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PRAISE FOR DIANA DEVERELL’S FICTION

Nora Dockson legal thrillers

Lay Bare the Lie, the sixth and newest Nora Dockson legal thriller, “tops all the others in so many ways. There’s a gripping I-didn’t-see-that-coming plot, the relationships among the continuing characters are evolving, and the descriptions of Oregon and Washington are wonderful.” (IBooks reader review)

 

Help Me Nora is “a compelling gritty novel. I could not put it down and found the legal background fascinating.” (Goodreads review)

 

“A great character, a great series—I highly recommend it to people.” (Stephen Campbell, CrimeFiction.FM)

 

“Deverell has a gift that grabs the reader so one cares about what happens to every character in the story. Once one starts Nora’s clear sighted and brilliant pursuit of justice it’s hard to put the book down!” (Amazon reader review)

 

“The series is great; it’s got the theme of the hard scrabble up-from-poverty Nora doing her battle of wits against a scheming, social-climbing assistant attorney general, laced with tons of good detective work.” (Amazon reader review)

 

* * *

 

Bitch Out of Hell “could be a story on the six o’clock news - the outsourcing of America’s military functions, shady corporate dealings, the suspicious death of a whistleblowing board member, and a special prosecutor’s investigation.” (iBooks reader review of Bitch Out of Hell)

 

“Helluva read! I really enjoyed this. I hope there are more books coming. The characters are intriguing, Bella is intelligent and sassy, and the plot is entertaining.” (Amazon reader review)

 

“. . . a delightfully humorous and suspenseful read with realistic characters . . . and the plot twists and weaves itself into a satisfying conclusion. For a fun thriller read, check this out.” (Kings River Life review)

 

* * *

 

Casey Collins international thrillers

12 Drummers Drumming 

“Chilling Suspense and heated passion—A brilliant debut.” (Barbara Parker, Edgar-finalist author of Suspicion of Innocence)

 

Night on Fire

“Deverell’s solid second Casey Collins novel [has] engaging narrative, gripping mystery, and wily plot twists.” (Publishers Weekly)

 

East Past Warsaw

“. . . a tale that makes you pray it’s fiction.” (S.E. Warwick, mystery reviewer)

 

China Box

“an intricate chess match of espionage, international wheeling-dealing, and love plays out in Washington and Silicon Valley.” (Amazon reader review)


HAZMAT HEEL-AND-TOE: A Dawna Shepherd Short Story


1

The message came over the CB in good-ol’-boy code.

“Death on Truckers just joined the party on Interstate seven-eight,” the invisible driver drawled, and FBI Agent Dawna Shepherd clicked her seatbelt into the latch.

Her cellphone chimed. “That’ll be Chambers,” she said to her driver, Joe Menasria.

With one hand, Dawna pressed her cellphone to her ear.

With the other, she braced herself for the jolt she knew would follow when their liquid cargo shifted.

Across the doghouse from her, Joe released the trailer brakes with a whoosh of air, shifted out of neutral, and moved the chemical tanker across the truck stop lot toward the on-ramp.

 “Heard it on the CB,” Dawna reported to Benjamin Chambers, her Bureau colleague.

Chambers and another agent had been at the I-78 rest area since eight o’clock that morning when the New Jersey State Police Hazardous Materials Enforcement Unit set up their roadside checkpoint—got the party started, in trucker lingo.

“We’re rolling, ETA fifteen minutes.” She shut her eyes, concentrating on what Chambers was telling her over the phone.

Joe worked his way up through the gears and insinuated the eighty thousand-pound vehicle into the heavy traffic racing east toward Newark. He smoothly coordinated his shifting with the moving contents of the tank.

Forty-eight hours earlier in North Carolina he’d loaded zinc and manganese nitrates combined with D-Blaze fire-retardant solution.

The liquid fixing-preservative was so dense that weight restrictions hadn’t allowed Joe to fill the tank to capacity and the glop had an extra thousand gallons of empty airspace to roll around in.

Dawna had joined him that morning at a truck stop near Allentown and after less than an hour riding shotgun in the Peterbilt she knew that certain moves—gearing down too rapidly, hitting the brakes, stomping the accelerator—set the glop in motion, jerking the tractor-trailer combo and her body along with it.

A full load of gasoline would have been easier on her spine, but gasoline wasn’t exotic enough bait for US Department of Transportation Safety Inspector Andrew Younger.

Younger had been hired by USDOT in the wake of September 11th, and the FBI had reports from three different truckers that he was on the take. Today he’d been scheduled to work at the I-78 checkpoint.

Now, Chambers confirmed that the newly arrived van was the one assigned to Younger. The target was in place.

Dawna ended her conversation, snapped the cellphone shut. 

“We’ll get him this time,” she yelled to Joe.

 Joe nodded, tight lipped. He had both hands on the oversized steering wheel and his gaze kept moving, from the traffic ahead to the rear view in his side mirrors and back again.

He’d turned the air conditioner off and diesel exhaust fumes wafted through the open window, thickening the muggy soup that passed for air in northern New Jersey in July.

From the sleeper, the black toy poodle moaned in complaint and resumed her panting.

Dawna ignored the animal.

Dawna was hot, too, but she wasn’t whining.

Joe claimed that the air conditioner drowned out sounds and signals from other traffic, and she damn well wanted him to have all the information he needed to get the truck up to speed.

The trailer was labeled with diamond-shaped placards bearing the number 1760 and the number 8 and an alarming graphic of test tubes spilling. The “1760” stood for the contents, monoethanolamine.

The “8” meant corrosive—a mild-sounding term for a chemical combination that would burn the flesh off Dawna’s finger if she was foolish enough to dip it into the soup. Corrosive—but not combustible, not flammable, not explosive.

Some comfort, but not much for the FBI operative posing as the driver’s wife.

Which was why Dawna had demanded final approval of the driver. The setup had to be as authentic as possible, to avoid any later claim by Younger of entrapment.

That meant an actual load of dangerous material, a professional driver, and paperwork in perfect order.

She’d vetoed the first two drivers Chambers offered. One had the twitchiness of a high-octane caffeine user and a recent speeding violation.

The other’s dirty rig and sloppy attire weren’t confidence inspiring. He didn’t look as though he ever turned a profit.

On the third try, Chambers came up with Joe Menasria and his high-gloss midnight blue Peterbilt cabover with the skillet face.

Thirty-eight years old, Joe—named Youcef by his Algerian-born father but Joe was the name he’d been using since he started kindergarten in a Baltimore suburb—Joe had been an independent tractor-trailer owner-operator for ten years, five of them with a hazmat endorsement on his license.

Self-employed, he had an agent in Denver who contracted with shippers, arranging for Joe to pick up and deliver tankers filled with dangerous liquids. His driving record was spotless.

A fact proven to cops in the thirty-three states where the bears had run a make on him since 9/11, when state police forces nationwide began inspecting all trucks loaded with dangerous materials.

At weigh stations, chemical tankers with hazmat placards automatically lit up the PARK BRING PAPERS sign. And special squads like the New Jersey troopers set up random checkpoints more frequently.

They were looking for mislabeled cargoes, faulty paperwork, and drivers who’d acquired commercial truck licenses fraudulently.

Because of Joe’s unusual name and his “possible Middle Eastern” appearance, he invariably got the full cargo inspection and driver background check. But cops who plugged the name Youcef Menasria into the National Crime Information Center always came up with zip, because no bad paper existed on Joe.

He was clean and the cops let him roll on down the road without further hassle. The constant delays meant he hauled fewer loads, cutting his net income by a quarter. The financial losses hurt.

“Other guys who look like me quit,” Joe had told Dawna when she interviewed him at his home near Baltimore.

Working with a non-FBI partner was always tricky and she’d wanted to check out both Joe and his vehicle. She passed the gleaming Peterbilt instantly. The cabover tractor shouted “moneymaker.”

Lean and compact, Joe had the same well-to-do polished sheen as his truck, but Dawna took her time with him. She had to be sure he’d play his role the way she wanted.

“You say the other guys quit,” she echoed.

  He shrugged. “Couldn’t take it, getting stopped by the bears ever’ two hundred mile.”

“But you could.” Dawna’s tone was flat and she had her game face on, not giving Joe any clue as to what she wanted to hear.

“I thought about quitting. It gets old pretty fast, being treated like Osama Bin Laden’s cousin.”

His eyes, impenetrable as Turkish coffee, locked on to Dawna’s. “But I know better than most cops what damage somebody could do with a rig like mine. I can’t fault the system for taking a harder look at hazmat drivers.”

Most truckers referred to cops as predators. Was Joe pretending to like them because he was eager for revenge?

“So you support stricter law enforcement?” she asked innocently.

Joe snorted. “I put up with the bears. Like you, you flew into Allentown, knowing you’d be hassled by Homeland Security at both ends, because that’s the price now for riding in airplanes.”

“Would you say being hassled is a cost of doing business for you?”

“Being hassled by a few overeager cops, yes. I can put up with that, given the reason. Wait for them to get a little less panicky. Which mostly they have.”

His voice turned serious. “But these jerks from DOT—they got no excuse. They don’t give a damn about protecting this country. I got worked over by one of them and I’m still steamed. You need help stopping him and the others like him, I’m your boy.”

Everything about Joe felt right to Dawna and she gave him the thumbs-up. Her choice had been confirmed a half dozen times this morning.

Before either of them climbed into the cab, Joe thoroughly inspected the tractor and trailer.

He thumped his billy club against each pair of tires to make sure both were fully inflated.

He tested his air and electrical connections and made certain the crank to his dolly wheels was securely locked into place.

With the same quiet competence, he moved them down the road and into position to wait for Younger to appear.

And now Younger had.

They were less than a mile from the rest area off-ramp. Blazing orange signs ordered all trucks with hazmat cargoes to exit.

Dawna flipped down the visor to check her reflection. Not that she needed to pat down any stray hairs, her teased platinum tresses were glued in place, the big hair deemed appropriate for a ride-along mama trucking through New Jersey.

Andrew Younger was careful and cautious and Dawna would
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