You are a successful business owner; you have a beautiful wife who has given you a wonderful son. I’m envious. I don’t mind admitting that I lost just about everything in a divorce. Gabriel, if I were blessed enough to have what you have, there would be absolutely nothing that I wouldn’t do for them. I would rather die than let something happen to them.” 

Gabriel nodded his head in agreement, touched by Rene’s sudden moment of melancholy. Neither of us had any idea how significant his words would turn out to be. “So, I want to see you in here every six months to check those brakes!”








Chapter 28




As soon as they got home from the car dealer, Jacqueline ordered Travis and Gabriel to help with Benjamin, while she started on dinner. While Gabriel was changing Benjamin, Travis asked, “The new car is great Gabriel, when do we get to take it on a stake-out?”

“The bug is still okay for now; I know it’s not ideal, but I think we’ll save the wagon for family outings. Maybe we can even load it up and go somewhere this weekend.”

“That would be cool.”

There was a knock at the front door. When Gabriel went to check it out, he found a middle aged woman looking up at him. 

“You must be Gabriel; I’m Elaine. Travis’ Mother.” Gabriel had forgotten that they had told Travis to invite his Mom to come for dinner. 

“Great to finally meet you Elaine, please come in,” he said, holding the door open for her. Jacqueline came over right away and made her feel welcome. Everyone gathered in the living room and chatted over coffee. Travis’ Mother appeared to be mid to late forties, with mid length, bleached blonde hair made thin from too many years of hair dye. She was rail thin, and her dress seemed to hang from her body as if it was on a hanger. Despite the frail appearance, Elaine’s blue eyes held your gaze with an unwavering determination of someone who has had to battle through adversity. They chatted in the living room for a few minutes before Benjamin began to fuss. Elaine offered to look after him right away. When it came to what Gabriel suspected as diaper time, he and Travis grabbed a couple of Cokes and sat out on the front step. 

Right away Kennessey walked over. Travis shared the answer to the earlier riddle, which surprised the old man. However, he quickly rebounded and announced that he had another mystery that he was sure was going to confound everyone. Without wasting any time, he launched right into it. 

“You see, there was this couple who went out to dinner. A member of the kitchen staff saw the couple come in and recognized the woman as an old girlfriend who dumped him rather cruelly the previous summer. The sight of her with another man filled him with rage. Meanwhile, the couple order ice tea. When it arrived the man who had recently finished a round of golf, drank his very fast and asked for another glass. The woman took her time. All of a sudden, the woman fell over dead. When Detective McShorty arrived, he discovered that both drinks smelled like almonds and concluded that they contained poison. But, the boyfriend had even more to drink than the woman. Why didn’t the boyfriend die?”

Kennessey looked at both of them expectantly. “Do I need to give you time to confer with your associates?”

“No, said, Travis, the secret was the poison was in the ice cubes. Because the guy drank his ice tea, so quickly his ice cubes hadn’t melted so he didn’t drink any of the poison. Meanwhile, the woman who drank hers so slowly ingested the poison from the melted ice cubes.”

“You had better give this guy a raise he is pretty sharp.” Said Mr. Kennessey.

The three of them hung out listening to Kennessey’s stories about the war and how the Gerries had tried to poison enemy soldiers. His stories continued for a good thirty minutes before Mrs. Kennessey opened their front door and called the old man in for his dinner. 

Jacqueline came out to say that supper would be in another 30 minutes and that since Elaine was helping in the kitchen then Benjamin gets to hang out and bond with the men. She handed Jelly-Bean over to Gabriel. 

 “You have a neat place here,” Travis said. 

“We’re pretty happy. We might need to find something a little larger once this guy gets a little bigger or when more Benjamins come along. What about you Travis, tell me about life up north.”

“I’m glad Mom agreed to move back down here. The kids up there seem a little backward. It’s as if they’re stuck in the dark ages. No one has an Atari or a Nintendo.” After a few moments, he continued, “The school I go to has a lot of black kids.”

Travis left the comment hanging leading Gabriel to wonder what racial attitudes Travis had picked up from his father. Deputy Franklin had used his authority to victimize the black community. “So how do you feel about the black kids?” Asked Gabriel.

“For the most part, they stick to themselves. There’s the odd kid, mainly whites, who want to cause shit. I got in trouble for getting on the wrong side of things. I ended up getting suspended for helping a black kid who was being picked on by a bunch of white bullies. You thought me to stick up for myself and to not wait for the other guy to throw the first punch. So before I knew it, I sitting on the big guy punching him over and over again until a bunch of teachers dragged me off of him. I ended up getting suspended along with the black kid. My Mom went to have it out with the principal saying that the bully had started the whole thing. I guess she made quite the fuss and started screaming at everyone. I might have been the one suspended, but, at least, the Sheriff didn’t have to come and physically remove me from the school.” 

“That must have been something to see.” 

“She’s small but tough. Since getting suspended, I haven’t been very keen on school. I got a job at a livery store hauling bags of seed. I gave most of the money to Mom who used it to take a bookkeeping course. That’s how she got the job at the hotel down here.”

 “That was really nice of you Travis. How does your Mom feel about moving down here?” 

 “I think everything that happened with my Dad getting killed, and all the bad things folks have been saying about him has made it hard. She has her family, and we see them a lot, but there’s something empty about her.”

“What do you mean Travis?” Asked Gabriel passing Benjamin over to Travis.

“It’s just the two of us. I think sometimes she’d like to have someone else in her life.”

“That’s understandable. What about you? Are you going to go back to school down here?” 

“I don’t really want to. It’s not nearly as much fun as being a detective. Mom and I fight about school all the time, so I told her if we moved back here, then I would give it a try.”

“I am glad your back, Travis. You have a good heart, and I am very proud of the way you helped your mother with the money. Any idea of what you would like to study?”

“I was thinking electronics; spy gadgets how they work.” 

Gabriel nodded his understanding and went inside for a minute returning with a tracking device he had received as a gift from Will Graham. He handed it to Travis, “It’s the latest model. There’s a magnet on the back so that it can be put under someone’s bumper. The receiver gives off a directional ping. You still have to be fairly close. Otherwise, it won’t be able to pick up the signal.” 

“Cool, when can we try it out.” Travis’ eyes widened with excitement. 

Gabriel was about to suggest that they try it out at the agency first before using it on surveillance when Elaine came to the door and called them to dinner. The women had outdone themselves preparing a fantastic meal of pot roast and fresh vegetables. Even Benjamin had an opportunity to be part of the fun as we moved his stroller into the kitchen. 

Over dinner, Gabriel asked Elaine about working at the hotel. “I’m just learning the job, but everyone seems very helpful. It is so busy with tourists; the place is packed. I want to thank you both for taking care of Travis while we’re waiting on the apartment to come available. It should only be another week, and then Travis and I can have a place of our own.”

“Travis has been a gift, believe me. He has helped me around the house, doing the vacuuming, raking the leaves, looking after Benjamin…and, he’s been great company,” responded Jacqueline. 

“Vacuuming? I have never seen that boy with a vacuum.”

“Plus he helping me with a missing person’s case,” Gabriel added. 

They talked, in general about the cases the agency had on the go before Gabriel brought the conversation back around to her. “One of the things we are on the lookout for is a gang of robbers who are targeting people staying in downtown hotels. The gang is particularly violent. Have you heard any talk about that?” 

“Oh Yeah. From day one, the hotel manager told us to be constantly on the lookout for people standing around and watching the people in the lobby. To be honest, I’ve had my eyes buried in operating manuals, so I haven’t got into the habit yet. How do these types of scams usually work Gabriel?”

“The real expert is my partner Ben. He’s in constant contact with the security teams in the hotels. We are exploring a theory that it all starts in one of the gambling parlors on the strip. 

“I thought there was no longer any gambling here after the hurricane destroyed everything.”

“You’re right Elaine, the hurricane did wipe out a lot of clubs and Biloxi is trying to clean up its image as a family-oriented entertainment area. However, there will always be gambling here. The new laws have just driven it underground. The theory that we are pursuing is that one of the gang acts as a spotter. He’s a person who tries to blend in looking for high rollers. He’ll play the slots or the odd table so as not to raise suspicions. Sometimes they hang out near the cashier looking for people cashing out. When he spots someone, he’ll signal an accomplice who will follow them back to their hotel. In one recent case, the accomplice followed them in the elevator to their room. The person wore a hotel name badge and chatted with the man about their stay. When the man got to his room and unlocked the door, he found himself pushed into the room and thrown to the floor. He barely survived the pistol whipping. He lost all his cash and his valuables.”

“That’s horrible! Said Jacqueline.”

“But you would, at least, have a description,” commented Travis.

“Well no, because the man was too scared, he says he doesn’t remember much. He gave a token description to the police. Dark Hair, mid to late thirties, six foot or so, dark eyes. There have to be tens of thousands matching that description.”

“Is there anything else that can be done?” Asked Elaine.

“Well, I’m working on something with one of my associates, Arnie Sims. Kind of a stakeout to see if we can spot the spotter. You can help too, by warning your guests to be on the lookout for people who say they work for the hotel and start following them to their room. Tell them to be discrete with their cash, lock their valuables in the safe and to watch for people taking an unusual interest in them.”

 We talked until late in the evening. By 9 PM, Elaine announced that she had to work the next day and had to get back to the Palace. It had been a good evening. Gabriel even had thought about how to help Ben with the Ocean Springs case.

The rest of the weekend went by in a flash. That’s as in flash of lightning. Torrential downpours forced Gabriel to stay close to home for most of the weekend. The storm lightened up briefly on Sunday evening, so everyone piled into the wagon and drove down to the lighthouse on the strip. The structure, built in 1848, had become something like a beacon to Biloxi residents. Despite all of the destruction caused by storms, it has stood largely undamaged. From a plaque at the base of the structure, Gabriel learned that Maria Younghans tended to the lighthouse for fifty-three years before the coast guard took over its operation in 1939. The Coast Guard declared the lighthouse surplus in 1968. Ever since the city has used it almost exclusively as a tourist attraction. During the summer months, tourists can climb the staircase inside and look out over the Gulf. 

When the family returned from their short excursion, they found the phone ringing. It was Ben returning Gabriel’s call from earlier. Gabriel quickly brought Ben up to date on what Arnie had found out about the robberies and his plan to case the place. Gabriel also told him about all the developments in the Hurricane case and asked Ben about the likelihood of the having the case re-opened. 

“The District Attorney would laugh at the suggestion. Just because a person might have a motive doesn’t prove there was a murder. So what if she received an insurance settlement? She lost her husband; that’s what the insurance was for.”

“Okay, did you ever find the file on the original investigation?”

“Yeah, I pulled the file, what little there was. You have to remember that this was before my time, and there were plenty of people being reported missing. The file has a report from a Detective Parsons, who has since passed away. Just a minute, let me get my notebook.” After a moment, Ben continued, “The initial report was dated August 20th, 1969 after an interview with Mrs. Gracie Peele. In the report it said that Mr. Roosevelt Peele left in the midst of Hurricane Camille, driving a black 1965 Ford Fairlane, license number KTP 471 and that no one had seen him for three days. Mrs. Peele confirmed that being away for any length of time was not in his character. Mrs. Peele said that they had a very happy marriage and that both of them were in good health. She said she had no idea why her husband would have left.” 

“There is a second report dated two days later that all of the shelters had been checked for a black male matching Mr. Peele’s description. Further, there was no trace of the 1965 Fairlane. There is a third report dated on September 3rd saying that Mrs. Peele had called the stationhouse demanding to know what was being done to find out what had happened to her husband. In response to her call, the Detective checked with the Red Cross and the Disaster Relief Agency. While there were no John Does matching Mr. Peele’s description, the Detective offered to have the bodies of those recovered held at the morgue for her to review. There is a note in the margin of the report saying the “wife was very agitated and used profanities.”

“In the very last report, dated two weeks later, Detective Parsons made a notation that he called Mrs. Peele to say that the investigation had hit a dead end. The official conclusion to the case was that her husband’s body most likely was lost at sea. Her reaction, this time, was different, she was calm, more accepting. Apparently Mrs. Peel had asked how long it would take before her husband would be considered legally dead. The notation in the file was that after she heard that the process could take years she became hysterical.”

“Was there any notation about whether the detective looked further into the insurance angle?”

“Sorry, that’s all there is. There is no notation about whether anyone stood to benefit from his death. Given the last notation, I think Detective Parsons must have been a little concerned. I know if this happened today, it would be the first thing I would look at.”

“Ok thanks, Ben. Say how is the Ocean Springs case coming?”

“It’s a long process. I spent most of the day, in either court or speaking to the District Attorney about going to court. The housekeeper still refuses to see anyone and to explain her side of the story. With the wife denying the claims of sexual abuse, and willing to testify about seeing the girl wiping the prints off the golf club, I think she’s going to get the gas chamber. You said in your message that you had an idea?”

“I bought a car today and the guy over at the VW dealership said something to me that has been sticking with me like a bad meal. He said that if you truly loved someone, you would do anything for them. Even be willing to die for them.” 

“Tell me you didn’t buy another bug, and what does all of this have to do with anything?”

“It’s a station wagon, and I think the reason it is sticking with me is because of your Ocean Springs case.”

“Yeah, how so?”

“Why would a person who’s innocent of a crime not say she was innocent?

“Easy, because she’s not. She was seen wiping the prints off the murder weapon.”

“Let’s just presume that she didn’t do it. If you were sure she was innocent, what would you make of her wiping the prints off the golf club?”

Ben didn’t say anything for a few moments and Gabriel could almost hear the wheels turning. “You thinking the husband?”

“Yes. Ben do the housekeeper one favor before Mississippi gives her the gas. Check with the border people on whether her husband happened to have crossed the border sometime around the date of the murder.”








Chapter 29




The sound of crickets chirping echoed in the night. A thin sliver of a moon hung in the sky. There was no one walking their dog, no one watching the comings and goings on the street, no one having a smoke on their porch. No Witnesses. The cool February air felt good on his skin. Boone Cooper took a long drag from his Lucky Strike blowing smoke rings out his window. He drummed his nicotine stained fingers on the dash nervously. He continued to look down the street through his side mirror. The neighborhood had streetlights every thirty yards or so he would see her in plenty of time. He busied himself triple checking his gear on the passenger seat. A rag, a bottle of ether, a length of rope, his steel flashlight and, of course, a picture of a kitten ripped from a magazine. Can’t afford t’make enny mistakes. 

After Daytona, he was glad to be back in familiar territory. Gulfport, Mississippi is mah home. It always will be. He was never comfortable in Daytona. They had a whole mess of girls. His partner had a hankerin for a specific type of girl. He liked his girls to look and act a certain way. “Demure” was the word he used. Some of them might be a lil’ less demure when I’ve finished wif them.

The buyer who liked to call himself Clark Kent was impressed with Boone’s work and started calling him the “Hunter.” Dumbass, Doofus, Lunk-head those were the only nicknames he remembered ever having. Boone took a shine to being called the Hunter. 

Boone had scouted the girl for the last couple of days. He had watched her walking home from what he thought might have been a church group. She fit the type. 

He sat up suddenly spotting the girl in the side mirror. She was walking alone on his side of the street coming his way. Her blonde hair was styled the right way. She was dressed conservatively in a school uniform. He guessed that she was maybe fifteen years old. She was walking on the curb, trying to balance herself like an acrobat. Probably tryin t’be like that little slut Nadia Commi-something from the Olympics up in Eskimo land. 

As she got closer, Boone got ready for action. Getting out of the van, he opened both the passenger door and sliding the panel door. He turned on the flashlight and made a show of calling out softly, “Here Mittens, come here li’l kitty.” The girl would have to walk right by the van. He had refined his technique over the years. He initially used to try to get them to get voluntarily in the van. That method wasn’t very effective. Now he used the ether from behind, or if he had to, he would belt them with his flashlight. He checked up and down the street. Still no one around, jest li’l Nadia and me. 

“Excuse me,” he called out as the girl approached. 

* * *

Jessica heard the man call out for his cat. He had a thick redneck accent. He was standing beside a white van parked along the side of the road. As she got closer, she slowed, keeping her distance. The man was huge. He was shirtless under a dirty one-piece denim overall, he wore construction boots on his feet and a greasy stained ball cap on his head. He hadn’t shaved for a while and she could smell the body odor from 6 feet away. There was more than just a little wrong about him. He kept looking at her with a smile that reminded her of a Halloween pumpkin.

“Have y’all seen a li’l gray and white kitten?” He asked his expression tinged with worry. 

She shook her head and looked around to see if there was anyone watching.

 “It belongs to my daughter.”

 She looked at him questioningly. I’ve never seen this guy before. I’m pretty sure he’s not from the neighborhood. Makes you wonder how his daughter’s kitten could have strayed so far. 

“I was playing with it out back, and it being so small, it done crawled right under the fence. I been looking for it for a couple of hours. My daughter will be so upset when she finds out I lost it.” The man was slowly edging closer. 

Jessica started to back away and looked over her shoulder for a way to run. If you come any closer, I’m going to scream. 

“Lissen ah jest need some help. I have a picture of Mittens right here. Kin you take a look?” The man held the flashlight on the picture so she could see. The picture was of a fluffy little kitten playing with a ball of wool. She moved closer and took the picture; maybe, this guy is telling the truth.

Jessica turned the picture over. There was an advertisement for Coca-Cola. The pause that refreshes. 

* * *

As soon as the girl turned the picture over he knew the game was done. Her expression went from confusion to disbelief. He swung the flashlight and caught her on the side of the head. She fell to the ground like a sack of Mississippi sweet potatoes. Looking around to make sure they were still alone, he picked up the girl and threw her in the back of the van. He climbed in after her, shutting the door behind him. For the next few minutes, he busied himself with the ropes.








Chapter 30




On Monday morning, Gabriel and Travis got to the office early. Bourbon was at the door waiting to be let in. While Travis took charge of getting the cat fixed up with a tuna breakfast, Gabriel put the coffee on. While it was brewing, he went back into his office, noticing the chalkboard and Rachel’s smooth handwriting.




1. Did RP have life insurance? Motive?

2. Why was RP’s disappearance not in the paper?

3. Where did GP bury his body?

4. How did GP pay off her debts to Luccio?

5. Can Ben re-open the case?

6. Why would GP hire us if she had killed him?




Gabriel went up to the board and crossed off question five. After talking to Ben last night, the likelihood of that happening was remote. He thought about crossing off number six. Rachel’s theory that our client was really the son was starting to make too much sense. His musings were interrupted by Rachel’s voice, “Good morning boss, we had better turn the chalkboard around, I was able to reach the son on the weekend, and he agreed to stop by on his way to work this morning.” 

“Ok thanks, Rachel. Do you have something for Travis to do today?”

“Don’t worry about it, I am way behind on my filing and a new bunch of employment checks came in over the weekend.”

Bourbon with his tuna breath jumped up on Gabriel’s desk. He was in one of his affectionate moods and walked back and forth slapping Gabriel’s face with his tail. “So old buddy what do you think of Rachel’s theory? Did Gracie kill her husband?” Bourbon ignored the question, pushing his face against his master’s arm looking for that post tuna affection. 

“Gabriel, I think Bourbon agrees with me and is trying to win you over,” remarked Rachel.

They started discussing the merits of owning an affectionate cat versus a yappy little poodle when Arnie came in and joined them. Catching the tail end of the discussion, he added his two cents. “I’m a dog man myself; I like big dogs something like a golden retriever. Now that’s a dog. I used to own one, and we would go walking down on the beach.” Arnie was a bachelor living in a quaint cottage down near the strip. He had told Gabriel early on that he had once been married but that it hadn’t taken and they’d wisely gone their separate ways. 

“Any luck last night Arnie?” Gabriel asked wanting to hear the news of the casino stakeout before Rosie Junior showed up. 

Arnie pulled out a small notepad before answering, “Yes and no. I spotted a tall, dark-haired man who seemed to be more interested in watching people than the chips he had in front of him. I watched as he moved from one game to another. Finally, he moved to the lobby and hung out near the cashier as an older couple was cashing out. The couple really stood out. The woman was dressed to the nines wearing all kinds of jewelry. The man was wearing one of those ten-gallon Texas hats and flashing all kinds of cash. I watched the dark haired man leave right after they did. From Sacha’s doorway, I watched as the couple got into a cab. No sooner had the cab left, then a Black Monte Carlo with Mississippi plates GBH 743 pulled up. Our suspect got into the car being driven by a woman with dark colored hair.” 

“So, I hailed a cab and said, ‘Follow that car…that’s falling that other car.’ Traffic was pretty heavy, but the cabbie was a pro, we had no problem tailing them to an IHOP. I watched the couple as they got out and went into the restaurant. After about 20 minutes, the chick with the dark hair got out and went inside. I got a good look at her and could probably work with a police artist to sketch something. After about three minutes, the babe came out and got back in the Monte, and they drove off. I had my cabbie stick with them until they drove into a parking garage. We waited at the curb for a good five minutes, and when they didn’t come out, I had the driver pull into the garage to look for the Monte. We found the car. It was clean as a whistle. We should ask Ben to run the plates, but don’t be surprised if the car was reported stolen. I was planning on going back tonight … maybe someone would like to join me as my date?” Arnie said looking at Rachel. 

“That’s sounds like fun!” exclaimed Rachel. 

“Let me talk to Ben before you guys finalize your date. An older black man and young white woman might just stand out more than the guy with the ten-gallon hat. Maybe there might be a police officer who Ben can match Arnie up with.”

Gabriel picked up the phone and called Ben to ask him to run the plates. Ben said he would get back to Gabriel about a policewoman that could accompany Arnie.

At the sound of the office door opening, Rachel left and came back moments later to say that Rosie Peele junior was waiting in the reception area. Arnie said he had some calls to make while Gabriel went out and extended a greeting to him. “Thanks for agreeing to meet Rosie. I just have a few questions.”

“No problem I told my boss at the office that I wouldn’t be in this morning.”

“That’s great, but we won’t keep you too long.” Gabriel brought him into the office and offered him a coffee. “Thanks again for recommending us to your Mom,” he said once Rachel brought in their coffee. 

“No problem, you’re getting a reputation out there as someone who can get things done.”

“What kind of business are you in Rosie?”

“I am an actuary for All-State Insurance. I guess you would call me a numbers guy.”

“That’s interesting. Insurance is pretty important, especially for young families.” 

“That’s right.” He agreed with a confused look suggesting he was wondering where Gabriel was going with this. 

“I was surprised to hear that your father didn’t carry insurance when he disappeared. That must have made things tough.”

“I wouldn’t have known what insurance was back then. When you’re 9 years old, you just care whether there’s money for the things you want. I guess I didn’t know that we were poor until much later. Mom’s pretty tough; she got a job right away, and I don’t remember going without stuff.”

“Do you remember an insurance man coming to the house to visit with your parents?”

“No, I don’t remember a lot of people coming to the house. If you’re looking into whether my Dad had insurance, you should ask my Mom.” 

“I did, and she said he didn’t. But I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t follow up and confirm that.”

Rosie shifted nervously in his seat. “I’m sure Mom wouldn’t be mistaken about something like that.” After a moment, he added, “But if you need to confirm this, I probably would start with Brent McKay over at Liberty National, they’re just about the biggest firm out there. I know Brent quite well; feel free to use my name.”

Gabriel decided to change directions, “It must have been difficult for you to grow up without your father.”

He nodded, “The hardest part was not knowing what happened to him or why he left. I guess growing up I didn’t know what to think of him. Was he the man that left his family with nothing, or was he a victim of a terrible accident? I ended up just telling people that my Dad died in the hurricane. After a while, I guess I just started to believe it myself.”

“Until the workman found the piece of paper behind the dresser?”

“Right, I was right there when he found it. Mom needed to run an errand, and I was there watching over things, and he just handed it to me. Did you find out what it is and why it was hidden?”

“Yes and no. It’s a list of houses that were destroyed during the storm. Your Dad had put mortgages on the properties.”

“Why would he hide something like that?”

“We’re not sure yet, but there is some reason to believe that there was something wrong with those transactions, and he was making a list, presumably to raise his concerns to the police.”

Rosie was quiet for a moment. It must have been a lot for him to take in. Gabriel couldn’t begin to imagine how difficult it must be not knowing whether your father was murdered, or had died trying to save someone. 

“All I remember about my Dad’s work was that he helped everyday people own a home. I guess there was part of me when I was younger, that thought he was a hero. Probably something that every kid thinks right?”

Gabriel shrugged and said probably. 

“Mr. Ross, it concerns me that my Dad might have done something wrong. Is that why he hid the envelope from my Mom?”

“I don’t know that Rosie. We’re still trying to understand who knew what.”

He again didn’t say anything, and Gabriel felt a pang of guilt at having upset him. “So Rosie when the workman gave you the list what did you do with it?”

“I gave it to Mom. She said she had no idea what it meant. We talked about why he would have hidden it. Since she didn’t know what it was, it made me think that Dad had been involved in something he didn’t want my Mom to know about. I told her we should hire the best Private Detective we could find to discover once and for all what happened fourteen years ago.”

“How would describe your parent’s relationship?” 

“A 9-year-old boy probably thinks that his parents have a perfect relationship. I don’t remember them ever fighting. I think Dad was devoted to Mom. He couldn’t do enough for her. You know that saying, I love you not only for what you are but for what I am when I am with you? That’s how I would describe them.”

“What do you remember about the night he disappeared?”

He took a deep breath. Gabriel had no doubt he had been over this countless times. “I was playing outside with a girl down the street. Mom told me to come in, and we got into an argument because the girl wanted us to ride out the storm together.” 

“Was that Jasmine?” Gabriel interrupted. 

“Yes, have you met her?”

Gabriel felt like asking if she had really shown him her boobs. “Yes, she said to say hi. Sorry to interrupt, please continue.”

“Once the rain started, I remember hearing large raindrops on the roof, slow at first but really loud. Then as the rain picked up, the wind started. I remember being scared. Dad said that he was worried our roof would go. I remember the power went off, and all we had was a little transistor radio. Mom had me hunt out candles using Dad’s flashlight. We huddled together on the couch watching the dark streetlight up every few minutes with a flash of lightning. It went on for a long time. Then all of a sudden the wind died down and the rain stopped. We went outside, and I saw a tricycle out in the street along with a bunch of lawn furniture. Mom and Dad were talking to the neighbors, and I went looking for Jasmine. The meeting with the neighbors broke up and Dad started walking to the car. Mom called after him. I couldn’t make out what she was saying, but she told me later she was trying to stop him from leaving. He backed the car out of the laneway and drove away. I asked Mom where he was going, and she just shook her head and told me to get in the house. Lucky we did because the storm was back five minutes later. This time, there was a roar, and then we saw water coming in under the door. Mom was screaming, ‘Get some towels quick!’ I got them and together we tried to wedge them under the door. It seemed to work for a spell then we realized that the water was coming up from the floor. At first, it was just a little bit, but then in no time, it was a couple of inches deep. It just kept coming and coming. When the water was ankle deep, Mom hollered, ‘Get up the stairs.’ I remember thinking as we watched the rising water from the landing that I didn’t know how to swim. I kept asking my Mom, ‘When’s Daddy coming home?’ I remember thinking that Dad would be back any minute with a big boat to rescue us.” 

“Mr. Ross, in the beginning, when it first started raining I was upset about having to come in from outside, then when the power went out I was angry because the TV went out. It was still neat though sitting in the dark, under blankets watching the street. But, after Dad left and the water started rising up the stairs it stopped being a game, and I remember being scared. Then after what seemed like hours, the rain stopped again, the water started to recede. Eventually, we were able to go outside. Our front step was gone, and there was a lot of water on the road. Stuff was floating down the street. That’s about all I can remember.”

“Thanks Rosie, sounds pretty traumatic for a 9-year-old boy. What about after the storm. Did any strange men come to the house?”

“Not that I can remember. Oh wait, there was someone from Dad’s work. I figured it had something to do with what happened to Dad. After they had left, Mom told me that something bad might have happened to Dad. That the storm had destroyed a lot of homes and businesses and that Dad might have left to try to save someone. It wasn’t long after that, when she said she needed to get a job to support us and that I had to do my part by helping out.”

“That must have been hard for you.” 

Rosie shrugged his shoulders as if he was trying to shake off the bad memory. “I don’t remember when I first started accepting that Dad wasn’t going to be coming back. I remember sitting on the porch watching the cars coming down the road, thinking that the next car was going to be him. I’m not sure when I stopped thinking that each time the phone rang it would be Dad.” 

“Rosie, did kids at school pick on you because your parents were mixed races?”

“No, if anyone thought poorly of it, they never said. I think most people just took me as a deeply tanned white kid. Then again, the kids would have only ever seen my Mom. Dad was always too busy to come to meet the teacher meetings.” 

Gabriel thought he saw his eyes water a bit, but then Rosie collected himself and said, “Other than the list have you found out anything else yet?”

“We’ve learned a great deal, but we’re still trying to make sense of what it all means. So was your mother in agreement with hiring a Private Detective?”

He again shrugged his shoulders, “At first she said no, we couldn’t afford it. She said it was a waste of money. That after 14 years we would be better off moving on. I told her it was important to me to know what happened and that I had the money to get things started. It took a little convincing. I guess all of those years of never having the money for anything, made her a little frugal.”

“Too bad your Mom hasn’t been able to find someone else to share her life with.”

“I’ve tried to encourage her, but she said there would only ever be one man for her.”

“Well, Rosie you’ve answered all my questions. I hope to have something concrete about your Dad soon.” We stood up and walked out into the waiting area, and we shook hands. He had just left when Arnie came in bubbling over with information.








Chapter 31




A few minutes after Rosie junior left Arnie came in holding his notebook. “So I called my contact at the Herald and got bounced around asking if I could speak to someone who remembered the articles about those who disappeared during the hurricane. A lady by the name of Anna Bella started laughing when I mentioned that I worked for you. She said she met you when you first came to town looking for information on well drilling. She told me to say hi, and she put me in touch with Stephanie Mitchell, who was the one who handled the articles. According to Stephanie, she said the paper would get a daily list from the local police. That list was an update of all those reported missing, and any bodies recovered. I asked her if the paper might have missed a name, she said, ‘absolutely not.’ She said she would stake her reputation on that.”

“When I asked her if she had ever heard the name Roosevelt Peele, it didn’t connect with her at first. But then, she said she recalled one situation involving a local woman whose husband disappeared during the storm. The editor at the time wanted to handle it personally and to write up a feature because this man apparently worked for the Bank that financed a lot of the development that was destroyed in the storm. It was going to be a major story for the paper. The editor contacted the woman and then went out to see her. He came back with photos of the missing man standing in front of the Bank and wrote up a 3-page article. He later showed a copy of the article and pictures to the woman and she hit the roof. She threatened to sue the paper. Stephanie then recalled that the editor dropped the story and wouldn’t be surprised if the husband’s name never made it into the paper. There were threats of lawsuits everywhere around that time. Homeowners suing builders, builders suing land developers, banks threatening to foreclose it was a mess.”

Gabriel got up and walked to the chalkboard and changed question number two to 

Why did GP not want RP’s disappearance and story to be in the paper?

“I would say we’re making progress, thanks to you Arnie.” He called Rachel and Travis into the office and updated everyone on the interview with the son. When Rachel heard that Mrs. Peele hadn’t wanted to engage a Private Detective, she got up and crossed off question six. She looked at Gabriel with an; I told you so look on her face.

Once everyone left his office, Gabriel picked up the phone and dialed the number for Liberty National. Gabriel was hoping that using Rosie’s name would somehow cut through the typical bureaucracy that he associated with life insurance companies.

The call went to a tired female voice who kept putting him on hold. When the receptionist returned, Gabriel asked to for Mr. Brent McKay. He had no sooner said the words when she transferred him to another bored receptionist. This time, when he requested Mr. Brent McKay, she asked for his name and the reason for the call. 

“My name is Gabriel Ross, and Mr. Rosie Peele recommended I call Mr. McKay.” This time, he was put on hold for more than three minutes before he was connected. 

“Liberty National, Brent McKay speaking.”

“Good morning Mr. McKay, my name is Gabriel Ross. I was mentioning to your assistant that Rosie Peele recommended that I contact you.”

“Rosie? How’s he doing?” He asked with a slight southern accent.

“He’s fine; he’s actually a client of mine. I’m a Private Investigator looking into his father’s disappearance 14 years ago.”

“A Private Investigator, that’s interesting. I remember when all that happened. Pretty sad story.”

“Without boring you with all the details, the subject of whether Roosevelt had insurance coverage came up. The family took the loss pretty hard. Anyway, I’m just doing my homework and checking into things.”

“That was, what fourteen years ago?”

“Yes, I believe so, but new information has recently come to light which makes looking into this critical.”

“Why don’t you just ask Rosie’s mother?”

“To level with you Mr. McKay I did, and I’m looking to verify what she told me.” 

There was a brief pause on the line. “That’s very unusual Mr. Ross. You said Rosie told you to call me? Does he know you’re checking up on what his mother told you?”

“Yes. If you like, please give him a call to confirm.” 

“Well, then just a minute, let me see if that is even necessary first.” The insurance agent put Gabriel back on hold. When he came back, he asked for Gabriel’s number and said he would try to call him back before the end of the day. 

Gabriel was about to pick up the phone when Rachel came to the doorway and told him that Wil Graham was holding on the other line. When he picked up the line, Gabriel greeted his FBI contact. 

“Don’t thank me yet Gabriel, but I got you the date with the devil that you wanted.”

“Luccio really?” His voice, showing his enthusiasm. 

“Now there are rules. His lawyer will want you to sign a confidentiality agreement stating that you’ll not share any information from your meeting with any member of the authorities, press or government agency. Further, the fact that you are even being given this opportunity is to be kept confidential.” 

“Will it just be the two of us?”

“Most likely I expect his lawyer will meet you and search you for microphones and have you sign the agreement. The meeting is at 9:30 tomorrow at Parchman Farm. Gabriel wrote down the details on his notepad. 

“Have you ever had the pleasure of visiting Parchman?” Wil asked.

When Gabriel said no, Wil continued, “Don’t worry, it’s a little intimidating when you first drive in. The guards don’t have much of a sense of humor so you might want to be careful. Just remember it’s only a building… housing some of the worst murderers who have ever walked the earth. If you happen to see any of the inmates, don’t make eye contact.” Lastly, Wil said, “Gabriel, I have to give you credit. No one else that I know would go to this much effort for the kind of client you have.”

“Thanks very much for doing this Wil, I owe you one.”

“You’re right, you do. So if we end up having a little off the record chat when you get back, that would be sufficient payback.”

Gabriel’s stomach was growling, it was almost 2 PM, and he had missed lunch. He went to check on Travis, and Rachel said that Arnie had taken him out to lunch. Gabriel scrounged another Twix from his desk and thought about the upcoming interview tomorrow with Luccio. He was making a list of questions to ask when Brent McKay called back. 

“Mr. Ross, I called Rosie after our conversation and he gave me permission to share whatever we have regarding policy coverage with you. It took a while to find the file, but I have it in front of me. The policy opened in 1965 as a whole life policy on Roosevelt Peele. The face value of the policy was $100,000 with the beneficiary being his wife, Mrs. Gracie Peele. The policy had the standard rider invalidating any claims in the event of death happening within two years, or in the case of suicide. I can see in the file that there was a claim in October 1969 by Mrs. Gracie Peele. The firm declined it because there was no proof of death. Then in August of 1976, we received another statement of claim filed by Mrs. Peele. This one was accompanied by a court order declaring Roosevelt Peele legally deceased. Our check of $100,000 was sent to Mrs. Peele on September 10th 1976. 

Gabriel asked Brent to repeat the information one more time as he captured the information in his notes. He asked Brent if there was anything else in the file and he said, “No and I would prefer if we kept this information between ourselves, I wouldn’t want my supervisor to know that I’ve given you this information without a signed release.”

Gabriel got up after thanking Brent and walked over to the chalkboard crossing off question number one. He had to admit to a little disappointment. Faced with the insurance motive plus what Arnie had learned today from the Herald he had to face facts that his client most likely killed her husband. Engaging the detective agency must have been to placate the son. 

But how and when did she kill him? The son’s account of the storm matched his mother’s, so that means she must have killed him later. 








Chapter 32




Out on the Gulf of Mexico, not far off the Coast of Shipp Island, Charlie finished his cocktail. The gentle waves of the Gulf rocked his 30 foot, 1975, Chris-Craft. Now that the sun had set, the winds were starting to pick up. He made his way to the front cabin and to his prize lying on the front bunk. The girl had platinum blonde hair, not his favorite, but a nice change nonetheless. She had feathered her hair like Farrah. Just like all the others. Her eyes shifted crazily betraying her terror as she looked up at him. He could practically hear her racing heartbeat. Her eyes were blue, expressive like portals to her soul. They shifted around constantly, scanning the cabin and landing on the Polaroids pinned to the wall. Her eyes widened in fear when she realized the pictures were of the others.

 “I see you’re looking at my harem. You’ll notice; I positioned each girl carefully in the clothes I picked out for them. Aren’t they beautiful Jill?” Such a shame. Each one, now lying where no one will ever find them.” He felt a touch of melancholy. Not for them or their families, but for the waste of such beautiful creatures. But there was just no other way. Since starting his little hobby, he developed a strict routine. He had carefully calculated everything down to the smallest detail including the timing of the disposal. Even keeping these little mementos was a breach, but he liked to relive each one. Looking at the photographs, he could almost smell their scent; feel the softness of their young bodies; and taste the tartness of their fear. It was moments like this when he felt most alive. All his senses were supercharged with anticipation. “Don’t fret my dear, when you calm down, I’ll take off the tape.” The soothing tone he used must have backfired as she struggled with renewed fervor.

“Ha, it doesn’t matter Jill. There’s no one to hear your screams. We’re miles off the coast.” He wondered whether she had figured out, they were out on the Gulf from the rocking of the boat. Could she smell the salt water in the air? Looking at his watch, he sighed. “It’s not time yet.” 

He sat down beside her and thought about the reactions of the various girls. Some just cowered in fear and begged mercilessly for their pathetic lives. Others were fighters. He gave Jill a big smile, and reached down and caressed her silky hair. She was so angelic. She jumped at his touch trying to squirm away; her escape futile with her hands and legs trussed up like a hog being led to slaughter. He slowly let his hand fall to her young, pert, fifteen-year-old breasts. He could see the horror in her eyes. Yet something else. Anger? Defiance? 

“I have t….to go up top for a b…bit,” he stammered.








Chapter 33​​




Gabriel had to leave at 4 AM to be sure that he would make the five-hour trip to Parchman State Penitentiary in time for his appointment with the devil. He was familiar with Parchman’s notorious history as Mississippi’s oldest maximum-security prison. It contained almost 5,000 of the state’s worst convicted criminals. The prison had a reputation as a cruel and harsh place. In 1972, a federal judge found that the prison was an affront to modern standards of decency. Being incarcerated in Parchman Farm was once called worse than slavery. 

On the drive up north on Highway 49, he tried to shake off his anger at Gracie Peele. Now that he knew, she had received the $100,000 insurance he was solidly in Rachel’s camp in believing that she had killed her husband and that she begrudgingly hired the agency to appease her son, never believing they would be capable of uncovering the truth. There were still questions that made him feel uneasy. Why would she lie to him about the insurance? Why would she mislead him about Rosie’s boss? She had to know that Luccio, the man to whom she owed money was his boss. 

Gabriel made the turn at the main gate and passed the sign stating Mississippi State Penitentiary. He stopped at the guardhouse, and two uniformed guards carrying rifles came out circling the car. “My name is Gabriel Ross, and I have a 9:30 appointment to see a prisoner,” he said as one of the guards came to his window. 

“Identification suh,” Said one guard speaking with a southern drawl. The guard was heavyset, and Gabriel could see his own reflection in the man’s mirrored sunglasses. While he was looking at Gabriel’s ID, he noticed a sign to the right of the car, which read that no one was allowed on the premises with explosives, weapons, chisels, axes or hacksaws. Well of course not!

The guard finished with Gabriel’s ID, and referred to something on a clipboard before saying, “You can park your car over in the visitor’s lot suh.”

As he parked the car, Gabriel felt uneasy looking at the twelve-foot high fences crested with rolls of barbwire at the top. More mirror-eyed guards were walking the perimeter with rifles. When he got to the visitor’s entrance, he entered a vestibule, where another deputy was waiting to pat him down. 

“Take everything out of your pockets suh.” Gabriel emptied his pockets putting everything in a plastic bowl for them to look through. “Now raise your arms and keep your feet spread suh.”

He did as he was told, and felt the deputy’s hands run over his body patting him down looking for hacksaws and chisels. Once the guard was satisfied, he returned his stuff back and asked to see his attaché case. Inspecting it, he looked for false bottoms before handing it back to Gabriel and pointing to the left, “Over there to sign in.”

 Gabriel went to a desk where a middle-aged white woman with a beehive hairdo passed a binder to him. He signed in and told her he was there for a scheduled meeting with Sam Luccio. The woman robotically handed him a visitor’s pass and pointed to a corridor. When he came to another door, there was a guard who dwarfed Gabriel by at least two feet. Gabriel was working hard to keep his nerves in check, as the guard told him to proceed to the second door on the left and to wait. When a couple of people passed by, Gabriel kept his eyes averted. He found a seat in the waiting Gabriel and picked up a five year old, dog-eared magazine of Biker World. The cover had a buxom blonde in a skimpy bikini. Interesting choice for a magazine in a prison waiting area. Gabriel had just got to a good part in the magazine when a heavy-set, middle-aged man wearing an ill-fitting gray suit approached him. 

“Are you Gabriel Ross?” he asked, perspiring as if he had just finished a marathon. 

“Yes, how did you know?”

“I was told that you were kind of … short; my name is Carl Biggio, Mr. Luccio’s attorney. The man was balding and had hidden it with, what Gabriel believed was called a comb-over. He held out a hand that seemed comprised of short, fat sausage-like fingers. “Mr. Ross, welcome to Mississippi State Penitentiary.” 

They shook hands and Biggio must have sensed Gabriel’s nervousness. “First time in Parchman right?” When Gabriel nodded, Biggio added, “You don’t need to be concerned Mr. Ross, the prisoners don’t have access to this part. They’re all behind the wall.” 

Gabriel nodded his head and said thanks. “Can I see Mr. Luccio now?”

“Yes of course just a few preliminary things. When you get in there the guard will escort Pretty Boy; I mean Sam in. The guard will make sure that his hands are cuffed to the table, and his legs are bolted to the floor. Don’t let that throw you, the guy’s a pussycat.” After a pause, he added, “As long as he doesn’t smell a rat.” Biggio chuckled. 

“Now I have to search you again to make sure that you don’t have any recording devices. He looked in Gabriel’s attaché case and then gave him a quick pat down. “You don’t have a bug up your ass do you?” He said chuckling again. 

“Look I need to have you sign a form saying you’re going to keep what is said in there to yourself. If you repeat anything to the cops, then Luccio has the right to kill you.” Again the chuckle. He extracted a form from his briefcase he had me sign it, using his back as a table. Once that was done, Biggio used a handkerchief to wipe the sweat from his brow. “Okay, Mr. Ross there are a few areas that I wouldn’t go into, you don’t want to upset the pussycat. I would stay away from things like, who did you murder, where did you hide the body, and what politician’s did you bribe? And …don’t ask him about his girlfriends. Geez, the guy has terrible taste in women.” If you stay away from those questions and remember to stay on your side of the table…very important that you stay on your side of the table, you should be fine. 

Biggio opened the door and did the sign of the cross as Gabriel went in for his interview with the devil. 

A Guard stood at the back of the room. Sitting at the table was a man who looked to be in his mid-fifties, with his long graying hair neatly tied in a ponytail. They had shackled his hands to the table as promised. He flashed Gabriel a smile, his teeth whiter than they should be. Gabriel could see why he earned the nickname pretty boy. The man took care in his appearance. Wrong kind of pinstripes mind you, but strangely enough, they seemed to fit him well. He made a gesture to the guard and the guard left them alone causing Gabriel to wonder who the inmate was. 

“You’re the famous detective?” Said Luccio with a big smile. His eyes were bright and alive, like a kid with a new toy.

“I don’t know if famous…”

“You’re short,” He said interrupting me. 

“Yes and you are the infamous gangster Pretty Boy Luccio.”

He laughed and said, “Some people call me that.”

They didn’t speak for a moment as Gabriel thought about the questions he had prepared. “You were going to say, thank you Mr. Luccio for agreeing to see me. Is that it?”

“Uh yes, I was just going to say that.”

“And then you were going to ask me about Rosie Peele, is that right.”

I was feeling like a ventriloquist’s dummy. “What can you tell me about Roosevelt Peele?”

“Well listen, I don’t mind a little chin wag with you, but first we have to go over the rules capisce?”

“Capisce,” I said nodding my head. “Uh, your lawyer already went over the rules?”

 “He looked up at the ceiling shaking his head. “This stays between you and me,” He said pointing his finger at me. Gabriel nodded, and Luccio continued. “You don’t tell these assholes zip understand?”

“Uh, capisce..”

“Ah, Italiano?”

I shook my head, and I assured him that I would never repeat anything he said. Which he knew was a lie, but somehow he had to hear it. 

“Rosie Peele, how is the old eggplant?” He asked, despite the slur, Gabriel detected a trace of affection.

“No one has seen him for 14 years now. I think the belief is that he died in the hurricane.”

“That so? Not much of a detective are you?”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Well we only have another 15 minutes, so if you want to hear a good story listen up. And don’t…don’t even think of taking notes.”

Gabriel nodded, and Luccio began…. some guys and I decided, oh back in the mid-sixties that we had a little bit of a cash problem. Like we had too much. That’s how they arrested Capone right? So we decided to open up our own bank to put some of the cash to work. If we lent the money out on mortgages then the money would be, how you say, lavato. We came up with the New South Mississippi Savings and Loan with me as the boss man. I hired a bunch of people to, you know to look after customers. One of them was this big black man named …” he stopped at this point and pointed to me.

“Rosie Peele.”

“Correct, Rosie’s an honest man. He wouldn’t say shit if he were standing in it. And let me tell you he was standing in it. I hooked up with a couple of guys, a land developer, and a lawyer. It doesn’t matter their names. They’re nothing but a couple of bent guys from the neighborhood. We came up with the idea that with all of this money, we should invest it in mortgages. 

Now back to Rosie, his lovely wife Graziella had bad habits. She liked to bet money she didn’t have. I know about such things because … I just know about it. Anyway, I approached Rosie about being the front man for our little mortgage business. I was honest with him; I told him that the appraisals would be adjusted to higher property values, that customers would be shown to have more income than they actually did, and that the builder would build the houses in material that how would you describe…. merde…you know crap.” Rosie liked his job and appreciated the offer, but said very politely, “No thank you, Mr. Luccio.” 

“So you see Mr. Detective, I had a problem. On one hand, I got a woman who owes me fifty large; on the other, I have her husband refusing to do me a little favor. So, I lean on her a bit. I make sure that Rosie overhears me and the boys talking about making an example of her. That it was bad for business.”

He took a break at this point and said, “You following me?” Gabriel nodded his head, and Luccio continued. “So when Rosie overhears the conversation about his wife, he turns about as white as a black man can be. I don’t think the fool said anything to his wife, but the next day he asked me what was in for him if he helped put these mortgages on the books. I explained that loyal employees always got a bonus. That I would personally take care of him. Once Rosie started to come around, I decided to lay off Graziella. She stilled owed me the money, though. A deal’s, a deal, capisce?

Gabriel nodded again and Luccio continued the story, “Things were going along just fine, and Rosie was getting a little something extra each week. He wasn’t giving it to his wife as far as I know because she wasn’t gambling anymore. I think when some of the boys initially started leaning on her and threatened to cut off her tits, her she got scared.” 

“So things are going along well, and everybody’s making some money. Then that cock-sucking hurricane happened. Rosie vanished and all the properties we leant against got washed away. Before you know it, I am getting hassled by everybody. The insurance companies refused to pay; the state regulators were having convulsions over these houses being in a fuckin flood plain and built of shit material. 

In the end, however, it all worked out okay. The state guys came in and lectured me on being a lousy lender. In the end, a bunch of suckers lost some money. Buyer beware they say right? It cost me too; I got closed down and barred me from ever owning a bank again.”

“With Rosie no longer helping me grow rich, and with a few new legal problems, I looked up Graziella, who was beside herself in grief. “Oh my Rosie is dead; my Rosie is dead.” He pantomimed with his hands in the air and his voice going up a couple of octaves. I told her to buck up. ‘You now owe me $75,000, and I want the money.’ She said she was going to be coming into some money. Now lots of people tell me that kind of bullshit when they’re scared, so I pushed a little, and she told me about an insurance policy. She thought the insurance company was going to give her $100 k even if there was no body. Stupido capisce?”

“She’s upset now because I tell her that, no body, means no $100 K. She tells me she has no money. I say fine that maybe her little son might come live with his uncle Sammy until she finds the money. You see some of the guys that work for me have some different appetites. That’s when she swears she’ll get me the money. 

“A few days later I get these cops all over the place with FBI on their little navy windbreakers. They had warrants to search my house and to arrest me for conspiracy. And you know who put them up that? Graziella. That little bitch.

So smart man out there, Biggio, this was in 1971, he tells me to plead guilty, and he would get me a deal. So here, I am rotting away in this fuckin prison. Well, Mr. Gumshoe, I agreed to speak to you as a favor. Now I want something in return. You’ve seen the Godfather right? You get how it works. I want to know where Rosie’s hiding. You tell me as soon as you find out. I have a bit of a score to settle.” 

“What makes you so sure he didn’t die in the hurricane?”

“Listen Mr. Ross I’m no Saint. I’ve done my share of stuff. When you’ve dealt with wise guys all your life you know when someone is a scammer.”

Gabriel thanked him for the information; his belief that Rosie was still alive added another angle to what was already a headache. As he got up to leave, Gabriel said, “One final question Mr. Luccio.” The insurance company tells me that they paid off the $100,000 policy in September 1976. Any idea of what happened to the money?”

Luccio, all of a sudden, launched himself at Gabriel, who fell backward on the floor. Thankfully, his bracelets held him back. Luccio was screaming, “What? I don’t know nuthin about that!” 

 As Gabriel picked himself off the floor and opened up the door to leave with Luccio still yelling, offering to give him half if he could find Rosie for him. 








Chapter 34




This guy is a sick fuck. He keeps calling me Jill. My name is Jessica! Dumb ass probably snatched the wrong girl. If I could move my hands, I’d scratch his fuckin eyes out. That’s right dumbass; you’re gonna be on your knees lookin for those eyes, that’s when I’m gonna kick you in the nuts. Yeah sicko, your nuts are mine!

I remember something a few years ago about some blonde girls missing. Did this fuckhead take them? I wonder if he put something in my food; it feels like I’m paralyzed. I’m so sleepy! She yells at him through her eyes. “I’m not even a real blonde!”

 He’s flittering around me now humming some fucking stupid song. He’s telling me how angelic I am. Yeah just wait for it fuckhead, you’re picking on the wrong girl.

 What the hell am I wearing? Ah ah ah! He dressed me up like a fuckin Barbie. What the fuck else did you do to me? I’m only 15. Boy, when I get free I am going to gut you like a trout. 

There’s a small TV was set up on the counter, one of those combination TV/VHS units they sell at Walmart. The sick fuck is watching reruns of Charlie’s Angels. Jesus what a dumb fuckin show. I figure looking at the Polaroids around the room that he has some weird fixation on Farrah Fuckin’ Fawcett. 

Wait. I never heard that the cops ever found any of these girls. He’s gonna try to kill me after he’s finished getting his rocks off. Probably weighs down the girls and then splash to the bottom of the Gulf… never to be heard from again. If I get a chance, I had better make sure I get to him first and kick his bony ass overboard. 

When I woke up yesterday, he got all scared when I tried to get free. He didn’t like that. He got a bad case of the stutters. I bet he’s a little pussy. Maybe he had a dominant mommy who made him play with fuckin Barbies. 

It’s coming back to me; he’s not the same guy that grabbed me. That guy was bigger and really dumb looking. I can’t believe I fell for his, “Ah lost my daughter’s little kitten act.” And it was just a picture ripped out of a magazine. God how stupid of me. He hit me with something and it really fucking hurt. I remember waking up in the back of the van and I started to kick his chair. That really pissed him off and he stopped the van along a highway. After that, I think he a stinky rag in my face.

Hey, maybe someone saw what happened, and the cops are out looking for me. God, I’m so tired, I can barely keep my eyes open. If I get a chance, I’m gonna hoof you in the balls, yeah the balls, balllllllllzzzzzzzzzzzz.








Chapter 35




Gabriel left early, and Travis got a ride to work with Rachel leaving Jacqueline to take care of Benjamin. After a rousing game of peek-a-boo, they were interrupted by the shrill of the kitchen phone. The LED clock flashed 11:30 AM. Jacqueline picked up her son and put him in his crib as she went to answer the phone. 

“Hello?” “Hello?” Jacqueline repeated. There was someone on the phone she could hear their breathing. She concentrated on sounds that she could hear over the phone, and she thought she heard a train whistle. 

“Listen, Mister, why do you keep calling here?” Her question brought no response.

“What do you want?” She said trying her best to keep calm. 

The man spoke something at that point, and it chilled her to the bones. Thinking she have misheard. “Can you repeat that?” That’s when she heard the click of the line being disconnected. 

She called Gabriel right away; this time prepared to tell him about all of the calls, the white van everything. She had been foolish not to tell him everything right from the start. Was it because she didn’t think it was worth bothering him or was it some kind of reaction to wanting her independence. 

Rachel answered right away, “I’m sorry Jacqueline. He had to go up north to interview someone. I don’t expect him back until the end of the day. I’m here working with our new Junior Associate Mr. Travis Franklin Esquire. Can he help you?” 

Jacqueline tried to stay calm despite feeling like she wanted to jump out of her skin. “Rachel, that’s okay. Say hi to Travis for me and tell him not to be late for supper. If Gabriel happens to get in touch, please have him call me at the house. It’s kind of urgent.”

“Say, Jacqueline, is this about the new car?”

“No, just forget about it. It’s not important.” Jacqueline answered, her voice quivering. Since deciding to come clean with Gabriel, it was like a damn had burst. Jacqueline had an overwhelming desire to speak to him. 

“Jacqueline is everything all right? You seem a little stressed. My God is Benjamin okay?”

Jacqueline knew she had to get off the phone. Rachel was a caring friend, but she wasn’t in a position to help. As if on cue, Benjamin started wailing from the bedroom. “No Rachel, Benjamin is fine thank you. Just have Gabriel call me.” 

“Is that Benjamin I hear…”

Jacqueline hung up on Rachel and quickly went and picked her son. Returning to the kitchen, she dialed Ben O’Shea. A Detective Greenlaw answered and told her that O’Shea was out of the office. She didn’t think she would get any more information, but when she identified herself and told him it was important, he gave me a number in Ocean Springs to call. She had forgotten that Gabriel had said that Ben was helping out on a murder case. When she called Ocean Springs, Ben answered right away, asking how everything was.

 “To be honest Ben, not well. Everyone here is fine, but I really need to talk to Gabriel, and he is away somewhere up north.”

“What can I do, is that my godson crying in the background?”

“He’s fine just acting a little fussy. If you aren’t too busy, I would like to report …”. All of a sudden, she couldn’t hold it together any longer and started crying into the phone. When she stopped a few minutes later, Ben had hung up. 

Jacqueline picked up Benjamin and tried to get him to stop crying. Seeing his mother crying had probably freaked him out. She looked out the window and for once was reassured seeing Mr. Kennessey out clipping a hedge in his front yard. Wiping her eyes on her apron, she opened the front door and walked out carrying Benjamin. 

When Mr. Kennessey saw them, he stopped his clipping and walked over. “Well, my goodness you are bringing in new detectives younger and younger. He said tickling Benjamin’s toes.” 

“That funny, Can I ask you a question Mr. Kennessey?”

“Sure, don’t have much to do but clip this here tree that I already clipped last week. What can I help you with?”

“Have you seen anyone unusual in the area in the past few weeks?

“Unusual as in the hippies that live down the street or are you talking about those people walking their dogs and not picking up the dog poop. Do you know I have to clean their mess every day, EVERY DAY?”

“I was thinking about anyone who might be parked in a white van, maybe watching my house?”

“Oh…that kind of thing. Is something wrong Mrs. Ross?”

“Well I’ve been getting some hang-ups, and earlier this week I saw a van over by the park. It just gave me a chill, probably nothing, but I thought there was someone in the van watching us.”

“What does Mr. Ross think?”

“I didn’t tell him, but I probably should have.” 

“Well, I’m outside most of the day, so I have seen white vans go by, but none that I have seen parked watching your place. Rest assured Mrs. Ross, you ever get scared you come right over. I won’t let anyone near you or your child. I’ll keep an eye out, and if I see any anyone in a van watching you, I’ll give them a good clipping.” He said using his clippers as if he was pruning an imaginary tree.

“Thank you very…,” they were distracted by the sound of a police car with lights and siren screaming down their street. 

She started to cry again as she saw Ben jump out of the car and put his arm around her. In between sniffles, she introduced Mr. Kennessey, who was understandably concerned about what was happening. 

Ben escorted Jacqueline into the house with Kenessey following behind holding Benjamin. Ben put the kettle on to make tea, “So Jackie, why don’t you tell us what happened, and don’t worry, when we get a hold of Gabriel, we’ll figure this all out.”

Ben’s calm voice helped reassure her. “The calls started a few weeks ago. At first, it was once every couple of days, and then two weeks ago it became pretty much daily. They always seem to happen when Gabriel’s out of the house. I answer, but whoever is on the line doesn’t say anything.”

“Have you told Gabriel about the calls?”

“No, I didn’t want him to get upset. I thought I could handle it on my own.”

 “Handle it? What do you mean by that Jackie?” He asked pulling a notebook from his jacket pocket.

Jacqueline got up and poured the tea, trying to get her thoughts in order. “I saw a white van the other day when we were walking in the park. It was one of those vans without windows. I know this is going to sound stupid, but I saw someone sitting in the van watching us.”

“And you think the white van is somehow tied into the phone calls?” 

“I don’t know why. Just a creepy feeling of being watched. How is it that they know when Gabriel isn’t here?” She said putting three cups of tea on the table. 

“You have a good point, Jackie, then what?” asked Ben.

“Well, I’ve been driving around the neighborhood looking for white vans.”

Alarmed Mr. Kennessey chipped in, “Seriously Mrs. Ross, what would you do if you found one?”

“I would probably follow them and see where they went. See how they like being watched.”

Ben shook his head and said, “That is a little out there Jackie. Leave the police work to professionals. Did you find any white vans?”

“No, not yet.”

“Okay, what happened today that made you so upset?” asked Ben.

“The phone rang in the kitchen, and I answered. Again there was no one speaking, but I could hear their breathing, and I thought I heard a train whistle. Anyway, I asked the person why they kept calling, I’ve asked this question before and had gotten no response. This time, I also asked them what they wanted. That’s when I believe he said, “Just You.” 

“Just you? But you’re not certain he said that?” Asked Ben.

“I don’t know!” Jacqueline said. At first, when you get these calls you think it’s a misdial, and then you start thinking it’s a prank. But when you realize you might be actually speaking to some crazy person than it gets frightening. There was something about his voice, and then he hung up. It all took less than a minute.”

“Okay, was the emphasis on JUST or on YOU?” Asked Ben, drinking his tea. 

“I don’t know Ben. I know this is going to sound weird, but replaying it in my mind …I think he might have said Just youse.”

“Just Youse?”

“Yeah, Just youse.”

“Ben made a note on his pad, “I want you to close your eyes and try to remember.” Once Jacqueline had her eyes closed, “Are you sure the voice belonged to a man?” She nodded, “Was it a husky voice or was it softer?”

“Definitely husky. Almost gruff.” 

“Hmm, I think there are certain parts of the country where “Youse” might be more prevalent. Generally speaking, though whenever I heard someone say, youse, it was a plural of you. So he could have been referring to being interested in more than just you. Ben took Jacqueline through the conversation a second time. When they were done, he said, “I know what cases Gabriel has on the go, and I can’t see anyone wanting to harm you.” After finishing his tea, Ben got up and lifted Benjamin from Mr. Kennessey, cradling him in his arms.

 “Until we can talk to Gabriel and get his thoughts, I’m going to do two things. First, I’m going to assign a patrol to watch the house and to be on the lookout for white vans. If we see one anywhere around here, we’ll stop them and get ID on the vehicle and driver. Second, I’m going to set up a recording device on your phone. It will be activated as soon as a call comes in. We’ll get a recording of anything that is said, including from your end. It will take some time to set that up.”

“Thank you very much, Ben, I feel kind of embarrassed over this. I’m sorry to drag you into this.”

“Don’t worry Jackie, I remember the last time. Nothing is going to happen to you or wonder kid here.”








Chapter 36




Gabriel stopped on the way home from Parchman to call the Agency for messages. He no sooner had a chance to say hello when Rachel blurted out, “Gabriel, everything is ok, but you need to get home right away. I don’t know what’s happened. First Jacqueline called, and she sounded really stressed, and then Ben called. I guess he called Parchman and found out that you had already left. Anyway, they both said you needed to call home right away. When Travis found out something was wrong, he called Arnie, and the two of them have left to go to your house. So can you please call home and then call me back and tell me what’s going on?” She asked her tone pleading. 

Gabriel barely let her get the words out before he hung up and put more dimes in the pay phone. The fact that Mr. Kennessey answered made Gabriel’s heart miss a beat. 

“Mr. Kennessey, it’s Gabriel. What’s going on? Is everyone all right?”

“Everyone’s fine, your wife has gone to lie down, but Ben is here, he can fill you in.”

When Ben got on the line, “Gabriel, Jackie’s fine, so is Benjamin, so is Travis Franklin, so is Arnie Simms and so is Mr. Kennessey. How far are you from Biloxi?”

“I can be there in just over two hours.”

“Okay let me fill you in. Nothing bad has happened. I’m afraid your wife has been getting some calls. There was a call today that really upset her. I guess she thought they were prank calls, so she didn’t bother telling you about them.” 

“Prank calls, what kind of prank calls?”

“Someone breathing on the line. I’ll be here when you arrive, and I can bring you up to date.”

Gabriel gave Rachel a quick call and repeated Ben’s message. He then ran back to the car and pushed the little bug as fast as it could go towards home. 

As soon as he got home, he saw Arnie’s car, the station wagon and a police cruiser in his lane. He parked the bug on at the curb and saw the strange site of Mr. Kennessey looking at him through binoculars from his front porch. He gave Mr. Kennessey a wave and the old man yelled, “Not to worry, the perimeter is secure.”

Gabriel stumbled through the front door and was relieved to see Jacqueline holding Benjamin at the kitchen table accompanied by Travis, Arnie, and Ben. He went to Jacqueline and gave her and Benjamin a hug. She started to cry as Ben filled him in on what happened. 

Gabriel was surprised to hear how long the calls had gone on without his knowledge. Looking at Ben, he asked, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“To be honest, the white van…first thought … I think we all had, was that Boone Cooper had decided to come home. His folks are out in Gulfport, so I had a patrol go by and check it out. Apparently, the father passed last year, but the mother said she hadn’t seen her son in over three years. Nor does she have any desire to. She called him a disgrace to the family.”

“Gabriel turned to Travis, “Were there any calls since you’ve been staying with us?”

He shook his head and then Arnie said what everyone must have been thinking. “He must be in eyesight of the house because he’s very careful only to call when Jacqueline’s alone.”

“Jacqueline said the calls started about a month ago. Has anyone new moved into the neighborhood recently?” Asked Ben.

Jacqueline and Gabriel looked at each other and shook their heads. “No, I don’t think so Ben.”

“Do you have any other cases where someone might want to hurt you or your family?”

“Married husbands cheating on their wives, employees cheating their bosses, missing persons…you know them as well as I do. No one else would have a motive.”

“Alright, so this is what we have done while we were waiting for you. I have ordered that the techies sweep your home for bugs. Just in case. If that were the case, he would still need to be close by to be able to pick up anything. Next, we’re going to install a trap and trace on your home line. As soon as the call comes through the officers will be able to record it and initiate a trace for the call.”

“I have people digging out an old picture of Boone Cooper. I have ordered a team to check the neighborhood. Anyone suspicious or matching Boone’s description will be stopped. I will look into having a policewoman knock on doors in case there is something weird going on.”

“Thank you very much, Ben,” Gabriel said. 

“You’re a lifesaver,” added Jacqueline. 

Ben said he had to leave and asked them not to worry. Before he left, he said to Gabriel, “I called Wil Graham and brought him up to date. He’s driving down tonight and wants to meet with us first thing tomorrow morning.” 

Just after Ben left, Rachel stopped by on her way home from work to offer her support. They all sat around the kitchen table and took turns filling Mr. Kennessey in on Boone Cooper. 

“So, Boone is Jacqueline’s first husband’s brother. Said Rachel. She looked sheepishly at Travis and continued, “He and a deputy Sheriff from Harrison County were part of a scheme to abduct teenage girls. The Sheriff might have been part of it too.”

“That has never been proven.” Added Gabriel. I met Boone once when I visited at his garage. I sensed right from the start that there was something off about him.”

“I agree, I knew him through my husband. He would come out to family events. I think even his family thought he was crazy.” Added Jacqueline putting out a plate of cheese and crackers on the table. 

“Anyway, the Deputy Sheriff was killed, after that, shit kind of hit the fan.” Said Gabriel. 

“This was before my time. I was working as a superintendent,” offered Arnie. “But from what I figure, someone, most likely the Sheriff, must have given Boone a tip. The guy did a disappearing act and hasn’t been heard from since,” offered Arnie. 

“I remember the case from the papers, back in 1979.” Said Kennessey. “Were any of the girls ever found?”

“No none has ever been found. I still have every one of the case files in my office. On a slow day, I pull them out hoping that I missed something. There’s all kinds of speculation. Some say they were part of a slavery ring and sold to some Arab Sheik. The Sheriff did say that he thought he overheard something about a rich guy living on a boat paying big money for the girls.”

“Those cases took place three years ago. Why is everyone so sure this is the same guy?” Asked Kennessey.

Almost in unison everyone said the “He used a white van.” 








Chapter 37




Gabriel didn’t think anyone slept very well last night. Travis was up bright and early and volunteered to stay home with Jacqueline and do chores. Just having him around to keep Jacqueline and Benjamin company would be a comfort. It promised to be a busy day for them with the bug sweeping crew coming in at 9:30 and then the technician was scheduled to install the listening station in the afternoon. 

Later that morning when everyone came into the office Gabriel called a quick meeting to update them on what he learned from Luccio. 

“Do you believe him, Gabriel?” Rachel asked as soon as he was done. He is not like a pillar of the community. 

“Well, you might be right Rachel,” Said Gabriel. “But I don’t see much of an incentive for him to lie. I believe him when he says he never got his money. You guys weren’t there, but I’ll tell you if he was lying, he deserves an Oscar.”

“So if she didn’t pay him then is that why she’s fixing up the house?” Asked Rachel. 

“If the insurance was paid seven years ago why’d she wait another seven years before spending the money?” Asked Arnie. 

“Luccio was charged in 1971 and sentenced to 15 years. That means even if he doesn’t get time off for good behavior he’s due to be released in three years. Maybe less if he gets parole. Could she be trying to spend the money before he gets out?” Replied Gabriel, standing up and starting to pace as he often did while thinking. 

“But couldn’t Luccio arrange for someone to lean on Gracie? I know he’s in prison, but it’s not like he doesn’t have a few friends out there.” Said Rachel. 

“I don’t think that Luccio had any idea that she got the money until I told him yesterday.” Now that he knows, she might want to watch herself,” Said Gabriel. When no one said anything for a minute, he continued, “The other big revelation was Luccio’s belief that for the past 14 years, Roosevelt has been hiding and that this was just a big scam.”

“Okay Gabriel, let’s say this was an insurance scam and that her husband has been hiding out all this time. You said yourself the son was credible. Do you think Gracie Peel is so evil that she hid all of this from her own son? Letting him go on believing for fourteen years that his father drowned in a hurricane? That’s pretty heartless even for her.” Rachel was on a roll; she started pacing like Gabriel but in the opposite direction. “Wait, who paid for the son’s education? With room and board that had to be in the tens of thousands per year even at a state college. Not something a “lingerie saleswoman” could swing.” Offered Rachel, almost bumping into Gabriel. 

Arnie then added his two cents, “Rachel makes a good point. Just because Luccio doesn’t know Roosevelt’s dead doesn’t mean, he’s alive. What did you say the other day Gabriel? The simplest answer to a complex situation is usually correct? I think old Gracie smashed Rosie’s head in and buried him out in the backyard. The $100,000 was the motive, she used some of the money for education expenses, and now she feels safe to blow the rest with Luccio in jail.”

“I agree with Arnie; I have felt that way all along.” Chimed in Rachel. Maybe she thought her husband was going to go to the cops, and that he would be risking everything. So she invites him into the back yard and kapow,” she pantomimed the shovel coming down on his head. “She then digs a hole in the ground, rolls him in and then fills in the grave putting a couple of patio stones on top.”

Gabriel’s mind went automatically to that little patio with the uneven stones. “Okay good theory, but Luccio’s been in prison for eleven years. Why now?”

“It can’t be because the son found the paper and insisted on an investigation, because the construction work had already begun, offered Arnie lighting up a cigarette. 

Rachel’s pacing had put her on a collision course once again with Gabriel, They now came face to face, “Well, Gabriel is it unanimous? She asked.

Gabriel sat back down. He stroked Bourbon, who had jumped up on his desk. I’m not sure about this. I agree she probably killed him, but the time frames are off. Too many unanswered questions.”

“Maybe we should think about how we could prove it because we already know the motive alone won’t cut it.” Arnie offered. 

“Okay guys, I have to admit that there is little to like about the lady, and she has done nothing to help with her own investigation. Plus, she lied to me when I asked about the insurance. What if I was able to get her to admit that she killed him by wearing a wire? Surely that plus the money would be enough to get the case re-opened.”

“You think that lady is going to just admit to murder?’ Arnie asked.

“Honestly, I don’t know. But it’s worth a try.” No one said anything for a few moments, and then Gabriel continued. Let’s say we invite her in and I hit her with the knowledge that I know she lied about the insurance. Then I tell her that I had gone to see Luccio about it, and he was beside himself wanting to get his hands on her. He even offered me money. I then tell a little white lie and say the District Attorney has agreed to re-open the case and that he is currently getting a search warrant. She may be rattled up enough to reveal something.”

“Gabriel that might just work, but before you do that we should make sure the $5000 has cleared the account because she’s not going to be pleased with our service one way or the other,” Said Rachel, nervously biting a fingernail. 

“I would discuss this with Ben. I think this is a violation of the client confidentiality agreement,” said Arnie. 

“Maybe, but is she really our client? The son gave me the check and said his Mom never wanted to hire us.”

“Still I think you better make the sure the cops are in your corner if you’re going to go out on a limb like that. If she just denies everything then you’re going to look a little foolish,” said Arnie. 

“Ok, let’s all think about this. Wil and Ben should be arriving shortly.” 








Chapter 38




Gabriel called home to check on Jacqueline and ended up speaking to Travis, who told him he had already solved Kennessey’s riddle of the day. “These are way too easy.” When he finally got a chance to speak to Jacqueline she sounded much better and was appreciative of Travis being such a big help. 

Gabriel had no sooner hung up from his wife then he heard the agency door open and the sound of Ben laughing. He went out and greeted them noticing that Ben had dressed up from yesterday choosing a maroon blazer, black shirt, and a yellow tie. Wil had just shared the Chinky episode with him. Gabriel faked laughed as he brought them into his office. Once they were seated, Wil apologized again for what he was now calling Chinkiegate. The meeting became solemn with Wil asking about Jacqueline, and whether there had been any new developments. 

“I just got off the phone with her, all quiet today.”

Ben went over the security precautions, and Wil suggested that van rentals agencies be checked just in case.

“Good idea,” said Gabriel making a note to have Rachel call around. 

“Before we get into other matters I just wanted to tell Wil how great a detective you’ve become Gabriel. I’m working in Ocean Springs helping them with a murder case. They have the housekeeper in jail for killing a man. An eye witness will testify that she saw the woman wiping the prints off a murder weapon. What’s more, she does not even deny it. This morning there was a report from the border patrol. Enrique Sanchez, the housekeeper’s husband, entered the country on the day before the murder in Ocean Springs. He returned to Mexico right away just as Gabriel suggested. Later today I’m going to meet with the accused and one way or another I will get her to tell me that she was covering up for him.”

“Thanks, Ben, will her husband be extradited for murder?” Asked Gabriel.

Ben nodded, “That’s up to the District Attorney and whether I can get the wife to tell me what actually happened. I also have evidence corroborating the maid’s story that the deceased had been molesting her. Two other former housekeepers have come forward with sordid tales of abuse. They both said the wife knew all about what was going on. So thank you for your suggestion.” Gabriel waved off the compliment. 

Wil leaned forward and touched Gabriel’s arm. “You’ve come a long way, Gabriel.” After a moment, Wil continued, “I have something important to discuss with you two, but before I do, how did you get along with Pretty Boy Luccio?”

“Fine, he’s a bit of a character, and I’ll make some notes for you on our conversation. In a nutshell, he was careful not to say anything other than general comments about having done some bad things. We talked about the hurricane case and his thoughts about his former employee. He seemed to believe that Roosevelt, that’s the guy who’s missing, is not dead, but hiding somewhere in an elaborate insurance fraud. My team disagrees, however, and feels that the wife murdered him, disposed of his body and blamed it on the Hurricane, all so she could collect the $100,000 insurance.”

“What do you believe Gabriel?” asked Ben. 

“Before I answer that, I have a question for you Wil. Luccio believes that Gracie Peele somehow got him arrested. Is that the way it happened?”

Wil reflected for a moment, then looked at Gabriel, “I can tell you confidentially that ole Pretty Boy has his facts wrong. I can’t say any more.”

Gabriel took a moment before answering, “I’m still not sure what to believe, but one way to proceed would be to wear a wire next time I meet her.” Gabriel filled them in on how he would go about coaxing her to confess.

Wil thought it was a solid plan, but that Ben would need to make sure that the District Attorney was brought into the loop before proceeding. Ben spoke up, disagreeing with his federal counterpart. “What happens if your client just fires you as her detective and tells you that you’re full of shit. Without an admission, the fact that she received an insurance check is not going to get us a court order to dig up her backyard.”

“You can’t be fired by someone who’s not your client,” Gabriel explained to them why he believed the son was the real client.”

“But did she not sign the client agreement that includes the confidentiality clause?” Asked Ben.

“Yes, but she has been a real lousy client. Misdirecting us all the way.”

“Still I would talk to a lawyer and protect the business.” Ben had never told Wil about his financial interest in the Agency just that he and Gabriel were friends. They discussed the case for a few more minutes and Gabriel went over the key questions they had listed on the chalkboard. 

When the three of them had exhausted the discussion on whether Gracie Peele was a victim or a murderer, Wil pulled a file out of his briefcase and opened it in front of him on the desk. He extracted a newspaper article from the Daily Herald dated a week ago. It was the story about Jessica Grant, the teen that went missing a week ago. The article did not have a picture of the missing girl. 

“I believe I saw that last week,” Said Gabriel. Wil handed over a family picture of Jessica posing in front of a fireplace. The girl was platinum blonde but wore her hair in the familiar feathered back style of the girls that went missing three years ago. The fact that the FBI was sitting across from him, and the girl was young, and blonde gave Gabriel an uneasy feeling of deja vu. “She hasn’t come home?”

Will shook his head, “When Ben called me yesterday about Jacqueline getting those calls and seeing a white van, I was reviewing a report from a special task force in Daytona, Florida. There was a murder a few months; it didn’t make the papers up here I’m afraid, but a psychiatrist was found with his head brutally bashed in. Because it happened during office hours, there was no question of who did it. The patient in question was Charles Angelus being treated for panic attacks and delusions. He escaped out to the street through a back staircase. White, average height, slim build, mid to late twenties, brown hair and eyes. The address in Daytona was a fake, and he paid his bills in cash. 

The Daytona Police went to court, and the judge agreed to let them look at Angelus’ file, except as you would probably expect, the file was missing. The cops, however, did find this in the doctor’s trash basket. Wil held up a newspaper with a story circled in red.

Gabriel recognized it right away. It was an article written three years ago appearing in the Biloxi Daily Herald talking about the missing girls...Shannon O’Shays, and the others. “Putting two and two together the locals tied this Charles Angelus to the disappearance of three girls in Daytona. They eventually got around to contacting the FBI. I shared what we had learned about the disappearances three years ago most notably that the girls might have been abducted by Boone Cooper and sold to some wealthy guy who lives on his yacht.” Wil put pictures of the three Daytona girls on Gabriel’s desk and sat back. 

Gabriel went from one picture to another with horror on his face. He finally said with a tone of resignation, “All a perfect match to the other girls. So Boone and this Charles Angelus are in Daytona?”

“First off, the guy’s name isn’t Charles Angelus. We assembled an inter-agency task force looking for him. He’s not in any database. We started thinking about the name; apparently it means Angel in Latin, so maybe there is some significance. He thinks these girls are his little angels. Now get this, there’s a popular television show named Charlie’s Angels, and the main star of the show is Farrah Fawcett-Majors.” He pulled out another picture, this one a black and white glossy of the actress. Wil put the photo of the actress alongside the pictures of the missing girls.

“Son of a bitch!” Gabriel said. The room was silent for a moment until Gabriel broke the silence, “I bet you I know why he chose Daytona Beach.”

“Abundance of young girls wearing bikinis?” Offered Ben. 

“First of all, it’s on the water so he can sail his boat there. Second, it’s party central. There’re all kinds of young people from up north getting away from the cold weather. The one similarity it has with New Orleans is that girls who go missing around Mardi Gras, don’t get reported right away. Too many parties, too many kids are vacationing away from their parents. When I first read about Jessica’s disappearance, I didn’t think anything of it. First off there was no picture, but second you automatically think she’s at a bonfire on the beach. That must be part of his strategy.” 

“You’re probably right Gabriel,” said Wil pulling more items from the file. You must be wondering why Boone Cooper is hanging around Biloxi harassing Jacqueline when his partner is in Daytona Beach.”

“You’re right unless of course they’re no longer working together.”

“Oh, I’m pretty certain that they’re working together. The last girl disappeared 2 months ago, and the Doctor’s murder was 6 weeks ago. The task force made the local papers and started to check out the local marinas. I think Charles Angelus got spooked and decided to haul anchor.”

“What about fingerprints?” asked Gabriel.

“We dusted the doctor’s office, his chair, and desk as well as all of the furniture in the waiting area. Nothing. There are bound to be some prints on the murder weapon which appears to be a metal bust of Sigmund Freud that the doctor had on his desk. We know that, because the killer took it with him,” answered Wil,

“If Jessica Grant has been missing over a week. It might already be too late,” said Ben.

“The sooner we find Boone and whoever this Charles Angelus is, the faster we can save lives,” Said Wil. “There is one other thing that the task force feels is related. Orlando is not far from Daytona and it looks like the two of them were communicating through the Orlando Sentinel. A girl working in the personals departments called the Orlando PD because she recognized a sketch of Charles Angelus that the task force put out to all communities near Daytona.” 

“The receptionist in the Doctor’s office worked with our local people.” Wil passed over a drawing of a white man with dark shadows under what looked like blue eyes. The man’s dark hair was long but neatly trimmed. There was something off about his cheekbones. They were too prominent and slightly unnatural. He had a large forehead giving him a young Frankenstein look. 

“Why Orlando?” if they were based out of Daytona? Asked Ben.

“Not really sure. Orlando is a much bigger city and has a much bigger paper. Less likely that someone might see the ad and ask questions.” Wil offered. 

“So if he put an ad in the personals than they must have gathered some info on him.” Said Gabriel, putting the sketch down.

“The account was set up with cash. The name given for the account was Clark Kent. Yeah, you’re right Superman’s real name. There was another account set up the same way for return messages, the name given on that account was Gabriel Ross. The address given on both accounts is your address In Gulfport.”

A shiver went up Gabriel’s spine. “My address? What did this message say?”

Once again Wil passed over a photocopy of a newspaper article with a short ad circled in red ink. 




Dear Hunter,

Game wardens are ruining the hunt. Good time to visit familiar hunting grounds. If interested in more big game hunting, you know where to get me. 

– Clark




“So you think this is from Charles Angelus, telling Boone to return to Biloxi?” Asked Ben. 

“Yes, I do. The girl at the newspaper is 100% positive that the sketch of Charles Angelus and Clark Kent are the same people. We have one of her co-workers, who looked after the other guy, working with another sketch artist. Based on her preliminary description, it sounds like Boone Cooper. The task force went over the personals in the Sentinel for the previous three months and found numerous other short posts all addressed to the Hunter and signed off by Clark. 

Gabriel got up and started pacing again. “It’s my wife and family that Boone is targeting. What can I do to help find these guys?”

After a pause, Wil looked over at Ben, who gave him a slight nod. “Actually, you were the one that knows the most about Boone and this guy who calls himself Charles Angelus. Had someone not tipped Boone off we might have caught them. We would like to hire you as an independent investigator. If you agree then, you’ll be working on your own but aligned to the Mardi Gras task force. Whatever we find we will share with you and vice versa.”

Gabriel sat back and thought about the case. He remembered one of the girl’s mother, Edith Glaswell asking him after her daughter had been missing two weeks, whether he believed she was still alive. At the time he said he didn’t know, but that she had to have faith that her daughter Rebecca would someday come home. Now three years later he thought again about that question. Whether this Charles Angelus killed them himself or sold them into slavery, the likelihood was that the girls wouldn’t be coming home. 

It didn’t take Gabriel long to agree, He would have to put the Hurricane case on hold. But in all fairness, the investigation, in that case, had come to an impasse. A scary thought came to him as he took the file from Wil, he might not have to look too hard to find these guys…..It sounded like they might come looking for him.

“I was hoping you would come on board,” said Wil. “As it turns out there is an FBI behavioral scientist who briefed the task force. He’s agreed to give you an individual briefing to help you identify this guy.”








Chapter 39




When the meeting with Wil and Ben broke up, Gabriel called Arnie and Rachel into his office. “We have a new case.” He brought them up to date with what he learned from Wil. Arnie’s reaction was excitement at catching a killer who had hurt so many families. Rachel, on the other hand, was apprehensive. 

“With this Boone Cooper being close and wanting to get back at you, I’m a little scared.”

“I know how you feel Rachel, and it’s a good point. We need to be extra careful around here. Like, try not to be here alone. Rachel, see if we can hire private security to be with you during the day. Arnie if you’re on the road make sure you aren’t being followed. Boone is known to drive a white van, but he might have smartened up, and maybe he’s driving something else.”

Rachel nodded saying, “I was thinking more about Jacqueline and Benjamin. Because of the calls?”

“I’m going to go home for lunch and try to convince her to visit her parents up in Chicago for a while. She won’t go, but I’ll try. Ben has the house under surveillance, so if she decides to stay, I think she’ll be okay.” 

“What about the Hurricane case?” asked Arnie.

“After talking to Ben, he wants to run the wire strategy by the District Attorney, he also thinks that since it was Gracie that signed the client agreement, then we are bound to maintain her confidence. My guess is that trapping a client with a hidden recording device might be breaking a few rules. So let’s think about next steps on the Hurricane case for a few days. If she or her son calls then, just take a message.”

“So how do we go about catching Boone Cooper and this Charles Angelus?”

“I don’t know, but an FBI profile expert is coming in to give me a briefing this afternoon. 

Gabriel left the office just before noon and made it home in good time. As he pulled into the lane, he saw Mr. Kennessey on patrol. Gabriel went over and thanked him for what he had done for his family. “No problem my little friend, I have looked in on them a couple of times this morning, and I have kept a constant watch. He then proceeded to tell Gabriel about the Korean War binoculars and how during the war, he was able to sound the alert when he spied the enemy creeping up on an encampment. 

When Gabriel was finally able to pry himself away, he went over to his house. As he opened the door, he found Travis, wearing an apron, stirring a pot on the stove. Jacqueline was on the living room floor trying to teach Ben how to roll. Checking on the stew that Travis was making, he complimented Travis on how great it smelled. 

“It’s an old family recipe, handed down from one Franklin generation to another. Lords of the Franklin Castle used to serve it to travelers looking for a warm bed and a hot meal in the olden days.”

“That right?” Gabriel said noticing that he had Jacqueline’s Betty Crocker cookbook open beside him. He gave Travis a wide smile and said he couldn’t wait to taste the family recipe. Gabriel then went into the living room and lay down with Jacqueline and Jelly-Bean. 

“I’m glad your home for lunch, you just missed the bug sweeper. He went through each room and came up empty. I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing. It means he had to be close by watching. How was your meeting with Ben and Wil?” Jacqueline asked. 

“Pretty productive, any more of those phone calls?

“Nothing, if he is watching the house then I think Mr. Kennessey scared him off.”

Gabriel nodded and filled her in on what he had learned from Wil. 

“So that confirms it. It was Boone Cooper, and he’s after us for what happened to his brother.”

“That certainly looks to be the case. That’s why I want you to spend a couple of weeks with Benjamin in Chicago.”

“And you’re going to stay here by yourself waiting for him to hurt you?’ Jacqueline asked in an incredulous tone. 

“I can stay and protect him, Jacqueline,” yelled Travis listening from the kitchen. 

Jacqueline rolled her eyes and said, “Like you said Gabriel, Ben has the house under round the clock surveillance. I’m not going anywhere. I say bring it on, I’ll nail his ass to the wall!”

Gabriel figured that was how the conversation was going to go. Jacqueline was not only stubborn, but she had the determination of an angry hornet. 

“Oh, I got Ben a new toy.” Gabriel pulled out a miniature yellow dump truck from his jacket pocket. Gabriel made a vroom, vroom noise and drove the toy on the carpet. Jelly Bean did a full body roll and grabbed the car letting out a squeal of delight. “Now when he starts to learn how to speak…we’ll need to make sure he says “dump truck.” 

Jacqueline laughed until she saw Benjamin put the little toy in his mouth. She reached over and took the toy. They both laughed, and Gabriel suggested that she should hold on to it until he’s old enough to drive.

Jacqueline gave him a hug which felt great after everything they had gone through. Gabriel got up from the floor and saw that Travis had been watching from the kitchen doorway. He nodded his head and gave Gabriel a thumbs up. 

Lunch was delicious, and Gabriel gave them a recap of the discussion involving whether to wear a wire to trap his client into a confession. 

Travis was for the plan right away and wholeheartedly supported Rachel’s position that Mrs. Peele was evil. Jacqueline was a little more cautious and said checking with a lawyer about the confidentiality issue might be a good idea. 

When Gabriel was getting ready to leave to go back to the office, Jacqueline walked him to the door. “Gabriel, what are you going to do to find this guy?”

“I don’t know, but I will get together with Arnie and Rachel, and we’ll come up with something.” 

“What can I do from here to help?” Jacqueline asked.

He smiled at her and said, “Stay safe.”








Chapter 40




When Gabriel got back to the office, he made a comprehensive list of what little he knew about the Mardi Gras killer. Around 4 PM, the office door opened, and an older man announced that he was Dr. Paul Bayliss and that he had an appointment with Mr. Ross. When Gabriel greeted him in the waiting area, he saw an officious looking man in his early sixties. He was wearing a dark trench coat over a dark suit with a navy blue tie. Dr. Bayliss looked ex-military judging by his haircut and the way he carried himself. When Gabriel extended his hand the man slapped a business card in it and walked into Gabriel’s office. 

He pointed to the chair behind the desk and said with a serious look, “Have a seat, Mr. Ross.”

 “Thank you for coming down here to brief me,” Said Gabriel once they were both sitting. Can I get you a coffee?”

“Are you familiar with the work that I do for the agency?” replied Bayliss, there wasn’t going to be any chitchat. 

“Not really, Wil Graham used the term investigative psychology and said you had already briefed the task force on who we’re looking for.” Judging by Bayliss’ frown he seemed disappointed in that description. 

“I am a Forensic Psychiatrist. Read the card. Forensic Psychiatrist. I have many years of experience working in the field of criminal behavior. I help investigators examine evidence from crime scenes and from victim and witness reports to develop an offender description. The description can include psychological variables such as personality traits, psychopathologies, and behavior patterns, as well as demographic variables such as age, race or geographic location. Investigators might use profiling to narrow down a field of suspects or figure out how to interrogate a suspect already in custody.” It sounded like a well-rehearsed speech.

Bayliss opened up his well-worn leather briefcase and extracted a file. “Now I understand you are somewhat familiar with the case?”

“Yes, I was involved when we tried to catch him three….” Bayliss waived him off like he was swatting a fly. “Do you understand the difference between an organized and disorganized criminal?” 

Gabriel shook his head deciding to keep his answers brief.

“The man you’re looking for is the prototypical organized murderer. A real schizoid. Organized crimes are premeditated and carefully planned; little evidence is found at the scene as in the example of the Psychiatrist in Daytona. Organized criminals, according to the classification scheme, are antisocial, but know right from wrong, are not clinically insane and show no remorse. Disorganized crimes, in contrast, are not planned, and criminals leave evidence like fingerprints and blood. Disorganized criminals may be young, under the influence of alcohol or drugs, or mentally ill.” Dr. Bayliss liked to emphasize his words by pointing his index finger at Gabriel as he spoke. 

“So are you saying that this Charles Angelus went to the psychiatrist with the full intent to kill him?”

“Excellent Mr. Ross, you get a prize.” Bayliss reached into his trench coat and passed a Hershey’s kiss over to Gabriel. “I would say that even before their first session the good doctor’s death warrant was already signed.”

Gabriel had to interrupt. “It’s hard for me to grasp that this guy couldn’t be insane. If he’s not insane why is he doing this?”

Bayliss reached over and took back the candy. “I said he wasn’t clinically insane under the definition of the law; I didn’t say he was normal. The man knows to hide his crimes, dispose of the bodies so that he doesn’t get caught. He took the murder weapon with him after he killed the Doctor. He’s a sociopath. He doesn’t give a panda poop that his behavior isn’t acceptable, and he feels little or no remorse for what he does. You got that?” Bayliss unwrapped the kiss and popped it into his mouth. 

“If he has no remorse for what he’s done why did he go to a shr…I mean a psychiatrist?”

“I find these kinds of wacko-birds just want to tell their story, relive their crime. They want your reaction. They want to tell someone what they’ve done. Not because they’re remorseful, no, no, no, but because they want to brag. He wants people to be scared, to be in awe of what they’ve done. You get it?”

Gabriel nodded his head in understanding. Dr. Bayliss reached into his coat again and passed another kiss across the desk. 

“So here is a preliminary report on what I have come up with,” Bayliss handed Gabriel a one-page summary. “From the receptionist, we know he is the late twenties to early thirties. That’s consistent with my behavioral findings. These crimes are generally committed by white males which happens to be the case here. You will recognize your suspect as someone who is very neat. He’ll take great pride in his appearance. There won’t be a hair out of place on this guy.” 

“He’ll seem socially awkward, a loner. If you see him at a party, he’ll be the guy who stands in the corner by himself. There is a possibility this man might have a deformity or speech impediment, maybe he’s abnormally short which made him the subject of ridicule.” Bayliss said grinning for the first time. 

This guy probably had a dominating mother who had a major impact on his psychosis. The likelihood is he couldn’t please her or wasn’t good enough for her. If he’s disposing of the bodies in the ocean, then this might signify his need to clean up his mess and please his mother. Sociopaths can also have fits of rage, unable to control their frustrations. They have no qualms about what others might think of them. In some cases, where there is a dominant maternal figure then the paternal influence is not in the picture.”

“Would someone like our killer be born this way or did he become this way?”

“I have an opinion, but if you look that up in your encyclopedia Britannica. You have a set don’t you?”

Gabriel shook his head which caused Bayliss to reach over and once again take the candy back. “If you had an encyclopedia you’d see there are differing opinions. But I’ll let you in on a little secret. Psychopaths are born fruit-cases, but sociopaths develop their behavior as they mature. Emotional neglect, a hostile environment, alienation and even drug abuse can have an impact.” 

Bayliss was on a roll, so Gabriel just nodded his head. “Since we believe he travels by yacht and is still relatively young, then we can conclude that he is from a wealthy family. Sociopaths have difficulty holding down jobs, so I expect that the killer doesn’t work or doesn’t need to work. There is a possibility since he chose a Latin alias and seemed to have a fascination for Mardi Gras that he is of European descent.” 

“Now in addition, to being a sociopath, this fruitcake has another psychosis. Probably because of something that happened in the early to mid-seventies, his mind tried to escape reality and drifted into a fantasy that made him feel secure. That fantasy was most likely brought on by something he watched on television. That would explain why so many of the victims resembled the actress Farrah Fawcett. Over time, it is not unheard of, for this type of person’s grip on reality to slowly slip further and further into his fantasy world. He can also become violent as we saw with Dr. Meredith if he feels his fantasy world is threatened.”

“What about his partner Boone Cooper what can you share about their relationship?”

“From what I have read about Mr. Cooper, I’ve concluded that their relationship is most likely financial. They appear to have nothing in common. I’m pretty sure Charles Angelus would most likely have a deep disgust of Mr. Cooper. Now Cooper might somehow be involved in more than just the abductions, but given the personals I have read, I think primarily the killer is paying the hunter to hunt.” 

Bayliss had come to the end of his report prompting Gabriel to summarize. “So I’ll likely recognize this guy as a well-dressed, 20 or 30-year-old standing by himself at a party? Don’t get me wrong Dr. Bayliss I appreciate the information. How can I use this to catch the guy?”

Bayliss gave Gabriel a questioning look; then he looked like he was going to take back another candy. “Profiling is not a replacement for good investigative work. The profile I gave you is accurate. If you think it through it should help you find him. Finding this loon is still your job.” 

As he was leaving the office, Bayliss turned to Gabriel, “There something else that occurred to me after I briefed the task force that I should tell you. This guy, given his age and how developed his fantasies are, isn’t likely to stop until he’s caught.” He popped another candy kiss into his mouth as he left.








Chapter 41




Once Bayliss left, Gabriel called Rachel and Arnie into his office to give them an update on the psychological profile. When he was done reading the report and answering their questions, he asked them for their thoughts. 

“It’s exciting!” Just think of all of the lives this killer has ruined, now we have a chance to catch him. So where do we start?” Asked Arnie with enthusiasm. 

 “I think the task force had it right, the guy lives on a boat and where better to check than the marinas.” Answered Gabriel. 

“But there has to be hundreds or marinas between here and New Orleans, not to mention all of the boat launches and private docks,” said Rachel.

“I’ll give you that Rachel, but the boat he’s using has to be big enough to keep someone hidden and have enough provisions to be at sea. Also, depending on the type of boat, not all boats can dock at all marinas. You need docking facilities with a deep enough draft for bigger boats,” explained Arnie. 

“How big a boat are we talking about Arnie? Asked Gabriel. 

“I’m no expert, but I would say that to be out on the Gulf for any length of time you would need something like 28 to 30 feet in length.”

“We could make a list of all the marinas between here and New Orleans and cross off all of those that couldn’t accommodate a 28 to 30-foot cabin cruiser. That might help,” Said Rachel.

“We could also get some flyers made up of this latest girl, Jessica Grant and ask the boat owners if they’ve seen her. We can bring a copy of the police sketch too. Maybe they might remember a six-foot-tall, dark haired, late twenties guy acting strangely?” Arnie added. 

“Good I think we’re getting somewhere. I’m just going to capture our plan.” Said Gabriel, getting up and going to the chalkboard. He wrote, check marina and show flyers. Standing back from the chalkboard, Gabriel realized that his handwriting was illegible and gradually slanted upwards. “Here Rachel, you’d better be the scribe.”

Rachel wrote, ask at the marina if they remember someone who recently returned after being missing for three years.

 “I can hit the marinas in Biloxi and Gulfport. I know some of the people.” Offered Arnie. 

“I can call the Louisiana Marine Service and do the same in New Orleans,” said Gabriel.

“I can probably whip up some flyers for tomorrow.” Chipped in Rachel.

No one said anything for a few moments then Rachel asked, “Do you think that he might look for another doctor here?”

“That’s a good point Rachel you should write that down,” Said Gabriel making a note of it on his pad. “I can ask Wil if he could give the local psychiatric community a head’s up. Given what happened to Meredith, I would expect that they would be cooperative.”

“Remember that expression, a leopard doesn’t change its spots? The task force has already gone through the personals in the Orlando Sentinel, how about if we do the same at the Herald. There might be a clue or maybe we could plant something in it to get him to show himself.” Arnie suggested. 

“That’s an interesting idea, Arnie, if we find that the killer is using the local paper we could plant a note supposedly from the killer asking the Hunter to meet him somewhere. Boone shows up, and we grab him.” Said Gabriel.

Both Rachel and Arnie nodded, and Rachel wrote. Plant something in the paper on the chalkboard. “We would have to be careful as we might only get one chance at that. If we make a mistake, they’ll change their process.” Pointed out Arnie. 

“Let me run that one by Wil and see what he says. First we have to find out which paper he’s using. Jacqueline wants to help so maybe she can take Travis to the Herald tomorrow and see if they find anything. I can take care of the local paper in New Orleans.”

No one said anything for almost a minute, “It would be nice if we could turn the table on this guy. What if we were to give something to the press?” Said Gabriel. “Say there is a serial maniac on the loose preying on young teenage girls, give a description of both Boone and this Charles Angelus. Ask the public for their help.”

“You would have to run that by the task force. It might get you a lead, but it might also cause them to pick up and go somewhere else.” Said Arnie.

“I agree,” said Rachel, “It would also cause a lot of panic, lead to a lot of useless tips.”

After the meeting had broken up, Gabriel held Arnie back and asked about whether he could still handle the hotel robbery case. Gabriel was conscious of not overloading his associate.

“Don’t worry boss. I can use the extra work, and the hotel thing is something I’m doing at night.”

“Okay Arnie, but let me know if it becomes too much,” Gabriel said sitting down behind his desk. He checked his watch and figured that Wil Graham might just be back in his office in Jackson. 

Wil answered Gabriel’s call right away. Once he recognized the voice, “What did you think of the profile…er, I mean the Psychological Investigation?”

“I think Dr. Bayless is quite the character. I’ll have to think about the profile some more and figure out how it might help us.” Gabriel then went over the discussion with Arnie and Rachel. Wil thought the idea of giving the local psychiatric community a heads up was excellent. He said he would get his team working on it right away. When Gabriel asked about feeding the story to the press, Wil didn’t dismiss the idea right away. “Obviously, we would be risking having the killer pick up stakes and move on. I would be more inclined to plant something in the personals to lure Boone out into the open.” Wil wavered indecisively and then said, “let’s see how you make out in the next couple of days. Meanwhile, I’ll start the process of coming up with a press release so that we’re ready to go.”
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The drive to New Orleans took about ninety minutes. The traffic was light at that hour of the morning. Gabriel had told Wil that he was confident that he and his team could catch this guy. He’d called The Louisiana Marine Society and had a list of the marinas in New Orleans that could accommodate a boat with a large draft. His plan was to visit the bigger marinas while Arnie did the same in Biloxi and Gulfport. 

Last night he suggested to Jacqueline and Travis that they tackle the personals at the Daily Herald. The two embraced the challenge with enthusiasm. Trying to think like the killer, Gabriel reasoned that if they were using either the Herald or the New Orleans paper to communicate than it would stand to reason that the killer would have to be close enough to check the paper on a regular basis. It also made sense that Boone and the killer must have a special meeting place where they could transfer the girl from the van to a car. The killer wouldn’t want to transfer the girl to his boat in broad daylight at a busy marina. Once he has the girl, he would likely head out in the Gulf where no one would be able to hear her screams. Getting rid of the body would be as easy as weighing her down with something. 

 Over the past three years, Gabriel success had come from persistence and a steadfast belief that the good guys always won in the end. He looked at the stack of flyers on the passenger’s seat beside him. Jessica Grant was a pretty girl. Jacqueline had said that she’d seen her parents on TV making a plea to whoever took Jessica to bring her back. They were not a wealthy family, so the community had joined together to raise $50,000 for information leading to her return. Since it had been over a week since her disappearance, all of Gabriel’s instincts told him that each minute was precious in trying to save her.

Gabriel’s plan was to visit the biggest marina in New Orleans that morning and then hit the next largest after lunch. If he were unsuccessful, he would return the next day and try the next marina on the list. The Orleans Marina was on Lake Pontchartrain and was very busy with what looked like hundreds of boats. He parked the bug in the parking lot along with all of the BMW’s and Jaguars and made his way to the office. On his way, he stopped people passing by, to ask them if they had seen the girl in the flyer. If the answer were no, he would show them the sketch of Charlie Angelus. He walked into the office and found himself immediately in a line up, waiting for a solitary clerk who was trying to look after a dozen customers. 

It was a good twenty minutes before Gabriel made it to the front of the line. The bored voice of what was probably an overworked and underpaid woman said, “Help you?” The lady’s name was Maude according to her name tag. She was tall, freakishly tall. She looked to be in her late forties and wore her hair puffed up on top of her head which contributed to her Amazon-like stature. Her expressive face was signaling to Gabriel that she wasn’t going to take any of his shit. 

“Yes,” he said handing her the “Eye on You” business card. “It looks like you’re pretty busy. I hate to make your day any longer than it is. Is there a boss I could speak to?” She continued to look at him with tired eyes. 

“My name is Gabriel Ross. I’m a Private Detective working with the FBI on a case involving some missing teens.” 

After a moment of looking down at his card, she yelled out as if she was talking to the ceiling, “Ray, get on out here, man here wants to talk to the boss.” She put a touch of la de dah into boss.

A short, balding man came scurrying out of a back office. 

“Thank you, Maude. I appreciate your help.” Gabriel said giving her his best smile.

When Ray got to the counter, Gabriel was about to say something when Maude spoke to Ray in a sharp tone. “If it ain’t too much to ask, can you look after the next customer while I take Mr.” she looked down at the card, “Ross here into “my” office and see what he wants. Come along with me little fella and we can talk over here.”

Gabriel followed her into her office and sat down across from her. “I’m sorry I thought….”

“You ain’t the first. I’m the boss here. Biggest marina in New Orleans. Been managing it since 1969.” She lit up a cigarette from a pack on her desk. One of those made for women, the slogan, was something about coming a long way baby. “That’s Ray,” she said gesturing to the counter, “He was on his “break,” she said, using air quotes. 

Gabriel showed her the flyer of Jessica Grant and said, “I’m working in conjunction with the FBI in a case involving a missing girl. Jessica Grant disappeared the Saturday before last, and we have reason to believe the person who, they’ve named the Mardi Gras killer, operates from a boat moored in New Orleans.”

She picked up the flyer, “Pretty girl, I think I would remember if I’d seen her,” Maude said taking a long drag from her cigarette. She handed the picture back, blowing a trail of smoke towards the ceiling, “The cops don’t usually give someone a nickname unless they think he’s killed a few.”

 “That’s true, there were some girls going back to the mid to late seventies, very much like Jessica, who disappeared. Since then, we think he’s also been operating in Florida.”

“You got a picture of him?”

“Just this sketch.” 

“Ugh, that’s pretty nasty,” she said looking at the sketch. You have any reason to believe this creep docks here?”

“Not really, just playing a hunch.”

“You say the girl’s been missing for over a week?”

Gabriel nodded. 

“There are over 400 boats moored here. Power boats, yachts, sailboats. Maybe more at this time of year. You need to give me more to go on.” 

“Okay, he’s late twenties, early thirties. He has money.”

“That should cut it down to 399.”

“He probably drives a fancy car.”

She didn’t bother answering, but gave him a, “Are you serious,” look.

“Alright I may not have a physical description, but you might recognize him from his behavior. Can you think of someone who recently came back after being away for three years? We believe he likes to visit this area around Mardi Gras.”

Maude got up and went to a gray filing cabinet and came back with a file folder that was 4 inches thick. “This is all of this year’s billings, and it’s only February. You can go through them, but there has to be about a thousand.”

“I figure he would have to keep the girls below deck, so I think we can discount the smaller boats. Would you be able to tell me which ones are yachts?”

 “Probably not, just too busy to stay on top of who might have what boat. She took a long drag on her cigarette and then got up and pulled open a file cabinet, “Lots of short term rentals, folks on vacation might rent a slip for a week. You can go through these rental agreements they’ll identify the type of boat.”

Gabriel looked at the files and regretted starting with the busiest marina. Maude could read the disappointment on his face. “Listen this will probably take you a few hours to go through and narrow this to yachts. But let me ask you, once you have it narrowed down what were you planning on doing?”

“I was going to go out and talk to people.” 

 “Well, you can do that without the files. You just go out to the dock; we keep all of the boats docked by their draft. The draft is the depth of the boat’s keel. The marina has different depths, so we have to keep big boats with deeper drafts together. Granted some are out for the day, but if your guy is out there then feel free to nail his ass.”

Gabriel thanked Maude for her help and walked out into the cool Mississippi air. Gulls squawked overhead like an unrehearsed chorus as he headed for the pier where the largest boats were moored. On a few of them, there were people either working on something or just relaxing in the sunshine. He stopped to chat and hand out flyers, but no one had seen the girl or recognized the sketch. He had made it to the end of the first row of boats and started down the second when he noticed an older couple relaxing with a hot cup of something on deck. The name of the yacht was the “Tom Cruise” which stuck in his head as unique. He remembered the actor from a movie called Taps that he had seen last year with Jacqueline. 

Gabriel went through his usual routine with the couple, who introduced themselves as Wilbur and Agnes Rankin from Corpus Christi, Texas. The couple invited him aboard for coffee which Gabriel gladly accepted. Wilbur was a burly man who had to be in his mid-seventies while Agnes was slim with a leathery complexion from a little too much sun. 

Gabriel learned that they generally sailed the Tom Cruise up and down the coast as a retirement pastime. They were friendly and very interested in the case, peppering Gabriel with questions. When they saw the picture of Jessica Grant and heard that all of the girls had the same hairstyle like Farrah Fawcett, Wilbur asked, “Have you considered going through the nautical registry and seeing if someone has named their yacht, “The Farrah?” asked Wilbur.

“I wasn’t even aware that such a registry existed.”

“If they have the registration, they’ll be able to tell you who the owner is, as well the boat’s home port,” offered Agnes.

“Yeah check on the Farah, I don’t think anyone would call their boat the Fawcett not even a crazy man!” added Wilbur laughing. 

Gabriel made a note to check with the nautical registry; he might just get lucky. He left a bunch of flyers with the old couple who had promised to make sure that their neighbors, who were out for the day got a copy.

Gabriel checked out all of the larger boats in the marina, but no one had much else to add. He called it quits at noon. He had met some nice people but was no closer to knowing anything more. As he was leaving Maude came out of her office, “Looks like we might be in for some weather.” 

He looked up at the darkening clouds and nodded.

“How did you make out?” Maude asked.

“Not as well as I hoped. Everyone was very cooperative, but no one has seen the girl.” Maude took a bunch of flyers and said she would inquire as people came by. Gabriel then asked if he could use her phone to call in for messages. 

Sitting down at Maude’s desk he dialed the agency and connected with Rachel on the first ring. “The only call worth talking about was from Gracie Peele. She wanted a progress report. I ducked the question and told her she would have to speak to you. When I told her you were out of town on another case, she was not impressed. If she calls me chickie poo again I think, I might go ballistic on her.”

 “I still haven’t decided what we should do about the wire. According to a lawyer Ben spoke to we were bound by the confidentiality agreement, I’m not sure it makes a lot of sense trying to get a confession out of her.”

“It doesn’t make sense letting that old goat get away with murder.”

When Gabriel didn’t respond, Rachel asked, “How’s the canvas going? Arnie is out in Gulfport checking marinas there.”

“You know when Bourbon starts chasing his tail? That’s how I feel. I don’t suppose you’ve heard from Jacqueline?”

“Sorry Gabriel, she hasn’t called in yet.”

“One of the people I spoke to this morning suggested we call the Department that handles boat registrations. If Charles is so fixated on that actress, maybe he named the boat after her.”

“Do you think our guy is that stupid to name their boat, The Farrah?”

“Probably not, but it’s worth a try.” Gabriel thanked Rachel and told her that he planned on spending the afternoon visiting the next largest marina. ​








Chapter 43




It’s been a glorious week. Should I keep her for a few more days? She’s still under the influence of the drugs, but the last time we made love she seemed more responsive. She was different than the others; she seemed to know what to do. 

Who am I kidding? She’ll be like all the others and will try to leave. Just like my Farrah. Then I will have to try to find a replacement, hopefully, someone better than Tanya Roberts or Cheryl Ladd.

Charles knew he would have to head back into shore soon. He had already been away far too long. There were signs of bad weather coming through, and he was getting low on supplies. Maybe I can give her a double dose and tie her up while I go ashore for supplies. That would be a serious breach of the rules. That’s how stupid people get caught. That doctor in Daytona had been a serious mistake. He wondered whether the cops had connected the good doctor’s death to the missing girls. He kept Freud as a little souvenir, oops that’s another mistake. I should really throw it overboard. 

No, I have just about enough time to be with her one last time before heading back to shore. He secured the ship on auto pilot and then started down the steps, “Good morning, Angel…”








Chapter 44




I was getting stronger. Not quite back to my old self. I had been dumping his crappy ice tea, but I had to eat. Luckily, shit for brains was too stupid to drug my food. As my strength grew, I continued to play the part of the doped-up girl, letting the creep do what he wanted. Ugh! He wanted me to call him Charlie, just like on that stupid show. Well Bumblefuck, your time is rapidly approaching. My rage with what he did to me was fueling me and helping to overcome my fears. From what I could tell, I had been here for the better part of a week. With each passing day, the likelihood of becoming fish food was increasing. While he’s up top on the deck, satisfied and believing I was asleep, I decided to risk going to the head for some water. While there, I checked the cupboards for something to use as a weapon. My head was pounding, probably from a drug hangover. In the galley, I found lots of plastic knives and forks, which I could use in a pinch to have a fucking picnic. I heard numb-nuts moving around on deck. If he caught me on my feet, then the jig would be up. I continued my search frantically looking. I heard him about to descend into the cabin. Finally, I spotted something useful in one of the bedroom cupboards. Not an ideal weapon, but it would have to do. I wasn’t sure how much strength I had left. I had just enough time to hide it beneath me as I lay back down on the bed feigning sleep. With my back to him, I could feel his eyes on me. Ugh.








Chapter 45




Arnie’s experience at the marina in Gulfport was not unlike that of Gabriel’s. He showed the flyer and sketch to numerous employees and boat owners, but no one reported seeing Jessica Grant or recognizing Charles Angelus. He went up and down the pier handing out flyers and talking to people. A little past half way, he came across a man sitting on the deck of a thirty foot Bayliner called the Watergate. He was replacing the spool on his fishing rod. The man was in his fifties and dressed in jeans and a windbreaker. 

“Tell me did the Watergate burglars try to break into your boat?” Arnie asked with a smile.

“Kind of wish they would if I saw Nixon I could try out my new spear gun,” said the man returning the smile. “What-cha-got there friend?” The man said gesturing to Arnie’s hand holding the flyers.

“Tell you all about it if you invite me aboard.”

“Are you a coffee drinker? I just brewed a fresh pot and was about to have a cup.”

“I would sail the seven seas to get a cup of freshly brewed coffee sir,” replied Arnie, climbing aboard. Arnie made his way to a bench seat near where the man was sitting. He extended a hand saying, “name’s Arnie Sims.”

“Nice to meet ya Arnie, John Paxton. Let me get you that coffee.”

When John returned with the coffees, “Know anything about fishing gear Arnie?”

“Only what my Daddy told me when we used to go down to the catfish pond. Back then we used to be real fancy. Our fishing gear was a strong branch along with a line, hook and a worm dug out of the backyard.”

“Okay Arnie, so you aren’t going to be able to help me with all this fishing gear my kids got me for Christmas then. Maybe I can help you?”

“I’m working as a private investigator. We’re trying to make sense of what happened to this little girl,” Said Arnie showing John one of the flyers. 

John took a few moments to look at the flyer before shaking his head. “You thinking she’s on a boat?”

Arnie nodded his head and took a sip of his coffee. “I’ll tell you the story if you have a mind to listen while we have our coffee.”

“Sure go ahead Arnie, not sure how much help I can be.”

Arnie filled him in on the hunt for the Mardi Gras killer and the murders in Florida. “He’s been linked to the disappearance of other girls just like this one, both in Florida and back here three years ago.”

“What makes you think he’s on a boat?”

“We got a tip from someone. I guess it kind of fits with what we know about the man. We figure he keeps them down below and sails out into the Gulf. We think he either sells them into the slave trade or maybe he just dumps them out there when he no longer has use of them.”

“That’s cold Arnie. You got a picture or a name for this guy?”

“Just this sketch which was done by an FBI artist.” Arnie handed a copy of the sketch to John. Plus we have an FBI profile. 

John shook his head, “Can’t say he looks familiar. I was a surgeon before I retired and I would say your guy might have had plastic surgery.”

“That so? How can you tell?”

“It’s just a guess but either the sketch is out of proportion or the guy’s had surgery. If you put your hand over the top half of the picture and then on the bottom, you’ll see that the two parts don’t match. 

“That’s helpful John,” Arnie said taking the sketch back. 

“You said you had an FBI profile?”

“The profile says he’s probably in his late twenties to early thirties, slim build, dark hair, very neat and well dressed. We figure he has money, and the FBI says he is most likely a loner with poor social skills.”

The two of them sat for a minute or two looking out at the Gulf. Cumulonimbus clouds were forming and quickly moving, a good sign of an impending storm. 

“No one comes to mind but based on your description, why a marina?” Asked John.

“It would just make sense, look at all of these boats. He has to stay close to shore as he has a partner he communicates with through the personals. The FBI started checking the marinas in Florida and shortly after he picked up stakes and came back here.”

“Okay that makes sense, but regardless let me tell you something about boat people. Have you ever been on a boat by the way?”

“A few times. Just with friends who have a rowboat.”

“Have you ever crossed paths with other boaters when you were out on the water?” Arnie nodded, and John continued, “They always wave to you. But if you wave to the same person in their car at an intersection, they’d probably give you the finger. Boaters are a relatively small group of people. Everyone here takes an interest in each other’s yachts. The guy you describe would have a tough time keeping a low profile and having someone tied up below deck. I just don’t see it. A better bet is that he’s more likely to be anchored not too far and when he wants supplies he just tenders ashore. That way he doesn’t have to interact with anyone and he can maintain his privacy.”








Chapter 46




I heard him. He was coming down the stairs.

 “Oh, angel, it’s showtime!”

He was getting closer...I have to time this perfectly. I’ll probably only get one chance. I bit my lip trying to staunch my fear. I waited while he came closer, closer just a little fucking closer. 

“Wakie, Wakie, Jill baby, it’s Charrrrlie...”

As soon as I feel his arm on my shoulder, I rolled partly over and looked up at him. “Hey, numb nuts.” The momentum of turning over added power to my swing. I smashed the bust of Freud on the side of his head. I heard a clunk and then the sound of his body falling face first on the floor. It sounded like all the air went out him. A little trickle of blood was running down his face from his left ear. I got up and did a little jig. Before I realized it, he’d recovered and was looking over at me with questioning eyes. 

“Yeah, numb nuts I stopped drinking your fucking tea, and I’ve been faking it, waiting for a chance to mess you up.” He’s recovering, the cobwebs are disappearing. 

“Jill you shouldn’t have done that. It’s ag…against the r…..rules.”

“Rules? Is that what you said? Fuck off shit head,” She said still holding the bust. “Would you like to play some more, you little pussy?”

“I ..I ..dddon’t….”

“Too late!” She swung the bust at him again, this time, hitting him squarely on the other side of his head.” His body flew a few feet and smashed into a cupboard.”

“Nice.” 

The sudden exertion made her lose her balance, and she sat back down on the bed. Careful Jessica, you’re still a little woozy. Let’s not get carried away and blow our chance. 

Anger bubbled over her like an exploding volcano, “Fuck it!” she said as she stood up and then landed a vicious kick to his side, “You’re a fucktard, you pervert douchebag,” she screamed at Charles, kicking him again. No reaction. He was lying spread eagle not moving. I wonder if I killed him. She made her way shakily towards the stairs. She turns back, however, “I’ve seen too many movies where the sick bastard isn’t really dead,” She gave him a hellish kick right in the nuts. “That one is for all of the girls in the harem. I feel like cutting that little wiener of yours off and feeding it to the sharks, but they’d probably laugh and say it was too fuckin tiny!”

She suddenly realized that it wasn’t just her dizziness, the boat was rocking. She could hear the wind howling and the waves splashing up against the boat. It made it harder to keep her balance. I need to get to the deck and see how far we are from land. She wobbled her way to the stairs; a splash of seawater washed over her as she climbed up to the deck. 

There was no fucking land anywhere. There was nothing but ocean. Is this the Gulf of Mexico? The waves had to be three feet high. She could hear the engine of the boat straining at a good clip. Must be going on its own. Kind of like autopilot. She had zero experience with boats and had no clue what to do. She thought to look for the sun, thinking it could somehow point her in the right direction. Nasty, dark clouds were totally blocking it out. Spray from the Gulf rose up and drenched her. There must be a switch to disable the autopilot. But what’s the point? I could be setting a course for South America. 

She made her way to what she assumed was the captain’s chair, almost falling a couple of times. A flash of lightning lit up the sky. Hey is that a fucking radio? That’s it, girl, now just figure out how to make a call. Call the fucking marines and have them send help. Just as she said this to herself, the rain started to pour and the intensity of the boat rocking increased. She slipped and fell heavily to the deck banging her head. For a moment, she lay there dazed, thinking, at least if the ship sinks, Charlie the dirt bag would be going down with it. For some crazy reason, the theme song from Gilligan’s Island came into her head, “Just sit right back and you’ll hear a tale, a tale of a fucking ship,” She summoned all of her energy for one more determined attempt to grasp the controls. She grabbed the microphone from the radio and pulled it towards her. Pressing the thinga-ma-jiggy button on the side, she started blubbering into it. FUCKIN MAYDAY, FUCKIN MAYDAY, FUCKIN MAY FUCKIN DAY!

She had a chance to repeat the message a second time. She wasn’t even sure the radio was on. Just then she heard a voice behind her on the deck. Jessica turned. Charlie was standing at the stern weaving, blood running down his face. He had something in his hand; she realized too late that it was a gun. Bastard!​








Chapter 47

​

Jacqueline had been pleased when Gabriel asked her to check the personal columns at the Daily Herald. She was having a tough time shaking the feeling that she wasn’t contributing to a case which was threatening her family. The radio predicted an afternoon storm, so she bundled Benjamin and rustled Travis to wake up for the excursion to the newspaper. 

On the way over Jacqueline had a chance to ask Travis if there were any specials girls up in Hattiesburg. “All girls are special Jacqueline. I love them all. But I want to keep my life simple for now. Leave myself open to playing the field, if you know what I mean.” Jacqueline couldn’t help chuckling. It struck her as funny that Travis would take on an imperious tone when speaking to Gabriel, but when speaking to her, he reminded her of a young Dean Martin. Gabriel had commented that he thought shifting characters was Travis’ defense mechanism against uncomfortable conversations. She disagreed, she thought Travis just had a playful personality. 

When they got to the building on De Buys Road, they made their way to the service counter. Jacqueline was carrying Benjamin in his sleeper while Travis wheeled in the baby carriage. An older woman greeted them at the counter with a smile. 

“I would like to look at the paper’s personal columns for the last 5 years. Can you direct us?”

Rather than answering the question the women, whose hair rose into a beehive hairdo, seemed more interested in Benjamin. 

“Ah, what a cutie!” The lady said. 

“Thanks, Benjamin is almost three months. He’s a little sleepy this morning. Hopefully, he won’t make a fuss when Travis here and I are working.”

The lady gave Travis a quick glance, “Benjamin, I like that name. Feels strong.”

“His full name is Benjamin Travis Ross. My husband Gabriel likes to call him Jelly Bean.” Benjamin had an eye open and was checking out the old lady who was doing her best to get a smile in return. “Wait a minute, I know your husband. He’s a detective or something. He’s constantly coming in here doing research on stuff. Are you …his wife?”

“Yes,” she said, “and this is Travis, a family friend.” ‘

“I’m more of an associate detective.” Travis corrected. 

‘I see,” She said introducing herself as Anna Belle. “I remember seeing your picture in the paper. Well, congratulations on the lovely addition to your family. So you said something about the personals?”

“One of his cases involves someone who communicates with his accomplice through the columns. We’re not sure he’s using the Daily Herald, but since we think he’s in the area, Gabriel thinks it’s worth a try.” 

Anna Belle seemed shock that someone would use the paper that way. “Why wouldn’t they just use the phone to talk to each other?”

“Good question, I can only presume that they don’t trust each other enough to give out their contact information. The other thing is that the cops have been looking for these guys. Everyone knows the police can tap phones.”

“Interesting, the newspaper archive is on the second floor. Don’t worry about the little one, they’re not too many people around today. I’ll take you upstairs and help you get started.”

When they got to the microfiche booths, Anna Belle got the box down that held the past five years of newspapers. “Your husband has looked at these a number of times,” She said giving them a crash course of using the equipment. 

Once they were good to go, Anna Bella left them, “Say hi to Gabriel for me.”

They decided that Travis would start with the newspaper issues dating back to January 1974 and work forward while Jacqueline would start with the current edition and work backward. The work was tiresome. Benjamin, after a brief moment of crankiness, found it so boring he nodded off to sleep in the carriage. It was Travis who found something first. He called Jacqueline over to his cubicle and showed her a personal ad on his screen. 

Tall, handsome, muscular, articulate, intelligent, sensitive. Cynics, and a grossly underqualified psychiatrist may say “pathological liar,” but I like to use creativity with reality. Join me in my 50 bedroom mansion overlooking the Gulf, please call…




“That’s pretty funny Travis,” Jacqueline commented laughing. “I’m not sure that’s what we want. Keep looking.” She hadn’t made it through two days before Travis rapped on the screen separating the cubicles calling her over. “What about this one, 

Young farmer with 100 acres is interested in hearing from young woman with a tractor. If interested, send a picture of tractor. 

“That’s cute Travis, but not what we’re looking for. You’re looking for something from a killer, not a comedian. The killer was using the name Clark Kent in Florida and Boone was going by the name, “Hunter.” Not sure if they used that five years ago. Look for something that is a little off. Something that only the killer or his partner would understand.”

Jacqueline went back to her machine wondering how they were going to make it through five years of newspapers. Five minutes later Travis was rapping on the cubicle again. “Really Travis we aren’t making any progress!” When Jacqueline dragged her feet, Travis’s rapping became more excited. When Jacqueline read Travis’ latest, she let out a gasp. The personal was dated February 8th, 1975. 




Hunter,

Last order was superb. New order needed ASAP.

Confirm when you are ready to do business again. 

– Clark Kent




Oh God Travis! It’s him. Let’s print that and check the days that follow, maybe we might even be able to identify which girl was abducted. Sure enough, with Jacqueline looking over his shoulder, he found another suspicious ad on February 11th. 




Clark,

Glad you are pleased. Will have new product. Meet

this Thursday, normal spot and time.

– The Hunter




Jacqueline gasped, her heart started to pound, “This is creepy. We have to get word to Gabriel that the killer was using the Daily Herald in 1978 to communicate with Boone.” After making a copy of the second ad, Travis resumed his search and Jacqueline went back to the most recent issues. She found something suspicious two weeks earlier. 




Clark,

Can you say, angel? You’ll be pleased with the latest. Can do transfer on Thursday, Three hundred extra. 

– The Hunter




Sure enough, three days earlier she found,




Hunter 

Welcome home. Need product ASAP. Looking for pristine condition. Please reply when you have the item. 

– Clark




Jacqueline shivered as she read the post. The timing of this ad matched the disappearance of Jessica Grant. She needed to tell Gabriel. 








Chapter 48




Gabriel felt that he had wasted the day. The results at the other marina were just as bad. No one had seen the girl nor did the sketch of Frankenstein get any hits. He got a break when he asked an older guy in the marina if he knew how one would go about checking the owner of a boat by its name.

“Simple just call the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries. They keep, that kind of records.”

 “Call from the phone in the office if you want. The number’s in the Rolodex.” 

Gabriel said thank you, and looked up the number. The phone rang a dozen times before a man answered. He had a very thick English accent. “Department of Wildlife and Fisheries, Trevor speaking.”

Hello Trevor, my name is Gabriel Ross. I’m a private detective working with the FBI on a case involving the disappearance of some teenage girls.”

“How can I help yer?” Trevor asked with a heavy British accent.

“The suspect we believe owns a yacht, and I am hoping that if I give you a boat name you could look up the ownership details.”

“Is the boat in question registered in Louisiana?”

“That’s a good question Trevor, the truth is that I don’t really know; I’m not even sure of the name of the boat. I guess I’m grasping at straws.”

“Well, yer ‘ave two problems. The first is that each state currently registers their own boats so yer would need te check Mississippi, Texas, Alabama…. Secondly boat registration is voluntary in most states. So even if yer got the right boat name and the right state it still might not be registered.”

Gabriel was about to thank Trevor and hang up. He’d wasted enough time.

“Don’t spose yer ‘ave the boat serial number because yer could track that through the manufacturer.”

“No, I don’t Trevor,” Really, if I had the serial number I wouldn’t need the name of the boat wouldn’t I?

“Not so bad Sir, give wot yer ‘ave and I’ll do a search for yer.”

“Thank, Trevor, can you look for a boat named “The Farrah?”

“Alright, keep your fingers crossed, we keep them in a big book under the counter.” While Gabriel was on hold, he couldn’t help but think this was a massive waste of time. He thought this would be a simple process. After about five long minutes, “Well you’re in luck, we ‘ave such a boat wiv that registration. Do you want the name and address?”

Gabriel’s heart sped up. “That would be great Trevor. You may just have saved a life.”

“The boat is owned by Mr. A Hassan.”

“Please tell me you have an address for Mr. Hassan?”

“We do. Now this is strange, the address is in Mississippi. Yer don’t have many registered from over there. It’s 1420 Princess Street, Gulfport.”

Gabriel scrambled to write down the name and address in his notebook. “Thank you very much, Trevor, you wouldn’t happen to have the type of the boat would you?” Gabriel asked excitedly. He would have to thank Wilbur and Agnes. 

“It’s a 14-foot sailboat.”

Wait, something sounded wrong. A 14-feet the boat wasn’t long enough to keep someone, hostage. “Did you say 14 foot? That might not be the right one.”

“It’s the only boat registered wiv e name Pharaoh.”

“Pharaoh? The name is Farrah.”

“That’s wot I said, Pharaoh right, like yer know pyramids.”

“It’s Farrah like the actress Farrah Fawcett, not Pharaoh,” Gabriel said with a touch of frustration in his voice.

“Oh, I’m sorry about that. Let me check.”

A few minutes later he came back on and said, “So sorry mate nuffink under The Farrah or The Fawcett.”

Gabriel hung up in frustration, tempted to smash the old guy’s phone on the cradle. He knew the marina canvass was a long shot anyway. Real detective work wasn’t that simple. As he left the marina, he found that the weather had turned ugly, and he was facing a torrential downpour. He put his jacket over his head and ran for the car across the parking lot. 

It was three o’clock, and he started the long drive back to Biloxi, hoping that Jacqueline or Arnie had better luckier. He couldn’t help think that if William Cooper hadn’t said the killer lived on a boat, then we would be looking elsewhere. Could William Cooper have been lying, not wanting to expose further crimes committed by his brother?








Chapter 49




When Gabriel got to the office, he found just about everyone waiting for him. Wil Graham was down from Jackson and talking to Ben in Gabriel’s office. Arnie was sitting in his office with Jacqueline and Travis and holding Benjamin in his lap. Rachel was on the phone with someone. When he went into his office, everyone piled in after him anxious to hear the outcome of the day. Jacqueline was about to burst, so when everyone had found a chair, Gabriel asked her how she and Travis had made out. 

“Gabriel, Travis and I both found a bunch of personal ads that appear to be sent by the killer, this Clark Kent or by Boone Cooper. We printed out copies, and while we were waiting, Rachel made copies for everyone.” Rachel passed out the copies saying, “Gabriel, I was already scared, but when I realized that some of these coincided with Jessica Grant’s disappearance I get goosebumps.”

As everyone read through the clippings, Ben said, “This is good work. We now know they have been communicating through the Herald.”

Gabriel gave Jacqueline and Travis high fives. “We need to discuss how we take advantage of this to catch them, but let’s first hear about your day Arnie.”

Arnie briefed everyone on what was largely a frustrating day. When he finished, he said, “There was one possible idea that one of the boat owners floated by me. I met this guy, John Paxton and once I told him about the FBI profile he said we were looking in the wrong place. You see according to John, people who dock their boat at the marina are very social. The boating community is small, and most people know each other and take an interest in each other’s boats. If our guy is a social misfit, then we should expect him to be moored out in the harbor away from nosy people. When he wants to come ashore, he just uses a dingy.”

There was silence in the room as people thought about the new information. Finally, Wil broke the silence, “That makes a lot of sense Arnie, so rather than just checking the marinas we should pay attention to those moored offshore. Here’s an idea, The FBI has a helicopter we can get it down here and take a look out in the harbor.”

“Can you set that up for tomorrow? Asked Gabriel, maybe in New Orleans?”

“Wouldn’t he be using the Times-Picayune to communicate if he was in New Orleans?” Asked Rachel.

“Maybe, but he worked Daytona, but used the Orlando paper presumably to throw people off. I kind of have a hunch because of the Mardi Gras angle.” Replied Gabriel. 

“We can make a call to the FBI agency in New Orleans,” answered Wil. 

“There was one other item that this same guy mentioned. Before he retired this John Paxtor was a surgeon, when I showed him the sketch he said he thought the guy might have had plastic surgery. He wasn’t sure but he said either the sketch was off or the guy had been to a plastic surgeon.”

“Maybe we should check all of the plastic surgeons in Daytona,” suggested Travis.

“The only problem with that is he could have had the surgery years ago before he started operating out of Daytona,” replied Arnie. 

No one said anything until Jacqueline asked, “How was your canvas today Gabriel?”

 Gabriel told them that like Arnie it was slow going. He told them about the couple who suggested calling the department that handles boat registrations only to have his hopes dashed when he called.

“Might not be a bad idea to call the department in Mississippi,” said Ben. “It may seem pretty stupid for him to register his boat, but you never know. Wasn’t it Ted Bundy, the serial killer that was caught in a routine traffic stop?”

“Do you know what kind of car he was driving Gabriel?” Asked Wil. 

“Ok, ok he was driving a VW beetle.” When the laughter died down, “Rachel can you give them a call tomorrow and find out if there is a boat called the Farrah registered in Mississippi?”

Rachel nodded and said that Gracie Peele had called again demanding a call back with an update on her case. “Okay Rachel I’ve given this a lot of thought; I agree we can’t let a possible killer get away with it. Can you call her back and ask her what her schedule is? Don’t commit to an appointment yet, but I need you to find out when she won’t be available. Lastly, tell her I’ve been out of town and that I have a lead on where Rosie’s body might be buried.”

All eyes were on Gabriel with questioning looks, Rachel finally responded, “I don’t understand, you want me to call her and find out when she won’t be able to come in?”

“Yes, she told us she goes on road trips to sell lingerie. I want to know when her next trip is scheduled without you coming out and asking her.” Rachel still had a questioning look on her face when Gabriel changed the subject. He wasn’t ready to share his plan, especially with Rachel, who had already decided her guilt. “So how do we take advantage of what Jacqueline and Travis found out today?”

“The obvious thing would be to plant another personal addressed to the Hunter asking to meet somewhere, maybe to give him something…like a bonus.” We keep the location under surveillance, and when he shows up, then we pounce. We sit on Boone until he gives us Angelus.”

“Why not address it to Clark Kent, “asked Travis. 

“Well, the killer is less likely to see it if he’s on his boat. Plus, I suspect Boone is more liable to fall for it,” responded Gabriel. Travis nodded, conceding the point.

Wil Graham broke up the meeting by offering to take everyone out to dinner courtesy of the Bureau.








Chapter 50




The following morning started early with Wil calling to tell Gabriel that the helicopter was all arranged and where he should go. Gabriel was a little nervous never having been up in a helicopter before.

“I wanted to update you on another avenue the task force is following up. Not sure it’s going to amount to anything but as we said last night you never know.”

When Gabriel told him to go ahead, Wil continued, “One of the team had the idea that since the killer is so caught up with Farrah Fawcett that maybe he writes to her. So we asked the local office out in California to check on it. She’s on set filming in San Francisco, but her publicist was happy to cooperate. The agents spent the day yesterday going through boxes of fan mail, many of which were from sick perverts. It would take months to run down all these freaks. There was one letter though that the team thought was noteworthy. The same guy wrote to her just about every week. He called himself Charlie, just like Charles Angelus and referred to Farrah as Jill, her character’s name on the show. Anyway, the guy is a real fanatic quoting lines from the show in his letters. He also asked her if he could see her if he came to California. 

“I guess dealing with nutcases just goes with being a Hollywood star,” said Gabriel, “I bet most actresses have similar fan mail.”

“Yeah, but how many are postmarked from New Orleans and Daytona?”

“Really, tell me there is a return address.”

“Sorry, no such luck. But if this lure with Cooper doesn’t work maybe we could get her to say something publicly inviting him to call?” 

Gabriel mulled that over for a moment, and then Wil continued, “There’s another small thing. Back in the early days of the show, there was an attempted abduction of the other two leads in the show. Actresses named Kate Jackson and Jaclyn Smith.”

 “What happened?”

“Apparently a guy tried to get Jackson into a van, and Smith reported being followed by a similar vehicle. It made the papers, and it might just be a publicity stunt. But there is a reference in the letters to these other girls stealing ‘Jill’s’ lines and not being the actress she is.”

“Given what this person has done, I guess we shouldn’t be surprised at anything. That would mean that he had to have either lived out there or at least visited. When was the date of the abduction?”

“The attempted abduction was 1981, so our guy might have flown out.”

“Can you get your team to look into disappearances out in California around that time?”

“Great minds think alike, I’ll have someone call out a little later.” 

 After discussing the lead for a few more minutes, Gabriel said goodbye to Wil and started getting ready for his long drive to New Orleans. The fan letters have to be from the same guy. Farrah is a professional actress. If she was willing to do it, I bet she could lure him out into the open. 

Before hitting the road Jacqueline, who had volunteered to draft an ad for the personal column, showed Gabriel what she had come up with. It was short and to the point.




Hunter

Need to meet. Regular spot compromised. Meet at 

Lighthouse, Monday at noon.

– Clark




Gabriel told her it was perfect and that she should call Ben and run it by him. He would make sure that there would be enough plainclothes cops to cover the area. The choice of Monday was a necessity to give Boone time to read the paper and to make it to the meeting. 

Travis came out of the bedroom all sleepy eyed and asked Gabriel how he planned to get Gracie Peele to confess. 

“I didn’t want to get into this yesterday with Rachel there. She is so convinced that Peele murdered her husband. I’m not sure that I’m convinced, though. She might have, but I want to check something first. I asked Rachel to find out when she goes out of town because I want to tail her and see where she goes. Maybe she will lead us to where she buried him.” 

 “That would be a longshot,” Jacqueline said, putting a cup of hot chocolate in front of Travis. “You think she visits the grave?”

“Maybe, that would be one reason to tail her; the other is that no one believes she actually sells lingerie.”

“I want to go,” blurted Travis. “We could use that tracking device you showed me the other day. Please! I leave to go live with my Mom soon so it would be one last grand adventure. Besides, you need me to plant the bug.”

Looking at his face, he was hard to turn down. Gabriel looked over at Jacqueline who asked, “Will it be dangerous?”

“Not likely, and Travis will be good company.”

“Okay with me, but we will have to see what day it is and whether Travis is going to be in school. In fairness, he should ask his mother.”








Chapter 51




Gabriel made it to the FBI District Office around 11 AM and after showing his identification, he was ushered into the back of the building where they had a helicopter sitting on a helipad. The pilot, a tall, middle-aged, black man wearing a pair of aviator sunglasses greeted him introducing himself as Chuck Friesen. 

“I haven’t had any experience in a helicopter,” Gabriel said the butterflies in his stomach already fluttering to escape. Chuck got him buckled in a passenger seat and showed him how to work the headphones and microphone. 

“Once these rotors start to fly it’s gonna sound like a dozen chainsaws in here, sometimes I get panic attacks from all the noise,” He said with a smile. “I know what you mean, though, sometimes in the helicopter I still look down on a thousand feet of air and feel my insides seize, but, for the most part, I can handle the heights.”

Gabriel looked at him with a mixture of fear and panic. Chuck continued, “That’s to say, I no longer fear being sucked from of my seatbelt and out the door through some impossible inversion of the laws of physics, but I am more aware of the real danger in flying helicopters.”

“Like what?” The helicopter was starting to rise above the ground while Gabriel tried to stop from throwing up on the controls. 

“Helicopter engines fail. I’ve personally spoken with pilots who have experienced serious engine trouble in mid-flight. I’ve seen videos of crashes in which pilots with similar trouble failed to gain control and well, let’s hope that it doesn’t happen.”

Gabriel started thinking that this was another ridiculous idea. The helicopter continued to rise, and Gabriel tried not to look out the window at the tiny people waving goodbye. 

 “I hear we are looking for a yacht?” Said Chuck with a smile washing over his face, probably pleased at having scared the crap out of his passenger.

“Yeah,” said Gabriel grasping the ceiling as Chuck banked the copter and picked up speed. “The theory we’re working on is that he anchors his boat fairly close to shore. He wouldn’t want the prying eyes of other boaters sticking their noses into his business.”

“Why New Orleans?”

The copter had leveled off, which helped Gabriel regain his composure. “Because there’s a pattern of girls disappearing around Mardi Gras.”

“So he blends into the parties and parades?”

“No, not really.” Said Gabriel reflecting at all of the assumptions they had made. The girls he has tended to take, have been girls either coming home from school or from work.”

“Then why Mardi Gras?”

“I think it might have something to do with the amount of time before someone might report their daughter missing. At Mardi Gras, you might assume that a missing teen is just at a party. You’ve made a good point, though.” Why would he bother with the crowds if he wasn’t here to hunt?

“It’s just that boaters who come to Mardi Gras tend almost exclusively to use the marinas.”

“The FBI profile on this guy says he’s a loner and socially awkward.” Not really the party kind of guy.

“Let’s start with Lake Pont Chartrain, that’s where you will find most of the pleasure boats. The lake is about 40 miles wide and about 20 miles from the north to the south. There are over 200 miles of shoreline which will take us the better part of 2 hours. Then, of course, they’re all the waterways out to the Gulf and then along the coast, Pass Christian, Gulfport, Biloxi, Ocean Springs....It’ll be like looking for a black man in a coal cellar.” He said with a laugh. 

“Okay,” Gabriel replied. He was feeling comfortable with Chuck. The feeling, however, dissipated quickly as the helicopter started banking off to the left. 

 “How big is the yacht?” 

Gabriel shook his head. 

“The reason I ask is, the draft of the ship would dictate where he might put in. The winds around here can be pretty wicked, especially if it comes from the north, my bet is that he might put in near a cove.”

Gabriel nodded and then felt sick to his stomach as the helicopter picked up speed and dropped altitude. Chuck said something else, but he bet he could tell from Gabriel’s face that he wasn’t up for chatter. They quickly came upon a huge body of water that Gabriel thought was the Gulf of Mexico. “That’s the Marina down there he said as he banked to the right again.” 

Gabriel didn’t know how high up they were, but he could barely make out little ant-like people walking around toy sized boats. As the copter banked again, Gabriel shifted in the seat trying to balance that feeling that he was about to fall out. Chuck took them lower and flew close to the coast pointing out different landmarks. 

After about five minutes, Chuck descended to 300 feet above the lake. He pointed out a number of boats some big, some smaller. They were all out either motoring or sailing the lake. A few of the boaters waved. At this height, it was difficult to see much, so Chuck pointed to a box above Gabriel’s head. In it was a pair of nautical binoculars. Once he got them focused he had no problem reading the names of the boats and seeing the boaters. There were a lot of boats named after women, but none that said, Farrah. There was the Cod Squad, Lay a Wake and the 19th hole. 

Chuck veered again, and they entered a cove where a mid-sized yacht was anchored a couple of hundred feet from shore. Gabriel could see people on board. The name of the ship was the Master Baiter. He circled a couple of times and asked if Gabriel wanted him to go lower. He shook his head. He didn’t know what to look for. He couldn’t help wonder why he had thought this was a good idea. There must have been a hundred of little coves, boat ramps, and places. What did he think he would see some blonde Farrah look alike running from some crazed murderer? That somehow he would drop from the skies on a swinging rope just in the nick of time to save the girl and subdue the madman?

They were in the air for most of the afternoon. For something to do, Gabriel started writing the boat names in a little notebook. The lake was massive over 1600 square miles. At one point he asked Chuck, “Up until now, we’ve thought that the killer operates out in the Gulf. Where he could dispose of the bodies. With this lake being so big, is it possible that the guy just cruises out here?”

“I guess so, but not likely if you ask me. This is actually an estuary, and it’s pretty shallow. Its depth is about 12 feet, maybe a little more in spots, but if you were gonna dump bodies, overboard you would want them to go a lot deeper. The gulf is over a thousand feet in some spots.”

“So then the Gulf?”

“Oh absolutely, if you hadn’t said that you thought it was all about New Orleans, I would have thought it would make more sense to anchor somewhere up the coast. There are all kinds of places that you could anchor and row ashore. Didn’t the last bunch of girls get abducted in Mississippi anyway?”

“Yes, Jessica Grant. A number of the girls taken in the seventies were from there as well. Not all, there were a couple from down this way too.”

Gabriel was ready to tell Chuck to head home when they flew over a good sized yacht anchored near a cove close to Ponchatoula. There were some people on deck, so right away he dismissed it. They were hovering about 30 feet over the yacht. About a dozen people looked up at the FBI helicopter from the ship, shielding their eyes from the afternoon sun. There were some bikini-glad girls drinking beer and waving to them. Chuck gave Gabriel a smile and said check this out. He grabbed the microphone and flicked a switch, the next sound he heard was Chuck over a live speaker. “Attention this is the FBI. You girls in the bikini, I want you to flash … your ID.”

A couple of the girls flashed a little more than their ID. Chuck kept hovering and checking out the ladies for a good 2 minutes. “Check the name of the boat.” 

Gabriel turned the binoculars away from the girls and discovered the yacht was aptly named, “She got the House.”

“Suddenly I feel like having a beer, you okay to head back? There a pub near the bureau. If you have time, you could buy me something cold.”

“You’re on,” Gabriel said not disappointed. 

About thirty minutes later Chuck and Gabriel were enjoying a cold Guinness in an Irish pub overlooking the lake. “Thank you for taking me up today.”

“Not sure it was very helpful.”

Gabriel handed him one of his business cards. Chuck spent some time looking at it before asking how the agency had come to pass. Over their beer, Gabriel told him about their first big case and how the same killer they were looking for today was operating three years ago.

 “So you think the guy’s from New Orleans?”

Gabriel looked at Chuck remembering his question from before. If he doesn’t pick the party girls coming for Mardi Gras, why does he return to Mardi Gras each year? “Could it be that the guy was from New Orleans, and he returns here for some other reason that just happens to coincide with the party?”

“Maybe, what would be an example of something that would happen around this time of year that would draw someone?” Asked Chuck taking a healthy gulp of his beer. 

“To visit a grave site,” suggested Gabriel, thinking of Gracie Peele. 

“Maybe his parents died at this time of year, and that’s why he returns…. like salmon returning to the stream?”

“Makes sense. The guy’s apparently wealthy. How many wealthy sick bastards whose family died in February could there be in New Orleans?”

“More than you think. New Orleans is a city of contrasts. There are some real poor folks around here, and there are some very rich families. I guess every city has that, but things seemed to be more pronounced here,” said Chuck.

I bet the guy spent some time with a shrink too. “Let me rephrase that, how many wealthy 25 to 35-year-old men with a serious fucked up delusion involving Farrah Fawcett, whose family also died during Mardi Gras time?”

He started to laugh, “Okay maybe a few less.”

Gabriel looked at his watch. It was only 2:00; he could still make it to the Times-Picayune.








Chapter 52




When Gabriel arrived at the Times-Picayune, he met a young, heavyset black girl named Carol who was attending the customer reception desk. “Hi, my name is Gabriel Ross, and I’m a Private Investigator working with the FBI on a case involving young girls who’ve been abducted.” 

“You really a Detective?’ She asked with a look that was two parts suspicion and one part excitement. 

“Here’s my card, I can write down the number of the FBI in Jackson if you want to check me out.”

“No that’s okay, I believe you. Just…you be a little short for a detective.”

Gabriel gave her an “I heard it all before blah, blah, blah look.” 

“So how can I help you?” Carol asked.

“Well, I am looking for a news story that’s very specific from the late sixties or early seventies. I believe it would involve a wealthy New Orleans family. At minimum, there would be an announcement in the obituaries. Someone, the Father or the Mother died during the Mardi Gras festival. There would also be a surviving son who would be in his mid-teens to early twenties.”

“Wow! That’s really specific. You sure it would be around Mardi Gras time?”

“It’s the theory I’m currently working with.”

“That would involve looking through hundreds of newspapers.” Carol looked up at the clock and said, “I’m not sure you could get through all of that before we close.”

“Are you from New Orleans?”

“Yep, born and bred in Metairie.”

“Would you recognize a wealthy New Orleans family by the name?”

She thought about that and finally said, “I don’t know. In the early seventies, I would have been ten years old. But maybe.”

Gabriel looked around and said, “We could probably get through it if you helped me.” When she didn’t look convinced, he pulled out one of the flyers putting it on the desk in front of her, “There’s a girl,” Gabriel said pointing at the Jessica with his finger, “He has her. You have a chance to help save a life.”

“Would I get my name in the paper for helping?” 

Carol brought Gabriel over to the microfiche machine and was impressed that he knew how to use it. Gabriel suggested they start with the early seventies when it all began. It was tough slogging. Carol went through the odd numbered years, and Gabriel concentrated on the even years. After an hour, they hadn’t found anything. Carol said she needed to have a smoke break, and Gabriel took the opportunity to check in with Jacqueline. Using a pay phone in the lobby, he reached her right away. 

“I might be a little late tonight; I’m working on something. I should know if I’m on the right track in another hour.”

 “I wish there was something I could do to help,” Jacqueline responded. 

“You’ve done enough. Is Ben alright with the ad?”

“Yes, he spoke to someone at the newspaper, and it’s going to run in tomorrow’s paper.”

“Excellent, I will call you if this lead pans out otherwise I’ll see you in a few hours.”

Carol was still not back from the smoke break, so Gabriel called the agency for messages. Rachel answered right away. 

“I should get an Oscar for my performance with Gracie Peele this morning Gabriel.” I waited until she called which I knew she would. She was really bitchy with me, called me chickie –poo again, but I kept my cool. I told her that you were following up on a lead to a possible gravesite and that you asked me to check on her schedule.”

“She was real interested when I said that, but I just played the dumb chickie-poo. She finally picked a couple of days and then I asked her if there was a day that she wouldn’t be available, and she said….are you ready? Friday, she said she had to go out of town.”

“Friday this week, like tomorrow?”

“Yes, tomorrow, I said maybe he could meet you early in the morning, and she said no. She said she had to leave early around 7 AM.”

“You’re fantastic Rachel!” 

“If I am so fantastic then why don’t you spill the beans on what this is all about?”

“I mean to tail her where ever she goes. I’m hoping that she’s going to lead me to where she buried Roosevelt.”

She thought about that for a moment, and Gabriel thought she was going to say something negative. He short-circuited the process by asking if they could switch cars tomorrow. “She’s already seen mine when I was at her house. I don’t want her to get wise about the tail.”

Gabriel looked over and saw that Carol was back to work. Rachel agreed to meet Gabriel early Friday morning at the agency to switch cars. Ten minutes later Carol found the story. It was from a front page story on Monday, March 4th, 1971. 

New Orleans residents were shocked to hear the early morning news about Mrs. Irene Bouvier, a well-known New Orleans philanthropist who perished overnight in a fire that completely destroyed her heritage home. The fire is believed to have started in the basement and was most likely caused by an electrical short circuit. Firefighters from neighboring parishes worked hard but were unable to stop the fire from spreading throughout the mansion. Mrs. Bouvier, who lost her husband to Hurricane Camille 18 months earlier, was believed to have been trapped in her third-floor bedroom. Mrs. Bouvier is survived by her son Charles Bouvier, who was staying on the family yacht at the time of the fire.




This had to be it. The name Charles, the timing around Mardi Gras, the family yacht… everything fit. Gabriel gave Carol a big hug and said he would make sure she received credit in the newspaper. Carol printed an extra copy of the obituary for herself. It struck Gabriel as coincidental that yet one more person in an entirely unrelated case had died during Hurricane Camille. 

Gabriel first call from the payphone was to Jacqueline. He read the story to her and told her he was sure they had him. She congratulated him and brought him down to earth by saying they still had to find him. 

His second call was to Wil; he had to leave a message on his voice mail, saying that he knew who the killer was. When he called Ben and read him the story, he received more congratulations. He shared his concern about the way the Father and Mother both died. “If you’re still in New Orleans why don’t you go down the street and speak to Detective Rutledge, we go back a ways. He might be able to give you more details on the investigation into the mother’s death. He might even be able to help with a current address, tell him I sent you.”

Gabriel walked the three blocks to the NOPD arriving at 4:30. The temperature had turned cool with long wispy cirrus clouds floating high in the sky. His mom used to call them angel’s hair and that the weather was going to change. Finding the suspect’s real name re-invigorated him. He just hoped they could find him quickly for Jessica’s sake. The noose was starting to tighten around this guy. The more Gabriel could learn about Charles Bouvier, the tighter it will get. 

Gabriel climbed up the steps and opened the door walking right up to the duty desk. “My name is Gabriel Ross. I would like to see Detective Rutledge; I am an associate of Ben O’Shea.”

After a couple of minutes Gabriel heard a loud booming voice coming from behind him, “So you’re Gabriel Ross.” He turned and was face to face with a short, barrel-chested, pension-aged man. Gabriel extended his hand. “The name is Rutledge, not detective, not officer just Rutledge.”

Rutledge wanted to know how his old buddy Ben was making out and asked if his taste in clothes had improved since they worked together. He told Gabriel that he was once on a stakeout with Ben, and he showed up wearing a yellow shirt with a green polka dot bow tie. “I wasn’t the bad guy, but I felt like shooting him.”

They had a good laugh together, and Rutledge brought him to a small windowless office and asked him to have a seat.

“So I take it you two used to work together?” Asked Gabriel.

“Absolutely, I was on the force in Biloxi when Ben came from up north, all full of piss and vinegar. I just got off the phone with him. I hear you’re working on this Mardi Gras case; how can I help?” 

“First, thanks for agreeing to see me,” Gabriel said, looking at the certificates he had on his wall and a photo of a beautiful middle aged woman on his credenza. 

“This your wife?” Gabriel asked. 

“Yes and No.” I kind of let on that she’s my girl, but I clipped the picture out of a magazine.”

“Gabriel laughed, “Why would you do that?”

Rutledge lowered his voice conspiratorially, “There is a detective in the precinct who I used to go out with. In short she dumped me for another guy, and the next day I bought the frame and cut out the picture to make her jealous.”

“That’s great! Is it working?”

“It had an effect, every time I would come back from lunch I’d find the frame face down. Anyway enough about me, what about this Mardi Gras case?” 

Gabriel gave him a run down on the search for the man known as Charles Angelus. “I wonder if your memory can go back twelve years.” Gabriel handed the police officer the newspaper clipping.

Rutledge read through the article a couple of times before answering, “Okay, it wasn’t my case, but I remember when it happened. It was big news around here. The family was one of the city’s oldest, and they were well-known philanthropists. A shame.”

“Do you remember much about the fire?”

“I would have to pull the file. They keep everything offsite these days. I can get it for next week, or if you want, I can even send you a copy. Seems to me that the investigating detective, a gal by the name of Sturgess passed away a while back. She was involved in a hit and run. It was shortly after the fire. Maybe that’s why I remember it. A real tragedy.” 

 “What do you remember about the case?”

“It was pretty horrible. The old lady was burnt like black bacon.” 

“Do you remember what caused the fire?”

“Like it says in the paper, a short circuit. These big old houses are like big cinder boxes. I guess when the husband was around, he kept things up to date. Once he died then the house just got old. Too big a house if you ask me.”

“Big house like that, didn’t they have live-ins?”

“I seem to remember they did, but when we checked, they said that the old lady had given them the night off because she was all alone. Even the son was on his yacht.

“That’s right Charles lived in the basement. Isn’t that correct?”

“Yeah, lucky for him he was on the boat at the time of the fire otherwise he would have surely died. There were no windows in the basement.”

“Were the fire investigators satisfied that it wasn’t arson?”

He scratched his head and thought for a moment, “There was no evidence of an accelerant and the wiring in the house was ancient.”

“Did you look at the son? The only reason I ask was because of the size of the estate.”

“Absolutely he was on his boat at the time of the fire; Sturgess verified that.”

“It must have been difficult for him losing his father than his mother.”

Rutledge gave Gabriel a steely-eyed look. “Wait, so you think the boy is the Mardi Gras killer?”

Gabriel nodded, encouraging Rutledge to continue, “I would like to say I thought he was cuckoo for Coco Puffs now that I know you’re looking at him for this. To be honest, we had him in here, I think the consensus was that he was odd. Little rich kid, no real job, just a title his Daddy gave him in his business. I know he tried to bully Sturgess, but she stood up to him. He backed down and ran away stuttering about having her badge. She told me that he’d wet himself.”

 “Did you get the sense he was close to his mother?”

Rutledge took a deep breath. “I don’t really know.” He seemed to be pretty shook up, but I’ve seen people fake that. Sturgess might have been able to tell you more. 

“Any idea of the size of the estate?”

“It was common knowledge like I said, this was front page news. The estate was around 5 million; half went to charity the rest went to an irrevocable trust for the kid.”

“It says the father died in the hurricane….”

“That’s what we heard. All this happened in Mississippi, so we weren’t involved. Mr. Bouvier owned Bouvier Marine, and I guess he owned a cottage along the strip in Gulfport. Why he would be there with a hurricane on the way is a mystery.”

“Did they find his body?”

“I wouldn’t know.”








Chapter 53




It was early Friday morning, and the floor felt cold as Gabriel ambled barefoot to the second bedroom to wake Travis. They got dressed quietly and did final checks on the surveillance kit Travis had assembled. He had peanut butter sandwiches, Dr. Pepper, apples, a camera, a flashlight, a map, Mr. Kennessey’s binoculars as well as the tracking device. As they stepped outside Gabriel felt the morning chill of the February air; the sky was clear and the forecast was for more warm temperatures by mid-day. “Okay, Mr. President, let’s go to work. We need to switch cars with Rachel at the office and then do a stakeout at the client’s house.”

“When do we plant the bug?”

“I figure at this hour of the morning not too many people will be up and about. So we wait until the coast is clear, and you sneak over to Gracie’s car and put in under the back bumper.”

Gabriel drove the bug to the office and found that Rachel was already there with two travel mugs of coffee for them. Travis switched their gear to her 1977 sky blue AMC Pacer. “Thank you, Rachel, wish me luck!” Gabriel said giving her a hug and exchanging keys.

“Good luck to both of you, I wish I could see her face when you nab her at the grave site.” 

“You’re incredible Rachel, thank you.” He started up the car thinking he was the luckiest boss in the world. Rachel and Arnie were as much the agency now as Ben and himself. He felt proud and promptly stalled the Pacer in the parking lot. He rolled the window down, “Not to worry just checking the clutch!” 

The car was the Levi Strauss model with the seats covered in blue denim “Geez, I was worried about riding around in a girl’s car,” quipped Travis. 

It took a while to get used to the Pacer. The car was different than anything else on the road. Its unusual round glass shape was initially marketed as the first wide small car. Once again it was Mr. Sarcasm who pointed out the obvious. “Gabriel if you were worried about the bug standing out. This will be much better.” 

Things were quiet that early in the morning as they drove through Gracie’s neighborhood. Gabriel pulled the car to the curb about ninety feet from her house. Thankfully the workmen had not yet arrived. Gabriel looked around and saw no one out sitting on the porch or walking their dog. Gracie’s white Toyota Corolla sat in her laneway. Travis and Gabriel talked through the plan and in Travis’ words, it would be, “a piece of cake.” Travis got out and walked nonchalantly to her car. Under the guise of tying his shoe laces, he bent over and quietly attached the magnetic tracking device, out of sight under the back bumper. He was about to leave when there was a bark. One solitary woof coming from Gracie’s house. The dog’s bark woke up practically every dog in the neighborhood and then all of a sudden the air exploded in a canine symphony of howls and barks. Travis got up and ran as fast as he could back to the car. Gabriel was trying to stifle a laugh as Travis jumped into the passenger seat screaming, “Go, Go, Go!” Gabriel drove the Pacer down the block and turned around and parked on the opposite curb about ninety feet from Gracie’s bungalow. The porch light came on, and he thought he saw a large form walking around on the porch. Travis busied himself with the receiver while Gabriel watched the house. To Travis’ dismay, the receiver wasn’t working. 

“I don’t understand, I checked the batteries, and it was working fine the other day,” Gabriel said. ‘Wait a minute did you turn the power on before planting the bug?”

“There’s a power button?”

“My fault Travis I should have shown you how to turn the unit on. It sends out a signal that the receiver will pick up.”

Travis looked at me, then shook his head. “Peasant,” he spat. 

We waited until the porch light went out, and the dogs quieted down before Travis got out of the car and started strolling to the house. As he left, Gabriel rolled down the window and whispered where he could find the on/off switch. “Thanks, that information would have been more valuable five minutes ago.”

The sun was coming up making the risk of someone seeing Travis significantly higher. Gabriel watched as Travis walked by the bungalow to the corner of the block and started back. For a 13-year-old kid, he had nerves of steel. When he had reached the laneway, he once again bent over to tie his shoe and reached under the Toyota’s bumper to turn the unit on. This time, there was no barking dogs, so Travis took his time. When he was done, he looked around and casually stood up and started walking towards the car on the opposite side of the street.When he finally made it back to the car, Gabriel showed him the receiver which was picking up the Ping, Ping, and Ping of the tracker. 

“Good work partner.” You should get comfortable we might be here for a while. Gabriel had brought a couple of old newspapers that they used to hide their faces in case a passerby was wondering why the two of them were sitting in a car staring at a house. 

While they waited, Gabriel tried to make conversation from behind his newspaper, “So are you looking forward to moving into the new apartment?” 

Continuing to hold the paper up, Travis replied, “Yes and no, I’ve enjoyed helping Jacqueline with Benjamin. But it’ll be nice to be with Mom again. I can always come over to visit.”

“Absolutely, anytime you want to visit come ahead, our door is always open for you. I think your mother needs you. She’s a strong woman but moving back here, away from her family, renting a new apartment, starting a new job this can’t be easy for her.” 

“Could we not talk? Travis said.

Gabriel stayed silent for a few minutes, then tried again, “Are you looking forward to getting back to school?”

“Geez, Gabriel I don’t know what weirder, two guys sitting in a car watching a house, or two guys talking through a newspaper. In answer to your final question of the morning, I’m not sure I’m ready for school, but I promised my Mom that I would give it a try.”

Travis opened up a Doctor Pepper from behind his paper, “Do you want a drink? 

“No thanks, I’ve learned the hard way not to drink too much pop while on surveillance.”

“So what else have you learned about following people in the last three years? Seems to me you were kind of crummy at it.” 

“Crummy? No, I was never crummy.”

“You told me that you were following the guy who kept calling in sick and going to the beach. Didn’t he come out of his house wearing a rubber ducky, and a mask and snorkel? When you tried to follow him, he stopped at a stop sign, got out and walked back to your car and asked you what you were doing?”

Gabriel took his time responding. “Okay. But that was like my second case. But to answer your question, Travis, I’ve learned that surveillance can be tricky. It’s all about knowing where your subject goes without them knowing that they’re being followed. Staying back and keeping a couple of cars in between you is something I am getting better at doing. Trying to blend in and not doing anything reckless.” 

“Like driving in a big blue globe?”

Gabriel ignored the shot. “Sometimes the target might stop suddenly to pull into a gas station; it’s’ better if you can to keep going and pick up the tail down the road. Overall it’s important to stay focused and keep your eye on the car that you’re following.”

“You mean like the one pulling out of Mrs. Peele’s laneway?”

He put the paper aside, and, sure enough, Gracie was backing out onto her street heading west in their direction. “Shit,” Gabriel said as they both covered up again with the newspaper, a move that might have been a little conspicuous. Gabriel put the Pacer in gear. When Gracie had gone a block, he pulled a U-Turn driving up on a neighbor’s curb.

“Smooth,” commented the Mr. Wise Ass. 

Gabriel saw that she had turned left onto a busy street. He sped up a little causing the tires to spin and the car to fishtail in the street. Travis was now slinking down in his seat laughing. 

Gabriel saw her merge onto a busy road and followed as best he could. “Is that her car over in the far lane? He called to Travis in a panic. Travis was looking ahead from lane to lane.

“I don’t know. There are three different white Corollas up there they all look the same!”

“Okay here’s a tip, when we find her let’s copy down her license plate.”

It was a good thing they had planted the bug, as the receiver started to ping in the opposite direction when one of the Corollas made a sharp turn into a plaza. Gabriel resisted the temptation to slam on the brakes choosing instead to continue down the road and backtrack. He pulled another U-turn and headed back the way they had come. He then turned into a store parking lot across the street from where the Toyota had turned in. They could see the car in the parking lot, but had no idea which of the twelve stores Gracie had gone into. Travis offered to look in the windows, but as Gabriel was considering this, he noticed that one of the shops was called “Lusty Lingerie.”

“Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle! Rachel is never going to believe this. Gracie was telling the truth about selling lingerie.” Gabriel said. Imagining Gracie selling lingerie was shattering all of his lingerie fantasies. They had time for a peanut butter sandwich before she came out lugging a large suitcase. 

They watched as she put the suitcase in the trunk and got behind the wheel again. Gabriel waited in the lot for another 15 seconds then pulled the Pacer back out into traffic. The ping, ping, ping of the receiver indicated that she was now getting on Hwy 49 heading North. The Pacer was not known for its pickup and Gabriel had to push it to narrow the distance. When he got on the highway, he could barely see the white car about 500 yards in front of them. This was close to the maximum range of the receiver, so he tried his best to narrow the gap. 

They continued to follow her for 10 minutes weaving in and out of cars. Finally, they ended up two car lengths behind. It was 10:30, still early in the day, but it was getting hot in the little car. Travis was disappointed to see that Rachel had not sprung for the air conditioning option. 

“So do you still think she’s going to lead us to where she buried her husband?” Travis asked.

“It’s a long shot. I have another theory which I haven’t shared yet. It’s probably nothing.”

“I don’t understand. Everything you’ve learned in this case points to her killing him and collecting the insurance. All we need to do now is get some evidence.”

“Maybe, or just maybe he’s not dead.”

“For real? Why would you think that?”

“It’s based on two things. One, this Luccio I went to see in Parchman, said he was never able to collect on the gambling debt. Second he was convinced that this was an insurance scam gone wrong and that Rosie was hiding out somewhere.”

“Is that it? That’s all you have? Let me out up here and I’ll walk back.”

“There’s one other thing. The guy that sold me the station wagon told me that if you truly loved someone than you would be prepared to give your life for that person. Ever since he said that I’ve been wondering if disappearing was something he did so that his wife could get the insurance and get out from owing money to Luccio.”

“So that’s what you have? The word of some crook locked up in a penitentiary and some used car salesman?”

“It’s a hunch, but there’s also one other thing. Ask yourself, Travis, why would someone want to collect on the insurance but not want her missing husband’s picture to be in the paper?”

Travis was quiet for a while then said, “Because he wasn’t dead, just hiding out and she didn’t want people to recognize him?”

“Exactly. To tell you the truth Travis, I would be okay if she just turned onto a dirt road and led us to a little grave where Rosie was pushing up daisies. She hasn’t really been very helpful, giving us a bogus name for his boss, lying about the insurance. Now she’s calling every day asking for progress like she really wants us to find him.”

 “You mean to tell me he’s been alive all these years, and his wife knew about it, and neither of them told their son? That’s heartless.”

“If we find him, you can ask him that question.”

They drove in silence for a while until they saw her take the exit for a town called Wiggins. Once again they followed her through traffic and watched as she pulled into a parking space on the main drag. Continuing down the street, they parked in a funeral home parking lot. They could see the name of the shop she went into. It was called, “Fancy Drawers.”

“Well, I guess I’ll take it back. Maybe this is nothing, but a sales trip after all. How about you go in there Travis and see what she’s up to.”

“Uh, no thank you. I’m not going into a ladies’ underwear store.” We had a good laugh before Travis spoke up and said, “Do you mind if I get out and get some fresh air? Sitting in the car is like being an ant under a mean kid’s magnifying glass.”

There was a White’s Pharmacy on the corner, and I gave Travis $5 to get us an ice cream. “Keep an eye on the front of the lingerie shop. We may have to leave quickly.”

As it turned out, they had plenty of time and ended up sitting on a park bench in good view of the storefront. Gabriel’s watch showed 11:30 and Gracie had been in that shop for 30 minutes. There was a phone booth half a block away, and Gabriel walked down and called Jacqueline. He let it ring until the answering machine kicked in. “Hi Jacqueline, just me. All is fine; we are in a town called Wiggins watching women in a sexy lingerie shop. Lots of fun. Thinking of you, of course, hope you and Jelly Bean are having a great day. Love you.”

 “What’s going on at home?” Travis asked as Gabriel returned to the bench. 

“Nothing got the machine; they’re probably enjoying the park.”

A few minutes later Gracie came out of the shop and lugged her suitcase back to the car. Instead of getting in the car, she started walking towards them. “Shit,” Gabriel said, getting up and walking quickly in the opposite direction. “Don’t look back,” said Travis, “she might recognize you.” They stopped in front of a record store and Travis took a quick look back, “She stopped at the Pacer, and she’s looking in the back seat.”

“She must have spotted our tail,” Said Gabriel. Would she notice the receiver which we left on the dash? Would she know what it was for? 

“She’s moving again… coming our way.” 

Gabriel decided to go into the store while Travis stood in the doorway waiting for her to walk by. After a few minutes, Travis came back in to say she had crossed the street and gone into a coffee shop.

 What if she was sitting watching out the window? She might be waiting to see who got into the Pacer? Has the surveillance been compromised? I was a fool to think she wouldn’t notice the car. The Pacer stands out like a tree in the middle of a prairie. 

“Hi, there! Welcome to Vinyl Lust, we have all of the hot LPs from the Stevie Wonder to Stevie Nicks, and all Stevie’s in between. Hello my name is Stevie,” said a man behind the counter in an overtly feminine voice. He was short with, and average build but most striking about him was the black velour sweater accentuated by a lavender scarf with a matching fedora. He had one long silver earring dangling from his right ear, and his shade of lipstick was blood red. Stevie wore his dark hair in a strange style, all hanging down on the left side of his face. If it weren’t for the two-day growth of beard, Gabriel would have wondered if Stevie might be a woman.

“Thanks, Stevie, I really just want to look around,” Gabriel replied, keeping his eyes shifting between Stevie and the on the shop across the street. 

“Anything in particular….in that coffee shop of interest?” 

“No, just waiting for my…son to join me.” Gabriel opened the door and gestured for Travis to come in. Stevie stood watching them. At that moment, the coffee shop door opened and Gracie Peele emerged and started marching directly towards them. 

There was no room in the small store for them to hide. “Listen, Stevie, my name is Gabriel. Here’s my card. I’m a Private Investigator following a suspect in a potential murder case. I think she might have caught on that she was being tailed.”

Stevie looked up and saw Gracie crossing the street. “She looks nasty if I were you I’d run for it.” 

I don’t suppose you would like to earn a quick $100 while maybe helping us solve a murder?”








Chapter 54




Meanwhile in Gulfport, Jacqueline was in her kitchen with Benjamin in his crib, sleeping off the effects of a bad night of complaining. She felt restless. She had been the one to encourage Gabriel to take Travis on the surveillance job; now she missed having the young man around. She really enjoyed working with him at the Daily Herald the other day. The fact that they had discovered the personal columns, something that they might be able to use to flesh out Boone Cooper added to her exhilaration. Everyone was impressed with what they’d accomplished. 

Trying to focus on the morning paper in front of her, she had a dose of attention deficit this morning. Her concentration continued to drift to how she might be able to help her husband. She felt that they were getting close. Gabriel knew the killer’s name, and they now had a plan on how to lure Boone Cooper out in the open. 

She got up and went to the bureau in the dining room. She opened up an old photo album she had not looked at for years. It contained photos of her wedding with William Cooper. As she scanned through the photos, she remembered the time as one of the happiest of her life. Little did she know that she was marrying a man who would eventually try to kill her. There were pictures of the wedding party showing both Chevon and Catherine, her friends from Oberlin. They both looked so beautiful in their long gowns. There was a picture of Jacqueline posing with her parents. Memories of happy times growing up in Chicago made her long to have them live closer. 

She turned the page away from those happy memories to find the face of William and Boone Cooper along with the best man Barry Franklin. The three of them stared back into the camera with dour, expressionless faces. No smiles for this crew. She took a closer look at Boone Cooper silently wishing the picture could tell her his whereabouts. She wondered if he still had his beard. At one point she thought he looked like that guy in ZZ Top. At least, for the wedding, his mother had convinced him to have it trimmed. His tuxedo was way too small for him; his tie had long been loosened around his neck. His white shirt was hanging out of his pants. 

She brought the album to the kitchen table and drank her coffee. She turned a page and looked at a picture of William’s parents. She remembered their house in Gulfport. Ben had said yesterday that the father had passed and that the mother had no desire ever to see Boone again. They didn’t strike her as a close family. At the time of the wedding, they put on a good face. They gushed over how proud they were of William and how much they were looking forward to being grandparents. On the surface, they were polite to her but below the surface, she suspected that she didn’t quite measure up. Their treatment of Boone was much worse. The father rarely would rarely have anything but sarcasm for his younger son. The mother wasn’t much better suggesting at one point that Boone wasn’t quite right in the head. Jacqueline came across a picture of the daughter. She had similar features as William. She couldn’t remember her name. She married a guy from Jackson and moved away. 

The next picture showed the happy couple in front of the church. William’s parents were old fashioned, religious Southern Baptists. They’d insisted that the wedding be held in a Baptist Church. At the time, she was flexible Jacqueline, in love Jacqueline, willing to do anything to be the good Mrs. Cooper, wife of the County Sheriff. 

She hadn’t thought of the Coopers for some time. When William died, she didn’t go to the funeral, feeling too angry and upset over what had happened. In the months that followed, she considered calling her in-laws and seeing how they were getting along. Are you still proud of your little William, Mrs. Cooper? Heard from Boone lately? Say, what was the first indication that Boone was crazy Mrs. Cooper? Don’t tell me you didn’t know. A mother always knows. Remember that time you told me in your kitchen when you said Boone wasn’t right in the head. How did you say it? Bat-shit-crazy. 

Jacqueline never did call. Mainly because she wanted to bury those memories along with William. An idea came to her that made her heart race. She could gather up Benjamin and drive by the Cooper house and see if she could see a van parked nearby. She dismissed the idea as crazy over and over again however by 11 AM she started feeling unimportant. Travis was helping Gabriel; Will was helping Gabriel, Ben was helping Gabriel, Rachel was helping Gabriel. What harm could there be in just driving by the house? I don’t even need to stop. If I see a white van, I can get out of there and call Gabriel. Jacqueline bundled up Benjamin in his sleeper and put her son into the station wagon’s car seat. 

She drove by the house that belonged to the Coopers. It wasn’t in the best of shape a few years ago. Today the rook was bowed and the white paint looked tired. There was no van in sight and she was about to turn around and go home when she decided to park the car in front of the house. She looked at the house and she thought she had seen the front curtains move as if someone had taken a quick peak. Just a little look to see if my crazy son had come a calling. She could hear Gabriel’s voice in her mind. Jacqueline this is a stupid idea. Take my son home. 

The cops had said that they’d checked with Mrs. Cooper and that she had no desire to see Boone. What would it hurt to knock on the door and let her see her grandson? I have come all this way plus she has probably already seen me from the window. 

There was a breeze blowing from the west that sent a chill up her spine as she got out of the car. Despite an incredible desire to get the hell out of there, she gathered up her sleeping son and started down the Cooper’s walk. She was silently praying that she was mistaken about the window and that no one would be home when she rapped on the door. She gave a second knock and silently pledged to leave if there was no answer by the time she counted to ten. She was counting quickly and on nine when the front door opened a foot and an old woman she recognized as Mrs. Cooper looked out from within. She looked like she had aged significantly since that photo in the wedding album. They stood there staring at each other. Jacqueline saw recognition in her eyes. She watched as the old ladies’ eyes shifted down to the bundle she was carrying. She finally opened the door wider, “Better get in here Jacqueline before you and your baby catch cold.” As she retreated into the house, she saw that the old lady leaned heavily on a cane, a concession to her advancing years. Jacqueline followed her into the front room. The same room William had stood in so many years ago to announce their engagement. 

“Do you want tea?” She asked as Jacqueline sat down on the couch putting a sleeping Benjamin beside her. The old lady disappeared into the kitchen. 

“No Thank you, Mrs. Cooper, Jacqueline called out. 

The old lady came back to the living room, standing in front of Jacqueline staring down intently at Benjamin. 

“How have you been?” Jacqueline asked trying to break the spell. It was a stupid way to start, but she couldn’t think of anything else. 

“Hank passed a couple of years back,” She said sitting down in a tired old lazy boy that Jacqueline remembered from her last visit. “He could never get past what happened. The shame was too much.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. He was a nice man.”

“No, no he wasn’t, but I appreciate that you’re attempting to be kind Jacqueline. Is the baby going to have chink eyes?” She asked 

Jacqueline ignored the slur. “I expect so. “I considered calling before, but I didn’t know if you ..hated me.”

“I wish William could have stayed out west in that witness program. He was trying to do the right thing. Make a new life. I think the only reason he came back here was because he loved you.” 

You do realize that he tried to get me to dig my grave.

 “All he wanted was for you two to start a family and be happy.”

Jacqueline nodded as if she understood, that’s why he was cheating on me with that cow with tits. 

Pointing at Benjamin, “That should have been his baby, my grandson. William always wanted to start a family. You remember dear, you told him you couldn’t get pregnant.”

Ok, this is getting creepy maybe this was an even bigger mistake than I thought. 

She seemed to sense that Jacqueline was becoming uncomfortable and then regrouped with a sickly smile, “Tell me how things are going for the happy couple. You’re with that little man…”

“Gabriel,” Jacqueline said finishing her sentence. Things are wonderful for us. Benjamin is a wonderful baby and has really made us …”

“We would have called the grandson Hank. Did you know that?” she interrupted “William was going to do that for his father.” 

When Jacqueline didn’t respond, she continued, “Are you sure that you don’t want something? Do you need to breastfeed the baby?”

I want to get out of here. But how without being rude? Why should I care? The lady obviously has issues. Jacqueline shook her head and smiled. “Why do you say Hank wasn’t a nice man?” She asked hoping to get her off the topic of breastfeeding.

The old lady looked off into space. She rocked gently on the lazy boy for at least a minute. The silence was awkward. Jacqueline was starting to think that she had somehow upset her, when the old lady finally answered, “He became angrier and angrier. He was fine when he got what he wanted if you know what I mean.”

Jacqueline looked at her with a confused look. Mrs. Cooper shook her head and started rocking the chair vigorously while lifting her arms up into the air. “Do I need to spell it out for you?”

“Oh no, that’s okay, well I think Benjamin and I should….”

“He was mean to the boys. I know he was secretly proud of William, but he was never able to say it.”

“What about Boone?”

As soon as I said his name her face clouded over and she said, “I only have one son. The other is gone.”

What did she mean by that? Of course, she only has one son. The other one’s in a grave somewhere. “So has he tried to get in touch with you?”

“Might have, but I’m not sure about him. That boy hasn’t been right since Hank kicked the shit out of him out in the front yard in front of all the neighbors.”

“Why did Hank do that?”

The old lady seemed to zone out again. Jacqueline heard the door behind her open and felt a cold breeze. The old lady looked up and smiled at something behind her. Jacqueline stood up and came face to face with Boone Cooper. 








Chapter 55




If a native of Wiggins, Mississippi had seen a short man wearing a black velour top with a lavender scarf and matching hat, slipping out the back door of Vinyl Lust they probably would have just chalked it up to weird Stevie. Gabriel felt a little ridiculous as he ran down a back alley that opened up on the main street not far from the Pacer. 

 Travis, on the other hand, stayed behind to hear what Gracie had to say and to slow her down if need be. Gabriel sashayed down the main street and climbed into the Pacer. He drove half a block down the street before pulling into a Drug’s Store parking. Looking back towards Vinyl Lust he didn’t have long to wait before spying Travis leaving the store. Travis casually strolled down the sidewalk looking back to see if Gracie was watching through the window. When Travis got to the end of the block, Gabriel drove over and pulled the Pacer alongside him telling him to get in. 

“You can’t be serious? You want me to get in that crap car with you. Look at yourself …you’re a nutjob!

Gabriel gave him a tired look and whispered, “Get in the car before she sees us.”

Travis got in the car laughing and immediately grabbed the camera taking a picture of Gabriel.

“So why did she go into the record store,” Gabriel asked breaking into a grin. 

“She told Stevie she needed an album with sexy mood music. That’s when I got out of there.”

As they were talking Gabriel turned on the receiver and moments later, it started pinging again. “I wish we could switch cars; I don’t know how she could not have picked up this car.” Just as he said that, the white Toyota drove right past where they had stopped. Waiting until she was a couple of hundred yards away, Gabriel put the Pacer in gear and headed west after her.They stayed well back relying more on the tracking device. After a few minutes, she got back on Highway 49 heading northeast. They passed through some small towns. Once Gabriel got excited because it looked like she was about to pull into a cemetery. It turned out to be a false alarm and they continued to the town of Collins. After a brief stop at a Texaco, Gracie turned on Highway 59 heading east. It was nearing 3 PM when they saw Gracie Peele turn right onto a dirt road leading to a clump of trees. 

“Could this be the burial site?” Asked Travis.

“Maybe,” replied Gabriel continuing past the dirt road another couple of hundred yards. Looking back, he saw the Toyota come to a stop behind some bushes. “We should probably take a few pictures of this place.” Gabriel turned the Pacer around and went back driving slowly by the dirt road. 

Travis got the binoculars out and was giving Gabriel a play by play. Okay, she just sitting in the car, No, now she’s getting out.”

“Do you see anything that looks like a grave?’ 

“Maybe, there’s something past the trees.”

“Is she carrying anything like a shovel?”

“No she’s just behind the trees, I can barely see her.”

Gabriel kept driving the way they had come until he was satisfied that they were out of sight. 

They waited along the side of the road. Within a few minutes, they saw the Toyota reverse its route, turning right on the highway. Gabriel wanted to check the area near the trees but didn’t want to lose her. He decided he could always return on the way home. 

 She drove for another fifteen minutes before arriving at the small town of Laurel, a historic town ripped from the nineteen hundreds. They followed Gracie until she pulled into a Super 8 Motel. Gabriel parked the Pacer along the curb and watched as Gracie parked the Corolla in front of unit #11. It was one of those motels where you drove right up to your door. They watched as Gracie climbed out of her car and carried her suitcase to the room. She rapped on the door before being let in. 

“I supposed it’s not unheard of, to do your sales pitch to buyers in a motel room,” Said Gabriel with doubt edging into his voice.

“Up until now it’s been stores with kinky names,” said, Travis. “Want me to go spy in the window?”

“No,” Gabriel replied quickly. “Besides, you wouldn’t see anything with those curtains being drawn.” He started the car and drove into the lot, pulling up in front of the rental office. 

Telling Travis to stay in the car and watch the room, Gabriel removed his disguise and got out. A heavy set brunette girl with a pushed up nose was at the counter of the rental office reading the Hattiesburg American. When she looked up at Gabriel, she gave him a dark look signaling that he was an interruption. She looked like she had an ax to grind, and he didn’t want to be her chopping block. When he didn’t say anything, she said “Yes?” in a tone dripping with impatience. 

Gabriel was just about to ask who rented room eleven when he opted for a different tact. He handed her his business card and asked her if she would be interested in helping with a murder investigation. 

She studied the card for a moment, “What murder are you talking about?” She asked. “And is that lipstick you’re wearing?”

Gabriel grabbed a tissue from a box on the counter and wiped off the lipstick that Stevie had smeared on his lips. “It goes back to a missing person’s case sixteen years ago. With your help, we might be able to blow this case wide open, Miss….”

“My name’s April.”

“Listen April, I need someone like you to give me a little intel. I have reason to believe that whoever rented room number 11 might be a material witness to the murder.” 

“Room 11?”

Gabriel nodded, this was going to be the moment of truth as she looked Gabriel in the eye, weighing whether to believe him, “I don’t even have to look that up. That’s Mr. Granderson’s room. He’s one of our repeat customers. He always wants to stay in room eleven.”

“That so? I bet you sized him up pretty good, what’s your take on him?”

She retrieved a small box from the counter and started thumbing through it. “His full name is Wayne Granderson. He drives a Toyota Tercel. Mississippi license plate RBE 748. It says here that he works at the Xerox Store in Hattiesburg. We’re supposed to be asking for ID, but in his case, he’s been coming here like clockwork every month for more than a year. We probably didn’t ask.”

“That was wise of you,” he said complimenting her. “Say April, there was a woman driving a white Toyota, who just went into his room. Any idea who she is?”

“No, but I’ve seen her before. A white woman, kind of full-figured? 

“Yeah, that’s it.” I would have said porky, but it doesn’t matter. “The witness to the murder was a black man does that match, Mr. Granderson?”

“Yep,” she said nodding enthusiastically. He’d be maybe mid 50’s, tall…kind of looks like the black guy on the mod squad, I can’t think of his name. The one with the afro?” She said wiggling her fingers over her head. 

“So he comes and rents #11 each month?” 

“Pretty much like clockwork, every fourth Friday of the month. Usually leaves on Sunday afternoon.” She all of a sudden turned serious, “You think they’re up to something?”

“I have a pretty good idea what they’re up to.”

Gabriel thanked April for her information and told her to stay by the phone in case he needed backup. He got back in the car and updated Travis. “I’m going to circle behind the motel and see if there might be a back window to the room. There’s an empty field, so I’m hoping they haven’t bothered drawing the curtains.” Reminding him to keep watching the front, Gabriel got out and made his way around the building. 

It must have rained recently because the field beside the hotel was muddy. There was nothing like Mississippi mud. It was like glue. A couple of times, his penny loafer was buried so deep, he had to bend over to pull the shoe out. At one point, he pulled so hard on the shoe that he fell over backward into the mud pile. Sitting in the muck, he decided to leave his shoe and crawl on his hands and knees. He looked up at the motel and saw that he was right; each unit had a rear window. Counting the windows to what he believed was unit 11, he was pleased to see that the curtains were open. 

When he finally crawled his way, with one shoe to the window, he discovered that the window was partly open. He could hear music coming from the motel room. “Ebony and Ivory live together in perfect harmony, side by side on my piano keyboard, oh lord why don’t we?”

It was that sappy Paul McCartney and Stevie Wonder duet that was nominated last year for the song of the year. As Gabriel looked up at the window, he saw his next problem. The window had to be six feet off the ground. There was nothing nearby that he could stand on. There was a narrow aluminum window sill that if he leaped, he might be able to grab and use it to pull himself up. He wouldn’t be able to hold himself up for long. He jumped as high as he could and barely reached the sill. He sat back down in the mud deflated. He would have to walk back through the mud field and find something to stand on. He looked again at the foundation of the motel and found a small crack part way up that he might be able to leverage. He decided to take a run at it and backed up into the mud. The plan was to do his best Bruce Jenner imitation and propel himself off the crack in the foundation magically up to the window sill. 

He gave it his best try, but the mud slowed his momentum. He tried it three times each time getting just a short glimpse into the motel room. On his first glimpse, he saw a large form sitting on the bed. On the second glimpse, he thought he recognized Gracie Peele sitting astride a black man. On his third glimpse, he saw that Gracie, with an expression of rapture, was moving up and down wearing a see through nightie on the bed. The sight of seeing Gracie do the Humpty Dumpty shocked him so much he fell flat on his ass in the mud. 

He lay on the ground dejected listing to Ebony and Ivory when he looked up at the window at the unforgettable sight of Gracie Peele wearing a hideous orange, transparent, nightie staring down at him. ​








Chapter 56




Boone hit Jacqueline pretty hard with the back of his hand. She fell flat on her face, blood dripping onto the floor.

“Boone, how many times have I told you not to hit a girl. Especially your sister in law,” Mrs. Cooper said, continuing to rock in her lazy boy. “Now you help her up. I’ll go put the kettle on, and we can all settle down and discuss what we’re going to do about all this.”

Boone walked over to Jacqueline, “Get up you cheating whore.” 

She took her time getting up. Why didn’t I listen to the little voice and just stay at home with Benjamin like a good wife and mother? I need to get away from him. Pulling herself up to sit on a chair, she watched as Boone moved over to where Benjamin was sleeping on the couch. “Goo Ga, Gaga little William,” He said looking back at Jacqueline grinning.

“His name is Benjamin, you moron.”

For a big man, he was quick and crossed the living room to where she was sitting. This time, he slapped her hard across the face, knocking sideways and onto the floor.

“Fuck you, half-wit,” she said wiping the blood from her mouth. She knew she was being childish and more than a little foolish, but this asshole deserved it. The noise brought the old lady back from the kitchen. “Now Boone, what did I say about hitting girls? Now you, Jacqueline Cooper, you had better keep your trap shut if you know what’s good for you and the baby.” She walked over to Boone and gave him a hug telling him to relax and sit at the kitchen table. She then went over to the couch and picked up Benjamin, who was starting to stir. As she held him, he awoke and immediately started to wail. 

“He doesn’t like getting woken up,” said Jacqueline. 

“Maybe you’d better get those titties out and feed your son. I think he’s hungry. You are breastfeeding aren’t ya?”

Something about her holding her son made her get up off the ground, fists clenched. “Hold it right there girl. I’d hate to see my grandson fall and bash his head against the floor. You’d hate for him to grow up a retard.”

Jacqueline sat back down on the chair. I need to get out of here. Gabriel is off chasing some murderer, and no one knows I’m here. If I’m going to save my son, I have to come up with something on my own. The old lady had a death grip on Benjamin. 

“Go into the kitchen Jacqueline and have some tea with Boone. I’ll try to get this little guy to quit fussing.” 

Benjamin was beside himself with anger now. “Give him to me and I’ll feed him, that’s what he wants.” She lied. The old lady handed Benjamin over to Jacqueline. She tried to sooth him by walking around and telling him not to cry. Jacqueline started edging closer to the front door. The old lady, probably sensing something, walked over to the front door and locked it.

“Can I use a bedroom …for privacy?”

“No, you can do it right here.”

Jacqueline sat back down on the couch and lay her son down while she removed her sweater. Draping the sweater over him she got herself settled to nurse him. She tried her best to look away from Mrs. Cooper.








Chapter 57




Gracie looked out of the open window, recognition on her face, “You the one driving that blue piece crap who’s been following me?” 

Gabriel nodded his head feeling disgusted with all the mud hanging off of him. This was definitely the low point of his professional career.

“Well, you just going to lie there? Or do you want to come in here and explain yourself?”

Gabriel got up and made his way back to the car, and hobbled across the parking lot wearing one mud encased shoe. 

“Oh my God Gabriel. What happened?” asked Travis, his mouth agape in surprise as Gabriel got to the car. 

“The jigs up, she saw me. We might as well go in and join the party.”

Gabriel left his muddy shoe on the doorstep and opened the motel room door, pushing Travis into the room.

“What’s this take your kid to work day?” Asked Gracie, who thankfully had put on a robe. There was a tall black man lying on the bed, his hands casually behind his head. He was pretty much as described by April, his afro was about a foot high and starting to go gray. Although much older, Gabriel recognized him as the man in the beach photograph.

“Travis this is Gracie Peele, and I believe you’re Roosevelt Peele,” Gabriel said extending a mud encrusted hand. “Gracie meet Travis he is …” Gabriel looked at Travis then said, “An associate of mine.” 

“You mean I’m paying him to follow me? I’m paying you to jump around like a kid on a pogo stick in my back window. What exactly did you see?”

“More than I want…Enough.” He ignored the rest of her question and took in the room. The bed was unmade, and her suitcase, full of lingerie samples was open on a chair beside the bed. “Do you mind if I use your bathroom to clean up a little? Then we can sit down and discuss this.” 

After five minutes of trying to clean the mud that was caked on to him, Gabriel came out of the bathroom. Travis was standing awkwardly by the door drinking a coke that Rosie had given him. 

“Well, I was following you. I can’t deny that. When did you notice us?”

“In Wiggins, I saw you two and that little spaceship you’re driving. I sure hope you’re more professional in other aspects of my case.”

“I understand you wanted an update on the case, so I came here to tell you.”

“Bullshit, little chickie-poo said you were looking for grave sites.” 

Gabriel sat down in one of the two chairs beside the curtained window. Roosevelt sat back down on the bed and looked at him. “Well, Rachel, by the way, she doesn’t like being called chickie-poo, thinks you’re a murderer. She probably said that to get a rise out of you.” When no one said anything Gabriel continued, “So do you want to hear the update?”

“Is this more bullshit?”

“No, I’m not sure I have everything figured out, but I think I have the high points.”

“That’s so? What have you and the boy wonder here uncovered?”

Gabriel paced back and forth he spoke, “The story starts well before the hurricane. Gracie, you had a problem….a gambling problem. You were deep into Pretty Boy Luccio for 50 grand. Luccio, who just happened to be Rosie’s boss at the bank, let your debt slip as a way to coerce your husband into doing some dirty work for him. Rosie here was smart enough to know that what they were doing was wrong, but figured it was the only way to stop Luccio from making an example of you. How am I doing so far Rosie?”

Gracie shot her husband a “keep quiet look,” 

“You said you thought he would never get this far Gracie.” Turning to Gabriel he explained, “You’re pretty close Mr. Ross. I never let on to Gracie that I knew about her gambling debts. Luccio paid me a bonus for each deal we cooked up. I opened an account at another bank to stash the extra money.” Rosie stopped at that point and looked at Gabriel with sincerity. “Gracie was sick Mr. Ross. You have to understand that gambling is a disease just like cancer. It grabs you and won’t let go until it has destroyed everything. I didn’t blame her. I supposed others would have. I thought that once I had enough money I would pay Luccio back and then quit.”

Gabriel looked over at Gracie who looked away in shame. “Let me continue with what I think happened next. Luccio was in bed with a couple of crooks who were trying to launder mob money while lending it out on some bad mortgages. Rosie, you helped them dummy up the files to make it look like the loans were legitimate. Maybe things would have worked out okay if the hurricane hadn’t happened. The day of the storm you had an attack of the guilts. Not sure what you were trying to accomplish but you went to Pass Christian during the eye of the storm.”

Rosie gave Gabriel a shamefaced expression and shook his head. “It was all on account of two twin girls. Not sure if you’ll understand what I‘m about to tell you. I’m not sure that I do. You a family man Mr. Ross?”

Gabriel nodded, and then Rosie continued, “I was mighty scared of Luccio and what he threatened to do to Gracie, but I became ashamed of what I did because of those girls. The family’s name was Hardie, nice young couple with twin girls no more than four years old and as cute as a couple of grandma’s cupcakes. They’d all come to the office one day in June having been sold a line of bullshit by the builder. The house they’d agreed to buy would normally go for $50,000, but with all the bogus levies, permits, and licenses, the price increased by over forty percent. The builder told him he could afford to buy the house and that the bank the man at the bank would take care of everything.” 

“I’ve always kept a bowl of hard candy in case folks brought their kids to the bank. The little girls were robbing the candy bowl, playing with their dollies while their Mommy and Daddy signed their life away. Mr. Hardie didn’t have much schooling and had a janitorial job at the ship building factory while the wife stayed home and looked after the twins. They didn’t have much in the way of assets. I remember asking whether they owned a car,” A smile washed across his face, “One of the little girls said that her Daddy gave the “dunderbud” to Mr. Parkinson next door on account of it being healthier for everyone to walk. We had a chuckle about that and I typed up a false employment letter showing the man-made twice as much income as he did. As for the inflated value of the property, I had an appraisal showing the property was worth $70,000. I remember they needed a little more cash so Mr. Luccio arranged a side loan so that they could make the deal work.”

“They had no family to speak of. Otherwise, things might have turned out differently. In the middle of the storm, our neighbor told us that Pass Christian had been devastated. For some reason, I thought about those two girls and their When the storm hit I thought about those two little girls and the “dunderbud.” I became overwhelmed with grief. It was like something burst inside me and all of that bad stuff bubble to the surface. I know it was stupid and too late, but I felt I had to do something. I thought if I could get to them then maybe I could drive them up north, and they could stay somewhere safe.”

Rosie’s continued, his voice cracked with emotion even after sixteen years, “When I got to the Pass, there was nothing but devastation. It was like one of those Life Magazine pictures from WW2 showing all of the bombed out buildings. I saw bodies floating in the street. I saw piles of rubble where the storm had just jumbled everything in its path into one big heap.” 

“Highway 90 was under water, and the soldiers from Keesler Air Base had set up these barriers, directing traffic back up north. I couldn’t get through. I had no choice, but to turn around. I tried to get back to Gracie, but the army had come in and blocked that off too. The storm started again, and I got caught up in the procession of cars trying to get out. I remember at one point I had to pull over to the side, I don’t know what was coming down stronger the rain or my tears. I have never been more ashamed of myself. I was no help to anyone.”

“It was in the midst of my misery I got an idea on how I might be able to find some good out of what happened. We had taken out an insurance policy that would pay out $100,000 to Gracie in the event of my death. If there hadn’t been a suicide clause, I think I would have found some way to end it right there. I have a cousin in Hattiesburg who helped me figure out how to set up a new identity. He said there were so many people missing that folks would just assume I was washed out to sea. I didn’t think anyone would come looking for me. Gracie could use the insurance money to get Luccio off her back. It seemed like a simple plan, eventually when everything died down, we could be together as a family up north. We had no idea the insurance company would tie up Gracie’s claim for seven years. As soon as we thought it was safe my cousin went down to visit Gracie and told her where I was.

 “Thanks Rosie, that’s pretty well what I thought,” Gabriel said not having the nerve to ask what actually happened to the Hardies. “Gracie is that the reason you didn’t want Rosie’s picture to be in the Herald?”

Gracie was still reluctant to fill in the blanks. After a few moments, “I never thought you would figure this out. I guess I underestimated you. If the workmen hadn’t found that paper and given it to my son, then we would have just gone on like we have been. My son was so insistent saying that after all of these years he was going to find out the truth about his Daddy even if he had to pay for it himself. When Rosie first disappeared, I reported it to the cops and to the insurance people.” 

“After his cousin came to see me and told me the truth, then everything changed. We had committed fraud. I was pretty angry at first, but when I was told why he had done it, I realized that if anyone should be ashamed than it should be me. In answer to your question Mr. Ross, I would have been fine, if that editor was just going to put Rosie’s name in the paper. They wanted to do a full page expose on the fraud. I couldn’t very well have a picture of him splashed across the front pages when he was up here hiding out. So I called the Herald and said no, and threatened to sue them for libel.” 

Gabriel turned to Rosie and pulled out the sheet of paper that was found in the bungalow. “What was the purpose of this list?”

Rosie looked at the list and shook his head, “I was keeping track of what we were doing. The amounts of the mortgages and the properties as well as how much I was getting paid. I thought that once we got clear, I might send it to the cops.”

“When you found out about the seven-year rule, why didn’t you go home and say you had amnesia or something?” Asked Gabriel. 

“Trust me we thought about it. I didn’t think anyone would believe me. Meanwhile, like Gracie said, we had committed insurance fraud. If we both didn’t land up in jail, Luccio was going to kill us anyway. So I stayed in Hattiesburg. I even got a job managing a Xerox store. I sent money home with Gracie every time she visited.” 

“So what happened with the money that you were hiding at the credit union?”

“Junior needed money for university. We didn’t have it. I got the money from the bank and told Gracie to use it for his education.”

“So all these years you haven’t told your son?” Travis broke in and asked incredulously.

Rosie turned to Travis, and Gabriel thought he could see a tear in his eye. “We were going to, lots of times I meant to, but son you’re too young to understand the shame I felt. My son already had it rough because of the color of my skin; I couldn’t put this on him too. I’m not sure what happened to all those people who the bank lent money to, but many had no insurance to rebuild. Then with the insurance fraud, I guess the choice was having him believe I died trying to rescue someone, or having him live with the shame of what I had done. I just could find it in me to tell him. One day maybe I will, he deserves to know who I am and what I’ve done.”

“Ok, so what happened to the insurance funds? Luccio told me that he’s never been paid,” asked Gabriel.

“You met with Luccio?” Gracie asked with shock on her face. 

Gabriel nodded. “Nice guy, if you don’t mind the murdering and kidnapping.” Gracie got up and went to her purse. She came back and gave Gabriel a rumpled check payable to Gracie Peele. 

“I don’t understand.”

“I’ve been carrying that around with me for seven years. I’ve come pretty close to cashing it. Even walked into the bank a couple of times, only to get cold feet before I made it to the wicket.” 

“Why didn’t you cash it?”

“I still have a little dignity left. We don’t deserve that check. Plus from a practical sense, if what happened ever came out, the cops would have me with my hand in the cookie jar.” 

“But Luccio must have been threatening you for the money. By the way, he offered to give me half if I could find Rosie.”

“That’s a lot of money. Ten times more than what we’re paying you. He was threatening alright, but then something happened. Someone inside his organization let it be known to the right people what Luccio was responsible for doing in Biloxi. Before I knew what was happening, the cops threw his ass in jail.”

“You were pretty lucky Mrs. Peele.”

“You might as well call me Gracie. My maiden name Mr. Ross is Chinski; Grazina Chinski.”

Gabriel was floored. He didn’t see that coming. “Is Hiram Chinski …,” he asked in a doubtful tone.

“He’s my uncle. My Father’s brother. Let me fill you in on some family history.”

“I was born to a good Jewish family and I met Roosevelt Peele when we were a lot younger working at the cannery. We started dating, but there was a major problem, my parents forbid me to see Rosie. I’ve never been one to follow the rules so despite their objection we got married in a civil ceremony.” 

“Disapproved because he was a black man?” Asked Gabriel. 

“No, there are lots of black Jewish people. They didn’t approve because he was a Baptist. Ever since then, we’ve had little if anything to do with my family. The exception was Uncle Hiram, who always had a soft spot for me. We’ve stayed in touch and would talk every once and a while.” 

“Now for the hard part,” Gracie looked over at her husband and took a deep breath. In the midst of all this, I got pregnant, and Rosie Junior was born in 1960. We’ve always liked sports. Me, maybe a little too much. At first, the bets were small, and I won. Then, of course, the bets got bigger, and my luck changed. Before I knew it, I was betting with money we didn’t have. I kept the gambling problems away my husband and thought foolishly that once I scored the big payday, I would stop and pay everything off. In 1965, Roosevelt applied for a job at a new bank that advertised that they were committed to helping young homeowners. His boss was a man named Sam Luccio. It wasn’t long after he was hired that Rosie was promoted, and then his boss asked him to work with him to help families who couldn’t afford traditional mortgage financing. It all sounded fantastic until Luccio explained the plan. Rosie said no because it was wrong. Shortly after that, I met Luccio. He told me that he had purchased her marker from the bookie and that he wanted his money.”

“I think you know the next part, Luccio backed off when Roosevelt decided to help him with the mortgages. I didn’t know that Rosie was helping him, all I knew was that Luccio stopped asking for his money.”

Silence momentarily fell over the room until Rosie spoke, “Now Mr. Ross what are you going to tell Luccio?”

Before Gabriel had a chance to respond Gracie stood up and said, “I’m your client. I hired you to find out what happened to my husband. Now that you’ve found him then the case is closed.”

“I smiled and said, technically your son paid my retainer. Don’t you think we owe it to him to tell him the story?”

Rosie and Gracie looked at each other and then Rosie said, “We’ll do that ourselves if you can give us a week or two.”

“Sure, I’m not in a hurry.”

“You haven’t answered my question about Luccio.”

“Gabriel thought about that for a moment then said, well Luccio’s not my client, so I don’t need to tell him anything.”

“What about the police?”

“There’s something called client confidentiality that protects you if you happen to disclose a crime from your past.”

The meeting wrapped up a few minutes later. As Gabriel and Travis were going out the door, Gabriel turned to Gracie, “Why did you drive up that dirt road outside of Collins?”

“A girl can’t hold it forever.”








Chapter 58




Somewhere in the Gulf of Mexico

He was waving the gun at her. He was saying something, but she couldn’t make it out over the sound of the wind and rain. What does it matter we’re both going to die anyway? He’s telling her to drop the radio. 

“Or what?” She screamed at him. “We’re going to die anyway. Fuck you Charlie!”

She turned her back to him and spoke into the microphone. “Mayday, May fuckin Day! I’m stuck on this boat with this killer, and if you don’t send the fuckin Marines, he’s going to kill me.”

“I said put the radio down,” screamed the voice behind her. Was he getting closer or just yelling louder?

She turned, he was still at the back of the boat. She looked at the gun in his hand. It didn’t look like an ordinary pistol. “You going to shoot me with your little toy gun? You limp dick freak!” She turned her back on him again then heard a small bang, barely audible over the storm followed by a sharp burning pain in her back. The force of whatever hit her propelled her forward onto the boat throttle. This, in turn, caused the boat to shoot suddenly forward. The motion drove her backward. As she fell to the ground, she was conscious or a burning smell. 








Chapter 59




On the long drive back to Gulfport, Travis was particularly quiet. Gabriel guessed that the issue of Rosie’s son not knowing he was alive was a little close to home for him. Gabriel decided that stopping at a McDonalds for food would help pull him out of it. It was half way through a cheeseburger when he finally spoke up. “Are we going to tell the others?”

“Pretty well have to tell Rachel and Arnie. They are bound by a confidentiality agreement not to talk about it, though.”

“What about Ben, isn’t he a part owner?” Travis said taking a sip of his chocolate milkshake.

“I thought of that, Ben may be an owner, but he’s a silent partner. I’m not sure what he would do if he found out about the insurance fraud. He also has an oath to uphold the law.”

“It’s not like she ever cashed the check.”

“Good point, but they still misled people and lied to the insurance company. She may not have cashed the check, but it was certified by the bank, which means the insurance company is still out the money. The bank has the $100,000 in trust, waiting for Gracie to cash the check.”

It was pretty smart of you to get them to agree to confess to their son, rather than having him hear it from you.”

“Thanks, that will be a tough discussion. How do you think he’ll react?” 

“I don’t know him, but I expect he will be upset just like I was when I found out my Dad, was a crook. Your first response is disbelief then anger; anger over the lies. After that, there is the humiliation of knowing your father was a bad person. Maybe someday, you come to make peace with it and not let it define who you are.

 “I would be terribly hurt if my parents kept something like that from me,” responded Gabriel.

 “So what are you going to say to Ben when he asks about the case?”

“I don’t know yet.”

When they finished their meal, Gabriel excused himself and used the pay phone in the lobby to call the Agency. 

“Hi Gabriel,” Rachel said recognizing his voice, “Are you calling because you got into an accident with my car?”

“No everything is fine, we had a great day. I will tell you and Arnie about it later. We just stopped at a McDonalds in beautiful downtown Purvis for a bite to eat. We’re still about an hour away. The car was great,” he lied. “Thank you for letting us use it.”

“Can’t you tell me whether she led you to the grave?”

“I now know the whole story. It’s too long to get into over the phone.”

“Wait, Gabriel, Arnie wants to talk to you he has pretty good news too.’

“Gabriel? I was hoping you’d call. Last night Ben and I were at the casino together looking for the dark-haired man I saw the other day. Well, we got him!” Arnie said with enthusiasm in his voice.

“Really?”

“Yeah I spotted him watching this couple who were flashing their money and jewels all night. I followed him again out in the parking lot and signaled to Ben. We tailed them back to their hotel. It was the Palace. The couple went up to their room, and another man got in with them. When Ben and I got to the lobby, Travis’ mother came over and told us that a man who had been hanging around the lobby just went up the elevator with an older couple. 

I didn’t realize, but the older couple were actually retired cops. Ben had arranged the whole set up. When the undercover people got to their room, the man who followed them on the elevator rushed them, except this time he was in for a surprise. They were able to subdue the guy pretty quickly. Meanwhile, the man we tailed from the casino tried to hightail it out of the lobby. Ben and I were there to grab him.”

“That’s fantastic work Arnie. You and Ben make a great team.”

“Don’t forget Travis’ Mother.” 

After a few more minutes chatting with Arnie, Gabriel went back to Travis and told him the good news and his Mother’s involvement.

“Wow, this day was starting to look pretty bad, but it turned out pretty good.”

Gabriel agreed, and they toasted the Agency with their milkshakes. “I kind of want to get back to Jacqueline and Jelly Bean and hook up with Wil about the hunt for Charles Bouvier. The fake ad was supposed to run in the Daily Herald today.”

Gabriel was edging out of their booth when a man dressed in a McDonalds’ uniform came up to him. “Excuse me sir, were you just using the phone in the lobby?”

‘Yes my name is Gabriel Ross, is something wrong?” Gabriel noticed the man had Manager on his name tag. 

“I don’t know, but there is an urgent call for you Mr. Ross on my office line.” 

Gabriel and Travis quickly followed the Manager to his office. When Gabriel picked up the phone he heard Ben’s voice, “Gabriel, it’s’ Ben. I just called Rachel looking for you and she said she was just speaking to you and that you were calling from a McDonald’s in Purvis. There might be a problem. Earlier today I called your house to check on Jackie and got voicemail. I didn’t really think too much about it, but just now a technician who is responsible for the tap on your phone said that you had received a weird message.”

“What’s the message?”

I can actually play it for you from the recording. Gabriel waited for a few moments before he heard a voice he recognized from the past. “Hey old friend, ah heard youse were outta town, jest wanted t’say don’t rush home. I’m injoyin’ mahse’f.”

Once the recording ended, Ben came back on the line, “Oh my god, Ben. When was the last time you called the house?” Gabriel asked quickly.

“Just called two minutes before I dialed this number. I’ve sent a patrol to your house. They’re not there Gabriel.”








Chapter 60




Gabriel filled Travis in as they ran back to the Pacer. Gabriel’s nerves were frayed, and his heart was pounding. “How could Boone have gotten hold of Jacqueline and Benjamin?” He yelled slamming his hand on the car’s dash. 

“Step on it Gabriel!” Travis urged as Gabriel put the car in gear and drove onto Highway 49 heading south. After about ten minutes of pushing the little car to its maximum, Gabriel noticed two state police cars with lights and sirens coming up from behind. 

Shit!!!!” he yelled. He was just about to pull over when one of the cruisers passed them and waved for them to follow. Ben must have got a message to the state patrol and arranged an escort.

They made the trip back to Gulfport in record time. When they got to Gabriel’s home, they found another police cruiser in the laneway. They got out of the car and were met by Ben and Mr. Kennessey. “Boone left another message,” Ben said as he led Gabriel into the house. 

Mr. Kennessey looked frantic, “I’m sorry Gabriel. I saw her leave in the station wagon. I figured they were just going to the supermarket. I haven’t seen any white vans, so if they’ve been taken it must have been from wherever they went.” 

Gabriel put a reassuring arm on Mr. Kennessey and thanked him. 

 “I have checked with the neighborhood patrols we set up, and they confirm that there has been no unusual activity,” Added Ben as everyone walked into the house. 

Gabriel nodded and went to the answering machine and pressed play. He noted that the message was left less than an hour ago.

“Ah, hope yer havin’ a fine day, little man. Y’all should take better care of yer fambly, though. Not to worry there with me. We’re jest kind of gittin’ to know each other if you know what ah mean? You know ah always wanted mah own fambly, so did mah brother. Youse remember him don’t you? I’m sure you do. Ennyway set tight, I’m glad yer home. I’ll be in touch to tell you where th’ grave is.”

Gabriel slumped on the couch and put his head in his hands. He looked up at Ben pleading, “Where? Where can I look Ben?”

“We have an all-points bulletin out on the station wagon. Because of the rust color, it kind of stands out. I expect a patrol will spot it soon. We’ll check all of the grocery stores and shopping malls.”

“Thank you, Ben….assuming Boone, nabbed her and threw her in the van, would he have taken Benjamin too?”

“I don’t know, but his message kind of left me with the impression that he had them together. I think we should probably think that the two of them are together.”

“He could have taken them anywhere, and he could easily have dumped the car.”

“We need to think about where he might have taken them.”

“You said you checked Boone’s family in Gulfport?” Gabriel asked.

“Yeah, remember they came back saying that the old man had passed and that she hadn’t seen Boone and said she never wanted to again. 

“She might have been lying, said Travis. Mother’s will do anything for their sons.”

“Worth taking another look I guess.” Responded Ben. “Where else could we check?

“I can only think she went out to get something, and he must have been waiting for her. Did that ad go into the personals today?”

“Yeah, but the bogus meeting is not for two days.

Gabriel didn’t want to think about what that man might do to his family in the next two days. Ben picked up the phone and called for another patrol to check the Cooper’s house in Gulfport. Gabriel went to the bedroom and quickly changed into clean clothes.

“Maybe when the patrolman checks on the mother, they could ask the neighbors if any of them remembers seeing a white van or for that matter a rust colored VW station wagon.” Yelled Gabriel from the bedroom.

“Good idea, Ben repeated the request into the phone. 

“What can I do to help? Asked Travis when Gabriel came back out of the bedroom. 

“You’ve done enough today. You must be exhausted. If you could think about where Jacqueline might have gone then, that might help.”

Gabriel turned back to Ben. “I want to go out to that place in the forest.” 

“You think he would take her back there?”

“I don’t want to even think about it but where else Ben? He said he would tell me where he buried her so maybe he wants to finish what his brother started.”

“Ok let’s go.”

“There’s one other place and that the old service center. I haven’t been by it for ages, so I don’t know if it’s still standing. It was called Artie’s Auto Supplies on Hanover. 

“I’ll have a patrol check on it.”

As Ben got in the patrol car, Gabriel said, “Hang on Ben.” In a few minutes, he returned carrying his revolver. As Ben drove, Gabriel checked the gun to make sure it was loaded.

“Have you used that since the Sheriff?” 

“I shot up the gun range a couple of times. They suggested I might want to take a few lessons.”

As Ben concentrated on driving out to the woods, he received a report from the unit that went to check on Mrs. Cooper. 

“This is Officer Carmichael, Officer Petit and myself attended the property as requested and interviewed the old lady. We asked her about whether she had seen a woman and a baby and she said no. I asked about whether she had seen Boone Cooper and she said that she hasn’t seen him for a number of years and didn’t want to. She was pretty adamant and slammed the door in our face. We then split up to canvass the neighbors on the street. Officer Petit found a lady who lives across the street who said she thought she remembered a white van parked on the street. It stuck in her mind because the van was blocking Mrs. Cooper’s laneway.” 

“At the same time, I was talking to a man who remembered seeing a rust colored station wagon parked in Mrs. Cooper’s laneway earlier when he was out gardening. He didn’t see anyone in the car, but he remembered the car because old lady Cooper rarely has visitors.”

“Officer Petit and I then decided to re-interview Mrs. Cooper. She refused to open the door. We are still here now, and we are wondering if we should break down the door.” 

Ben looked over at Gabriel who quickly spoke up. “Officer, this is Gabriel Ross, is there a garage or an outbuilding where my wife’s car might be?”

“I will send Officer Pettit to check out back while I watch the door.”

After a few minutes, the officer came back, “This is Officer Petit. There is a detached garage at the back of the house. It’s locked, but I can see through the window that there is a rust colored station wagon in it.” 

“Okay, that’s great work.” Said Ben. “By finding the car on the property, you have probable cause that a crime has happened or is the process of happening. I am authorizing you to enter that home in whatever means you need and to detain Mrs. Cooper until we get there. I will call up for backup.”

 Once Ben disconnected he radioed the station saying there was a code 134 and that a unit was on the scene requesting immediate backup. 

When he disconnected, Gabriel asked, “Should we go to Gulfport or that place in the woods? Last time we got there just in time.” Asked Gabriel.

 “Your call, but consider this, the old lady may know where he went with them.”

“She might not tell us.”

“Your call Gabriel.” 

Gabriel was just about to say head for the woods when the radio cracked again, this time, it was an Officer Ryder. “Ryder here sir. I am at a service center. It’s closed, and it doesn’t look like anyone has been here for some time. The sign saying Artie’s Service Center is hanging down from one side. I shined my flashlight in the window, and there is no sign of anyone. Lots of dust around the doors I’m pretty sure no one has been here for quite a while.”

Ben thanked Ryder for the report and asked him “To proceed north on Debuys Road past Kennedy Road. After about two miles, you will see a dirt road on your left. I want you to park on the road and to see if there is any sign of movement. Report back to me.”

Ben shot Gabriel a look as if to say okay? Gabriel nodded. They turned around and went lights and sirens to the Mother’s house. 








Chapter 61




Benjamin wasn’t hungry and nodded off to sleep. Jacqueline kept the sweater over him so that the old lady didn’t try to take him. Boone came out from the kitchen and tried to catch a glimpse of something. The old lady took his place in the kitchen and brought in a cup of hot tea for Jacqueline, putting it on a small table beside her chair.

“Boone quit trying to see her titties and make yourself useful. Go through her purse and find her car keys. Then put her car in the garage before someone sees it.” When Boone didn’t move, she screamed at him, “Boone! Do as you’re told.”

 When Boone left, the old lady sat on the couch near Jacqueline. “Go ahead and drink your tea. It’ll perk you up a bit. Boone means well. You’d be wise not to call him names. He was teased mercilessly in school with people like you calling him a retard. He may be a little past his best before date, but he’s a good boy. A mother knows her son. You’d be wise to do as he tells you. Once you leave here, I can’t protect you.”

Fuck off, old lady. Jacqueline decided to do as she was told. To drag out her and her son’s life as long as she could until Gabriel came to save her, or she could make a run to a neighbor. The old lady watched Jacqueline anxiously as if she was trying to read her mind. Fuck off, old lady. Jacqueline smiled and reached for the tea. 

“That’s good, you’ll feel better soon. I always like a little tea to perk up my day.” She said with a smile washing across her face. She continued to look at her, and it appeared somehow that her face was getting closer. “You know girl; you should never have been permitted to marry my son. You should have stuck with your own kind. But what was I supposed to do? You had my boy pussy whipped. William thought he loved you, and I couldn’t change his mind. So we were nice to you when you came over for Thanksgiving. The next day, we all told William how stupid he was to think you could be a good wife.” 

Fuck off old lady. I suddenly felt tired, very tired. The old lady seemed to be talking in slow motion. Saying each syllable as if I was a 2-year-old. I am getting dizzy, did this bitch put something in my tea. Gabriel, I am so sorry…








Chapter 62




As we pulled up to the Cooper house, we could tell something was wrong. The police cruiser was parked out front, and the front door to the house was wide open. On the front step, lying half in and half out was the body of a uniformed police officer. Ben grabbed his radio, “Attention all patrols, Officer down at 23 Heron Street in Gulfport. I repeat Officer down.” Turning to me, “Gabriel go around back and shoot the old lady if she comes out.”

Ben approached the house with his sidearm drawn and slowly crept to the downed officer. He looked over at Gabriel and shook his head. Gabriel saw him move into the house. Going into the house alone was a risky move. Gabriel moved along the side of the house looking to find the back door. As he was making his way to the back of the house, he heard a screen door open and close. He was just coming to the end of the house when he saw an old lady with a shotgun. Without giving it a lot of thought, Gabriel dived back behind the house just as a blast blew part of the cement foundation inches from his face. There was the sound of a gun getting cocked which he figured was the old lady reloading. “Mrs. Cooper, it’s Gabriel Ross. You’re surrounded, and more police will be here any minute. You can’t get away. So put the gun down.” Gabriel could hear sirens off in the distance.

“Ok, we can talk, come up to the porch here.” Yelled Mrs. Cooper.

Gabriel decided to take a peek around the corner, and sure enough, another blast hit the side of the house near him. “Ha-ha! Almost got you with that one squirt!” the next sound he heard was Ben yell freeze and then another shotgun blast followed by two other gunshots. Then he heard a heavy thump of a body hitting the floor. 

Gabriel made a dive out into the open and rolled up on one knee, gun pointing at the porch. The old lady was hanging off the porch her mouth agape. 

“Ben,” Gabriel called out, “are you alright?” 

“Yeah, check to make sure she’s dead. Then get in here.” 

Gabriel kicked the shotgun away from her and bent down to feel for a pulse. He was pretty sure she was gone. The two bullet holes in her forehead were his first clue.

Gabriel opened the screen door to the house and found himself in a small kitchen. “Ben? I’m pretty sure she’s dead.” He heard a creaking sound on the stairs and he slowly moved to the front room. It was Ben carrying Benjamin. 

“Oh my God, is he okay Ben?” He said rushing to the stairs.

“Yeah, he might be a little pissed at being woken up.” 

Gabriel looked upstairs hoping, “Jacqueline?” 

Ben shook his head and said, “No sign of her.” Gabriel held his son and tried to soothe him. He looked at Ben, his face racked with fear. 

“Officer Pettit’s body is upstairs. She must have come up behind him. He took the bullet to the back of the neck.” 

“Ben,” Gabriel said. “What the hell happened here?”

“If I had to guess, I’d say the old lady bushwhacked Pettit upstairs who probably heard the baby crying. When Carmichael came in to help, the lady picked him off as he came in.”

 “Can you radio Ryder and get a report? “Gabriel asked his throat closing up. 

“This is Detective Ben O’Shea, calling Officer Ryder; please respond.”

They waited anxiously with Ben repeating the call a couple of more times. There was still no response. 








Chapter 63




Jacqueline woke up with the weird sensation of being jostled like she was on a roller coaster. The memory of the old lady flashed into her head, and she tried to sit up. Her hands were tied behind her back. Her mouth felt funny. She was thirsty. She looked around and realized that she was in the back of a van. From where she lay, she couldn’t get a view of where she was or who was driving. She suddenly realized that Benjamin wasn’t in the van. 

“Where are you taking me and what did you do with my son?” She screamed out. 

“You started somethin’ with my brother, and I expect ya’ll want to get that finished. As for your little boy, Ma is taking care of my little nephew.”

She let out a cry not just for herself but for her son. What were the odds of lightning striking twice and Gabriel figuring out where he’s taking me, just in time to save me? Not good. If I am going to get out of this without being buried alive, I’m going to have to count on myself. There’s a spade in the back of the van. If I could only get my hands free, I would jam it in this fucker’s skull. I struggled in vain to try to free my hands. 

“Listen, Boone, I noticed you were checking me out back there. Why don’t you pull over and crawl back here with me? I promise to be good. Really good.”

“That’s tempting girl. I might just do that. Give you something to remember me. Course you won’t be around much longer to think about it.”

This guy’s disgusting. I can’t believe that I just said he could touch me. “Come on Boone, pull over and get back here. I always thought you were handsome.” Gag.

Fear gripped her as she felt the van lurch to the right and then the sound of gravel being crushed below the tires. She heard branches rub against the side of the vehicle. A grim thought struck her, have we arrived at the spot in the woods? She heard the driver’s side door open and then close as Boone got out. She rolled over onto her back and waited. One of the back doors of the van door opened, and a sneering Boone Cooper said, “Roll over on your belly, I like it doggy style.” 

* * *

Ben and Gabriel raced with sirens wailing and lights flashing. Gabriel figured they were twenty minutes at most from the spot where Cooper had tried to bury Jacqueline alive. He pulled out his gun and made himself busy nervously triple checking the ammunition. If given a chance to gun down Boone Cooper, he wouldn’t hesitate.

When they left the house in Gulfport, some police cruisers and paramedics had arrived on the scene. Gabriel reluctantly handed his son over to one of the officers asking him if he could take him home and ask Travis Franklin to look after him. Ben commandeered another patrol to follow them to the clearing.

Gabriel looked up at Ben, who had seen two of his officers die and another not respond. He looked concerned. “If he’s there, let try to take him alive. We still haven’t caught the Mardi Gras killer. He might be able to lead us to him.” Said Ben.

“Hope you’re not talking about the witness protection program again. That didn’t work out so well for me last time.” At this point, the Mardi Gras killer’s whereabouts were secondary to Gabriel. All of his energy needed to go to save his wife.








Chapter 64




Boone was half way into the back when Jacqueline heard another car pull up on the gravel road. She could see the revolving blue and red light illuminate the back of the van. Yes, a police car. Now you’re going to get yours fucker.

“Hold it right there sir, keep your hands up where I can see them.” 

Jacqueline couldn’t see the officer from her vantage point, but yelled out as soon as she heard his voice. “Officer thank God, that’s Boone Cooper he’s has been holding me captive in this van.”

Her voice must have distracted the cop, Jacqueline saw Boone turn suddenly with a hunting knife in his hand. “Watch out!” She screamed.

She rolled over so that she could see out the open back door. Boone and the officer struggled for control of the knife. The officer was trying to keep Boone’s knife hand away while Boone’s other hand was around the officer’s neck. She attempted to wriggle her way closer to the door, but she wasn’t fast enough. She watched as Boone forced the young officer to the ground and then drove his knee into him. There was an awful sound, a goop-plot-splat sound, as she watched in horror as Boone brought the knife down repeatedly. Jacqueline cried as she heard the sound of the young officer dying. 

* * *

Ben and Gabriel were about ten minutes from the turn off to the woods when they saw a police cruiser with its lights flashing along the side of the road. Pulling up behind it, they both got out with guns drawn. The other patrol car behind them pulled over onto the shoulder as well. When Ben got to the front of the car he found Ryder’s mutilated body. He had repeatedly been stabbed. 

“Shit.” Ben waved to one of the officers and told him to stay with the body and to radio for help. Gabriel walked up and put an arm on Ben’s shoulder. This was the third officer killed. Ben knelt beside the body, “This kid joined the force last spring. Lots of fresh blood, this must have just happened.”

Gabriel pointed at the skid marks, “There was another car here. Looks like it took off in a hurry.” 

Ben nodded forcefully, “Let’s go get him.” 

* * *

Meanwhile, Jacqueline was no longer hoping that Gabriel would find her. Seeing what Boone had done to that police officer sickened her. She would rather die than let something like that happen to her husband. Boone had got up and wiped the knife on his overalls saying that he was no longer in the mood. Slamming the back door, he got behind the wheel again. As he skidded the van back onto the highway, he said, “Listen tart, it’s not that I don’t want to play, but, for now, I need to get you to the place. I promised that little squirt of a husband that I would call him and tell him where I buried you.”

In another ten minutes, the van veered onto a very uneven road. They had to be on the dirt road to the woods. The van came to a stop, and Boone got out. Jacqueline guessed that this was show time. Once again she rested on her back pulling her right leg under her and stretching out her left. 

The back door of the van opened again, “Come here bitch.” Boone reached for her left leg and started pulling her out of the van. Jacquie suddenly kicked out with her right leg landing a blow on his chin. That seemed to stun him for half a second, and he reached in for her again. This time, she pulled up both legs out of reach. That forced him to climb into the back of the van. She kicked at him again and again, connecting at least once and causing him to retreat. He cursed at her and then went around to the side to open the sliding door to the van. That was her chance. 

As soon as she heard him walk to the side door, she moved as quickly as she could. While he was sliding the door open, she was putting her feet on the ground and going out the back. Her legs wobbled beneath her, but she ran around the other side of the van as quickly as she could. She knelt on the ground and could see under the van that his big feet were hurrying to the rear. She stood up and moved to the front. 

“Come here bitch!” She could hear his deep breathing coming along the driver’s side, so she quickly moved to the sliding door. She considered getting back in the van and trying to lock the doors but discarded the idea when she realized he probably had the key. When he came around the front, she made a beeline for the trees leaving him a good twenty paces behind. She was faster than him, but it was difficult running with her hands tied behind her back. Tree branches kept scratching at her face. She tripped on a tree root and frantically scrambled back to her feet, Boone had made up some ground and was charging towards her at full steam. That’s when she heard the siren. It sounded close. She turned and gave Boone, who had also stopped a triumphant smile. “You’d better run home to momma, little boy.”

She probably shouldn’t have said that, as he renewed the efforts to catch her. She turned directions and started running as fast as she could this time back towards the van. She was getting winded and stopped and hid behind a large oak tree. She sensed that Boone was right behind her. She didn’t dare look, but when she heard his breathing almost on top of her, she stuck out a leg, which caused him to trip and go flying into some bushes. Ha! Take that moron! Moments later her shoulder exploded with pain. She reached back and felt incredible agony; there was blood all over her hand. She looked down at Boone, who was holding a gun. I could no longer hear the siren. 

* * *

Ben and Gabriel debated on using the siren. On one hand, assuming she could hear it, and it wasn’t too late, it might give Jacqueline hope. On the other hand, it would take away the element of surprise. As they got closer to the turn, they decided to turn it off. Memories of three years ago came back to Gabriel, as Ben turned left onto the dirt road. Three years ago, William Cooper had Jacqueline dig her own grave in a torrential downpour. This time, it was a clear night, the night sky was illuminated by a quarter moon. They arrived at the clearing and found the van, its back door open. Gabriel was out of the car even before it had come to a stop. He ran to the van, and other than a shovel, he found the van empty. Ben ran into the forest using his flashlight to light the way. Then they heard a gunshot.

* * *

Boone walked up to Jacqueline, who was bent over crying, blood dripping from the wound. He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her behind him as he walked through the woods. Jacqueline started screaming while trying her best to pull away. Boone was too strong. Jacqueline’s legs finally gave out dropping her to the ground. Boone just reached down and started to drag her by the hair. 

“Stop it, you fucking moron!” she screamed. “I can walk for myself.” Boone didn’t let up. He let out a little chuckle to himself. “We’ll see who’s th’ retard when yer lookin up at me from th’ grave. 

The pain of having her hair almost ripped from her scalp was, at least, taking Jacqueline’s mind off the wound in her shoulder. Wait he left the shovel in the van! We’re going to get all the way out to…wherever, and then he’s going to have to run back for the shovel. Gabriel, hurry up and get here. 

* * *

Ben and Gabriel both heard the scream at the same time. It was coming from off to the left. It was clearly Jacqueline’s voice calling Boone a moron. She was still alive and maybe a couple of hundred yards away. They turned towards the sound going at full speed. Ben gestured to Gabriel to spread out so that they could come at him from different directions. Gabriel thought as long as Jacqueline has fight left in her then all is not lost. 

* * *

Boone finally let go of Jacqueline, and she slumped to the ground. Large clumps of her hair fell from his hand. “Yo’ see my dear Jacqueline. I’m just a li’l smarter than my brother. He wasted all thet time havin’ yo’ dig yer own grave. Ah came out here yesterday and did it for you.” Sure enough, Jacqueline could see that a grave had already been dug. It looked to be four feet deep. If he has to go get his shovel, I might be able to hoist myself out.

 “All thet needs t’be done is to throw yer ass in it an’ fill it back up agin.” He stopped at this point looking around, finally realizing that he had left the shovel in the van. “Don’t nevermind, I’ll jest kick all this here dirt back on top of you.”

He grabbed her again and pulled her to the edge of the grave. “No please Boone, I’ll do anything.” She noticed that the bottom of the grave seemed to be moving.

“Too late fo’ thet, I’m afraid, I’ll be sure to tell your lil’ man you offered.” Boone used his flashlight to illuminate the grave. “Oh look, you git t’o share your new home with a li’l critter that must have fallen in it.”

Jacqueline followed the flashlight as it illuminated a cottonmouth coiled on the one side of the grave. When Boone pushed her towards the grave, she dug in her heels and tried to push back. He was just too strong, and she fell into the grave, “Screaming Nooooooo.” 

Jacqueline landed on her back with her hands beneath her. She moved as quickly to the far end away from the snake as she could. Boone was still shining the light into the grave. The cottonmouth was uncoiling, most likely feeling threatened by the intrusion. Jacqueline watched in horror as the snake started to slither, side to side towards her. As it came to within a foot of her, it opened its mouth wide showing off its fangs. 

* * *

Gabriel no longer cared about the element of surprise and yelled out, “Hold on Jacqueline, we’re coming!” Ben got to the clearing first. It couldn’t have been any more than five minutes since they heard the latest scream. Ben used the flashlight to illuminate the clearing and called out, “Jackie!” Gabriel arrived moments later, gun drawn, but there was no sign of Boone. Ben shined the light into the clearing, and they saw the open grave. They ran to the edge and used the flashlight. They could see Jacqueline quivering hunched up, crying at one end. A snake was moving between her feet.

 “Shit, that’s a cottonmouth,” said Gabriel, fear in his voice. Ben didn’t hesitate. He fired two bullets hitting the snake and killing it. 

Gabriel meanwhile reached into the grave and grabbed Jacqueline. “Jacqueline, have you been bitten?”

“Yes on my thigh, it really burns,” she said her voice choking. 

“Look after her, I’m going after Boone.” 

A few minutes later Ben came back to the clearing saying that there was no sign of Boone and he heard the van leave. Gabriel had pulled Jacqueline out of the grave and was kneeling beside her, ready to suck the poison out like they do in movies. 

“That’s an old wives’ tale. Doing that will actually make it worse and will just speed up the spread of toxins. We need to get her to the hospital so she can get some anti-venom.” Ben said kneeling beside them. “From the look of the wound, she should be ok.” That’s when Gabriel noticed the blood from the bullet wound in her shoulder. 








Chapter 65

​

Gabriel struggled to carry Jacqueline. He had made it halfway to the clearing when Ben took over. Ben wasn’t as worried about the snake bite as he was about the loss of blood from the shoulder wound. When they got to the clearing, Gabriel opened the back door to the cruiser. Ben put Jacqueline in and called to Gabriel to get the first aid kit out of the trunk. 

Once Gabriel got the kit, Ben tried his best to staunch the wound. Jacqueline was very weak, fading in and out of consciousness. Gabriel got in the back with his wife and rested her head on his lap. He held her hand as Ben sped out to the main highway heading south, turning on lights and siren. 

“Officer needs assistance we have an injured civilian, gunshot to the shoulder. She has lost a lot of blood. The civilian has also suffered a cottonmouth bite on her left thigh. Let Gulfport Memorial know to be ready.” 

“I want an all-points bulletin for a white Econoline van, tag number Charlie, Bravo, Alpha 743. Driver is Boone Cooper, who is a suspect in the murders of three patrolmen today. Get as many cars as you can up to the corner of Debuys and Kennedy and all points south of there. Contact the Sheriff’s Department to be on the alert as well. He is armed and extremely dangerous.”

Gabriel not only heard but felt, the emotion in his partner’s voice. 

They got to Gulfport Memorial Hospital in record time. A flurry of medical staff sprang into action, moving Jacqueline by gurney into the hospital. 

 “How did she seem? Ben asked when they were alone.

“I don’t know Ben; I’m scared she seemed really weak.”

“We’ve done what we can, she in the hands of our best now. They’ll take care of her Gabriel.”

“If we had only gotten there five minutes sooner, we could have stopped it and caught Boone. How many more people will die before we catch him?”

“If he doesn’t ditch that van we will have him before midnight. With three cops down there’s no way, he’ll get away.” 

“I don’t want to leave her alone; I’m going to call Rachel and ask her to stay with Travis and Benjamin. Can you assign someone to look after them just in case he gets away?”

“Consider it done. I know you don’t need it, but there will be a policeman posted here as well.”

“Thank you, Ben,” Said Gabriel, but Ben was already talking on his radio issuing orders. There was a pay phone in the hospital lobby that Gabriel used to call Rachel. He filled her in on what had happened in the past few hours. To her credit, Rachel understood the stress in his voice and listened without interrupting. In the end, all she said was, “How can I help boss?”








Chapter 66




It was early the next morning before Gabriel was able to see Jacqueline. Her Doctor told him that it had been close. The combination of blood loss and the snake bite almost did her in. “She’s a fighter. She’s not totally out of the woods but she should recover. Infections are pretty common with snake bites. She needs lots of rest. 

Gabriel thanked the doctor enthusiastically and went into Jacqueline’s room where she was lying immobile asleep. He had come even closer this time to losing her. There was still so much they wanted to do in their life. Looking down at her, he vowed that if he had to go back to work for Ford, he would do it, rather than put her life in danger again. He sat in a chair by her bed and watched her. 

It was 4 AM when Ben accompanied by a patrolman, rapped on the door and waved to Gabriel to come out in the hall. “How is she?” He said as Gabriel joined him in the hallway. 

“The doctor said the combination of blood loss and snake bite almost did her in. They’re worried about infections. She hasn’t woken up in the last 4 hours.”

“Don’t worry Gabriel, she’s a fighter,” he said putting his hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. “I’ve got news, some good, some not so good…”

“Give me the bad news we might as well get it all out on the table.”

“Boone got away. I figure he had a car stashed somewhere and ditched the van. We’re still looking for him but …” Ben’s voice faded away, and he looked down at his feet. “I’m sorry Gabriel.”

“I’m sorry too Ben. It’s not your fault. We’ll get him, hopefully, sooner rather than later. What’s the good news?”

“Jessica Grant is alive and in a hospital in Biloxi. The Coast Guard pick up a mayday message and found her alone on a yacht a few miles off Ship Island.”

“Is she alright?”

“She’s pretty freaked out, but Wil Graham has been in to see her, and he says she will recover okay.”

“What about the killer?”

“We don’t know. I guess Jessica is a bit of a fighter like Jacqueline. There was a battle, and he shot her in the back with a flare gun. Apparently getting hit with a flare hurts like hell, but it’s not strong enough to penetrate the skin. She was in the captain’s chair when the flare propelled her forward, and she landed on the throttle causing the boat to shoot forward. The killer, she figures, went over backward off the back of the yacht. Lucky for her it was raining cats and dogs, which ended up putting out the fire caused by the flare.”

Gabriel could only shake his head; after everything they did to find out his name he ends up getting his ass handed to him by a teenage girl. All of a sudden a thought occurred to him. “We have to keep all this quiet. Tell Wil, no press conferences until after Monday.”

“He’s not going to like holding off two days.” Ben looked at Gabriel, searching to understand. The idea connected with him like a bolt of lightning. “The personal ad.” 

“It’s a long shot. He might not have checked the paper, and then there’s no guarantee that he won’t see through it.”

“Good point, I’ll call Wil and tell him to keep a lid on it.” Said Ben as he walked back down the hall to find a pay phone. 
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Jacqueline drifted in and out of consciousness for most of the night. When she was awake, Gabriel held her hand and tried to talk to her, but she was unresponsive. The nurses were by to check her vitals every hour. All they would say was that her body was fighting an infection caused by the snake bite. By 7 am, she regained consciousness and seemed to be able to focus. It took a while longer for her to be able to speak. When she did, it was barely above a whisper. Gabriel leaned closer grasping her hand, straining to make out what she was saying. It sounded like nonsense, and Gabriel wondered if she was still under the effects of the poison. She repeated herself a couple of times. 

Finally, he said,” I’m sorry honey I can’t make out what you’re saying. Can you speak more clearly? 

Raising her voice a couple of decibels, “Benjamin!”

“He’s fine. We found him at Mrs. Cooper’s house.” There would be plenty of time later to fill in the details of how close they had come to losing him. Jacqueline mumbled something else. “I’m sorry honey, I can’t make out what you are saying. Maybe you should just rest.”

“I said did you catch that fucker?”

Gabriel smiled, “Not yet honey, but we’re hoping to nab him at the lighthouse tomorrow.” He reached over and held her hand. As soon as he’d spoken, she rolled her eyes, yanked her hand away and she shook her head in a sign of dismissal. 

“I’m going to leave you for a bit so you can get some….” 

Jacqueline interrupted and once again Jacqueline spoke up, raising her voice and speaking slowly. “You slept in that chair all night. I woke up a couple of times and saw you.”

“I couldn’t leave you,” he replied reaching for her hand again.

“Your snoring woke me up,” she said, once again throwing off his hand.

Gabriel stood up and kissed her forehead before leaving. I wonder if she is in her right mind. 

He returned by mid-morning and found her fully awake and in better spirits. She had a steady stream of visitors. First Rachel and Travis carrying Benjamin came in. Jacqueline was able to hold her son, tears of happiness streaming down her cheeks. 

Rachel and Travis were full of questions, and Gabriel explained what had happened. Neither could believe that Boone had got away. 

“You look dog tired Gabriel. Do you want me to stay with her so you can get some rest?” Asked Rachel.

“Thanks, Rachel, you’ve been wonderful. Apparently, I might have caught a few winks in the chair last night.” Gabriel said looking over at Jacqueline holding Benjamin.

“Okay, I can spend the day with Benjamin at your house if you want.” Rachel offered. 

“Somehow I’ll make this up to you Rachel, I promise.” Gabriel gave her a big hug. The nurse came in and shooed everyone out so that Jacqueline’s bandages could be changed. Rachel left, promising to return later. A few minutes later Arnie Sims came by with a bouquet of flowers. Gabriel explained about being banished, and that Jacqueline was coming around and was expected to make a full recovery. He was going to give him a rundown on yesterday, but he said he already knew most of it. The story was on just about every channel on TV, and the hunt for Boone Cooper was front page news. 

“That’s not ideal,” said Gabriel explaining the plan to lure Cooper to the lighthouse.

“I don’t think he could miss all the coverage on the TV; any smart man would high-tail it out of here, change their name, and maybe dye their hair or something. Good thing Boone is not the brightest crayon in the box.” 

They sat together for a few minutes and discussed the robbery case. Arnie explained that the man who followed the retired cops to their hotel room was willing to play ball and implicate the whole gang. Once again Gabriel congratulated him and told him how proud he was of him.

Arnie made Gabriel promise to give his love to Jacqueline and left, running into Ben in the hallway. Since the nurse had banned them from Jacqueline’s room, Ben and Gabriel grabbed a coffee in the cafeteria leaving a patrolman to stand guard. 

When they were sitting down with their coffee, Ben asked about Jacqueline. 

“The Doctor was in this morning and said that he was pleased with her progress. The worst of it is over I hope.”

“Has she said anything about yesterday?”

“No, early this morning she was a little off, not making sense. Then she had visitors, Rachel, Travis, Benjamin then Arnie. When I go up, I’ll see if she wants to talk about it.”

“Give her lots of time. But if Boone happened to say anything yesterday that would help us find him then that would be helpful.” Ben said taking a sip of his coffee. 

When Gabriel didn’t offer up a comment Ben continued, “I was able to get Wil Graham to keep a lid on the Mardi Gras thing. At least for the weekend. Jessica Grant is in the hospital but in all likelihood, this will all come out sometimes on Monday afternoon. As for the Boone Cooper thing, I’m sorry there were just too many people involved. The murder of three patrolmen is an important event, and the media was all over it.”

“I heard about it from Arnie. Do you think this changes anything for tomorrow?”

“I think we should run with it regardless. I have the undercover teams all set to go. But the guy would have to be a complete moron to come out in public with everyone looking for him.” 

“Okay, where do you want me tomorrow?”

Ben gave Gabriel concerned look, “Listen you are just about the last person I want near there tomorrow. If he even gets a glimpse of you, then he’ll be gone like the wind. Besides you need to be with your family, he may try to come here and finish the job.” 

Gabriel heard what Ben said and deep down he knew it made sense. Still there was something about not being there at the end. Boone had almost killed his wife; he deserved to pay for that just like his brother did. 

Gabriel stopped short of promising Ben that he wouldn’t be waiting for Boone at the lighthouse. After Ben had left him in the cafeteria, he went back up to Jacqueline’s room. Gabriel was happy to see that she was sitting up eating Jell-O. 

“Hey sicko, remember me?”

“I guess that’s two lives I owe you. If you and Ben hadn’t got there when you did, I would have died in that grave.”

“It’s all part of the service,” Gabriel said giving her a kiss on the cheek.

“I’m sorry if I was a little out of it earlier. You asked me something, and I might have been a little rude.”

“No, not rude, just showing another side. As the mobsters say, “Forget about it doll face.”

They talked for a good twenty minutes about what had happened yesterday, and he was able to answer her questions about how they found Benjamin and came to discover where she was. 

“This was all my fault, Gabriel. I should have never been there. Then I kept calling him a moron which just made him angrier. I was trying to get him to make a mistake.”

“Wait, did he abduct you or …did you go there? Asked Gabriel his face reflecting his surprise.

Jacqueline looked ashamed and started to cry. “I’m so sorry Gabriel, you and Travis were off doing detective work, and I just wanted to feel like I was helping. I got looking at the wedding photos. There were pictures of Mr. and Mrs. Cooper and just doing a drive by to look for the van popped into my head. I knew it was stupid, but I couldn’t shake it. When I got there I was just going to watch the place ….surveillance. I thought I saw the old lady in the window and before I knew it, I was walking up her walkway and knocking on her door. I’m sorry Gabriel, maybe it’s this post-partum thing. I haven’t been thinking straight.

Gabriel concentrated on masking his initial reaction. Did she think taking our son to that house was a smart thing to do? He kept his face neutral and asked her what happened next. “She was crazy. I think she phoned Boone and told him to come over.” 

Gabriel decided not to tell her about the dead cops. She could read about that in the paper. He did tell her that Ben had shot and killed the old lady on the back porch. “When you were with Boone did he….hurt you?”

“Did he rape me?” 

Gabriel shrugged his shoulders. “He wanted to, and was just about to when that poor policeman showed up,” She started to cry repeating how sorry she was that all of this had happened. “It was so horrible, seeing the young cop get brutally massacred. 

She continued to cry, he cried too, they held each other. There were a lot of never agains; I’m sorrys and promises to lead an ordinary life. 

Jacqueline’s friend Chevon showed up. She saw the story on the news and drove down right away from New Orleans. “Girl, I thought you be done with this shit?” She said coming in with a huge arrangement of flowers. The two girls hugged each other which brought on another emotional moment and more tears. After filling Chevon in on yesterday, Gabriel thanked her for coming and said he needed to check on Benjamin.








Chapter 68




Saturday and Sunday passed without any reported sightings of Boone Cooper. On Sunday afternoon, Jacqueline’s parents arrived unannounced. Between them, Chevon, Rachel, Arnie, Ben, Travis as well as Benjamin and Gabriel, Jacqueline had lots of visitors. The nurse finally had to call a halt to it so that Jacqueline could get some rest. 

On Monday morning, Gabriel decided what he had to do. He left Benjamin with his in-laws who were staying at his house. Rachel and Arnie went to work, Travis moved into the new apartment with his mother leaving Chevon to stay with Jacqueline in the hospital. 

Gabriel went to the lighthouse, to make things right. He decided to get there early and dressed in an old hoodie, sunglasses, and a baseball cap. He also brought Mr. Kennessey’s binoculars. He couldn’t argue with Ben’s logic that Boone might recognize him and smell a trap. This was likely the last chance they had to catch him before he found out that his partner was dead. Once he found that out, and with his mother dying, there was little reason for him to stick around. That was also the reason Gabriel had to be there. The ad in the paper indicated noon as the meeting time, and Gabriel got there at 11:30 AM. 

It was a bright day, a little chilly but perfect for what Gabriel hoped would transpire. When he arrived on Beach Boulevard, he parked the bug a couple of blocks away and made the walk down the beach front. The cool wind had emptied the beach, and few people were hanging out. He came across a couple of kids on skateboards, who he figured should have been in school. On the beach, there were a couple of people huddled up under a blanket against the cold, listening to music. 




Once he got to the lighthouse, he looked around and noticed a woman in her early twenties sitting on a bench, rocking a stroller. Another man was attempting to fix a bicycle tire just a few feet from the lighthouse. Not far from the lighthouse was a small building that used to be the home of the lighthouse keeper. A man was sitting on the steps strumming a guitar, hoping passersby would throw a few coins in his hat. How many of these people were undercover cops? There was no sign of Boone Cooper yet. Maybe he’s planning on doing the same thing. Sitting in his van and looking out to see if Bouvier showed up. 

The lighthouse door had a sign saying, “Closed for the winter” Gabriel gave it a try and to his surprise found the door unlocked. Did Ben arrange for the door to be unlocked? As he went through the door, he noticed that a couple of your Japanese girls followed through the door after him. They were clearly tourists carrying their Nikon cameras. The girls gave him a big smile and yammered on in Japanese something that sounded like Rice a Roni. Every couple of minutes they would burst into giggles. Gabriel wondered if there was anything to what Jacqueline had once told him about Asian girls. 

Inside the building, there was a huge circular staircase that led to an observation deck. Gabriel gestured for the young ladies to go first which brought on more gibberish followed by giggles. He imagined that they were talking about him as they started up the steps. “How handsome this American Man is,” to which the other said, “I think he is a famous Hollywood actor.” He started the long trek up the stairs working hard to keep up with the girls. One of them turned and looked back and gave him a smile and then said something that he imagined was, “Look at how he flies up the stairs, he is so fit. Look at the muscles, I bet he could carry both of us to the top.” When they got to the top of the staircase, they came to a ladder that led to the observation room. He again gestured for the girls to go first. “Did you see how he looked at me, he is so dreamy.” To which the other replied, “I think he would be virile enough to satisfy both of us.” 

The three of them made it to the deserted observation area which was a small room dominated by an enormous lantern in the center of the room. Gabriel used the binoculars to look at the beach area. There was a door that led outside to a narrow catwalk that surrounded the observation area. Despite the warning signs, the girls went outside only to have one lose her hat to a giant gust of wind. This brought on another bout of laughter which Gabriel could no longer hear through the glass. “Look he is looking at us, deciding which one of us he wants first.” Gabriel waved to them and made a “too bad about your hat face.” The one girl laughed and pointed at him getting the other girl’s attention. That’s when she extended her thumb and index finger an inch apart and made a little pouty face. To which they both started laughing. 

Gabriel wasn’t sure, but he suspected that they were making fun of him. He quickly forgot about the girls when he heard the door down below open and close. Who was this? With the sign on the door, not many people would even try.

Gabriel pulled out his revolver and turned the safety switch to off. There was nowhere in the small room to take cover. He heard the dull clang of footsteps trudging up the metal steps. Whoever it was, was in bad shape, their heavy breathing signaling their advance. Gabriel huddled behind the lantern. He took a quick look at the teenage girls and saw the frightened look on their faces as they saw the gun. He tried to gesture to them that it was okay while continuing to point the revolver at the top of the ladder. 

The labored breathing, he had heard coming up the stairs soon transformed into, “Shit fuck what a stupid idea.” Ben had two favorite sayings, “shitfuck,” and the much more serious “fuckshit.” Gabriel put the gun away and called out, “Ben?”

There was a pause before Ben climbed the ladder to the observation deck saying “Fuckshit, what are you doing here?” 

“Same as you I figured it would be a safe vantage point.”

‘Well, I don’t know how safe it is, I almost had a heart attack going up those stairs.” Ben noticing the girls on the catwalk for the first time. “What’s with them?”

“Tourists I think. I freaked them out by pulling my gun.”

Ben went to the door and flashed his badge at the girls waving for them to come inside. As they re-entered the observations their faces had gone white and they were no longer talking. They tried to stay as far away from Gabriel as they could. They had started down the ladder. Before the last one went down, she turned to Gabriel and made a gun sign with her fingers, “Bang, Bang, Cowboy.”

Ben had brought his binoculars and between the two of them they had the area covered. He also had his radio and could talk to the guitar playing bum and the woman with the stroller. There were also had a couple of people walking their dogs along the road, thinking that Boone might be watching the area with binoculars as well. By 12:45 they concluded that Boone either didn’t see the personal ad or had skipped. 

Gabriel and Ben were disappointed and went to commiserate over lunch. They drove over to their favorite restaurant. Gabriel noticed that Tweedy, his favorite waitress wasn’t on duty. Over the usual meal of hamburger and fries, Gabriel said, “I don’t know what to do now Ben. This guy could be five states away by now.”

“Don’t get discouraged Gabriel you’ve had a pretty good week. There is one less serial killer on the books, we’ve saved your wife and son, and broke up a robbery gang. Not a bad week if you ask me.”

“Of course, you’re right, but I didn’t catch Bouvier. I hope the sharks got him. I’m happy he’s out of the picture, but I just don’t like having to look over my shoulder waiting for Boone to come back into our lives like his brother did.” At that pointed Tweedy stopped by the table and said, “I’m sorry guys, I was on the phone talking to my mother when you guys came in,” she continued to yammer on but by then Gabriel was no longer listening. 

When Tweedy left, Gabriel said, “Tweedy just gave me an idea, I think there might be a way to find him.”








Chapter 69




Boone saw the ad in the personals. He still had time to make the meeting. He chomped on a slice of greasy pizza, lying on the unmade bed. There was still time to make thet meeting. But fuck, mah face is all over the news. They said that li’l tart was still alive and bein’ guarded at th’ horspital, ah reckon. I should have jest gutted her like I did thet cop. They killed mah Momma, and they’ll hafta pay for thet. 

He popped another Bud and grabbed another slice of pizza. He read the ad once again. Looks like old Clark Kent is in shit. Why is he hankerin’ to meet all of a sudden? Maybe th’ cops know who he is. Mebbe th’ worst thing I could do is be ennywhar near that sick fucker. Cops all lookin’ fo’ me, probably watchin’ th’ roads. He kicked the paper off the bed with his dirty construction boots. Mebbe ah should jest git me a gal and hunker down here until it all blows on over. Then when they least speck it... 

* * *

In the restaurant, Ben asked Gabriel, “So how are we going to find him?” 

“When Jacqueline was awake yesterday, I asked her about what transpired on Friday. Ben, for whatever reason, that I think even she doesn’t understand, she went to Mrs. Cooper’s house.”

“She did?’

“Yeah, she feels pretty bad about it, and I didn’t tell her everything that happened, but she said something that I think we can use.”

“I’m still trying to get over her going to Cooper’s house….” Said Ben with a look of concern.

“It has to do with being valued, and post-partum depression, and well one day maybe we’ll understand. But she said the old lady phoned Boone from the house, and he came over.”

Ben was quiet for a moment, thinking, “We would need to get a court order to get her phone records.”

“How hard would that be when you have three dead cops?”

“It won’t be hard; I know a friendly judge. It’s worth a try.”

Gabriel went back to the hospital to check on Jacqueline. Chevon was there, and Jacqueline was crestfallen when she heard that the ruse didn’t work. “Not to worry I have another plan. There will always be another plan. I won’t give up until we get this guy.” Gabriel said partly trying to bolster his own feelings.

He left the hospital early that afternoon and headed home to check on how his in-laws were getting along with Benjamin. There was no cause for concern. When he entered the house, he found Mrs. Chen playing with Benjamin on the bed and Mr. Chen watching Tom Brokaw on the network news. 

“For the second time in less than a week comes a story from the deep south. Fifteen-year-old Jessica Grant, who went missing from her Mississippi home over ten days ago, was rescued on the Gulf of Mexico by the coast guard this past Friday. Details are just coming out about a second massive manhunt for what the local press has dubbed the Mardi Gras killer. Speaking with reporters, special agent, Wil Cooper of the FBI stated that Charles Bouvier of New Orleans has been the subject of a massive manhunt that spanned three different States. He is wanted in connection with the disappearance of almost a dozen teenage girls dating back to the mid-seventies. And this just in, it is believed but not confirmed that Charles Bouvier may have drowned after falling overboard on his yacht.”

“Viewers may remember that this channel carried an exclusive story this past weekend on another massive manhunt for Bouvier’s accomplice. This man,” a picture of Boone Cooper filled the screen, “Boone Cooper. Cooper, still at large, is wanted for questioning not only in the disappearance of the girls but for the first-degree murder of three police officers this past Friday in Gulfport. Authorities caution that he is armed and extremely dangerous.”

“You’ve been busy Gabriel,” Said Jacqueline’s father. 

‘Hopefully, we are coming to the end of all this. Thank you very much for coming down here, Mr. Chen. You and your wife are a big help, and I know it means a lot to all of us.”

“Are you going to catch this man?”

“Absolutely” The phone rang, and Gabriel got up to answer it. It was Ben.

“I’ll never doubt you again Gabriel. It took some pressure from the Chief and the Mayor but I got it, and you never guess where the old lady was calling.”

“Where?”

“Remember that fleabag motel in Ocean Springs that you stashed Jacqueline in, The Good Night Motel?”

“You’re kidding, are you sure he’s still there?”

“No, but would you like to come with me to find out?”

* * *

Meanwhile, Boone Cooper was restless. He had been wise not to go to that meeting. That fucker on TV had said that the killer had fallen on overboard out in th’ Gu’f, and that li’l number Jessica Grant was safe. How could he have been out in the Gu’f and puttin’ an ad in the Daily Herald at the same time? It was definitely time t’git away. He thought about getting caught and going to prison. With the killer, Charles Bouvier, alias “the sick fuck” gone, Franklin and Boone’s brother both dead, there was nothing to trade. He couldn’t even negotiate where to find the bodies. He picked up his Smith & Wesson revolver and replaced the spent shell that he had used to shoot that little tart. He rolled the chamber and pointed the gun at Tom Brokaw, who was droning on about road blocks. 

He picked up the phone and pressed the button to get the office. “Lissen it’s Smith in room 27, I need some mo’e beer. Add it to mah bill an’ leave it outside the door like before. Oh, an’ there’s an extra twenty in it for you eff’n you knows enny young gals who might keep me compenny. Make it a blonde. Yeah, a blonde.”

* * *

Ten minutes after Gabriel got off the phone from Ben, he was in his laneway. Gabriel thanked the Chens once again and gave Jelly Bean a kiss heading out the door. “Do you have back up?” Gabriel asked as he got in the cruiser. 

“Back-Up? You’d better believe it. Once we give the word that Boone is there, everyone and I mean, everyone is going to come running. I thought you and I could just park down the street and walk over to the office and make sure we’re not wasting everyone’s time.”

“Okay, sounds good.”

As Ben backed out of the laneway, Ben said, “I’ve meant to ask you about your surveillance on Friday. How did it turn out?”

With everything that had happened, Gabriel hadn’t given this thorny issue of confidentiality any more thought. He madly started running through the possible alternatives in his head. 

“Gabriel?” Asked Ben as he weaved in and out, passing cars. 

“Well, it’s like this. You know how we talked about client confidentiality the other day, and you said that a Private Investigator needs to ensure that their client’s trust is always kept?”

“Yeah, where you going with this?”

“Well, you’re a partner in the firm, well a silent partner, but an important part of our success. I wouldn’t have been able to get this far without you.”

“Gabriel, what does this have to do with the question?”

“If a client was to divulge to me that she committed a crime in the past then I’m obliged to maintain her confidence and not to tell the police. Isn’t that correct?”

“Yes, we’ve been over this Gabriel,” He said looking at Gabriel. After a moment, “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

“I don’t know, but I think I’ve already said too much.”

“If she admitted to killing her husband, I don’t care about any fucking confidentiality. She needs to be held accountable.”

“Okay, then in answer to your original question. Friday went well. The case has been solved; she did not murder anyone.”

Ben just shook his head, and Gabriel wondered if the little game of cat and mouse they just played would one day come back to haunt him. He pulled out his revolver and for what seemed like the twentieth time in the past week and checked to make sure it was loaded. 

They remained silent for the rest of the drive out to the motel. As soon as they pulled up along the busy highway, everything came back to him. One of the features of the motel was its location right beside a railroad track. Jacqueline had thought she heard a train over the phone. The owner of the motel still had the same billboard out by the road asking motorists if they wanted to, “Get Further Away.”

“I still don’t know what that means,” Ben said getting out of the car. There were four cars in the parking lot. The owner still had the pile of junkers at the back of the place, probably abandoned by their owners. The office was at the front of the motel. An older Pakistani man was sitting behind the desk and jumped up as soon as they walked in.

“Yes, please, welcome, please to have a good night,” Hi eyes shifting between Ben and Gabriel. Before he could say anything else, Ben interrupted him by flashing his badge and a picture of Boone Cooper.

“This guy staying here?” Ben said gruffly.

The man took a few moments to look at the picture. “He doesn’t have the beard anymore, but this looks like the man staying in room 27.”

“What’s his name?”

The old guy spoke without looking at the register. “Smith.”

 “What car is his?” Asked Ben.

“He drives that green Pinto out there, the one with the rusted fender.”

The irony wasn’t lost on Ben, who looked over at Gabriel. Ben stepped outside to look at room #27. It was the third one down the line from the office. Speaking into his radio, “This is Detective Ben O’Shea, Operation Good Night is a go, I repeat Operation Good Night is a go.” Coming back into the office and turning to the desk clerk, Ben said with a serious look, “You’d better find some place to hide.”

The man behind the counter became visibly upset. “He has girl in there.”

“What?” asked Ben. He then spoke into the radio and said, “Hold off on Operation Good Night, I will advise. I repeat hold off.” Turning back to the desk clerk, “Now tell me about the girl.”

“He paid me to get him some beer and he wanted a blonde teenage girl, so my brother’s cousin Busrah needs money, and she’s you know, kind of that type.”

“Wait a minute, a blonde Pakistani girl is in there with him?” Gabriel asked not believing. 

“She wears a wig sometimes. Please not let him hurt her.”

“Did he already pay you?” Asked Ben.

“No, he say add to bill.”

* * *

There was a knock on the door, Boone grabbed his gun and moved quickly to the side of the door. He took a peek out the front window and saw a dark skinned girl wearing a mini skirt and a tank top holding a six pack of bud. The girl looked like she was wearing a blonde wig, but she was kind of hot. He opened the door a couple of 

“You vant company big boy?”

“Yeah, come on in honey.” 

He took the beer from her and lay on the bed. “Whuffo’ don’t yo’ dance fo’ me honey?”

* * *

“I’m going to radio for silent back up and have them wait out on the road.” Looking at the clerk, “This man is a wanted fugitive and he is armed and extremely dangerous. Is there a back way into the rooms?”

“There is window, but painted shut.”

“Okay this is what we’re going to do, we are going to go with you. You knock on his door, and when he opens it, I want you to ask to speak with Busrah. When she comes, I want you to talk to her in your native language and tell her to run out the front door. Once she’s clear of the door, then head back to the office and get down. My partner and I will be standing on either side of the door.”

“What if he doesn’t let her come to the door?”

“Then say you need to have your money up front. Once he’s distracted, I’m going to rush the door so jump out of the way. Gabriel, you’re my back up. I would like to take this guy alive, but if there is any risk don’t hesitate to use your weapon. Do you guys understand? Gabriel nodded, the old man just looked like he was going to faint. 

“What’s your name sir?” Gabriel asked.

“Jalil.”

“Listen, Jalil, everything is going to be alright, just do as Detective O’Shea has said, and you and Busrah will be fine.” Ben meanwhile radioed instructions to the backup team to stay on the road and to wait for a further command. 

* * *

This chick was pretty good even with the wig. She danced and had taken off most of her clothes and was now down on her knees lowering his zipper. There was another knock on the door. 

“Now what?” Boone said shoving her aside and picking up his gun. He went to the window and looked out. The parking lot looked the same as it did before. The old paki was at the door. Boone yelled through the door, “Whatcha want?”

Jalil looked over at Ben with uncertainty. “I want to speak to Busrah.”

“Who th’ fuck is a Busrah?”

“She is the girl Mr. Smith, please, please, please only take a minute.”

“She’s a li’l busy right now.”

“Please, please sir it is wery, wery important.

From Gabriel’s position on the other side of the window, he could sense Boone weighing his options. “Alright jest a minute.”

A few seconds later Busrah came to the door and starting speaking gibberish to the old man. All of a sudden all hell broke loose and the semi-naked girl pulled open the door and ran out into the parking lot. Boone scrambled to try to catch her, but as he came to the doorway, he saw a big man holding a gun. Boone backed away into the room and shot twice at Ben succeeding only in hitting the door frame. Ben gave Gabriel a signal to hold back and yelled out, “This is Detective Ben O’Shea of the Biloxi PD.”

“I don’t give a rat fuck who you are.” Yelled Boone 

“Just thought you might want to know who killed your Momma, replied Ben. Boone’s answer was a deafening growl of rage followed by two more shots chipping away the door frame. 

“Boone, this place is surrounded by cops. You have no cards to play. Throw your gun out in the parking lot and we promise not to shoot,” Ben called out.

When Boone didn’t answer, Gabriel decided to try his luck. “Boone, it’s’ Gabriel Ross. This is stupid. You don’t want everyone to think you’re a moron do you? Throw your gun out and let’s talk.”

After a moment, they could hear Boone yell out, “How’s about this little shit? Yo’ kin come in an’ ah promise, not to shoot.” This was obviously a trick he learned from his mother, thought Gabriel. 

Ben was gesturing to Gabriel, twirling his finger in a circle and then making a hitting motion. Gabriel was never very good at charades and wondered why his partner would want him to turn around. Ben then lay his palm out and made like his fingers were walking like in those ads for the yellow pages. Gabriel shrugged his shoulders which just frustrated Ben. After about thirty seconds, Gabriel finally got it. 

Gabriel watched as his partner went around the back of the office. While Ben was gone, Gabriel gave it one more try. “Boone, I’m sorry about that moron crack that was rude of me… I should have called you a stupid moron.” Moment later Gabriel heard a gunshot followed by the sound of breaking glass. Gabriel took a quick look in the room and just as Ben had predicted Boone was facing the back window. When he turned back to face Gabriel, he saw the rage in his eyes. Without giving it much thought, Gabriel fired, emptying his gun into Boone’s chest. 








Epilogue

​

The dinner party was a big success. Speeches were kept to a minimum by the Mayor and the Chief of Police. Jacqueline fully recovered after two weeks, looked fantastic. Ben wore a lime green suit with a yellow shirt and tie. Wil Graham, who footed the bill for the celebration, had the food catered to Gabriel’s home in Gulfport. 

Travis felt that Ben’s outfit was nothing compared to Gabriel’s disguise during their stakeout and passed around the picture he had taken. Travis brought not only his Mother but also a girl he met at school. Mr. Kennessey was invited and used the opportunity to play stump the detective with his endless supply of riddles. The Mayor presented Arnie Sims with a certificate of appreciation for his part in breaking up a gang that had terrorized many of Biloxi’s downtown hotels. Rachel, looking beautiful, was there and gave Gabriel a special gift of his old brake pads. She had the new ones installed that day they switched cars. Chevon hung out with Ben for most of the evening. Jacqueline was pleased that something was happening there. 

Ben cornered Gabriel at one point and told him that he had done the right think in keeping Gracie Peele’s secret. Gabriel appreciated the comment although a week after the party it didn’t matter, as it all came out and Grace and Rosie went to the Biloxi police to confess what they had done. Rosie received encouragement from his son to do the right thing. Gabriel knew it took a strong man to face his son with the truth. 

Wil said that the bust of Sigmund Freud was examined closely at the lab and was indeed proven to be the weapon Bouvier used to kill the Doctor. The forensic investigators also found that it held a small voice recorder. Thanks to the discovery they were able to get a clear recording of Bouvier confessing to the killings. Wil went on to say that Bouvier’s body was never recovered leading some to speculate that he might have survived. The New Orleans Times-Picayune ran a feature story on the Eye On You Detective Agency and the hunt for a killer. More great publicity for the company. Jessica Grant and her parents stopped by for a brief visit to thank everyone for not giving up. During her short speech, Gabriel counted the word “fucktard” at least a dozen times. 

Rosetta Sanchez was a surprise visitor. She had been released on bail on a charge of tampering with evidence. The district attorney was still trying to extradite her husband. Rosetta was told by Ben that it was Gabriel who figured out that she was shielding her husband.

Rachel told everyone about how the old guys from Old Time Pest Controls had come back for a follow-up check along with their space boots and fly swatters. Rachel’s date showed up later in the evening. He had driven down from Ole Miss where he was in first year Law. 

Mr. and Mrs. Chen went back up north but vowed to consider returning in April for Benjamin’s baptism. The Police Chief let it be known that retirement was calling and that Ben O’Shea would get his personal support to be his replacement. Ben, who hated politics, said he would consider it. 

The party broke up early. It was early enough to get Benjamin down for the night and for Jacqueline and Gabriel to play a round of Jeopardy.*




– THE END –








Author’s Notes




*If you don’t know what playing Jeopardy means, then you should read Murder in Biloxi. As mentioned earlier this is a book of fiction, but with all novels, there is always going to be a grain of truth. As a novel, the writer has taken certain liberties with things like street names and locations such as the Good Night Motel. 

For those that are wondering. The annals of history are full of situations where dishonest people tried to profit from the misfortunes of those who lost their homes during the hurricanes. Similarly, the Richelieu Apartment building was destroyed by Camille, although the reports of the hurricane party rocking on through the storm is the subject of debate. 

The city of Biloxi erected a memorial to help the community remember those who lost their lives during Camille and the 44 souls who to this day have never been found. 

Lastly, I wanted to thank Mr. Ray Bellande from the Biloxi Historical Society and his brother Mr. Roy Bellande for their background information. Also, I would like to thank Mr. George Dale, who served as head of the Department of Insurance at the time of Hurricane Camille. I also relied heavily on insights gained from reading Phillip Hearn’s excellent book, “Camille, The Monster Storm.” 

A last thank you goes out to Jan Burletson, My Sister Carol Hamilton and, of course, my wife Anita for their advice.
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