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Аннотация
THE PREDATOR IS NOW PREY — WILL HE SURVIVE

Wade Hanna emerges childhood from the unlikely depths of a Louisiana swamp to a life of fast cars in the Big Easy. His youth is fraught with unwelcomed misfortune and unsuspected servitude as an undercover operative. To find sanctuary he joins the Navy submarine service only to find another silent sanction in his path. Eventually he finds his calling in Black Opts after deadly confrontation with a Soviet submarine and its biological weapon off the coast of Mississippi during the Cuban Missile Crisis.


Joseph D’Antoni
Silent Sanction

Dedication
To the men and woman who toil in the preservation of the fragile Louisiana swamps, bayous and wetlands for the next generation.


PROLOGUE

Louisiana Swamp
The idyllic night reminded Wade Hanna of long, lazy summer days he spent in the swamp and on the bayous years before. As a child, Wade would bait and retrieve nets of crawfish for the pot of boiling seasoned water and the bright red crustacean feast that followed. His days of fishing and hunting in the swamps gave way to teenage years and life spent mostly in the city.
Early childhood for Wade was not all serene and filled with the natural beauty of his surroundings. He often went to bed stinging with beatings from his alcoholic mother. Wade feared the mystical creatures he was told inhabited the area around his family’s isolated camp in the swamps near New Orleans. He heard tales of Voodoo rituals that cast spells on people’s lives and influenced the future. Wade would often think about these stories when fishing alone in the swamp behind the camp.
For Wade the swamp was an escape from an unhappy home life. He was at peace in the swamp even with all its strange creatures, mystery and danger. When he looked into the eyes of large alligators close to his boat and observed the poisonous cotton-mouth moccasin snakes he understood their world. The swamp was a strange sanctuary filled with unexplained mysteries and humans that practiced old rituals but he had a comfort in those surroundings that he didn’t have anywhere else.
Wade often passed the house of an old lady when he traveled the bayou on his way to the swamp. Wade was told never to stop at the old lady’s house or talk to her. Neighbors insisted she was a Voodoo priestess who practiced rituals. When the old lady was out on her porch Wade would wave from his boat as he motored past her. She would return his wave holding up a carved wooden scepter. She always made the same strange up, down, and circular motion with her scepter as he passed. Wade took her gesture as a blessing of some kind. Perhaps it was the toothless smile of the old lady that gave Wade confidence that her ritual was a positive sign.
Wade thought he had outgrown mystical stories and replaced them with the realism of school and hard work. He no longer believed in Santa Claus, or stories of shadowy swamp spirits influencing a person’s life; he was now in his teenage years and living fulltime in the big city.
Four Years Later
New Orleans, LA
It was Monday night at Le Jean’s neighborhood restaurant in New Orleans. Wade and his friend Ed Langer both ordered the special. Both young men were born in New Orleans, and knew from early childhood that red beans and rice are always served on Mondays.
“You want Andouille or a pork chop with your beans?” Paul Boyne, owner and head chef asked.
Both Ed and Wade replied, “Pork chop, please.”
The two men continued their dinner conversation. Ed told Wade about his recent fishing trip and the new location he had discovered not far from the city.
“I found this spot in an outlet canal just off the lake. It was teaming with redfish. They were feeding with their fins out of the water near the bank. We caught a mess of reds on frozen shrimp. They wouldn’t hit on the artificial bait. I’ll take you back there. It was a blast and not far from home.”
“That sounds great. Let’s set up a time.”
Their red beans and rice dishes appeared from the kitchen. The guys were hungry and both dug in. As they ate Ed changed the subject of conversation.
“What do you think about the presidential election?”
Wade considered Ed’s question for a moment pausing with his spoon between his thumb and forefinger.
“It doesn’t much matter.”
Ed quickly reacted in frustration to Wade’s apparent lack of political interest.
“What do you mean it doesn’t matter?”
Wade looked at Ed with a questioning expression.
“All presidents elected in a year ending in zero have been assassinated.”
Ed’s mind immediately flashed to the 1960 election year. He thought about Wade’s response. His mind raced trying to match president’s names with the year they were assassinated. He started with Lincoln. The task was more daunting than Ed first thought. He caught himself staring into space. Realizing he couldn’t complete the task from memory Ed responded.
“What’s the significance of ‘zero’ in all this?”
Wade looked up from his plate and slowly responded.
“Zero is the most important digit we have. It represents a dimension where time and space intersect. It’s the only digit we have that represents the absence of everything material. It is a spiritual symbol and also the source of the ten year presidential curse. Zero symbolizes passages into the unknown where time, space and events cross. It’s not a good time for any new president to take office when the zero is in play.”
“Are you real when you talk like that?” Ed commented.
“Of course, but reality is only one layer of many intertwined within the time-space continuum.” Wade replied.
Ed was pensive about continuing this topic of conversation. He had encountered Wade’s mysterious explanations in the past and thought it would be a good time to change the subject. Ed knew there was common interest and pragmatism with Wade on the subject of race car engines. He thought a discussion of recent changes to the Chevy 350 cubic inch engine block might bring Wade back to reality.
Ed and Wade had recently renewed their friendship after many years of not staying in touch. Ed had known Wade in grade school. He knew Wade always had some strange spiritual beliefs and sometimes spoke in mysterious ways. Ed couldn’t completely understand Wade then or now. Ed thought a change in subject matter might bring the conversation back to the world he understood.
As Ed began his new topic the background music changed. Wade partially lifted his open hand toward Ed signaling a request for silence. The upbeat Dixieland jazz tune had faded into the lyrical, slower beat of “Saint James Infirmary” by Bobby “Blue” Bland. This blues recording stood up well against other recordings by many great music legends, the message, as ever, somber and foreboding. On this night, both men were happy enjoying a good dish of rice and beans as they listened in silence to the rest of “St. James Infirmary”.
After they ate, the two men started walking back to Ed’s car which was parked three blocks away. Wade seemed preoccupied. He could not stop the melody of “St. James Infirmary” playing in his mind. The street lights flickered before broadening their full green luminous glow. The sun was slowly sinking below the horizon as the men walked in the muted evening light.
Wade suddenly stopped in his tracks. Looking down, he saw a bird’s nest a few inches from the toe of his shoe. Another step and he would have crushed it. He carefully picked up the fragile structure, turning it to admire the intricate weaving of twigs and grasses. Any inhabitants had long since vacated.
“Look at this.” Wade said, turning his hand slowly under the street light so Ed could admire the artistry of the woven structure. He continued, “All this was done by a creature whose brain is half the size of a pea.”
“Amazing complexity. Perhaps it’s a sign?”
Wade understood what Ed meant. Bird nests were frequently used in mystical rituals by the spirit worshipers in New Orleans’ early culture. Wade carefully put the nest back in a high crook of the nearest tree.
“Why did you put it back?” Ed asked.
“I don’t know — maybe it can be used by another creature, or perhaps as an offering.”
Wade mulled over Ed’s comment about the nest possibly being a ritual sign. Finding an empty nest would have spiritual significance for the future, for some people. Wade wondered, “Can people’s lives be influenced by mystical signs of things to come? Why was I the person to discover the nest? Why didn’t it appear in front of Ed’s foot? Why hadn’t it appeared in front of a person who passed under the tree earlier?”
Wade knew that the small brain of whatever bird had built the nest could not have designed the complex woven matrix of grasses and small twigs. He knew the bird could not have done the math to compute the structural strength and bracing needed to safely hold its inhabitants. He knew the bird’s small brain was not capable of determining the best placement of the nest in the tree to protect it from the elements and crushing branches. For a moment, he lost himself in thought about the nest. All the information needed to create this nest had to be passed down genetically. The transmitted information was ingrained in the bird’s nervous system before it had emerged from its shell. The bird’s instincts simply carried out the imprinted instructions. Almost all of the nesting bird’s future was predetermined … already known and outside its control or determination.
Wade wondered. Could this same predetermined process apply to humans? As the young men completed their walk, the somber words to “St. James Infirmary” returned to Wade’s thoughts. The remaining block was traveled in silence as the men approached Ed’s car.
* * *
A few months later, on the other side of the city, Detective Jake Pisano of the New Orleans Police Department, Downtown Division, and head of undercover operations for an emerging auto theft syndicate sat waiting to order. He was seated in his favorite restaurant ready to enjoy a bowl of hot crawfish etouffee. With him were two officers from the Uptown Division of NOPD. A manila file folder lay between them.
As soon as they’d ordered, Pisano pointed to the folder. “So what’s the story here?”
The arresting officer answered. “We caught them in the act near Audubon Park, with parts in hand and a large 14 inch screw driver which we wrote up as a weapon. The taller one is a low level sales guy for Coletta. The kid driving seems clean but is involved in car racing. They’re dead meat to us. We thought you might have a better use for them in your operation. Otherwise, we’ll finish processing and turn them over to the DA’s office. They’ll definitely serve time on this one.”
Pisano briefly flipped through the folder asking a few minor questions before folding it shut. “Let me review the file more carefully and I’ll get back to you.”
The conversation quickly turned to city politics and the upcoming mayoral race, which was heating up. After the meal Pisano thanked his fellow officers.
He told them he would be in touch.
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Washington, DC
The Pentagon — Arlington, VA
1960
At the Pentagon, a Joint Chiefs committee meeting on the Cuban-Soviet threat is underway in preparation for a presidential briefing. The committee has just heard two briefings from the CIA section heads on Russian activity in the region. The briefings included information on recent meetings between Cuban President Fidel Castro and two high-ranking Soviet military officers.
Brigadier General Lyman Lemnitzer, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and President Dwight D. Eisenhower are on their way to a secure meeting with the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. In the absence of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Army General Charles Mathews is running the meeting, which now centers on U.S. response options to the Soviet military buildup in Cuba.
General Mathews asks members of the committee, “When will we have the high altitude atmospheric wind study?”
“I expect the report any day now.” responds General Coleman.
“We don’t have days. The president needs to know where a radioactive cloud will travel if released over Cuba. That will affect our nuclear response options.”
Admiral Winters of the Navy comments, “That will only give us data on the fallout under one of our nuclear scenarios.”
“That’s’ correct but you know the president. He will want to see that response option down to the smallest detail.” replies Mathews before moving to another agenda item
“Do we have the Air Force option report on a conventional weapons response?”
General Taylor of the Air Force has a ready response. “Our report on the conventional weapons response will be ready in three days. I can tell the Committee that because of Cuba being only 90 miles away, our air strike options are virtually limitless. The report will cover 5 strike options explained in significant detail.”
“Can we have an update on the special forces initiative order by the president?” Mathews is demanding, not asking.
Admiral Winters replies for the Navy, “We’ve completed our command transition from former UDT units to separate SEAL designated units under their own command, with their own budgets, as the president directed. SEAL Team 2 has completed the new training and is ready to deploy for Cuban action at a moment’s notice.”
“Good,” replies Mathews. “The Chairman will be pleased to hear that.”
Cold War tensions with the Soviets in Cuba, smoldering hot spots in Korea, expanding involvement in Viet Nam and social and racial demonstrations at home are all aligning in President Eisenhower’s final year of his last term in office. He wants to give the incoming president the benefit of his military planning and strategy initiatives, knowing festering world military problems are more likely to come to a head on the next president’s watch.
New Orleans, LA
Life in the city for Wade had developed into its own cadence with only infrequent excursions to the swamp he loved. One home ritual practiced by his family was to assemble after dinner in the study to watch the national and local news on television. Wade’s father thought all worldly events of any significance flowed from the truthful voice of Edward R. Murrow. A younger reporter coming on the scene was Walter Cronkite. The young upstart reporter Cronkite was establishing himself well in the eyes of Wade’s parents. His parents thought that watching either Murrow or Cronkite could be relied upon as acceptable sources of the news. The Times Picayune was the established city newspaper and it was delivered to the house daily. Whatever details were needed to explain or expand the abbreviated TV coverage could be gathered from the Picayune.
Attendance with predetermined seating arrangements in the study for children was mandatory at all evening broadcasts. Wade’s father would emphasize important upcoming news topics by the advanced announcement, “Now listen to this or take note of that.” Television was a relatively new invention and getting the news daily from this electronic box was considered revolutionary in his parent’s world.
As the mid 50’s merged into the 60’s, Murrow and Cronkite broadcasts reflected the American mood on current events and politics. There were only 3 or 4 channels to listen to and Murrow and Cronkite reported the news at the same time every night. The different news cover stories centered on emerging national topics. While individual topics changed most evenings the overriding news in the early 60’s centered on world tension and a domestic society in turbulence.
In 1960, John F. Kennedy announced his intention to run for President against the vice-presidential incumbent Richard Nixon. The U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War, which started in 1950 with a pledge of $15 million to help France control local uprisings, was escalating, and by the mid 1960’s U.S. involvement was becoming more eminent. In 1955, South Vietnam declared itself the Republic of Vietnam and elected Ngo Dinn Diem as President. Eight years later, on November 2, 1963, Ngo Dinn Diem was executed by the revolutionary party in his own country. On August 2nd and 4th of 1963, the news reported North Vietnamese attacked two U.S. destroyers in international waters in the Gulf of Tonkin. The U.S. had a continuing military presence in that country from the early '60s, but the first U.S. combat troops officially arrived in Vietnam in March of 1968. The U.S. buildup for the Vietnam War clearly centered on the draft and increased military spending.
During the early '60s, Wade Hanna was the right age for the military draft. Like most other teenage American males at the time, Wade spent time carefully considering draft and enlistment options.
By the early '60s the South had become the center of the new Civil Rights Movement. Flash points of civil unrest throughout the South had already ignited. In 1955, a fourteen-year old Chicago resident, Emmett Till, while visiting family in Mississippi, was kidnapped, brutally beaten, shot, and dumped in the Tallahatchie River for allegedly whistling at a white woman. In October, 1962, James Meredith became the first black student to enroll at the University of Mississippi. The violence and riots that followed caused President Kennedy to send in 5,000 federal troops. In 1963, Martin Luther King, Jr. was arrested and jailed during an anti-segregation protest in Birmingham, Alabama. In that same year, on June 12, Medgar Evers was murdered outside his home in Jackson, Mississippi. On April 4, 1968 Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee. Throughout this time period, violent and non-violence demonstrations took place throughout the South. By the mid '60s Civil Rights and anti-war demonstrations had already started in other parts of the country.
As Morrow and Cronkite frequently pointed out, the U.S. was in the middle of the cold war with Russia. Most military historians put the start of the cold war at just after the end of the Korean conflict in July, 1953. By 1954 the Soviet Union had established the KGB, followed in 1955 by the establishment of the Warsaw Pact. The Russians launched Sputnik into orbit on October 4, 1957. In November of 1958 Khrushchev demanded withdrawal of U.S. troops in Berlin and threatened military confrontation.
Cuba was taken over by Fidel Castro in January 1959, and soon declared ties with the Soviet Union. In May of 1960, just before the Kennedy election, the Soviets announced the downing of a U.S. spy plane piloted by Gary Powers over Soviet territory. Tension throughout Central America and the Gulf of Mexico increased at an alarming rate, inspired by the buildup of Soviet military personnel and missile installations in Cuba.
The failed Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba, backed by the U.S., occurred in April 1961. The increased tension in Latin America lead to cold war tension in the region brought on by the new Cuban-Soviet alliance and Soviet military aid to Cuba which were suspected to include missiles.
Television was black & white and still somewhat experimental in both technology and programming. There was no cable for TV reception. Reception came through an antenna called, “rabbit ears” which sat on top of the TV console. Constant adjustment of the “ears” was required during many television programs, since reception was at best unreliable and often a mysterious phenomenon. Some individuals, usually adult males of the family, believed they had a special gift for “jiggling the ears” which could make images of random fuzz turn to clear screen images. This “gift” turned out to be questionable at best. Programs like the “Lone Ranger” on Saturday mornings always seemed clear when the chief jiggler was nowhere around.
The Hanna family watched more than just the evening news together. Another program the family watched was the Ed Sullivan Show. The Sullivan variety show featured among other things the changing trends in music capturing new directions in sounds and band groups. At times the Sullivan show was considered inappropriate, controversial, even vulgar by many parents as it brought the faces of new music groups already being heard on the radio right into the living room. Wade loved many types of music. As a young teenager he was on top of music changes while his parents lamented the loss of the big band and swing era.
Wade’s love of music would rarely place him far from a radio. These times of world and national tension would also record the birth of Rock and Roll. That sound and label started with Rock Around The Clock by Bill Hailey and the Comets who first recorded their hit in 1954. Wade was also fond of songs by Elvis Presley, The Four Aces, Johnnie Ray, the Four Lads, Bobby Darin, and Pat Boone. He even like some big band sounds, country and western music along with jazz.
It wouldn’t be until 1964 when the Beatles caused another change in musical direction for teenage youth in America. Wade and the local New Orleans radio stations were also playing Fats Domino, Buddy Holley, The Everly Brothers, Jerry Lee Lewis, and a host of country music names.
Famous New Orleans Jazz, which had previously been confined to its cultural roots in the French Quarter, was exported to Chicago, St. Louis, New York and Europe. A few music legends like Pete Fountain and Al Hirt stayed in their night clubs in New Orleans while other jazz musicians spread their music far and wide of their New Orleans home.
During the '50s and '60s, there were no personal computers, no internet, no social media networks, digital watches, or cell phones. The closest thing to a mobile communication device was a pay phone, and every teenager knew from memory where all the pay phones in the neighborhood were located. The cost of a call from a pay phone was ten cents. This made it easy to “drop a dime” and stay in touch with home. For young people, curfew time was when the street lights came on. Long distant communication was still most often accomplished by a letter, which cost five cents to mail.
Movies were also a major part of the teenage culture, and New Orleans was no different than the rest of the country. Tickets ranged from 75 cents to a dollar fifty. Theaters and drive-ins featured movie options ranging from Vertigo, To Kill a Mockingbird, Singing in the Rain, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Wolf, West Side Story, and The Bridge on the River Kwai. Beer was 40 cents a bottle and alcohol drinks were a dollar. Legal drinking age was generally ignored in New Orleans. The saying in New Orleans was, “If you can reach the bar we will serve you, no questions asked.” During this period you were able to get a drivers license at 15 years old if you knew people with the right Department of Motor Vehicles connections. The legal driving age was 16 but no one was checking.
Gasoline was 33 cents per gallon, the price of which included a live attendant pumping your gas, checking your oil and tires, and cleaning your windshield. Most car designs of the day had fins and aerodynamic front-ends which gave the impression that they could fly. Chrome was in, and the most popular teenage cars were Chevys and Fords. For a teenager to have a '57 Chevy was the pinnacle of being cool. The sticker price of a brand new 1957 Chevy two-door sedan with a V8 engine was around $1,800. Most teenagers and their parents couldn’t afford one and were content to drive older model cars. In the 1960s, like today, for a teenager old enough to drive, the automobile was an expression of freedom, a form of transportation, an entertainment center, and, on occasion, a bedroom. Drive-in theaters and burger joints were often preferred dating destinations for young couples with a car. With proper upgrades and adjustments, a car’s performance could be improved and souped-up versions of common sedans suddenly became racing machines.
Most drag racing started on quiet streets and included grudge matches to determine who had the fastest car. A gang element emerged in this street drag racing scene until the sport became organized and officially sanctioned drag strips started to appear. Organized drag strip racing started with the emergence of the National Hot Rod Association (NHRA). The NHRA set out timing and safety rules, car and engine classification categories, and started to organize what had been a random and increasingly dangerous street event. Officially sanctioned drag racing provided an alternative to street racing and got many racing cars off the streets. It also attracted a more professional crowd and diminished gang activity.
Wade Hanna loved drag racing and followed its growth at a young age. Before he could drive, Wade read everything he could find on repairing and improving the performance of car and motorcycle engines. He worked at service stations to practice his newly learned trade. Drag racing would become a passion which would lead him down alluring but sometimes un welcomed paths.
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New Orleans is not just any old southern town. It is steeped in history, tradition, lore and mystery. It is a city famous for great food, architecture, its French Quarter, the Mississippi River, gambling, strip clubs, Mardi Gras, Southern bells, Castilian and debutant balls, Dixieland jazz, blues and Cajun music. Wade Hanna was not shy about participating in the city’s preoccupation with fun and celebration, but this didn’t come until his late teens.
With its rivers, lakes, bayous, canals, swamps, and proximity to the Gulf of Mexico, New Orleans is a very water-oriented city. It is known for water sports including fishing and hunting. Flooding is common; the city would be underwater most of the time were it not for the levee system that protects it
Wade loved the outdoors and hunting and fishing, which interested many of the city’s residents. In his early teen years, Hanna was more likely to be found in a duck blind than on a dance floor. His fishing and hunting activities led him to meet individuals from the Southwestern part of the state in Cajun country who shared the same outdoor interests. A phone call from his friend, Dave Comeaux would quickly take him back to his outdoor roots.
Dave asked with his French Cajun accent, “When you com’on down to the Bayou to fish? We can boil some crawfish and crabs. I got some gator tail and frog legs for the bar-ba-cue.”
After Wade politely declined, telling Dave how busy he was getting his car ready for Sunday’s race, Dave said, “You’re always busy doing something. You’d better come down soon or you’ll forget how to fish.”
Wade laughed as he ended the call. It wouldn’t be too long before Wade would be fishing with Dave for speckled trout at a favorite spot near an offshore gas rig. That trip was followed the next day with a wonderful crawfish boil, sautéed frog legs, and speckled trout amandine.
The skyline of New Orleans was considerably different in the '50s and '60s than it is today. There were fewer bridges over the Mississippi, so there were more frequent ferry crossings. During this era, the city was a major commercial port in the South for cotton, tobacco, sugar, bananas and other imported goods from Central and South America and around the world. The riverfront, where gambling casinos and the Riverwalk stand today, was lined with real docks for transferring cargo. As is still the case today, the state was a center for the oil and gas industry with resources both on and offshore.
During the '50s and '60s, New Orleans was completely segregated by race. While racial tensions spread throughout the South, resulting in both peaceful demonstrations and riots, the city maintained a low profile. By comparison to other southern cities, racial tension in New Orleans attracted relatively little attention from the national and local press. Things were handled for the most part quietly without fanfare.
The city has always been operated behind a veil of secrecy. Whether the issue is business, race, justice, or which party wrongly crossed another, the city has been much about maintaining its low-key demeanor. Many residents trace their roots back to the Confederate city during the Civil War. Old family histories involve the legacy of plantation owners and slave traders. During the ‘50s and ‘60s it was not uncommon to hear references to this ancestry.
Gus, an eighty-year-old New Orleans family friend, once explained to Wade the difficulty he was having with a Northern business associate. He said, “The Northerners just don’t get it. The Confederate War ain’t over yet; we’re just in temporary suspense. The South will rise again. We just do business our way. If he wants to do business with me, my friend better get his ass down here so I can explain how business is done in the South.”
New Orleans and southern Louisiana evolved certain practices which governed how people dealt with each other. It can be said New Orleans is a “who you know” town where “favors” are often exchanged for “favors” in return. Many connections that foster this “who you know” principle stem back generations, to family ties that pre-date the Confederate War. The frequently heard Louisiana, expressions, “Who’s your Mama” and “Who’s your Daddy” were as alive in the '50s and '60s as they are today. If you knew the right person, everything from getting a traffic ticket fixed to receiving a major reduction in a prison sentence was possible. Life could be a lot easier in New Orleans if you knew the right people. Certain favors would be extended, handshakes welcomed, and a little lagniappe (bonus or extra) was passed along your way. Depending on your family ties, you might extend or receive some lagniappe. Sometimes these “little extra” favors were not so small and might take the form of a large construction contract or oil drilling concession.
As a dominate southern city on the Gulf of Mexico, New Orleans had strong business and cultural ties to the Caribbean and Latin American countries. Throughout the 1960s, despite civil unrest, social tension, and whatever else was going on in the rest of the world, New Orleans remained a fun-loving city. Publicity promoting the allure of jazz, Mardi Gras, good food, and around-the-clock parties was generated and maintained in a fashion that made and kept the “Big Easy” famous.
Beyond its glamorous and mysterious façade the city also had its seedy and undesirable side. It had its organized crime, mob bosses, street crime, and illegal activities just like all other large U.S. cities of the time. Law enforcement stood laid-back on prosecuting most organized crime activities, and focused more on street crimes and protecting the average citizen and tourist. Politicians at this time were “expected” to receive a part of the cut for handing out favors or turning their heads to questionable practices. Organized crime had been part of the city’s life since the early 1800s. Gambling, like dock workers at the turn of the century and liquor sales during prohibition, were run by the city’s organized crime bosses. Gambling in Louisiana was illegal during the '50s and '60s. City crime bosses ran most gambling and prostitution activities in both city and state, and these activities went on virtually everywhere.
One evening Wade had some relatives and friends in from out of town. They were all sitting around the table after dinner discussing New Orleans and state problems. One relative from the Northeast seemed annoyed by New Orleans’ lack of action over crime and crooked politicians and asked Wade what could be done to prevent it. Wade tried to explain, “New Orleans is surrounded by its own cloak of mystery and secrecy. If you’re on the inside, you might know or understand a few of its secrets. If you’re on the outside, none of it makes any sense. If you dare try to change things, the city shield is impossible to bend, break or move. You just have to live with it.” The other members of the group looked at each other. Wade’s answer didn’t seem to satisfy them. They still didn’t understand, but they didn’t follow his explanation with another question. The topic soon turned to Mardi Gras, which was soon approaching.
Except for the work of a few dedicated law enforcement teams, most organized crime activities in the city were either largely ignored or perpetually “under investigation.” This laid-back law enforcement policy seemed to apply as long as crimes didn’t affect the average law abiding citizen, local and state government officials, influential city families — or the tourists, who brought in large sums of money.
According to some reports originating outside the city, New Orleans, on a per capita basis, was considered, “The murder capital of the world.” It was during this time that mob bosses in New Orleans and throughout the state became targeted by the nation’s new focus on elimination of organized crime.
Senator Robert Kennedy’s investigative committee on organized crime brought New Orleans crime bosses before his committee to testify in Washington. The testimony was broadcast live on television. Most of those being investigated plead the Fifth Amendment, but the investigation brought press and public attention to the problem and put New Orleans and its crime bosses squarely before the national public eye. When Kennedy unleashed his national campaign against organized crime, New Orleans and its crime bosses were singled out as being some of the worst.
Tension among crime bosses, as well as pressure on law enforcement, resulted from the new unwelcomed press attention. During this investigative period, the crime and law enforcement scene was stirred like a pot of hot spicy gumbo. New Orleans was now under increased pressure to do something about its historic crime problem.
The city took the new crime attention in stride, as it did most public concerns. It tried to maintain its crime anonymity and uphold the status quo. There didn’t seem to be any fear regarding the consequences. The city had faced unsettling accusations many times and in many different ways in the past. Instead of facing the issues, then as now, the city’s reaction to controversy was to grab it by the scruff of the collar, stare it in the eye, and then party all night celebrating the good life — as through good times and Fat Tuesday might never come again.
For Wade Hanna, growing up in a tough neighborhood of this city was not what people saw on posters describing life in the Big Easy. The French Quarter of that era was dangerous, and street gang activity was as prevalent as organized crime. Crime also took its toll on local businesses and the tourist trade. Much of local government was strongly guided by certain influential families and organizations. State government was dominated by a host of colorful personalities that included Earl K. Long during the early '50s and '60s, followed by Jimmy Davis in 1964. Tourists in the '50’s and '60’s who traveled or were guided through the beautiful parts of the city and surrounding areas always came away with pleasant stories, historical insights and a good meal.
New Orleans, like most large cities, had gangs within specific ethnic, racial, and geographic territories. If you lived or traveled in certain parts of the city, life could be very dangerous. During the '50s and '60s, the territorial lines separating various areas were clear to local residents, especially teenage males, who were smart enough to stay away from boarders of questionable locations. The most widely-recognized sections of New Orleans were Downtown, the French Quarter, Trumme, Garden District, Uptown, Irish Channel, the Projects, Magazine Street, City Park, Elysian Fields, Lakefront, Meterie and the Riverfront, which included the “docks” area.
With few exceptions, all of these areas were gang territories during the '50s and '60s. Each of the sections had multiple gangs who fought each other over territory in order to maintain dominance. Gang territory boundaries were well known by other gangs. Certain areas like the Projects, and parts of Tumme, were dominated by African-American and Latin gangs. There were also Irish gangs, Italian gangs, and a few ethnically mixed gangs. Gangs in certain territories came in different strengths and sizes and held various levels of control over an area. Some gangs were extremely violent; others were more interested in commerce and in growing their illegal trade of theft or extortion, emulating their more senior brothers in organized crime. During this period, police patrol cars would not venture into the most dangerous and crime infested areas at night, even if they received a call for help.
All of the city areas affected by gangs were not geographically far apart by car. In 1960s, depending on traffic conditions, a person could get from one area to the farthest point of any other by car in less than an hour.
Wade Hanna grew up in an area moderately affected by gangs. In his daily life, he would sometimes encounter and be influenced by their activities, threatened by their leaders, and encouraged many times to join. But somehow, during all of his trying youth, Wade Hanna managed to stay clear of becoming a gang member.
It was a time in which, if you had a car with a radio and a little change in your pocket, you were on a roll in the Big Easy. Wade had these things, but on his road there would be bumps, turns, and twists which would almost cost him his life on more than one occasion. Wade didn’t look for trouble. He often went out of his way to avoid it.
But trouble found him.
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Wade was the middle child of three children. His younger and older sisters were nine years apart. The siblings were far enough apart in age that they never had the same school friends or mixed in the same social crowd. His older sister Kate married young and left home at 18 before Wade really got to know her. Wade and his younger sister Barbara were friendly but had little in common because of their age differences. They never became close.
Wade’s parents were a normal somewhat dysfunctional upper-middle-class New Orleans family of European descent. His father was a chemist working in middle management for the same big oil company he started with after graduating college. Except for a few business trips during the year, Wade’s father lived a relatively quiet life at home. He had a workshop at home, and in his spare time Wade would help him with various “fixing” projects that ran the gamut from the new technology air conditioning units to lawn mower repair.
Wade’s father had served in the Army during WWII as an officer and chemist and had spent some time overseas. He never talked about the war or the time he spent in the service. He was proud to have served, but anytime he was asked about the war he would dodge the question and quickly change the subject.
Wade’s two uncles also served during the war in different branches of the service and received Distinguished Service medals for their performance. At family gatherings it became clear to Wade that his family was very proud of their military service to the country. At these family events, Wade’s father would politely participate in wartime conversation when he had to, but would usually settled into the quietness that reflected his generally mild-mannered “chemist” temperament.
Wade’s father didn’t do much with him as he grew up. However he was often quick to give opinions about the economy, government, and what Wade needed to do. The few times his father raised his voice were when Wade made a mistake, forgot something, or was the cause of a problem. When his father did become extremely upset, he would inflict beatings with his straight razor strap. But generally, his father stayed out of childrearing, leaving raising the kids to Wade’s mother. In his father’s stern view of the world, failure was unacceptable at any level. Wade was to excel in everything he did, but his father offered him little in the way of specific advice on exactly how excellence was to be achieved. Wade was expected to figure the details out for himself.
In school an “A” grade was not rewarded but considered acceptable. Receiving a “B” was considered to indicate slipping, and a “C” or below was considered failure and punishable. Wade’s early relationship with his father was at best “strained.” Little communication occurred between them except that involving Wade’s listening to talk about “standards” and “expectations,” along with opinions about whether or not he was meeting them. His father’s basically quiet demeanor, combined with a complete lack of interest in discussing anything in Wade’s life, left an empty void that did not begin to heal until many years later.
Early photos of Wade’s father show him in military uniform. He was handsome and reserved with small metal-rimmed glasses. He projected the image of a chemist. Wade’s grandfather on his father’s side was a shopkeeper who grew up in Kansas. For some never-explained reason they moved to east Texas. Soon after moving they got caught in the drought and windstorms that plagued the area, forcing them to relocate again. This time they moved to New Orleans. At the time of the move Wade’s father was four years old. Wade’s paternal grandfather died before Wade got to meet him. Wade was told that his grandfather was much in temperament like his father.
Wade’s mother was half Irish and half Cajun. She was brought up in the tough Irish channel neighborhood of New Orleans, in a middle-class family of public servants. Wade’s great-grandparents had migrated to the U.S. from Ireland to escape the potato famine at the turn of the century. Wade’s Irish grandmother met and married a Cajun rice farmer and had eight children. Wade hardly knew his grandfather on his mother side, as he died from Tuberculosis when Wade was six. Four of his mother’s siblings died young at different ages, leaving Wade’s mother and three sisters alone to support themselves as youngsters growing up in New Orleans.
Wade’s parents met in the early '30s at a social dance. A frequent family story was they danced to Tommy and Jimmy Dorsey bands one night and the Leo Soileau Cajun band the next night. Family photographs of the era showed Wade’s mother as being very beautiful; slender in fashionable dresses of the time, which reaffirmed her status as a social butterfly.
However, Wade’s mother could be hell on wheels. She had both an Irish temperament and a drinking problem. Most days she started drinking mid-morning and didn’t stop until she went to bed.
She was hard on the kids. Beatings were common and included heavy doses of yelling and verbal abuse. In public, the kids were often embarrassed and spoken down to. The verbal abuse took place in front of teachers, their friends, other family members, and even in public restaurants where plenty of other adults could easily hear. Wade’s mother was moody, and none of the kids dared to confront her at the wrong time with an unsolved problem. Her expectations were even higher than Wade’s father’s, and failure was not approved or tolerated in her house. A low test score in school, loss in a track meet, or an impolite gesture or oversight, such as forgetting to open the car door for a lady, quickly brought her verbal wrath and scorn. Any behavior considered worse would bring out the belt and lashings.
Wade had a memory of a family party at an aunt’s house during the Christmas holidays when he was around ten years old. Other cousins had arrived and presents were being stacked high around the Christmas tree for later distribution. His mother had been drinking heavily and was having a discussion with one of Wade’s uncles. Voices were suddenly raised and a few loud curse words were exchanged. All of a sudden his mother punched his uncle in the face, knocking him down and almost unconscious, breaking his nose. The party came to complete stop as his uncle fell to the floor. Wade’s mother stood over him still cursing and yelling. Two older cousins stepped in and restrained her as his uncle got to a nearby dining room chair. Another aunt brought a napkin wrapped in ice for his uncle’s nose. After recovering for a little while he said to his wife, “Get the kids and let’s go.” Asked if he was okay, he replied, “I’m fine but I don’t need to be around that bitch any longer.” Overhearing the comment, Wade’s mother came charging out of her chair saying, “Who are you calling a bitch? Get the hell out of here.” Wade’s uncle soon left with his wife and kids, holding ice on his nose. He gave quiet thanks to Wade’s aunt for hosting the party.
Wade’s father, embarrassed by the incident, said to Wade’s mother, “Maybe we should go as well.” Wade’s mother sat up in her chair, a fresh drink in her hand, and replied loudly, “I’m not going anywhere. They need to go. I’ve just started to enjoy myself.” As family members began to re-gather it became obvious that nobody wanted to be around Wade’s mother and she finally wandered over and sat down by herself in an overstuffed chair — with another drink in her hand. She had not only exhibited distasteful drunken behavior, but she had certainly set a wrong example for at least 15 cousins from ages 3-12 years old, who witnessed the entire event. Wade’s mother eventually passed out in the chair, and Wade’s father and an aunt went over and propped her up and then managed to get her to the car in her drunken stupor. Wade and his younger sister sat in the back seat and said nothing on the way home. When Wade’s father pulled into the driveway of their house, he told Wade’s sister to go open the side door. He said to Wade, “Help me get your mother upstairs”.
While punching another family member was a somewhat unusual event for Wade’s mother, her drunken public state and arrogant attitude were not. As Wade grew older and stronger and his father physically weaker, Wade was often told to get his mother from the car and bring her upstairs on his own. Wade would always stay awake for a while after getting his mother in bed to make sure she was asleep. He did so because on several occasions just after he had drifted to sleep, his door would fly open. In the middle of the doorway would be his mother with a belt in her hand, energized by a second wind. She would enter his bedroom, yelling wildly, and would start beating him. Sometimes she would pass out from exhaustion on the floor next to his bed. After she finished beating him, he would get her back into her bed in the next room before going back to sleep. His father would normally be fast asleep while all this took place.
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Perhaps not surprisingly, discipline problems at school began to emerge early for Wade. His parents enrolled him in a private Catholic grammar school starting in the second grade. Holy Angels School was located just two blocks from his home. The school was run by the Sisters of the Blessed Word, offering education to boys and girls from grades two through six. Wade could walk the two blocks to and from school from his house without the assistance of his parents when he was old enough. His house and school were on the same side of the street, which had little traffic. This was a real benefit to his parents.
Located in a suburban upper-middle-class neighborhood of New Orleans, Holy Angels was highly regarded. It had the reputation of a no-nonsense, strict-discipline institution providing a good Catholic education. Like many institutions in the city, Holy Angels had its own legacy. Parents of many of the neighborhood students attended Holy Angels when they were children.
The school taught both boys and girls, although they were separated in all classrooms and recreational activities by a long and wide tiled hallway. At the end of this center hallway stood the principal and administrative offices. The ground floor on the both sides of the hallway was used for assembly, lunch, and restrooms, with stairs in the corner leading upstairs to the second floor with its separate boys and girls classrooms. Basketball courts were just outside the assembly room on the bottom floor.
The sisters were quick to teach school rules and students immediately learned that punishment would be swift if there was a violation of those rules. There seemed to be rules for everything. The punishment for violating them could be anything from having to write prescribed sentences several hundred times without a mistake, or being ridiculed in front of classmates, to being put in a dark cloak closet with the door closed. And then there were the beatings with a ruler or yardstick. Yardsticks were a quarter inch thick and were made of hard maple or oak But the worst punishment was being sent to see the principal, who called students’ parents and who would suspend any who did not change their behavior.
The vast majority of students took the rules to heart and complied. A few students tested a rule now and then if they thought they could get away with it. Usually after one of the punishments they quickly got back in line. Still a small number of students took every opportunity to get away with things trying to circumvent the rules. The nuns kept keen eyes on the students and knew every trick in the book, so few ever got away with very much. Wade was one of those few that found himself at the wrong end of a yardstick or locked in dark closet many times.
After several trips to the principal’s office in the fourth grade, a call home resulted in more beating from his parents. He had to repeat the fourth grade. Holy Angels officially classified Wade as a “problem child.” When he finally moved to the fifth grade, his problems at school hadn’t improved much. Toward the end of the fifth grade year, the principal called his parents in for a meeting. Only Wade’s father attended the meeting because his mother was at home drunk.
In the meeting the principal told Wade’s father that while Wade would probably finish the fifth grade, his grades and behavior were such that he was going to be put on the probation list for problem students for the Archdiocese Schools of New Orleans. Wade’s father asked, “What does that mean?”
“It means it is unlikely that Wade will be allowed to attend the next level of Catholic School education in the city.” In other words this was a blacklist notification to all other Catholic schools that he was a behavioral problem. Outside the principal’s office, Wade’s father said, “This disgraces you and the family. I don’t understand what is wrong with you, but we have to do something.”
Wade replied, “Why don’t you beat me, Dad?”
His father didn’t reply. For the first time his father seemed to take the magnitude of Wade’s problem seriously. In those days problem children had very few options. Enrollment in the public schools would probably mean repeating another grade. There were out-of-state boarding schools including military academies and reform schools. There were no support groups, special or continuation educational programs, or counseling sessions for young kids going down the wrong path.
For problem kids of draft age, the solution was to go in the Army. Wade was under age and this was not an option. The typical solution for problem children under the draft age was reform school. Wade’s father began investigating out of state reform and military schools and decided they were a choice of last resort.
Father Timothy at their local church was a good friend of Wade’s father, who often consulted with the priest and usually took his advice. Father Timothy told Wade’s father about a new experimental school at the lakefront that had recently started operation and was accepting certain problem children. This school was having some success. But the lakefront was a considerable way from home, which would make getting Wade to and from school an impossible commute.
After a few weeks of investigating, Wade’s father told him that he had come up with a possible solution to the problem: “If this new alternative school will accept you, you are going to have to move in with your Aunt May and her family.”
The school went by the name of Westbrook Alternative School. It was located on West End Boulevard near the lakefront within a couple miles of Lake Pontchartrain and not far from his Aunt May’s home. Wade was uneasy about the suggestion at first. The new area of the school meant new gang territory and other family members he would have to get used to. He also wasn’t sure they would accept him, but he knew his only school alternative would be a strict reform school in Mississippi or Alabama. Wade’s other alternative was leaving school; joining a gang or running away from home and making it on his own. Wade thought about his options and reluctantly accepted his situation and agreed to meet with Aunt May’s family and the principal of Westbrook Alternative School with his parents.
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Westbrook Alternative School was a private, non-denominational school created as an experimental school for kids with problems within the greater school district. It covered grades 5–8 which included kids from twelve to eighteen years old. Under its charter with the school district, if a student was going to reach the age of eighteen during the school year and was still in the sixth grade, even they could be admitted. A few students from “broken homes” were even a little older, although age was rarely discussed or monitored by the School District. These few age exceptions were made on a case-by-case basis, depending on the problems a child had, psychological and academic test results, and the conduct of the student. In cases of older students the paperwork had to be juggled, since technically these students were adults and no longer considered under the control or responsibility of the school system.
Westbrook was one of the first alternative schools in the city and was certainly the only one to administer a battery of behavioral, aptitude, preference and learning ability tests to diagnose a student prior to admission. The school would only accept students with certain scores on a number of tests whose profile met a pattern that showed certain academic aptitude and behavioral characteristics. This selection approach, along with its creative teaching methods was under scrutiny by the school board. Members of the board and teachers were quick to express mixed opinions in hearings which eventually led to conditional approval of Westbrook’s application as an experimental school for the limited term of five years. Westbrook’s unique approach was also received with much skepticism, and in some cases ridicule, by some of the school politicians in its first two years of operation. Early skeptics were quieted by the good results the school began to achieve. Westbrook was still maintained on short leash with the School Board, with just two votes over the minimum needed for approval of their five year charter term.
There was always a risk of mixing older with younger kids in the same class. Westbrook’s new approach combined classroom studies with psychological counseling. Classes were designed to address specific academic deficiencies rather than a locked-stepped, year-to-grade system. The students got what they needed at the level they needed it. A much older student might be in a third grade level math class and a younger, brighter math student in third grade might be attending a sixth grade math class.
A meeting was held with Wade, his parents and Mr. Ralph Scudder, Westbrook’s Principal. In that meeting Scudder explained the school philosophy and what made Westbrook different. Mr. Scudder made it very clear that Wade would not be admitted until he took a battery of tests which would take him an entire day to complete. The admission tests would be administered on a Saturday. Based upon those test results, the school would determine whether or not Hanna could be admitted and how his courses would be designed.
Scudder indicated that in addition to courses, Wade would be required to participate in counseling sessions at least twice a week with a school psychologist. He told the Hanna’s that Wade’s counselor would be Mr. Peter Colmes. He said Mr. Colmes was one of four counselors at the school and that the students called him “Mr. Pete.” The Hanna’s agreed that Wade would take the required tests.
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Wade took the tests the following weekend. The next week parents were called for a meeting with Mr. Peter Colmes to discuss the results. The battery of tests included IQ, math and English proficiency, overall scholastic aptitude, attitude, preference, mechanical skills, and three psychological profile tests. Most tests were tied to national data sources with which a student’s scores could be compared and ranked according to national scales. Three tests were included in the battery which indicated tendency toward criminal behavior, anger and reaction to violence, and social issues.
Westbrook’s entire approach to education was based upon pre-diagnosed behavior patterns, counseling, and course work designed to meet academic and behavioral deficiencies.
Peter Colmes grew up in North Carolina. He graduated with honors in psychology from North Carolina State College. He attended Tulane University in New Orleans for his master’s degree in clinical psychology and also graduated with honors from Tulane. His thesis was on child and adolescent behavioral problems. Colmes conducted extensive research on problem youth and young adults. He collected data working with youth gang prisoners in a variety of facilities including Louisiana juvenile detention facilities, older youth in Angola State Prison, the New Orleans Police Department and Child Services Administration and two private hospitals. Mr. Colmes was in the second year of his Ph.D. program at Tulane continuing similar work while preparing his dissertation on testing procedures for students with educational and behavioral problems.
The meeting with Wade, his parents and Mr. Colmes was on a Friday afternoon. As the door opened, Wade and his parents looked at Mr. Colmes and they all immediately smiled. Peter Colmes was not what they had expected. He was a short, frail, skinny man with a long neck and protruding Adams apple that moved when he spoke. He wore horned rimmed glasses and a bow tie. Peter Colmes could be a stand-in for the television comedy host at the time, “Mr. Peepers,” played by Wally Cox. He was a living caricature of “Mr. Peepers.” While students publicly called Mr. Colmes “Mr. Pete,” it was not uncommon to hear him referred to as “Mr. Peepers” behind his back.
In a quiet and almost apologetic style, Colmes started the meeting by thanking the Hanna’s for coming and said to Wade directly, “I feel I know a little about you after reading your test results, but I am glad you have come today. Feel free to call me Mr. Pete, and I want any of you to feel free to ask any questions you might have as we go through Wade’s test results.”
Wade nodded. His parents also nodded and remained silent.
Mr. Pete continued. “I will be starting with your IQ.” Wade immediately put his head in his hands, expecting the worst and ready for embarrassment in front of his parents. Mr. Pete said,” Wade, you have a very high IQ. As a matter of fact, your IQ ranks in the top 1 % of the country.”
Wade’s mother quickly interrupted, “If he is so damn smart why is he having so many problems in school?”
“We are coming to that, Ms. Hanna.” Pete resumed speaking to Wade. “You also have high math skills. Were you aware of that?”
Wade shook his head from side to side.
“You also have good English comprehensive and recognition scores. You were a little weak in spelling and sentence structure.” Mr. Pete continued, “You show strong mechanical skills. Your preference testing was extremely mixed and contradictorily. We have a lot of that in this school.”
Mr. Pete looked at Wade’s parents, “We frequently find this pattern in students with problems at home.”
You could hear a pin drop in the room as Mr. Pete looked at each family member. He continued speaking to Wade, “You show good distinction between right and wrong and do not show a tendency toward criminal behavior, although you do show strong feelings against authority. This is also not uncommon for students with problems at home.”
Mr. Pete paused to look directly at each of Wade’s parents, and then turned back to Wade, “Your aptitude and interest levels toward learning are slightly above the norm. You are quickly frustrated when you are not challenged, which is why you probably scored high in the competitive assessment ranking” He commented, “That tendency, if unchallenged and not directed can also lead to problems. You have a high score in “Investigative Curiosity” which is interesting in itself. You may find it interesting to see your results charted in terms of how they compare to national averages.”
Mr. Pete proceeded to lay out charts and graphs on the conference table.
Wade’s father stood up, taking an immediate interest in the results as he studied the charts. He commented, “This is very interesting. It definitely takes a very scientific approach.”
Wade stood with his father, overlooking the conference table and charts. His mother remained seated, showing little interest in the discussion of details. Wade’s father was more engaged. He now saw the tests results being expressed as data points similar to a scientific experiment he could understand rather than as Wade’s behavioral and academic profile.
Wade’s mother seemed left out of the discussion and looked irritated as the data discussion sailed over her head. After Mr. Pete and Wade’s father exchanged a few details comparing the scores, his mother commented, “This is all well and good, but can’t a student fake the results? I think Wade probably faked all these tests results.”
“That is a good question Mrs. Hanna. However, the answer to your question is no. It is highly unlikely that Wade could have faked his answers. These tests all have built in mechanisms to catch a person who is faking answers, and I have spent many years studying and reviewing test results. I am able to quickly spot someone who is trying to fake them. I do not believe Wade did anything like that here,”
Wade’s mother continued, “What does it mean about Wade’s acceptance in this school?”
“What it means is that Westbrook is prepared to accept Wade, and we will design a course program to address the academic areas he is behind in. And he will have to undergo counseling sessions with me twice a week or more. We’ll evaluate Wade again at the end of the school year.”
Mr. Pete paused before continuing, “There is one more condition for Wade’s acceptance.”
His mother asked, “Which is?”
“You and Mr. Hanna would have to agree to participate in several counseling sessions with me as well. These sessions may or may not include Wade. I will determine that.”
Wade’s Mother sounded defensive. “Are you saying we need counseling?”
Mr. Pete replied, “A family functions best as a unit. If there is a problem with a family member in the unit it usually involves more than one person. I can’t tell you yet how many sessions would be needed, but I need your commitment to attend at least three in order to obtain Wade’s acceptance in the school.”
His mother replied, “Yeah, we’ll do it,”
“Well then,” Mr. Pete continued, “We’ll be sending you the paperwork for Wade’s enrollment in a few weeks”.
Wade settled in with his Aunt May and his new school and would experience a year he could never have imagined. For this year there would be no beatings and no problems at home. In time, Wade even grew to like his weekly sessions with Mr. Pete.
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Wade did well at Westbrook. His skill deficiencies improved and he moved his stronger subjects ahead by two grade levels. His separate sessions with Mr. Pete were also helping. Instead of punishment there were counseling sessions where Wade had to confront uncomfortable aspects of his childhood anger and his behavior toward others. These sessions gave Wade insight about how he approached personal problems and led to Wade making better decisions and taking responsibility for their consequences. Wade felt more confident and in control of his life. He was also away from his troubled home. Aunt May and her family also provided a much needed positive home environment.
His new school experience had its own twists. Unlike his grammar school, this school was truly co-ed, with boys and girls mixed in every class and on the playfield. Although awkward at first, Wade quickly warmed up to the idea of girls being around. He was still naive when it came to the opposite sex. His only experience with girls was with his two sisters and his female cousins, and that experience did not provide any help for the lessons he was about to learn. One of the older girls, who often saw him around the school, and on the playing field with his shirt off, took a liking to him. Her name was Janelle.
Nobody had told Wade that Janelle ran the largest female gang in the surrounding Lakefront area. Her gang, like most female gangs, was associated with an extremely violent male “brother” gang in the same area. Janelle had been arrested for stabbing another girl and two boys in the year before coming to the school. She was on bail awaiting trial in both cases. Janelle had inflicted damage on a captured boy from another gang when he did not obey her command. When a male gang captured a member from another gang in a fight, the captured gang member was generally held for ransom. Captured members would be exchanged for weapons or car parts or for another gang member who may have been captured by the opposing gang. The value of ransom depended on who the gang prisoner was and what ranking the captured member held in the gang. Lower level gang members did not command much ransom. A prisoner who was of little value to the gang was sometimes given over to the sister gang to do with as they pleased.
Some said Janelle was eighteen years old, but others said she was nineteen or older in that school year. She was definitely older than Wade by several years — and much older in street smarts. Prior to her probation, Janelle had been in trouble with juvenile authorities on several occasions. The police department was now giving her a last chance to get herself straight, and Westbrook Alternative was part of that last chance. She had served much of her childhood in foster homes and detention facilities and had been in trouble from a very young age.
Janelle was attracted to Wade and much about her fair complexion and long, light brown hair attracted him to her. One day near the corner of the playing field, the boys were taking a break after a game of touch football. Janelle and other girls were over at the nearby basketball court just finishing a basketball game. Janelle waved for Wade to come, and began walking toward a tree near a fence at the far end of the large school yard.
Wade jogged towards her without bothering to put his shirt on. As he approached, Janelle disappeared under the overhanging branches of the large tree. As soon as Wade got close, she took a few steps, putting Wade between her and the large tree trunk. Wade offered no resistance.
She faced him and moved close. “I’ve been looking at you around the school. I like you with your shirt off.”
As Wade moved into her approach, she pulled his head toward her firmly by the back of his neck, at the same time using her body to push him against the tree.
The kiss was forceful, her tongue plunging deep. Her thigh pressed firmly between Wade’s legs.
Janelle’s breath caught. “I want you.”
Any cautionary thoughts Wade might have had were wiped out by the penetrating kiss. “I want you, too,” he heard himself say.
“I’ll find a place where we can be alone soon.”
“That would be great” were the words that came out of Wade’s mouth.
Janelle abruptly turned and walked off toward the other girls, stopping only once to turn back, smile, and wave.
Still stunned, Wade joined the other guys with a smile on his face.
“I saw you with Janelle,” an older boy said.
“Yeah,” Wade replied, still smiling.
“I hope you know what you’re doing.”
Wade looked at the other boy, “What do you mean?”
“She can be one mean chick. She runs the Red Aces gang. She’ll turn on you in a heartbeat.”
“You’re kidding,” was all Wade said.
No more words were exchanged as the boys returned to the locker room.
Wade didn’t have any classes with Janelle and only saw her on the playing field, except for sometimes before and after class from a distance. She was always with the same few girlfriends. A few days after the kiss under the tree, during a break in math class, a nice girl sitting next to Wade said, “Janelle says you are her new guy”.
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“She says you are hers. I guess you’ll find out.”
Wade felt worry creep into him. He was concerned about what had happened and about the strange new relationship he seemed to have gotten himself into. He was pleased with the way things were going at his new school. He didn’t want to blow everything.
Wade had a counseling session coming up in two days with Mr. Pete, and he wondered if he should mention the incident. By this time Wade felt comfortable in his counseling sessions. Sometimes the sessions got tough, especially when Wade was asked to explore feelings about his parents and early life at home. Nothing had ever come up in his sessions like the incident with Janelle. Toward the end of each session Mr. Pete would always ask, “Is there anything you want to talk about?”
In this session Wade said, “Yes” and nervously told Mr. Pete about what had happened.
Mr. Pete asked Wade several questions. “When she told you that she wanted you, what exactly did you say?
“I said I wanted her as well.” Wade told Mr. Pete that he hadn’t known anything about Janelle until afterwards, when he was told about her reputation.
“What were you told about her?”
Wade repeated what the older student had said on the practice field. Mr. Pete thought quietly for a moment before saying, “I think you may have a real problem here. Janelle is a gang leader. She’s had a very violent past. Her reputation is everything you’ve heard and a lot more. When you said you wanted her, she may have taken that as a commitment from you.”
Mr. Pete paused for a moment before continuing. “She has a strong need to control those around her in order to remain head of her gang. She can not only be violent in her own right, but she has the affiliation with her brother gang members, who can be extremely violent. If she told other students that you were hers, she’s probably also told that to her other gang members as well. For her to not succeed in winning you as her new toy would now be an affront to her authority. If she feels you have rejected her, all she has to do is ask her brother gang to enforce her retribution.”
“If you go forward with the meeting you agreed to, and for some reason you can’t or don’t perform to her satisfaction, she may turn on you. In fact, you may find that your private meeting is not so private after all. She might well decide to bring other members of her gang and have them watch or participate in your activities. You would be at their mercy, which means it may not end well for you. If you try to break off this thing with her at this point, she’s likely to see that as a rejection and loss of face.”
Wade felt fear in the pit of his stomach. He was angry with himself as well for being such a fool that he hadn’t thought any of this through. “What do I do now?”
Mr. Pete thought for almost a full minute, looking the whole time at Wade, before replying, “Over the weekend I want you to think about your situation. Look at each scenario. Think through what happens if you take a certain course of action. What is she likely to do? Think also about what could happen if you don’t take that action. I am not at this point concerned about whether you feel being with her is moral or not. I just want you to think through all of the possible moves you can make and all their possible consequences.” He continued, “Our next meeting is next Tuesday, and in that session I want you to tell me what options you have seriously considered and why. We can devote the entire session to this. In the meantime, I don’t want you going to any of the places Janelle goes or to places where you could end up in a chance meeting with her. You know what times she’s on the field, you know where she hangs out on breaks, and you know where she goes after school. Don’t, under any circumstance, find yourself in any of those places when she is there. Change your normal habits. Have no communication with her or her close girl friends. In fact, the less said to anyone the better. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir”.
Hanna took to heart everything Mr. Pete said and spent most of the weekend in serious thought considering alternatives and their consequences. He even made a chart of action alternatives and probable reactions. The following Tuesday in his session, Wade was eager to tell Mr. Pete all the scenarios and consequences he had considered. After hearing Wade go through his list of scenarios and consequences Mr. Pete indicated, “Those are very good but there is one scenario you didn’t mention.”
Wade had no idea what it might be. “Really, what’s that?”
“What happens if you get Janelle pregnant?”
Wade’s eyes opened wide as he sat upright in his chair. He was at a loss for words except to say, “I don’t know.”
Mr. Pete said “Think about this scenario and its consequences. Follow your life through, with the child of a gang member as part of it.”
There was silence for a few moments.
Mr. Pete looked directly at Wade. “Well, what have you decided?”
Wade still wasn’t ready.
Mr. Pete repeated, “What have you decided to do?”
More silence, broken finally by Mr. Pete. “It’s your decision. After thinking it all through, do you want to continue the relationship with her — or do you want to try to find a way to get out of it?”
“Definitely I want to get out of it.”
“Do you have any idea as to how you would go about that?”
“I can’t confront her or they will put a contract out on me. I can’t let her think I am still interested because she may set up a place and I’m stuck.”
After listening to Wade, Mr. Pete interjected, “There may be another way. There are some things going on with Janelle that could be coming to a head outside of school. I can’t get into those with you, but her situation with the school may be changing. For now, you will have to continue your pattern of avoidance with her. Hopefully things will work out for you.”
As the meeting was ending Wade turned to Mr. Pete and asked, “What if I had told you I wanted to be with her?”
Mr. Pete replied, “I would have wished you well on your journey. You see life is all about the decisions you make and the consequences of those decisions.”
The meeting ended with Wade realizing the importance of his decisions and the consequences of those decisions. He knew there were factors he couldn’t control, but he understood the importance of taking responsibility for those he could. He also felt a new combination of relief, trust, and power as he fully realized that Mr. Pete was going to try to help him work his way through this serious problem but wasn’t going to try to fix it or tell Wade what to do. Mr. Pete wasn’t going to punish him or intervene outside the office. He remembered the words of Mr. Pete in previous sessions, “You don’t get to choose your parents. You can only make choices about how you live your life.” Wade learned valuable lessons about trusting others and about how serious consequences can be when poor decisions are made.
Still, Wade was not safe yet. He basically had to disappear from all of the places where he usually spent his time.
Two months later, Wade heard from a friend in his math class that two plain clothes detectives were waiting outside of Janelle’s history class. When class was over, Janelle was arrested and lead to their unmarked dark blue car in handcuffs.
In addition to two alleged murders under investigation, Janelle was also suspected of kidnapping. Some months later he heard that she was found guilty of most of the charges against her, including the murder charges. She was sentenced to two 23 year consecutive prison terms totally 46 years. Wade thought his relationship with Janelle was now in the past forever. Little did he know that an unwelcomed messenger from her would appear in his life several years later.
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Wade was approaching the end of sixth grade at Westbrook and was fully expecting to continue at the school the next year. As required of all students, he took the same battery of tests he had taken to get in. His year-end test results were in, and a meeting was set up with Wade, his parents, and Mr. Pete to go over them.
The results were all positive, particularly in areas of former deficiencies. On most tests, Wade made a one or two year increase in grade level. His parents had also had several sessions with Mr. Pete and had come to like and respect him. They were all eager to hear about Wade’s next year at Westbrook, so they were not ready for Mr. Pete’s words as he began the meeting.
“I’m going to tell you something that you may not be expecting. Based on Wade’s test results, we have decided that he is ready to go back to a regular school curriculum.” He continued, “As much as we like having Wade here, and have admired his growth and progress, both as a person and academically, it’s now our job to get him back in the regular school system.”
Wade’s father sounded confused. “It seems to me you’ve just started to make headway with Wade, and now you’re asking him to leave. I believe Wade is still on that probationary list and can’t go to a Catholic school.”
“Wade’s test scores demonstrate that we’ve done our job in getting him back on track. You’re correct that he probably can’t go to a catholic school from here. You have several options within the public school system.”
Wade and his parents were completely taken aback. They simply had not seen this coming. The room was oddly quiet. The outburst Wade expected from his mother did not come. As she sat quietly, his father said, “What are our options?”
Mr. Pete replied, “There are a couple of alternatives. There are three public schools in the general area where you live. I’m assuming Wade will be moving back home?”
Wade and his parents all nodded yes.
“Of the schools in your area, you might consider Monroe Jr. High. It has a pretty good academic reputation, an excellent football team, and there is very limited gang activity around the school.”
Pete added, “I also happen to have gone to school with the football coach. In several of our sessions, Wade indicated his interest in sports that Westbrook doesn’t offer, particularly football. We’re not set up for league sports at Westbrook, as you know; perhaps that might happen sometime in the future. Monroe, on the other hand, has a top notch football coach, and the school came in either second or third in the city.”
Mr. Pete went on, “Even without knowing whether you’d have any interest in Monroe, I took the liberty of contacting my long time friend Coach Baxter. He said the team was not only looking for good players but that he would very much like to meet Wade. I told Coach Baxter I would pass along this information to you.”
Mr. Pete handed Wade a piece of paper with Coach Baxter’s phone number. “You might also consider Freeman Jr. High, which is a little further away from your home. They also have a good academic reputation. Unfortunately, I don’t know anyone from Freeman School who might help you. However, if Freeman is a school that interests you, I would be pleased to make some inquiries.”
Wade’s mother commented, “Maybe playing football will keep him out of trouble”
“I’m sure Wade will do fine,” Mr. Pete said.
Wade’s father looked doubtful. “We had our hopes set on Wade staying at Westbrook another year, perhaps two years.”
“I understand that, but I think Wade has made tremendous strides while here, both in his personal development and academically. The concept of our alternative school and its charter is not to be long-term unless the student requires continued help. Wade has responded to our approach and by all indications is ready to continue life in a regular school. He is ready academically and psychologically for the regular school system and will do fine.”
Looking intently at Wade’s parents, he went on, “It’s important that he receive some support on the home front as well. We have discussed this at length in our sessions this past year. My door will always be open to Wade, and if any of you have questions or want to discuss issues as they come up, please call me.”
Mr. Pete rose from his chair. “I wish you the best. And, Wade, please don’t forget to check in with me from time to time. I’ll be following your progress through Coach Baxter if you choose to go to Monroe.”
Wade moved back home with his parents. He also called and arranged a meeting with Coach Baxter at Monroe, and there was an instant rapport between them. Coach Baxter was not at all like Mr. Pete. Baxter was a former marine drill sergeant who had come up through the ranks to be an officer. He was the son of a career Marine father and was all about discipline and conditioning. In their first meeting, after talking about the upcoming football schedule, school rules, and the like, Coach Baxter told Wade, “Everyone competes for a position to play on this team, even seniors. Nobody gets a free ride. If you come into my program you’ll work your ass off — harder than you’ve ever worked in your life. We start practice for the next season in early summer and go until school starts. Practice on most days in the summer is twice a day. If you have a girlfriend, hobby, like to go fishing, or like to go on vacation trips with Mommy and Daddy during the summer, you need to forget about making this team. If you screw up with grades in school you’re off the team, period. If you want to chase girls and party, then go out for the volleyball team, not football.”
He frowned and his eyes scanned Wade’s upper body, “You look a little skinny and flat-chested to me. I want to see you get in the weight room as soon as possible if you come here.”
The coach paused, and his tone changed. “Look, if you’re up for my program I’d love to have you. I just need your full commitment. Let me know by next month what you decide.”
He stood up to shake Wade’s hand; the meeting was over.
As Wade walked out of the Coach Baxter’s office, he passed the weight room and smiled as he saw himself among all the guys seriously working out.
Because he was so impressed with Coach Baxter, Wade knew he wanted to go to Monroe. He could hardly wait to sign up for football. Wade moved home, registered at Monroe and spent most of his summer in the weight room, at football practice and started school in the fall.
Life at home seemed different. There was less yelling and screaming. In particular, his mother’s outbursts were less intense and more infrequent. Her health had also started to decline. From drinking, chain smoking and a host of other bad habits, she had developed diabetes, and liver and kidney problems. She had trouble getting around and confined herself to the house.
The parent sessions with Mr. Pete may also have helped Wade’s mother achieved a quieter state. She was more peaceful and easier to be around. Wade’s father had received a regional promotion and was travelling more. With his mother in bed most of the time, Wade largely had the house to himself. The quieter environment allowed him to study and prepare school papers.
Coach Baxter, like Mr. Pete, became an important part of Wade’s life, but in a very different way. The coach was tough, and prone to yelling if you made a mistake. Baxter had a muscular, marine combat-ready frame. He was not shy about getting on the line with the players without a helmet or any protective equipment — and slamming them into the dirt in order to demonstrate a point.
Thanks to hard workouts on the field and in the weight room, Wade was becoming more muscular, and he also became mentally tougher during this junior high period. His academic grades were very respectable, averaging B’s and high C’s. He excelled in football, making first string on the varsity squad his first year. He maintained that position throughout his two years of junior high school.
More than one female student was interested in Wade. But other than friendly conversation and the occasional date, Wade showed little interest in potential relationship opportunities. Coach Baxter required his team to scrimmage with older high school teams, and those were brutal contests for the younger and smaller junior high team members. It hardened them long before their regular games against other junior high schools.
Wade’s admiration and respect for Coach Baxter grew steadily. Coach Baxter’s respect for Wade grew as well. He admired the kid’s toughness and winning spirit. From time to time, Wade would ask for Coach Baxter’s advice on personal matters unrelated to football and “Coach” would give him straight answers.
There were occasional fights between players in hotly contested games, but those were quickly broken up before they amounted to anything other than threats. There was some gang activity around the school area, but Wade stayed clear of those activities and people.
The school sponsored dances on weekends, and those were especially fun when the team won. The dances were chaperoned by teaches, coaches, and some parents. The school also hired private security guards for the dances to prevent any problems from getting out of hand. It was in 8th grade that an incident brought Wade wheeling back to some darker times at Westbrook Alternative School.
Wade had been dancing with a cute girl in his class. Two older guys Wade didn’t recognize approached him when the music stopped between dances. One of them said, “Someone wants to see you outside.”
“Who is it?”
“He knows you and just wants to see you.” The guy pointed to a side door where there was no guard. It was the door that led to the trash and delivery area of the building. These two looked liked tough gang members from outside the area. Wade turned to one of his big lineman teammates, who was dancing near him. Wade asked him to come with him to see the guy outside.
His lineman friend said, “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
One of the two gang guys said, “He just wants to talk to you,” pointing to Wade.
The two guys, Wade, and Wade’s friend went to the side door. Standing under the overhead light, there was a third gang-looking guy even older than the first two. Everyone gathered around Wade and the older gang member. The older guy was well built, taller than Wade, and definitely looked like a hood. He said, “I’m calling you out, asshole”.
“Why?”
“I don’t like you.” The guy said, “Just you and me; these guys will just watch.”
“I don’t know you,” said Wade, starting to turn back to the door.
“You know Janelle?”
“I’m not sure I do.”
The guy replied, “She says hello.” He continued, “Look man, if you don’t want to battle here, you know where Lafayette Park is, just a few blocks away?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll meet you at 10:00 pm.”
Wade simply looked at the three of them before walking back into the dance with his friend.
Wade never showed up at the park, but he was suddenly thrown back into an awareness of gang operations, and he felt certain they would try to follow him. He drove home in a roundabout way, alert for anyone following. Wade didn’t tell anyone about the incident at the dance. He designed and welded together a metal drop-down drawer that he had seen someone else make at a garage. The drawer served as a hidden compartment under the dashboard of a car. It worked by means of a hidden button which activated the drop-down mechanism when pushed. He installed the secret compartment on the underside of the dash in his '55 Chevy. He painted everything the same black color as the dash. The compartment could not be opened unless the remote hidden button was pushed. Wade’s metalwork job was excellent. The outline of the hidden compartment couldn’t be seen even on close inspection. Without anyone’s knowledge, for the next three months Wade carried a loaded .45 pistol that his uncle had given him in this compartment. The handle was wrapped in white surgical tape so fingerprints could not be identified if he had to use it. Wade’s early years of hunting and fishing in the woods and along the bayous of Louisiana were coming in handy now. He knew how to operate the .45 and wasn’t afraid to use it.
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Wade couldn’t get the incident at the school dance and the unsettling memory of Janelle out of his mind. If she was in prison, he couldn’t understand her motivation in tracking him down. He wondered if she’d gotten out.
A few weeks after the encounter at the dance, Wade was invited to have dinner at Aunt May’s house, which would mean he’d be near Westbrook School. He called Mr. Pete and asked if he could drop by that day.
Pete said, “Sure, let’s meet at 4:00 pm.
After some initial small talk about school and football, Wade told Mr. Pete about what had happened at the dance.
“Did any of the guys use a gang name or call each other by name?”
“No… I can’t really remember, but I don’t think so.”
“Can you describe them to me?”
Wade gave Mr. Pete a good description of each person, including build, hair, and clothing.
Mr. Pete took notes while Wade described the gang members. Then he said, “I think I know who these guys are, but I want to do some checking with my police contacts to be sure. I believe they are from a gang around here.”
“You were smart not to engage them. If this is the head guy, and I think he is, your confrontation would have been a fight you couldn’t possibly have won. First, the guys standing around all had switch blades or ice picks. The leader is an experienced fighter. He uses brass knuckles, caries blades, and also wears a pistol behind his back in a hidden belt holster. There was no way you could have survived this fight. And if by some lucky chance you’d seemed to be winning, the other guys wouldn’t have just stood around watching. They would have come in, probably with knives. That group is wanted for three gang killings right now. And they may have recently been arrested as part of a big gang war near Pontchartrain Beach two weeks ago.”
“But how does Janelle come into this?”
“If these are the guys I’m thinking about, they’re a split-off of Janelle’s old brother gang.”
“But what does this have to do with Janelle if she’s in prison?”
Mr. Pete explained, “Janelle is in prison, with two consecutive terms of 23 years each, and she’s not getting out. But she’s still involved in gang-related activities on the outside. I think this was a sanctioned hit on you, or else a favor to Janelle from her old gang.”
Wade said, “But why now? It’s been almost two years?”
“People in prison have long memories and a lot of time on their hands. I don’t really know why yet, but I’ll do some investigating.”
“Remember, you were here when Janelle was arrested. You were very close to starting some kind of relationship. She may think you turned on her and were somehow involved in her arrest. At any rate, I don’t want you taking matters into your own hands. If you see these guys again, call the police. I’ll alert my contacts there so your call will be taken seriously — in fact, call this number if you see them, or other guys you don’t know hanging around your school.”
Pete handed Wade a piece of paper with a name and number.
Wade chose not to tell Mr. Pete about the gun he was carrying in his car.
Wade’s football prowess at Monroe didn’t go unnoticed. In the middle of his eighth grade his performance in two close games made the difference in Monroe’s winning and attracted the attention of John Metler, head coach of the football program at St. Johns, one of the large catholic high schools in the city.
Coach Metler was also a long time friend of Coach Baxter and, unbeknown to Wade, both coaches had spoken several times about Wade’s performance and potential in the sport. Wade was approaching the end of his two-year career at Monroe and hadn’t given much thought to high school. It was near the end of the football season, and Wade was no longer looking at a summer practice schedule for Monroe. He had time on his hands to pursue his mechanical interests in motorcycles and cars.
An opportunity came from a classmate at Monroe who told Wade his brother worked on restoring older motorcycles. Wade persuaded his friend to see if his brother needed any help at his shop. Wade didn’t have any experience, but he was willing to work in exchange for a chance to learn.
Wade got a favorable response and soon met with Jesse, his classmate’s brother. Jessie explained that he worked at his uncle’s gas station garage, fixing cars. Jesse was allowed to work on his own projects when he didn’t have paying customers and on the weekends when they were closed.
Jesse showed Wade his British-built James motorcycle, which he was currently working on. Jesse said he bought the bike from a guy who had started taking it apart because it wasn’t running properly. After he got into the repair, the guy realized fixing it was over his head. Jesse got the motorcycle dirt cheap and had slowly been finding parts and repairing it. He told Wade he would show him what he needed to do to get the James motorcycle running again.
Wade jumped at the chance and started coming over after school and on the weekends. Jesse also told him about a 1949 Indian motorcycle he had his eye on. “I might also be able to get this one and rebuild it to sell,” he told Wade.
Jesse was very patient with Wade, showing and explaining each repair procedure thoroughly. They clicked as a team in the rebuilding of the carburetor, cylinder head and gasket set, the exhaust, and the fuel lines. Wade was a quick study, and Jesse rarely had to repeat anything a second time.
Wade really enjoyed his summer work. He soon met Jesse’s uncle, and they also became friends. His uncle would pay Wade when he needed help with the gas station and Jesse was not available. The James was soon up and running, and although it didn’t have brakes yet, the engine that Wade had worked on was running well. Jesse sold the James for a good price and paid Wade a bonus before they got the breaks finished. It was a good summer.
Shortly before August, with high school football practice starting, Wade had still not made a decision on high school. Then he was surprised by a call from Coach Metler. Practice would be starting, and the coach said he would very much like Wade to try out for the team.
Wade made the team and practice started, leaving little time to work at the garage. Jesse and his uncle were a little disappointed about Wade’s sudden departure, but they understood and accepted Wade’s decision. Everything went well at St John’s during Wade’s first year. He played first string on the varsity team his freshman year and settled into school work. He stayed in contact with Jesse and his uncle and helped out at the garage when he had time. The year flew by.
The summer between Wade’s first and second year of high school was spent back at the garage, and Wade worked on a number of motorcycles and cars. He learned a lot about mechanics and repair. After a good summer at the garage, including fixing his own car, August was coming around once more, and football practice would start again in just a couple of weeks.
Everything was going well at football practice until one hot summer day in August. On the field it was a hot 97 degrees with 95 % humidity, and in those days the players were not expected to hydrate as they do today. Need for water was considered a softness that had to be overcome. Players were expected to “suck it up.” It was not uncommon for young players to be passing out or throwing up from the heat and dehydration exhaustion throughout the twice-daily summer practice sessions. The dehydration conditioning was considered part of “getting in shape.”
During the afternoon practice one hot summer day, Wade was assigned to play defensive tackle between the offensive guard and tackle. It was scrimmage at full speed with pads. On this play, Wade was blocked by the two large offensive linemen opposite him to his left and right side. The double team block was to ensure that Wade could not reach the runner who would be running full speed behind the offensive lineman.
Wade saw the large fullback coming out of the backfield and reached across his blockers in an effort to stop him. As Wade reached over the offensive line, his arm somehow got caught in the fullback’s waistband. Wade missed the tackle, but his arm remained caught with the fullback — while his torso was locked in a stationary position between the two blocking lineman. The 235-pound fullback tore Wade’s arm completely out of its shoulder socket.
The few seconds the play took seemed to Wade like a slow motion movie of choreographed steps representing increasing levels of excruciating pain. The final steps culminated in Wade’s body lying motionless on the ground, with his arm somewhere near the middle of his back. The pain was unbearable throughout his entire body. He began to convulse, but he didn’t throw up because he hadn’t had any water. He could hear the defensive coach running over, screaming at him, not out of concern for his painful condition, but because he missed the tackle.
The players were gathered around Wade, who remained limp on the ground in a contorted fetal position, his arm behind him near the center of his back. Where his arm was supposed to be connected to his shoulder socket, there was only a flap of skin. Seeing Wade in this static position on the ground, his coach started to run toward him faster. As he got close enough to assess the damage, he yelled to one the players, “Call an ambulance!”
Wade had been doubled teamed before by offensive linemen who outweighed him by 150 pounds. He knew the key defensive move was to keep the two linemen from getting to his torso by using his forearms to penetrate under those linemen, catching the backfield runner’s legs as he tried to run past them. It hadn’t worked this time. A lineman had gotten under Wade first.
However, Wade wasn’t thinking about tackling protocol as the ambulance attendants got him on the gurney for the ride back to the hospital. He remained in bent position in the ambulance in order to withstand the immense pain. As they closed the rear door to drive him away, he heard the coach say, “Son, you’ll be back on the field in no time.”
Wade arrived at the emergency room of the local hospital, where the attending physician told Wade, “This is the worse dislocation I’ve ever seen.”
The physician continued speaking to Wade, “You should immediately see an orthopedic surgeon after we finish here. I don’t think this is going to heal properly without surgery. But first we have to get your shoulder back in its socket, and it’s going to be very painful.”
He gave Wade a shot for pain and started to get him hydrated with an IV. After the morphine had some time to work, the physician told Wade, “There’s no easy way to do this and I apologize in advance for what we’re about to do. I’m also sorry about the light medication dose I’m giving you, but you can’t tolerate a higher dose in your dehydrated condition. I want you to try to remain as relaxed as you possibly can. Don’t try to pull or fight the direction we will be pulling you arm. It will only make it more difficult.”
The automated surgical table was lowered to about knee height. It took the doctor and two interns, their shoes covered with blue surgical wraps, on Wade’s neck and ribs to twist and pull his arm until it reset in the shoulder socket. As the medical staff pulled, Wade tried to imagine himself outside of his body looking down at the procedure to block out the pain. He heard strange sounds of muscle, cartilage and bone gristle as they rubbed against each other searching for a natural position.
At some point, Wade screamed and almost passed out from the pain. But finally his arm popped back into its socket, and the medical staff began wrapping and taping it flat against his chest. He was taped from his waist to his neck, his arm immobile, pressed against his body.
Wade didn’t have the surgery suggested by the emergency physician. Instead he gave up football for the season and began physical therapy as soon as his doctor allowed it. After several months of physical therapy, the shoulder began to function normally as long as he didn’t try to raise his arm above his head. Wade now had several warnings from doctors that there was so much damage that the shoulder would continue to separate along the same dislocation path.
As daily mobility returned, Wade could only think of getting back to the garage. He called Jesse, told him what happened, and asked when he could come back. Jesse said he would check with his uncle. In a few days, Wade was back working at the garage.
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Wade applied himself to learning about internal combustion engines as intently as he did to football. His passion and natural mechanical ability, combined with the good instruction by Jesse, resulted in quick accumulation of knowledge and skill.
Not only was Wade a fast learner, but the James motorcycle was an excellent bike for learning basic skills. It had fewer parts and was less expensive to repair than other more complex and expensive motorcycles. After he completed his first project with Jesse, he shifted over to help Jesse do repair work on cars for paying customers. Between mechanical assignments, Wade helped clean up the garage, get parts, and do simple tasks like screw on a cylinder head once a gasket had been properly aligned by Jesse. He would change oil and spark plugs and adjust brakes. He learned to adjust carburetors and eventually how to rebuild them. He would also test drive vehicles after repair work had been done, which gave him immediate feedback on the work he had performed.
Jesse was a patient and excellent teacher. He not only explained what to do, but he explained why it was done that way. After showing Wade each step, he would watch Wade do the same task to make sure he had learned it correctly. Both the garage and Jesse benefited as Wade assisted them without pay. From time to time, a satisfied customer would tip Wade as well as Jesse, which left Wade feeling appreciated and confident that he had done a good job.
Wade was able to assist in the rebuilding of many motorcycles after the 1947 faded blue Indian motorcycle. One day when Jesse was off, Jesse’s uncle asked Wade, “Are you interested in working on cars as well?”
Wade quickly replied, “Definitely.”
Soon motorcycle work graduated to work on cars of different types, and Wade was happy as he continued assisting part-time at the garage for the next year.
Jesse’s uncle told Wade that if he ever wanted to do his own project car, he would extend the same deal to Wade that he had given Jesse. Wade could use the garage and tools on off hours and when they were closed. Wade thanked Jesse’s uncle and said he would think about it. In fact, Wade was excited. He felt he was ready for his own project. He wasn’t sure how complex a job he could take on at this point, but he knew he could rely on the expertise of Jesse and Jesse’s uncle if he got into mechanical trouble.
Wade came across an opportunity to buy a partially dismantled 1933 Chevy two-door coup, at a low price. The car had its original chassis and body intact. The engine and drive train had been removed long before. The front fenders and hood were off but came with the deal. Cosmetically, the car wasn’t in perfect condition. The original paint job was faded, but the car had been garaged for many years and had a few spots of surface rust. It had most of its original parts, and it seemed structurally in good shape. The price attractive at a few hundred dollars, but Wade had to consider parts it might need.
In order to get the parts, Wade would connect with a friend he had known since grammar school. Wade had known Ed for a long time but had not seen him since junior high school. Ed’s father owned two service stations, and his uncle owned a junk yard. It seemed Ed might have access to parts Wade would need at good prices. After getting reacquainted and making a few small transactions, Wade and Ed renewed their childhood friendship, and Ed became Wade’s new supplier for parts.
Wade invited Ed over to meet Jesse and Jesse’s uncle. Ed started coming over to hang out, and he helped Wade around the garage. Wade told him about his '33 Chevy, and they discussed its restoration as a hot rod. Ed and Wade went to see the car several times before Wade purchased it. Wade used Ed’s dad’s truck and trailer to hall the '33 back to the garage.
The '33 remained covered, behind the garage, while Wade started to assemble parts he would need. He finally had his first race car, but he had to figure out how he was going to build it for the drag racing track. He talked to a lot of people at nearby garages and also at the track to get ideas about how he might construct his racing machine.
Ed assured Wade that he could get most of the parts he needed from his uncle’s junk yard. Wade and Ed were together much of the time as early work had begun on the '33. They really enjoyed each others’ company and would often go out to grab something to eat or to a sporting event after working together at the garage.
Ed Langer was about two years older than Wade. He worked at his father’s service stations on weekends, and in the afternoons when he wasn’t at Wade’s garage. Wade, in turn, would sometimes go over to Ed’s father’s stations and work for a while. Ed’s mother prepared delicious, hearty meals for all of them when they came home from work.
A few times, Ed brought over parts that Jesse or his uncle had been looking for to complete a customer job. Jesse and his uncle always offered to pay Ed for the parts, but Ed would never accept money from them. Ed would always say it was nothing and they should consider it a gift. He would explain that he just found the part in his uncle’s large junk yard.
Ed was also well liked by both Jesse and his uncle. As Wade collected the parts he would need to complete his rod, he sometimes asked Ed for ideas on the building process. In the evening, Wade would review a copy of the NHRA classification descriptions to determine which racing class he wanted to be in. Wade would compare the NHRA engine and drive-train requirements for each classification.
At one point Jesse made the suggestion, “Why don’t you put a Cadillac engine in her?”
“That would be different,” Wade considered. Instead of the 283 or 350 cubic inch Chevy block engine which everyone else was using, Jesse’s idea was that it should be a different engine. The idea of a Cadillac engine appealed to Wade. Certain year Cadillac engines used the same basic parts as Chevys, and with slight modification, the less expensive Chevy parts could be used to save money. Wade said, “It would sure stand out at the track. It’s also unlikely that anyone else would be running a similar body and drive train, and that would separate us from the pack.”
Wade drifted from the conversation and started to consider technical questions he had to answer. He got lost thinking about finding or making motor mounts that fit, and wondering what four speed transmission would connect to the Cadillac flywheel and engine assembly. What multi-carburetor intake manifold would work on a Cadillac? What off-the-shelf headers would work on the Cadillac — and could they be modified? Finally Wade commented, “I think using a Cadillac engine is just going to be too expensive.”
At this point, Ed jumped into the conversation with, “Let me work on that angle. I may be able to come up with something at the right price”.
Wade’s advanced NHRA research on car classification produced results. He found a category that he liked very much called, Modified Stock M/S Category. In those days, the criteria for getting into the M/S category was the outer shell of the car had to be street legal and look like a conventional street driver — but there were no restrictions on engine drive-train or interior. The classification at the time for modified stock was fairly straightforward. Wade paraphrased the classification for Ed, “As long as the car looks stock and is technically drivable as a street vehicle on the outside, anything on the engine, drive train, chassis and interior of the car is fair game.”
For Wade, that description was a perfect fit with what he wanted to do with the '33, so that the outer body of the car would be put back to its near original configuration, including fenders, radiator, hood, head and taillights. The few rust spots on the body would be filled and primed. Wade’s vision was that the car would look vintage and rough on the outside, with a really mean, fast engine on the inside.
Wade never got around to painting the '33 other than in black primer. He liked its unfinished, sleeper, rat rod appearance. The chassis was modified on the front end with Ford spindles, which replaced the original spindles and supported struts with a welded brace to the existing and front end. The spindles were fitted with drum brakes all around. Tires on the rear were large truck tires on rims modified with an adapter plate welded to cover the brake drums. The front wheels were thinner economy truck threads, compliments of Ed’s father. The engine was Cadillac, supplied by Ed initially with two four-barrel carburetors, and later modified to six two-barrel carbs. The headers were modified Chevy with an adapter place on the exhaust manifold. The transmission was a Corvette four speed Synchromesh coupled to a Pontiac Posi-traction 4:10 rear end to ensure that both rear wheels spun at the same gear ratio, ideal for the quarter mile track. The interior had a roll bar, small fire extinguisher and seat belt as required by NHRA, with a single bucket seat for the driver. From the outside, the car’s low-slung, unfinished body gave the impression it was not going to make it out of the pit area, much less down the track. When the massive engine started, the concern shifted to whether the old body could possibly remain intact to the end of the race.
Wade and his '33 achieved instant success at the track in the Modified Stock category, winning almost every race except when there was a mechanical problem. He received winning trophies in his class every week they raced and Wade’s ‘33 became known as the car to beat in the M/S classification. His winning streak received enough word of mouth publicity that it attracted cars outside the state to compete in the class. The attention brought more fans and business to the track, which was greatly appreciated by the track owners. The track announcer would frequently introduce Wade by name and refer to him “as our Modified Stock Track Champion.”
Wade’s popularity among fans at the track spread, and he also became well known in the pit area among other racing teams.
Wade’s crew consisted of Wade, his cousin, and his cousin’s younger friend, who wanted to learn about racing mechanics. Many weeks, his crew also included Ed, who was considered an important member of the team. Ed was always there when they were getting ready for a race. Between races and when there was little to do, Ed would be off talking and joking with members of other pit crews.
Noticing Ed’s friendship with so many other pit crews Wade wondered, “How does he know all these people?” Wade didn’t think much about Ed’s popularity and attributed it to his outgoing personality. Wade always knew that when it was time to get ready for a race, Ed would be there helping and directing the younger members of the pit crew on what to do. He never let Wade down at the track. Wade became very proficient as a driver, rarely missing his tachometer points for shifting or spinning out at the start line.
Wade’s popularity at the track would later become a liability as well as asset. Shelves of winning race trophies perhaps went to his head. One fateful night his overconfidence turned his life upside down.
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In hindsight, Wade saw that he overlooked many signs his friend Ed Langer was sending that should have made him more suspicious. Perhaps it was inexperience, youthful judgment, or just that things were going so well, but Wade didn’t want to know answers to difficult questions or confront his good friend. The parts Ed provided always seemed immediately available or would arrive in just a few days. The price was always right and well below the going price for similar parts from junk yards.
Wade wrote off these little inconsistencies to Ed’s father’s having two service stations where old parts were always being replaced and to Ed’s uncle, who owned a junk yard. His uncle’s junk yard was actually located quite a ways out of town, on the way to Baton Rouge. Roundtrip to and from his uncle’s junk yard would take more than half a day. Many of the used junk yard parts Ed provided looked newer than those Wade usually saw from other junk yards.
Once the decision was made to go with a Cadillac engine and Corvette transmission, it was only a few days before Ed conveniently showed up with both the engine and the transmission in his father’s truck. Ed’s friendship with so many of the other pit crew members at the track could have been due to his friendly personality, but Wade wondered, when would he ever have had the time to meet them?
That question was never asked. Ed and Wade were always friendly, and neither of them had been in any kind of trouble in the past. Wade had not yet learned the lesson, “When things look too good to be true, chances are they are not.” For a while, Wade’s stressful home life was now quiet, school was fine, and his work at the garage and his early racing attempts were going great.
Dating for Wade still seemed awkward and would be put off well into the future. For these few months, Wade’s life seemed sanguine.
One late afternoon, both Wade and Ed had been working on the '33 for an upcoming race. Both were tired and decided to lock up and grab shrimp po-boys and a beer at Billy-Jacks Grille not far from the garage. They jumped into Wade’s car.
When they finished eating, Ed told Wade he needed to go pick up some '55 Chevy hubcaps for a friend.
Wade asked, “Where are we going to get them?”
Ed replied, “He’s over by Audubon Park. It’s not too far. It will be a quick stop. You can just stay in the car.”
The upper-class Audubon Park area in uptown New Orleans is also the university section of the city, where both Loyola and Tulane are located. The area is dominated by the large Audubon Park which has a scenic lake, bayous, walking and riding trails and a zoo. Large, beautiful, older, affluent homes with well-landscaped front lawns surrounded the area.
It was around 9:30 pm. Ed seemed a little bothered and nervous as they approached the park area.
“What’s wrong?” asked Wade.
“It’s a long story, but I’ve got these guys I promised these hubcaps to, and they are very upset. I’ve got to get these or I’m in big trouble.”
Wade responded, “It’s not a problem we’ll pick them up.”
As they came to the park, Ed suggested that Wade turn down a side street. Ed began looking at the street signs and houses as through searching for a particular address.
Wade asked, “Do you know the address?”
“I lost the address, but I know the house. It’s right around here.”
They were now a few blocks off the large, divided, St. Charles Avenue, going down a side street that bordered the park. “Turn right here. I think this is the area.”
Wade turned down the side street.
“Keep going. Take a left here and another left.”
It was clear to Wade that Ed was confused about the address and the house. It soon became clearer to Wade that Ed was not looking for an address at all. Ed was looking at all the cars parked along these side streets.
Wade asked, “What are you doing?”
Ed said “I’ve got to find these '55 and '56 caps or I’m in serious trouble. Do you see all of the '55 and '56 Chevys parked along this street? This is a gold mine.”
Ed continued, uncomfortable with Wade’s shocked silence. “Look I just need to pick up four caps and I can get these guys off my back. You drive and I’ll take care of everything else — it’s no big deal.”
Wade stared straight ahead, speechless.
Ed pleaded, “Please help me with this. This is the only time I’m ever going to ask you to do this. I don’t want you to get involved. It’s just that my friends need these caps right away or I’m going to be dog meat.”
Wade now saw the whole picture, and while he didn’t like it, he had never seen Ed so concerned and worried. Wade felt mixed emotions, but he wanted to help his friend. After going down several more side streets, Ed found exactly what he was looking for. There sat two cars of the right model, one parked behind the other on the same side of the street. One was a '55 Chevy Bellaire, and one was a '56 Chevy Bellaire.
Ed said firmly, “Stop in the middle of the block between the two street lights so we don’t draw attention, and shut off your headlights. Keep the motor running at idle.”
Ed reached into his tool kit on the back floor behind Wade’s seat. He removed a long heavy-duty screwdriver and quickly got out of the car, then immediately disappeared below the car’s window and Wade’s line of sight. He closed the passenger side door very quietly. Ed moved so quietly in his crouched position that Wade didn’t hear any noise at all.
Wade couldn’t tell for sure where Ed was. He turned off the car radio and only heard the quiet noise of the engine at idle. Wade looked around as though he were looking for nearby house numbers for an address, hoping to get a glimpse of Ed. Wade wanted to look like someone waiting to pick up a friend from one of the nearby houses.
He thought, “How hard can this be?” Ed would be back in the car quickly with the caps, and Wade was ready to give him a talking to. Wade had stopped in the darkest part of the block between the street lights, under an overhanging limb of an oak tree. There was no moon that night. Wade couldn’t hear any noise from Ed’s quiet work, and he didn’t want to be turning around looking for him, as it could draw attention to their activity.
What Wade and Ed hadn’t noticed was the dark unmarked police car patrolling this area two blocks behind them. The patrol car spotted Ed and called for backup. They turned down a side street so as not to be noticed and came up on the street just behind Wade’s car. Their headlights were off. They waited a few minutes to confirm what they suspected Ed was doing. The unmarked car moved in before back-up arrived.
What Wade saw next was his dash board light up with the blinding glare of the patrol car’s search light. A voice from behind Wade said, “This is the police. Keep your hands high on the steering wheel. Reach down slowly and turn off your engine, and get out of the car with your hands on your head.”
Before turning to comply, Wade quickly glanced in his rear-view mirror and saw one officer holding his gun on Ed. Ed had his hands on his head. The officer was holding in his other hand four hubcaps and Ed’s large screw driver. Wade’s immediate thoughts as he turned his engine off were, “What happens now? How stupid could I be? The one and only time I ever participated in this kind of thing, the cops caught me in the act.”
By the time they were handcuffed, the back-up patrol car arrived. Wade and Ed were separated and taken to the precinct for questioning in separate cars.
The young men remained separated in different interrogation rooms. Ed was put in a room two doors down from where Wade was being questioned. Wade was in a small double-locked room with an old oak conference table and two straight chairs. He was alone for perhaps 45 minutes before he heard loud voices from down the hall and his friend Ed, screaming. It was clear Ed was being beaten. Ed’s interrogation went on for more than an hour. Wade sat in the room alone knowing he was next. Wade’s thoughts about what he would say were racing through his mind. He knew his family would become involved, his school would be notified, and his whole future would be in shambles.
Wades future life passed before him as he continued to hear the beating and yelling coming from the hall. After an hour, he could barely hear Ed’s faint voice. Wade felt ashamed for what he had done and somehow guilty for what Ed was going through. His guilt was based on his just going along with the stupid plan and not standing up to Ed. He could have talked Ed out of doing this. He could have been a better friend. They could have found another way to get Ed his hubcaps.
Finally the screaming stopped, and Wade could hear footsteps of several people and what sounded like a body being dragged in the hall just past his door.
Wade’s hands were sweating and shaking as he anticipated what would be next. Finally, the door to his room opened, and a large barrel-chested cop about 6'3" stood in front of him. He had in one hand what appeared to be a short black Billy club. The officer’s first words were, “Be smart, son. Your friend is on his way to the hospital. He had to be constrained for resisting arrest. We’re not going to have the same problem with you, are we?”
Wade stammered, “No, sir.”
“Good. You’re very lucky. Do you know why I say that?”
Wade replied, “No, sir.”
“Your friend is part of a major car theft ring in the city — one that we have been trying to break for several years. Before he tried to escape, he gave us all the key information we needed about the ring and its leaders. Do you know what else he did?”
“No, Officer.”
“He convinced us that you were not part of the ring but were only a driver tonight. That you’ve never been involved in any part of the ring’s activity and were only a buyer of some parts your friend was selling. That he asked you as a personal favor to help him tonight. Is that true?”
“Yes, Officer,” Wade said, almost eagerly.
“That doesn’t mean you’re not in trouble. You were part of a crime that carries a long prison sentence. Do you know what it’s like for a young boy like you to be in prison?”
Wade lowered his head. “No, Officer.” He could feel, more than see, the officer looking at him. He didn’t dare raise his head.
“Well it’s not fun being the girlfriend or wife of some of the prisoners we have. We’re not interested in punishing you for making one stupid mistake if your story checks out. We want the rest of the ring, and we need people who can penetrate that ring and provide us with information. We’ve decided to hold off officially booking you and your friend tonight until we can check out everything your friend told us.”
“All we need tonight is your personal information so we know where to find you. Your friend will be getting out of the hospital in a few days, and we’ll want to speak to both of you soon.”
“You’ll be free to go after an officer comes in and takes down your personal information. Your car was searched and taken to the station lot at the back of the building. You can pick up the keys at the front desk when you leave. Do you have any questions?”
Wade replied, “No, Officer. Thank you, Officer.”
A younger man came in, and Wade gave him all the information he requested, including his home address and phone number, parents’ names and occupations, names of teachers, garage personnel, and even the name of his football coach.
Wade’s mind was racing, and he was shaking all over as he drove home slowly. Halfway home from the police station at a stop light, he suddenly became sick to his stomach and pulled over in an open parking spot to his right. At the stoplight, Wade had suddenly realized he had forgotten that he still had his .45 pistol hidden under the dash in the drop-down compartment. Wade remembered the officer saying “They searched the car.”
If they’d found that gun, he would also be guilty of carrying a concealed weapon. Wade slowly reached back to find the hidden button just between the seat and the covered trim piece which runs around the side of the driver’s seat. He pushed the button and the secret hinged trap door dropped, exposing the handle of the .45 pistol. Wade took a deep breath and looked around before he pulled back onto the street and slowly resumed his drive home.
When he arrived, Wade removed the pistol from the car and hid it in the house. He went straight to bed because he was exhausted. But he couldn’t sleep that night. His mind raced from thought to thought, What will happen to me? Will Ed survive his beatings?
A few days later, he called Charity Hospital and asked about his friend’s condition, without giving his own name. He was told that Ed Langer was still in “critical condition.” Wade went back to school and continued working at the garage. He heard nothing from the police. Two weeks passed, and Wade called the hospital again and the attendant said Ed had gone home.
Wade felt some relief but didn’t know whether to contact Ed or not. At this point, Wade really didn’t want to know anything more about Ed or his gang activities. He decided not to call him. Wade tried to keep to a normal routine as he was instructed. He attended school but had no contact with his football coach, and he kept a distance from his teachers and friends. He avoided his football teammates because he didn’t want to relive his injury and explain why he had stopped playing or what he had been through. He certainly didn’t want anyone knowing anything about the theft. He became noticeably cautious at school and at the garage.
One day at the garage, Jesse’s uncle mentioned, “I haven’t seen your parts friend, Ed.”
Wade replied, “I haven’t seen him either. I think he’s on a trip with his parents.”
Not having heard from the police or Ed, Wade felt, as he went to school and worked at the garage that he was just going through the motions, waiting for bad news. Something ominous was about to happen. He feared the cops were everywhere. Wade also feared Ed’s gang may have heard about the police incident and would be looking for him. Wade wished he could simply disappear. He became nervous every time he saw a police car. In one instance, he almost had a wreck trying to make a turn to avoid a patrol car on regular duty.
About two months had passed since the arrest, and a call finally came from a detective at NOPD. The detective called his home, and when his mother answered, she was told, “According to witnesses, your son scraped a car in a parking lot while he was pulling in. I just want to talk to him about it.”
Wade’s mother told him a detective had called and wanted to know if he remembered scraping a car.
“I’ll give him a call, and if there is a minor scratch on the bumper or something, I’ll take care of it at the garage next week.”
That satisfied his mother. Soon after getting the detective’s message, Wade went to a payphone near the school and called, asking for the detective by name, “May I speak with Detective Jake Pisano?”
Wade was relieved that the call had come, and that the detective was willing to keep his parents in the dark about all that was happening. That gave Wade some level of comfort.
The conversation with Detective Pisano was brief. The detective asked Wade if he’d had any contact with his “parts friend,” and Wade said no. The detective said he was going to try to reach Ed and set up a meeting. He told Wade to call back in two days. From the way Detective Pisano talked, Wade knew he was not one of the arresting officers or from the police station where he had been taken when he was arrested. After two days, as instructed, Wade called and a meeting was set up at the “Ole Grille” for 2:00 pm on the following Saturday.
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Automobile theft in the '50s and '60s was as a serious crime as it is today, but it was rare to find theft rings organized on any large scale. As in most large cities, then, as now, organized crime tended to focus on extortion, drugs, bookmaking, loan-sharking, gambling, racketeering, murder, and fencing stolen property. Since the turn of the century, New Orleans has had several mob bosses with ties to the Mafia and crime families in Chicago, Kansas City, St. Louis, and Florida. During the late 1950s and early 1960s, mob activity was concentrated in several of these more typical crime activities. There were also small gangs of varying sizes throughout the city with different commercial interests.
With the election of President John F. Kennedy and his appointment of Bobby Kennedy as U.S. Attorney General, the elimination of major organized crime got new attention. New Orleans was one of Bobby Kennedy’s hot spots, and increased federal pressure was being placed on organized crime figures and their operations. At the time of the Kennedy election, most mob bosses in New Orleans were primarily focused on illegal gambling.
Fifteen years prior to Kennedy’s election, a young street hood by the name of T.J. Coletta was emerging as a tough guy on the streets of New Orleans. Among other small crimes, he was involved in steeling cars, dismantling them, and selling parts.
Before Coletta, car theft was not an activity that organized crime was interested in. To the mob, large scale auto theft and parts distribution was a messy and complicated business. As one crime boss indicated, the business “had too many moving parts.” Too many parts were marked and traceable. There was the vehicle’s VIN number; then there were engine parts and chassis numbers that could all be used to trace stolen vehicles. Numbers were stamped or molded onto the various parts. Removing of individual parts numbers was a time consuming job. And parts could be bulky, heavy, and difficult to handle. Large parts had to be broken down into smaller parts; it was very difficult to sell an entire drive train. It was much easier to sell the individual parts: generators, radiators, transmissions, starters, rear ends, wheels and other engine parts.
There was not only the oily, greasy work involved in taking the cars apart, but a lot of paperwork was necessary in order to track the dismantled parts. Time and labor were also involved in handling large, heavy, or bulky parts like engines, real axle assemblies, bumpers, and fenders. So, stealing cars was relatively easy. Disposing of entire cars without a trace was extremely difficult.
Mob bosses didn’t want anything to do with it. Most of them had no automotive knowledge or skills, which take time to learn. And they were not knowledgeable of prices for parts of various cars — information that would be necessary in order to sell them. Distribution was also an issue. Most parts were sold on an individual transaction basis.
Stealing cars and distributing stolen parts became the work of skilled individuals or small theft rings. Big crime bosses were content to leave these small players alone.
Thomas James (T.J.) Coletta grew up in the same rough neighborhood as his nemesis, Detective Jake Pisano, although Coletta was ten years older. Unlike Pisano, Coletta took the path of criminal activity starting at a very young age. Coletta was always large for his age, and he took full advantage of that fact in fights and petty theft crimes. He was a bully in every sense of the word. He started his crime life in the fourth grade, taking lunch money from kids coming to school. By the age of eleven, Coletta had formed a small gang of kids who followed his instructions taking, and reselling everything from school supplies to items they had stolen from stores.
At eleven, Coletta had the first of many run-ins with juvenile authorities. If he thought another kid had turned him in, that kid would be severely beaten. Coletta served several short sentences in juvenile detention facilities before he was thirteen. His detention experiences only served to hardened his resolve and teach him better skills at being a criminal. Some of the contacts he made in detention schools and later in prison would become longstanding friends and eventually lieutenants in his crime organization many years later.
At fourteen, T.J. committed his first murder — the brutal killing of another rival gang member. Although suspected of involvement, T.J. was never arrested or even questioned for this crime because of lack of evidence. As he grew older and physically larger, his crimes became more serious and more brutal. By the time he was eighteen, Coletta was imposing a hulk of a man — about 6'4" and weighing 325 pounds. Proceeds from the sale of stolen goods provided weapons, and the Coletta’s gang was not opposed to using those weapons. Coletta managed to attend three years of high school, which was interrupted multiple times by court ordered terms in detention facilities for assorted theft crimes and violent acts against other gang members.
Growing up, there was another side of Coletta that generally went unnoticed. At a very young age, he was particularly astute at understanding auto mechanics and how cars operated and could be repaired. Before and during high school he had part-time jobs helping out at various garages, tuning and repairing cars, and he became quite good at it. The senior mechanic at one of the garages Coletta worked once said to the owner, “This kid is amazing. Once he hears the engine running, he can tell you what’s wrong and the parts needed to fix it. He’s right 95 % of the time. He knew what the car needed before I put any testing instruments on the car.”
Coletta’s mechanical interests ultimately lead him to building racing engines for customers when he was not involved in crime activities. His knowledge of cars also led him to his ultimate crime game; establishing and running what became the largest auto theft ring in the South.
By the time Coletta reached high school age, his real ambition in life was to become an organized crime boss. During one of his detention terms, he was introduced to an older prison detainee. This person seemed to have some connections with the mob. Coletta, when he wanted to, could be friendly and affable, and he cultivated a relationship with this other inmate.
Eventually that relationship set him up with a meeting with one of the lower level organized crime bosses in the city. The meeting with the crime boss went well and within a few weeks Coletta became a contract enforcer for the mob. His reputation as a brutal and loyal enforcer grew within the crime family. Most of his assignments were enforcement of loan sharking debt obligations to the mob when a customer hadn’t paid or couldn’t pay. Coletta didn’t care if he had to break the legs of a senior citizen, female, or child to get the job done. On some enforcement jobs, he would also destroy the interiors of a retail store to make a point. Coletta was paid for his work by the mob as an independent contractor. Because of his large size and flamboyant style, he was easy to identify, and several arrests were made following his enforcement activities which carried short prison terms.
His dirty enforcement activities as a contractor paid well, but Coletta wanted more. When he got out of prison after serving a six-month sentence, he made several strong pleas to the mob to become a permanent, anointed member of the crime family and share in their overall proceeds. The mob politely declined. Their issue wasn’t that he didn’t do a good job, but rather his large physical stature and flamboyant style attracted a lot of attention. Attention was not something organized crime wanted. The mob wanted people who would do the dirty work, appear respectable, and blend in or disappear into the woodwork. After being rejected in his attempts to become a made man, Coletta decided he was no longer going to do the mob’s dirty work on a contract basis.
Coletta had an uncle on his mother’s side who owned two auto junk and dismantling yards on the outskirts of New Orleans. Today these yards would be called, “auto recycling centers.” The two yards were owned for many years by his uncle and were run as clean operations. His uncle was on good terms with all state and local authorities involved in the vehicle dismantling and bulk metal sales.
Coletta’s uncle saw T.J.’s problems as a youth and genuinely wanted to help. He knew his nephew had experienced a rough time growing up and was interested in cars. He thought it might do T.J. Coletta some good to be around a legitimate business, and he offered him a job.
T.J. liked the idea and accepted his uncle’s job offer. His uncle’s business seemed to be doing well and growing, and Coletta applied himself to his work, learning all phases of the business. His uncle came to rely on Coletta more and more, and actually thought he had helped straighten Coletta’s life out.
Behind his uncle’s back, Coletta had other ideas.
Coletta kept all of his dirty deeds away from his uncle, always presenting a clean side of himself. He showed aptitude for learning the business and applying himself to hard work.
Coletta saw the fortuitous discovery of his uncle’s yards as a real gold mine. He learned how pink slips and white slips were issued and tracked by the Department of Motor Vehicles. He learned how the records in the business were kept as well as how the different phases of dismantling a car and selling the parts from the yard ran. He watched in detail the way cars were dismantled and saw how parts were inventoried, stored and sold to auto parts stores. He also learned how complete bodies of cars were crushed and sold for scrap metal. He tracked scrap metal pricing locally and nationally. Coletta’s criminal mind never stopped. He had clever ideas of how pink slips could be forged or modified and how white slips could be created from pink slip cars. When a car came in with a problem registration, Coletta took the lead at the yard for getting the problem resolved with Motor Vehicles department personnel. In this way, he learned what the authorities wanted to see and how the paperwork flowed. He even tested the system by making a few intentional typos on registration slips to see which ones would be picked up and which would get through. He was very good on the phone with regulators, vehicle authorities, insurance companies, and even the police department, if there was an issue about a vehicle’s ownership or theft record. T.J. also continued his racketeering efforts out of sight of his uncle.
Coletta had a flare for flashy cars. He loved Cadillacs and had owned one since he started driving. His flashy cars drew attention to him. Despite being rejected for membership in the real mob, Coletta was determined to look and act like a mob boss.
He would ultimately achieve his goal, with the big houses, multiple Cadillac’s, custom-made suits, and other trappings of a mob boss. He would do so, like his mob counterparts, over the bodies of many of his victims. However, this wouldn’t happen for a number of years after he started working for his uncle. That job ended when Coletta went back to prison, this time for six years on manslaughter and accessory to murder charges. His time on the farm hardened and educated him further.
When Coletta got out of prison this time, he had a real plan and people set up to carry it out. His first task was to buy out his uncle’s two dismantling yards. Since junk yard ownership was regulated and approved by state authorities, Coletta knew that with his criminal record, he would never be approved. Coletta provided the money to a loyal front man with a clean record to own the yards on paper.
With the yards secured and under his control, he began putting the rest of his plan in place. Over the next several years, Coletta would bring together one of the largest car and parts theft rings in the country. This put T.J. Coletta as head of operations on rival footing in size and brutality as his organized crime mob counterparts. As his crime empire grew, Coletta loved living the part of mob boss he had aspired to, and he wasn’t shy about his flashy lifestyle. By now Coletta had backed off doing his own dirty work, leaving those details to loyal lieutenants and under bosses. Coletta didn’t know the name of Detective Jake Pisano.
But Pisano knew him.
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Hanna and Langer arrived at the Ole Grille and took seats at a table just before Pisano arrived. Pisano came in and pointed his finger to another table at the back of the restaurant. The two waiting men quickly moved to the new table. The grille was quiet this time of day, with only one other customer drinking coffee at the counter.
Jake Pisano was a street-smart detective who grew up in one of the toughest Italian-Irish neighborhoods of New Orleans. From middle school through high school, he had to fight his way to or from school at least once a week. As a youngster, Jake always managed to stay away from several rival gangs who wanted him to become a member. To keep himself off the streets, he found Curley’s Boxing Gym in the neighborhood, not far from his house.
Pisano’s father had died in an industrial accident when he was three. Jake was raised by his Italian mother and grandmother. His mother worked three jobs, cleaning and cooking, to keep Jake and his two brothers fed and clothed. In order to use the gym facilities, Pisano would clean up and be available to spar with whoever needed a sparing partner. His sparing partners were often older and stronger than Jake. A police officer by the name of Jimmy Damond from the neighborhood also worked out at the gym and took a liking to the young Pisano. Jimmy coached Jake on technique and even organized a few amateur fights for him. Jimmy eventually met Pisano’s mother, and he became a close friend of the Pisano family. The kids called him Uncle Jimmy. Jimmy would sometimes take Jake to other gyms for boxing matches.
By the time he was in high school, Jake was a good enough boxer that he was noticed by one of the professional fight promoters around the gym. The fight promoter took Jake under his wing and arranged several fights. He would tell Jake he was on the road to becoming a successful professional fighter. To the promoter, Jake was really considered a “club fighter,” which meant that although he was good, he was generally outmatched in most fights. The fight promoter would tell Jake he was better than he really was just to get him to the next match.
Uncle Jimmy didn’t feel Jake was being treated right by the fight promoter. He didn’t say anything because he didn’t want to hurt Jake’s feelings.
Uncle Jimmy kept in touch with the family and continued to advise Jake when they were both in the gym. One day he asked Jake, “What are you going to do with your life?”
“Become a professional fighter,” was the quick answer.
Over months of conversation, Jimmy convinced Jake that the fighting game offered little hope for his future and warned that if he continued, Jake would probably get his brains beat out by the time he was twenty. One day Jimmy suggested the Police Academy to Jake and said he may be able to help him get in if Jake was interested. Jake thought about it and finally took Jimmy up on his offer. Jake Pisano knew the streets and how to take care of himself. His vigorous training in the gym had taught him discipline and to diligently apply himself to the task at hand; Jake was in the gym before anyone got there in the morning, and he was still training after everyone else had disappeared in the evening.
When Pisano’s application to the Academy was accepted, he applied himself as diligently to his Police Academy schooling as he had to his fight training. Pisano graduated from the Academy with honors and immediately started working “Vice.”
Jake was a natural at police work. His youth, street smarts, and network of informants were advantages that got him into places older, more seasoned officers couldn’t infiltrate. He soon went into undercover work and penetrated an area of the racketeering arm of the local mafia. During his undercover work, he discovered some dirty cops, and his work lead to several major crime convictions of both criminals and dirty police officers. Over the course of his undercover work, he had been shot three times when his cover was blown. His department took him out of undercover work, promoting him to detective as one of the youngest officers in the NOPD history.
Jake had been assigned to head the undercover operation for the organized crime auto theft unit almost two years before Wade and Ed first met him. At that time, the Coletta gang had expanded into the largest auto theft ring in the city’s history. This crime syndicate had become a major problem to the city. Pisano had been able to connect the Coletta ring to some of the big organized crime Mafia bosses he had identified in his prior undercover assignment.
Jake Pisano lived knowing that he had a contract out on his life — ordered directly by the ranking crime boss in the city for his previous undercover work. Pisano’s persistent style did not allow him to approach his new auto theft undercover assignment lightly. The undercover men on his team were all hand picked. He required that each member not only be from the streets, but also well versed in auto mechanics and car parts. There was one member of his team who Pisano felt didn’t have enough knowledge about auto mechanics. Pisano sent him to Delgado Trade School to take two courses in auto repair.
His undercover team had its own section of the motor pool repair garage. The large room had engine and chassis parts taken from seized vehicles for the team to practice on. Pisano wanted his men to be able to take apart an engine and know how those parts went back together. He also wanted them to know the cost of the parts on the open market and the going prices for junk yard replacements. Pisano’s men had to be convincing in their undercover roles. He firmly believed that their lives would be at stake if they made a mistake in negotiating or in the mechanical lexicon used when dealing with the real criminals.
Hanna and Langer had never met Pisano or heard anything about his background or undercover operation. They were a bit surprised by his young age at their first meeting. Ed Langer’s face was still swollen and bruised from the beating he received from arresting officers. Hanna and Langer hadn’t spoken to each other since the night of the arrest. Neither man knew what this meeting was about or what would happen to them.
Pisano sounded relaxed and confident as he started talking. “You guys are probably wondering why I called the meeting. Both of you were arrested for auto theft, and Ed, you were also arrested for possession of an illegal weapon, resisting arrest, and assaulting a police officer.”
Langer and Hanna looked at each other, wondering where the surprising list of charges came from but said nothing. Pisano continued, “You could both serve long sentences at the ‘house’ with what we have now. The evidence is overwhelming. You were caught in the act. We have the hubcaps, the weapon, and the testimony of at least four arresting officers. Do you guys understand that?”
Both nodded.
“To show our good faith, we let you two go that evening and no paperwork has been filed for now. In other words, there is no police record on file yet for either of you. The way this works is we need information on the people you work for. We’re not interested in you guys but we’re interested in the ring you work for and how they operate. Do you understand?”
Hanna spoke up, “Sir, I don’t work for any ring.”
Pisano cut Wade off mid-sentence. “I know each of your stories. You were the driver and an integral part of the theft. It was your car that was used, so let me continue. I run an undercover operation for the NOPD on this theft ring. In order to get information we need, you’ll have to work undercover. Do the two of you know what that means?”
Both nodded again, but Hanna still had a puzzled look on his face and was about to speak. Before he could say anything, Pisano pointed at him and said, “I’m coming to you.” Pointing to Langer he said, “You work for the largest auto theft ring in the city. That ring has established ties with the mafia, and both groups are expanding into other states and even Central America.”
Langer responded, “But, sir, I only work for the two guys I report to. I don’t know anything about a large ring or organized crime.”
Pisano interrupted, “Langer you are small potatoes, and that’s how we want to keep it. We get our best information from lower level people who are expected to ask dumb questions. The two of you need to consider me as your parole officer. You have to look at your involvement here as working off the crimes you have committed. If you provide us with the information we need and things work out, we will forget the matter of your arrest and destroy the files we have on you. You go back to a normal life. If you can’t or won’t cooperate, I simply tell the arresting officers to turn your files over to the DA for prosecution. That is the way it works.”
He continued. “You guys are what we call ‘dead meat’. Whether you go to prison or work for us undercover, we have plausible deniability if anything bad happens to you. I don’t think I have to give you a lecture on what happens to young men in Angola. If you’re lucky, you’ll spend a long time as a girlfriend or wife under the protection of one of our fine inmates. If you’re not lucky, you will probably be dead within six months.”
Langer and Hanna were now nervously looking back and forth at each other. The two young men thought the same thing without saying a word, The choice is simple: we don’t have a choice.
Pisano looked at each of them and said, “I’m not going to kid you about undercover work; it’s dangerous. One wrong move and you’re gone, as in dead. I can tell you from my point of view, you are worth more alive than dead. If you’re dead, you just become another crime statistic for us to file.” Pisano continued, “I can tell you both I spent many years undercover. If you listen to me carefully and follow my instructions, both of you will probably get through this. If you’re good at undercover work, you’ll develop a feeling, a sixth sense about a problem before it happens. It’s like a mystical sense or warning system you develop when you know something bad is going to happen. You need to let me know when you get that feeling. It’s saved my life many times.”
There was silence for a moment. Then Pisano asked, “So, what’s it going to be?”
Hanna and Langer looked at each other and nodded yes.
Pisano didn’t accept their weak responses. “That’s not good enough. I need to know whether you are in or out.”
They nodded more vigorously and said, “We’re in.”
Langer spoke up then. “What do we do now?”
Pisano pointed his finger at him, “For you, I want you to go back and do exactly what you were doing, reporting to the same people, selling stolen parts and doing transactions just like before. I want you to continue selling Hanna and your other customers parts the same way you’ve been doing it.”
Pisano told Hanna, “For right now, I want you going back doing what you did before also. Attending school, working at your garage, racing cars, and buying parts from your buddy here. I want to meet again in two weeks. I’ll call you both to set up that meeting.”
“The key is for you both now is to act like nothing has happened.” Looking at Langer, he instructed, “If they ask you how you got beat up, say that you had a fight with a rival gang over parts.”
“Contact your regular customers and get parts flowing again starting tomorrow. You can continue to help Hanna at the races and keep those track contacts flowing, because everything gets back to Coletta.”
Hanna, oddly felt he had been left out and asked, “Do you want me to join their gang?”
“Absolutely not,” Pisano answered. “They‘d sniff you out in a minute, and you’d be dead in a week. I haven’t got a plan for you right now, except for you to stick to your normal routine. Keep working at the garage, going to school, racing on the weekends, buying parts from Langer, and whoever else you buy parts from. I’m still working on your role. Don’t worry your role will happen.”
Pisano concluded the meeting by saying, “I’ve got to get to another meeting now.”
“How do we contact you if we need to?” Langer asked.
Pisano replied “The same number. Nobody picks up that line except me or a member of my team. Any other questions?”
Langer and Hanna shook their heads.
Pisano got up from the table. He said hello to the waitress on the way out.
It seemed he knew her.
Hanna and Langer each took a deep breath as they looked at each other. Langer said, “I’ll contact you in a few days about the carb manifold you need.”
Hanna looked down, trying to hide the fact that he felt betrayed by Ed. He had no knowledge of Ed’s crime involvement and was waiting for the courtesy of an explanation from his friend. He was now in the servitude of the NOPD with his life at stake. Wade looked up acknowledging Ed with a short nod as they both left the table.
Two weeks passed, and a second meeting with Pisano was scheduled at a different restaurant on a Saturday afternoon. Both Hanna and Langer were there on time. Pisano seemed rushed but wanted to cover a couple of things quickly before he skirted to another meeting.
He started with, “I see both of you are following my instructions.” Turning to Hanna, he said, “I see you won a trophy at the track last weekend.” Turning to Langer, he said, “I see the parts are flowing again. Have you had any problems with your regular contacts in the gang or gotten any questions which seem unusual?”
Langer replied, “Things went back to just like they were before.”
Pisano replied, “Good.” He paused before continuing, “You can’t ever repeat any of the information I’m about to give you. If any information I’m going to tell you gets back to the syndicate you’ll be in real danger. Is that understood?”
Both Langer and Hanna responded at once. “I understand.”
“We have pretty good indication that the Coletta mob now totals around 75 members and is divided into operational divisions. Each division has several isolated groups reporting to separate bosses within the division. As the crime organization has grown, it has become more difficult for them to coordinate the internal activities between separate divisions. When parts are exchanged between divisions, there is a double accounting that takes place to keep track of the divisional parts and revenue. With more and larger orders being placed, parts are being exchanged and travelling between too many different hands within the organization. This is creating inefficiency and tension. We want to exploit this inefficiency. By exploiting the inefficiency we will cause more inventory problems and distrust among members.” Pointing to Langer Pisano continued, “I assume you know the head of your organization?”
“I’m not sure I do.”
“T.J. Coletta.”
“I’ve heard the name T.J. before, but it wasn’t used in connection with him being the head of the organization.”
Pisano turned to Hanna, “Have you heard the name before?”
“No.”
Pisano continued, still pointing to Hanna, “I still don’t have your undercover area defined, but I want you to keep winning at the track.”
Turning back to Langer Pisano asked, “What if you went to your Coletta people and said you heard someone wanted to buy, say, five engine assemblies. How would they respond?”
“I think that would be good.”
Pisano said, “Make it three engines so it doesn’t raise suspicions.” He looked at Langer to emphasize the next point, “But I don’t want you in the deal. You just heard the comment. It was not directly from one of your customers. You just heard it in passing in a conversation between your customer and a person you didn’t know. I don’t want you asking for any part of the deal financially. You’re just passing along information like a good soldier.”
“Find out if they want you to get more information on the interested party. That’s all I want you to do. Play dumb about all of the details. If they bite, we may want to set up a meeting with a guy from our group. I want to know if there are any questions or suspicions raised when you tell them. Remember, you just heard this from a guy when you were selling a part. You know nothing else.”
Langer said he understood. “I’ll just mention it passing the next time I pick up parts from them.”
Pisano was looking at his watch and getting ready to end the meeting when Langer asked, “You said the head of the gang is T.J. Coletta?”
“That’s right.”
“I now remember where I heard the name, T.J. I now think it might be T.J. Coletta. Does T.J. have a wife named Linda?”
“Yes, that’s correct”.
Langer continued, “My sister has a school friend Sara and Sara has a friend who is a beautician that does Linda’s hair every week. When the girls were talking, they mentioned that Linda was the wife of a mob boss out at the lakefront.”
Pisano replied, “That’s good. Let me think about the connection for a while.” Turning to Hanna, Pisano said, “That may be how you get into the organization, but I need to think about it.” With that, Pisano got up, and the meeting ended.
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As Pisano left the meeting Wade looked Ed right in the eye.
“I didn’t appreciate you bringing up the connection with Coletta’s wife. That now brings me right into the picture.”
Ed thought about the connection Wade was making, “I thought I was doing you a favor. How dangerous can hanging out at a beauty salon be? Every day my ass is hanging out. Other than racing you’ve not been given any real assignment here.”
Wade replied in frustration and anger, “As I recall you were the one that got me into this crap in the first place.” Wade turned and headed for the door before Ed could reply.
Pisano indicated it would probably be two weeks before they would meet again. That was enough time for Wade to take a few days off and think. He was caught up on school work and had enough time to get back to the swamp and clear his head. He was upset with Ed and knew that he couldn’t let anger get in the way of them on this assignment. Wade thought it was time to regain some spiritual connection for what he might experience as his undercover assignment began to take shape. Wade had a swamp ritual in mind. If he was about to enter the den of the mob boss he’d better consult with another beast he knew only as “Master”.
The backyard of Wade’s family camp sixty miles southwest of New Orleans is surrounded on three sides by primordial swamp. Wade loved nature and he has miles upon square mile to experience its wonders and mystery. He spent most of his youthful days hunting, fishing and exploring this swamp.
Wade was glad to be headed back to the swamp. He wasn’t sure what was drawing him. He just had the feeling he needed special quiet time in the domain he understood and took comfort in as a child.
Wade was familiar with spiritual rituals practiced by a few local residents who had lived in the area for many generations. During long summer days in the swamp Wade sometimes performed his own rituals.
One of his favorite fishing spots was a pond that was well hidden and difficult to reach behind a tall stand of Cyprus trees several miles into the swamp. Wade discovered the pond while exploring several years ago. He called his special place, “Lost Lagoon”.
Wade chose the name because the pond was well hidden and appeared lost in time from eons past. Lost Lagoon was surrounded by beautiful Cyprus trees draped in Spanish moss. Parts of the pond were covered with a tightly interwoven mat of small green water plants combined with lighter shades of green algae. The matting of plants and algae formed a lace over the water. The hue reflected a muted green pastel haze above the surface broken only by sharp narrow rays of sunlight. The pond was also home to a large eighteen foot male alligator. Wade called the alligator, “Master” and considered the reptile his friend.
Wade usually found Master in one of the corners of the Lost Lagoon suspended just below the surface with eyes, brow and small nostrils barely protruding above the waterline. With keen senses the gator knew of Wade’s pending arrival from the sound of his motor long before he approached the entrance to the pond. Upon entering the pond Wade always acknowledged Master’s dominance by thanking him in advance for allowing Wade to fish.
Wade knew several favorite places his gator friend liked to observe his surroundings. Wade saw Master in one of his favorite spots and slowly maneuvered his boat closer to his massive body. During this process the beast remained motionless as Wade approached. Wade aligned his boat parallel to Master about 6 feet away. Wade put his ice chest and safety cushions between the two bench seats so he could lay longwise in his twelve foot aluminum flat boat. Stretching out between the seats Wade lowered himself to eye level with the beast, his head resting on the boat’s gunwale suspended just a few inches above the water line. From this position Wade and Master looked eye to eye at each other quietly and intently with wonderment and thought.
Wade spoke to his friend in what he called “Gator Thoughts.” Wade believed he could converse telepathically by sending and receiving thoughts as the two focused on each other’s eyes. Wade knew he and his reptile friend spoke different languages and had a different way of seeing the world. In Wade’s current undercover predicament he thought perhaps each saw the world more alike than differently. Wade knew that different thoughts could be translated by each other’s brain to a language each would understand.
Wade read that the Russians were experimenting on thought transfer between humans. He intended to do more reading and research on this topic but Wade didn’t need convincing. He knew the process worked right here in the swamp between he and his friend, Master.
The reptile’s enormous girth and deep scars along the aged skin of his back told its own story. Master was not lacking for food or territory and yet his stillness in Wade’s close presence seemed incongruent with the beast’s dominant physical appearance.
Wade drew spiritual energy from his exchange with and felt Master had a similar experience. As Wade approached Master, a spiritual calmness settled any apprehension Wade had from his close precarious position. He felt at ease with Master and believed Master would have the same calmness towards him.
Wade was not a stranger to the power of large alligators. He once observed one rise over six feet above the water’s surface straight in the air to grab a snake resting on a branch. Wade knew his small aluminum boat would be no match for the beast’s huge 18 foot length and over 2,000 pound weight if Master chose to become aggressive.
Wade knew how fiercely territorial male alligators could be. He had seen the ferocious quickness of Master’s attack when another male alligator came into the pond. Wade knew that if his friend wanted he could easily topple Wade’s small craft and kill him in seconds with a single powerful grip of his jaws.
Wade had many silent sessions with the gator before and felt the same calmness come over both of them. Wade’s heart rate slowed as he settled into a prone position parallel to Master looking directly into the reptile’s eye. Both Wade and Master remained motionless frozen in constant eye contact and time. The occasional blink of Master’s red eye reminded Wade that the mind of a beast was working just a few feet away. His expressionless stare and artificial smile were no guarantee that Master wouldn’t bolt towards him without warning at any second.
Wade remained calm maintaining a single spiritual focus at being one with Master as the sun’s rays danced along the pond surface on a beautiful quiet afternoon. It meant a lot to Wade that the reptile chose not to disappear below the surface or swipe his powerful tail in anger, or show any aggression to the nearness of Wade or his boat. In Wade’s view Master was acknowledging a boundary as well as the connection between them. Oddly, it seemed Master was enjoying Wade’s company.
Wade would certainly have understood the gator’s anger at him fishing in his pond. Fishing took food right out of Master’s large mouth. If his friend had objected he could have easily made a quick sweep below the surface scaring off any fish who might consider taking Wade’s bait. However, Master didn’t take that approach. Instead, he had given permission for Wade to fish in his pond and liked Wade being around ever since their first encounter several years ago.
Wade considered it an honor being allowed to share Master’s pond and conveyed his appreciation for that opportunity in thoughts during their silent sessions. Wade’s fishing practice was always to return smaller fish he caught to the pond. His returned fish were always alive and unharmed. Wade thought his practice was not only good conservation but also served as a special offering of thanks helping to insure that his return presence would be welcomed. Wade felt his friend understood his fishing practice and appreciated his gesture.
During his silent sessions, Wade laid in his boat at eye level with Master for a long period. Both minds were exchanging thoughts through some primitive mechanism using only eye contact and thought. Wade reasoned, perhaps this is how communication occurred before there was language or the ability to hear sound. During this silent exchange Wade asked himself; Why did Master allow such close boundaries between them? How could Master trust another human after 300 years of humans hunting alligators in this swamp? Was there some special connection just between them? Wade wondered if Master distinguished between quiet times with him and Master’s calm approach to a predatory stalk just before a fierce attack.
Wade believed he received thoughts from Master which his brain converted into silent but understandable thoughts. In turn Wade felt he could send thoughts to Master and the gator’s brain would convent Wade’s thoughts into language he understood.
One of the conversations between the two dealt with alligator hunters in the swamp. Wade wanted to know how Master had survived for so many years of predators without being killed by alligator hunters. Wade received a thought in return that his friend was over fifty years old and had survived on a simple principle; “If the meal looks too enticing and easy to obtain it was probably set with a hook that would mean his death.” His reptile rule meant Master had to search out and kill live prey. He could not be tempted by an easy lifeless meal. At that point Wade felt the need to protect his reptile friend from the human race but knew he didn’t have that power. Wade simply let Master know he never hunted alligator and wished his friend well during the coming alligator hunting season.
Wade accepted the realism that if he accidently fell in the water his beastly friend would kill him. He also knew that if he got another foot closer the gator would either flee under his boat or attack him. He wondered why this particular boundary distance was acceptable to Master. Wade sensed the fine line between wanting to see Wade up close and a little closer being too much of a threat. He wondered how Master determined that distance and made that decision.
Some days in the past Wade didn’t find his friend at his usual places around the pond. On most of these days Wade heard deep grunting sounds coming from much further back in the swamp. He felt sure it was Master’s deep voice perhaps dominating over a territorial dispute or courting a female alligator he wanted to invite home. Wade was pleased that on this day Master was there and available for their silent session.
Sometimes on days of the gator’s absence Wade saw small bubbles appearing on the surface of the pond. The bubbles made a circular pattern always appearing near the center of the pond over its deepest part. On those days Wade felt his friend was lying deep at the bottom of the pond making those bubbles. He didn’t know why his friend needed to dive so deep or what the bubbles meant. Those days also meant there would be no silent session. Master was too far away at the bottom of the pond busy sending bubble signals for reasons unknown to Wade.
Even on days when Wade didn’t get to see his friend he knew Master was around, busy with other duties in his territory. Wade didn’t always know when the gator would be at the pond but he knew Master was always aware of when Wade had been there.
Wade took the next few days contemplating messages received from Master as he fished. He didn’t expect his friend would tell him how to actually handle the situation he was to face but in some ways his friend had communicated some basic rules to follow and he would think more about how they applied to his upcoming circumstances. Mostly, Wade was comforted by the presence of Master and the knowledge that through spiritual guidance he could lay next to a beast capable of his destruction but still somehow remain safe. Wade wondered if the human beasts he was about to face in the Coletta mob would allow him that same peaceful space.
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It had been three weeks since the last meeting with Pisano. Hanna and Langer followed Pisano’s instructions and went about business as usual. Pisano had been thinking about Langer’s suggestion at the last meeting to make a connection for Hanna through Coletta’s wife and Ed’s sister’s friend. This connection would put Hanna directly in touch with Coletta’s wife, Linda, through her beautician, Jamie.
Pisano was still uncomfortable with all the loose ends that had to be addressed to make the connection work. But he was still interested in the general idea. He thought getting information from Coletta’s wife was probably a long shot. Even if the connection to Linda was made, how would Hanna develop rapport with Linda? They would also have to explain what Hanna was doing hanging around a beauty parlor in the middle of the day. Pisano was very detail-oriented and often thought long and hard before putting an undercover operation into action.
Langer and Hanna received another call to meet with the detective. This time they were told to go to what both thought was a strange location — Abe’s Records on Magazine Street. Pisano instructed, “When you get to the record store, tell the manager you are there for a meeting with Jake. He’ll show you where to go.” The meeting was set for mid-afternoon two days later.
Hanna arrived first and was on time. He wandered about the store looking around for Ed. He went down the isle as though shopping, pretending to read several record album covers. There was only one other person in the store, a woman on the other side of the aisle, also reading record album covers. A hoodlum-looking guy with a rough beard, and a white shirt hanging out below his sport coat, was behind the counter. Wade waited a while and looked at his watch. Ed was late; it was ten minutes after the hour.
Wade finally walked over to the bearded guy at the desk and asked, “Are you the manager?”
“I am today,” the guy answered, without looking up.
“I’m here for a meeting with Jake.”
The manager waived his hand, motioning Wade to come past the front desk and said, “Follow me.”
Wade felt uncomfortable. They went through a door just behind the desk where the manager had been sitting. Wade followed the man down a dimly lit hallway and made a couple of turns down other intersecting corridors. Crazy things were going through Wade’s mind. What the hell are we doing in a record store? Could this be a set up? What if the person he spoke to wasn’t Pisano? Where the hell was Ed? This could be a set up and a hit…
Wade followed down other passageways, making two more turns. He noticed all the narrow isles were lined with large cardboard boxes stacked from the floor to the ceiling on inventory shelves. The two men were now deep into the warehouse. The maze of isles stacked on both sides with the cardboard boxes gave Wade the creeps. The isles were thick enough with boxes to muffle any pistol sound. Where was this guy leading him? The isles were so narrow they there was no room to maneuver.
The guy in front of Wade started moving faster toward some unknown destination. None of this looked right to Wade, and he became increasingly worried. Why didn’t Ed show up? What are these boxes that have nothing to do with phonograph record business? They must be for deadening sound. Why the extensive maze of corridors?
All of a sudden, the manager stopped and turned around, facing Wade. There was a closed door to his right. The man quickly reached for something in his upper inside coat pocket. Wade thought it would be a gun. He knew he was dead. There was nowhere to turn in the narrow hall.
However, instead of a gun, the manager pulled out a key on a long chain.
By this time, Wade thought he’d soaked his pants. He watched as the man put the key in the lock and slowly turned. Wade didn’t know what was waiting for him behind the door. As it opened, light slowly filled the hallway.
With the door now ajar, his guide just looked at him and made a gesture toward the room as if to say, “Look who’s here.”
Wade was still reluctant to look in. He slowly approached the door opening. There sat Pisano, sitting by himself at a conference table reading some papers. Pisano nonchalantly said, “Hi, come in and have a seat.” He continued, “Ed called and said he would be a few minutes late. This is one of our safe houses. We own the place. I wanted you and Ed to know about it just in case. The manager is one of our guys.”
Wade was still nervous, but tried to act calmly.
Pisano asked, “How is the racing going? Win any races?”
Wade replied, “Yeah, we picked up a trophy in Modified-Stock last week.”
“Good. Was Ed with you?”
“No, he couldn’t make it.”
“I see you’re keeping up your regular routine, just the way we discussed it.”
Wade nodded. He thought Pisano asked a lot of questions he already knew the answer to.
Pisano said, “Having a presence right now at the track is important to our overall operation.”
Pisano knew the track was of great importance to Coletta’s operation. He frequently had undercover agents mingling there, fitting in and helping other pit crew members. Some of Coletta’s underbosses were usually at the track as well. Many of Coletta’s customers also had racing cars. Coletta was smart enough not to make direct sales at the track. The track, for Coletta was a place to get information, to see which customers needed parts, and to pick up any news. If one of the drivers blew an engine in a race, Coletta would know about it the next day. Pisano’s men observed Coletta’s men, picked up gossip and blended in with other pit crew members.
A knock on the door. Ed had arrived and took a chair near Wade, sitting across the table from Pisano.
Pisano started again. “I want you guys to know about this place. It’s a safe house in case you are being tailed or looking for a safe place in the neighborhood or can’t go home. We’ll meet here from time to time. I’ll give instructions to my men that you are okay to use the place whenever you need to.”
“I want to discuss some things with you that have come up recently.” Pisano, turning to Hanna said, “I spoke with Sara, Ed’s sister’s friend. She’s the one with the friend, Jamie, who is the beautician that does T.J.’s wife’s hair on Thursday afternoons at the beauty parlor.”
“At first I didn’t see how anything was going to work here. Talking to Sara, I found out her friend Jamie has a little problem I might be able to help her with. Anyway this connection is still a possibility, but it may only be a long shot. I’m still working on an angle.” Still addressing Hanna, Pisano added, “If we go down this road, you have to be very careful. I’ll come back to this in a minute.”
It was obvious to Wade that Pisano and Ed had talked before this meeting, and Ed had arranged the meeting between Pisano and his sister’s friend, Sarah. Ed never mentioned anything to him. This irritated Wade. He felt Ed should have at least told him about this arrangement, since they were working together and Wade’s life was at stake. Ed had seen Wade at his garage last week, and he hadn’t said a word about any of this. Although he was upset, Wade didn’t say anything at the meeting. He just gave Ed a betrayed and frustrated look. He thought Ed picked up on it.
Pisano now turned to Ed and said, “We got a nibble on the parts inquiry you made last week.”
Ed responded, “They seemed interested when I told them. I don’t think they suspect anything.”
Pisano said, “We’re going to go very slow and easy with this one. I don’t want you involved in any part of the actual transaction. Is that clear?”
Ed replied, “I understand. I haven’t asked about it, and they haven’t offered any information. I think they are going to be very suspicious on the first transaction if they make any contact at all.”
Pisano said, “They already have.”
Ed was very surprised, “What? They have?”
“Someone who works for your boss called. He goes by the name of Jerry. There may be a meeting in the next few days, but there’s been no discussion of parts or the money involved. We think they’re checking out my guy right now.”
A little worried, Ed asked, “What if they find something?”
Pisano replied, “My guy will check out fine. He’ll have all the right criminal references when they check. The less you know the better. You don’t know anything about the call, or meeting, or what they discussed. Understand?”
“Yes.”
Pisano explained further, “That’s why I’m not telling you any more about it.”
Pisano turned his attention back to Hanna again. “I have an idea about how a meeting might work, but I haven’t thought through all the details. Sara’s friend Jamie is Linda’s beautician. She’s agreed to show some interest in you romantically. Do you see where I’m going here?”
Wade was genuinely lost for a second. “I’m not sure I do.”
Pisano spelled it out for him. “Look, we first have to have a reason for you to be around a beauty shop in the middle of the day. You’re not getting your hair done.”
Wade still wasn’t nodding or speaking, so Pisano kept going. “I don’t want the other girls in the shop becoming suspicious or asking questions Linda might overhear. It’s got to be natural, like boyfriend and girlfriend just meeting for the first time. Do you understand now?”
Wade said, “I’m still confused. Why do I want to meet her in the beauty shop?”
“Just listen for a minute. I see you don’t get around girls very often?” Pisano replied.
Wade quietly admitted, “No.”
“Okay. You have a crush on the beautician, Jamie. You happen to come by and see her while you’re on that side of town on a Thursday afternoon — when Linda happens to be having her hair done. Get it?”
“Yeah, I do now.”
Pisano answers, “Good. That’s as far as I’ve gotten. I need to think through how you get friendly with Linda so it doesn’t look contrived. It’s got all be a natural coincidence. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
Pisano said “Sometimes doing undercover work, I would spend weeks just arranging a natural, coincidental meeting. This is still a long shot. It also depends on how much Linda knows and how scared she is.”
Turning back to Ed, Pisano said, “You cannot breathe a word of this to anyone, including Sara or your sister. Or your friend here,” gesturing toward Wade, “is dead meat.”
Pisano shifted in his chair a bit, getting ready to stand up. “Just to close out our meeting, I want to repeat that what I want now is to make sure everything gets back to normal. It may be a while before we see each other again, and I may meet with you both or with just one of you next time. Any questions?”
Wade had one. “Can I just drive by the shopping center where the beauty shop is — just to see the layout?”
“Yes. But do it quickly, and not on a Thursday.”
With that, the meeting ended.
It was only a week later that Wade got a call from Pisano, wanting to meet at the Ole Grille at 2:00 pm sharp the next day. Pisano asked Wade, “Did you go by the beauty shop?”
“Yes.”
“Good. We’ll talk more about it when I see you.”
They met at the scheduled time, at Pisano’s preferred table. Pisano began by saying, “We’re going to do a dry run on the meeting with Linda. First, I want you to see Jamie. I want you two to talk for a while, just to get to know each other. She said her slowest times are on Monday afternoons. So you’re going to see her next Monday afternoon. There will be other girls in the shop looking you over. You have to have your story down. You are a nice young guy who happens to know a mutual friend, Sara, who has just recently introduced you and Jamie. You haven’t really dated yet; you just like each other, and you want to see more of Jamie. Jamie will introduce you to the other girls in the shop.”
Pisano stopped and asked, “Are you getting this, Hanna?” Wade’s blank stare exasperated him. “It’s a natural meeting between boy and girl. It happens every day like this.” His frustration began to show in his tone as he continued, “I can see you don’t get around much. You look confused. You’re spending too much time with your engines.”
Wade just asked, “What do we talk about?”
“Anything light. Do you know anything about what the opposite sex might find interesting? Not engines, hot rods, or football. Do you know anything about cooking? Do you listen to music or know what bands are popular? Or what concerts are coming up around the lakefront?”
“Do you want me to ask her out on a date?”
“No, that would embarrass her in front of the other girls in the shop. You’re just visiting and making light conversation, something normal people do when they’re trying to meet someone of the opposite sex. Are you getting this? I’m a little worried that if you’re not natural you’ll cause suspicion.”
Pisano got an idea. “Practice conversations with other girls, and get comfortable in this situation. And remember these practice runs will be important, because you’re getting ready for a meeting at a whole different level soon. With the crime bosses’ wife. In that meeting you can’t make a mistake.”
“I’ll have an undercover agent at the strip center right across the street during the dry run. I’m not comfortable with putting someone in the shop with you, since the other girls haven’t seen you before. You’ll be on your own. The meeting’s set up, and I’ll let you know if Jamie for some reason wants to pull out. I’m helping her as a small favor with her brother’s problem. Hopefully she’s in for playing her role.”
The dry run with Jamie at Ronda’s beauty shop went better than expected. It was less stressful than Wade had imagined it would be, mainly because Jamie performed great and kept the conversation going. The other girls in the shop thought Wade was cute and that Jamie and Wade made a nice couple.
With the dry run over, it was time to get ready for the meeting with Coletta’s wife.
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Several weeks passed after the practice meeting with Jamie before Pisano called Wade again to meet at the Old Grill. Wade was on time, as usual. Pisano seemed a little late and hurried, like something was bothering him. Hanna hadn’t heard anything since the meeting with Jamie, so he was worried that Pisano’s look suggested there may have been a problem. But it turned out that wasn’t the case.
Pisano said, “I’m in a bit of a rush today. Look, the meeting with Jamie went well. She actually likes you, and she said the other girls in the beauty shop liked you and were also impressed. That means we’ve established, at least within the shop, that you are a good fit for Jamie and the other girls. We now have to set up the real meeting.”
Jamie became a beautician right after high school. She had hoped for a more professional education and a higher paying job, but her alternative career choices hadn’t worked out. Her family couldn’t afford to put her through more schooling after high school. But Jamie had talent and worked hard, and by the time Wade met her, she had become an excellent hair stylist with a growing customer base. Her most valued customer was Linda Coletta. Linda had been a regular customer of Jamie’s for over three years. Through Linda spreading the word about how good Jamie was, Jamie was able to pick up several new customers. She was as busy as any girl in the shop and always in demand. Linda would tell Jamie, “Don’t you get so busy you can’t take care of me.” To which Jamie would reply, “That’ll never happen.”
There was definitely a rapport and friendship between Linda and Jamie that went beyond hairdresser and customer, although Linda was older than Jamie by about ten years. Linda was also an excellent tipper. In addition to a big tip after a hair dressing, she would come around each Christmas with presents and cash. She tipped the other girls in the shop during Christmas as well. Linda liked a specific chair and work station in the shop, toward the back and side, and it was always made available to her. Her regular appointment was always at two o’clock on Thursdays. She was rarely late and never missed her appointment. Most of the time she came alone, but sometimes she would bring her young daughter, Mindy. Mindy was Linda’s daughter from a prior relationship; before Linda became involved with T.J. Coletta.
Linda was a tall, moderately attractive brunette with medium length hair. Before meeting Coletta, she worked at a night club as a waitress. She eventually became a bartender at one of the dive bars in the city frequented by various mob characters. She met T.J. in that setting and moved in with him, along with her daughter, after T.J. was released from prison. She had been with him approximately three years. She typically wore some flashy jewelry and would be considered overdressed for a salon appointment compared to other patrons. She drove a baby blue Cadillac Coupe DeVille that T.J. had given her as a present. She was expected by T.J. to always look nice and play the role of a mob boss wife whenever T.J. needed to be in mixed company.
By pure coincidence, Jamie seemed to have the right background for the role Pisano wanted her to play in his little drama. During high school, Jamie took and loved drama classes and appeared in several plays in a semi-leading role. She was perfect for this part and appreciated the fact that Pisano was helping out her brother.
Jamie’s younger brother, Mike, had a drinking problem and had gotten into trouble with juvenile authorities. At fifteen, Mike had already received several speeding tickets. His last speeding episode had resulted in an accident, and he was about to lose his license if the injured party pressed charges. Pisano thought he might be able to help. He agreed to speak with juvenile authorities and see what he could do.
Hanna wasn’t aware of it, but Pisano and Jamie had already met a couple of times in preparation for the Linda meeting. Pisano met with his contact in the juvenile prosecution division of the DA’s office to see what he could do for Mike.
He also promised Jamie he would speak to Mike and impress upon him the seriousness of his crimes and try to convince him he needed help with his drinking problem. Pisano explained to Jamie that he might be able to explain the number of tickets Mike had received, as well as the accident, to his drinking problem. In this way, it might be possible to get his license suspension reduced down to six months from the mandatory five years. He also thought he might be able to get the six-month sentence in a juvenile detention facility suspended if Mike promised to go into to an alcohol rehabilitation center. Pisano was up front with Jamie and told her he couldn’t guarantee any results but that he would try to get this done for her if she helped him.
Jamie was very thankful for Pisano’s efforts. Jamie knew Linda was the wife of one of the local crime bosses, but she didn’t know anything about T.J. Coletta or his organization. Pisano wanted to keep it that way. In Pisano’s view, the fact that Jamie lacked knowledge about Linda’s husband was perfect. All he was asking her to do was to pretend to be Wade’s boyfriend until Wade and Linda made a connection — and to let Pisano know if Linda ever expressed any problems at home when the girls talked. Pisano didn’t want Jamie having conversations with Wade outside of the planned meetings as they were set up.
Pisano described to Jamie how he wanted her to act and what he wanted her to say. He used role playing situations to get his points across. Pisano thought that Jamie’s drama training and experience would be an asset, and he approached her training as a director would approach training an actress for a stage production. His method worked; Jamie took to the preparation sessions like she was in rehearsal for a staring role in the opening night of a new play.
Pisano worked Hanna separately. While his work with Jamie went smoothly, he had more concerns about Hanna’s performance. Because of Hanna’s shyness, Pisano wasn’t sure how he would react if something came up unexpectedly. Hanna’s awkwardness showed through in practice. But he had been able to overcome his shyness in the warm-up meeting with Jamie and the other girls in the shop, largely because of Jamie. Her naturally outgoing personality provided a nice offset to Hanna’s shyness and uncertainty.
Pisano called a final get-together with Wade to make sure he was on track for the meeting with Linda. He looked at Wade and asked, “Well, are you ready for the big meeting?”
“I think so.”
“I’d like to go over a few things, and I want you to just listen.” Pisano began to describe the scene. “The meeting is going to happen at the salon next Thursday around 3:00. You’re in the area visiting your aunt May and dropping by to say hello to Jamie.”
“Jamie will have already told Linda a little about you and that you may be dropping by to say ‘hello’. Linda will be expecting to meet you, but you are not expecting to meet Linda. Linda will just happen to be in Jamie’s chair at the time you arrive. You’ll be surprised and won’t want to bother Jamie while she’s at work.”
“Jamie will lead the three of you in exchanging niceties, which might even include some ‘girl talk’. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable if the ‘girl talk’ happens.” Pisano asked, “Are you with me so far?”
Wade nodded.
Pisano continued, “You’ll smile and be nice to the other girls in the shop, but not get into any long conversations with them.”
Pisano set the next scene. “At some point while Jamie is doing Linda’s hair, she’ll excuse herself to go to the storeroom in the back to get some hair product. This will put you and Linda alone for a minute or two. In this short time, I want you to make light conversation and answer any questions Linda might pose. You’re not interviewing her; you’re just making conversation, keeping everything light and natural. You might get asked about your relationship with Jamie. You need to be ready to respond to that in a calm way. You’re just in the early stages of dating. You haven’t been out alone on a date yet. That’s the story Jamie has already told Linda. Your stories have to match.”
Pisano paused to check Wade’s intake of all of this. “Are you with me?”
”Yes, but what do I talk to Linda about?”
“That depends on whether Linda decides to initiate conversation or you have to initiate it. If she starts the conversation, you talk about whatever she wants to talk about. Just make sure you get your facts right.”
“Like what?”
“Like how long you have known Jamie or how long you have been seeing each other. Whatever you say has to match any information Jamie has given Linda. By the way, you have known each other about six weeks, but the two of you haven’t really gone out on a real date yet. That date is coming, and you can’t wait to get to that stage.”
Pisano was worried about the blank look on Wade’s face.
“Is any of this sinking in?”
Wade simply nodded his head, as he usually did in answer to these kinds of questions.
“I keep having to explain things that you should know about,” Said Pisano, sounding sincerely concerned.
“What if Linda asks me something I don’t know anything about, like hair styling?”
“You’re making this harder than it is. The answer is you don’t know! Don’t ever try to bluff your answer when you don’t know the real answer. It’s all got to be natural and honest.”
The conversation continued for a while, covering more “what if” scenarios. After considering Wade’s shyness, Pisano decided it would be a good idea if Wade brought Jamie a small box of chocolates, nothing fancy or expensive looking. Pisano thought it might provide a prop to help Hanna get into normal conversation. At the very least it would be an object of some conversation.
With Wade’s agreement to pick up the chocolates, the conversation ended.
Pisano had arranged for a young, female, undercover detective to get her hair done by one of the other girls in the shop at the same time Wade’s meeting was to take place. Pisano wanted independent eyes observing the meeting, even if not much of what was exchanged between Jamie and Linda could be heard. It would also give him an independent reading of Linda — her body language around Wade — and perhaps serve to pick up information from girl talk overheard in the shop. Pisano had another undercover agent across the strip center who had a clear vision of the front door and parking lot of the salon. Pisano wanted to be sure Linda was not followed.
Linda pulled into the center in her baby blue Cadillac just before 2:00 pm for her appointment. Wade strolled into the shop to see Jamie, with his small box of chocolates, about a half-hour later. At the time Wade entered the shop, Linda’s hair had been shampooed and was up in a towel.
Wade greeted Jamie by saying, “Hi, I was just in the area and thought I’d stop buy. I picked these up for you.” He handed Jamie the box of chocolates.
Jamie hadn’t known the chocolates were coming but responded perfectly. She said, “Well, Wade that was so nice of you! You didn’t need to do that.” She showed Linda the box of chocolates then walked over and kissed Wade on the cheek and said, “Thank you.”
After the kiss, as if on cue, Jamie put her arm in Wade’s arm, bringing him closer to Linda saying, “Come over here I want you to meet someone.”
Wade came closer to Linda and Jamie said, “This is my long-time friend and customer, Linda.”
Wade said politely, “Nice meeting you.”
Jamie turned to Linda and said, “Wade comes by when he goes to see his aunt who isn’t feeling very well.”
Wade started feeling calmer as he got warmed up to the conversation. He said, “She’s feeling a little better today.”
Linda jumped in, asking, “Does she live very far from here?”
Wade replied that she lived only about a couple of miles away.
Jamie gestured toward the other girls in the shop, and asked Wade, “You remember the girls?”
Of course they were all aware that Wade was there, and they were ready to return his wave and smile.
Jamie turned and told Linda, “Hang on here a minute and talk to Wade while I go to the back and get your coloring.”
That left Linda and Wade alone, facing each other. Wade was not quite sure what to say next, but Linda picked up the conversation. “Jamie tells me you play, or used to play football."
“Yes, I used to play guard.”
“Who do you think is going to win the city championship this year?”
Wade was surprised by the question but very comfortable with the subject matter. “I think it’ll be a repeat of last year.” Wade really found Linda easy to talk to and quickly forgot she was the wife of a crime boss who could, with a word to her husband, have him killed.
After a little more conversation, Jamie returned to the station with the coloring solution.
Wade smiled and said, “I have to leave now. I just wanted to stop by. It was a pleasure meeting you, Linda.”
Linda smiled and waved, and Jamie put her arm in Wade’s and walked him to the door saying, “I hope to see you soon.”
After Wade left, Linda turned to Jamie and said, “He’s a cute one. You can have him come around here anytime.” Similar comments were made by the other girls in the shop about how cute Jamie and Wade were as a couple.
Pisano couldn’t have been more pleased with the meeting and called Wade to tell him he had done a good job. Wade noted that this was the first time Pisano ever complimented him.
Several months went by, and numerous “chance meetings” were arranged at the beauty shop. All of the meetings went very smoothly. In fact, Jamie really started to like Wade and now considered him a real personal friend. Linda was very comfortable with him, as well, and enjoyed encouraging the relationship between Jamie and Wade during girl talk with Jamie.
Everything on both the Hanna and Langer fronts was going well until a set of unforeseen, independent events occurred, which suddenly put the operation in jeopardy. Langer and Hanna’s lives were suddenly at serious risk.
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Ed Langer continued collecting mob information and selling individual car parts for the gang as instructed by Pisano. He was instrumental in helping Pisano set up several large parts purchases by Pisano’s uncover team. Each purchase got Pisano closer to the top of Coletta’s operation. Pisano made sure Langer at all times remained a low-level street guy within the organization in order to maintain his cover. Langer was never directly part of any of the undercover purchases.
Pisano now understood from his undercover purchases that large orders had to be sourced and assembled from multiple locations and divisions of Coletta’s organization. He saw how these different divisions operated, and he pursued the idea of creating tension between divisions by his purchases. One of the techniques Pisano used was to have his operatives express concern about the quality of parts being received from one division as compared to another division. Pisano pushed the quality issue further by having his operatives negotiate a lower price because of the poorer quality of different parts. Tensions began emerging among Coletta’s various divisions.
Pisano’s sting operations eventually lead to significant arrests of several divisional heads, who in turn ratted on other divisional leaders they disliked. As further arrests were made, word got back to Coletta that certain members in custody ratted on others members. This increased inter-divisional feuds leading to several violent clashes between some divisions. Sanctioned hits were ordered against internal divisional rivals, and bloodshed began within the organization ranks.
Pisano was pleased with the divisional clashes, as the mob members were taking each other out. At one point, Pisano was called in by his boss to explain the increased violence and killings. Pisano shrugged his shoulders, hid his smile, and said, “Fundamentally they’re just a brutal gang. They turn on themselves. They can’t help it. Considering they are killing only each other in these attacks, these are statistics we should be able to live with.”
Suspicions ran high within Coletta’s crime syndicate. Coletta personally believed they had a leak and started his own investigation and purging campaign. Times were very tense if you were inside the Coletta organization. Pisano realized this, and in an effort to protect his operatives, he backed off of purchases for a while and let their internal pot just simmer. Pisano knew all too well the devil was always in the details, and details are what kept him alive when he was undercover.
Pisano’s undercover operation had grown in proportion to the growing complexity of the Coletta crime organization. By this time, cars were being dismantled in at least 25 fronted junk yards and auto repair shops which were owned or controlled by Coletta. Parts were being sent to at least three states outside Louisiana going as far south as Florida. Louisiana was still the center of operation for the ring. Similar but smaller operations controlled by Coletta’s network appeared in Mississippi, Texas, Alabama, Georgia and South Carolina. These out-of-state operations were small by comparison to Louisiana, but employed the same acquisition, dismantling, and reselling systems developed and perfected by the Louisiana operation.
As Coletta’s operations got larger, they became more complex and difficult to manage. Some got a little sloppy. In one of Coletta’s dismantling operations, Pisano’s undercover operatives found one important inconsistency. One particular yard failed to completely remove all of the VIN, engine, and ID numbers on parts leaving the yard. Most major parts from this yard had two or three of the original numbers left intact and readable. By matching up the original parts numbers and comparing those numbers with theft reports, they were able to trace the parts to the stolen vehicles. Pisano’s men were also able to trace the readable numbers through the reselling hands. In this way, they were able to trace a part from the original vehicle stolen through Coletta’s distribution system to the ultimate buyer. Even with only two numbers in a sequence visible on a part, Pisano’s team was able to match it with one of several specific locations where certain parts were sourced for several out-of-state operations. This led to sting operations and arrests that put intermediate bosses in custody, but those arrests were never tied directly to the top of the organization.
Shortly after the Coletta’s operation became involved in out-of-state theft and transactions, the FBI became involved. An FBI team was assigned to Pisano to review his operation. They came away very impressed. In fact, they came away so impressed they let Pisano maintain the lead role. Since there weren’t any out-of-state organized bosses involved at that time, the FBI was content to concentrate on the out — of-state connections and operations. One of the contributions of the FBI involvement in Pisano’s operation came from the FBI technology lab.
Pisano’s FBI counterpart was Jeff Sims. One day the two were discussing the complexity of Coletta’s operation, and Sims told Pisano about a new invisible paint product the FBI lab had developed for marking and tracing materials in the hands of criminals. Pisano was interested and asked Sims how he could learn more about it. Sims contacted FBI headquarters and was put in touch with a lead chemist at the FBI lab just outside Atlanta. Sims told Pisano he could take him up to the lab to talk to one of the supervising chemist.
Sims and Pisano flew to Atlanta the following week. They arrived at a small building outside a much larger facility where they were processed and given identity tags. They were met in the lobby of the large building by an FBI crime lab chemist who introduced himself as Bob. The three men went through one of the doors and down a hallway, passing several chemical laboratories along the way. They stopped to get some coffee from a machine in the hallway before being ushered to a small conference room just outside one of the labs. Bob left Sims and Pisano in the room and said, “I’ll be right back.”
Bob soon returned with several sample materials in his hand and said, “These have all been marked with the tracing compound.” He passed the samples around and continued, “In these samples, you have the tracing compound applied to paper, fabric, plastic, and metal.”
Jake and Jeff carefully looked at each sample from different angles and held them each one up to the overhead light to see if they could find any indication of the marking. They rubbed their fingers across the samples, feeling to see if there was a raised indication of a substance being applied.
Pisano was impressed. “You can’t see or feel anything.”
Bob reached back across his chair and pulled out a small blue-black light made with a special wave-length bulb developed by the FBI. Bob shined it on the materials. Each sample suddenly lit up with electric blue glowing numbers and notations. On the metal piece Pisano was holding, the marker read, “You can’t see me.”
Jake thought, Obviously an inside chemist joke.
Bob went on to explain that the key to the compound was its durability. “We’ve had disappearing ink since as far back as the early 1800’s. The problem with those chemicals was that they wouldn’t stand up on multiple surfaces or survive the elements. Our compound is stable and durable and has been tested to stand up to sub-zero cold and high heat. That’s because our compound uses a state-of-the art polymer reflective materials.”
Pisano, as usual, had questions. “Have you tested the product in the field?”
Bob answered, “Yes, we used it in both a kidnapping and in a money laundering case.”
“How did it hold up as evidence?”
“It held up fine. We just had to explain to the court how it worked and how you are able to take pictures of the compound under the light with Tungsten film and a special filter.”
“Is it paint or what?”
“It’s really more like a dye or stain. It actually goes into the pores of the surface instead of sitting on top.”
Pisano wasn’t done asking questions. “Is there a name for this stuff?”
“I’m sure the FBI will eventually come out with an official name for it, but around here we just call it Blue Dye Seven or BD-7 for short.”
“Where did the ‘seven’ come from?”
“It was the seventh chemical experiment in a series. The one where we finally got the formulas right to make the final compound.”
“How do you apply the stuff?” Pisano’s thoughts had taken a turn in the direction of practical interest.
“Let’s go into the lab, and I’ll give you a demonstration. To answer your question though, we have large and small hand-held applicators with sponge tips. We also have marking pens where the solution is in the cylinder for marking small items. We have the compound in aerosol spray cans and we have it in regular paint cans so that it can also be applied with a brush or roller. We usually use the paint cans or rollers for large objects on building rooftops to aid in helicopter surveillance.”
Pisano said, “I like the pen applicators.”
The three men went into the laboratory, and Bob demonstrated the application process using all three methods. Bob let Jake and Jeff each do their own application and explained, “It takes from 12 to 30 seconds to dry, typically, depending on temperature and humidity.”
Bob further explained, “We also have a companion chemical that we can use to bring out or enhance the underlying compound if it has degraded. It works like a catalyst, bolstering any reflective chemical residue of the main compound.”
The men discussed various applications and uses for the next hour. Pisano liked what he heard. It was no surprise when he asked Jeff, “Can we get some of this for the operation? I have some ideas about how we can use it.”
“Sure, just let me know what you need.”
Jeff and Jake thanked Bob, and they left the FBI facility and headed back to the airport and their flight home. On the way, Pisano said, “I’m going to keep the BD-7 information close to the vest and just let a few of my operatives know about it. I can see some application to tracing parts from various locations, including out-of-state facilities where we can work together on this thing.”
Jeff said “I agree.”
Jake replied, “I think we’re going to need some kind of coded inventory system to keep track of everything, though. It could get complicated with all the different parts.”
“I know some of our forensic accountants in the D.C. office. Let me see if I can get one of those guys to design a system for you.”
“That would be great, but it has to be simple enough for my guys to understand.”
Jeff agreed to follow up when they got back to New Orleans.
Within a few weeks, Pisano had a coding system and supplies of Blue Dye Seven in his hands and began applying it on a test basis. He had operatives working in several of Coletta’s yards and repair shops. They would mark a part, then follow it as it travelled through the crime distribution system. Early results were good, and Pisano was ready to expand the parts marking system.
During these tests, Pisano was surprised to find that many of the dyed parts ended up being sold to the service departments of licensed retail auto dealers trying to make an extra buck on the side. Pisano saw the auto dealers as another avenue he would pursue in the future, but for now he wanted to keep his eye on the ball.
Only a very few members of Pisano team were ever told about Blue Dye Seven. Ed Langer and Wade Hanna were never told anything about the dye. Unfortunately as the dye’s use expanded, Coletta’s organization somehow got wind of it. In a parts undercover buying operation, one of Pisano’s operatives heard Blue Dye mentioned. To make matters worse, he heard it mentioned in connection with Ed Langer’s name.
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Luke was the Pisano operative who heard Ed Langer’s name mentioned in connection with the Blue Dye Seven marker. A meeting had been held between Luke and a Coletta underboss by the name of Sam. The two men had met before in another parts purchase. The purpose of this meeting was for Luke to take delivery of parts he’d ordered from Sam’s division for cash. They met in a large chain link fenced yard just outside the city. The yard’s surface was covered with crushed oyster shells. The yard had a covered, open shed in one corner, where Sam kept the forklift.
Sam had arrived first in a silver-gray sedan and had parked his car over by the forklift shed and waited for his truck and for Luke to arrive. The driver of Luke’s truck pulled in first, turned around at the far end of the yard, and then backed up so the end could be easily loaded by the fork lift. Sam’s truck arrived with the parts and parked parallel to Luke’s truck, about 30 feet away.
In this parking configuration, the forklift had easy access to both trucks. The two drivers unlocked and rolled up their rear doors. Luke soon arrived in a dark blue sedan and parks between the two trucks. Luke and Sam began walking toward the center of the big yard. Luke held a gym bag in one hand. The two men greeted each other behind the trucks and shook hands.
Pisano didn’t like his men being wired for sound, except in very specialized and controlled circumstances. It was just too dangerous. For capturing evidence of transactions, Pisano preferred cameras.
The truck Luke had brought in had a 24-foot, dual axel body, with double rear wheels on each axle for carrying heavy loads. The truck, like all of Pisano’s parts trucks, came from the NOPD seized vehicle pool, modified to his specifications. Each truck had a false ceiling with a 5" gap between the actual truck roof and the interior ceiling. The interior ceiling was covered in distressed three-eighths inch plywood scraped and beat up to match the side walls and floor. Installed in the false ceiling space were three cameras.
Two cameras were mounted at the top of the truck, facing the rear, and a third camera was mounted just above the cab, facing forward. The rear camera lenses were mounted behind small holes alongside the running light fixtures. There were five hidden switches at various locations along the underside of the truck body and inside the cab, so the cameras could be easily activated without calling attention to the flipping of the on-off switch. The cameras and film or video recording devices were long-running and set to automatically shut off when the recording reached the end of the reel. Most tapes ran three to four hours, depending on the cassette.
Unloading and loading of the trucks was accomplished through the rear roll-up doors, which provided easy access to a forklift. Each camera came with a wide-angle lens and, being mounted fourteen feet above the ground, gave a good birds-eye view of all activity taking place at the rear of the truck. The two cameras at the back overlapped images so that a full 180 degrees of activity could be recorded. The camera in the front covered meetings and sometimes money exchanges that occurred at night when headlights were used to light the area in remote locations. The truck camera setup was ideal for Pisano, and his men were very good at moving the suspect and activities into the right position to be captured by the cameras. By this time, Pisano had hundreds of hours of recorded Coletta transactions which would eventually be reduced to evidence stills and tape or film for trial.
Luke’s driver, another undercover operative, stood in the empty cavity of his truck, waiting for the forklift to start loading Sam’s parts.
Pisano’s male undercover agents, unlike his female operatives, were not a pretty lot. Luke was barrel-chested, just over six feet tall, with large biceps and a slender waist. He had a ten-day beard and medium length hair. He wore a black undershirt under a faded green, plaid, long-sleeved shirt, which was unbuttoned and hanging outside his pants. He wore denim jeans and worn work boots. He also wore a black watch cap and carried a .45 caliber automatic in a back holster with an extra clip under his plaid over-shirt.
Luke also carried a small stub-nose .38 revolver in a calf holster strapped to the inside of his left leg. Pisano didn’t like his agents carrying government or departmental issued weapons for their own protection in case they were ever captured. Luke’s .45 was an older model that had been modified. Most of the bluing on the weapon was gone and bare metal showed through in several places. The serial number had been ground off, and the handles were old, inexpensive, plastic, aftermarket replacements. One handle had a crack and was held together with white medical tape. The appearance of Luke’s weapon might have given the wrong impression to anyone who happened to see it. Luke was one of the top ranked marksmen in the force and held the highest shooting score with this weapon at the police academy training facility.
The transfer that afternoon was to include three complete engines, four transmissions, two rear and front-end axel assemblies, and two fenders.
Luke asked “Do you have everything we discussed?”
Sam answered, “Of course — you got the cash?”
Luke opened his gym bag and showed Sam the large stacks of small bills, Coletta’s preferred form of payment. Sam motioned his forklift driver to start transferring parts from his truck to Luke’s truck. The forklift truck positioned itself at the back of Sam’s truck and started lifting the first palette of parts.
The complete engines were on wooden engine skids, and the skids were secured to the pallets wrapped with metal strapping. They were the heaviest of the parts and would be loaded last over the rear wheels of Luke’s truck.
As the two men watched the unloading, Luke wanted to get Sam closer to the back of his truck and at the right angle for the cameras. As the two men were talking, Luke started slowly walking towards the back of the trucks. Luke didn’t want Sam thinking about his moving closer, so he distracted him. Luke walked over to a pot hole a few feet away, and started kicking the dirt around the pot hole with his shoe. He asked about the surface of the lot, “Sam is this stuff oyster shells?” Luke continued kicking a larger pot hole a few feet closer to the truck.
Sam answered, “Yeah.”
As Luke walked to another pot hole and kicked around its edge, he said to Sam, “You guys gotta fix these pot holes. You need to resurface the yard. Someone’s going to break their neck or an axel.”
Sam replied, “Not our yard. We just use it as a favor from the owner.”
By the time they finished this pothole discussion, Luke had managed to position Sam right where he wanted him in front of the cameras.
“Where’s this load going?” Sam asked.
Luke replied, “It’s going to Mississippi. It takes a while to get there. We only travel on the highway part of the time. Our guys know where the highway cops have their stakeouts and where the weigh-in stations are. We get off the highway and go down surface roads to get around those places.”
When the loading was almost complete, Sam surprised Luke by asking, “Are you guys going to check for that hidden blue paint the feds are using?”
“What blue paint? I don’t know anything about it.”
“You ought to check with your guy Ed Langer about that paint.”
“Who is Ed Langer? Never heard of him.”
Nothing more was said. The parts were loaded, and Luke took out each stack of eleven pre-wrapped bills and handed them to Sam, one at a time, counting each stack as he handed it over.
The counting of the cash was perfectly in line with the cameras. Luke dug around in his bag and handed Sam a brown plastic bag to put the money in. Luke said “I’ve got to keep my gym bag in case I start working out again.” Each stack of bills handed to Sam was marked in code on the lower left corner with Blue Dye Seven.
Luke reported the entire incident with Sam and the reference to Langer and blue paint to Pisano. Pisano called Langer and asked if he knew anything about the blue dye. Langer confirmed he knew nothing about the blue dye.
Pisano believed Ed Langer and thought something else was going on. It was possible that the Coletta mob heard of the blue paint from a sting operation being conducted by the FBI. Pisano called his FBI counterpart and was told they didn’t think so but would do more checking.
Several days after this parts transaction, one of Langer’s bosses was ordered to follow Ed Langer. The day Ed was being followed, he was going to Hanna’s garage to deliver a part and help Wade get ready for the weekend race. Langer was also planning to go to the race and help Wade at the track.
Later that evening one of Ed’s bosses was ordered to follow him and showed up at his home. The two were having a heated discussion in the driveway. Ed’s parents could hear the noise but were not able to make out the words. Ed’s boss was asking Langer some very direct questions about certain parts and who purchased them. He was also asking who he knew in Coletta’s operation and about the names of certain large customers. He also asked Langer about people in the drag racing community who were his customers from the track and what and when they last bought from him.
Finally, his boss asked him what he knew about blue dye or blue paint being used by the Feds. Langer answered all the questions honestly and convincingly. He insisted that he didn’t know anything about any Blue Dye. His boss actually began to calm down and seemed satisfied with Langer’s answer. Ed’s boss said he was going to do some checking and he would get back to him. Ed said “fine” and his boss returned to his car and drove off.
Nothing else happened that evening but it scared the hell out of Langer. He was very agitated and called Pisano the next day. He and Pisano met alone at a remote location where Ed told him the story in detail.
Pisano heard him out, and at the end of the story, he felt the mob was too close to Langer and his cover was probably blown. Pisano didn’t want Langer to know anything about Blue Dye Seven, so he didn’t say anything about it. He told Langer he was concerned and wanted him to back off of doing anything with Hanna for the time.
Pisano’s street sense kicked into high gear. He didn’t know if they were setting up Langer to take a fall within the organization or if they were just throwing out bait to get a response and reaction to their general suspicions. Pisano didn’t know how they found out about the Blue Dye or why they were tying Langer to it. Pisano even thought they may be trying to set him up. He immediately put the word out with his street contacts and informants, looking for any information he could find.
Because of Langer’s low level within the operation, Pisano didn’t know why the organization had focused on him or why they had questions about the race track and Blue Dye. He just didn’t feel Langer was safe and wanted him to back off and go low profile. He thought this might be the time to pull Langer completely out of the operation and was seriously considering that alternative.
Another parts purchase was scheduled between Luke and Sam in two weeks. Pisano considered canceling that transaction depending on what his informants found.
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Within a week of meeting Langer, after the Blue Dye transaction incident, Pisano was faced with another unsuspecting problem in Hanna’s operation at the salon. Wade Hanna had been appearing as scheduled, with intermittent visits to the beauty shop on Thursdays to see Jamie and Linda. On the week Hanna was not to show, Linda also didn’t show for her regular scheduled hair appointment with Jamie.
Jamie called the number she had for Linda, but there was no answer. Jamie called Wade and told him the story and asked him what she should do.
Wade said calmly, “I wouldn’t worry about it. She probably had a schedule conflict. See if she calls you next week.”
Jamie replied, “She’s never done this. She’s never missed an appointment since I’ve known her. She called me one other time when she was going to be fifteen minutes late. It’s just not like her. I’m very worried about her.”
“I understand,” Wade said. “You might try to reach her again. Let me know if anything changes.”
Wade didn’t hear back from Jamie that day.
The following day at about 5:00 in the afternoon, Linda came into the shop and was hardly recognizable. She was badly bruised and could hardly walk. Her sunglasses covered two black eyes. Her nose had been broken, her lip was split in two places, and her face was badly bruised and swollen. She looked horrible.
Jamie saw her first and said, “Oh my God what happened to you?” They hugged each other and cried together. The other girls in the shop came over and all started crying.
Linda, having partially gained her composure, said, “I’m so sorry I missed my appointment. I wanted to call but I couldn’t.”
One of the girls asked, “Poor thing. Were you in a car wreck?”
Linda shook her head no, and leaned on Jamie’s shoulder and started to cry again. Sobbing she said, “T.J. did this to me.” She continued between sobs, “It’s over between us — this time for real. I’m worried about Mindy.”
The girls at the shop were aghast. One of them brought over a chair. Linda collapsed into it while still clinging to Jamie.
Consoling Linda, Jamie asked, “Where’s Mindy?”
Linda said, “She has been at my sister’s friend Carla’s house for the last two days, since T.J. and I started arguing.”
“The son of a bitch is going to kill me. He already tried. I think he could also go after Mindy to get back at me.”
Everyone gathered around Linda, again in tears. The girls hugged Linda and offered her tissues.
“You have to go to the police,” said Jamie firmly. “This is not right.”
Linda quickly replied, “No, don’t call the police or we’ll all be dead. You have no idea how brutal T.J. can be! I saw that before I moved in with him and should have known better. I was just trying to give Mindy a better life.”
When Linda had walked in, Jamie had a customer in her chair. Jamie asked the customer if she would mind having one of the other girls finish so she could attend to her friend who had been in a car accident. Now Jamie asked the other girls if they would mind leaving her alone with Linda for a minute.
One of the other girls helped Jamie’s customer to another chair.
Jamie asked Linda, “Where are you staying?”
“I just left the hospital 45 minutes ago. T.J. thinks I’m still there. I have so much going through my head right now, I don’t know what to do. You were the only person I trusted and could think of.”
Linda started crying again and said, “I have to get Mindy.” She looked imploringly at Jamie. “Do you know anyone who can help me? I need to get Mindy somewhere safe.”
Jamie took a deep breath, but met Linda’s eyes and said, “You can stay at my house.”
“Thanks, but you don’t understand. If T.J. finds out you helped me, you’ll be killed — he’s that brutal.”
Jamie still had her arm around Linda, helping wipe the tears running down her battered face. She said, “Let me get in touch with my boyfriend, Wade. He may know someone.”
Linda replied, “I like Wade.”
Jamie said “I’ll be right back.” She went to call Wade. Shaking, she told Wade the story.
Wade was calm and said he would take care of it. He said he was calling Pisano and would be right over to the salon. Wade instructed Jamie, “Just tell Linda I’m calling a family friend who can help and will be right over. Have Linda stay right there; don’t let her leave even if you have to take her car keys away. Everything will be okay.”
Jamie went back to Linda, who was calmer now, and told her, “I spoke to Wade, and he knows someone he thinks might help. He’s on his way over and should be here very soon.”
Linda choked, “Thank you,” and started crying again.
Wade immediately called Pisano to find out what to do.
Pisano thought quickly. “I’m coming to pick you up, and we’re going to the salon together.”
Wade asked, “Do you think it’s a good idea for me to be there with you?”
“Yes, we have to do it this way because your being there will give me instant credibility with Linda. I wouldn’t have a chance with her alone — she’s too scared right now.”
Pisano arrived to pick up Wade within minutes, and they headed for the beauty salon. On the way, Pisano told Wade, “Don’t introduce me by my real name. Just say I’m a family friend. I’ll take it from there.” He removed his weapon, holster, and badge and told Wade to put them in the glove compartment. They made it to the beauty salon in less than 35 minutes.
Wade asked, “What about Jamie? She knows you too.”
“Don’t worry about Jamie. She’ll pick up on my cue.”
When Wade and Pisano walked in, Jamie was still helping Linda clean up at the sink at Jamie’s station. Linda seemed a lot calmer.
Wade walked over to the two women. He gave Linda a hug. He then gave Jamie a hug and said, “I brought a family friend with me. He might be able to help.”
Pisano introduced himself as Jake Lawrence and said, “I’m a former police officer with the NOPD and now work with the department on a consulting basis. I’ve dealt with these situations many times before, and we should be able to help you and your daughter.”
Linda looked cautiously at Wade and asked, “How does he know so much?”
“I told him what I heard from Jamie as we drove over. I think you should listen to him. He’s helped other people in my family before.”
Pisano sat calmly next to Linda and said, “I’m going to have to ask you a few questions so I can get you out of here and to a safe place.”
Linda, now accepting Pisano, nodded and wiped her nose, and said, “What do you want to know?”
Pisano proceeded with a series of questions, as if he had done this many times before. He would ask a question and wait to get the response from Linda, “Did you drive over here alone?”
Linda replied, “Yes.”
“Do you have your car keys with you?”
“Yes.”
“Would you mind if I have someone take your car and put it in a safe place? It’s very recognizable, and it’s not a good idea for you to be driving it.”
Linda replied, “You can have it,” handing Pisano the keys from her purse.
Pisano looked down at the keys in his hand. “Are these other keys on your ring to your house?”
“Yes.”
“Don’t’ worry; you won’t be returning to your house, I just needed to know.”
“What hospital were you in?”
Linda gave him the name.
“Do you remember what time you left the hospital?”
“It’s been about an hour and a half now.”
“Did you tell anyone at the hospital where you were going?”
Linda shook her head emphatically. “No.”
Pisano asked, “Where is your daughter?”
Linda explained she was with her sister’s good friend Carla.
“When did you speak to your daughter last?”
“Two days ago.”
“I’ll need to have the address and telephone number of your sister’s friend, Carla.”
Linda realized she had little choice but to trust Pisano. She gave him a piece of paper with the address and telephone number.
Pisano looked at her steadily as he spoke. “Here’s what we’re going to do for now. I’m going to take you in my car with Wade to a safe place where we will meet up with a woman detective. She’ll help you get settled so we can work on finding your daughter. We’re not going to a police station, but to a safe house where I want you to contact your friend and speak with your daughter. We’ll get you and your daughter together in the same safe house. Do you understand?”
Linda replied, gratefully, “Yes.”
“So you’re okay with this plan?”
“Yes,” Linda said again, then looked at Wade and Jamie and said, “I can’t thank you two enough.” She started to cry again, and Jamie held her and cleaned up the tears.
Pisano recognized one of his plain clothes men who had just arrived at the salon. Wade thought Pisano must have contacted the other officer before he picked him up. Pisano handed his guy Linda’s keys, and the officer immediately left — apparently knowing where Linda’s car was and what to do.
Pisano turned to Linda and said “This is the man who is going to take your car to a safe place. I think we should be going now.”
“Wade will be with us all the time?”
“Yes.”
Linda turned and hugged Jamie and said again, “Thank you. I’m still afraid, but I don’t know what I would have done without you. Thank you so much.”
Jamie reassured her, “Everything’s going to be fine.”
Pisano picked up Linda’s purse and handed it to Wade while he helped Linda by the arm to his car. As Pisano and Wade scanned the parking lot, they saw that Linda’s baby blue Cadillac had already gone with Pisano’s agent.
Wade sat in the back seat with Linda while Pisano drove. Pisano was checking rear view and side mirrors as he left the parking lot and headed toward the other side of the city.
In the back seat, Linda quietly asked Wade, “How long have you known him?”
Wade said “Mr. Lawrence has been a friend of our family for many years. He’s very good and knows all the right people. Everything’s going to be okay.”
Linda held Wade’s hand and put her head on his shoulder and cried. At one point she said, “I’m so worried about Mindy.”
Wade didn’t know how to answer, so he remained silent.
In 40 minutes, Pisano pulled up in the driveway of a two-story home. He pulled the car about halfway up the driveway so it wouldn’t block a side door into the downstairs of the house. The door opened and a tall, professional-looking woman greeted them with a brief smile.
Before opening the car doors, Pisano informed his passengers, “This is Jane Mason. She’s a former detective, and she’ll be staying with you.
Linda asked, “What about my clothes and everything?”
Pisano hadn’t thought about that, but he answered, “Don’t worry about that right now. We’ll get you everything you’ll need. Right now we want to concentrate on getting you and your daughter together.”
Pisano opened his car door and they started to get out. Pisano introduced Linda to Jane. Pisano said, “While you and Jane get to know each other, I’m going to be in the other room making some calls.”
Jane took Linda’s arm from Wade and said in a calm voice, “This house is safe.” Jane continued talking to Linda, “Would you like to have a drink of water or use the bathroom?”
“I could use the bathroom if you don’t mind.”
As Linda and Wade separated, Linda turned back to him and said, “You’re not going anywhere are you? You’re my only link here.”
Wade replied, “I’ll be right in the other room when you come out.” He went upstairs and could hear Pisano already on the phone in one of the rooms. As Wade approached the door, Pisano waved for him to come in. Pisano was setting up stakeouts of the beauty salon and Coletta’s home. Pisano hung up the phone and turned to Wade and said, “We’re only half in the clear. Once T.J. finds out she’s no longer at the hospital he’ll turn this city upside down looking for her. He’ll definitely go after the daughter and use her as bait and leverage to control Linda. We have to move fast and get the daughter safe.”
“I’m going to need to get Linda to make some phone calls without losing it. My men are probably already outside of Carla’s house at the address she gave us. They haven’t reported any movement at the house and the lights are out. Let’s see if Linda is able to function now.”
Pisano found Linda and Jane chatting in the kitchen. Linda was holding a glass of water. Pisano asked how she was feeling.
She replied, “I hurt all over, but I’m okay — just worried about my daughter.”
She seemed calmer and more rational to Pisano. He suggested that they move to the other room and go over some details if she felt up to it. He said, “I’m going to need you to make some phone calls.”
“Sure. Whatever you say,” said Linda.
Pisano explained, “What we are doing now is trying to get your daughter as safe as you are. I sent some men to the address you gave me for Carla’s house. The lights are off and no one seems to be at home. Are you sure the address you gave us is where your daughter is?” Pisano showed Linda the paper she gave him at the beauty shop.
“That’s where I took her during the bad argument with T.J., yes.”
Pisano asked, “Tell me about this person your daughter is staying with.”
”Carla is a close friend of my sister.”
“Can you think of any reason why they might not be home?”
Linda replied, “No, not really. She’s stayed with Carla before when T.J. and I had arguments or I had to go out of town. Sometimes Carla takes Mindy shopping or to the movies. That’s possible I guess.”
“Does Carla know where you live?”
Linda registers some alarm as she slowly answers, “Yes.”
“Is there any chance Carla would bring Mindy back to your house without talking to you?”
“Oh, God, I hope not!” blurted Linda, and she started crying again. Jane heard her and came in and tried to comfort her as she cried.
Pisano pressed on, “Linda, please forgive me, but I have to ask some of these difficult questions.”
Linda managed to compose herself. “I understand.”
Pisano’s asked Linda to call Carla’s house again, and there was no answer. Pisano said “I’m not sure we can do anything right now. We just have to wait.”
In two hours, Pisano got a call from the officer on the stakeout at Carla’s house, telling him one female adult and one female child had just pulled into the driveway and were now inside the house. At this time, Linda was exhausted and lying down on one of the beds Jane had prepared for her. Pisano asked Jane to bring Linda into the room with the phone.
Pisano said to Linda, “It looks like your daughter just got home with Carla, and it doesn’t look like they’ve been followed. Let’s give them a few minutes to get settled, then I would like you to call.”
Linda called, and Carla answered the phone. Linda said, “I’m so glad to hear your voice. Is everything okay?”
Carla, puzzled by the question, replied “Yeah, how about you. Are you okay?”
“Not really, but it’s a long story. I’ll tell you all about it soon. Right now I’m concerned about Mindy. Is she all right?”
“She’s fine.”
“I’m here with a retired NOPD detective who can explain everything. But first can you put Mindy on?”
“Sure.”
When Mindy took the phone, she said, “Hi Mommy! Aunt Carla bought me a new dress, it’s beautiful! We had a great time shopping.”
“That’s wonderful Mindy. Listen, Honey, Mommy hasn’t been feeling well, but we’re going to see each other soon and spend the night in a beautiful new house together. We’ll have a great time.”
Excited, Mindy said, “That sounds like fun!”
Linda asked Mindy, “Can you put Carla back on the phone?”
A moment later, Linda spoke briefly with Carla again. “I’m going to now put Detective Lawrence on. He’ll explain everything for you.”
Pisano took the phone and cleared his throat before saying, “Hello, Carla, I’m detective Lawrence. Linda has had problems with T.J., and we have her here in a safe house across town. We’re concerned that T.J. may try to find Mindy. I have some police officers in an unmarked car outside your house. They will identify themselves and show you their badges. They work for me. They will bring Mindy to her mom here at the safe house. I’m going to keep the officers stationed outside your house for safety for the next several days. If you get a call from T.J. or anyone other than Linda, tell them you don’t know where Linda or Mindy are. Say that Linda picked Mindy up several days ago and you haven’t heard from her since. Tell them you thought they were going out of town somewhere but they didn’t say where. Are you comfortable with that story?”
Carla stammered, “Yes.”
Mindy was shortly going to be united with her mom for the first time in several days, and Linda, although still apprehensive, was calmer now than she had been since arriving at the safe house. Jake, Linda, and Wade all sat in the room where the telephone call had been made and breathed sighs of relief.
Wade’s mind had been running possible scenarios involving Coletta ever since leaving the beauty shop. With all that was going on, he hadn’t had a chance to discuss any of them with Pisano. Wade, Pisano, Linda, and Jane were sitting in the room after the call to Carla and Mindy. They all knew Mindy would soon be on her way to the safe house.
After a few minutes, Wade turned to Linda and said, “Linda, now that we know Mindy is safe, I have to ask you a question. Did you at any time mention Jamie’s name or my name to T.J.?”
Linda put her hand to her mouth thinking. She started crying again, and through her sobs said, “Yes, probably a couple of times. I didn’t think anything of it. You two were such a nice couple.” She started sobbing as she saw the implications. “I’m so sorry.” She stood up and stepped toward Wade. He rose to meet her and held her as she cried.
Wade was facing Pisano over Linda’s shoulder. He said, “It’s all right,” as he rubbed Linda’s back. For a moment, Wade and Pisano looked at each other intently. They didn’t say a word to each other because of Linda’s presence. They didn’t need to speak. Both realized that Coletta had connected the dots between Wade, the Race Track, Ed Langer, and the beauty salon.
Pisano glanced over to the window, thinking, “that explains almost everything.” The pieces of the Hanna and Langer operations were quickly coming undone, and it was clear that cover had been blown in both operations.
Linda and Mindy were united and spent the next several days at the safe house together. During that time, Linda was able to give Pisano a great deal of information about the Coletta ring including locations where they held secret meetings, the names of organized crime bosses Coletta frequently met with, the names of lieutenants — names Pisano didn’t know, some of the names of underbosses in other states, and details about where Pisano could find accounting records of the operation — in the house, buried in a vault beneath the basement floor.
Knowing there was eminent danger for both Langer and Hanna, Pisano called a meeting at Abe’s Records. Both Hanna and Langer showed up on time and were ushered to the back room by another manager neither knew.
Pisano began without any formalities. “I called this meeting because I think both of you are now too close to being uncovered as operatives. You have both done an excellent job. I have discussed your performance within the department and with the DA’s office. We have unanimously concluded that you both have served with distinction, and your service to pay for your crimes has been met. Your files have already been destroyed under my supervision. There will be no record of your having been arrested or having a police problem. Now, if you get a ticket going home today, that’s another story. But everything in your past connected with the police department has been eliminated under my direct supervision, and I am no longer your parole officer.” Pisano paused.
“Actually, I never thought of my role with you two as that of a parole officer. We were all members of an undercover operation team, and I would be honored to serve with you on any assignment in the future. As of now, you’re free to go and get back to living your lives the way you were living them before. Of course, if you were considering changing your lives for the better, this might be a good time to do that.”
“Now that I’ve given you my official speech, I’m not going to turn you loose without a personal warning: I believe both of you are in danger of possible serious retribution from several members within the Coletta mob. I think both of you need to reexamine everything you were doing in connection with the auto parts activities and consider not doing it anymore. That includes going to the track, working at the garage, and selling or buying parts. If I were you, I’d think about doing something different, perhaps out of town for a while. Things with Coletta are going to get real intense around here.”
Pisano continued, “I know you guys are good friends, but I have to tell you I don’t think it’s good to hang around with each other for a while. You can reconnect later and tell your grandchildren about all this. Capish?”
Hanna and Langer both nodded, acknowledging that they understood.
The last thing I want to say is this: “If you guys need anything at all, please call me. I may not have shown it but care about you both and don’t want to see anything bad happen to either of you. Now get the hell out of here, you’re free, go change your lives.”
Ed Langer immediately started cutting way back on parts sales for the gang and made himself scarce. At Ed’s request, his father contacted a friend who owned several gas stations out of town in New Roads, LA to see if he needed any help. The possibility looked promising, and if it worked out, Ed would move to New Roads and help his dad’s friend run several gas stations.
Wade had a different idea. It was late April, and Wade was finishing school for the year. Earlier that same year, Wade had joined the Navy Submarine Reserve. Wade had two reasons for this decision. First, the mob was still looking for him and secondly, the Viet Nam draft had started. In the Navy Reserve, Wade would be stationed in New Orleans and could finish high school while doing his weekend service. New Orleans Naval Reserve had a submarine reserve unit, with a complete but older WWII submarine for training, stationed at the Industrial Canal.
Wade had passed the Navy advanced tests and was eligible for submarine school. He had completed basic training over his winter break. Shortly after the meeting at Abe’s Records, Wade brought the '33, his spare engine, and parts to an auto show and sold everything at a fair price to someone from Texas who wanted to rebuild the '33 into a more advanced racing car in a different classification. Wade said goodbye to the '33 and to racing for good.
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After selling his '33 race car and all his spare parts, Wade stopped going by the garage. He would drop by once in a while to chat with the guys but didn’t get involved in any projects. Wade wanted to find a way out of the city for a lot of different reasons.
Because of his commitment to the Navy, Wade was required to spend a weekend every month at the Naval Reserve Station. They did class work and drills on the old training submarine, but overall those weekends were pretty boring. It was now late April and Wade contacted the second in command of his reserve unit, Lieutenant Commander Dobson to see if there were any open spots in the Submarine Training School in New London, Connecticut.
Dobson looked through the submarine training schedule book and told Wade he was in luck. He said there was a required basic submarine training class starting in May, and there were several quartermaster training classes following his basic course that he could also take. Dobson told Wade that when he got through those classes he would be ready for active submarine sea duty.
Wade looked at the schedule and selected his quartermaster classes following his basic Submarine training class.
Dobson looked at Wade’s selection and said, “Wow, that’s an ambitious set of courses. It will take you virtually all summer to complete them.”
Wade said, “That’s fine.” He filled out the forms, Dobson approved them and Wade sent them off. In ten days, he received confirmation that he had been accepted in all the classes he had chosen, along with the dates he was to report. He was pleased. He told his parents, and called Pisano who said, “Your timing is perfect.”
Wade was able to take his high school finals early that year and headed for New London. He would be arriving a few days early so he could get acclimated. The Coletta gang was looking for him. With a price on his head he just wanted to get out of New Orleans and get a feel for his new surroundings.
He arrived at the New London base in a Navy bus that picked him up from the airport.
The training routine at Navy Submarine School was rigorous. Morning classes started at 7:00 am and went until noon. Students learned all the basics about a submarine’s various parts and how they worked, and he got some basic training in navigation and electronics. He learned what to do in case of emergencies and how to evacuate from the sub. He got diving instructions and learned how fast you can ascend without getting the bends. The instructors were old school Navy and generally very good. They knew submarines inside and out and were determined that students would be able to identify every knob, handle, gage, and valve before getting out of their classes.
The afternoon sessions were practical tests and instruction in the pool, time in the diving pressure tank, and swimming tests for strength and endurance. There were several tests to determine if a trainee had problems in confined spaces under pressure.
In one of those tests, eight men were put in a spherical diving bell. All trainees were in their underwear. It was hot and crowded, without enough space to sit down. The rounded pressure tank had thick steel walls, and there were no flat surfaces or places to sit. When someone tried to lean against the wall, he slid to the bottom, joined by several other bodies.
The test started with the closing and locking of the thick hatch door from outside. Then pressure was added to the cramped quarters. Ears began to pop with pain. A valve opened, and steam pressure and heat rushed in, increasing the pressure and heat within the sphere. This was followed by a loud sucking noise as air was taken out of the sphere. At one point, all lights went out and the tangled bodies at the bottom of the sphere were pushing each other, trying to maintain their position in the small space. Communication between recruits was chaotic with no one in charge.
Dim red lights came back on, and an instructor’s voice announced, “We are now getting ready to descend deeper to 200 ft. The pressure you are experiencing now will more than double. Is there anyone who wants to come out of the tank? Now is the time to tell me.”
Two seamen answered in slightly panicked voices that they couldn’t take it any longer. Pressure in the sphere was temporarily relieved and the hatch opened to allow the two seamen out.
An instructor leaning through the hatch said, “Anyone else, now’s your chance.” One other man said, “I need to get out.”
After the third person got out, the heavy hatch door closed, and the remaining men were subjected to pressure they had never felt before in their lives. At one point, it was so intense that several ear drums burst and started bleeding. One seaman’s ears popped and the blood shot out from his ear all over the men around him. Some of the other men’s ears popped and blood ran down the sides of their faces. One of the men, seeing the blood, panicked, and the rest of the men held him down, knowing that he could ruin the test for all of them. They would have to start the test all over again. The ear and head pain was almost unbearable.
At one point, Wade’s right ear drum popped from the pressure, and blood streamed down his face. He saw others in the same condition, and seeing them gave him more determination that he was going to finish this test. Instructors had been watching the behavior of participants with hidden cameras throughout the test. They made notes on who they thought would stay calm and who would panic in a real situation. The team was finally brought to surface pressure, very relieved this test was over. Most of the men suffered temporary hearing loss after the test.
Wade didn’t get full hearing back for two days. He had to see the base physician about his right ear, and he was told that he would have a 25 % hearing loss for the next four months, but that after that he should be fine. As basic classroom training neared the end of its testing phase, recruits spent more time in the afternoon session on actual submarines. Class members would be assigned to different submarines on that day depending on which subs were in port.
All the submarines were lined up along the long dock at the base, not far from the classrooms. It was great for Wade to see classroom material demonstrated on real submarines in these afternoon sessions. Some afternoon classes included going to sea for a few hours. Trainees got to see and feel the heartbeat of the submarine. The final practical test was a two-day training sea voyage in which the men had to perform their designated training duties over several watches and under simulated attack conditions.
Knowing the commands and their meanings from classroom instruction was one thing. It was different to hear them and feel their effect on the submarine. Boat assignments were made on a random basis.
In one afternoon training session, Wade was assigned to a nuclear submarine. He was extremely excited. He saw how the systems varied between conventional subs and nuclear boats and soon understood why a higher level of electronics and systems training was required to serve on a nuclear boat. Serving on a nuclear sub required going through nuclear power school and enlisting in the Navy for an additional three years.
Wade finally graduated from submarine school in the top ten percent of his class. He went on to quartermaster school, which included more navigation classes and classes on operation of the helm and ship control systems. He also learned lookout procedures and protocol when on the surface, as well as other systems related to undersea operations. Wade did well in these classes, and the end of summer was approaching, and his training at New London would end soon. He had run out of classes to take, but he’d really enjoyed his educational experience and the new friends he made.
Wade hadn’t thought much about New Orleans while he was away. Now it was time to return to reality and see what awaited him. He wondered if he would still be hunted by the mob after his three month departure. Upon returning to the city, he found things had not changed very much. He was disappointed to hear that Ed was still working with the mob, although in a lesser capacity. Ed’s out-of-town deal with his father’s friend hadn’t worked out, so he hadn’t left town.
Wade met Pisano for a cup of coffee at the Ole Grille. Pisano indicated that the noose around Coletta’s organization was tightening. He told Wade that various divisions were internally fighting, which meant he had them where he wanted them. Pisano said he had hoped Ed would be out of the organization by now, but that he was still hanging around, although doing very little with them. He said, “From time to time Ed calls me with information he gets, but he isn’t helping set up purchases for us any longer.” Pisano also mentioned, “Jamie has moved to another hair salon.”
Pisano updated Wade on the story. “A few weeks after the Linda incident, one of Coletta’s men came into the shop asking for Jamie by name at Linda’s regular appointment time. He came over to Jamie’s station and looked at a lady she had in her chair. Her head was covered with a towel, and he believed it might be Linda. He asked Jamie if she had seen Linda.
“Jamie was uncomfortable, but she reacted as though she was back on stage and told him, ‘Linda no longer comes to our salon. She hasn’t been coming here for a long time. I don’t know what’s happened to her, and that’s fine by me.’ The Coletta guy left and never returned.”
Pisano smiled and added, “Jamie would really make a good actress.” He answered Wade’s unasked question with, “I think she also has a new boyfriend now.”
Wade reminded Pisano he had sold his race car and equipment and was out of racing for good. He said he was back to finish school this year. Wade also told him about his Navy experience in New London. Pisano wished him well saying, “Be careful at all times.”
Wade’s mother’s decline in health had continued while he was away, and he was saddened to see how much her condition had worsened. Wade and his father had a few dinners at Monroe’s before Wade started back to school.
It was the 1962 — 1963 school year. Wade was, for some unknown reason, enjoying school more this year. He was glad to have his Navy training behind him and no undercover work on his plate.
However, things didn’t stay calm for long. In late September, 1962, Wade received a call from Lieutenant Commander Dobson from his naval reserve unit. Mr. Dobson told Wade they had received an urgent request from The Chief of Naval Operations (CNO). A serious illness had spread among the entire crew of one of the submarines operating in the Gulf, and they were coming to port to get those men to the hospital. They needed a replacement crew. Dobson continued, “We are the closest submarine unit near the ship. They need good, experienced men, and I have been going over our roster list with the Commander. The Commander definitely wants you to be part of the replacement crew. We’re preparing orders now. This will be an active duty call. I just wanted to give you a heads up. I know you’re in school now, and this may be difficult. Everyone has a reason and excuse why they can’t make it. This is an emergency, and it just has to be this way.”
Without hesitation, Wade replied, “Yes, sir.”
Wade soon got details regarding where he had to report and when.
Once again, someone else’s decision would change Wade Hanna’s life and point him directly into harms way. Wade knew nothing of his new assignment or the risks he was about to face. He’d just come off a dangerous undercover assignment that had almost killed him, followed by three months of rigorous Naval training in New London. Perhaps this assignment would be a short easy one, and he could soon resume his uncertain life in New Orleans. In fact, just maybe this would be a short, relaxing Caribbean cruise and a great way to end a long and dangerous journey.
Wade would soon find out that his next adventure would not be a short, relaxing or safe Caribbean cruise.
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On the day he was to report for active duty, Wade packed his sea bag and met his cousin for dinner. After dinner his cousin dropped him off at the Naval Reserve Station at around 8:00 pm. The chain link gate, normally locked at this hour, was open, and there were lights on in the offices and parking area. A gray Navy bus was parked in front of the office building, with the driver standing alongside the bus. Wade took his sea bag over and greeted the driver. He asked him, “Do you know where we’re going?”
The driver replied, “I’m under orders not to discuss our destination. Sorry.”
Wade waited about twenty minutes before five of his fellow reserve crew members arrived in different cars, almost at the same time. Each carried his sea bag toward the bus. All of the crew members were dressed in Navy work blues as called for in their orders. Each asked the others if anyone knew where they were going. No one did.
One of the men commented, “My wife is ready to have a baby. I hope this isn’t going to be a long tour.”
Another asked, “Is this a training exercise?”
Everyone shrugged their shoulders in uncertainty. Nobody of the reserve crew knew anything, which they all thought strange and mysterious. One member commented anxiously, “The Navy usually tells us what the hell’s going on.”
The driver checked his passenger list, calling out each crew member’s name. He reminded them to be sure their gear was on the bus. The bus left the yard around 8:45 p.m. After about a half hour of driving, it was clear they were headed out of New Orleans going east, toward the Mississippi state line.
The new crew was all enlisted men with different rank and ratings. One was a diesel mechanic, Wade was quartermaster, two were electronics and sonar operators, and two were radio signalmen. The crew commented among themselves that they were an odd mix of skills. All of the men were currently reserve, but most, unlike Wade, had served on active duty for two or more years before going on reserve status.
One of the older crew members said, “This reminds me of a repair mission I got called on a few year’s ago. We were suddenly called to Norfolk to get a ship ready to join the Sixth Fleet. They didn’t have enough specialists to finish the job. We were there only three days and never left the dock. We worked out asses off, but the ship left on time.”
Everyone settled back in their seats trying to relax. They were tired of speculating about their mysterious mission. Two hours later, the bus turned off the main highway onto a parallel side road.
The bus made several more turns. One of the crew members sitting near the driver who knew the area asked, “We have to be in either Gulfport or Biloxi. Can you tell us now?”
“Sorry. I can’t say, but it won’t be long from here,” the driver answered.
They followed a road lined on each side by fields of crop stubble about two feet high. They made one more turn, and the bus was on a road from which they could see the Gulf of Mexico. There was fog holding close to shore, but the uninterrupted view of the Gulf before them was stunning. The moon was in three-quarter phase and flickers of moonlight reflected off the rolling waves.
They soon came to a large open gate with barbed wire strings lining the top. On the other side of the gate stood a long, wide, paved pier, lit on both sides by overhanging lights spaced twenty feet apart. The two sides of the pier were lined with the same chain link and barbed wire fencing. It was foggy that night, and the pier lights reflected a fog cloud in a ball around each overhanging light.
Someone asked, “Where are we?”
The driver, now free to answer, said, “Biloxi, Mississippi.” Another crew member commented, “What the hell is in Biloxi? There’s no naval base here.”
The driver didn’t reply. There were no signs or markings on the gates or fencing. No one could tell if this was a Navy dock or some other military or civilian pier. The bus turned onto the wide concrete pier and proceeded slowly down its long expanse. The end of the pier was not yet visible because of the fog and dim lighting. As the bus moved closer to the end of pier, a mysterious and eerie scene emerged out of the fog. The pier was a two-tier structure, with vehicles on the upper deck and a large concrete loading deck below. There were two flights of stairs, one on each end of the pier, providing access to upper and lower decks.
On the right side of the pier there were six ambulances and three medic trucks lined up behind each other. Two of the medical vehicles had their red and blue lights flashing. Between the parked ambulances stood a refrigerated Navy cargo truck with its rear door open toward the end of the pier. There was a conveyor extending from the back of the truck to the lower pier. It appeared boxes were being loaded from the lower pier onto the Navy truck. The boxes had a strange sticker of bright orange marked “Hazardous Biological Materials.”
On the left side of the pier stood another parked refrigerated truck. Its rear door was open and also facing the lower pier like the truck on the opposite side. Boxes from this truck were going from the truck to the lower pier. Each box was wrapped in clear plastic with a stamp on it that could not be read by the crew members from the bus.
The crew bus slowly parked in a space at right angle to the refrigerated truck on the left side. The bus driver said, “Wait here. I have to check with the Chief.”
The crew bus was parked in an excellent position to see all of the strange pier activity from the right side windows. Everyone in the bus immediately moved to the right side.
The beehive of activity looked like it could be right out of a science fiction horror movie. It was very disturbing. The gruesome scene on the right side of pier included a procession of very ill men all dressed in light surgical blue scrubs. The line of men was slowly moving up the stairs toward the ambulances, most carrying their own rolling stand with bottles of IV solution. Some of the men wore face masks. The greenish glow of the pier lights contributed to the scene’s morbid look. The men looked pale, with sunken eyes and seemed very weak. Some could barely make it up the stairs. Others, too ill to walk, were on gurneys on the lower deck waiting to be hoisted to the upper pier. Between every fourth man there was a medical assistant in a white Hazmat Suit that covered all parts of the body, including the head. One medical assistant in Hazmat gear reached out with a large, white-gloved hand to assist a patient trying to get up the stairs.
The truck on the right was receiving the Hazardous Biological Materials boxes from the ship by way of conveyor from the lower deck. Persons manning this unloading were all in white Hazmat gear. As ambulances filled with ill patients left the pier, their vacant spaces were filled by other waiting ambulances.
The refrigerated truck on the left, closest to the crew bus, was unloading strange boxes presumably to be loaded on board the submarine. These boxes were covered in plain plastic and marked only by a number.
At the very end of the lower pier stood the backlit outline of a black submarine surrounded by small patches of fog. There were no bright lights illuminating the submarine. In addition to moonlight behind the submarine, there were two beams of light coming from open hatches on the sub’s deck and two small lights on the gang plank leading from the pier to the sub.
One crew member in the bus raised the question in everyone’s mind. “What the hell is going on here?”
Another said, “I don’t believe what I’m seeing. It looks like a zombie movie. Something very bad has happened here. What are we getting ourselves into?”
Another asked, “Can you make out the boxes on the left?”
A member replied, “I don’t think they’re munitions. They might be food or some kind of supply that needs refrigeration.”
Whatever pleasant thoughts the crew may have had about this being a Caribbean cruise were quickly dispelled by the scene before them. Little did Wade Hanna realize this tour of duty could be the last voyage of his young life. He could not have expected that he might be exposed to some deadly biological disease onboard his own boat. He did not know he would soon be facing a very dangerous deployment of a Navy SEAL Team a few hundred yards off a hostile Cuban shore. There was no way he could have known that he would soon come face to face with a hostile Russian submarine. He also could not have known that his earlier decision to sign up for Navy reserve would eventually put him in a mutually dangerous standoff with that Russian submarine — ninety meters below the Gulf, while two heads of state on shore would come within minutes of starting a nuclear war.
As Wade Hanna approached the boarding ramp, he tried to imagine the scene filled with people going on a Caribbean cruise. But there was no greeting party, bands, or confetti on this night. Instead, Wade saw the surreal image of ambulances filled with dying men, and strange boxes marked with bright orange Hazardous Biological Stickers. Instead of party hosts, he saw the men dressed in white biological Hazmat suits streaming out of the belly of a black sea creature — one he was about to enter, called SS-438, the Prowfish
No one was around saying “Welcome to the Prowfish.” This was definitely no boarding party for a Caribbean cruise. This scene had “death” written all over it.
As imaginations among the crew drifted as they waited, the bus driver returned and said, “Get your gear. The Chief wants you down on the lower level on the left side with your gear, in that open area.” He pointed to a faded painted square on the lower deck. He added, “Wait there and the Chief will come over as soon as he can.”
As the crew descended the stairs with their gear, a couple of the men looked back to see their bus driving away.
One of them commented, “There goes our ride.”

22

The Army has their Master Sergeants and the Navy has their Chief Petty Officers. The commonly held understanding that these individuals practically “run” their respective branches of service is not unfounded. Chief Petty Officer, Harold Wilks, ran his boat, no question about it. Captains and executive officers frequently relied heavily on these non-commissioned officers to keep a boat running efficiently. A petty officer kept the boat and men in shape, making sure sailors and all mechanical elements functioned smoothly. Most chief petty officers knew the workings of virtually all of the systems on the ship and, more importantly, they knew the Navy.
It was not uncommon for captains and executive officers to consult their chiefs before issuing an important order or taking a position in cases involving personnel problems. Most chiefs in the Navy are lifers who have come up through the ranks.
Wilks had spent 23 years in the Navy, mostly on board submarines. He saw action during the Korean War, and he was on patrol in sensitive mine infested waters before the Vietnam War. Many chiefs can be distant and demanding. Wilks, on the other hand, had a friendlier, outgoing personality than most. Still, men always felt with Wilks that they never wanted to cross him or make him look bad in front of the boat’s commanding officers. A chief also has the power to make the life of a sailor miserable.
The New Orleans crew brought their gear from the bus down the pier stairs to the designated area in lower deck and waited for the chief as instructed.
Within half an hour, the Chief arrived with a clip board in one hand. He looked hurried and said, “Are you the crew from New Orleans?”
The six New Orleans crewmen all said, “Yes, sir!”
The Chief instructed, “Leave your gear here. You three men lend a hand with this unloading.” The Chief pointed to the men and the refrigerated truck on the upper level. The Chief then ordered, “You other three come with me.”
Wade was in the first group and proceeded to get in line with other submarine crew members unloading boxes and carrying them from the end of the conveyor to the staging areas. The unmarked boxes were wrapped with plastic and sealed with tape. There was a small sticker on them with a code number. Initially Wade was quiet, not saying much to the crew members he didn’t know. An older crew member who stood in line one ahead of him said, as he went to pick up a box, “This one is heavy.”
Wade immediately stepped in and took the box. The older crew member said, “Thanks.” The small gesture extended by Wade seemed to break the ice. When the older crew member returned to the line, he turned to Wade and asked, “Are you the crew from New Orleans?”
Wade replied, “Yes.”
The older man said, “That’s a real party town. Don’t you guys party a lot?”
“Not as much as people think.”
By this time, a few other crew members on the box line seemed to be warming up a little, and they started to make a few comments as they worked.
Boxes were being individually carried from the conveyor to where they were stacked midway between the end of the conveyor and the submarine. There was another crew taking individual boxes from the stack to the sub. Wade noticed this was the way the line on the other side of the pier was also operating, only in reverse. That line was taking boxes coming off the boat and loading them on the conveyor. After an hour or so, the remaining old crew and the New Orleans crew had warmed up to each other, and regular conversation was taking place between them as they worked.
Wade was carefully listening to the talk and hoping the permanent crew would mention something about their mission. Not a word about it was uttered.
After another 20 boxes, and looking at the truck still only half unloaded, Wade said, “It’s none of my business, but wouldn’t it be better if we set up a chain gang line, water bucket style and move these boxes all the way to the boat?”
One of the older crew members said, “Yeah that might work better.”
Wade asked, “Do you think Chief would mind? Should we get his permission?”
The older crew member answered, “No, Wilks is easy, let’s just do it.”
The other men followed this older crew member’s lead, and the unloading group reorganized themselves into a straight line from the end of the conveyor all the way to the boat, bypassing the interim stack. As each box came off the conveyor, it was handled by each crew member, who passed it on to the next man without leaving position in line.
It quickly became clear that boxes were moving off the truck a lot faster than before. This new line was also moving boxes a lot quicker than the line on the other side of the pier. Not too long after the new line started, Chief Wilks came over and asked, “Whose idea was this?”
Wade, not wanting to call attention to himself, remained silent. Someone from the original crew pointed to Wade said, “That guy from New Orleans.”
Wilks said, “Excellent idea,” and proceeded to get in the chain gang line alongside Wade. The chief was not afraid of hard work and frequently worked alongside his crew members. The enlisted men respected Chief Wilks for his work ethic and knew he was not just about giving orders. After working on the line for a while, he said to Wade, “Close up rank when I leave. I’m going to set this up on the other line.”
So, Wade had his first personal contact with the Chief, and it was positive. Wade knew from his time in New London that getting on the right side of chiefs was critical in the Navy, and this was a good start.
Wilks said as he left, “We have one more truck coming in after this one.”
After the second truck was unloaded, the Chief came over and said to both truck crews, “I’ll meet with the New Orleans crew over by their gear in a few minutes.” The New Orleans crew members from both truck lines assembled with their gear.
Having worked the truck line, the crew better understood Chief Wilks, who came over and gave them a short briefing, “You’re probably wondering what’s going on here. I can’t give you many details, but the captain wants us to get underway as soon as possible.”
“We were on patrol, and many of the crew members came down suddenly with a strange illness. We thought it was just the flu going around, but our ship’s medic, after speaking with shore doctors, said it was more serious. The sick crew members and officers are on their way to the hospital. We were ordered to remove all food stuffs and replace them with special food items that were individually inspected by naval medical technicians and repacked at a special facility on shore. The medics from shore are wearing masks and gloves because the injured are going to a quarantine ward at the local hospital until the illness or disease can be identified. There are men on board in Hazmat suits disinfecting the ship before we can go on board. The captain is in the forward torpedo room meeting with Naval Intelligence officers. We should be able to go on board within the hour. Ensign Clark is preparing a watch and duty schedule and berth assignments. He has some of it already done. I know, Hanna, you and one other member of your crew will berth in the forward torpedo room with me. I’m not sure where everyone else will bunk. I know we’ll be short-crewed, even with the SEAL team on board. I’ll be back as soon as I have the list, and then we can board. The captain wants us underway by midnight.” With this, the Chief left to attend other business.
The New Orleans crew members sat on the deck with their gear, comparing notes. One asked, “Did you see those sick guys? I got a good look at some. They looked like zombies ready to die.”
Another said, “We now know the boxes are food.”
Another noted, “Wilks said we have SEAL team guys on board, but we are still short crewed. I counted sixteen guys going from the ship to the ambulances, and there are only six of us.”
Someone asked, “Did any of you get a good look at the sub?”
Wade said, “I did because of where I was standing in line. It’s gone through some major modifications. The conning tower has been replaced and is much narrower than the original. It’s got the big bulge on the bow to accommodate the latest sonar gear. It’s got the new thin updated bow planes. It’s painted in that flat black coating to reduce sonar signal.”
An older member of their crew spoke up. “Guys, I think we have gotten ourselves into some serious shit here. I don’t know anything about this boat. It doesn’t look like a regular boat to me. It gives me the creeps just looking at it.”
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While the New Orleans crew waited on the pier with their gear, Captain Hodges was on board the Prowfish meeting with two plain clothes gentleman from Intelligence. The two intelligence officers arrived in a black unmarked car shortly after the Prowfish docked. The meeting was being held in the forward torpedo room, which had already been disinfected by the Hazmat crew. The hatch door was locked with a sign “No Admittance.”
Immediately after notifying CNO that contact had been made with a foreign sub one mile off the coast of Mississippi just southeast of Biloxi, Naval and intelligence agencies went into action. An incident task force was formed which included several cooperating agencies at the Pentagon headed by Naval Intelligence. The agencies forming this Task Force had all been previously involved in various intelligence operations, ranging from Castro’s insurgence to the Soviet naval operations to known paramilitary activity in Latin America. Two senior members of the Task Force were on the pier when Captain Hodges docked.
Steven Marks from Naval Intelligence headed the team. Marks was an intelligence officer with 22 years of experience. He was experienced in running his own covert operations and had been frequently asked to brief the president’s Joint Chiefs of Staff on strategic options. His intelligence reports and presentations were reviewed and respected at the highest level within the Navy’s Chain of Command and had been read by the president. Marks had been involved in Cuban and Latin American intelligence long before Castro came to power.
Chad Simon was a CIA operative and section chief with similar experience in running his own operations and in briefing both the CIA and Joint Chiefs of Staff on undercover operations in Latin America. Simon had also successfully coordinated several joint intelligence operations between the CIA and the NSA. He, like Marks, had been involved in Central American intelligence operations since before Castro came to power. He had also been heavily involved in coordinating activities of the U.S. in the Bay of Pigs invasion.
Simon had spent fifteen years as an undercover operative in three Central American countries, including Cuba. He spoke perfect Spanish and had perfected dialect accents specific to those countries and regions he worked before coming to Washington. Marks and Simon had worked together before on other operations. They understood Latin American politics and had a good working relationship and respect for each other’s capabilities.
The Prowfish incident Task Force was immediately formed after initial contact with the Russian sub by phone calls between two senior Pentagon officers. Marks was designated to head the Task Force with Simon as his second in command. Task force operatives were individually selected by Marks and Simon. The first order to the team was to collect data from various agencies on all Soviet submarine and surface ship movements in the Gulf.
From the moment the taskforce was formed, Marks and Simon were in around-the-clock meetings with their staff, reviewing data to prepare for their meeting with Captain Hodges on the Prowfish. When illness broke out on board, Hodges was forced to break off contact with the Russian sub and come to shore. It would be two days before the Prowfish would dock at Biloxi. Marks and Simon would be there to meet Prowfish when it arrived.
Naval Intelligence and other U.S. intelligence agencies had extensive tracking systems for all Russian ships, including submarines. Shore intelligence tracked the construction of subs from the time a project was approved until it was completed at one of three main Russian ship building facilities. Aerial surveillance identified when a ship was launched and monitored its movement, using a series of classified systems of underwater sonar buoys and underwater sonar receiving cables aligned in grids — in oceans all over the world. This system was in existence and was called SOSUS (Sound Surveillance System). The buoy system and SOSUS were coordinated with the Naval Anti-Submarine Warfare office to detect movement and respond to Soviet submarines when they left international waters. At the time Prowfish identified its target, the U.S. believed all Soviet submarines and their locations in the Gulf had been identified. Soviet submarine and surface ship activity had been monitored closely due to increased tensions with Cuba and the build up of Soviet military aid and missile installation activity.
The U.S. also had two major naval anti-submarine bases in the area — one in Pensacola and another in Key West, Florida. Helicopters equipped with sonar buoy detection devices were on Gulf stand-by and regular anti-sub patrols were increased. The air recognizance patrols were designed to cover areas not covered by the SOSUS detection system. Apparently these systems failed to pick up the Russian submarine, perhaps because it got so close to the Mississippi coast line.
At this time the U.S. strongly suspected, but did not have confirming proof, that missile parts and other weapons were being transported to Cuba under the disguise of humanitarian food and agricultural equipment as part of new Soviet-Cuban relations.
The Pentagon, Naval Intelligence, the CIA, the NSA, and the FBI were all active in operations involving Cuba, and President Kennedy was being briefed on a daily and sometimes hourly basis.
A critical intelligence question for the Prowfish incident was how the Soviet submarine came so close to the U. S. Coastline without being detected. Another obvious question was what was the submarine doing there. The incident also occurred shortly after the Soviets shot down the Gary Powers intelligence flight over Russian territory. The Soviets contended that they were just sending food and agricultural equipment to Cuba on a purely humanitarian basis. This posture would be severely undermined if a Russian sub were discovered off the coast of Mississippi.
Marks’ and Simon’s meeting with the captain in the forward torpedo room had several agenda items. One was getting printouts of Captain Hodges’ sonar readings and picking Hodges’ brain. His extensive knowledge on sonar signatures would give credibility to his interpretation of those readings.
To get ready for the meeting, Hodges had bunk racks tied back and a table top brought in to create more room to meet and to lay out printouts of sonar readings and maps.
Since he was Naval Intelligence and in charge of the team, Marks did most of the talking. Simon was more of the silent type and chimed in selectively. Neither of the two men had met Hodges before, although both had heard of him and had read most of Hodges’ intelligence memos and profiles before they arrived.
Marks wanted to ensure that Hodges didn’t see the meeting as a witch hunt. To establish rapport, Marks began by talking about some areas of the Navy they had both worked in. Hodges became comfortable and began to brief the two intelligence officers. They first went over Hodges’ detailed printout of sonar readings and charts, showing exactly where the readings took place.
Hodges explained the Prowfish’s advanced electronic systems and both Marks and Simon were impressed with his knowledge. They also spoke about the strange illness that had broken out, the symptoms, and who was affected. Marks wanted to know the onshore medical officer assigned to the problem. Hodges assured them that he had confidence in the scrubbing procedures being used, the food replacement provisions, and the various inspections carried out.
Hopefully another breakout would not occur. He explained he was shorthanded with the crew, but he thought they would be all right. Marks wanted a list of all personnel and replacement personnel, and Hodges said he would forward the list as soon as they had the complete roster.
Hodges laid out a printout of his sonar, radar, infrared and thermal image readings, along with charts plotting where each sonar hit had occurred. Each chart was discussed in detail. Marks and Simon asked lots of questions and listened attentively as Hodges went through his explanations.
Questions were asked in such a way that Hodges did not feel they were questioning his decisions. They needed information, and Hodges was a good teacher. Long and short range sonar readings of the Russian submarine profile showed it by shape to be Hunter-Killer class type and not one of the Soviet’s missile carrying subs. The Russians refer to this class of submarine as Project 613 submarines. NATO classifies this type of Russian sub as a Whiskey class sub, although a number of unusual sonar signature readings brought this classification into question.
The sonar images of the prop cavitations profile were not those of a Whiskey class. The props were estimated by Hodges to be seven or eight-blade props and gave off a different signal than conventional submarine props, more common to Russian nuclear submarines. Other profile characteristics seemed to suggest that it was not a nuclear submarine. There was no reactor heat signature, nor was there the typical noise from the cooling pumps which is always telltale signs of a nuclear submarine. However, the side view underwater sonar profile of the hull seemed to be smaller and more rounded than a Whiskey class sub’s, suggesting it had nuclear sub design, minus the reactor. Hodges looking at the cavitations profile and again suggested that this was definitely a seven or eight-blade profile — a lower profile, more difficult to track when it was increasing or decreasing speed.
The Russians did have a modified electric diesel Whiskey class submarine that carried one or two missiles located in parallel on its deck. These were bulky and inefficient to operate, and the Russians ceased production of them shortly after they began. This submarine’s sonar profile didn’t indicate any missile compartment showing on deck. Captain Hodges explained that the Russian sub did not assume aggressive posture or positioning once it had been detected, even when they approached close torpedo range.
Marks asked, “Are you sure he spotted your boat?”
Hodges replied, “Because of opposing sonar clicks, I believe the sub had detected us, but I can’t be absolutely sure.” He showed them his approach patters and distances data.
Hodges further explained, “Our target used both a straight zigzag and lazy S pattern to avoid detection. I plotted both patterns, when they made their turns, and how they varied their patterns at regular intervals. It was a pattern within a pattern, which I found interesting. The target was able to increase speed at a faster rate than I had estimated.” Hodges’ facial expression indicated that this troubled him. He continued, “In that regard, the target acted like a nuclear sub, but there was no radioactive or cooling signature, which is standard for determining nuclear presence.”
“I can’t assume it’s not nuclear based on its performance. I was unable to confirm either that it definitely was or was not nuclear. My orders from CNO were to consider it nuclear, and I proceeded according to that protocol.”
Marks and Simon both agreed that intelligence suggested that the Russians would not likely launch missiles from the more unstable sub platform when they were so close to having more stable and accurate land-based missiles installed in Cuba.
Marks thought it was possible that they were using a conventional or nuclear missile sub to back up land installations, but he thought that a submarine launch was unlikely. If underwater missiles were detected in the area, the U.S. would immediately react. Marks speculated, “The Russians have intercontinental ballistic missiles they can launch from inside Russia to hit U.S. targets, so why would they risk the less accurate and less reliable submarine strike? There are some puzzles here. We thought we knew within a few square nautical miles where every Russian submarine was deployed. Apparently, we missed this one, and we’re not sure how, but we’ve got ground and Navy Intelligence people all over the question.”
Marks shared his opinion that this sub was probably on an intelligence and surveillance mission. It was possible that the Russian sub was a new one that came from the Baltic region — one that somehow got past U.S. detection.
Simon contributed some additional information. “We’re running ops on Castro sympathizers and pro-Castro organizations that are Russian-supported. We tracked three agents we believe came ashore on shrimp boats out of Biloxi and Gulfport at precisely the time you spotted your target. It seems that Russian trained Latin American operatives for the last five months have been coming ashore at night on shrimp boats. They’re making their way to Miami on Greyhound and Trailways buses using different schedules.”
“We have operatives in those organizations and are tracking the agents who came ashore two nights before you spotted your submarine target. There are two shrimp boats we believe are involved, ‘The Carla Rae’ and ‘Miss Janice.’ Both are older vessels, but equipped with night rigging.”
Hodges asked, “Why do you suspect those two boats?”
Simon responded, “These shrimp boats have been in the same local family for years, until eight months ago when they both suddenly changed hands. One was purchased by a shell company out of Panama by the name of Caribbean Seafood, and the other is owned by a wealthy Columbian who has supported several failed attempts to overthrow the current political regime. The captains and crew of these vessels are employees of the offshore operations and are unknown to the local fisherman.”
“We’re monitoring their fuel consumption and catch records. Their records are not consistent with other fishing and fuel records we have. Before we move in, we want to know all the links in the chain. It wouldn’t surprise me if you find either of these two shrimp boats near your target submarine. If you see either of these boats on your patrol or near the target, immediately let us know.”
Hodges nodded and said, “Of course”.
Marks and Simon took copies of Hodges’ sonar readings and charting records. Marks indicated they were working other intelligence sources on the identification of the Russian sub. They went over Hodges’ orders and confirmed he was to regain contact of the Russian sub and continue pursuit but not engage unless fired upon. He had an around-the-clock hotline team working on sub activity, which was also being coordinated with Pensacola and Key West.
Marks indicated, “At this time, we do not want to raise suspicion or force hostile contact. Depending on how this works out, we may want to force this Russian submarine to the surface. Pensacola may be your best help in that regard. They have increased their buoy pattern and airborne patrols. It won’t be long before we find the bastard. We just need other intelligence information to tie the whole thing together.”
Marks had some words especially for Hodges. “A longtime friend of yours, Larry Jessup, says hello and sends his regards. Larry was heading up the intelligence group that he and Simon coordinated with. Larry said to tell you he has your back.”
Hodges smiled and immediately felt more confident about his mission, knowing that someone he knew at the top was looking at his decisions. The troublesome thought had crossed his mind that his mission could be a decoy to provoke an incident with the Russians that could be deadly. But now he was reassured. Because of his longstanding relationship with Larry, dating back to the Naval Academy, Hodges doubted that Larry would knowingly allow that to happen.
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Commander John G. Hodges had been captain of the Prowfish for over two years. Hodges was an experienced naval officer and submariner and a graduate of the Naval Academy in electrical engineering. After graduation, he immediately applied for sea duty and spent a year on a destroyer before being granted permission to apply and attend graduate school at Princeton. He first became interested in sonar electronics while at Princeton, where he received his master’s degree in electrical engineering.
While in graduate school, he had the chance to work with several private electronics companies on sonar ideas he had developed, including General Electric and Raytheon. He also worked with private research companies, doing work with underwater mammals and their communication methods.
Hodges was very interested in how certain species of whales with long migratory patterns could vary the range of their echo soundings greatly by internally changing the frequency of their sound patterns. The whales did this by contracting muscles around their sound chambers. This capability gave the migratory pod the ability to locate members who became separated and to identify certain prey activity well beyond the whale’s normal range. Hodges plotted these signals and believed he could recreate this capability electronically by changing the sonar sound wave patterns and frequencies.
During his research, Hodges developed sonar and radar display screens with much higher resolution than anything preceding them. His software and algorithms, applied to his refined screen display, allowed electronic signals to be broken down into much finer detail. Hodges briefed the Navy on his sonar screen and software technology, and he attracted interest at the highest level at the office of the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO). He was able to take the sound recordings of a ship’s propeller made in the water as it turned, called the ship’s cavitations signature, and break that signature into seventeen distinct signals using his new screen, signal analyzer, and the algorithms he had developed. He could identify not only the ship, but the ship’s power plant and propulsion system, estimated speed, and several other characteristics not previously possible.
In several presentations to CNO, Hodges also showed how submarines equipped with his system would be way ahead of the Soviets. The presentations Hodges made brought attention to the new technology, which the Navy began employing almost immediately. Many members at CNO’s office respected Hodges’ electronic and sonar expertise. Some felt that Hodges should remain in scientific research, but Hodges had rejected any suggestions to pursue a research career. He had instead wanted to be at sea, using his sonar and electronics expertise in tactical warfare situations.
By the time Hodges was given command of the Prowfish, he had spent sixteen years commanding ships, mostly submarines. He first heard of the Prowfish while the boat was still being rehabilitated at Norfolk Naval Shipyard. He immediately began positioning himself to modify the conversion plans so that they were more to his liking, and to ultimately be given command of the Prowfish.
By leaning on a friend in command, he was able to get himself appointed as consultant to the Chief Engineer in charge of electronic conversion of the Prowfish. Hodges was able to persuade the Chief Engineer and others overseeing the project that certain specifications of the electronic conversion should be changed. He argued that the current conversion was following an outdated protocol that would make the vessel obsolete before the conversion was complete. He argued that new electronic and sonar systems were available and should be used, offering a complete redesign of the electronic sonar system conversion.
It so happened that the new design included Hodges’ own electronics, as well as other state-of-the-art electronics systems that he liked. His argument was accepted, over the mild objection of the Chief Engineer who didn’t understand much of the new technology. Hodges was able to get his preferred electronic conversion on the boat he wanted to command
The victory in this electronics battle set Hodges in good position for the next internal foray, which was getting command of the vessel. Hodges argued there was no better way to prove the reliability of the equipment than for Hodges, who best understood the equipment, to take command of the boat.
Command of this vessel had already been promised to another highly qualified commander. Hodges used his contacts at the Pentagon and Naval Intelligence, arguing that he was the best qualified to manage the new electronics. He finally won that battle and was assigned the role of captain of the Prowfish just before modifications were completed. The Prowfish was Hodges’ pride and joy, and he was determined to demonstrate that she was the best and most electronically advanced conventional submarine in the fleet.
Hodges was a stickler for detail, and precision was particularly important when it came to electronics and sonar gear. Under Hodges’ orders, his operators were constantly calibrating equipment and adjusting screen resolution and algorithm profiles. Every watch seem to be a training session until Hodges knew the operator had the skill level to meet his demands. During one of the shakedown cruises after leaving Norfolk, the boat came across a pod of whales. For training, Hodges had the boat follow the pod based on his operator’s signals from the whale pod. Hodges not only required the operators to pick up overall signals of the pod, but to identify individual members of the pod. He would surface the boat ahead of the pod and have his operators serve as lookouts, counting pod members and calves and comparing those to the sonar readings. He was testing the equipment as well as the crew, and he proudly confirmed he had some of the best electronics in the Navy.
Hodges was able to get his preferred executive officer, Lt. Commander Charles Benson, who also had an electronics background but was very good with navigation, propulsion, and weapons systems as well. Hodges and Benson were old friends and served together on many deployments Benson had been Hodges’ exec for the past twelve years. Hodges relied heavily on Benson to handle day-to-day running of the ship.
For electronics and sonar operators, Hodges hand picked men by interviewing them and reviewing their records. He preferred to take a young operator who was very good with the basics and teach him everything he wanted him to know about his way of doing things. Hodges was a very good teacher and was patient with his students. His operators admired his capabilities and gave him the highest ratings because they learned so much when serving under his command.
In some sense, Hodges’ strength was also his weakness. During his sixteen years of submarine duty, he came to understand all aspects of the submarine and weapons systems, but he left much of the non-electronic systems onboard to Benson and officers under him. Hodges believed that the greatest weapon on any submarine was its “ears,” which included all aspects of electronics. He believed the ability to know more about your opponent than they knew about you was the key to survival and success in the undersea theater.
Hodges was definitely on an electronic roll with his target advisory until he was thrown a curve when the crewmembers illness broke out. If his temporary replacement crew from New Orleans didn’t work out, he was committed to operating the equipment himself. At unexpected times during the mission he would have to do precisely that.
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Gulf of Mexico
Hectic dock activity began to subside. The ambulances left with their patients, and the first trucks with stores going to and from the ship had left the pier. The second truck of Prowfish stores was just pulling out, destined for the naval laboratory testing facility.
Fuel lines were in final stages of topping off. The two intelligence officers meeting with Captain Hodges walked passed the New Orleans crew, each carrying large leather folders. Their driver in the unmarked black car waited for them on the upper deck with doors opened. Chief Wilks came over and introduced Ensign Chambers to the New Orleans crew. Chambers had a clip board and papers he was reading and said, “I have your berth assignments here.” Holding out his chart, “You can start loading your gear as soon as these electrical cables have been moved.”
He handed his clipboard to the one of the New Orleans crew, and they gathered around to see where their names appeared. As Chief Wilks had indicated, Wade and one other member of their crew were assigned to the forward torpedo room; the other crew members had been assigned throughout the boat. With the electrical cables now out of the way, the crew began filing to the gangplank, saluting the flag at the stern of the ship as they boarded. Wade went to the forward hatch with one crew member. The others separated to the aft hatch. In submarines, you stored everything except your ditty bag and the clothes on your body in compartments with numbers matching your bunk number.
Shore lines were soon cast off, and the boat slowly pulled away on the incoming tide toward the open Gulf. As the boat passed the concrete breakwater, the night sky was clearer due to the sub’s having passed the fog bank that had settled near shore. Wade’s duty schedule did not start until the next morning at 0600, and he settled into his assigned bunk on the starboard upper level atop one of the torpedoes. He could see the Chief’s bunk on the lower and more preferred level, just opposite and down from Wade’s bunk.
The Prowfish SS-438 was a boat originally built for World War II. It had been commissioned in 1943 and had a distinguished career in the North Atlantic, coming face-to-face with a number of German wolf pack U-boats and defeating them. The Prowfish had been refurbished many times, starting in the 1950s. Its last refurbishment took place just two years prior at the Norfolk Naval Shipyard where it received its streamlined conning tower, rounded front end to accommodate the latest more advanced electronics and sonar gear, new engines, and updated operating systems. The Prowfish is a Tench Class submarine which was build as part of 30 similar class boats making up the Naval conventional submarine fleet in that class.
Trench Class submarines are the refurbished predecessors of the current U.S. nuclear designated Hunter-Killer class submarines. The Prowfish did not carry missiles or a deck gun, and served as a submarine tracker, picket defense, surveillance and anti-submarine warfare vessel. It had a low draft, which meant it could get close to shore to support ground operations. For its type of submarine, it was considered fast and quiet, the qualities most desirable for this and any class of submarine. Its speed came from new and improved diesel electric engines, which produced much greater horsepower, consumed less fuel, and ran much quieter than its original engines. The advanced classes of converted diesel subs of the time could not generally compete with emerging classes of nuclear submarines, which had suffered from a number of operating problems in the early years.
The bunks in Wade’s compartment were only half filled. This was due to the missing men from the illness and the fact that the other men who occupied those bunks (called, “hot-bunking”) were on duty. Wade was tired from his trip from New Orleans and all the unloading duties on the pier. He lay back in his bunk with his eyes closed. He did not immediately fall asleep. His sensory memory kicked in to the smells and sounds of his new boat plowing through quiet waters, still on the surface. As the Prowfish pulled past the calm waters behind the concrete and stone breakwater, Wade could hear and feel the slight change in rhythm as heavier waves of the Gulf broke against the bow. The Gulf waters set a new tempo of sound and slow pitch as the bow found more resistance moving forward. Just as the Gulf pitch settled into its new rhythm, Wade heard the click in the boat’s intercom speaker.
“This is the Captain. We were a little late in getting underway, but I want to thank everyone for doing a find job on shore. Sixteen of our shipmates and friends who came down with this illness are now in the hospital being cared for. We don’t yet know the source of this illness or how it got on board. We have been disinfected by the Naval Medivac Unit, and all of our new stores have been carefully checked by a Navy hazard control unit and repacked and sealed. We should be okay with our food stores. Intelligence is looking into different possible identifications for this illness, but until further testing is done, I’m not going to speculate. I’ll be receiving regular updates on our shipmates’ condition and will pass information along to you as it comes in.” Captain Hodges briefly pauses.
“For those of you who don’t know it yet, we’re fortunate to have a partial replacement crew from New Orleans who will be helping us, along with our six members of SEAL Team Two from Key West, who have also agreed to jump in and help with boat operations. I want our regular crew to welcome our new members. We’re still short-handed with our crew. We lost fourteen crew members and two officers and only have six replacement crew from New Orleans, plus our SEAL team. Everyone is going to be pulling extra duty and may be asked to do things they haven’t done before. This includes our SEAL team.”
“The one thing I will tell you is this boat is full of the latest and most up-to-date electronic and sonar gear available, and much of it is extremely sensitive. If you don’t know what a piece of equipment is used for or are not familiar with what a lever or button does, don’t touch it until you get permission. We’re headed back to the area where we encountered our Russian Target. I think we have a pretty good idea where that Target is, and the XO is calculating those intercept coordinates now.”
“I want to remind everyone when we run silent, it means silent. When we are in Silent One I don’t want any of you so much as talking or taking a footstep. If you have to communicate, you put your mouth to the person’s ear and whisper softly. I also better not hear a flush sound from the head. Silent means silent, and our lives will depend on maintaining that condition.”
“For those of you in the forward and aft torpedo rooms we will be running hot on our fish. Our orders are to follow and track, and not engage the target unless we are in imminent danger of being fired upon. I don’t want any happy triggers. You wait until you clearly hear the command to fire from me or the XO. The duty schedules are almost ready and will be passed out as soon as the Ensign finishes. Good sailing, gentleman.”
After the captain’s announcement, Wade drifted off into deep sleep, not even hearing the dive horn in the early morning hours. When he awoke for duty, his boat was 80 meters below the Gulf.
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Washington, D.C.
The Task Force was in full swing when Marks and Simon returned to Washington from their meeting with Captain Hodges. A meeting of Task Force members was called to discuss and analyze the Soviet submarine data collected by Hodges. After the meeting, Marks and Simon discussed their next strategy.
Simon felt strongly that it was now time to take custody of one or more of the three undercover agents released by the Russian submarine. Since their arrival in Mississippi, the three Soviet trained operatives had been followed by Simon’s agents.
They were now in Miami and had joined the organizations they were assigned to infiltrate. Each had already become active members of three separate Cuban organizations. Marks and Simon were in agreement. After Simon reviewed the intelligence reports on the three Russian-trained subjects, he selected two to be picked up for interrogation. Simon’s operatives selected the best time to pick up each man.
After one of the subjects finished a meal at a fast food restaurant with other members of his new Cuban organization, he proceeded to walk back to his apartment three blocks away. He was overtaken by Simon’s operatives and injected with a mild drug. He was loaded into an unmarked white van that had been following two blocks behind. The subject’s hands were cuffed and a blackout hood put over his head.
The second man was apprehended in a similar fashion. Each subject was brought to a separate empty warehouse, in a quiet, older industrial development on the outskirts of Miami. Simon immediately left Washington for Miami to supervise the interrogations.
Simon was no stranger to interrogation. He had run his own covert operations in Central America, which included extensive interrogation for the CIA. Simon knew well the captive’s mental state. When Simon was a CIA undercover operative, he had been held captive by a Central American guerilla group with Russian advisors for nine months. During that experience he was beaten, interrogated, and tortured. He had a keen sense of a man’s breaking point, and he knew when pressure had to be applied.
Each subject was interrogated alone in separate locations with a different interrogation team. At first both subjects gave the standard responses taught in course 101 on “How to answer questions in the event of capture.” Simon wasn’t playing that game and turned up the heat.
After twelve hours of straight interrogation, Simon came into the room where one of the captives was detained and sat in front of the captive with a file. He spoke only in Spanish. Simon told the captive he wanted him to see what he had in his file and slowly opened the file in front of the witness. There were recent pictures of the captive’s wife, children, brothers, sisters, and parents.
Simon stressed that no harm would come to any family members if he cooperated. In turn Simon described in great detail what would happen in the event of non-cooperation. He emphasized that his men were already in place in their country, and paused to show the captive the addresses of loved ones and photographs of their homes. Simon then got up and left the room for his men to continue the interrogation in English.
Simon proceeded to address the second captive in the same manner.
The two captives finally broke, within three hours of each other. Simon was called in by his operatives to attend this part of the interrogation in the hope that critical information would be forthcoming. He kept the two men separated so he could compare details and determine if they were telling the unrehearsed truth. Simon’s wish for critical information from the subjects was granted. The new information also confirmed his worst expectations.
Both men admitted having been brought to the U.S. by the same Russian submarine. One boarded three miles off the coast of Ecuador, the other off the coast of Nicaragua. Both boarded in the middle of the night, as the Russian sub headed north for U.S. waters.
The two men gave detailed descriptions of the interior of the Russian submarine, including where certain operations were performed. One of the subjects even drew a diagram of the sub’s interior and identified the location of various electronic devices and operating systems. The other man was given the same diagram without the identifying names and asked to fill in and name the various systems.
The second subject’s response was identical to that of the first. Simon was focused on details. He knew a slip-up would come in the details if the captive’s stories had been rehearsed. Simon found out where they ate and what they ate during their voyage. He obtained where they slept and even how the toilets worked. Simon had enough interrogation experience to know whether a suspect was telling the truth.
It was his opinion that the men were well trained, but young, and had not been professional spies for very long. He didn’t feel either had been captured before. Both men came from very poor families and the Russians were good at selecting these types of men and filling them with indoctrination on the “evil western powers.” With a little money and time in a Russian-led training camp, they could become Central American Soviet-trained agents within months.
Both men confirmed that the Russian submarine surfaced off the coast of Mississippi on the date and location Simon had suspected. The men were brought to shore on a shrimp boat. The two men told interrogators there were three possible shrimp boats that could meet them. Simon already knew the names of two of the shrimp boats. The existence of a third shrimp boat by the name of Bonnie Q was new information. Simon immediately put the Bonnie Q under surveillance.
The two captives provided the name of the Russian submarine captain. They also confirmed that at one point the Russian captain knew they had been detected by a U.S. submarine. Following the sub’s detection, the two subjects separately recounted that two Russian crewmen dressed in “biological suits” released canisters containing biological material out of the aft torpedoes tubes.
Each man detailed his mission of infiltration and misinformation within his assigned organizations after reaching shore. Both subjects gave the interrogators names and locations of places where they were to make contact with Russian agents in Miami for drops and additional orders. The captives gave information about the Russian training camps in their countries, including locations, who ran them, and how they were staffed and guarded.
When the interrogations were complete, the captives were given water and food and turned over to the FBI, arrested, and charged with espionage. The third member of their team was picked up by the FBI shortly after and charged with the same crimes. With the information from the interrogations, combined with other information obtained from Simon’s covert operatives, the leaders of many of the subversive Cuban organizations were arrested and the organizations were shut down.
Information from the interrogations quickly reached the Task Force. One segment of the Intelligence Task Force was able to piece together the mysterious Soviet submarine puzzle. The target submarine was one of three experimental submarines secretly built to test a new hull design for the Soviets’ new hunter-killer class nuclear submarine that was to become part of Russian’s November Project 627 Kit Class. Of the three experimental submarines, one was lost due to mechanical failure, leaving the Cuban Target sub and her sister boat still on active duty.
The Task Force learned that the sister boat was in a different part of the world. It was immediately added to the Naval tracking system. The Task Force confirmed the Soviet-Cuban Target sub did not carry missiles but was well armed with torpedoes and the latest Russian electronic equipment.
Naval Intelligence still believed that the Russian undersea electronic equipment was not as good as U.S. undersea electronics at the time. The target sub had a shallow draft, which allowed her to get close to shore and display a low profile when on the surface. The three boats were built at the highest Soviet security level under a covered dock at the Russian Severodvinsk Naval Yard.
Naval Intelligence learned that after the Russian submarines had been constructed, the boats were brought out of the covered dock facility submerged under the hull of a surface ship, at night, which shielded them from any possible aircraft surveillance. The Task Force team did not have an explanation as to how the Cuban target sub penetrated the Pensacola, New Iberia, Louisiana, and Key West AWS patrols or the SOSUS system of underwater detection buoys. Members of the Task Force were hard at work trying to find answers to these questions.
While the Miami interrogations were being conducted, information from the Naval Medical Research Laboratory reached Marks, and it was not good news. The new report showed the cause of the infection was a new and particularly virulent strain of botulism which was resistant to antibiotics and which seemed impervious to salt water. In fact, the bacteria thrived in sea water, which meant it could be released from undersea canisters.
The recovery prospects for some of the crew members were not good. After receiving the initial call, Marks turned the information over to Task Force members working on the hazardous material component of the incident for follow-up.
The team learned that the strain of the botulism bacteria was grown on a supportive extracellular matrix biofilm which provided a strong binding substance, allowing it to adhere to the hull of the Prowfish. In the case of the Prowfish incident, the biofilm and its bacterial host were genetically engineered, replicating a substance found on the foot of sea urchins. This substance allows sea urchins, corals, and tubeworms to adhere strongly to rocks on the sea floor or the hulls of ships. The “syringe” antennae produced by the matrix provided the ideal medium for botulism bacteria to quickly grow.
Simon immediately returned to Washington. He and Marks met to discuss the next steps. Marks said to Simon, “Hodges is about to deploy SEAL Team Bravo. Do we make any changes to his orders?”
“No. We need Bravo in place in case the Russian’s don’t back down from the president’s upcoming position. Hodges will soon be tracking the Russian sub again, and I’m wondering how much of the new information should be communicated to him.”
Marks said, “He needs some of the new information to complete his mission, but I don’t think we should communicate details he doesn’t need to know.”
Simon agreed and Marks asked Simon to draft the message to Hodges. Simon said he would be back with a draft within the hour.
After their meeting Marks pondered, “We now know what the Russian sub’s mission was. Where the hell is it now and what is its current mission?”
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Hanna was near the end of his duty watch when XO Benson handed Captain Hodges two decoded message from CNO. Hodges opened and read the messages aloud in ear shot of those in the control room. The first message read, “AIRBORNE RECOGNIZANCE IDENTIFIED RUSSIAN MINE SWEEPER OPERATING IN SECTOR 16. VESSEL IS BELIEVED TO BE LAYING MINES ALONG CUBAN SHORE SECTION 16. PROCEED WITH EXTREME CAUTION.”
Hodges commented to Benson, “That’s a new twist.” He opened the second coded message. It only read: “DEPLOY CUTLASS — SECTOR 21 –2300 HOURS.”
Sector 21 was code for specific navigational coordinates given to Captain Hodges before he left port. Hodges asked Benson, “How close are we to the coordinates?”
The XO replied, “About two and a half hours at our current speed.”
Hanna was getting ready to end his duty shift and head to the mess at his assigned chow time. Ben Schneider, sonar operator and Hanna’s friend, also changed duty shifts at this time and they often went to mess together. Captain Hodges waved Hanna and Schneider over to him and said, “Why don’t you two grab some quick chow and return to control. I want you both as lookouts when we surface.”
Hanna and Schneider both nodded and said “Yes, sir,” and quickly made their way to the mess. Both grabbed a tray and got through the mess line quickly and sat down to eat. Tom Guerra, one of the SEAL team members, had a duty schedule similar to Hanna’s. They frequently came to the mess at the same time. Hanna had gotten to know Tom quite well.
Neither Wade nor Schneider uttered a word about the messages they just heard read in the control room. Both knew Hodges’s rule that, “What you hear in the Control Room stays in the Control Room.” This rule especially applied to all who worked in or around the control room.
The conversation turned to typical topics of football and basketball standings, family stories, and movies. Hanna and Schneider seemed to be eating faster than normal. Tom had been there longer and noticed they were finishing their meal at the same time he was. Tom was about to say something about their unusually fast eating when the captain came on the intercom.
“This is the Captain. We just received orders from CNO to deploy Cutlass at 2300 hours. We are about two and a half hours to launch point. Bravo members check with your team leader and prepare for deployment.”
Tom jumped up from the mess table and briefly stared at Hanna and Schneider but didn’t say anything. Hanna broke the uncomfortable silence by asking, “You guys ready?”
Tom replied, “We’ve been ready.” Tom left their table to return his tray while Hanna took a last bite of mashed potatoes. When Wade looked up, Tom had turned back from the hatch waving his hand for Hanna to come over to him.
He asked Hanna, “Look, can you do me a favor? We can’t deploy with any personal effects. I have this picture of my wife Cheryl. I wrote her phone number on the back. When you get onshore would you please give her a call? You have been a friend and I want her to know that we were shipmates and you saw me just before I deployed — just in case anything goes wrong. It’s kind of code between us — she’ll understand.”
Hanna said, “Sure, I’ll see you onshore when all this is over.”
Wade put the picture in his shirt pocket and returned to the control room with Schneider. Captain Hodges and XO Benson were discussing deployment procedures. The captain looked up when he saw Hanna and Schneider, “You guys can get some shut eye now, be back here at 2200 hours. We’ll call you if we need you before.”
Both replied “Yes, sir,” and went back to their respective bunks in different parts of the boat. Hanna laid in his bunk thinking about the SEAL Team Bravo and their mission. He didn’t know exactly what their mission was except that Tom had mentioned they were meeting up with a Ranger team on shore.
All Hanna knew was they had a hell of a lot of what looked liked explosives, underwater gear, and weapons going with them. He also knew these guys were tough and had rehearsed their departure procedures at least three times a day and several times live at sea. Hanna thought these guys knew their stuff and hoped they would make it.
Hanna looked at the picture that Tom had given him. Cheryl was beautiful. He wondered what it must be like being married and in this situation. Tom told him they had been married eight months and were expecting their first child. Hanna’s heart was pounding as he thought about what Tom would be going through. He tried to lay back and get some sleep, but that was not going to happen.
Hanna and Schneider arrived in the control room five minutes early and reported. The captain said, “Get your glasses and stand by.” Lookout binoculars kept in a control room cabinet were passed to the two lookouts. The captain said, “Hanna take the starboard, and Schneider take the port.” The captain turned to the XO, “Are we close, Charlie?”
Benson replied, “We’re almost there” and ordered the helmsman to turn two degrees starboard.
The captain, looking at his watch, asked for a sonar report.
The sonar operator replied, “All clear, sir, both screens.”
A few seconds later the captain said, “Charlie, let’s bring her to periscope depth; I want to take a look around.”
The XO responded by giving the order to bring the boat to periscope depth at a five degree bow angle. Within 30 seconds the XO said, “At depth, sir.”
The captain ordered, “Up periscope,” and turned his hat around to view the periscope optics. The captain rotated in a slow 360 degree turn and asked for sonar and radar readings.
The operators indicated, “All clear, sir, both screens”.
After he carefully viewed the surface, the captain commented, “We have a good overcast night with no moonlight. It’s like a tar pit out there.” Then he asked, “What’s our time, Charlie?”
The XO replied, “We are on coordinates now, 20 minutes early, sir.”
The captain grabbed the intercom mike and said, “This is the Captain, Bravo Team. We are on coordinates getting ready to surface. The XO will give you the signal when we’re on the surface. Report your readiness to deploy.”
He said to the XO, “Give me a low profile on the surface, like we discussed.” He questioned, “Lookouts ready? I want sonar and radar readings, short bursts, every twenty seconds.”
The operators acknowledged.
The captain replied, “Keep your signals very short. I don’t want to telegraph our arrival.”
The operators replied “Aye sir” confirming the captain’s order. Hanna and Schneider tucked their binoculars in their shirts as standard procedure so they wouldn’t be hit going up the ladder and through the hatch. When the hatch is opened sometimes the captain wants to go up first and other times he wants the lookouts to precede him. The boat surfaced, and the XO opened the hatch, bringing a small amount of sea water into the control room. The captain said, “Lookouts above.”
Hanna went first and assumed his position on the starboard side followed by Schneider on the port side. The lookouts immediately started searching the horizon as they had been trained and done many times before. The captain came right behind the lookouts and assumed his position in the center of the conning tower below them. He turned to the lookouts and said, “I want full 180 degree sweeps from the hull to the horizon and the air space above. Call out any floating objects. We may have mines in the area.”
Both replied confirming the order. Each lookout carefully searched the ocean from the hull to the horizon in ten degree increments, adjusting their binoculars as they moved to different distances. While the lookouts were scanning, the captain picked up the com mike and said, “Charlie, I need more air under us. We have a two foot chop.” The captain wanted the lowest possible surface profile, but not at the expense of compromising the deployment.
The XO knew what the captain needed and immediately ordered seawater expelled from the boat’s diving tanks. The vessel rose a little higher in the water.
The captain said, “We’re fine now, Charlie.” He asked, “Are the lookouts clear?”
Both replied “All clear, sir.” as they continued their visual search pattern.
Next the captain asked, “Charlie, is Bravo ready to deploy?”
The XO replied, “Yes, sir.”
The captain said, “Lights out in compartments below deployment hatches.”
Charlie replied, “Yes, sir.”
The captain said, “Bravo can deploy when ready; mark our time.”
While maintaining his sweeps of the horizon, Hanna couldn’t help but notice the SEAL Team in action on the deck below him. He kept one eye in the binoculars and the other on what was going on below. Two hatches quietly opened, one forward and one midship. Two SEAL Team members dressed in black wet suits, their heads covered with blackened faces and wearing black gloves, appeared on deck. The dark overcast night provided a small reflection of light off the shiny diving suits. The two team members each carried a large package with a black compressed air canister. They did not run but moved in a hurried walk.
The team members positioned themselves at two previously designated places on deck and began unfolding their black packages. Air canisters were released and the packages expanded into two black rubberized inflatable boats. When the boats were filled, they were secured to the hull at predetermined locations. A third inflatable was passed to the men on deck and its canister released. As the three inflatables took their positions, additional men appeared on deck. Equipment boxes were passed through the hatch and placed at predetermined specific locations on deck in a choreographed ritual.
During the operation, SEAL Team members didn’t speak to each other. All communication was by hand signal. Each member had a flash light on his waist belt with a dark red filter. The lights were being used to read numbers on the side of the equipment boxes and to signal when a task was completed. In less than fifteen minutes, their extensive supplies were on deck being loaded in a particular order into the slightly larger inflatable. The supply inflatable was covered in a dark camouflage pattern material similar to the team’s wetsuit and tied down on all sides. Two SEAL Team members closed the hatches as quietly as they had opened them.
The SEAL Team quickly boarded two of the inflatables, with men aligned behind each other on both sides. They began to paddle into the two-foot chop with the supply inflatable in tow. One SEAL Team member in the lead inflatable turned back and gave a hand signal to the captain.
The captain called out to the XO “Bravo Team deployed; what’s our time, Charlie?”
The XO replied, “27 minutes, sir.”
As Bravo Team pulled away, Hanna looked one last time through his binoculars. He focused along the line where the inflatables left the Prowfish. He saw only a foggy black night where SEAL Team Bravo was once visible. There was no sign of either the team members or the inflatables.
The captain ordered, “Lookouts below.” Glasses were quickly stuffed in the lookouts’ shirts, and Hanna, then Schneider, slid down the ladder into the control room, followed by the captain.
The XO was waiting to close the hatch behind them and declared, “Hatch secured.”
The captain said to Benson, “Take us out the same way we came in, then dive to 160 feet and resume prior course.”
The XO replied, “Aye, sir.” The XO immediately communicated the captain’s orders to the control room crew.
The captain said, “Charlie, send CNO a coded message: ‘Cutlass Deployed Sector 21,’ and our deployment time.”
“Yes, sir.”
The XO asked the captain, “How did it go up there?”
“Smooth as silk. We had good overhead cover, no moon, and we were on time.”
The captain continued, “That SEAL Team has enough ordinance to blow up half of Cuba. I think they’re going to stash the hot stuff tonight and meet up with a Ranger Team and await orders. It’s tense out there; you can feel it in the air. Something big is going to happen.” He went on, “Let’s recharge batteries after we clear the area between 0100 and 0400 hours while we still have this overhead cover. After that we go hunting for our Russian Target.”
Hanna returned to his bunk and reflected on the operation he had just witnessed. He looked at Cheryl’s picture again and felt concern for his friend Tom as he drifted off to sleep.
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A couple of days after deploying SEAL Team Bravo for Operation Cutlass, life on board the Prowfish settled into a normal routine. Captain Hodges was following his search pattern according to intercept coordinates and orders given by Command. Hanna was about halfway into his watch when the sonar operator in the compartment behind him spoke out, “Captain, I have a sonar contact bearing 135 at 9,200 yards.”
The captain, who was in discussion with the XO about coordinates, stopped in mid-sentence and said, “Give me a broad band reading, and put the readings through the analyzer.”
The sonar operator confirmed and put the reading through the analyzer, which applied algorithms to the signal, providing much more detail. The resulting signal breakdown was displayed in several different graphic formats before him on two screens. The operator said, “Captain, this looks strange. You’d better come have a look, sir.”
Hodges replied, “I’m on my way,” as he headed to the sonar room. He and the sonar operator crammed in the small operator’s room for several minutes before the Captain commented, “This is very interesting. Call the XO over.”
Benson came over and also jammed into the already crowded sonar room. Hodges and Benson discussed several displays. Benson pointed at the screen and suggested, “If we change course to this direction we may be able to get a broadside reading.”
The captain agreed, and the XO gave the new order for a course correction to Hanna who immediately complied. The Captain also ordered the engine room to slow speed. For now, the captain was content to stay at long range and collect sonar readings from several angles.
At one point, the captain said, “I think this may be our Target. It’s not clear what she’s doing right now.”
The XO responded, “Do you think she can see us?”
“I don’t think so at this distance. She’s not acting like she does, and I don’t think the Russians have equipment with this range. For now, let’s just take our readings from a distance. As soon as we know more, we’ll send a message to CNO and see what they want us to do.”
After several more course changes and sonar readings, Wade finished his watch and was ready to head for the mess. His replacement assumed his helmsmen’s position and started his duty watch. As Hanna was leaving the control room, the captain told him, “When you finish chow come back here and check in with me, I’m working on something.”
Hanna replied, “Yes, sir.”
After his meal, Hanna returned and the captain explained, “Charlie and I are talking about getting closer to the Target, but I don’t want to do that until we get more sonar images from this distance. I’d like you to help the XO plot some of these approach angles so I have a better feel for our options. We have a number of ideas, but we want to first see if the target continues in the same direction for the next 4 hours.” He continued, “Why don’t you get some sleep and meet the XO here at 1300.”
Hanna replied, “Yes, sir,” and retired to his bunk and soon fell asleep.
Hanna was fresh when he met Officer Benson at the designated time. Benson explained, “The Target changed its pattern over the last four hours, and we’re trying to figure out if this is a new pattern or a variant of the old one.”
He showed Hanna the plotted patterns.
Hanna asked, “May I comment, sir?”
XO said, “Surely.”
“I think it is a variant of the old pattern, sir. You see the tail in this early pattern and the one here. I think they have just extended this tail for some reason,” he said, pointing at the chart.
The XO considered Hanna’s thoughts. “You may be right. Our next move will be to get closer for readings and see if we can find the Target’s sonar range, but we want to keep enough distance between us to stay out of effective torpedo range.”
The XO continued, “Assuming the Target maintains the same pattern, we can get 1,000 yards closer at this point. If we beat her to this spot we can run silent and wait for her to pass our stopping point,” pointing to one of the charts.
The XO asked, “Can you plot that scenario Hanna?”
“Yes, sir.”
The XO said, “I need direction, speed, depth, and time to get to this point before the Target turns on her next leg,” pointing to the chart.
Hanna answered, “Yes, sir. I will have that in few minutes.”
Benson said, “Good, I’m going to be working on a more aggressive scenario. The captain is getting shut eye right now and will be up in an hour.”
Hanna and the XO plotted their respective courses, and the captain soon joined them in Control. He looked at their work and decided to take the more aggressive course of interception. Just after ordering the new course change a coded message came in from CNO. This was the message prepared by Marks and Simon but sent through normal naval command channels encrypted for secure transmission. The unencrypted message read:
“INTELLIGENCE HAS CONFIRMED TARGET WAS SOURCE OF RELEASED INTELLIGENCE AGENTS OFF MISSISSIPPI COAST. TARGET IS BELIVED TO BE NEW CONVENTIONAL POWERED SUB WITH NEW NUCLEAR HULL DESIGN. NO REACTOR. ILLNESS ON BOARD IS BELIEVED TO HAVE COME FROM TARGET’S RELEASE OF BIOLOGICAL MATERIAL FROM AFT TORPEDO TUBES. DO NOT TRACK FROM REAR POSITION. TARGET MISSION NOW UNKNOWN. BELIEVE TARGET IS WELL ARMED BUT MAY HAVE ORDERS NOT TO ENGAGE. MAINTAIN CURRENT ORDERS FOR TRACKING AND ID BUT DO NOT ENGAGE UNLESS TARGET TAKES AGGRESSIVE ACTION. KEY WEST AWS SQUADRON ORDERED TO YOUR LOCATION TO OVERSEE ENGAGEMENT. PROCEED WITH EXTREME CAUTION.”

After reading the message aloud, the captain said, “Belay that last course change and return to our previous course.”
The helmsman replied, “Aye, sir.”
The captain was prone to often thinking out loud. He was looking at the XO, but really talking to himself as he said, “We have a lot of new information to consider in this new communication. We have to stay away from the aft of this Target. We don’t want to follow her. She may have a hull capable of diving deep. She’s well armed but may have been ordered not to engage. We have Key West AWS squadron coming into the situation, which means they will take over our operation. I think we have limited options now, but our sonar readings may still be helpful to the CNO.” The captain now addressed the XO. “Is that the way you read it, Charlie?”
The XO was in agreement. “That pretty much sums it up, Captain.”
The captain said, “I’m going to take your charts and this message to my quarters to think about this for a while. I’ll be back within the hour.”
The XO released Hanna and he returned to his bunk.
The captain returned to Control in 45 minutes and said, “Here’s what I want to do, Charlie. I want to approach the Target at three different points, each at closer range than the prior point. Our last point will be at 3,800 yards. We take detailed readings at each point. I want the first intercept to be here,” pointing to a specific location on the chart that he had circled. “Depending on the Target’s reaction, I want to recalculate the next coordinate to intercept about here,” pointing to a second circle he had drawn.
“At all times, I want to approach where our bow is at midship and at the right angle to the Target. At no time do we follow the Target. She needs her prop wake to release and disburse the biological material and also so she can get the hell away from the biological material sticking to her own hull.”
The captain continued, “When we come into the Target’s sonar range, I want the Target seeing our smallest profile, which is at a right angle. I also don’t want to approach her from her bow or give her a side profile shot at us. I want to anticipate where she’s going to be, and be there waiting in silence for her to pass. If she goes deep on us, we’ll continue to track her until Key West arrives. Our Key West squadron will have the sonar and depth charges to deal with her at any depth.”
The XO replied, “Yes, sir. I’ll start to plot our first contact point right away.”
The Captain asked, “Where’s Hanna?”
The XO said “He was finished with his watch, and I sent him to his bunk to get some rest.”
“Send someone to get him. I want him on the helm when we start our approach.”
The XO said “Yes, sir and ordered one of the men in Control to get Hanna.
Hanna helped the XO plot the new course intercepts based on the captain’s new orders before he resumed his position at the helm.
The captain commented, “The uncertainty of these intercept points is because we don’t know the Target’s sonar range and don’t know how she’ll react when we get into her range. We will have to play it as we go.”
The first two intercept points seemed fairly safe, since the captain believed the Prowfish was outside of the Target’s sonar range. Hanna thought, “As we get closer, things will rapidly change and become more deadly.”
At the first Target intercept point, the Prowfish approached at 8,000 yards and arrived precisely on point and time and ran silent while the Target passed without detecting the Prowfish. The captain’s team had correctly estimated the Target’s next course and speed, and they were waiting silently as the Target passed the second coordinates. Excellent sonar images were obtained at each pass, using the new electronics profiles and extremely short signal bursts.
As the Prowfish approached the third coordinate at 6,000 yards, the Target immediately reacted. This confirmed to Hodges that he was now in the Target’s detection range. The Target immediately took evasive action by turning fast to port and diving. The Prowfish didn’t follow, which would have run the risk of being caught in the bio-plume. Rather it held back and waited until it was again outside the Target’s sonar range. Hodges wanted the Russian captain to believe he was well clear of the U.S. sub.
The Soviet captain was not fooled by Hodges’ maneuver. The Russian sub changed course again, this time on a straight course, heading away from the Prowfish at increased speed. It was giving the appearance that they were leaving the area.
The Russian Target could not be sure where the Prowfish was but hoped it would follow, trying to catch up. The Russian sub’s strategy now was to be in a race, with the U.S. sub following close behind. When the tailing boat least expected it, the Target planned to quickly slow its speed and release its deadly bio-plume before resuming full speed again.
Hodges had been fooled once before and wasn’t taking the bait again. Instead, he plotted a course that ran parallel to and above the Target at a distance beyond the Russian sub’s sonar range. The two subs resumed running this race at similar speeds. Hodges was surprised the Russian sub was not faster because of its new hull design. He concluded that while the Target had the more streamlined nuclear hull, it lacked the horsepower of the nuclear engine to go with it.
The two subs ran at near full speed for over two hours before the Russian boat slowed to look around for its follower. Not picking up a trailing profile on sonar screen, the Russian sub resumed its prior course.
Hodges took the chance that while the Russian captain was looking around for its follower he would maintain his course and speed and pass the Target. Hodges now knew his sonar equipment was superior and could help him keep clear of the Russian’s sonar range while he plotted his next move. His plan was to move ahead of the Russian sub before the next contact point, and then run silent as his foe passed the new intercept point. The only risk Hodges took in this strategy was that the Russians might resume another course.
Hodges was willing to take that chance, and his strategy seemed to be working. The Prowfish passed the Russian sub, and now Hodges had to carefully pick his intercept point. Hodges wanted to be stationary and silent, waiting for his adversary to approach at Hodges’ preferred angle of attack.
Just before the captain gave the order to turn for position at the final intercept point, his sonar operator called out, “Sir, I am showing a change in course direction by the Target.”
The captain held his order to turn. He wondered whether the Target had detected him or whether the Russian captain was playing a mental game and just changing course strategy. Hodges stopped engines and ordered silent running.
The sonar operator said, “Sir, the Target is turning to port and coming directly towards us.” The Russian captain for some unknown reason had chosen to turn toward the Prowfish without knowing their predator was there.
Captain Hodges immediately thought, “If this is correct, all I have to do now is wait.”
Hodges and the XO immediately went to the sonar room to confirm the reading. The big question Hodges and the XO had to answer now was whether this was a clever tactical move on the part of a Russian captain or whether it was a merely coincidental, believing he had lost his adversary.
Hodges didn’t believe in coincidence, but he also wasn’t going to turn down a gift horse staring him in the face. His gut instincts told him to remain absolutely silent and let the Target continue to come toward him. The Target was now approaching the Prowfish at 5,500 yards and closing. Hodges wondered why the Prowfish’s presence had still not been detected by the Russian sub. If he had been detected the Russian sub would not have made this last move.
Captain Hodges knew his disappearance wouldn’t last much longer. In a few seconds the entire outline of the Prowfish would be displayed on the Russian sonar screen. The Russian sub was now approaching close torpedo range, with less than 5,000 yards between them.
It was tense in the control room. Suddenly the sonar operator called out to the captain, “Sir, the Target has stopped in her tracks.”
Hodges told the XO, “I want to maneuver slowly, to always be at right angle to her midship and below her, Charlie.” Because of the Target’s sudden reaction, Hodges believed the Target had been caught completely off guard. The Prowfish moved into the position Hodges wanted. The Target also started slowly moving slightly in a circular motion to the Prowfish, and the Hodges followed to maintain his more favorable position. The slow motion dance was like to predators walking around each other before one decided the next move.
The two boats were in a slow circular dance at close torpedo range only 3,500 yards away from each other. The Prowfish came to the ordered position and at right angle to the Target.
The captain said, “Charlie, let’s stop engines and remain silent and see what she does.”
Hodges knew the Russian captain knew the Prowfish’s angle was more favorable. The Target’s more vulnerable position gave fewer tactical options. The sonar room operator said, “Sir, the Target has now come to a complete stop.” Hodges knew he had the Russian’s sub underbelly exposed but remembered his orders.
Hodges said to the XO, “Charlie, let’s find out if she has those orders not to engage” The captain ordered, “Open forward torpedo doors 1 and 3.”
The XO relayed the order. In the silence of the boat, the expulsion of air could be heard as the forward torpedo doors opened.
Chief Wilks in the forward torpedo room confirmed. “Torpedoes set ready to fire on your command, sir.”
Hodges, turned to Charlie and said, “They now know we mean business. Let’s see what she does. If she so much as flinches, we’ll blow her ass out of the water.”
From the sonar room came, “Sir, two forward doors on Target have just opened.”
The two subs were now in a deadly stare down, each waiting for the other to make a move. Captain Hodges’ mind was racing. He was thinking that, because of his more favorable position, if the Prowfish fired first, there would be certain destruction of the Target. If both fired at the same time, the Target’s torpedo would have to turn before it reached the Prowfish, losing a couple of valuable seconds before her torpedoes made contact. He also considered that if both fired seconds apart, it would mean assured mutual destruction at this distance.
Minutes seemed like hours.
Wade Hanna stood his watch at the helm, drenched in sweat, believing his life would soon end and he would rest in an undersea grave. He didn’t know how he would stay alive in the next moments, much less what he might do if he survived. Wade’s mind would not allow him to consider the possibility of another day. His tormented childhood, near-deadly undercover encounters, a dying mother and now this unbelievable undersea confrontation had taken their emotional toll.
Wade’s face always showed a strong constitution, but at this time his nerves were at their edge. He looked around the welded steel frame and saw the pipes and gages that would line his coffin. He imagined the rounded outer hull becoming his last cathedral, bellowing hymns made by the sound of twisting metal as it sunk to crushing depths. As he searched his soul for a spiritual voice, he began humming quietly to himself. He was humming the haunting melody of “Saint James Infirmary.”
The captain ordered, “Close forward torpedo doors.”
A few seconds later sonar reported,
“Sir, Target has closed forward torpedo doors.”
Sonar reports, “The Target is making a slow turn to port and headed into a deep angle dive.”
Captain Hodges explained to his XO, “She wants us to follow her now.”
Looking at the sonar screen the XO commented, “From her angle, it looks like she’s going deep.”
Hodges ordered, “Charlie, stay above her and to either side; don’t track behind her. She’s got that wicked ass.”
Hanna was at the helm all this time, covered in sweat from the stress and from the air system being off during silent running. His hands felt numb and weak from the sudden drop in adrenalin. Captain Hodges and the XO were also covered in sweat.
After three hours, the Prowfish still had the Target on sonar deep below them. The Target was now at a depth well below where the Prowfish’s hull could survive the pressure.
It was evening in the natural world above, and the Prowfish had to surface to recharge batteries after the long day of underwater races. The captain ordered the XO to send a coded message to CNO covering the events of the day and to ask for orders.
A reply message was quickly returned from CNO,
“MAINTAIN TRACKING OF TARGET UNTIL KEY WEST SQUADRON ARRIVES AT YOUR LOCATION. EXPECTED AWS ARRIVAL TIME WITHIN THREE HOURS. KEY WEST TO ASSUME COMMAND OF ALL AREA AWS ACTIVITY. AFTER COORDINATING KEY WEST TRANSITION RETURN TO PORT, BILOXI, MISS. CONTACT KEY WEST COMMAND ON FREQUENCY 1276.46, JOB WELL DONE.”

While still on the surface recharging, Captain Hodges received a radio call from AWS squadron leader, Captain Lamar Henley. Captain Henley was from Texas and had the accent to prove it, “Henley here. I have your surface position; we’re less than an hour away.” The two spoke quite a while. Captain Hodges transmitted the coordinates of the Target’s location and depth as they were speaking. They spoke about the day’s maneuvers.
Henley said, “Yea, she’s deep right now, but she’s not nuclear and has to come up for air. We’ll be waiting to give her a Caribbean surprise party.” Henley continued, “Depending on her movements, we may try some of our new low pressure depth charge explosives to get her attention. These will give a jolt to her navigation and sonar electronics. CNO wants me to see if we can get the Target to the surface. They want a close look at this heifer.”
Captain Hodges now had a visual of the approaching Key West vessel. As he looked closer through his binoculars, he was surprised to find that it was not a single vessel but an armada of ships. He made out two destroyers, one baby helicopter carrier, and a light cruiser which was Henley’s command ship. Hodges knew from prior briefings that every inch of the underbelly of Henley’s cruiser was covered with electronic sonar detection devices. This AWS squadron protected the entire fleet when they were on maneuvers. Hodges thought the Navy’s response was overkill for one submarine but, said to himself, That’s the way the Navy sometimes does things. He also thought to himself, and the armada may have other business in the area
After Hodges confirmed transition with Henley, he ordered a change in course for Biloxi, Mississippi. The only Caribbean party on this cruise was going to be one involving the Russian submarine — and Henley would be leading the band dancing the Texas two-step.
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Captain Hodges was a smart man but didn’t consider himself to be proficient in national politics. He didn’t claim to know how politics worked but knew they often determined his next assignment and in all likelihood would ultimately define his career. It was early November, 1962, just after the president gave his ultimatum and the Soviet Union backed down from installing land-based missiles in Cuba.
The Cuban missiles sites were already being disassembled and the so called “humanitarian” Russian vessels headed for Cuba had turned around for other ports. Some tensions between the two super powers had cooled, but U.S. military was still on high alert believing the Russian’s might change their mind or try another tactic.
Life onboard the Prowfish had returned to normal as they headed back to Biloxi. Wade had been in the control room when most of the CNO orders came in and heard them read aloud as was Captain Hodges’ practice. He certainly didn’t know everything going on. The rest of the Prowfish crew knew even less. Wade was off-duty in his bunk reading when the intercom came on.
“This is the Captain. As most of you know, we have been ordered back to Biloxi. Key West is assuming operations for the area we just left. We will arrive in Biloxi in a couple of days. The New Orleans crew will be met at the dock with transportation back home. We will be in Biloxi for four days replenishing stores and refueling. All those in the crew who would like a couple of days in New Orleans will be given leave. From Biloxi we are headed back to Norfolk.”
“I also have some sad news to report. Unfortunately we have thus far lost five of our fellow crewmembers to the illness we had onboard. Their names are Harris, Mendleman, Ruiz, Newman and Laichek. Many more of our crew remain critical and still under hospital care.”
“The bodies of our lost shipmates have all been flown back to their homes for burial. The Navy is conducting a special memorial service for our lost crew while in Biloxi. Those wishing to attend the service, check with Mr. Wilks for times and transportation details. I and all of our officers will be attending the service. All of you are welcome to attend.”
“After Biloxi we have been ordered to Norfolk for an unspecified time, probably two months. The Prowfish will be receiving updated electronic equipment, and there will be a Medical Research team to scrub our hull and take samples of any biological material which may have adhered to the hull’s surface. Navy medical and biological teams are still investigating this illness, and we now believe it may have been released underwater by our Target.”
“Gentleman, you have all served with distinction on what was an extremely important and historical mission. I want to thank our New Orleans crew who served with special distinction. All of your efforts went above and beyond. I want to also remind you that our mission was and remains Classified and Top Secret. You are not to discuss the mission or any details with anyone. To do so is punishable as treason.”
“This mission’s details will not appear in any of your service records. Your time onboard will be logged in the usual manner, but your records will not indicate the nature of the mission or area of service other than ‘The Gulf of Mexico.”
“When we arrive in Norfolk, I will be flying to Washington to give briefings to the CNO and explain the data we collected during this last encounter. I will tell you that as part of my briefings, I will describe our crew’s exceptional performance and contribution to the mission, including the outstanding work of our New Orleans crew. Thank you all again for a job well done.”
Hanna said his goodbyes to all of the crew and proceeded to the dock and a waiting gray Navy bus for his trip back to New Orleans. The return ride home was quiet, with all the New Orleans crew reflecting on their unbelievable and dangerous experience — one that they could never tell anyone about.
After a good night’s sleep in New Orleans, Wade woke the next morning and read a phone message that Detective Pisano had called. He returned the call and Pisano told him he wanted to meet at the Old Grill at two o’clock that day.
They arrived at the same time and were ushered to the table in the corner that Pisano liked. Pisano asked, “I understand you just returned from active duty? Was it a cruise?”
“Kind of.”
“I’ll come right to the point. We lost Ed last week. His body was found at a dumpsite in Chalmette near the levee.”
Wade was stunned and said nothing as Pisano continued. “He was killed a few days before we found his body. His hands had been tied behind his back, and he had a piece of radiator hose in his mouth.”
Wade became noticeably affected.
“He was tortured before he died. His fingers were broken and he had burns all over his body. He must have gone through hell before they finally killed him.”
At this point Wade was in pale shock. He wasn’t processing the visual being described. He couldn’t speak. He barely managed to get out the word, “Who?”
“His body was brought to the dumpsite after he was killed. The site picked was on another gang’s turf to try to throw us off. The hose in his mouth is clearly a Coletta signature.” Pisano continued, “I have all of my informants on the street in full alert but we don’t have any information yet. His funeral was last week. I attended and spoke with Ed’s mother and father. Of course, they took it pretty hard.”
Wade said, “I’ll go see them.”
Pisano said, “Ok but be careful.”
Wade asked, “What about Linda?”
”She and her daughter are now fine and out of the area. She found a job, and Mindy is in school and has some new friends.”
“What about Jamie?”
“I had the salon watched for several weeks after the Linda incident. T.J.’s guys came around a couple of times at Linda’s scheduled appointment time on Thursdays. One time one of the guys came in and asked Jamie if she had seen Linda. Jamie stepped right into her old role and told them she hadn’t seen her for weeks. The fact that she had another customer in her chair at that time reinforced her story. No one from the Coletta organization has been by in weeks. I think Jamie is fine now. When I last spoke to her she asked about you and said she may be going to another salon.”
Wade nodded, thanking Pisano for the update.
Pisano asked, “Are you planning to do any more racing?”
“No, I sold my race car and parts to a guy in Texas before I went on active duty.”
“Good, we’re still following the racing parts connection.”
“I’m totally out of that now. I’m not going to any more races or car shows.”
Jake said, “Good. There was always that loose connection at the track between you, Ed, and the Colletta gang that I was never comfortable with. I want you to know that I’m personally handling the murder investigation of Ed. I consider him one of my people, and I’m going to get the bastards that did this.”
“I know you will.” Hanna replied almost sick with emotion that he hadn’t processed yet. He just felt numb. He was again vaguely aware that he had recently come off an undercover mission that could still get him killed, he had just almost lost his life in an undersea mission that he should never have been on, and his mother was dying. And now he had just lost his best friend.
Jake started to leave the table, but then turned back to Wade and said, “I almost forgot to mention. I had a meeting with a Mr. Walter Jenkins who called my office asking about you. I wasn’t going to say anything to him over the phone but I did agree to see him, and so we met. He’s from Naval Intelligence or one of the other Spook agencies. I’ve met enough of these guys; I can smell them a mile away. I know the names they give are never their real names. I agreed to meet with him because he came through the right channels of our department and because I wanted to know more about what he wanted to know. I wasn’t going to give him anything but I thought I might be able to get something out of him for you.”
“I told him before we met that I was not going to discuss anything about the NOPD operations or what role you may or may not have had — or even confirm that there was any role. He agreed to meet on that basis. It was not a long meeting; maybe 20 minutes. He just wanted to know about you and how you responded under difficult circumstances.”
“I didn’t confirm that you were involved in anything that could be classified as a difficult situation. The only thing I told him was that I would pass along his number to you the next time I saw you. But I didn’t make any promises other than that. It’s up to you whether you want to give him a call or not. Here’s his name and number.”
Wade took the piece of paper he was handed and asked, “Do you think I should call him?”
Jake replied, “I don’t think it’s a big deal one way or the other. I think it might be interesting to hear what he has to say. Just listen and don’t say anything. I had him checked out. He’s a real government agency employee having nothing to do with the FBI or our undercover operation.”
Wade thanked Pisano and said he would think about it. After Jake left Wade remained nursing his cup of coffee. He had a lot on his mind. He missed a lot of school while on active duty. St. John’s, like other schools, was good about giving students on active duty time to make up classes and even provided tutors if the students needed them. He would have to deal with that. He also had to deal with Ed’s death.
Wade had a brief discussion with his father about his mother’s worsening condition. His father wanted to take Wade to dinner, just the two of them. He thought the overture from his father was unusual but agreed to it.
Wade wanted to meet with Ed’s parents and wanted to check on Jamie. He didn’t know what to do about this Jenkins guy. Wade really started to feel Ed’s absence. He thought about how close they were and how close he, himself, had already come to being killed. He thought it was dumb mysterious luck that he was not in the grave next to Ed. He thought about how easy it would be for him to be hit by the gang in the same way if Coletta gang members saw him around town.
A week later Wade was back in school, attending his make-up classes and really hitting the books. He felt good that he was starting to get caught up. He called to set up a meeting with Ed’s folks. When Wade arrived, the door opened. Ed’s mother and father were standing there with tears in their eyes. They hugged Wade, and Ed’s mother said, “Please sit down”, pointing to Ed’s favorite chair. She asked, “Can I fix you anything?”
Wade said, “No thanks, I’m fine.”
Ed’s mother told him, “I always fixed you and Ed something whenever you came over.” She started crying.
Wade said, “I was on active duty in the Gulf. That’s why I didn’t attend the funeral. I’m so sorry this happened.” Wade now had tears in his eyes.
Ed’s mother and father both said, “It’s okay.” She continued, “You know, Ed always looked up to you. He thought you were exactly the person he wanted to become.”
Wade replied, “I always looked up to him as well. He was a great friend.”
His mother said, “He should have never gotten into this gang thing.”
His father added. “It was those guys that did this.”
Ed’s mother said, “Ed knew better.”
“He was trying to get out,” Ed’s father defended his son. “They wouldn’t let him out.” His father continued, “You know my two stations were always going to be Ed's; nobody else’s. He could have made a good living with them. Sometimes he was so hardheaded. But they were always going to be his. He just wasn’t ready to manage them yet. I don’t know what I’m going to do now. I can’t even go to work. When I see the tools Ed used, I start crying. Everything reminds me of him.”
They talked a while about old times, and Wade said. “I want you two to know something. Ed was getting out of the gang. He told me that several times. He just had to do it slowly. I don’t know who did this to him but I know Detective Pisano will find them.”
Ed’s mother said, “Detective Pisano is such a nice man. We met him at the funeral. He told us the same thing you just said. That makes us feel better. I wish Ed had met the detective when he was younger. You were so smart not to get involved in those gangs.”
Wade said, “I was lucky, not smart.” Wade continued, “I want you to know that Ed was helping the police when he was murdered. He was doing good work when he died. His death was not in vain. The police are very grateful for the work Ed did. I just want you both to know he was getting out and was doing the right thing when he died. His death was not for nothing. He died trying to do the right thing.”
His mother replied, “We understand.”
They all cried together and discussed old memories of Ed. As Wade was standing to leave, Ed’s mother said, “If you ever want to go by his grave we’ll take you.
"I would certainly like that.”
Ed’s mother and father cried as they hugged him. Wade quietly left.
That same week, Wade met his father for dinner at Monroe’s, one of his father’s favorite restaurants just off Napoleon Avenue. Wade’s father had ordered a table in a small private room in the restaurant so they could talk. He and his father both ordered the house specialty and Wade’s favorite appetizer. Since Wade was a child, the combination shrimp and crabmeat appetizer with remoulade sauce was his favorite. His father started the conversation by asking Wade to tell him about his active duty.
Wade replied “I can’t really talk about it.”
His father joked, “Top Secret mission?”
Wade didn’t reply. His father asked, “What about the school you missed?”
Wade replied, “I think I’m going to be okay.”
He continued, “The school has a special program for those serving on active duty. I’m taking the make-up courses now, and they’re going well. In fact, I’m learning more with the make-up classes than I learned in regular class.”
His father seemed satisfied and said, “I want to talk to you about your mother. While you were gone her condition got worse and she had to go into the hospital.” He looked up at Wade and said, “I don’t know how long we are going to have her around. I just felt you should know that instead of hearing it from another relative. We’ll have more nursing help around the house, but it doesn’t’ look like the doctors can do much more for her. You might take that into account when you deal with her. At times she comes across tougher than she really is.”
Wade replied, “I understand.”
His father said “You may want to take this time to be with her a little more”.
“I will.”
On the outside, Wade seemed to take all the news since his return in stride. On the inside, he was full of anxiety and confusion. His best friend was dead, and now he was losing his mother. He was behind in school, and he was still looking over his shoulder for retribution from the mob.
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New Orleans, LA
It was now approaching Christmas, and school was closing for the holidays. Wade had really applied himself to the books and was almost caught up for the time he spent on active duty. Some of his time pressure was off for the moment, and he started thinking about unfinished business. He often thought about his friend Tom in SEAL Team Two and wondered if he had made it. He had promised to call Tom’s wife, Cheryl, and he hadn’t done that. He found her picture and phone number and called.
A female voice answered, “Hello?”
Wade said, “Hi my name is Wade Hanna, and I am a friend of Tom’s. He deployed off our submarine in the Gulf. I was just calling to see if he was okay.”
Cheryl said, “Tom said you might be calling. Yes, Tom’s fine. He got back from the Gulf and we had a few days together. After Cuba, he was deployed to Vietnam. He’s over there now somewhere with his team.”
“I’m glad he’s okay. Please let him know I called when you talk to him.
Cheryl said, “I sure will. We just had our baby.”
Wade had forgotten about the baby. “Congratulations! That’s great,” he said.
“The baby’s crying now. I have to run. Thanks so much for calling.”
They hung up. Wade was pleased that Tom had made it but wondered what it was like in Vietnam.
Wade’s next call was to a downtown New Orleans prefix and the number given to him by Pisano. Wade asked for Mr. Jenkins by name and soon the voice came on the line, “Jenkins here.”
Wade replied, “My name is Wade Hanna. I received a message from Detective Pisano to give you a call.”
“Yes, thank you for calling. I would like a chance to meet you and discuss a proposal I have.”
Wade said, “Okay. Where do you want to meet?”
“Do you know the little park at the lake with benches that are right on the water near the light house?”
“Sure,”
Jenkins replied, “Does this Thursday at around three o’clock work for you?”
Wade replied, “Sure.”
Wade was at the meeting site early. His instincts told him to check it out first. On his way to the park, he passed Ronda’s Salon but didn’t stop. The meeting place was just a couple of miles from the beauty shop. Wade saw that the parking area for the little park was empty. It was late November, and there was a cold wind coming off the lake.
Wade walked over to the railing at the edge overlooking the water. A colorful row of boats were docked on both sides. The wind was moving the calm water around the boats reflecting abstract images in the sunlight. Small ripples of red, yellow, blue and white made mesmerizing patterns. His mind began to wonder about who this Jenkins guy might be and why he was interested in him. As he looked at the small colored ripples in the water he asked himself where his life was going.
Wade hadn’t had time to think much in the past few months, especially about such things as the future and what he would be doing. He was just trying to survive. He thought back and pondered what his life had been and how little control he had had over it. He was going on nineteen years old and hadn’t lived much of that life that wasn’t associated with near-death experiences. He thought about never really having a childhood. He had to grow up quickly and was not like other kids his age.
In terms of the future, Wade didn’t know where he was going from here, but knew that if he kept tempting fate, he would be dead before he turned 21 — maybe even before he turned 19. He thought perhaps his fate was to die young. He reflected on how easily one wrong move, or poor luck, would leave him in a grave like Ed. He also reflected that he wasn’t sure anyone in his life would really care or understand. He could count his friends that were still alive on one hand.
Wade realized there was some self pity in his thoughts, but what really concerned him was that he didn’t feel he had any direction to his life. He decided to stop dwelling on these issues and turn his attention to the nice boats docked before him. He soon imagined he would like to have enough money one day to own one and what they might be like. He quickly caught himself saying, “That was dreaming.”
A dark sedan pulled up in the lot and a slender man in an overcoat and fedora got out and started walking toward him. As he got closer the man asked, “Are you Mr. Hanna?”
Wade nodded and said, “Yes.”
Jenkins continued, “My name is Walter Jenkins. I am coordinator of the Inter-Agency Task Force in New Orleans. We are a government agency that does work in the intelligence area.” Hearing this line, Wade thought Pisano was right. He sensed this guy was a spook and Jenkins was not his real name.
Jenkins said, “Let me give you my card,” and handed Wade his card, which only had his name, the same number Wade already had, and the words Inter-Agency Task Force.
Wade became more direct and asked, “So what does your agency Task Force want with me?”
“Well you were recommended to us as someone who may be interested in working for the government.”
“Who recommended me? I have no idea what work you’re talking about.”
Jenkins replied, “It’s good to have those questions. Let me explain. You have been in the Navy now for what, two years?”
Wade said, “That’s about right.”
Jenkins continued, “Your scores on the Navy tests that got you into submarine school were very high. Much higher than average. The agencies my department coordinates do primarily surveillance work and some undercover work. We get a lot of people from the Navy who receive high scores on their tests. We find someone like you in the military ranks, and then we look into their service record. We interview people they served with, people whose command they were under. We do background checks to make sure they have not been in any trouble. We interview these individuals to see if they like what we have to offer. We see if they have any interest in a job opportunity and career with the government serving their country.”
“After doing all this, and only if there’s a fit, we make them an offer. The person can accept the offer or reject it, no questions asked. There are no obligations or pressure for accepting the offer. We like what we see in you and think you would be ideal for one of the services we coordinate. At this point, if you are open to it I would like to begin discussing an offer to you.”
Wade said, “Okay, what did you have in mind?”
“I’m just going to outline the basics of an offer and let you think about it. There is nothing in writing at this point, and if at some point you find the offer acceptable, we’ll put it in writing, and you’ll be employed by the federal government through one of our agencies.” Jenkins continued, “Well Mr. Hanna, as I understand it you have approximately two years left to serve in the Navy Reserve. That includes your requirement for attending meetings at your base every month. You have to take certain technical classes to maintain your rating. You must serve at sea for two weeks every summer. The most important part of your obligation with the Navy is that you are available on-call for active duty at a moment’s notice, am I correct?”
“Yes.”
Jenkins said, “You also receive very modest pay while serving. It’s my understanding you were just called to active duty in the Gulf. I’m sure you are aware of our country’s buildup in the draft for the Vietnam War?”
Wade acknowledged by nodding yes.
“My proposal would include making all of your remaining obligations to the Navy go away.”
“I’m listening.”
“I understand you’re finishing your third year of high school at St. John’s. Is that correct?”
Wade nodded again.
“I assume you would like to complete your high school at St. John’s and even perhaps go to college? My proposal would cover that. In other words, you would be working part-time for the government while you finished high school, and if you wanted, also while you attend a college of your choice. We would continue that part-time arrangement throughout college. By the way, under my proposal you would be paid for your services during all this time. We don’t pay the highest rates, but I can assure you our pay would be substantially more than what the Navy is paying you now. If you decide to go to college, we typically cover the tuition as well, while you continue to work for us part time.”
Wade looked off in the direction of the boats, thinking about what Jenkins was saying.
“On the other hand, you may love the Navy and wish to serve out your remaining time with them and take your chance that you will not be called to active duty in Vietnam. And finish high school on your own. If that’s your desire, my proposal would be of little interest to you. I’m not looking for an answer now. I’m just giving you information to think about.”
Wade asked, “Explain again how I would get out of the Navy?”
“Basically, you would be given an honorable discharge from the Navy with a letter of meritorious service. Internally we would be doing an interagency transfer. We do this all the time for people transferring from one branch of the service to another. In this case you would be transferring from the Navy to a federal agency. Let me worry about those details. I can give you more information about that once we have agreed to a suitable arrangement. At this point, I would like you to just think about some of the things I’ve proposed. If you would like to discuss any of this further, please give me a call. Do you have any questions?”
Wade asked, “If I went for this deal, where would I be working after I finished school?”
Jenkins replied “Right here in New Orleans or anywhere else you might choose. We have operations all over the world, but there is one in particular in New Orleans. I think you would be perfect for one of our local agencies.”
Wade was still thinking about Jenkins’ proposal and wasn’t giving him any indication one way or the other as to whether he was interested.
Jenkins changed the subject and said “I didn’t realize the wind came up this much here in the afternoon.”
Wade replied, “Yeah, the lake can get pretty rough this time of year.”
“It has been a pleasure meeting you, Mr. Hanna. You have my card. Please think about our discussion and give me a call if you have interest in talking further.” They shook hands and started back to their cars.
Wade had more to think about.
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Wade had a lot on his mind. He couldn’t dwell on all he had been through. He couldn’t even begin to process the emotional impact of recent events. Right now he had to focus on what was before him.
As his mother’s worsening health condition persisted, he spent more time with her. One evening she was well enough to be sitting up in her favorite blue chair in the TV room. His father was working late. Wade came over and asked politely, “Can I get you anything?”
His mother shook her head no, and he went over to sit on the sofa across the room. Her hands shook and she looked extremely tired. She waved her hand asking him to come closer and sit on the floor next to her. Wade came over and sat down where she was pointing. She put her hand through his hair and just looked at him. Wade was uncomfortable. He couldn’t remember her touching him or showing affection.
She said in her barely audible, gravel voice, “You know I’ve always been the way I’ve been with you so you would be tough and a survivor. You’ve got to be tougher than me and the rest of this family. I know what you’ve been through … its all for a reason. ”
In those few words, Wade realized that somehow on a spiritual or emotional level, his mother knew much of what he had been through. The feeling was mysterious to Wade. He didn’t rationally understand his new awareness, but he suddenly understood some things; they just clicked into place. Even her abuses toward him as a child seemed to have a purpose in his mother’s mind.
For the first time, Wade saw his mother’s eyes become red with tears of love, sympathy, and compassion. He had never seen her cry like this in his life. She said in a trembling voice, “I’m not going to be around much longer and I want you to know its okay. You will do just fine in life. I want you to take care of your father. He’s not as tough as we are.” Pointing to the sofa across from her chair, she said “Go watch your TV program.”
She was not watching TV, just looking out through the window, lost in thought, while she sat back in her chair. In the middle of the TV program she tried getting up by herself and fell back in her chair. She said, “I need to get to bed now.”
Wade helped her get to bed in the next room. That was the only time in Wade’s life he remembered having an intimate, loving moment with his mother. She was always much too tough for that. It would also be the last moment alone he had with her. She died a few weeks later.
His mother’s worsening condition over the last months had brought Wade and his father closer. After his mother’s funeral, Wade could see the impact her loss had on his father. They would have dinner together more often, and they talked more. At one of these dinners, his father asked, “Have you given consideration to college or what you are going to do after high school?”
Wade answered, “I’ve thought about it some, but not a lot. I know I have to start thinking about it. My senior year is going to be over before I know it.”
His father nodded and said, “Your senior year will go by in a flash.”
Wade mentioned, “I was contacted by a government services company trying to recruit me to come to work for them.”
His father said, “That’s fine. I just want you to know that if you are interested in going to college, your mother and I have put aside some funds to help you financially.” He continued, “We don’t want finances to be the reason you don’t go to college, if that’s what you want to do.”
Wade was surprised, and touched. He said, “Thanks Dad I will definitely consider it.”
Wade checked with the St. John’s administrator and found they had a career counseling center which was run by Brother Albert. Wade set a time to meet Brother Albert, who turned out to be a very friendly, a small built person with horned rimmed glasses. He reminded Wade a little of Mr. Pete.
Brother Albert seem to ask all the right questions. He told Wade that he needed to get some information from him and set up some testing that would give an indication of his areas of academic strength and preferences for college and the workforce. The results would allow Brother Albert to match up college entrance requirements, costs, and loan programs with his academic strengths and interests. They agreed to meet after Wade took the tests. Wade was familiar with this routine from his experience with Mr. Pete at his alternative school.
Wade took the tests but didn’t feel they were as comprehensive as the ones administered by Mr. Pete. The results came in, and Wade met with Brother Albert to hear the results.
Brother Albert said, “Wade, we have some interesting results here. I’ll start with saying that you meet most of the minimum entrance requirements academically, but are you sure you want to attend college?”
“Why do you ask that?”
“We have some test results indicating you might want to consider becoming a mechanic. Like repairing engines.”
Wade felt himself withdrawing a bit as he answered, “I’ve already done that.”
Brother Albert continued, “There is another result here which is also very unusual. I don’t think I’ve ever seen this result before?”
Wade asked, “What is it?” Brother Albert replied, “It says you may be well suited as an undertaker.”
“What? You mean like preparing dead people in a funeral home?”
Brother Albert raised his eyebrows, seemingly incredulous himself, and replied, “That’s what the results are showing.”
Wade thought to himself for a moment that maybe the test was picking up on all the dead bodies around him.
Wade decided not to explore that image with Brother Albert.
Brother Albert continued, “I have no idea what that’s all about. That’s a very strange test result, but let me tell you that college is not for everyone. There are many professional careers that don’t require a college education. Here’s a brochure on some of those careers, in case you want to look at it.”
Wade was upset and not interested in hearing a lecture on becoming a mechanic or undertaker. He interrupted Brother Albert by saying, “Excuse me, Brother, but can I get a copy of my test results? I just realized that I have another meeting which I am late for. I will check back with you at another time.”
“Anytime my son. My door is always open to you.” He gave Wade a copy of his test results. Wade tossed the brochure on alternative careers in the trash just outside of Brother Albert’s office.
He thought, “Those tests and that person are not going to determine my future”.
A week later, Wade called Mr. Pete and asked to meet. He couldn’t stop thinking about the “undertaker” test result and wondered if that was some kind of destiny message or weird prediction about his fate.
In the meeting with Mr. Pete, Wade told him of his active duty deployment and told him about the results of his testing with Brother Albert. Mr. Pete asked if he could see the test results. Wade provided them, and Mr. Pete took his time reviewing the results.
Pete finally looked up and set the package of tests aside on his desk and said, “Before we get into these results, let me ask you some questions. First, what do you want to do?”
“What do you mean?”
“Have you given any thought to going to college?”
“Yes, but all I heard from St. John’s was that I’m not suited. It seems like the more they tell me I’m not suited, the more I want to go.”
Mr. Pete replied, “Isn’t that pretty much how most of your life has gone so far? You’ve fought your way through everything you’ve achieved in life when everyone said you couldn’t do it. What makes you think college would be any different?”
“I don’t know.”
Mr. Pete continued, “Wade you’ve gone through a lot; you’ve already been through more than most people will go through in their lives. Listen to me: Whatever you decide you want to do and become, you can do it. Do not take my words lightly; I mean every one of them. I know you well enough to know that whatever you make up your mind to do, nothing will stop you from being successful at it, except yourself. The fact that your parents will assist you financially is a great advantage and you should give that tremendous weight in your decision.”
Wade nodded.
Mr. Pete continued, “Look, Brother Albert means well, and I’m sure he provides a valuable service to his students. But the tests you took at St. Johns are outdated. I, for example, use similar tests that are probably three generations beyond the tests you took. As for the ‘undertaker’ results, there is a default mechanism in these tests which puts up this category when the person’s answers contradict each other. All that means is you have some uncertainly in you responses, which is normal, that’s all. I haven’t used this test in years. The new tests no longer have the ‘undertaker’ category.”
Mr. Pete continued, “Look, put these tests away. I can tell you that your academic scores, while not at the top level, will allow you to attend most private and certainly all public, colleges that you might choose. You simply have to decide where you want to go and apply yourself.”
Wade said “But I don’t know what I want to major in or what I want to do.”
Mr. Pete assured him that most kids starting college don’t know either, even when they think they know. “Most people rarely end up where they start. It’s a journey Wade. Just pick something you feel might interest you and start. Let the journey begin. Your gut will tell you where to go from there. Fate and your hard work will determine where you end up. Don’t let this decision confuse or stress you. Think of it as fun. You get to make a decision and go where you want to go rather than where someone else wants you to go. Make it your decision.”
When that meeting ended, Wade felt like a heavy weight had been lifted.
Mr. Pete had removed another obstacle in front of him.
Wade thought, “What a great friend to have.” Wade felt he was in control. He could now view Mr. Jenkins’ proposal with new eyes and compare it to his father’s offer. He was determined not to get into anything that would interrupt his path to a college education.
It was another two months before Wade contacted Mr. Jenkins. This time Wade had done his research on colleges and had determined where he wanted to go. Now he needed more information from Jenkins. Perhaps his offer had some potential but not under the terms Jenkins originally proposed. Wade was prepared to begin negotiation with Jenkins along the lines of his decided career path. He wasn’t simply going to let some government agency make that call for him. He asked for a meeting with Jenkins to start negotiations.
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